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The Messiah at the Seder
A Stor)/

A MIDDLE-AGED group of old
friends had gathered for the Pass-
over Seder. The host was the son of

a rabbi and had studied for ordination in his
youth at the Jewish Theological Seminary,
but he now worked on the staff of a Jewish
magazine. The men guests were a professor
of Hebrew; a Viennese psychoanalyst; and a
formerly active Marxist, who had fallen back
on editing an encyclopzdia. The scholar and
the Marxist were accompanied by their wives,
but the analyst was at present estranged from
his, and the hostess’s sister made the fourth
woman: a handsome vivacious girl, some-
what younger than the others and unmarried.
The Seder is designed to be a family affair,
but it happened, on this occasion, that no
children took part in the ceremony. Those of
the host and hostess were under ten and had
been put to bed; the Marxist and his wife
were childless; the Hebraist’s sons were
married and living in other cities; and the
adolescent son of the analyst had been carried
off by his mother. Though parts of the Seder
service are especially intended for children
and cannot have their full effect without
them, it was perhaps, in view of what hap-
pened, just as well that there were no children
present.

None of the company in their ordinary
lives conformed with the observances of
Orthodox Judaism. Only the professor and
his wife practised a kosher cuisine, and the

2O

dinner tonight was not kosher. But most
had had some schooling in Hebrew, and all
had been brought up in the old way. All en-
joyed celebrating this festival, which strength-
ened the family unit, re-enforced the ties
among friends, affirmed the solidarity of the
Jewish people. In all this it differed much
from any feast-day or holy service of their
neighbours, either Catholic or Protestant--for
it combined a family party like Christmas
dinner with a ritual of resurrection that re-
sembled an Easter Mass. The men, although
mostly beardless--the professor was the only
exception--all wore, for the special occasion,
the close-fitting round black caps that made
them at home in the Jewish world, and all
read aloud from the Haggadah, the tradi-
tional Hebrew text, of which each had a copy
before him. Two of the wives, who knew no
Hebrew, abstained, but the hostess and her
sister participated, since they, also, were the
children of a rabbi. This text, in its lyrical
eloquence, its variety and its flexibility--for
it ranges from rhymes for the children to
exalted psalms in praise of God--its invoca-
tion of sanctions that dignify the meagrest
meal, its exultant reawakening of the Jewish
sense of consecration, which springs to life
among the human actualities of the homeliest
Jewish family, was felt by them all as a spell
that involved the long dinner-table, white-
naperied, gleaming with wine-glasses and
studded with the red and yellow bottles that
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contained the ceremonial wine, and con-
nected themwthere in a modern apartment
of uptown West-Side New York--with the
legendary past of their people, or rather, with
something that was scarcely for them either
legendary or even past, since it still lived
among them there, and that was not what
had happened but what they were living.
For, dealing with events that--in terms of
our time--must have occurred four thousand
years before, written now in Biblical Hebrew,
now in Aramaic of the Exile, now in the
dialect of the Talmud, now borrowed from
the hymns of the Middle Ages, blending
Provence with Babylon, the Haggadah is
timeless, excreted, accreted, as it is, by the
anonymous processes of centuries, it concen-
trates in one vibrant poem the despairs and
the hopes of millennia.

The celebrants at a Seder are supposed to
recline in the manner of a Roman banquet,
but today this is only approximated by a
cushion or two behind the host. The ritual
this evening, to be sure, was a little cavalierly
treated, but it is one of the charms of the
Seder that it combines the petition and the
pa:an to God with a comfortable informality,
and they had not had tonight any intima-
tion that something of importance was due
to occur. The Hebrew had been fluent, the
singing quite good. Almost all knew the
music from childhood, and they could pick
up the ancient cadence as readily as the words
of a prayer. The sister-in-law of the host had
a fresh and silvery voice that caressed and
enlivened the spirit. The host had blessed the
banquet, and the first cup of wine had been
drunk. The host had rinsed his hands in a
fingerbowl, and the Karpas had been passed
around: sprigs of parsley dipped in salt
water that represented the bunches of hyssop,
dipped in the blood of the Paschal lamb,
which, on the eve of the Exodus from
Egypt, were used to mark the doorways of
the Israelites, so that the Angel of Death
would pass by them. He had broken the
middle Mazzah, a brittle unleavened bis-
cuit, and had stuck away a piece of it in
the cushions behind him, and, with the
aid of his neighbours on either side, he
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had held up before him the tray on which
lay the egg and the shankbone of lamb:
"This is the bread of affliction that our
fathers ate in the land of Egypt. All who are
hungered--let them come to eat; all who are
needy--let them come and celebrate the Pass-
over. Now we are here, but next year may
we be in the land of Israel! Now we are
slaves, but next year may we be free men!"

T n ~. four questions were now asked--
failing a child, by the youngest person

present, who was the sister-in-law of the host:
"How is this night different from other
nights?" in respect to the four points of
the ritual of dining--which leads to the
announcement of the coming-forth from
Egypt, with its pleasant little digression, the
story of the five rabbis who sat up so late at
night telling of this event that their pupil~, the
next morning, had found them still talking
and had to summon them to morning prayer.
Then the episode of the four sons: the clever
one, the rude one, the simple one, and the
one who is too young to know how to ask--
to each of whom, in suitable terms, the mean-
ing of the ritual must be explained. The gob-
lets had been raised and put down, the
Mazzoth covered and uncovered: the promise
made to Abraham, the bondage in Egypt, the
outcry to God, who remembers--"And God
saw the children of Israel, and God knew";
the enumeration of the plagues of Israel,
with a drop of wine spilled for each, and
the summing-up of these by the strange
mnemonic device--"the scorpion stung the
uncle"--invented by the Rabbi Judah.

