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1.The Silk Dress of a Sage

The city of Nagardea, where the events meet us, stands on the banks of the Euphrates River in hot Babylonia. It is inhabited almost exclusively by Jews. There are, of course, Persian officials, guardians of the king's laws. They keep an eye on the local people, so that they do not stray from the path of loyalty to the authorities. In exchange for law-abidingness and correct payment of taxes, the guards of the monarchy sometimes do not harm the Jews too much for several years in a row.

All is quiet in Nagardea. The Persian monarch is high and the Roman legions are far away. Fat land, water, and sunshine help the sharecroppers. The craftsmen are skillful and know their work well. Merchants are resourceful. The landowners are strict to the laborers; they always respect their own and the state's benefit. In other words, everyone works in his own way, and all pay taxes to the treasury, according to the amount of income.

There is another category of the inhabitants of Nagardea - the rabbis and their disciples. It is true that this strange breed of people are of no material benefit to the king, but they teach the simple Jews to be obedient to the authorities, to respect the laws of the state, to work hard, and not to rebel. The Persian king is right: one must not be motivated only by gain, lest he multiply evil.

Jews call their teachers sages, honor them above all other tribesmen, and even above the rich. This last circumstance is of great importance, and will appear in our narrative. 

***
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The merchant caravans were moving westward from China, and the camels, humped toilers, were carrying bales of silk on their backs and sides. Nagardean traders and tailors bought the most beautiful fabrics from the merchants and sold them or sewed custom-made elegant dresses. This fabric was very expensive, and therefore only the owners of Deep pockets could afford silk clothes. To deal with expensive goods is a win-win thing: anyone who does business with the rich - is not poor himself.

One of the Nagardean masters who worked with silk was Gedaliah. He had an excellent knowledge of fabrics, bought goods by wholesale and then sold them by retail, making a considerable profit. He owned a workshop, where craftsmen worked - took the measure from the customer, cut the fabric, sew a dress. And the magnate also had orchards and rice fields, and his own mill and winery.

Successful money-maker Gedaliah knew how to please people: the royal treasury was satisfied with him, and he paid his workers without being stingy, and his family lived in the lap of luxury, and he was the first to donate to the needs of the city. It will not be superfluous to add that Gedaliah was ranked by public opinion of Nagardea among the best men of the city and was a member of the honorable council of seven, which decided everything and managed all. Even in an authoritarian community, if it is reasonable, public opinion has the last word.

Gedaliah loved books. He spent weekday evenings and Shabbaths in the house of learning, read the writings of the prophets, listened to the sermons of the sages, and loved to discuss with them difficult passages of the Holy Scriptures. Even though the core of the magnate's life was commerce, but in his soul was firmly rooted desire to become a true connoisseur of God's word. He would have become such, but worldliness prevented him from doing so.

Gedaliah considered his family life not quite successful. Why not quite? Because his wife bore him only girls, and the only boy died in infancy. Mothers know that it is good to have daughters, but fathers who are striving for success, neither in their youth nor in their adulthood realize the obvious. True, some of those lucky enough to live to old age have an epiphany.

Gedaliah needed a son, and a son who would outstrip his peers in intelligence, so that he would grow up to be a true sage, an expert in the Holy Scriptures. Wealth gives strength and love of fellow citizens, however, hypocritical love. But if the people recognize that the son of Gedaliah has truly learned the depths of God's doctrine, the wealthy man's lineage will forever gain the coveted glory and true honor. 
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There lived in Nagardea a poor but respected rabbi named Evitar, an educator of youth and a selfless adviser of maturity. He had not fallen to the position of a poor man, for the community would not have allowed such a disgrace - a wise man and starving - but he could not be called well-to-do. He existed, hardly making ends meet.

This wise man believed that knowledge of the Scriptures should not be used to fill his own purse. However, not all rabbi's were of this opinion. We note in passing that as the centuries went by, Evitar's opponents became the vast majority. He himself spent the first half of the day laboring in the vegetable garden near the house, growing vegetables for food, and after a moderate meal he went to the disciples and books - to fulfill his main mission.  

Evitar was well known in the city's council of seven, for he was often invited to attend meetings. If a practical but spiritually significant decision was to be made, the enlightened Evitar's admonition came in handy. And this was not surprising: although the seven wealthy men were not sufficiently versed in matters of faith, they were intelligent enough to recognize their flaw and not be ashamed to take clever advise.

