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I. A Miraculous Vision
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Dovid’s mind was on happy matters: His upcoming marriage and his return home after three years studying in that faraway yeshiva—three years of sleeping on cold hard benches and eating grudging, meager meals at strangers’ tables. The day was pleasant and, as the only passenger in the wagon, Dovid had stretched out his legs and dreamily watched the fields passing by. After stopping at an inn to water the horse and grab a quick meal of bread and onions, the driver had turned down the road into a thick wood. Still, the sun was so bright that it burst right through the tangle of branches overhead. The driver laughed and whistled and sang some song in Ukrainian about a pretty girl and a barrel of whiskey.

The driver assured him they would be home by nightfall. It wasn’t much farther; just past this patch of forest, and across a meadow, and then there it would be, the shtetl of Z., where Dovid’s parents and bride and future in-laws all awaited him.

But as the sun was setting, Dovid noticed clumps of grey clouds overhead. A moment later a raindrop hit his forehead. And then another, and another, more and more and faster and harder. Dovid ducked underneath his small bag, but the rain kept pounding and the wind whipped the water against his eyes.

There was a crash of thunder, and the wagon stalled in the mud. Dovid prayed to the Holy One, Blessed be He, to deliver him safely from this ordeal. But before his prayer was finished, he felt a tremendous thump and crash, and then a piercing scream broke through the noise of the rain. Looking up as well as he could, he saw a tree had fallen on the driver, killing him and breaking the wagon in half. The horse was nowhere to be seen—it must have run off in terror.

Fighting against the wind, Dovid crawled down from the remains of the wagon, hoping to shelter beneath it until the storm passed. But a powerful gust broke off several planks that had been loosened by the falling tree and now there was no longer enough of the wagon left intact to protect him from the elements.

Seeing no better option, and with his head pounding from the rain and the thunder, Dovid stumbled forward. With the rain pelting his eyes, though, he could barely see. Terrified and blinded, Dovid accidentally veered off too far to one side and soon found himself bumping into tree trunks.

He felt a sharp pain in his leg—something bit him—or maybe some object cut him. Either way, he could feel the blood pouring down. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and prayed again to HaShem to lead him to shelter.

Dovid faltered forward for several more steps; a swaying branch cut his cheek. But then, when he reached out ahead of him, there were no more trees or bushes. Looking out as best he could, he saw he had come upon a clearing. And in the center of the clearing was a building—a shelter.

Dovid gave thanks to the Holy One for extending His Mercy and His Protection—with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, He had saved His servant from the tempest. Dovid dragged his bleeding leg through the thick mud as quickly as he could and then pushed open the rusted, broken door to the building.

It was dry inside and the walls muffled the sound of the storm. Dovid closed the door behind him and sat down on the stone floor. Feeling around in the darkness, he realized the flagstones were perfectly smooth and evenly cut into squares. This structure had clearly been built by a wealthy man. Perhaps a nobleman? But why would a nobleman build a fine stone house in the middle of the woods so far from anything else? On the other hand, maybe this was where he stayed when he went hunting with his dogs?

Then Dovid froze in terror—could there be vicious black dogs hiding in the dark corners? They would smell his damp, bleeding Jewish flesh and pounce on him. He remembered how a nobleman had once become angry with his grandfather and sent the dogs after him. His zayde had spent the next week in bed, moaning in pain from the bites all over his legs and back.

Dovid told himself to calm down—there was no sign of any dog. And who could say why this place was built? Rich men do all sorts of crazy things. Perhaps the Holy One, Blessed be He, had planted the idea of building this structure in the forest into some nobleman’s mind just in case someday a righteous Jew would need it for shelter in a storm. For HaShem delivers the cure before the sickness.

Feeling a bit more relaxed, Dovid did his best to survey his surroundings. Everything, though, was shrouded in darkness. Reaching behind his back, he felt a wall and carefully reclined against it. An overpowering fatigue now crept through his limbs, and he closed his eyes and collapsed into sleep.

Dovid was awakened by someone tapping his shoulder. Startled, he looked around, but there was only darkness. He called out, but no one answered. He listened for the sound of steps or breathing, but there was nothing.

Then he saw a flash of light that illuminated three stained-glass windows picturing shikse women in colorful dresses. Able to see again, he realized that he was sitting in the corner of a small church. There were a handful of pews—maybe half a dozen—and an altar in front of the stained-glass windows.

In front of the altar was a blue-veined white marble tomb with an effigy of a woman lying on her back. Dovid stood up gingerly, his limbs stiff from sleeping on the flagstones, and walked over toward the tomb. There were strange markings on its side, some kind of writing, but not like any writing he had ever seen.

The effigy began to glow and the woman’s marble face started to move as if she were alive and observing Dovid. She reached out her hand and stroked his cheek. He should have run away—to touch a woman like this, who was not his wife—who was not even human—but her touch felt like a holy spark coursing through him and he did not want her to stop.

Her face no longer appeared to be made of marble. She was alive, dark haired and beautiful. She pulled his lips to her mouth and kissed him passionately. Dovid felt a river of light burst into his soul, as if he had ascended to the highest world and the Throne of Glory were pouring the divine flux of life and creation right down into his throat.