Then, the hymn of Thanksgiving to God,
with its trumpet-like refrain "Day~ynu!"
which raises the note of rejoicing at His bene-
fits beyond hoping to Israel. They had eaten
of the Mazzah, in remembrance of the bread,
baked in haste without leaven, that their
fathers had brought with them out of Egypt;
of the Bitter Herb---a dish of horse radish~
in memory of the bitterness of their misery in
bondage, but sweetened by the Haroseth, a
relish of chopped apples, raisins, and almonds
--which stands for the mortar that the
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Israelite captives were forced to mix for their
masters, and which has several other mean-
ings as well. They had drunk the second
glass of wine. They had rinsed their finge.rs
in bowls and had listened to the benediction.

The hostess and her sister now brought on
the dinner, for which each of the families
present had provided one of the dishes. It
began with the customary hard-boiled egg
served in a bowl of salt waterhat once a
tongue-whetting hors d’e~uvre and a re-
minder, again, of affliction, and went on to
a main course of chicken, a permissible sub-
stitute for the Paschal lamb. They drank
freely now, during dinner, in a non-
ritualistic way, and the talk became very
lively. They mingled discussion of current
events with some effort to keep up the
tradition of interpreting and analysing the
service. They criticised the Jewish press, con-
demning it in all its departments, and not
sparing the magazine of which their host was
an editor. The analyst had some new jokes
about Israel. The professor spoke with sharp
severity of an eminent Jewish scholar, to
whom he referred as "a yeshiva bochar."
The sister-in-law, next to the analyst, allowed
herself to play up to him with black sidelong
glances, and even to propound to him one of
her dreams, of which he gave her a frivolous
interpretation: "Right off the bat, I’d say that
the big black dog was McCarthy, for whom
you feel an unconfessed admiration." The
wife of the Marxist at one point inquired the
origin of the word ~lfil~oman, applied to the
section of Mazzah that the host hides behind
his cushion, and it was explained to her that,
according to the Mishnah, this was derived
from one or the other of two Greek words
meaning, respectively, a festal song and an
after-dinner dessert. This piece of unleavened
biscuit is eaten at the end of the banquet, and
figures as a symbolic substitute for any further
form of entertainment. It is forbidden, when
the Seder is over, to go on to any other
affair.

Now the ritual had been resumed with the
comedy of this Afikoman. The fragment of
Mazzah is supposed to have been stolen by
the youngest child present from the cushions
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where the father has hidden it, and to be
ransomed, at this point in the ceremony, for
the minimum price of a quarter. But this
evening the part had been played by the hand-
some sister-in-law, who took an audacious
line. When the host had reached for the
Afikoman, and had exclaimed that it must
have been stolen, and when the sister-in-law
had produced it and had been asked what
she would take to give it back, she had
answered that he could give her in return for
it that map of the Middle East, with the
names all printed in Hebrew, that he had
been showing them before dinner. He
managed not to commit himself clearly to
this, but she handed him back the Afikoman,
which was now broken into bits and handed
around the table. Everybody ate a piece. To
eat a large amount of the Afikoman is said to
prolong life, but though some remembered
this, no one did more than nibble. Now the
invocation of blessings began again, and the
third ritual cup was drunk. "Pour out Thy
wrath," they chanted, "upon the heathen
that have not known Thee, and upon the
kingdoms that have not called upon Thy
name: for they have devoured Jacob and have
laid waste his dwelling-place. Pour out upon
them Thine indignation and let Thy fierce
anger overtake them. Pursue them in wrath
and destroy them from under the heavens of
the Lord."

At this point, the host left the table, went
into the hall of the apartment, and opened
the door into the outer hall. This was done
for the Prophet Elijah, who circulates among
his people and is present on certain occasions.
A chair is set out for Elijah at the ceremony
of circumcision, and is left there for three
days, till the child is over the worst. At
Passover, however, he had never yet come;
he was expected--when the hour should
arrive--to announce the Messiah’s advent.
When the fourth cup of wine was poured, a
special silver goblet was also filled and set
apart on the table for the prophet. This was
called the Cup of the Redemption, because it
was prepared for the moment when Israel
should be redeemed and led back by the
Messiah to its home in Jerusalem.
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The host had regained his place, and they
were proceeding with the chanting of the
Haggadah when the professor of Hebrew,
who was opposite the door, became aware
that someone had entered, and, looking up,
beheld a tall old man whom he took at first
for an Arab. This visitor was dressed in a
kind of white cloak that had long sleeves and
came to his knees, and a headdress that was
a large folded napkin with the ends crossed
under his chin and tied on with a heavy cord.
He wore sandals, and his bare legs were
sinewy, sunburnt, and hairy. His face was as
dark as dark leather, and his coarse hair and
beard were untrimmed. The professor
stopped reading, and everybody looked up.
The old man stopped iust inside the door
and, throwing back his head, began to de-
claim in a voice somewhat high and nasal
and with heavily marked rhythms that gave
almost the effect of singing. It seemed to
them that they recognised the language as
Hebrew, but they could not make out what
he was saying. The guttural sounds suggested
to some that the language he was speaking
was Arabic. It was only the concluding sen-
tence that they definitely understood, for it
contained two of the most familiar Hebrew
nouns: "Peace will now come over the whole
earth !"

