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For my father, Victor Fischmann,


Parisian Jew, disciple of Groucho Marx and Jean Jaurès.


For my mother, Ida Carmen Haïk who breathed with the Kabbalah.


For Yvette and Lucien Fayman.


I dedicate this feast of stories


In full celebration of everything they were: sincere and bountiful,


Drawing upon glints that have been lost from


The harried light.
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Overture



It all begins with this strange and very Jewish story.


There were some words trotting along a road in search of a thought capable of making a man’s mouth sing or a book dance.


This was so that they might cultivate the world together and renew it.


And that they might disclose each face, for it to question and understand itself.


And remember its future. Olam Habba.


A story revealed during a paper vigil, composed of words accompanied by music, dancing with the joys and sorrows of this world, within the peace of a thought that learns for itself. Woven by the letters that create existence, and replying, Hineni, I am ready, I am here: a story to ensure that the Promised Land feels at home in it.


Derived from the aggadot and the Jewish soul: a universal friend.


So that it might be the song that inhabits the song, as articulated by Elie Wiesel.


Or Franz Kafka’s art of prayer: a hand stretched out into the darkness wanting to grasp a share of mercy in order to change into a giving hand.
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The Veils of the Torah



The Lord had imparted much knowledge to gems, plants, and animals. The lapis lazuli, the blue cedar, and the green woodpecker, like all the creatures, knew what they were talking about. Barely hatched, the frigate bird remembered the courtship ritual that the Lord had entrusted to it. The butterfly emerged from its place of darkness in a wedding gown. Man arrived, woven in oblivion. He had to seek, venture, and accomplish. He had to liberate and gather together the sparks of light scattered in the Creation. Thus he received “the handkerchief on which the Shekhinah had written thousands of tightly spaced letters with her tears—the handkerchief belonging to the Torah of the Jewish people.”* In the depths of the sacred cloth that “conceals the glow of its face,” a drop as vast as an ocean was shining. It had the color of exile and an unfathomable holiness.
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Storytellers are blessed four times. They are steeped in this tear, obliterated and lulled, infused, and cleansed by the waves. They are traversed by the fire of the word and subdued by the breath. They gather the smiles and the tears across the faces of their fellows that are invited to the feast. See the gift that they have received: They study day and night to liberate and assemble stories.
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Which of the Three: The Three





Every Wisdom and Intellect has its own specific tune and melody.


Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav




Three Jews were walking along the road, holding forth as was their custom, speaking loudly and arguing as they jostled each other with little asides, not to be right, but to invigorate their health. They did their best to sprinkle the manifold and paradoxical word of the living God with their disagreements. It should be said that they were hoping to be baffled by the hidden meaning of things, to be overwhelmed by doubt, and to fish for some new idea springing forth from the void. They had gotten to know each other in the same house of study and continued to keep the flame of contention and friendship burning. They had not yet entered into marriage—one was a cabinetmaker, the second a tailor, and the third studied the Talmud and the Kabbalah.


They had been debating a noteworthy subject ever since they had left Touggourt: When should one keep quiet and when is it prudent to speak?


“My master said that if you really converse with the wood that you plane, you can only hear the voice of the planer in the studio.”


“Perhaps this is because he had nothing to say to the wood. For my part, I speak to my fabrics because I want them to know.”


“Doesn’t the mind more readily whisper to us to be quiet when one has something to say?”


“Better to become mute than be silent for show!”


“The master thought it was the wood that was teaching the cabinetmaker and that if the pupil thinks he’s the master, the plank of wood would never be able to keep quiet or shout.”


“I have never heard a single fabric interrupt me!”


“Isn’t it better to cut the cloth, and keep quiet so that it can express what you create?”


Bara bara bara, they started singing, create, create, create—a song they had composed themselves during their years at the house of study that would bring the blessed squabbling to an end at supper time. As they reached the edge of the desert and the sun hugged the horizon, each friend found himself more or less in agreement with the silence of the other two to camp there. They ate everything as they discussed who would take the first, second, and third watch. The cabinetmaker was chosen to cover the first part of the night. He was appointed because he had an odd habit of wanting to carve a figure out of wood from the forest before he fell asleep. The scholar, who got up before sunrise each morning, was entrusted with the third watch of the night. The tailor, whose craft comprised cutting and assembling pieces of cloth, was offered the position of the scissors and the needle, between the first watch and the third watch. As the world order was safe, they thought it would be better to wake the other two if the Messiah arrived, rather than have to herald the presence of a wild animal or a gang of bandits.
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As his two friends were starting to doze, the cabinetmaker was contemplating the sparks produced by the night’s fire. The crackling of the wood seemed like the joyous song of a tree journeying back from exile. As he picked up a log, he noticed a piece of olive tree. It was slightly big, but it had a beautiful natural curve and an unctuous smoothness, and it would have been a waste to burn it. He took his tools out of his bag and let himself be guided by the sapwood. He soon became aware that his chisel was revealing the contours of a woman. Four hours later, the beauty was vibrant, and the fire danced only for her. The cabinetmaker shook the tailor’s shoulder and lay down, contented.


