Yesod

Jacob looked carefully both ways as he left the Yeshiva. He didn’t want anyone to see where he was going. His rebbe would not approve of his destination: the house of an Islamic teacher of falasafa. Nor, indeed, would they have been much happier to know where he had spent the previous evening, with teachers of the kaballah. And they especially did not approve of his liaisons with peddlers of herbs and minerals of various sorts in the marketplace –especially those with women and Christians. But to Jacob it was all still a game: the time plotting stratagems which kept each group of teachers in the dark about his other studies, the time spent in the market looking for interesting specimens for which he could barter a bolt of his father’s woolen cloth in order to win back the favor of those teachers whom he offended. When he had to be absent from class he would plead poverty or family obligations –his father needed him in the market or the workshop; when he needed to be in class he pleaded to his father that one or another august teacher had demanded his presence. The truth is that he was smart enough not only to learn what each of his teachers had to offer him, but also to hold his own in argument, even when he had been absent from one of the three schools he attended for as much as two weeks. 

“Don’t you think we should divide the question,” he said one day, bursting into a debate on whether or not the human mind can know God, two bolts of woolen cloth, a bag of herbs and a Torah scroll in his arms. His teacher, a practitioner of Arabic falasafa and one of the few followers of Ibn Rusd who could still be found in either Christendom or Dar-al-Islam, or anywhere else for that matter, had been trying to convince an especially pious student that human reason could rise unaided to knowledge of God, and that the sacred scriptures were merely poetic representations of the truth for those who were unable to master the dialectic. “It seems to me that it is one thing to prove that God exists, that He is One, True, Beautiful, and Good; it is quite another thing to claim that our small minds can exhaust the Infinite and the Ineffable. And every time I hear the Torah read or open the door for Elijah on Pesach –or for that matter every time I hear the call to prayer from one of your minarets or stand before the statue of Mariam, the mother of Jesus in the churches of the Christians— I come into contact with an aspect of the divine which falasafa, for all its power, cannot comprehend.” He knew he was quoting Tomás de Aquino and that this would enrage both the followers of Ibn Rusd and those of al-Ghazali.

The night before he had been defending falasafa to the kaballists. “It seems to me that before people are granted the power which the kaballah gives them they must know right from wrong, and fulfill the law. For this we Jews have the Torah and the Talmud. But what if someone is not convinced that God even exists, or that the idea of revelation is reasonable?” And the night before that he had been defending the kaballah to one of his fellow students at the Yeshiva. “The kaballah captures the feminine face of God … the face that I see when I look into Mariam’s eyes in the marketplace, hoping against hope that someday we will be together.” Mariam was one of the young Arab women he bought herbs from. One day when her father was away from the stall she had asked him what he used the herbs for. He explained, and they fell fast into a discussion of alchemical sympathies and the healing properties of herbs –and even faster into what they, at least, imagined to be love. He lent her manuscripts which she read secretly; she met him under the olive trees outside the city gates, on the road towards Trapani after dark. They would argue about whether Moses or Mohamed was the greater prophet and then embrace and their skin would sing and they knew the joy of participation in Being itself. 

That was Jacob’s seventeenth year and it was the last of the Old World. 

***

For nearly eight hundred years Jew and Christian and Moslem had lived together here in a dynamic tension that had made Sicily one of the creative centers of Europe. Even after the Christians, whose kings were still little more than Germanic warlords, had restored the island to Christendom, they relied on Islamic and Jewish scholars to run their courts. But now this long convivencia was coming to an end. For ten long years the armies of Ferdinand and Isabella, the Catholic monarchs of a now united Castile and Aragon, had laid siege to Granada, the last stronghold of al-Andalus. The emir Boadbdil, who had taken the kingdom by force from his father, had been told by his astrologers that he was destined to lose it by force as well, and now these prophecies seemed destined to be born out. Supplies were running low and winter was approaching. Rumor had it that the emir had sued for peace and that only the details of the capitulation remained to be worked out. 

Here in Palermo, in the Jewish and Moslem quarters, debate centered on what the fall of Granada would mean for Sicily, which was under Spanish rule. There was no doubt that as the Christians grew stronger they also grew bolder. In Spain itself discriminatory laws had been enacted which purged Jews and Moslems from service to the State. Many converted to evade those laws, but still they faced harassment. Jacob’s father had hoped that Ferdinand and Isabella would be strong enough to stand up to the hate-mongers, and urged his relatives and friends and business partners to support them. If only they would cooperate –with whoever was in power—they would be left alone to practice their religion and, what seemed more important to him, to do business. Instead the new monarchs had, with the approval of Pope Sixtus IV, instituted an Inquisition to seek out reconversos, Jews and Moslems who had returned to the traditions of the peoples. But still the wealthy merchants held out hope that whatever the Catholic monarchs did in Spain, they would leave Sicily in peace. 

--It is just the way things are in wartime, Jacob’s father insisted. Once the Christians win –and the tides of history are on their side— they will stop seeing us as internal enemies and life will return to normal. 

Ruben, the leader of the kabalistic circle he attended, knew better. Christendom –or Edom as he called it-- was the kingdom of the demon Samael, who gained power over the people of Israel when men like Jacob’s father grew too comfortable trading in woolen cloth and eating rich stews flavored with ras al hanout and forgot that it was the vocation of the people of Israel to mend the broken fabric of the universe. And it didn’t help that young men like Jacob spent their time with the daughters of spice merchants and spilled their seed on the ground, or had evil dreams and spilled it in their beds. This gave rise to qipploth, spirits trapped in matter that further increased the strength of Samael and his minions. The Reconquista was a good thing he said. It would shake the people loose from their slumber and set Israel back on the road home: towards Jerusalem. To this end he taught his followers complex rituals intended to give them power over the demonic forces of the present, in effect attempting to harness the dark in order to serve the light. They studied the motions of the heavenly bodies and prepared alchemical medicines and made offerings of various herbs and spices and even metals in order to strengthen one or another of the sephiroth. And they spent long nights singing psalms, which Ruben taught them were the war songs of mosiach. 
Jacob, for his part, regarded it all as a game. He knew Christians –lots of them in fact. There were monks and friars from France and England who still came to Palermo to trade for manuscripts and there were merchants from as far away as Krakow and Vienna who came to buy his father’s wool cloth or the spices that Mariam’s father brought back from the East. Jacob had no difficulty understanding their lust for knowledge and for new sensations. The Christians he knew were, in other words, just like the Moslem and Jewish scholars and merchants who made up his own familiar world. It seemed unimaginable to him that anyone would take by force what they could acquire by trade or barter. Trade was more fun. 

And yet the intrigue fascinated him –Ruben’s secret midnight meetings, the rituals held in hidden chapels and open fields, beside the graves of rabbis and Sufi sheiks and Christian saints. One night, when rumors of a new Christian offensive were rife, Ruben and his followers secretly entered the Cathedral. Wearing the vestments of Catholic clergy, with Ruben as Bishop and his followers representing the subaltern orders, they summoned the demon Samael and his assistant Ammon No by performing the holy sacrifice of the mass. Once these demons were present, Ruben recited a long incantation: 

--By virtue of the Great Name of forty-two letters, I adjure you even against your will to have not the power to fly or do anything or make any further accusation against the Israelite nation than you have done until now I bind you and adjure you that you will have no more power to accuse Israel for all time. Rather, from this is day forward you will defend the Israelite nation.

Ruben was careful not to make the same mistake Rabbi Joseph della Reina had, and yield to the pleading of the now captive demons for a whiff of incense. Instead he commanded them to enter a special flask he had brought with him for this purpose, and which he kept in a secret place. Jacob was shown it once. It smelled to him rather like ammonia.

Jacob, by the way, did not spill his seed on the ground. He collected it and sold it to an illuminator from Ragusa in Dalmatia who mixed it with the yolk of duck eggs to bind his pigments. “It is the breath of God,” he told Jacob. “It brings my images to life.” And indeed it did. When read in the ordinary way his manuscripts were brilliant and beautiful, with vibrant colors that gripped the eye, but otherwise in no way unusual. But if one held the book in one’s hand and ran one’s fingers quickly over the pages, whole scenes from Christian salvation history were enacted before one’s eyes: the annunciation, the nativity, the Crucifixion, even the Resurrection. Jacob was unclear just what role his seed played in this process, but since it could not yet be planted in the womb of the woman he loved, he reasoned, and since there was little hope that in a world so filled with beauty that it would simply stay put, it may as well be put to good use. In any case, he needed the money. 

Jacob understood the desire of many of his people to return to their ancient homeland and to rebuild their temple, but he himself wished to go there only as a pilgrim and traveler. He had long ago set his face towards the East, where he would go to seek wealth and wisdom. It was not Ruben’s apocalyptic ravings which had drawn him to the kaballah, but rather the image of the Shekinah, the feminine face of God –that and the idea that we human beings, in every just act we accomplish (and he included among them embracing Mariam) raise sparks towards God and thus participate in the tikkun ‘olam, the mending of the shattered fabric of the universe. Joining Mariam, bridging the gulf between the two separated lines of Abraham, he would begin the process of bridging the gulf between all the peoples of the earth. And then the two of them would travel from city to city, far beyond the bounds of both Christendom and Dar-al-Islam, buying and selling, loving and learning, weaving a web which would bind the whole world into one. 

