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Trust Me On This One


At the heart of most Yiddish stories lies the struggle of a Jew trying to find his place amidst the collision of two distinct cultures: the shtetl and the modern world of Russia. The division, defined by money, religion, and status, caused much strife for Jews in Eastern Europe and often left men searching for their place on the spectrum between traditional and assimilated Jews. These cultural stories are complex, filled with characters who amble up and down this line trying to find a balance between the old and the new “Jew.” They test the waters by crossing lines of cultural separation, fading in and out of their expected personality traits to accomplish what they feel is necessary for success in their lives. However, the already hazy line between high and low culture becomes more unclear when such cultural divisions all exist within the separated Jewish world, with representatives from each “type” of Jew congregating under one roof—the roof on the house of G-d.


The synagogue symbolizes the anchor of Judaism, maintaining the connections between traditional “Yiddish” Jews; the high status, educated Jews in the shtetl; and the wealthy, modernized Jews who have left the shtetl but return only for prayer. Conflict arises when a character from one of the aforementioned Jewish subgroups attempts to step outside his norm to attain some sort of middle ground; success in these attempts varies. Ideally, one can have the best of both the high culture and low culture, moving freely between Russian and Jewish worlds, back and forth from Apollonian to Hermetic lifestyles. These Yiddish stories show that some people adjust more easily to fading in and out of the restrictive box than others. Some Jews only survive well if contained in one world.


In Isaac Leib Peretz’s story “If Not Higher . . .” the Rabbi of Nemirov takes a gigantic leap from his authoritative position among the Jewish community to the bottom layer of the modern world when he disguises himself as a Russian peasant. Similarly, the Rabbi in Sholom Aleichem’s “A Yom Kippur Scandal,” Reb Yozifel, crosses boundaries by letting money, a symbol of the modern world, influence his religious practices. While both stories contain similar themes prominent in Yiddish culture, Peretz’s story carries a much more positive tone than Aleichem’s, and it is evident that Peretz’s Rabbi’s cross-cultural activities prove more successful in their outcome than Reb Yozifel’s attempts in the middleman position. Moreover, these stories share a motif of trust: while the Rabbi of Nemirov is trusting of his community and ultimately trusted in return, Aleichem’s characters are full of skepticism and distrust for the entire community with which they interact. Peretz and Aleichem show through their stories that trust is an extremely important factor for successful human relations. In order for any Jewish man to attain success in a middle-ground position, his community must allow trust to preside over skepticism. In these stories, Both Yiddish authors create characters who act in ways that may seem outside the tradition. In the two stories, religious, Hebrew-centered figures are presented with clear cute roles in their respective communities. Yet as each character evolves across cultural borders, it is the one who trusts and is trusted that succeeds.

Peretz immediately introduces the Rabbi of Nemirov, illustrating him as respected but mysterious. Peretz points out that it seems a bit curious that during the holy days of Sliches, while the Jews prayed in the synagogue, the one responsible for leading services “had a way of disappearing” (44). Instantly, the reader senses the atypical role of the Rabbi of Nemirov; he is not anywhere one might expect a Rabbi to be. Already the Rabbi begins to step outside his traditional duties by not being in the synagogue or study chamber on the days when all other Jews were present for prayer. The Rabbi, this story’s religious, Hebrew-centered figure is depicted stepping off of his pulpit and into grey area. Furthermore, the Rabbi continues to stray from expectations as he “walked over to the clothes closet, pulled out a bundle containing peasant garments: coarse linen rousers, high boots, a smock, a forage cap, and a wide lather belt studded with brass nail-heads. And he decked himself out in this outfit” (46). Here Peretz depicts an outwardly physical leap across cultures. The Rabbi is the leader of the Jewish community; he is educated in the religious language, writings, and teachings and is thus considered high culture within the shtetl. Yet, he seemingly neglects his duties in the synagogue as he disguises himself as a Russian peasant. While curiosity among the congregants begins to arise, when Jews question the Litvak—a Jew who is wise and educated in the Talmud—about the Rabbi’s mysterious activities, the Litvak shrugs it off, simply replying, “It’s no concern of mine” (45). Of course, the Rabbi’s congregants are intrigued, but they demonstrate enough trust in the Rabbi by allowing him to carry on with his activities without bombarding him with questions.

In Aleichem’s story, the first interaction the reader has with the Rabbi is far from typical when the Rabbi barks orders to lock the door of the synagogue in the middle of the Yom Kippur service. Right away, Reb Yozifel abandons Jewish tradition as the Shammes closes the synagogue doors at the Rabbi’s request. The synagogue should act as a safe house with welcoming doors that are kept open, inviting of all people from all places and backgrounds, allowing people to flow in and out freely from prayer as they wish. Locking the synagogue doors sends entirely the opposite message. Moreover, Aleichem describes Reb Yozifel as “a true man of G-d, a holy man. Not too sharp witted, perhaps, but a good man” (50). This is not a typical description of a Rabbi. Rabbis were generally revered above all other men in the Jewish community; they were educated, knew Hebrew, studied G-d’s teachings, and theoretically provided advice and support for all of life’s problems. The fact that Reb Yozifel is “not too sharp witted” hints to the reader that Reb Yozifel, (especially in a time of crisis like the on goings of the story surrounding his introduction), will most likely make poor decisions regarding his actions. More importantly, the Rabbi interrupts his Yom Kippur service, the holiest of all holy days, for issues of money. In his address to the congregation, he points out that this blasphemy of thievery occurred “just before the shofar was blown” (51). The Rabbi steps outside his traditional position of being wise, calm, and rational because he let the importance of money overpower religion. His concern for money symbolically carries him out of the shtetl and into the modern world. In this way, the Rabbi blatantly reveals that he is more concerned with impressing the rich than impressing G-d by letting the rich man’s money problems take precedence at the “most solemn moment” on the Day of Atonement (51). 

