IF NOT HIGHER

The traveller was tired from his journey so, when he reached a little Jewish village, he decided to stay there a while. It was a very special time of the year—the month before Rosh HaShanah—the Jewish New Year. Ten days later comes Yom Kippur—the Day of Atonement, the most important day in the whole Jewish year, the day for prayer and for asking God’s forgiveness.

“I need to rest,” the traveller said to himself. “I can tell this is a very traditional community, so it will be good for me to stay here a while. Every morning this month they’ll get up extra early for special prayers in the synagogue to get ready for Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur, to get in the mood, to start thinking about the past year. 

“I need to be still,” he thought. “I’ve got a lot of thinking to do about where I’ve been and what I’ve been doing the past year. Things haven’t always gone that well and I haven’t always been the person I want to be. I need to take some time out and sort myself. I think I’ll stay here a while with this little community. When they get up early prayers, I’ll join them. I’ll go to the synagogue and hear the blowing of the shofar—that’ll wake me up to myself!”   
So that’s what he did—and it was just what he needed… But one thing puzzled him: the rabbi was never there. The community did have a rabbi and everyone seemed to love and respect him. He wasn’t dressed like the other people who worked in the field. He wore a black coat and broad-brimmed hat. You could see him out and about in the daytime, listening to people’s problems and giving them advice. Then at the end of the day, when all the work was done, they’d go to the rabbi’s house where he’d tell stories and they’d discuss all kinds of things. 

· What can you tell from this about what a rabbi does?

· What kind of person do you think this rabbi was?

But the rabbi was never in synagogue for dawn prayers. “What kind of a rabbi was that?” the traveller wondered so after a few days, he plucked up courage to ask, “Where’s the rabbi?” Quick as a flash came the answer, “The rabbi’s in heaven!'” The next day he asked the same question and got the same answer. And the next…  What could that possibly mean?  What was the rabbi up to?

· Why did the traveller think the rabbi ought to be in synagogue in the early morning?

· What do you think the rabbi was doing when everyone else was in the synagogue early and praying? 

· What might the people have meant when they said, “The rabbi’s in heaven”? 

· What could the traveller do to find out where the rabbi was and what he was doing?

The traveller decided he was going to find out for himself and he came up with an idea. One evening at the rabbi’s house, when everyone else got up to leave, he hid under the rabbi's bed. “I’ll stay here all night,” he told himself. “Then, when the rabbi gets up, I’ll be able to see where he goes and what he does.”

Before light, he heard people in the house getting up. There were voices on the stairs and footsteps in the street. Then, when all was quiet and still, the rabbi stretched and yawned. He crossed the room and, from a cupboard, took out a pair of woollen trousers, a rough jacket, a belt, a felt hat and boots, and put them on. He picked up a bucket, a length of rope and… an axe!  Then he stepped out into the cold, damp, moonlit air. This was not only strange but also very scary. 

· Why was this strange?

· Why was this scary?

The traveller's heart was thumping but he was so curious that he just had to follow. In the shadows, the rabbi wended his way through narrow streets and out of the village towards the wood.  The traveller followed at a safe distance, taking care not to be seen.

· For what reasons might the traveller not have wanted to be seen?

The rabbi reached a clearing in the wood and wielded his axe with a lot of skill—THWACK! He’d felled a small tree and then chopped it into sticks. With his rope, he tied them into a bundle, slung it over his shoulder and headed back towards the village. 

· What might the rabbi have needed sticks for?

The rabbi made his way into one of the back streets of the village and gently tapped on the window of a tumbledown house.  'Who's there?' came the thin voice of a frightened woman inside. “I’ve got some wood,” the rabbi called to her and went in. There was hardly any furniture and it was very shabby. A frail and elderly woman lay in bed.  “I'm a poor widow. Wherever would I get money for wood?" she said.

“You'll pay me one day if you can,” replied the rabbi.

As the rabbi laid the wood in the stove, he softly recited the first part of the special morning prayers. As he lit the wood, he said the second part. As the fire crackled brightly, he went outside to the well and used his rope and bucket to draw some water, praying the third part of the prayers. He left her with water to drink and then went, without waiting to be thanked. 

Dawn was breaking as the rabbi hurried back—the traveller still following him—and the blasts of the shofar from the synagogue pierced the morning air. 

By now the people were coming out of the synagogue into the morning light. The rabbi quickened his step and arrived home breathless. He got there just in time to change into his black coat and broad-brimmed hat, comb his beard, and compose himself at the table, with an open book in front of him.  Moments later, the people arrived for morning study and he greeted them with a broad, warm smile.

The traveller was so moved and mystified by what had happened that morning that he stayed in the village right through the Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur. He decided not to travel any more, as he had found what he was looking for. So he made his home right there in that village. 

In years to come, there would sometimes be other visitors like him at that time of the year. They would also go to the dawn prayers and they would also ask, “Where’s the rabbi?” They would also be told, “The rabbi’s in heaven!”

And the traveller would always add, “If not higher…”

Read the story “If not higher”. When you come to the questions, think about them and try to answer them in your mind. You do NOT have to write these answers down.

1. Why do you think the rabbi did not go to the early morning prayers in the synagogue but rather chose to bring wood and water to people who needed it? 

2. Why did the rabbi not wear his usual clothes?

3. Why did the traveller stay in the village?  

4. What might the traveller have meant by “If not higher…”?

5. The story makes some points about life. Explain how it shows each of these:

a. We can never tell what someone is like from the way they look.

b. When we do something good, we should not expect to be thanked and congratulated.

c. Helping other people is as important as praying.

6. What else do you get from this story?