***

And so, when news came in the second week of January that Granada had indeed fallen, Jacob thought little of it. The terms of the capitulation included, as his father promised they would, guarantees for the property rights and religious liberties of the Jews and Moslems. 

--Just you wait, in a month or two everything will be back to normal. I will even be able to re-open my shop in Granada! 

Ruben, similarly, had already been planning ‘aliyah before the fall of Granada. Nothing that Ferdinand and Isabella could promise could ever possibly win his trust. 

And Jacob, for his part, was too deeply involved in preparing his first attempt at the Great Work, and at planning trysts with Mariam, to be too concerned about an event which everyone had been expecting for nearly a decade. 

The “Great Work” was the creation of the Philosopher’s Stone. The idea was simple enough. All material substances were formed by the influence of the heavenly bodies, which conveyed their qualities to the underlying stratum of prime matter, the womb out of which all things emerge. The sun made things hot and the moon made things moist. The other heavenly bodies exercised more subtle, but nonetheless important influences as well. These influences were embodied in particular substances –mineral and plant and animal, which captured, as it were, the principle of a particular planet. These substances could then be refined to make that planetary principle more effective. This was the significance of the various stones and elixirs which philosophers and kaballists alike prepared. It was also possible, simply by harnessing planetary influences or reproducing them in the laboratory to transform any one substance into any other. 

Now ordinarily, when one prepared a stone what one did was to first extract the essential oils from an herb by maceration and distillation, and then incinerate and calcine the herb, dissolve the salts in water, decant the water from the feces (as the insoluble part of the ash was called) and then evaporate the water and infuse the resulting crystals with the essential oil. Bits of the stone could then be dissolved in red or white wine and ingested to confer on the alchemist or his patients the qualities of the planet which ruled the herb from which the stone had been made. If one wished to obtain martial qualities, one used a Martian herb such as allspice or basil or cumin. If one desired the capacity to rule, then one used a solar herb such as rosemary or cinnamon. Mercurial herbs such as fennel or lavender cultivated intellectual acuity, while Jovian herbs such as sage and nutmeg conferred wisdom. He and Mariam always partook of a bit of the Apricot stone they had made together when they met outside the city walls. Apricot was a venereal herb and cultivated love and beauty. 

The Philosopher’s Stone, however, presented a special challenge. It was, in effect, the substance out of which the Empyrean Heaven was said to be constructed, and thus strictly speaking outside of space and time. It was for this reason that it was said to confer incorruptibility on those who possessed it. Jacob rather doubted this. The attractive power of God did not make us incorruptible, but rather catalyzed growth and development. Growth, he understood, required change and change was always a sort of death. The stone he hoped to produce would not put an end to this change; it would accelerate it, bringing us ever closer to God. 

The difficulty was that there was no herb which was ruled by the Empyrean heaven. Jacob had read, however, in a manuscript of Dante’s Paradiso given him by a traveling friar in return for some wool cloth and a piece of his sage stone, that the divine power was divided, as it were, when it passed through the heaven of the fixed stars. Before this, in the Empyrean and Crystalline heavens, it was single and undivided. That power must, he reasoned, be simply a synthesis of all the particular powers of the planetary spheres. All he needed to do was to recombine them. And so for three years he had tested the power of various herbs to see which best represented its planetary ruler. His Philosopher’s Stone would simply be a synthesis of the stones of all these herbs. In order to communicate the influence of the fixed stars and of the crystalline heavens he would recite over it the prayers the kaballists had taught him to invoke the sephiroth of Hokhmah and Keter, which ruled these heavens, and then, at just the right moment, he would invoke the power of da’ath, the hidden sephirah, which he believed held the key to transformation . . .

With Mariam’s help he had convinced the priest of a small chapel outside the city along the road to Acomo to let him use the crypt beneath the chapel as a secret laboratory. The priest came from a morisco family, and thus had ties to the Moslem community. She had cured his mother of a malignant tumor and now believed himself forever beholden to her. The place was perfect. Once a synagogue and later a mosque, the Church was built in the midst of an old stone circle. A blue dome, representing the heavens, sat above a perfect cube oriented towards the four cardinal directions, representing matter. The crypt itself held the bones of both some of the most renowned rebbes in Sicily, including not a few reputed to be among the tzadikim, as well as those of great Sufi sheiks and Christian saints. And best of all it was hidden. One entered the crypt by turning the altar, which was located in the center of the church, on its axis … 

For months Yitzhak studied the motions of the heavenly bodies. Using an astrolabe he had purchased from a retired ship’s captain from Genova, he searched for a day when all of the planets would be at their strongest. At long last everything was ready. The heavens themselves seemed to be on his side. Ever so carefully he measured out the herbs into their flasks and covered them with pure grape spirits. He then set them out on the floor of his laboratory, their positions mirroring those of their planetary rulers, with himself in the center, and began praying. 

When he emerged three days later, on the 31 of March, it was to a different world. Approaching the city he noticed that something was very, very wrong. There were more soldiers than usual patrolling the gates and they seemed rougher. Everywhere people were gathered in small groups, arguing. Jacob ran from group to group pleading with them to tell him what had happened, but they just stared at him dumbly. 

--Are you the only man in Palermo who doesn’t know what has happened!

It was Ruben, finally, who told him. He was rushing through the center of the city towards the Jewish quarter, not sure whether to go first to his own house or to Mariam’s stall in the market. Just as he dodged left towards the market, he ran headlong into his teacher, who grasped him by the shoulders and said –so gleefully that it took Jacob a minute to digest the news-- that the decree which he had long predicted had come at last: all Jews and Moslems within the Kingdom were to accept the Holy Catholic Faith by the 31 of July , or else leave. Those who refused, and who continued to practice their old religions, would be brought before the Holy Office of the Inquisition. And it appeared, contrary to his father’s hopes and expectations, that the decree would be enforced in Sicily as well as in the rest of the dominions of Ferdinand and Isabella. ‘aliyah was now the only road forward. 

Or so Ruben thought. In the months and weeks that followed most of the “comfortable” merchants like Jacob’s father –and Mariam’s—yielded. The decree, they said, would be enforced loosely if at all, and in time things would settle down, just like they always had in the past. But this time they were wrong. Those who accepted baptism were invited to feasts at which the favored meat was pork. New Christians, rich and poor alike, received “gifts” of pork fat from their neighbors on Friday nights. And those who refused found themselves visited by Inquisitors. By mid-June the majority of the Jews and many of the Moslems were, in fact, planning to depart. But they had set their sights not on Jerusalem but on Salonika, Nicopolis, and Adrianople, where, they were told, there was a good market for wool cloth.

***

Mariam was among the first to be taken. She was out gathering herbs in the field near Jacob’s laboratory one morning when a Christian knight approached her.

“And what might you be doing, young one?”

She ignored him.

He tried again. “When a nobleman and a knight of their Catholic majesties speaks to you respond with respect.” He was still smiling –or rather leering—and was confident that he would have his way with her.

Mariam gathered up her bundle and hurried off towards the city gates. The knight followed at a distance. Mariam was aware of this and made several unplanned stops on the way, picking up bread at her aunt’s house and some lamb from her cousin, who was the halal butcher for the community. But the knight persisted and eventually she had to return home.

Every morning after that for nearly three weeks he pursued her. Every morning she ignored him, becoming more and more careful about where she went and what she did. At first she did not want to worry her father or Jacob. She had been followed and harassed by Moslem men as well and while it was unpleasant it was, it seemed, simply part of being a woman in a world dominated by men. Her mother, before she had died, had warned her of this. But after three weeks she became worried. An honorable man –or for that matter a sane one-- would not be so persistent. And so she told her father what was happening and he decided to keep her in. But when the knight proceeded to station himself outside their household it was decided she would be safer hidden at Jacob’s laboratory. Surely the Knight would not go poking around a church looking for her!

So Mariam busied herself incinerating and calcining herbs, dissolving salts and evaporating solutions, bringing near to completion the work which Jacob had begun. He visited when he could, bringing her her favorite foods, but had to be careful lest he draw unnecessary attention to the chapel, or incite her wrath of her father, who still pretended to disapprove of their relationship. When he couldn’t come she would write to him –long passionate letters in which speculations on just what alchemical and astrological harmonies had brought them together were intertwined with caressing words which he could smell and taste and feel just as much as he could see or hear them. God created the universe by means of his Word, using the forms of the letters of the alphabet to bring into being the forms of all created things, and those who understand how this is done (and Mariam was one of them) can create by means of the written and spoken word. And so her letters created in him the sensations she wished she could create in person, and his did the same for her, and the bond of love between them deepened so that they were on the point of bringing into being a new life without even seeing --much less touching-- each other for more than a month. And as they approached this point they grew as well in the knowledge and love of God.