But then everything went dark again. Dovid’s body went limp and crashed against the smooth flagstones, and he lost consciousness.

When he awoke, the sun was shining over his head, the storm was over, and he was lying in the meadow beyond the forest. He could see his shtetl in the distance. His clothes were clean and dry, and the cuts to his leg and cheek had fully healed. He stood up and looked back at the forest, but saw no sign of the chapel or the magical maiden—or angel?—who had lain in effigy on top of the tomb.

Perhaps he had dreamt it all? Regardless, he was, Baruch HaShem, in one healthy, dry piece, and right over there was the town with his mame and tate and home and bed and fiancée and everything else in this world that was warm, good, and tasty.
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II. The Emissary of the Messiah
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Three years went by. Dovid had a wonderful, boisterous wedding, with music and a jester and many congratulations and presents for the new couple. Then, with his bride Malke, he settled into his father-in-law’s home. Within the year, they had a little daughter.

In the betrothal agreement, Dovid had been promised three years of kest, during which his in-laws would support him as he continued his studies. Those three years were days of delight. After morning prayers and breakfast, he would head to the bet midrash to study with the other young husbands. They would argue about passages in the Talmud, swap complaints about cranky wives and screaming infants, and sketch out grand plans for their future endeavors—once they could no longer study all day and had to earn a living. When the sun set, the young men would put away their tractates and commentaries and form their own minyan to pray their evening prayers. After his prayers, Dovid would return home to a heaping dinner cooked by his mother-in-law. He would check in on the child, who was always smiling and clapping her tiny hands at the sight of her tate.

During those three happy years Dovid tried not to think about his vision in the forest. He certainly could not discuss it with anyone. The whole adventure—the forest, the storm, the ruins, the woman—would have sounded too much like sinning with a demon. And even if the demon had only visited him in a dream, he could have—and should have—done more to resist her.

On the other hand, how could he be so sure she was a demon? When they kissed, he had not felt lust. He had been with his wife many times and knew what desire for a woman’s flesh felt like. What happened in the forest was different. He had experienced a sensation of light and holiness. So, could she have been something other than a demon? But then again, what creatures lurk in abandoned forest ruins other than demons? How could she have been anything else?

When the three blissful years of kest came to an end, Dovid went to work for his father-in-law, who leased several distilleries from the local nobleman. He now studied vodka and whiskey instead of the Talmud, forcing himself to pay close attention to the grueling details of how the liquor was made, stored, priced, and delivered. Despite his boastful plans with the other young husbands in the bet midrash, the actual life of a merchant was exhausting and tedious. At the end of each day, he barely had the strength to pray his evening prayers. His wife complained that his hair and clothes stank of alcohol, as if she had married a drunken peasant. Even his daughter, now grown into a small child, had stopped smiling and clapping for him.

His father-in-law was also a prominent man in the community’s affairs and often served as the go-between for the Jews of the shtetl of Z. with their Polish lord and the other Gentile authorities. He and the other wealthy householders and the town’s rabbi would confer together to decide upon matters of concern for the town and the care of the poor.

Dovid, too, now joined these meetings, although he often found the discussions hard to follow. The names of the different noble families meant nothing to him, and he could not make sense of the ins and outs of how the Poles governed their kingdom and made their laws. To conceal his ignorance and avoid embarrassment, Dovid maintained a careful silence, wearing an expression that—he desperately hoped—conveyed deep thoughtfulness instead of his true nervous confusion.

In the winter of the year 1772, around the time of Hanukkah, these wealthy householders faced a difficult, and unusual, problem. A strange man arrived in the shtetl of Z and took a room at the local inn. He looked somewhat like a Jew, but had no beard or payes and dressed like a Gentile merchant with a cross around his neck.

Although such a visitor would normally be of no concern, this man, who called himself Jan, barged into the town’s synagogue in the middle of the Shabbat morning prayers. He banged the floor with his heavy metal cane until the startled men, including Dovid, fell silent and turned their eyes to the intruder.

This Jan then addressed them. But he did not speak Polish or even a Polish-accented Yiddish that a goy might pick up from his Jewish neighbors. No, he spoke a Yiddish that sounded just like their Yiddish, as if he had been born and raised a Jew among Jews just like them.

I have come here to bring you a dire warning, he said. A great persecution is coming. The nations of the world are seething with rage at the stiff-necked insolence of the Jews, and their kings and princes will rain harsh decrees down upon your heads. Your homes will burn. Your property will be taken. Your wives and daughters will be violated. And you will be turned out as naked beggars.

But none of this suffering shall befall you, if you heed my words and reflect wisely upon the miracles that have occurred in our very own days. Our Lord Jacob Frank, the one true Holy Master, tried to lead you from bondage to glorious freedom and power. Yet you scorned his teachings and denied him. Still, he did not forsake the faithful—those who were willing to use their eyes to see. He led his company of brothers and sisters to the baptismal font and they took on the outward aspect of Christians. This was done to fool the nations of the world so that he could continue his sacred task of redemption without fear of persecution from small-minded, conniving little rabbis.
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