When the tailor broke free of his lethargy and the ghostly images of his dreams, he saw the woman carved from wood and thought that his friend was undoubtedly a true artist. He had imparted the shape and the taste of paradise to something that did not exist. As he had pieces of cloth, thread, pins, and needles in his haversack, he thought that to clothe the princess of the night would honor beauty, and his friend. The Milky Way gave him the basic idea and the Great Bear blew a gentle breeze to feed his imagination. He busied himself cutting, trying the pieces of cloth on her for size, and sewing. Four hours later, the woman made of wood was clothed. The tailor stretched, and whispered in the third friend’s ear that it was his turn to keep watch.


Before he opened his eyes, the kabbalist murmured Modé ani léfanékha, the morning prayer; then he got up, took out his book, and put on his talith. Quickly absorbed by contemplation, he nevertheless was conscious of music filtering through him that was unknown to his meditation, making it if not exotic, at least unfamiliar. He raised his eyes and saw the woman roused from her night of wood and prepared for the dance of life. As a mystic, he knew that the stories about Golem preferred to make reference to ecstatic joys than to awakened statues. But… it flashed across his mind that one might be able to bring the woman of wood to life through intense prayer and the magic of the prose. He felt that he had to put the finishing touches to what his companions had undertaken. With his eyes closed, he whispered the formulae his masters had taught him and then decided against it, with letters of fire and unknown words streaming into him.


When he opened his eyes again, the statue had become a woman, and his friends had woken, alerted by the marvel. The three bachelors were amazed, won over by a mixture of love and shock with their hearts endorsing the maxim: a joyful heart is a woman. She stepped forward and said:


“Half for one of you and the other for God. Who will give me their hand?”


“If the cabinetmaker hadn’t made you, we wouldn’t have known you,” said the scholar.


“… but if the tailor hadn’t hidden your beauty, wouldn’t the kabbalist have gone mad?”


“Yes, I have made you a skin, but the kabbalist snatched you from oblivion. The cabinetmaker made you naked so that I might clothe you; the scholar has roused you so that my pieces of cloth serve some purpose. Decide.”


The woman started to laugh.


“I desire it to be according to your wishes.”


Her silhouette glided to the left and disclosed the forms of two more women. They were like three sisters, and each one was like the other. However, they were different since each of the three friends knew which woman suited his heart.
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The Possibility Shall Be Offered





He that dwelleth in the secret place of the most High shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty.


Book of David, Psalm 91,1




Rabbi Akiva, a former shepherd who had become a master, had set out on a journey to sustain the courage of the Jews of North Africa and the East, in the face of the Roman oppressor. He traveled with an absolute confidence in life, which he thought was prescribed and blessed by the most High, whatever occurred and despite appearances. When ordinary mortals revolted against adversity and clenched a vengeful fist, he opened his hand to them and uttered his prayer: Everything is for the best.


Crossing a town, he asked the people if they could give him shelter for the night. But the passers-by turned away, leaving the tzadik to roam, with no response other than avoidance and scorn. However, one of them tarried and said to him in a provocative way:


“I believe that your God is going to leave you on your own this night to sleep under the stars with a pillow of stone.”


“May he welcome me into his fields,” replied the wise man. “This arid garden suits me, as it is planted with the grass of justice and goodness.”


He went past the last of the hovels and entered the fields with their sweet and bitter grasses. When the sun went down, he lit his lamp and felt good about himself. Tomorrow, the cockerel he had brought with him would wake him with his crowing at daybreak, and his donkey would carry him to his next destination. He fell asleep peacefully.


But that night, a strong gust of wind extinguished his lamp, a wild cat ate his cockerel, and a starving lion devoured his donkey. Woken by the gust of wind and the screaming of the animals, alone in total darkness, he put his hand in the grass of justice and goodness, and murmured, “Everything is for the best.” Then he improvised a kind of poem.




I know what I have to do, and I do it


But I know what I do not know!