It was, in the end, the priest who betrayed her. The demands on the morisco and converso populations were increasing daily. At first it was enough for them to be baptized. Then they had to eat pork. Increasingly, however, it was demanded that they turn in others to the Inquisition as proof of the sincerity of their conversions. As it happened, the priest’s mother was rather more scrupulous than he was. Besides, she was convinced that eating pork would make her tumors come back. One day while he was in town at a meeting with the bishop, some of the neighbors came by to “offer” her some jamón serrano, which she politely but firmly refused. Soon the Inquisition was after her and her son, desperate to protect her, made a deal. 

They came late one night in early August, when Mariam was deep in meditation. When, at the very edge of her consciousness, she saw the altar turning above her and a man with a torch begin to descend into the laboratory, she assumed it was Jacob. 

--What are you doing here? I thought we agreed it was too dangerous!

Only then did Mariam recognize, standing in front of a group of armed men, and obviously serving as their leader, the Christian knight who had been pursuing her. Above she could hear the priest, crying loudly and making excuses for himself. 
“So, we are a witch are we? Well, we will teach you to resist holy mother church, --and a knight of their Catholic majesties.”

Calling up all her powers of concentration Mariam thought intensely of Jacob and created in his mind an image of what was happening. Dropping the letter which he had been reading he raced out of his house to find Rashid, who he hoped would know where Mariam’s father could be found and some other men of the community who could intervene to defend her. 

The men quickly began to gather evidence, seizing books and bottles and letters and the few simple pieces of equipment –ordinary kitchen utensils really—that Mariam used in preparing her extracts. Just as one of them was picking up her mortar and pestle Mariam thought outwardly and pronounced a few words in Arabic and suddenly it was red hot, and glowing, and the man’s hand was on fire. He dropped it and the men turned in fear as if to flee. But already the Christian knight was grabbing at her and tearing at her clothes. He pushed her down onto the floor.

“Now I will work some of my own magic on you.”

It was as if a knife had entered her. Where once she had felt the joy of Being–as-Such she now felt pain. Where once she had known love she now felt only the certainty of impending doom. She lost hold on the creative power and her anger turned to sadness and loss.

***

Jacob was broken. Had he been a true kaballist, he would have known how to save her. Had he been a man, and not a lovesick boy, he would at least have come to her rescue. But then the leading men of the Moslem community could do no better. It was his teacher, Rashid, who had called the meeting which Mariam’s father was attending, and already, long before Mariam’s arrest, the gathering had broken down into mutual recriminations. When Jacob came and breathlessly conveyed the bad news, none of the men, not even Rashid or Mariam’s father, would believe him. It was only when, returning to his house with Rashid and Jacob, the old merchant noticed the door to his house thrown open, and ransacked that he yielded to the facts –and went into hiding. A few discrete inquiries, made at the cost of nearly a year’s profits, confirmed that his daughter had in fact been taken, just as Jacob claimed. No amount of money could procure her release. 

Ruben, for his part, would not lift a finger to help Jacob free his lover. “We must think of the future now. We must prepare to leave and set our faces eastward, towards Zion.” And try as he might, Jacob could not even really make contact with Mariam, much less work any spell which might free her. He, too, had lost his hold on the creative power and was left with only sadness and self-hatred. Once in a while, when he would go out to the olive grove where he used to he with Mariam, he thought he could feel her, faintly. But it was only a shadow of what they once had.

Mariam, for her part, fared better. She became ill after the rape and languished for three weeks in her cold cell, but eventually she recovered and regained something of her composure and concentration. The proceedings of the Inquisition were long and slow and painful. By day she was questioned by a panel of inquisitors –mostly friars of the Order of Preachers. She was charged, specifically, with invoking demonic powers to defeat the cause of Their Catholic Majesties and the Holy Catholic Church. She knew, of course, that the inevitable conclusion of this proceeding would be death by slow torture, but she felt obliged to challenge the Inquisitors who were, after all human beings, and who at some level believed that what they were doing was right. And so she engaged them in debate, attempting to show that the powers she invoked were not demonic but rather angelic and that the cause she served was that of the One God they all confessed.

--On what basis, she asked them, is legitimate political authority founded?

--On human reason, which allows us to know the natural law and make judgments regarding its proper application, the chief Inquisitor, a balding man in his forties, answered her.

--And the capacity for reason is shared by all human beings?

--Of course.

--And it is generally believed that by acquiescing in the rule of a prince, the people make a rational, if tacit, delegation of their authority to that prince? 

--It is.

--And so the rule of Boadbdil and the other emirs of al-Andalus was legitimate, and your so-called Reconquista an illegal attack on legitimate political authorities!

--On the contrary, one of the younger Inquisitors intervened, reason requires that we offer to God the worship he has ordained, and that is Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, which seals the new and everlasting covenant established by our Lord Jesus Christ. Your Mohammed was a false prophet and a schismatic who led you and others way from this true worship. The Reconquista is first and foremost an attempt to restore it!

The older man was obviously troubled by this argument, as he was by the decree requiring Jews and Moslems to convert or face expulsion, which he believed violated the principle of freedom of conscience, as well as several hundred years of Catholic practice. Mariam, for her part, was enraged.

--The Reconquista is an attempt to provide land for the younger sons of French nobles. You impose your religion only in order to secure your rule!

At this point the older man’s hesitation gave way to rage and the disputation to hot iron. Mariam’s screams could be heard as far as the Jewish quarter. Jacob trembled. 

The nights she spent in deep contemplation. Her meditations were different now. Gone were the images, gone the ability, which she had so relished, to shape the external world with the power of her thought, which was also the thought of God. And at first at least the joy was gone as well. There was nothing but a deep, dark night, a night where Jacob --and God-- had vanished. But gradually, as the long weeks of interrogations and depositions and torments wore on, she thought that perhaps she was beginning to see something --a hope of sorts— not, perhaps for herself, but for her people, not perhaps for Jacob, but for his, and for humanity. Somehow, dimly, she began to believe that God was permitting this evil for some reason, as part of some new work which he planned to undertake. What it was, she did not know. And surely –if asked— she could only counsel her people to resist with all the strength they could muster, or else flee to wherever God was leading them. Perhaps that was how this new work would be accomplished. And when she thought this --or rather felt it inwardly, as if it was a part of her Being, something which had always been there with her from the very beginning but which she only now was beginning to understand— the night cleared and she began to see a path forward lit no longer by the sun, with its warmth and flashy beauty, but rather by the cold light of the stars. It was this which she thought outwardly towards Jacob and which he felt, dimly, as her comforting smile. It was something he would come to understand only many years later, as an old man, when he too sat in a cell, himself a prisoner of the Inquisition, about die and to lose the second, and only other, love of his life. 

Unable to extract a confession, the Inquisitors were obliged to make their case based on the evidence. The torments ceased and the Inquisitors’ questions gave way to visits from a confessor. He was a young man, and a Franciscan. He was clearly moved by her sufferings and this made him vulnerable to being moved by her beauty and power as well. She explained her position and he his, as if one of them were not a condemned prisoner and the other a rising young cleric destined for high office. 

--If God is on your side, he asked her, then why have you and your people been defeated?

--If He is not, then why did give victory to Mohammed in the first place?

Mariam explained to him that she saw her present sufferings and those of her people as a sort of purification. 

--Perhaps we have grown too soft and too accustomed to success. Perhaps we have lost the true spirit of Islam, which is submission to the will of God. That will I now accept and know that –through whatever torments—it can only lead me forward.

 They killed her on Sukkoth. The grape harvest was in full swing. All of the vineyards had turned a brilliant gold and orange, and the vines were heavy with fruit, which the peasants were carrying into their presses. The sky was a deep, clear blue and the air was crisp and cold. The markets that morning smelled of cinnamon and myrrh, as they led her to the plaza central in a cage, a rope around her neck, dressed in a sanbenito bearing the word bruja and covered with flames.

There was no question of mercy. She was, first of all, being tried not as a reconverso, but rather as a witch. And she was quite unrepentant. Nothing the Inquisitors –who knew she had been raped, and were embarrassed by it-- had said to her had moved her. Nor had any of the long conversations she had with the confessor brought her even a single millimeter closer to Christ. 

“It is quite impossible,” he told her one evening just a few days before her execution. “What you are describing to me is the noche oscura, the dark night through which God leads those he has called to perfection. But this comes only to a few, and only to those who know Christ.” She looked deep into his eyes pondering him like a pupil who shows promise but who does not yet understand. He rushed out of the cell unable to find anything more to say. It was only his vow of obedience, and a direct order from the Provincial Superior, which induced him to mount the scaffold with her that morning to offer her, for one last time, a chance to repent, to escape the flames and to die instead by slow strangulation, and (albeit after a long period of purgation) to enter into the Kingdom of Heaven. 