"Vi’~r T r~ ̂  T a hideous travesty," the Hebraist
VV thought, "of the ancient pronuncia-

tion!" He had read that among the Caucasian
Jews it was a custom for some young man of
the family to appear as a pilgrim come back
from Jerusalem to tell them that the Redemp-
tion would not now be long, and he was not
able to make up his mind whether one ought
to resent a prank and say to the visitor, "That
isn’t funny’!" or accept it as a possible feature
of the Seder. In any case, it was up to their
host. He remembered that the host’s parents
came from Southern Russia. He might per-
haps himself have arranged this.

But now a second visitor presented him-
self, putting his hand on the old man’s
shoulder and making him stand aside. This
was a lean but strong-shouldered little man,
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wearing the black Jewish skull cap and
dressed in a blue double-breasted suit, who
had high cheekbones, a vehement chin and
a fine, sharply beak-like nose. His pale com-
plexion was flushed, and a look of obsessive
intensity was sparked from his myopic green
eyes, but when he spoke, it seemed plain that
he was forcing himself to avoid an exalted
tone.

"I don’t know whether you got what he
said," he began. "This is the Prophet Elijah.
He’s just announced my coming."

"And who are you?" demanded the
scholar.

"The Messiah, believe it or not.--You’re
sceptical. I think that we can soon convince
you."

"I should question that," the Hebraist re-
torted, with a disagreeable smile. "Don’t you
know that the Messiah does not arrive till
three days after Elijah’s announcement?"

"If you really want to convince us," said
the head of the house, smiling with more
amiability, "you’ll have to give us the Seven
Miracles."

"Talmudic folk-lore!" said the visitor.
"We don’t need to bother with that. The
more we speed things up the better.--But
you’re worrying about credentials. Well, first
of all, I’ll give you my story." It was evident
that he had it on tap. "There was nothing
at all out of the ordinary about my early boy-
hood. I was a run-of-the-mill child prodigy.
My father made middle-class furniture in
Brooklyn. He was successful but he hadn’t
had an education, and he wanted to make
up for it through me. I had mastered the
calculus at eight--I played the cello and com-
posed at ten. I graduated from college at
thirteen and did advanced work in nuclear
physics. But the day I became Bar Mitzvah
--the night after I’d been at the synagogue--
I was lying in bed--awake--and I heard a
voice that called me: ’Shemuel! Shemuel!’
--my name is Samuel--and I answered,
’Hineyni.’ The Lord first spoke to me then.
He told me I was to lead my people back to
the land of Israel. Then, on May x4th, ~947
--just seven years later, and forty-seven, ob-
serve--I heard the Voice speak to me again. It
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told me that a year from that day the big in-
gathering would have begun and Israel would
be proclaimed a free and independent state. I
was iust twenty-one at the time, and I was
working at a laboratory on the atom bomb.
The Lord, blessed be He, told me again that
I was to lead back my people to Jerusalem--
that the nations were to be governed from
Zion and peace was to come to the world.-
just what Elijah was telling you. I threw up
my job then and fasted, and then--when I
was weak with hunger--I was constantly in
touch with the Lord. He told me to work for
an organisation that was raising money for
Israel. That went on for seven years. Then
came the final call--last year--the Eve of
Passover and the day when Maimonides was
born: Nisan ~4--May I4th, Nisan ~4, and
both double seven--it bridges the gap be-
tween the calendars--and that gave me con-
clusive proof that it wasn’t an hallucination:
Note also that, according to our calendar, it
was the year 57~4--seven and double seven.
I was told that a year from that Passover the
time would have come to save Israel and for
Israel to save the world. I’ve been working
on the project all year. In a sense, we worked
it out together. But it’s only the upshot that
interests you, and that is that the Redemption
is at hand--you must get transportation for
Israel at the earliest possible moment. The
arrangements haven’t all been made yet, but
there’ll be extra planes and boats put on--
about that I can be quite positive--Well,
there you have the story, and if you don’t
accept me now, you will a little later on,
when the Power behind me begins to work.
In the meantime, just to look at our friend
here"--he put his hand on Elijah’s shoulder
--"ought to say something to you."

The old man, while the Messiah was talk-
ing, had been looking around the room with
his dark and transfixing eyes, trained like
guns from beneath shaggy eyebrows and
flanking a magistral Hebraic nose. The young
man quickly slipped aside and took down
from the dining-room wall a Picasso and a
Modigliani, which he set on the floor behind
him, with their faces against the

"I didn’t want him to be smashing them,"
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he said. "He might think they were Baal or
something."

T ~ z host’s handsome sister-in-law began
to feel rather self-conscious. She was

wearing large dangling earrings and a bright-
red damask gown. Personal adornments, of
course, were permitted by the Talmud if
properly made, and she remembered that
there were earrings in the Bible, but Elijah
did look terribly austere. Even if he were
not Elijah, but just some insane fanatic, one
would hate to be blasted by him! She
dropped her eyes to the table: had she really
been thinking, she wondered, about having
an affair with the analyst?

"Won’t you please sit down," said the host.
He brought in chairs from another room,
and his wife made places for the visitors. He
was by no means persuaded of their authen-
ticity but--well versed in rabbinical lore--it
came back to him, as the old prophet took his
seat and sat erect with one hand on his knee
and the other in a kind of pocket that was
formed at his breast by a fold of his cloak,
that the pious Rabbi Judah of Regensburg
had once, at a certain circumcision, been able
to perceive that Elijah was absent from his
appointed chair, which had augured--it
proved, truly~that the child would abandon
the Jewish faith. He could not, in any case,
but be glad that the visitors had found them
at their correct observances. His wife was a
little embarrassed at having chicken instead
of lamb, and she had hesitated about offering
them the non-kosher dinner, but the host
now invited them to eat.