The necessity of trust is further exemplified through extremes of Yiddish humor. The Rabbi of Nemirov dons a ludicrous costume for someone of his standing in the Jewish culture—he dresses as a Russian peasant, obviously pretending not to be Jewish because he is working and absent from shul on an important day of prayer, Sliches. Not only is the Rabbi absent from his formal duties, he also channels his peasant character as he connects with nature amidst a forest: “the Rabbi pull[s] the hatchet out of this belt and start[s] chopping away at the tree” (46). Jewish tradition values life in all forms of creatures and nature and takes pride in devoting a holiday to planting trees to beautify the earth, so it is just short of astonishing that a Rabbi cut down a tree. However, the newly cut wood serves a beautiful purpose when the Rabbi, still disguised, appears at a sick Jewess’s house. The Rabbi of Nemirov places the wood in the woman’s fireplace and slowly reveals his Jewish identity through the values of his actions (47).  The tree, which he uses for sustenance for the old Jewish woman, now symbolizes the tree of life, eitz chayim, a phrase figuratively describing the torah. In addition, though he and the woman remain absent from synagogue, the Rabbi manages to pray for the both of them: “And, stooping down to lay the wood in the stove, he muttered the first Sliches prayer. And when the fire was going and the flames shot up merrily, he said the second prayer. And then he said the third prayer, after which it was time to replace the lid on the stove” (47). The Rabbi of Nemirov deceivingly still performs his rabbinic duties, even while seemingly off duty. Most importantly, the Rabbi is only able to carry his act through because he declared his trust to the woman. The Jewess tries to protest, exclaiming she could never “manage to repay” the peasant for his wood. The Rabbi responds in such a way that expresses his trust in the woman and the trust he expects her to give G-d in return: “I am willing to trust you for this bundle of firewood. I haven’t a doubt you’ll pay me some day. Whereas you, who have such a great G-d in heaven, haven’t even six coppers’ worth of trust in Him!” (47). Thus the Rabbi successfully crosses outside of his position by allowing an abundance of trust to seep in from all directions.


On the other hand, Reb Yozifel’s movement towards outside his traditional character ends less successfully than Peretz’s Rabbi. Reb Yozifel outrageously calls to lock the doors of the synagogue because he wants everyone to empty their pockets. The Rabbi shamelessly “unbind[s] his gabardine and turn[s] his pockets inside out” (51). The Rabbi’s skepticism makes him act quickly and irrationally, assuming the worst. He barricades the doors so as to accuse everyone and trust no one until proven innocent. The Rabbi is not trusting enough to even present the opportunity for a potential thief to confess his sin, (which is the purpose of Yom Kippur—the holiday that brought everyone to the synagogue in the first place), but instead immediately takes action outside his jurisdiction. Lazer Yossel, “perfect in everything,” is the only congregant to protest (52). Aleichem presents him as an educated Jew living in the shtetl. The rabbi has no reason to suspect that Lazer Yossel committed the crime; however, Yossel protests because “it [is] a disgrace to him.” He had a flawless record, so he should have been trusted when “he swore by all that was holy that he was as innocent in this as he would want to be of any wrongdoing as long as he lived” (51). Here the Rabbi, who is supposed to be able to listen to the pleas of his congregants and be patient and understanding, acts harshly, only to find more disappointment than when dealing with the issues of the stolen money. When men find remnants of food in Yossel’s pockets on the “holiest of fast days,” the Rabbi “turn[s] away in shame. He could look no one in the face” (53). The Rabbi’s overzealous distrust leaves him grieving and embarrassed. He had strayed so far away from the constraints of his traditional character’s responsibilities only to gain more disappointment because he could not trust anyone.

The grey area explored in both stories is common in Yiddish traditions because it is a culture created from a mélange of all its surroundings. Finding one’s place along the spectrum from those deeply rooted in the shtetl culture to the assimilated Jews who fled far from tradition provided much angst among the community. Where was best for each man to stand? Who could each man trust? In order to survive, the Jews learned to cope through humor—by pointing out their own differences and forcing themselves to accept them. Yiddish writers created ridiculous characters who illustrate extreme exaggerations of such differences, such as the religiously structured figures in Peretz’s and Aleichem’s stories who occasionally slip out of their figurative rabbinic robes. In “If Not Higher…” while his congregants are skeptical of the Rabbi who ditches services, the Rabbi of Nemirov is able to act more wholly with tradition by performing such a mitzvah anonymously. The further the Rabbi gets from traditional Judaism on the outside (as he dresses up like a peasant), the more traditionally Jewish he is able to be in his actions and values. Nevertheless, Aleichem’s use of Yiddish humor presents the character’s differences in a more negative sense than Peretz’s humor. Aleichem’s religious, Hebrew-centered figure of Lazer Yossel is perfect in every way until his one major flaw in the story—and it is humorous that Yosser’s single imperfection is the most ridiculous event in the whole story. Still, the Rabbi walks away sullenly. Reb Yozifel is not ready to accept the differences he experiences in this story, which is why the humor fails along with the Rabbi’s out-of-character actions. Thus through these stories, Yiddish writers explain that the success of a man depended on his ability to trust, to be trusted, and to laugh at himself (especially when in the minority position). Only then can a Yiddish man have a happy ending.
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