Mariam stood there on the scaffold, her hands and feet bound to a pillar, the kindling ready to light. She hesitated for just a minute –not wavering really but savoring for the last time the blue sky and the autumn leaves. She searched the crowd for two faces, but then realized that it was, of course, quite impossible for them to come. She should not even hope for it. If they were wise they would have left long ago. Then, looking the confessor in the eye, she smiled warmly and said “No.”

***

Jacob fled. And it was not just Christendom which he was fleeing. He was fleeing himself. He felt as though he had failed Mariam, failed his teachers, and failed the people of Israel. The Franciscan friar who had served as Mariam’s confessor during her last days, perhaps because he was consumed by guilt at having been party to the execution of a woman he knew to be in every way his spiritual superior, and quite possibly a saint, helped Jacob plan his exodus. Three days before Mariam was executed Jacob set out with his most valuable books and some wool cloth his father had given him “to help him get started.” He made his way to Marseilles, where he quickly sold the cloth and boarded the first ship he could find, which took him to Tunis. A month later he heard from a fellow wool merchant that his father had died of a heart attack. Mariam’s father simply disappeared and was never heard from again. 

For three years year he wandered back and forth across the Mediterranean world. From Tunis he sailed across the straits to Genova, from Genova to Casablanca, from Casablanca to Marseilles, from Marseilles back to Tunis and then on to Salonika, from Salonika to Cairo, and from Cairo to Istanbul, all the while avoiding Spanish territory. From Istanbul he went overland to Damascus, from Damascus to Baghdad and from Baghdad back to Istanbul. He would then repeat his route, with slight variations in the order in which he visited the cities, always carefully avoiding Eretz Yisrael. His practice in each city was the same. He would find the Jewish quarter and seek out a family from whom he could rent a room. He then spent most of his days wandering through he markets, seeking buyers for the merchandise he had brought from the last city –mostly woolens bought from the local Jewish community, with whom his father’s reputation held great stead, but also, increasingly herbs and spices and rare minerals as well. Once he had sold off whatever he had brought with him, he would begin buying again. At night he would hole himself up in his room and weep. Once, while in Cairo, driven as much by a desire to purge himself of everything good and holy as by sexual desire, he went to visit a house of prostitution. The prostitute was a young Coptic woman with deep cinnamon skin and ebony hair. She looked at him, waiting for him to do something, but he could not. Searching her eyes he could only see Mariam looking back at him. He threw a bag of gold coins down on her dresser and ran out into the street, hating himself more than ever. While he guarded his books carefully, he did not open a single one. Indeed, he rarely even attended the synagogue and he avoided the yeshivas and kabalistic circles which existed in most of the cities he visited, dealing whenever he could with Moslem traders, apothecaries and alchemists. More than one family threw him out onto the street because his wailing kept them awake through the night. But almost without realizing it he was becoming a rich man. He had an eye for the unusual and for people with the money to pay for it.

Gradually his travels brought him more and more frequently to a cluster of cities in the southern Balkans: Salonika, Nicopolis, and Adrianople, where the Jewish wool industry of Spain had largely reconstituted itself. While he preferred dealing in herbs and spices, there was simply too much money to be made from his father’s reputation in the wool trade. And so it was that, in the winter of 1496 he found himself, wealthy but absolutely exhausted, his health failing after three years of constant travel, in Nicopolis on the Danube, in the house of a distant cousin, in the weeks before Pesach. 

--Stay with us a while, his cousin pleaded. Perhaps you will decide to settle down. 

And so Jacob stayed, sleeping almost continuously for two weeks, trying desperately to regain his strength, so that he could leave before Pesach, it being his custom to spend all of the principle Jewish holy days at sea or among gentiles. As the feast approached, he found himself still exhausted, but made his way to the docks nonetheless, planning to make his way to Istanbul and then set sail for some port with as few Jews as possible. He collapsed on the way, and his cousin found him only by accident and dragged him home to bed.

--Listen, Jacob, there is someone I would like for you to meet. He has a business proposition for you. You have the capital; he has the skill.

Jacob, who could just barely walk, had little choice but to agree to the meeting. The prospective business partner, it turned out, was none other than Ruben, who was broke as always, and apparently still making his way to ‘eretz yisrael. He had paused for a while in Nicopolis, and joined the circle of a Rabbi Joseph Caro.

--What has happened to you my friend? You were always an able merchant, but you were also so, so much more. Now look at you, wandering around the world like a simple peddler. But Adonai, blessed be His Name, has brought you here where, at long last, you will meet your destiny. Stay and join our community and help us complete the Tikkun Olam.”

Jacob bolted, and holed himself up in his room, and the next morning, once again made for the docks. Once again he collapsed and had to be carried back to the house of his cousin. There he passed in and out of consciousness for four weeks, and slept for another three, until just two weeks before Shavuoth. Throughout this period of recovery, he was troubled by a recurrent dream. A young woman, clothed as with the stars, would come to him, a reproachful smile on her radiant face.

--Jacob, Jacob, why do you flee?

At first he thought it must be Mariam, but the woman’s features were different –not Arab, or Jewish, or anything he had seen before. Her skin was like cinnamon and her eyes and hair like coal. And he had never seen anyone dress that way before.

Finally, unable to bear the dreams, he called for Ruben, who rushed to his side, bringing with him the great Rabbi himself.

Jacob was sure that the rabbi would rebuke him but considered it only just that he should be called to account for his failures. 

--You have been given a great gift, young one. It is the Shekinah itself who has visited you, and who calls you back to her side. Only a few of us have had such a vision, and then only after weeks of prayer and fasting. But you she hunts down even as you flee her! Don’t abandon her, but rather heed her call.

--But what does she want with me? I have failed everyone: Mariam, my father, my people. 

Now the rabbi had seen many people during the past three years who felt every bit as much self-loathing as Jacob. That is what happens when a society is destroyed and a people dispersed. Jacob was not the only Jew who had not been able to protect his loved ones. He was not the only Jew who had fled rather than fight, literally or figuratively. They talked for a long time, that day and the next, Jacob pouring out his heart, the rabbi listening and trying to help the young man discern his vocation. He asked Ruben to have Jacob’s horoscope cast, and after three days he returned to discuss it with him.

The chart was, to be, most unusual. He had a Gemini Sun with the North Nodes in the ninth house, the house of the higher intellect and of long journeys. Most of the other planets were in the sixth, ninth and twelfth houses. The sixth house rules sickness and healing, the twelfth house –where the rabbi found his part of death—ruled seclusion and hidden enemies. Pisces was rising, indicating that his pathway to fulfillment in this life was through dissolution of the ego, and Neptune (yes, the rabbi knew about Neptune even if the Christian and Moslem astronomers did not), which ruled his chart as a whole, was in the tenth house in the sign of Virgo.

Much to Ruben’s disappointment (he hoped that adding Jacob to the community would improve his standing, which was a bit precarious) this was not the horoscope of kabalistic scholar. And while it showed more spiritual maturity than Jacob currently felt, it was clearly not the horoscope of one of the Lamed Vav Tzadikkim –the thirty-six righteous men on whom the fate of the universe depended. Jacob was messenger and a healer destined to spend most of his life wandering, learning from many different peoples, teaching them a little of what he himself knew, and dying a violent death far away from his homeland, in a hidden place, having lost everything he ever cherished. 

“Still,” the rabbi told him, “you will know love again and joy and you will give birth to a proud line that will do much to advance the cause of the Tikkun Olam. Now stop hating yourself. We all make mistakes, and the impression we get from the Torah to the contrary, genocide rarely brings out the best in a people. Spend a little time with us here, see what we have to teach, rest up, and then continue your journeys.”

Jacob spent five years in all at Nicopolis, or rather based there, for he continued to earn his living as a merchant, traveling around the Mediterranean, trading in cloth, in herbs and spices and minerals, searching out manuscripts for the rabbi and the other members of the community, carrying messages to scholars in other cities, and studying when he could, beginning once again to share his own witty and irreverent insights. He set up a workshop in Damascus, and another in a small town in the northern Galil, called Safed, which became a beachhead for ‘aliyah. He was, ever so slowly, coming back to life. Then one day the rabbi asked him to remain after class. 

“It is time for you to leave us, friend. I have an errand for you.”

Jacob thought that perhaps he was being sent once again to Cairo or Baghdad to fetch back some herbs or perhaps a manuscript. But when the Ari unfurled a scroll depicting a map, it was not of the Mediterranean or indeed of any of the surrounding lands. 

“You understand that hidden around the world, in ordinary occupations, there are righteous men on whom the fate of the universe depends. Day by day through their ordinary righteousness they raise perfect sparks to heaven. And when the moment requires it they can rise up to become great leaders …”

“The Lamed Vav …”

“We say thirty six, but Adonai alone knows their number. And they are not all Jews, and not all men. You understand this; Ruben and the others do not. I want to share with them what I know and learn from them what they can teach me. But my calling is here with my manuscripts and my students. I need a messenger –one who understands the messages he carries, who comes bearing wisdom and not merely parchment. I also need someone who can survive by his wits while on the road for many years. I need you.”