Gedaliah and Evitar had a mutually respectful relationship, partly even similar to that of friendship in moments of warm conversations. In his desire to penetrate into the details of the Holy Scriptures, Gedaliah did not miss a chance to enter into a dialog with the sage, to ask a clever question to Evitar, who appreciated and encouraged such interest in the subtleties of the Doctrine.

One day Gedaliah invited Evitar to his home, and he willingly agreed to dine with the host. Evitar in passing remarked that he had saved some money and would like to have a dress for the festivities. In spite of his guest's weak protests, Gedaliah personally took his measurements and assured him that the order would be ready in a few days.

On the third day in the morning Gedaliah came to Evitar, who was weeding the beds. Gedaliah, shining, told the gardener that the order is ready and that they should enter the house to try on the new dress. Fearing that his modest savings would not be enough to pay for the expensive silk clothes, Evitar said that the contract was only in words, but it was not written down on parchment, so he had not made any order.

Gedaliah was not in the least upset by this turn of events, as if he had expected just such an answer. He said significantly, “The word of a true sage weighs more than a whole pile of written parchment. And besides, precious Evitar, this silk dress is my gift to you; try it on!"

The opportunity to keep his modest savings intact undoubtedly, albeit moderately, pleased Evitar. But Gedaliah's flattering opinion of the exceptional significance of the sage's words truly made the rabbi happy. He was supremely honored. With his calloused hands, accustomed to labor, he warmly shook Gedaliah's plump, delicate hand.

Eager to repay the generous rich man in a worthy manner, Evitar exclaimed: “Your thoughts, Gedaliah, of the incomparable value of speeches from wise lips, are truly just. In nine months' time you will have a fine chance to be convinced of it. Now listen to me with attention. I predict that a son will be born to you, a boy of outstanding ability, and he will grow up to be a great rabbi, and he will glorify your family. Return home to your spouse at once. And take my prediction as a gift!”

The excited Gedaliah hastened to the family chambers. When he spoke to Evitar of the greatness of the sage's words, he meant only to flatter him, to soften him and induce him not to refuse the gift. But Evitar's prediction touched the sad-sounding string in the heart of a father who had longed for a son. Gedaliah took the prophecy seriously. Without waiting for nightfall, he hurried to fulfill his part of the mission. In due time Evitar's good prediction came true.
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2. The Teacher and the Student


[image: ]


The business-minded and pragmatic Gedaliah, though eager to plunge into the very abyss of Divine science, was skeptical of all kinds of predictions and saw the meaning of stories of miracles as metaphorical rather than literal. It was either his occupation or his natural materialism that pushed him towards a mundane practicalism. A man finds it hard to believe what lies beyond his horizon. But when the words of the sage Evitar touched the innermost, Gedaliah unwittingly pushed the frames of his limited utilitarian outlook.

Shortly after Evitar's memorable prophecy, Gedaliah's spouse informed her husband that another pregnancy had been sent to her by Heaven. The merchant's wife was examined by a well-known midwife in Nagardea, who stated authoritatively that this time it would be a boy. Gedaliah was no longer surprised and, happy, trusted the words of the woman with complete confidence.

In advance Gedaliah began to prepare for the appearance of an heir. On the advise of Evitar, the child, resting serenely in the mother's womb, was planned to be named Matan. Thank God there were no unpleasant surprises. The mentioned midwife helped Gedaliah's wife to give birth safely. It is a pity that little Matan did not realize how desirable he was and what a joyful noise he made by his coming into the world.

Gedaliah had thought out the list of invitees to the ceremonial dinner to celebrate the circumcision vow in advance. The best cooks prepared the food. The most honored place was occupied by the father of the infant. The city council of seven was present in full force. The local sages were also seated there. Their outstanding disciples, the young people, tended to occupy peripheral seats at the table. Significant foreign merchants who happened these days in Nagardea were not ignored. Of course, the chief guest of the celebration was the man who had made the host happy with a faithful prophecy. Mutually amiable speeches adorned the toasts of Gedaliah and Evitar. 

***
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While Matan was a baby, Gedaliah's involvement in his upbringing was limited to caring for the child's health and overseeing his wholesome nutrition. As the child grew older, learned to speak a little, and, in his parent's opinion, became able to grasp his first knowledge of the outside world, the father began to teach the son.