"Not for me," said the young man, "but
the Prophet might like a snack. This is
the first time he’s come to a Seder, and I
think he’d enjoy eating something." A brief
question in Hebrew brought a nod from
the old man. The hostess went to heat
up something, and in the meantime the
formidable visitor, casting his eye about,
identified the goblet set out for him and
drained it at a single draught. This a little
astonished the host, for the time had not yet
come in the ceremony when the fourth cup
of wine is drunk; but he remembered from
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Second Kings 23:2~- that between the days
of the Judges and the very late reign of
Josiah no Passover had ever been celebrated
--so that Eliiah would not know the cere-
monynalthough wasn’t the ritual itself even
much later than that?--the four cups of wine,
he thought, had been mentioned first in the
Mishnah.

But such questions were blurring in his
mind. Had he drunk too many glasses at
dinner, besides the ceremonial three ? Or was
he actually feeling the Power of which the
young man had spoken, the Power behind
him and Elijah? Did they not both have a
radiance about them?~did they not, to-
gether, create a field in which was intensified
and rarefied the yellow electric light? From
the moment they sat down at the table, it
was impossible not to treat them with
deference. They brought silence, imposed
themselves. It seemed most difficult to ask
them questions. Yet the thought had dawned
in every mind that the self-presented Messiah
was one of those forced infant prodigies who

¯ break down from precocious effort. Had not
the nocturnal call of the Lord been suggested
by his name Samuel? The analyst had been
watching him shrewdly, had noted that he
had left off the glasses without which he
was nearly blind in order to make a better
impression, that he had had some experience
in public speaking and, physically so un-
prepossessing, had acquired certain tricks of
tone to propitiate and win an audience. Yet
the gaze now laid bare by the discarding of
his lenses had about it something fervent and
gentle that first touched, then evoked respect;
his passion, so determinedly repressed, as he
told about his call from God, seemed to burn
away a commonness of accent.

The analyst itched to examine him, to lay
bare the links of suggestion, the mechanism
of instinct and impasse which had braced
him to the strength of his delusion. He him-
self had been very careful not to push his
own son too much; but then his wife, once
a patient of his, had messed the relationship
up, and might, he feared, make the boy
another neurotic. The childless wife of the
scholar was wondering whether her husband,
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a despotic and pitiless pedant, would have
tried to turn their boy into a prodigy, and,
having sometimes indulged herself in the
dream of an ambitious son who would be-
come a big business executive, was just as
glad she had not had to risk it. The hostess,
bringing on the hot plate, had asked the
young man again whether he was sure he
would not have a snack--she could see he
was starving himself. "There’s no fasting on
Passover," she smiled. But he dismissed it
with a negative nod. She thought of her own
fat-cheeked children: she would never, she
told herself, allow them to go rocketting out
of her orbit; but maybe his parents were
dead !

A CONSTrAINT fell upon the whole
company. The Marxist was the first to

break through it. "Let me ask you a practical
question"--he put it to the Messiah as man
to man: "Do you expect all the Jews in the
world--all the Jews that aren’t in Israel
already--to emigrate with you there?"

"In the long run, we certainly expect it,
but we’re not giving everyone the call to-
night."

"May I ask what your principle of selection
is?"

"Only those that are holding Seders. We
figure that we at least have a chance with
them. They include, of course, a number of
non-believers, or people who think that they
are, but the fact that they celebrate Passover
would indicate that their ties with Judaism
are not completely severed."

"Will you have the time to call on every
Seder--tonight or tomorrow night?"

"I visit many Seders simultaneously. Be-
tween 7 a.m. today and 7 tomorrow morning,
I am visiting every Seder from Oslo to Val-
paraiso."

This stopped the questioner for only a
second. "How do you manage that?"

"How do Milt Berle and Monsignor Sheen
manage to appear at the same time on every
TV screen in New York?"

"That’s only a projected photograph, but
you’re present with us here in this room, and
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you say that you’re also present at a number
of other Seders."

"That’s correct. You can see me here; you
can hear me; I can handle those p~cture.s;
but all the time my real basic self is at nay
headquarters on Ninety-First Street directing
the whole thing."

"I see," said the Marxist.
The analyst took it up: "Can you tell us

how this is accomplished ?"
"You wouldn’t be able to grasp it. It hasn’t

been worked out by man, so the steps would
be unintelligible. I don’t understand it my-
self. It’s only the Lord, blessed be He, Who
makes it possible for me to do all this."

Another queer but apposite reference came
back into the mind of the host. The learned
Lipmann-Mfilhausen, in his Sepher tia-
Nizzahon, had dealt with precisely the prob-
lem of the appearance of the Prophet Elijah
simultaneously in different places, and had
disposed of practical objections in terms of
the pervasion of sunlight and the ubiquity of
the Angel of Death.

"But supposing," pursued the Marxist,
"that your call is successful tonight. There
surely isn’t room in Israel for all the dispersed
Jews holding Seders."

"We won’t be confined to the present
area."

"How so?"
"Well, just give a thought to those plagues

you’ve been reading about in the Haggadah.
You’re going to pick up the paper tomorrow
and see that all the Arabs are dropping
dead."

The Marxist could not help smiling; l~e
Hebrew scholar sneered. The analyst asked
a question in his professional matter-of-fact
way: "And how will that be accomplished?
Bacteriological warfare?"

"You’re a long distance behind us again.
It’s done by a simple vibration~but not, in
the crude sense, electrical. Don’t worry about
the humanitarian angle: death is instan-
taneous."