* * *

Three days later, after a sumptuous farewell feast, his four burros heavy laden with manuscripts, textiles, herbs, spices, and minerals, he set out to the East. His route took him first to Istanbul, and then to Smyrna, where he visited the shrine of Mariam, mother of Jesus, and the patroness of the only love he had ever known. There he fell in weeping again, but the vision of the Shekinah lured him on. From Smyrna he traveled to Allepo and Damascus, and then checked in on his workshop in Safed, before stopping in Jerusalem, where he delivered a memorandum from the rabbi regarding the restoration of the semikah, the chain of authority reaching back to Moses, which had been broken with the destruction of the Temple. There were many now who hoped that it might be restored, but the question was how. 

From Jerusalem he journeyed to Baghdad and then to the sacred cities of the Shiites –Najaf and Kerbala and Qum and then to the legendary Ishafan. There he learned about an Islam far richer than any he had known –an Islam which had integrated the wisdom of the Persians and Nestorians, and where falasafa was still a living tradition. It was here that he first had a chance to meditate seriously on the differences between Judaism and Islam. Growing up in an Sicily, where Moslem and Jew were clearly allies in the struggle with Christendom, he had always regarded the two Abrahamic peoples as branches of a single tree divided more by his own people’s stubborn resistance to Arabization than by any profound theological difference. Here, however, in the very heart of Dar-al-Islam he began to realize that while both traditions shared a profound respect for learning and scholarship, and while both were, indeed, focused on realizing the will of God in the world, they had very different conceptions of just how to do this. For the Jews, who had been without political power for many centuries, the critical question was cultivating the mind of God through study and above all through debate. The very act of arguing made one holy and disputes regarding the interpretation of the law were what constituted the community. Even if the Jews managed to return to their homeland and regain political independence, they would actually have authority over only a small region. Their larger global impact would come because all humanity would be drawn to her yeshivas and she would become the center of a global debate regarding God’s will for humanity.

Islam, on the other hand, really was about rule. Mohamed’s idea had been to unite the Arabs –and then all humanity—in a single worship, under a single law, with a single leader as the unique, valid interpreter of that law. There could be little doubt that for nearly nine hundred years Islam had been the principal force for progress on the planet, but Jacob had his doubts about the underlying strategy. Where differences in interpretation of the law were what constituted the Jewish community, in Dar-al-Islam serious differences always resulted in schism: between the party of Ali and that of Abu Bakr, between competing claimants to the caliphate, between competing legal schools. It was the internal divisions between the taifa states which had doomed al-Andalus. And now it was not the children of Abraham at all who ruled what was left of Dar-al-Islam, but rather the Turks. 

Jacob knew that this experience had important implications for his own people, and especially for the debate around restoration of the semikah, so he resolved that, before moving on, he would conduct a comprehensive study of the question, consulting both Sunni and Shi’ite scholars, and sharing in return his not inconsiderable knowledge both of Jewish law and of the science of alchemy. While the Shi’a insisted that the succession from the prophet be by nass, a kind of direct designation, they allowed that while their Imam was in occultation or hiding, as he had been for centuries, there was a kind of implied deputyship which was entrusted to the most learned and just of the scholars. These in turn might select one of their number as taqlid, a single leader the whole community was obliged to follow. The Sunni on the other hand, held that the successor to the prophet –the kalif as they called him, must be elected. This seemed to Jacob to be in principle a more sensible procedure, but as it turned out this lead to the domination of Dar-al-Islam by military leaders, with the kalif reduced since the middle of the thirteenth century to the status of a mere figurehead, and the caliphate a political prize traded among competing royal families. Political authority rested with the sultan; religious authority with the scholars. 

The Shi’a, it seemed, had done a better job than the Sunni at conserving the autonomy of their religious leaders, but had done so at the price of political impotence. The Sunni had done a better job than the Shi’a of actually changing the world, but in the process had fractured the unity of Dar-al-Islam, with its largest part, the Ottoman empire, merely the best of the great powers. 

What is better, he asked, for my own people? To regain ‘eretz yisrael and make the Law effective in at least one small corner of the globe? Or to continue as a diaspora, everywhere asking questions both of each other and of the goyim amongst whom we live, trying to make the whole world our yeshiva? Would we have a choice? 

All these reflections he set down in a great book, one copy of which he kept with himself, another of which he sent back to Nicopolis. 

From Ishafan he turned North to Bukhara, where he saw the beautiful blue tiled mosques, and bought more Lapis Lazuli than he should have. He also visited the birthplace of the great Ibn Sina, and acquired copies of his principal works. One copy of each he sent back to Nicopolis by courier –this would be the last time he could do so; the others he took with him on his journey. 

From Bukhara he traveled east to Samarkand, and then down through the Fergana Valley to Osh. It was mid-summer and the heat oppressive, but everywhere there was fruit in abundance –especially apricots which, he learned, were probably native to this region. He had grown up thinking of the Turks as horse-eating nomads who had usurped the leadership of Dar-al-Islam from the more cultured Arabs and Persians, but here, in the land of the Uzbeks, he came to appreciate the beauty and gentleness of the people. The constant sight of the apricots made him think of Mariam, though, and he spent much of his time in tears. One day, as he came down from the mountain where the Uzbeks believe Solomon to be buried, juggling manuscripts and the bolts of cloth the imam of the place had refused to take in payment, he saw a mop-headed little girl sitting by the side of the road beside a pile of apricots which must have been three times her height, patiently putting them into small wicker baskets. She must have noticed that he seemed sad, because she called out to him.

--Older brother, why are you crying? 

Jacob just looked at her, unable to speak. She offered him a bucket of apricots. 

--My hands are full, friend. 

--As are your days! Days are huge, like your hands and you do well to fill them. May all your days have full hands!

Jacob reached down and took the basket of apricots she had offered him, somehow getting it to rest securely on the manuscripts he had brought with him from the Suleiman Mosque. His eyes met hers for a minute and then turned again to the apricots, to make certain they were secure. When they returned to her, she had vanished. 

From Osh the main branch of the Silk Road would have taken him east through the Uigur lands to Khashgar and then on to Xian and Beijing. Instead he hired a Tibetan monk who had come to Osh looking for wool cloth and headed southeast, the across deserts and mountains until he came to the Drepang Gomang Monastery, site of the largest university in Tibet and headquarters of the Gelupka Order, the most important of the four Buddhist orders in Tibet, where the monks announced that they had been waiting for him for several years. There he stayed for three years, mastering Sanskrit and Pali as well as Tibetan and studying the Hindu and Buddhist scriptures. Of the six Hindu darshanas or accepted systems of philosophy, he felt most drawn (not surprisingly) to the Vedanta, the Mimamsa, and the Samkya, though the dialectics of the Nyaya school had considerable appeal as well. He found in the writings of Shankara and Ramanuja a metaphysics which rivaled that of Plato and Aristotle. And in the Mimamsa claim that the mantras pronounced by the Brahmin priests actually governed the universe he found echoes of his own kabalistic tradition. This was even more true of the variant of Vajrayana Buddhism taught by his Gelupka hosts, according to whom the universe was the product of an interaction between male and female principles, so that even the celestial Dynana Buddhas had their consorts. But thinking of this reminded him of Mariam and the magic they had made together, and of the even greater magic they would have made had they ever actually been joined. And so the Samkya teaching –that the limitations matter imposed on us were essential to our spiritual development—began to speak to him inspite of himself.

He had more difficulty with the Madhyamika metaphysics which lay behind their magic. No matter how dark things had become, Jacob had never lost his faith in God. This was due, first and foremost, to Aristotle’s argument for the Unmoved Mover and Ibn Sina’s extension of it, which proved that there must be a Necessary Being –one who has the power of Being in Herself. The argument was really quite simple. We see around us things which exist, which move –which, in other words, share in Being. But everything must, without remainder, must have a cause. And it is quite impossible for there to be an infinite regress of causes, because then there would be no first cause, and thus nothing at all. And so there must be a first cause which is itself uncaused, and thus has the power of Being as Such. This first cause draws other things into Being by its attractive power –the power which had been mediated to him by Mariam’s face, the first night they met beneath the olive trees beside the walls of Palermo, and again by his vision of the Shekinah, that cool spring night in Nicopolis. 