It is said, before the tree falls, the woodcutters are already sharpening their axes. Gedaliah was eager to see his son, who would surpass not only his peers but also the older children. At the age of three Matan had learned the beginnings of arithmetic and confidently solved simple problems, for example, of this kind: suppose a merchant asks you one gold coin for one bale of silk, how much will you have to pay the greedy merchant for four bales? The child gave the correct answer - four gold coins. Gedaliah tried to go further and make the boy realize that if you would sell a bale of silk worth one gold by retail, you would get back a good five gold coins. However, this simple thing for the adult intellect was not conquered by the still weak child's mind.

When Matan was four years old, the father began to teach the son to read and write. In those old times no alphabet books had been invented, so Gedaliah showed the child the letters on sheets of handwritten Holy Books. To his father's joy, the little boy quickly mastered reading and even writing. Not even six months later, Matan was already able to put words together fluently, and, most importantly, he asked the father many questions about what he had read, which testified in favor of the inquisitive nature of the child's mind and his early awakened interest in the faith.

Gedaliah's wife looked with annoyance at husband's pedagogical zeal. Wanting to hurt the merchant's ego, she said, “You, dear, have neglected your business, your income has fallen, so you will soon drive the family to the poorhouse. However, behind the woman's displeasure was another, not selfish reason. The mother was offended that the father devoted all his attention only to the son. Are the daughters worse?

The spouse's grumbling had an effect. Gedaliah found for Matan a tutor, on whom he entrusted the labor of teaching the son, and he himself returned to commercial activities in full force, energetically making up for lost time. He kept an eye on Matan, however. He watched the boy's rapid progress in acquiring new knowledge, talked with him, questioned him, explained.

Matan had an excellent memory and an early ability to think logically. The boy accepted the idea of the inviolability of the law with all his young heart. The father instilled in the son: "No matter how strange the law may seem - it, first of all, must be obeyed, and then you can argue about its fairness or expediency. Human passions are the disease of society, discipline is the cure.”

***
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Great was the spiritual influence of Gedaliah on the son in all moral aspects and, of course, in the part of instilling love for the law. Let us take a remarkable event from Matan's childhood, an example which is given by the biographers of the future sage. It is well known that every Jew must wash his hands before eating. This order is immutable and, it would seem, is not subject to discussion. However, here is a dialog between the boy who returned from the teacher and his father.

- “Welcome, my son,” said Gedaliah, “come into the house, a fine dinner awaits you.

- I will hurry to the table, father,” Matan replied, ”I am hungry, but first I will wash my hands. 

- I'll pour you some water from the mug. How was the day of teaching?

- The usual,” Matan replied, frowning.

- My friend, your eyes are red! Have you been crying? - Gedaliah asked anxiously.  

- Just a little...

- Who hurt you?

- The teacher beat me.

- What have you been guilty of, my friend?

- Ah, it's nothing.

- No, no! Tell me the story in order!

- All right, Father. The teacher told me to spoon-feed his one-year-old son and ...

- Did you refuse? Then your teacher is right, disobedience is punishable!

- I fed the baby but was punished for not washing my hands.

- I don't understand! When you sat down to dinner, you fulfilled the commandment and proved your devotion to it.  

- That's just it, Father, the law says to wash hands before one's own meal. But I didn't eat in the teacher's house, I fed his child. Why should I wash my hands?

- Did the teacher remind you of the commandment? 

- He reminded me and left the room. When he came back, he made sure I did my way.

- You were wrong, Matan. You should have acted according to the law first before you thought about it. And you disobeyed an order, which is also wrong. But I commend you for your thoughtfulness. An interesting case. I'll discuss it with the sages in the house of learning. I ask you not to be angry with the teacher, for the teacher is always well-meaning. Keep this thought in your heart for good. 

The son learned the father's lesson. Looking ahead, we note that Matan carried his steadfast commitment to discipline through the entire career of the Babylonian sage.

***
[image: ]


Gedaliah supported the teacher in pursuit of a pedagogical goal and, in part, under the influence of an instinct for solidarity. Nevertheless this episode made the father think that the clever Matan had equaled, if not surpassed, his teacher. Therefore, further progress in acquiring wisdom is only possible with a change of mentor.  

The father took the son by the hand, and the two went to Evitar's house of learning. At this hour the teacher was giving practical training to his pupils. He listened to the questions of the students who had difficulty in understanding the most complicated passages of the Holy Scriptures, and gave brief but profound answers. The pupils memorized, nod assent their heads, and looked at each other with admiration.

Entering the open door and stopping at the threshold, father and son listened to the words of the mentor. A feeling of deep reverence for Evitar's wise words filled Gedaliah's soul. He looked at Matan - his face was expressing admiration. Gedaliah sat timidly on the edge of the bench in the last row. Matan did not dare to follow father's example and remained standing.