"You’ll have a disposal problem," sug-
gested the Marxist.

"The bodies crumble to dust. They blow
away and mix with the sand."

Edmund Wilson

"Will the other countries," the Marxist
inquired, "accept Jewish hegemony? If I
understand you, that’s what you aim at."

"They will see we have the Lord behind
us, and our prestige will rapidly increase."

"You’re not afraid," the Marxist pressed
him, "that pulverising all the Arabs will
create a bad impression?"

"It’ll he the most conspicuous miracle since
the crossing of the Red Sea. Who cares about
Pharaoh’s army?"

"I’m interested"--the host changed the
subject--"in the theological aspect. Is there
to be a Day of the Lord ?"

"There is."
"Would you care to develop that subject.

Maimonides tells us that the dead are to
rise."

"We can’t do anything with that at the
present time. We’ve already got enough
mixed elements. And even with the formerly
Arab areas, we’re not able to accommodate
everybody--the dead as well as the living."

"What about reward and punishment?"
the hostess’s sister asked. She had already had
two serious love affairs, one with a married
man.

"Yes," said the host: "we read in Saadia
that everyone will be steeped in a divine fire,
and that this fire will shine for the redeemed
without burning them, but burn the un-
redeemed without shining for them."

"Saadia is not the last word. Maimonides
is not the last word," the Messiah replied
with assurance.

"But there will be reward and punish-
ment?"

"Correct. There will be what I have
termed an Assize of Exclusion--exclusion on
rigorous principles."

"What will happen to the people ex-
cluded?"

"Will they be pulverised?" inquired the
analyst.

"Only Arabs will be pulverised," the
Messiah replied. "Jews who are unredeemed
will not be permitted to live in Israel."

"And you," said the analyst quiedy, "are
to be the judge of Redemption ?"

"With the help of the Lord, y~s."
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"I am wondering," said the host, "how
these things are to be decided. If it is a ques-
tion of observance of the Law, there is
nobody in this room who would qualify."

"So far as observances go, we have of
course adapted ourselves to the modern
developments of Judaism. A good many of
the observances, as the Name well knows,
have long ago outlived their usefulness; some
are unscientific. There’s no question of dis-
crimination against members of Conservative
or Reformed congregations--or even against
good Jews who don’t go to the Temple at all.
But a minimum of observance we do demand
--that’s why we begin at the Seder. The
Commandments, however, are a different
matter. That’s where we go along with
Maimonides. Grave infractions will be hard
to outweigh."

"But of course you will have other
criteria?" the Marxist asked a little aggres-
sively.

"Of course: our decisions will be made in
accordance with a code of morality which
has been formulated by strict definitions."

"It hardly seems fair," said the host, "that
we shouldn’t have been told about this." His
wife, the rabbi’s daughter, firmly backed him
up: "If we’ve never been told this code, how
could we know if we were violating it?"
"And they’re asking us to go back," thought
her sister, still uneasy on the score of the
Seventh Commandment, "with the risk of
being thrown out !"

"It’s based on the Ten Commandments,
and it conforms to the best tradition of
Judaism. It’s an extension of the Command-
ments themselves. We interpret them in such
a way as to take into account the new con-
ditions that have come to prevail since they
were first handed down. That’s all I can tell
you now."

"Couldn’t you give us an idea," asked the
analyst, "of the way in which this system of
interpretation would work in a specific in-
stance ?"

"It’s useless to discuss it," the Messiah de-
clared. "You’ll be able to learn something
about it when you see it applied in practice.
But actually you’ll never be able fully to
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comprehend it. The wisdom of the Lord, as
you know, passes understanding. Even the
greatest prophets could not compass all His
aims and methods, and even I, who am ad-
mitted to His confidence, must fall short of
the full revelation. I’ve helped Him to
organise the Judgment in an orderly and
practical way, but for difficult decisions I
must go to Him."

T H I $ seemed to arouse the Marxist, who,
brusquely, took a bolder line. "You’ve

spoken," he said, "of your training in the
mathematical sciences, and also, to some
extent, in music. Are we to take it for
granted that you’re equally at home in all
the arts and professions?"

"Potentially, yes; but that’s irrelevant.
Our judgment in any given case is strictly a
moral matter: it does not involve the specific
skill in which the individual may be pro-
ficient."

"I ask because I don’t understand how it is
possible to judge an individual working in
any field without thoroughgoing training in
that field, life-long experience of it. Morality
that is correct implies correct doctrine. Ad-
mittedly, as you were saying, the Torah and
the Talmud--including the Commandments
--are codes that belong to the earlier phases
of social-economic development. They are
useless to guide us today among the contra-
dictions of modern society, the mazes of
modern politics. And how can social theory,
how can political procedure, be judged by a
professional physicist? I assume that you are
not a Marxist. For a Marxist it would have
been quite impossible to work even a day,
even an hour, in a laboratory making the
bomb !"

"Marx is one of our prophets. "
"Exactly: the greatest of our prophets.

But one has to study Marxist theory, to be-
come adept at Marxist practice, in order to
know how to discriminate between the true
and the false. The false is sometimes subtly
disguised: to detect it is not so easy. It is ob-
vious, for example, that Stalinists--Stalinists
of whatever complexion, and along with
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them, the heirs of Stalin~are summarily to
be condemned. I should myself be glad to
see them destroyed. But we are not to con-
clude from this that all the adherents of
Trotsky are necessarily to be admitted: there
are few of themwvery few--who could make
out a case for themselves as candidates for
Redemptions"

"How about the Weinburgites, Harry?"
the host interrupted with a mischievous look.
"Have we got to let them all in?"