These monks said no –that there can indeed be an infinite chain of causes, and that for just precisely this reason nothing really exists absolutely. Things come into being and pass out of being, they cause pleasure and pain, joy and sadness. But everything is radically dependent on everything else, and there is no Being as such. It was the illusion of Being which lay behind his suffering. He was, the monks told him, a great soul, but was chained to things which change and perish. This much, to be sure, Rabbi Caro could have told him, or even Rashid. But these monks claimed that it was not enough to rise from things which change to that which does not, from the moved to the Mover, from beings to Being as such, because there is no Being as such. True bliss comes only from detachment. He had to let go of Mariam, let go of his passion, and ultimately let go of his body … 

It was this same attachment to Being, they claimed, which made Christendom and Dar-al-Islam alike so oppressive. Always seeking to persist in being, people piled up wealth and arms, conquered their neighbors, and built cities and empires. Attempting to re-found these empires on the Absolute, on Being as such, made them not less but more oppressive, investing a single human being, be it Caliph or Imam, Emperor or Pope, with a divine authority which was all the more dangerous for being an illusion.

Jacob could not help but wonder if perhaps they were not right. But what they said did not seem to bear on the people of Israel, who shared with Christians and Moslems a belief in the Absolute, but who had lived “for a long time with out king or leader, without sacrifice or sacred pillar, with out ephod or teraphim,” and sought God all the more intensely because of it. And looking around him at the wealth of the monastery, he could not help but ask what it was, if not the center of some sort of imperium. And so he taught the monks the kabalistic understanding of reincarnation: that we grow towards God not by detachment but rather by means of knowledge and the just act. This was, they told him, simply a form of karma-yoga, and while it was a valid path it was more suitable for those who were just embarking on their spiritual journey. His skepticism notwithstanding he tried to master the meditative disciplines the monks practiced, and made some progress, extending as well his mastery of ceremonial magic. But he craved the company of women.

It was in the third year of his studies he learned that until only a few hundred years ago the monks had not been celibate, but had lived in the great monasteries with their wives, sustaining the universe and seeking enlightenment through –in addition to prayer and study—the practice of tantric sex. At roughly the same time, while wandering through the market outside the monastery walls he ran into a young woman selling prayer flags and tea. As it happens, she had recently been expelled from a convent in another city for defeating a visiting lama in debate and for showing, shall we say, too great an interest in some of the older and now forbidden tantric practices. Tibetan nuns were not expected to show an interest in study, but only in meditation and ritual, and they certainly were not expected to show passion or desire. He explained to her his struggles with some of the meditative practices the lamas were teaching him; she explained to him the argument she had made to the visiting lama (who turned out to be a high official of one of the most powerful monasteries in the region) that one could grasp the principle of dependent origination as easily by involvement in the world as by detachment and that desire, including sexual desire, served us as a reminder of out dependence on each other and on all things and of the utter unreality of the ego and our claims to selfhood. Then she took him by the hand and let him to a small sanctuary outside the city and within two hours he had achieved an ecstasy which far surpassed any he had known before. 

The next week he returned to the market but could not find her. He visited each of the merchants one by one and asked each one if he knew anything about her whereabouts, but none could recall even seeing her. Indeed, they informed him, prayer flags were not generally sold in this market. It was then that he resolved to leave Drepang Gomang and continue his journey. And so he arranged to sit for the examination for the degree of Geshe Dorampa, the lowest of the three grades but no mean achievement for only three years study. When he left the lamas gave him copies of all of their most important Tibetan manuscripts and instructed him as to where he should go in India to find better copies of the Sanskrit and Pali scriptures. They also gave him incense and prayer flags, as well as guides. 

From Llasha he journeyed north and east to the Celestial Kingdom, stopping for several months at a time at various monasteries, acquiring at least a basic knowledge of the various martial arts (something which would serve him well on his journey, especially as his caravan grew in size and wealth), gradually mastering Mandarin, and studying the Taoist and Confucian masters. Chu Hsi was his favorite, and reminded him of Aristotle, ibn Rusd, and Moses ben Maimon. According to Chu Hsi, the universe as a whole was drawn into Being by Tai Chi, the Great Ultimate, the attractive power of which gives li or principled direction to the qi or energy of the material world. We grow towards the Great Ultimate in relationship to others. Ritual exists first and foremost to maintain correct social relationships. Here, at last, was something he could get his Jewish mind around. 

The Taoists, for their part, reminded him rather too much of the Tibetan monks, but they did plant some interesting ideas in his mind. 

--You must learn to let the Tao flow through you, his teacher said over and over again. Use your adversary’s power to advance your own end, while conserving your energy for those times when you really need it. 

What, he asked, would that mean for the people of Israel and for Dar-al-Islam in its struggle with Christendom?

Little did he know that he was already caught up in a great flow of the Tao, a flow which would carry him to the other side of the world and to yet another love and yet another loss, a flow which would carry his people, through terrible sufferings, to a freedom he could not even imagine.

Eventually he made his way to the Celestial Capital, where he conversed with the Son of Heaven himself. This was rather a disappointment. He had hoped that the influence of the Confucian scholars he had met on the imperial court would have produced a monarch who was himself something of a scholar. Instead he found only wealth and decadence. This made him wonder. Was it possible for a system of this sort to survive when the individual does not live up to the claims made on his behalf? He thought not. If monarchy had any future in the world it was only as an institution which offered to ordinary people a living example of heroic virtue. 

An escort from the court took him to Shanghai, where he tried to board a ship for Edo, but was told that the Shogun would not admit him. So he sailed instead to Hanoi, and then traveled overland to Angkor. There, amid the ruined temples, he continued his struggle with Buddhism. The monks here were rather different from those he had met in Tibet. While many of the temples were rich and beautiful, the monks themselves lived simple lives, devoted to study, teaching, and meditation. These were not the aristocratic magicians of the Tibetan plateau, but authentic mendicants who lived from the donations of the people, and who claimed little or nothing in the way of power over natural forces. Nor, for that matter, did they carry quite so far their denial of the reality of things. For these Theravada monks, as they preferred to be called, the principle of dependent origination meant simply that because everything was dependent on everything else nothing was permanent or absolute. They did not deny the objectivity of things –indeed a few seemed to be atomists of the Democritan strain. And the meditations they taught him were simpler and more austere.

--Our friends in Tibet imagine that by meditating on an image one can transcend the world of images, and that by devotion to beings (I refer to their numerous Bodhisattvas), one can become detached from beings. We offer no such helps. If you seek liberation like a man whose hair is on fire seeks water to put it out we can help you. Otherwise there is no place for you here. 

In some ways he had less in common with these men and women than he did with the monks in Tibet, but he also respected them more. He was confused, however, when discovered that even these Theravadins taught that their kings were Bodhisattvas, enlightened souls who had returned to earth in order to help others grow and develop. 

--It is a concession we must make in order to survive, an abbot told him frankly in a monastery outside Ayudaya. Unlike the great monasteries of the Gelupkas, or like the great Tien Tai monasteries of Tang China, we have no lands of our own and no armies. This means that the people respect us as authentic seekers after enlightenment. In their eyes only those who have actually achieved enlightenment, or have it within reach, out rank us. But our poverty also means that we depend on the king. And the price of his support is “recognition” of his superiority. And in our world that means recognizing him as Bodhisattva. If we refused, he could probably repress us. And if we resisted and won, then rule would be ours and we would be back in the position of our friends up in Tibet.

Curious, Jacob asked to meet this Bodhisattva. A meeting was arranged and the King of Thailand bestowed on him (in return for a donation of some manuscripts to the monastery and the last of his lapis lazuli) a gift of more jade, sapphire, and rubies than he had known existed. But he saw no evidence of enlightenment. 

Which way is better? he asked himself. To hold oneself aloof from power like the Shi’ites, because no one can be found who is actually worthy to wield it? to ingratiate oneself with the ruler and use one’s influence over him, as the Confucians do and the Sunni and, in a different way, these Theravadins? Or is it best to actually vest power in the religious authorities themselves, even if they are far from perfect and become less so when endowed with wealth and privilege? That was the way of Tibet. Which, he wondered, was a better place to live: Spain or the Papal states? And it was then that he realized the genius of ‘el hay, blessed be his name, in condemning His people always to seek the restoration of Israel, and thus to always seek to be politically effective, but also to always keep this goal out of reach. It was what made Israel a true light to the nations. But then it was a way which, by definition, was closed to nearly everyone else …

From Ayudaya he traveled north to Chiengmai, and then South again to Pagan, to see the temples which the Mongols had destroyed at roughly the same time they put an effective end to the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad. There he met a Portuguese merchant, with whom he traveled to Molluca, where he set up a shop to trade in spices, and then traveled to Goa, where there were very ancient Jewish and Christian communities. From Goa he traveled north to the holy cities of the Ganges where he conversed with Brahmins, Jains and Sikhs. If, in Tibet he had learned to live without vegetables, in India he learned to live without meat, existing almost exclusively on dal and vegetables prepared with the most fantastic sauces. 