Beyond my understanding


Everything contributes to goodness


In the fields of the most High,


Of Ra’hamana the Merciful,


My lamp has gone out,


My cockerel and my donkey have been eaten,


No rancor can be poured out


Into a heart overflowing with love.





At that moment, he could hear shouting coming from the inhospitable town. A gang of bandits had attacked it and was conquering it. He stroked the ground and took up the refrain silently to himself:




Without the wind, blown through your lips


My lamp would have shone in the night.


Without the savagery of your teeth


My cockerel would have crowed and my donkey would have brayed.


Without the two grasses and the two faces of the One True God


The cavalrymen would have captured me!


I know what I have to do, and I do it


But I know what I do not know!


Beyond my understanding


Everything contributes to goodness.





In the morning, he went on his way again, murmuring, A col tsafoui be a rechout netouna: everything is anticipated or possible, and the possibility shall be offered.















To Whom Does the Future Belong?





… to those who will have the longest memory.


The Baal Shem Tov




While the Jewish people were sleeping, a sweet child came into the world and was imbued with the wise teachings of his first masters: the trees and the birds. Who was the best able to encourage the boy to study—who, if not the assembly of the wise men of the forest, his first yeshiva? Inspired by the song of the earth, invigorated by the breeze and under the benevolent eye of the pine trees, he placed the manuscripts of the Kabbalah on the moss—these treasures kept by the hidden Tzadikim. Listening to the cheerful birds, he could see that penance was unnecessary. Their joyous trills encircled each dance of life. They brought back sorrows into their world in tender waves. Even if a disaster occurred in the forests, a finch chirped the elation of the Lord, interlacing life. Through the song of a bird, he invited humanity to delight at the very depths of the tribulation, sublimating all the sorrows of the world. The man who would later perform miracles and marvels, the Master of the Good Name Baal Shem Tov, was filling up with the teachings drawn from our mother nature. He was putting oil in his lamp, for all the years to come.
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Most of the things known about him were related by his disciples. One day, one of his disciples, who was much loved by the Baal Shem Tov, came to him with the intention of obtaining a favor. He was put off by the uncustomarily distant reception of the master, who did, however, invite him to accompany him. The rabbi’s silence increasingly concerned him.


“Do you think I am unaware of what you have on your mind, eh?”


The disciple shuddered like an open book through whose pages the wise man was leafing.


“You have come so that I can teach you the language of the birds, eh, is that all?”


The disciple silently nodded in agreement.


While letting himself be carried by the rhythm of the carriage, the rabbi revealed the secret wisdom to the disciple; he unsealed the corks driven into his ears. The disciple, dumbfounded, discovered the meaning of the conversations in which the thrushes perched on the tree branches engaged. He was propelled into another dimension where everything seemed topsy-turvy, where each moment was an act of praise carried by the creature, like this sparrow song that whispered a motif, able to revolutionize the exegeses of doctors of the Law. When they reached their destination, the master passed his hand over the disciple’s face, erasing from his memory the gift he did not possess.
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“If you were predestined to it, I would have revealed the magical language. This is not the case. Therefore, serve the Lord with the means at your disposal, and search the oldest memory that you can find, for yourself.”


It is said that when the Baal Shem Tov had to confront a delicate situation, he went to a spot in the forest, which was a unique place to make a fire and pray. What had befitted him to accomplish occurred, even if it were a miracle. Time passed. A generation later, the Maggid of Mezeritch did likewise. He went to the same place to pray. He didn’t know how to light the fire, but remembered some words and was able to say the prayer. And what had befitted him to accomplish occurred, even if it were a miracle. Time passed, and a generation later the Rabbi Moshe Lev of Sasov also went to sit there. He could not remember how to light the fire or the exact words of the prayer or how to say it. But he remembered the place. Yes, what had befitted him to accomplish occurred, even if it were a miracle. Much later on, it was the turn of Rabbi Israel de Rijn. At that time, so many threats menaced the Jews. He sat in his abode, on his beautiful chair, and with his head between his hands fervently beseeched the angel of memory. He did not know anything—how to light the fire, or remember the words, or the intonations to recite the prayer, or the place in which it was wise to say it. He only remembered one thing: this story. And what had befitted him to accomplish occurred, even if it were a miracle.


I am here, in your presence, unaware of the magical places known by the tzadikim, with my damp matches and my moist wood, my incoherent words and my wandering thoughts. I am here, quick to lose my concentration, suffering from not knowing the magic words that open the windows of the sky. But I am the guardian of this story; I intend to accomplish my lofty mission so the miracle does not disappear.
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