"I am raising a serious question," the
Marxist, put out, replied. He had passed,
without taking account of it, from an atti-
tude of sophisticated scepticism to an accep-
tance of the crisis as real.

"I’m in fundamental agreement with
Harry," the analyst intervened, "except that
I’m an orthodox Freudian instead of belong-
ing to a splinter sect."

"Weinburgism is normative Marxism..."
"All right: well, in just the same way,

Freudianism for me is normative Freudian-
ism--correct psychoanalytic theory. Sieg-
mund Freud is another of our prophets.--
You would agree to that wouldn’t you ?" He
turned to the Messiah.

"In a sense, yes: I grant you--"
"In the deepest sense. And Freud has been

as badly betrayed by those who professed to
follow him as Marx or Moses has. I should
not care to see any of these betrayers re-
deemed any more than Harry would the
Stalinists." His debonair manner was ebb-
ing and allowing to break through its surface
the rock of fundamental conviction. "These
loose and sloppy imposters, who disregard
the discipline of the Freudian method, who
cannot see the inevitability of the fur~damen-
tal Freudian conceptions--who indulge and
ruin their patients, who trifle with them and
take their money, who leave them in the
moral abasement of their unresolved compli-
cations, because they cannot face the prob-
lems themselves,--these problems that require
effort, self-mastery, objective thinking--be-
cause they cannot face these problems, which
involve unpleasant realities and difficult re-
adjustments, any better than the patients can
--such quacks should be treated as criminals!

Wilson

I should be glad to see them all pulverised,
beginning with Jung! And here I agree in
principle with what my friend has just said.
It is impossible to judge of such matters un-
less one has been a practising analyst."

"You forget," the Messiah retorted, rising
to the challenge to combat, "that I have be-
hind me One who has spoken to Marx and
Freud, and who can judge the deviations of
their followers better than you can do."

"You forget," said the Marxist, "that every
good Jew has that One behind him."

"When we get around to the dead,"--the
Messiah took higher ground~"Freud and
Marx will themselves be judged."

"And the Prophets?" cried the Hebraist.
"Are they to be judged?"

Though the scholar had for a long time
been silent, no one of the company present
was more resistant than he. He had been
scrutinising Elijah as the old man ate, and
the suspicion of his authenticity had seemed
to him conclusively confirmed. There is a
Biblical word for knife--m’al~helet--which is
evidently derived from the verb to eat, and
this has been taken as evidence that the
instrument was used at meals. Jealous of the
credit of the ancient Jews as pioneers of
civilisation, the professor was strongly of this
opinion, and when he had seen the 9th
century Elijah tearing the chicken apart with
his fingers, he had with difficulty repressed
his indignation. As the argument grew more
heated, this burst. "But this alleged prophet
here," he followed up, "it is certainly per-
mitted to judge. I will give you my own
judgment. No such Hebrew jargon as his
was ever spoken in 9th century Israel, nor
anywhere else then or since. This we know
with complete certainty!" He turned to
Elijah and addressed him in Yiddish:
"Haven’t I seen you on the stage at the
Yiddish theatre?"

Elijah looked up from his plate, then
glanced at the Messiah for explanation.

"You mustn’t say such things to him," the
young man warned the professor. "He’s
never learned any Yiddish--in spite of all
the circumcisions he’s been to--but he might
think you’re not being respectful."
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The little professor, however, was unable
to contain himself. "Tell me"--he renewed
the charge, this time speaking in Hebrew
pronounced in accordance with his own
system--"did you learn that language from
the ravens?"

"Look out I" said the Messiah. "Don’t do
itl"

"Ravens?" the Prophet repeated, lifting
his eyebrows in a piercing smile and stretch-
ing out both hands toward the viands. "I
have no need of ravens here!"

"He thinks you’re being hospitable," the
young man said. "Now, let it go at that.
Have the sense to let him alone."

"I simply want to put it on record," said
the Hebraist, speaking to the company in
English, "that I do not accept their preten-
sions. I regard them as bare-faced frauds--
contemptible blasphemous frauds I"

"Listen!" the Messiah protested. "He still
stands high with the Name. Remember what
happened to those heathen cultists, when
their god let them down on Mount Carmel !"

"Yes: lay off, Lou," intervened the host.
"Well," said the Messiah, rising, "there’s

no need for us to stay any longer. I’ll be
seeing you all before long. Any doubts you
may still have tonight will all, I think, be
rubbed out tomorrow."

Elijah arose and blessed them. He and the
Messiah--in the general silence--left the
apartment together, the young man closing
the hall door behind them.

"Lei:’s not argue now," said the host.
"Let’s finish the Seder first."

They took up the Haggadah where they
had left it off; went through the thanks-
giving hymns punctiliously and rather sub-
duedly. The final words, "To next year in
Jerusalem"--familiar though they were--
frightened some, put an unexpected question
to all. Out of bravado, the Marxist and the
analyst--assisted by the vivacious sister-in-
law--struck up the children’s rhyme, the
Had Gadya, that parallels The House tAat
Jack Built, but this was allowed to peter out.

No one wanted to speak of what had hap-
pened. "Well," said the host at last--putting
a half-humorous matter-of-fact face on it--
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"we’ll be able to check in the morning
whether the Arabs are dropping dead."

But though by this time it was well past
midnight, nobody dared to suggest going out
to buy a morning paper, and all the guests
very soon left.