By this point he had become curious to know why Buddhism, after conquering India, and indeed a good part of the East, had eventually been displaced by Hinduism. The same thing had, to be sure, happened, in China, but there it had been in part the work of the Emperor, who resented the power of the monasteries. And Buddhism had not been eradicated, but simply beaten back. Here, however, the Brahmin priests seem first to have hegemonized and then actually to have vanquished the Buddhist Kings, Bodhisattvas though they may have been, so that the function of kingship was eventually taken over by the Mughals, a Turkic people from the North. The answer to this question eluded him. It did, however, occur to him that as the Buddhists reformed the monarchy and society generally and prosperity grew, their doctrine that life is suffering held less and less appeal and created an opening for Brahmin intellectuals who taught instead a hierarchy of goods, with liberation being the highest, but which nonetheless allowed ample room for the pursuit of kama (pleasure), artha (wealth and power) and dharma (right relationships). But then the same thing seemed to have happened at Angkor and Ayudaya and Pagan, and there the Brahmins were still little more than court astrologers!

What Jacob did discover was a deep and profound joy in the many ways of the goyim. How great was the God of Israel who, having called into being a people to live by His own laws, was still not satisfied and set the rest of humanity about the business of searching for still other ways! While he never ceased to morn for Miriam, and for the Old World he had left behind, there was also never a day when he did not rejoice at the path on which God had set him. 

Doubling back from Benares, Jacob sailed from Goa for the coast of Africa, where he left his last three copies of manuscript the rabbi had given him back in Nicopolis. The first of these he deposited with an imam in Zanzibar, the second with the chief rabbi of the Falashas, a community in Ethiopia which claimed descent from the lost Northern Tribes of Israel, and the last at the great city of Timbuktu, where he gave it to an aging scholar who tended the city’s library. He spent nearly a year with the old man, helping him set the library in order and learning what he could of the beliefs and practices of the peoples of this vast and (to Europeans) still largely unknown continent. The old man wanted very badly for him to convert to Islam and marry his granddaughter, but instead Jacob found him a younger apprentice. Having learned that the Rabbi had died and that Ruben and the others had relocated to Safed, he assembled a caravan and, at long last set his face towards ‘eretz yisrael.

The journey as a whole took him twenty-one years. When he arrived Safed it was the year 1521. He was forty-six years old, and spoke, in addition to Ladino, Hebrew, and Arabic, the Pali, Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Mandarin he needed in order to read the manuscripts he had acquired. He could also communicate in Farsi and Uzbek, Vietnamese, Khmer, Thai, Burmese, Portuguese, Malayalam, Hindi, Ki-Swahili, and Ahmara. His caravan included 783 burros, 128 camels, 1258 slaves from nearly every land, which he promised to free on reaching ‘eretz yisrael, 68 images of the Lord Buddha in every precious stone and metal known to humanity, as well as 526 images of various Hindu deities, 16 ivory tusks from the interior of East Africa, as well as 78 images of African deities, not all of whose names he even knew, and fully 23,657 manuscripts on every art and science known to humanity from every land he had visited. All this he brought and placed at the feet of the chief Rabbi. He could easily have displaced this man as the leading Jew of Safed, which was just emerging as an important textile center after an (unsuccessful) anti-Ottoman revolt incited by the city’s former Mamluk overlords a few years earlier. Instead he rested for a week –it was Sukkoth and the anniversary of Mariam’s death—and then left to continue his journeys, taking with him only copies of his most precious manuscripts and enough in the way of merchandise to start him on his way. 

This had been his plan every since he met the Portuguese merchant in Pagan and traveled with him back to Goa, where he conversed at length with the superior of the Jesuit missionaries who had established themselves in that city. The Portuguese and Spanish, it seemed, had discovered a strange new world, which they had originally thought was part of India but which now appeared to be a new place entirely, though the people looked like those of farthest reaches of the Indies. And in these new lands there was wealth and wisdom untold –great cities full of people with new gods. It was to this new world that Jacob had determined to travel, bearing with him the latest kabalistic texts, and searching for new wisdom to carry home.

And then there was the dream. Ever since his encounter with the Shekinah –ever since he had started to live again—he had had a recurring dream of a young girl with cinnamon skin and jet black hair, wearing rich clothes of a sort he had never seen before. She spoke to him in a language which he had never heard –not even after he had journeyed through most of the known world-- repeating again and again a word for which he could find no translation:

Citalinincue.

She would beckon to him and call out his name. One night, after he had been dreaming about her for over two years, he had a horrific nightmare: cities burned, temples destroyed, women dragged from their couches and raped by Spanish soldiers. 

--Citalinincue, he thought. It is her name. She is among them. And he resolved that he would find her and save her, wherever she was, and whatever it cost him. 

To this end, after enjoying the holy days with Ruben, and his family, and with the blessing of the latest of Ruben’s rebbim, Jacob set out with a new store of manuscripts and a sampling of the goods and copies of the manuscripts he had brought from the east. He went overland to Istanbul, and then sailed from there for Seville, where he disguised himself as a Spanish apothecary and joined the first expedition he could to the New World. He was, in effect, following hard on the heels of Hernan de Cortes. After brief stops in Hispaniola and a few other plantation colonies, where he would spend a week or two treating settlers who had become ill with various local diseases as well as Indians dying from smallpox and other European infections, and collecting far fewer new herbs and much less wisdom than he had hoped, he landed at last at Vera Cruz and began inquiring among the local Indians just where he might find someone or something by the name of Citalinincue. 

Everywhere the name incited fear. Shamans and medicine men and caciques who willingly shared with him their knowledge drove him from their villages when he spoke that name. It was only as he approached Tenochtitlán that he was able to figure out what was going on. Citalinincue, it turned out, was the name of one of the goddesses of the Mexica. The name means star-skirt, and she is the one, he was told, who gave to the Mexica the tecpatl or obsidian knife blade used in sacrifice –human sacrifice. Jacob would find what he sought only in the great city of Tenochtitlán itself, which the party of Hernan Cortes must by now be fast approaching. He quickly engaged a native guide and made his way through the coastal forests and up into the Sierra Madre, stopping only long enough to sleep a few hours every night.

When he arrived, he found the city already in flames. There were rotting corpses everywhere. In the main square, where the principal temples stood, the pavement was littered with the remnants of sacred images which had been cast down from their altars and relieved of whatever precious metals or gemstones they contained. There were children crying everywhere, and in the alleyways soldiers raped the women indiscriminately. 

Jacob found a Franciscan friar tending some of the injured and –reigning in his anger as best he could-- went to offer his services.

“I am an apothecary and already know something of the healing plants of this region. Let me help,” he said.

The friar nodded and for three days they worked tirelessly to save as many people as possible, but it was a losing battle. By night the soldiers would get drunk and rape some more women, frequently injuring them and killing those who resisted. 

It was on his third night there that he found her. She had been dragged in by an obviously remorseful young soldier who had injured her while his unit was systematically gang raping yet another one of the “whore-houses” as he called them, attached to the temples. And she knew him. She said nothing, but searched his eyes and smiled weakly. When he started to speak she stopped him, drawing her finger ever so subtly over her mouth, silently pronouncing the word

Citalinincue.

Days passed, then weeks and months. The rapes and sword wounds gradually gave way to epidemics of smallpox (among the Mexica) and syphilis (among the Spanish soldiers.) The young woman soon healed and an older woman (her grandmother?) came for her. While not a word had been exchanged between them, Jacob knew that he would find her again, and that it would not be long. In the meanwhile he stayed in the makeshift convent the friars had fashioned for themselves in one of the old Aztec calcemacs where young men had prepared for the various priesthoods. He shared fully in the lives of the friars, attending morning and evening prayer, and the other hours as well when he could, and even receiving communion. He was, by this time, fully accepted as a member of the community, the more perceptive friars simply assuming that he was a sincere converso. 

Gradually the Spanish stopped destroying and began to rebuild –first barracks, then a church. Life of a sort returned to the city. There was once again produce in the markets, and new arrivals from Spain were beginning to set up shops. It was at this point that he petitioned the viceroy for permission to open an apothecary shop, something which was granted without question as in every way to the benefit of the community. The Franciscans were sorry to lose him, but he promised to continue to consult with them and they told him that he was always welcome for the liturgy of the hours as well as for mass. 

It was during this period, as he was beginning to stock his apothecary shop, that he once again ran into Citalinincue. He had gone into the market to buy herbs, which were just now beginning to appear in the stalls once again, when he noticed her measuring out beads of what looked like frankincense for an old man. He gradually made his way towards her and, speaking in still rudimentary Nahuatl, asked her what it was.

“Es copal,” she answered him in flawless Castilian. The old woman sitting next to her smiled in approval. He asked her what it was for. A long discussion followed, during which she and the older woman, who was indeed her grandmother, explained to him the uses of nearly 70 different local medicines, and he left with several kilos of herbs and resins. He returned weekly after that, and would have come more often had he not been afraid of attracting attention. 