Evitar noticed the entrants and nodded in a friendly manner. When he had finished the lesson, he approached the father and son, smiling amiably, and shook hands with them both. Maintaining the dignity and keeping the unoffensive distance, he inquired about the purpose of their visit, although, no doubt, the intentions of the guests were quite clear to him.

In praising terms, Gedaliah assured the sage that only from him could Matan gain true knowledge. The flattered Evitar began to question the youth about the subjects he had studied, examining him at the same time. The mentor was extremely pleased with the young man's knowledge and intelligence and immediately decided to take him on as a disciple. The father was happy and proud.

Following his rules of life, Evitar refused to accept payment of tuition from Matan's father. “Your son, Gedaliah,” said the mentor when left alone with parent, “has a bright mind, and I am confident that I will raise a profound expert in the Scriptures. The time will come, and the lad will receive a spiritual inheritance from me. My prophetic words will come to their full realization, and Matan will become a great rabbi and glorify your clan!"

Needless to say, how thrilled Gedaliah was to hear this delightful verdict. Paternal joy could not be contained in his trembling heart. The fortunate parent shook hands with Evitar, then rushed to Matan, who was waiting in the orchard of the learning house, and kissed the offspring. Father and son went home, talking vivaciously and making bold plans for the future. 

***
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The years of study with Evitar were the brightest years of Matan's life. For a youth, generously endowed with talents, absorbing knowledge and enriching the mind is the greatest pleasure of the young years.  

After a few years, convinced of Matan's scientific maturity, the mentor sent his best disciple on a trip to Eretz Israel. Evitar dreamed: let the leaders of the spiritual homeland see for themselves what Nagardea could do. The Jews of the land of Babylon can produce their own sages who are quick of mind.
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In those old times of which our story tells, the Jews had two spiritual centers - one in Babylonia and the other in Eretz-Israel. If it is rightly believed that competition is favorable to the progress of every field of human activity, then it must be assumed that the competition between the Babylonian and Jerusalem rabbis was beneficial to the people as a whole.

In modern academic circles it is commonly believed that over the years the epicenter of Talmudic wisdom slowly but surely moved from Eretz-Israel to Babylonia. In all likelihood, the proponents of this judgment have reliable comparison criteria for such a scientific conclusion.

Specially appointed envoys shuttled between Babylonia and Eretz-Israel. Ideas and important intellectual findings were exchanged with the help of these people. While in Babylonia, in Nagardea, Evitar and Matan listened to the envoys from Jerusalem, read the writings and interpretations they brought with them, and even passed on to their Western colleagues the fruits of their own observations of a cold mind and the notes of a hot heart.

Despite the status quo, which had been stable and justified for decades, Evitar had a feeling of dissatisfaction. Indeed, the established tradition of mutual enrichment, though useful, could not sufficiently reveal to the rabbis of Jerusalem the conquests of the Babylonian sages. Therefore Evitar decided to send Matan to Eretz-Israel with the instruction to show the Jerusalemites the best of what he had learned in Nagardea, and, most importantly, to demonstrate his own remarkable achievements as an interpreter of the Holy Books.

In Eretz-Israel there lived one absolutely outstanding person, whom the people loved fervently and and simply called “Rabbi”. A lot of information about Rabbi has come down to us. Here is not a complete list of them. First, he was the ruler of Judaea, second, he surpassed the wealth of all the inhabitants of the country, and third, he was the greatest sage. If there are skeptics who find strange, or even improbable, such an amazing combination of the most important human priorities in one person, let them treat this phenomenon as a chance coincidence of facts.

Arriving in Eretz-Israel, the young representative of Babylonia went to the residence of the ruler, that is, to Rabbi. A servant reported the arrival, and the visitor was received. Matan handed the host a letter of recommendation from his Nagardean teacher. Rabbi read the letter with attention and reverence, put it aside and began an acquaintance conversation with Matan.

The conversation started with polite discussions of trivial matters and gradually turned to scientific subjects. Rabbi quickly saw how just Evitar's praises of his disciple were. The thought-full conversation lengthened. A servant brought a tray of lunch and a pitcher with water for washing hands. After the meal the two men went out into the orchard and continued the discussion until sunset. As the stars appeared in the sky, Rabbi invited Matan to perform the evening prayer with him and his close associates. 

Rabbi invited Matan to
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