T u ~ Messiah came to himself in his room
on East Ninety-Second Street. It was at

first an agony of reintegration, of recalling,
and concentrating in his own single person,
the projected multiple selves that had visited
the thousands of Seders: fatigue, incoherence,
unbearable strain. Gasping from the effort
of self-dispersal, the pangs of organic self-
reconstitution, he felt at moments that he
could not survive, that he was losing his hold
on the world. Then at last he became aware,
in the grey early-morning light, of the
familiar equipment of his room. He was
lying on the wooden bed--close to the
floor, with no headboard or footboard--that
he had had a local carpenter knock together
for him; and, opposite, against the wall,
stood a desk, bought at second-hand, stuffed
and piled with his folders and papers. There
were also a small bookcase and some second-
hand filing-cabinets. On the wall were hung
a photograph of Zion and, spread out, the
embroidered prayer-shawl he had worn at his
confirmation. On a chair beside the bed lay
a paper bag, a pasteboard container for
coffee, and the glazed-paper wrapper of a
chopped-egg sandwich with which he had
fortified himself just before taking off for
his visits. The foody smell of these was re-
pellent. On a shelf he caught sight of the
alarm clock which he had set for seven the
night before, in case he should be still in his
trance. He could not make out the time. Had
it just gone off without his having heard it?
Was it still to go off? He shuddered. How it
would crash like a rocket-bomb on his
already tortured nerves. Yet he did not reach
for his glasses.

At this moment, the alarm exploded. He
made himself rise to his feet, snatched the
clock from the shelf and turned it off. He sat
a moment on the side of the bed, then he
lay down again. Ignorant of the ravages of
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dissipation, he had known the absymal de-
pletions that follow intellectual excess. But
the recovery from these had been hastened by
the sense of accomplishment, triumph; the
tissues of the mind soon mended. This morn-
ing there was a lesion that did not heal; a
horror of failure, of bafflement, lay at the
back of his aching brain. He shrank from
assembling his experiences, reliving them, ex-
tracting their meaning. He tried to curb his
natural quickness of mind, to lapse into
stupor, to dull his wits. But inertia, self-
obfuscation were repugnant to him, impos-
sible for him. Spasmodically, with dim fit,.; of
fainting, the powers of his mind revived.
More and more swiftly and deftly, like one
who sifts the contents of an auction-room or
sorts out a stacked correspondence, he ex-
amined, correlated, analysed his visits of the
night before. But below the rapid movements
of his mind the conviction of his mission lay
stunned.

Then a deathly collapse engulfed him:
"Rejected l" he exclaimed to himself. "Re-
jected!--I ought to have expected it! They
resisted me, repulsed me, mocked me. It’s I
who am the Suffering Servant of Isaiah, des-
pised and rejected of men l"

But he pulled himself together, sat up, and
summoning, affirming the formulas of
prayer, he appealed to the Lord.

"I have failed, my Lord," he said. "Your
servant is sick in spirit."

Silence: a terrible fear made the young
man sit tense on the edge of the bed, hardly
daring to breathe.

Then came the expected Voice, filling, in-
cluding the room: "You will be made whole
again."

"But it hasn’t worked out as we thought
it would."

Silence: his desperate dread compelled the
poor boy to go on, to revert to the self-
confident tone with which he had talked to
the Deity when he had first unfolded his
plans: "Let me give you the picture as I see
it. Undoubtedly you can throw more light on
it--I beg Thee," he quickly added, lest he
seem to qualify Omnipotence, "that Thou
wilt aid me to understand Thy will."

Wilson

"To begin with the Orthodox end: they
would give one look at me and throw me out
---on account of no earlocks and beard. Well,
we more or less anticipated that. I thought--
and I believe you approved--that, on the
whole, it was more important to make the
modernised ones feel at ease, and anyway
that was the note we wanted to strike. I was
counting on Elijah--though I’d never seen
him then--to put it over with the Orthodox,
but the trouble is that, being so first-
millennial, so rugged, so much the product
of a primitive outdoor life, he doesn’t look
much more like their idea of a lew than I do.
They thought he was crazy and I was a fake.
In fact, that’s what most of them thought.
But the worst of it is that none of them
--or almost without exception--is willing
to accept my authority. They will accept their
rabbi’s authority, but--much as they pretend
to adore you--they won’t recognise the Over-
all Power. That’s the trouble with a church
with no hierarchy. The Catholics would be
able to swing it, but we’ve got no machine.
Those fanatical old-timers in Mea Shearim
won’t accept the Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem.
They set their own rabbi up against him,
and they couldn’t think of imagining a
Day of the Lord in which anyone but
themselves would come out on top. Of
course, they’re the lunatic fringe, but it’s the
same with all the Orthodox as against the
Reformed. If we got the emigration started,
they’d organise resistance against it; they’d
work up a counter-propaganda and denounce
me as another Sabbatai Zevi. And even those
who have no worship are carrying the same
narrow spirit into whatever their department
is. The Marxists and the analysts and the
scholars o~ every kind all seem to have their
element of Mea Shearim. Every field has its
own sects, its own rabbis, and the followers
of any rabbi can’t face the possibility that the
disciples of another rabbi may be counted
among the righteous. Why, there’s even a
music expert--a disciple of the Rabbi Schoen-
berg--who wants to exclude from Redemp-
tion all the modern composers who don’t
practice the pure twelve-tone system. He told
me he would refuse absolutely to recognise
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the competence of our Final Assize unless I
could give him the assurance that neither
Block nor Milhaud would be passed. There’s
even a literary critic--a rabbi himself,
with his own disciples--who says that he
can’t run the danger of finding himself
assigned to a category which might incl~ude
certain critics who don’t subscribe to his doc-
trine. The core of that doctrine is that--
evaluating in moral terms--there are only
five novelists in English whose work can be
taken seriously.

"And I’m speaking now only of the people
that we thought we could more or less count
on! You know how the rest of them are.
They don’t want to go to Israel at all, except
maybe for a tourist trip. There are lots of
them who don’t even want to hear about it.
These city lawyers and doctors and men who
have built up businesses--half the time they
don’t care anything about Judaism. They’re
making good money somewhere or they’re
good at their work or both, and beyond that
they don’t want to be bothered. The only
group, so far as I can see, that shows any real
interest in the project are the unsuccessful
small business and professional men who still
go to the synagogue and who hope to better
themselves. They think that their piety may
get them further, when the Day of the Lord
comes, than their abilities ever have. They
and a few very young people who go to
Hebrew-speaking summer camps and are
passionately patriotic about Israel. But no-
body else is with us. There’s nothing like the
response we hoped for."

T r~E Voice replied--the young man
listened, in spite of his jaunty tone, with

anxious and taut attention. "You must not
say ’ ’we, " the Voice chided. "I was never so
hopeful as you. I am no longer quite om-
niscient, as I used to be. Mankind sometimes
gets away from me, as I never allowed it to
do in the days of Eden and Babel. But I have
my forebodings and doubts."

His confidence in his Deity not fortified,
the Messiah fell to blaming his people. "The
Jews," he came out with it, "could never
agree, and why should we--why should one

Messiah at the Seder

ever expect them to lay off their disputation
even in the shadow of the Judgment Day?
But the Exile, the Diaspora have aggravated
this weakness. I am sure you are fully aware
of the harm that has been done them by
Protestantism. Living in Protestant countries,
they have taken over the Protestant habits of
thought: the idea of deciding for oneself,
following one’s own conscience, setting one-
self up as a judge. Even among those who
trust in Thee, blessed by Thy Name, each of
them wants to feel that he’s got his own
private line to you. They’re getting to be just
like the Protestants--they believe in them-
selves, not you. Yet they got it out of our
Bible--in a way it’s there--and if it’s there,
you--Thou didst put it there. After all,
Thou spokest to all kinds of people--Amos
the shepherd or anybody could turn out to
be a prophet. You must--Thou needst must
have known what would eventually happen."

The Voice did not speak for some time.
The young man dropped his face and covered
his eyes, assuming a reverent attitude but
leaving the point he had made.

Then It answered: "Did it ever occur to
you that you yourself are lacking in faith, that
you have become disrespectful in addressing
Me, that you’ve taken a good deal into your
own hands, and that, now that the result does
not satisfy you, you are showing a reprehen-
sible impertinence in attempting to take Me
to task?"

It was the turn of the Messiah to be silent.
"I am an unworthy servant, Lord!" he

cried. "Forgive me for forgetting that, weak
though I am, Thy hand will be strong to
uphold me. We’ll see how they all feel to-
morrow when they read about what’s hap-
pened to the Arabs."

"The Arabs will be spared," said the
Voice.

"They’ll be spared? But I’ve promised they
would be destroyed. You can hardly go back
on that !"

"That would do no good now. If My
people do not believe, this sign would not
bring them to Zion. They will simply be
convinced that the Middle East is a danger-
ous place to live."
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"But if all the Jews are spared?"
"I have some reputation for justice--

though I believe you were implying a
moment ago that I had not dealt justly with
you. The Arabs, at the hands of My people,
have already suffered some injustice, and
many of My peopIe know it. Why wipe them
all out for no end ?"

"Wouldn’t the world be better without
them?"

"They, too, have learned from My word--
they worship Me, too, in their fashion."

The Messiah curbed himself from retort-
ing: "You’re getting entirely too broad-
minded !"

"But what a garbling it is of Thy Word
Thou gavest us!" was what he exclaimed
aloud.

"You pity your own disappointment,"
answered God, partly quoting Himself, "and
shall I not pity Ishmael, that great people of
more than twenty million persons, who
hardly know their right hand from their left,
and also many camels ?"

In the irritation caused by dismay, ’the
young man had the impulse to sneer: "Do

Edmund Wilso~

you have to give me those old gags?" But
what he asked was, "There’s not to be a
Judgment Day?"

"Not at once."

"Am I still the Messiah?"
"You must live like any other man."
"But I’ve built my whole life up to this--

ever since you first called me, ever since I
became Bar Mitzvah!" He had to rein him-
self in not to cry out, "You can’t do this to
me l I might have succeeded in the Gentile
world. I could have been a big commercial
physicist. I was working on the bomb when
you took me away--and I was one of the
coming men. Now I can never go back: after
tonight, I’ll be listed as a screwball. You
wouldn’t let me make good with the goys,
and now I can’t lead my people back to
Israel. What do you expect me to do?" But
what he said was, "My Lord, be blessed to
eternity. Thy servant has failed Thee: forgive
him, I beg, and direct him to the path of
righteousness. Where shall I turn next?"

"Go back to your old work," said the
Voice. "Go on raising money for Israel.
Maybe some good will come of it."

Christmas. Holiday

I ~ T ~ ~. december graveyard blossom moved
against remembering stone, softer than snow.

Along the christmas river we surprised
buds in the act of daring, sweet as toffee,
fields lay stretched and steaming in the sun,
and smoke was neat as feathers on the sky.
But discandying breath was only held. We heard
the afternoon turn over in its sleep
restless before it woke and blew us elsewhere
to practise separation like a scale
over and over until we run foolish.
To hoard and stroke the past till now is gone.
To forget the past is now or not at all.

Pat Kavanagh
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