On his third visit the old woman handed him a scrap of what looked like parchment, though it was rougher and probably made from some local bark. On it were several symbols: a pattern of stars above a temple mount, a brightly colored parrot, and what looked like a small shrine hidden in the bushes. For days he studied the symbols, trying to figure out what they meant, but afraid to ask as he knew the woman would not have chosen to communicate with him in this way had she felt able to speak freely. Then one night as he was walking out in the main square, where the old twin temples of Huizilopochtli and Tezcatlipoca had been, he looked up at the stars and noticed the summer triangle formed by Vega, Deneb, and Altair –the same pattern which appeared on the scrap of paper. Just then a parrot flew by and returned to circle him. He called to it, but it would fly a little distance away and then stop, as if waiting for him to catch up. Before he knew it he was on the road which lead to Xochimilcho, the bird clearly leading him somewhere. After about an hour he noticed the old woman sitting by the side of the road. She rose and led him through an opening in the forest and down a narrow pathway which led to a small sanctuary. There, waiting for him, was Citalinincue. 

They met, secretly, like this for many months. Always the old woman would stand guard for them. At first they just talked. Jacob’s Nahuatl was still poor but he wanted desperately to be able to learn the language; Cital was anxious to improve her Castilian. They talked about herbs and medicines and they talked about their common sorrow. Cital too had lost someone, but her sorrow was fresh. She had been betrothed to a young man who was to become the tlaoni or “Snake Woman,” the chief priest of the Mexica. She was to become the chief priestess of the goddess Citalinincue, her namesake. She had been forced to watch him being tortured to death by three of Cortez’ soldiers before herself being gang raped and beaten during the liquidation of the temples. 

At first, he could not bring himself to touch her. Partly this was because of his fierce loyalty to Mariam; partly it was because she was so much younger. He was forty-seven; she was at most in her twenties. Then, one day, as they were discussing their sorrow her told her about his dream –the dream in which she was calling to him, and he realized that it was when those dreams started that his dreams of Mariam had stopped, suddenly. And she told him what the old seer had conveyed to her, on the day she had been selected to train for the priesthood: that she would be betrothed to a man who was to be high priest, but that he would be killed in the great disaster which was to come on the people. She should then wait and watch for a traveler from a far off land, who had a long beard and who himself had suffered much at the hands of the same people who were coming to conquer the Mexica. That was the man she should marry, and together they would help bring into being a new people, a cosmic race which would unite two worlds.

As she spoke he saw there looking back at him through different eyes what seemed like a familiar soul –one from whom he had thought he would forever be separated. Mariam? The kaballah taught the doctrine of reincarnation –that we must be born again until we have fulfilled all the mitzvoth, symbolically 613, but in reality until we have exhausted all the good we are capable of as human beings and are ready for more. Quickly he added up the years in his mind, trying to guess Cital’s age. It was only just barely possible. Did it matter? 

Cital reached out her hand to him and he took it, and the old woman who had watched them so closely for months then left, smiling.

There was none of the youthful electricity there had been with Mariam. At first their touching was more for comfort than for pleasure and their greatest joy remained conversation. What they desired more than anything was to be able to make a home together, but this was difficult, since it required that they be married by one of the Christian priests. Jacob had passed for a converso, and it was no difficult matter for him to fabricate a certificate of baptism; Cital had to undergo a long catechumenate. Jacob arranged for her to receive private instruction from one of the more learned friars who was indebted to him for providing various herbs and medicines and for caring for the sick, Spanish and Mexica alike, during those difficult early months after the sack of Tenochtitlan. Jacob was surprised, though he should not have been, that Cital had less difficulty with Christian doctrine than he did.

“You must remember, querido, that for centuries my people built an entire civilization around human sacrifice. I was to be Citalinincue, provider of the tecpatl, the obsidian knife blade and thus author of sacrifice. It is death and only death which makes possible new life. The deer eats grass and leaves and branches. The plants die but the deer lives. Then the hunter kills the deer that he may live. And we die that the Gods might live. It is our deaths which give life to the gods and to the cosmos. How wonderful, though, that instead God might die for us.”

“But look at where it has led you –and them,” Jacob answered. 

A long debate ensued. They argued for hours under the moonlight at the old sanctuary, and as they argued, something stirred within them, something different from the comfort and companionship they had felt in each other’s arms, something more than the joy of intellectual combat. He noticed for the first time the soft curve of her thighs; she saw in his defense of ‘El Hay, the God of life, a power which awakened something deep within her. As they embraced his energy ran through her and hers through him and they became, for at least a moment, something new.

One month later, Cital was baptized Maria Estrella de la Trinidad Saenz. They were married on the same day, and set up housekeeping with Cital’s grandmother in a small space behind Jacob’s apothecary shop just off the main square in the rapidly growing Ciudad de Mexico. By the end of the year they had a daughter, who they named Hokhmah in Hebrew, but had her baptized as Maria Sede de la Sabiduria. 

The next several years were the best in Jacob’s life. He became a respected member of the community. His knowledge of herbs and medicines made him indispensable in a community where the meeting of two peoples had subjected both to the ravages of diseases to which they had no immunity. He spent much of his time traveling around New Spain, meeting with native teachers healers and sharing wisdoms. Ruben’s rebbe back in Safed –Jacob Luria, the ‘Ari or Lion, turned out to be a truly great man, and soon began to send some of his better students to the New World, and they brought with them copies of many of the manuscripts which Jacob had collected in his travels, and not a few of the religious artifacts as well. Mostly merchants, the newcomers posed as sincere conversos, but met by night at Jacob’s house for debates on the kaballah and other philosophical and religious questions. Soon Jacob’s library was the envy of all the friars and of the other clergy and religious who were migrating to Mexico. On nights when his kabalistic circle was not meeting he inevitably had one or another scholarly friar over to consult his library and debate the fine points of metaphysics over the fiery dishes he and Cital prepared blending Mexica and Mediterranean flavors. And even in the midst of this activity he found time to write, producing a seventy-eight volume work entitled La Sabiduria de las Naciones in which he compiled everything he had learned in his travels and was continuing to learn in his journeys around New Spain. The work described in detail the ecosystem in which each society had developed, explained their most interesting technological innovations in sufficient depth to permit a reader with access to the necessary materials to reproduce them, explained how they were governed and how they allocated resources to various activities, and recounted their beliefs and values in great detail. He used the techniques he had learned from that old illuminator in Palermo to illustrate the work with such vividness that the reader could actually imagine he had entered the Temple of the Emerald Buddha or was sitting at the feet of a Tibetan lama learning the Pali scriptures. An Aristotelian to the end, Jacob believed that all knowledge began with the senses. The work contained instructions for fabricating and playing the musical instruments of each society, and even contained recipes for several thousand dishes from every corner of the planet, complete with explanations of the religious significance of each dish. 

And then there was Hokhmah. She grew quickly, and by the age of two she was a constant presence in his laboratory. By four she taught herself to read and write and had taken to copying her father’s manuscripts –both those he had collected in his travels, and the manuscripts of his own work. These she copies she hid, so that Cital was forever finding scraps of parchment hidden in bins of flour or under jugs of oil. When her mother would chide her for her mischief, however teasingly, she would fly into a rage until the parchment was returned to her so that she could ferret it away in still another secret refuge. She had mastered most of the old trivium and quadrivium by the age of seven and could speak nearly every language her father could, so he soon began tutoring her in the higher arts and sciences. Jacob and Cital were humbled by their little prodigy, and soon became students at her feet, her probing questions forcing them to think more deeply than they ever had before. “Why,” she asked them one day, shortly before her eleventh birthday, “why is there anything at all.” Before that year was out she had translated Aristotle’s Metaphysics into Nahuatl and (apparently just as an exercise) into Tibetan and Burman as well, two languages which she proudly assured everyone were so nearly similar as to be identical, though the similarity had escaped even her father. Soon she was bringing to her father more herbs and minerals and myths and legends than he could catalogue. 

There was, to be sure, a streak of anger in the girl. Once, when one of the other children called her una indígena sucia she cast a spell on the child which made her blind, and her parents had to keep her in for nearly a month until she reversed the charm and promised never to use her powers that way again. But Jacob and Cital certainly knew about anger and rather than becoming alarmed they tried to help her balance her passion with prudence. 

Jacob and Cital never regained the passion they had felt the night Hokhmah was conceived. It was as if something (or someone) had possessed them. And as Hokhmah grew into herself neither one of them had any doubt as to just who it had been. But it hardly mattered. Jacob found in Cital’s devotion to him the healing which had escaped him in all his years of wandering and seeking. He understood, at long last, that he was not to blame for Mariam’s death and that whatever wrong he had done to her was now forgiven. She found in him an appreciation for a wisdom which, in those early days after the conquest, she was sure would be lost. And there was nothing that gave either of them greater joy than conversation with the other. 

Then it ended just as suddenly as it had begun. For years the climate in Mexico had been quite liberal. While he was not free to practice his Judaism openly, none of the friars at this point doubted that he was at heart still a Jew. Nor did they doubt that Jacob had, in his travels, acquired some other views which would have been a cause of concern had they been brought to the attention of the Holy Office of the Inquisition. But Jacob was discrete and he was also indispensable, both as a healer and as an advisor to the provincials of the various religious orders which had come to the region, and sometimes even to the Viceroy and his generals. The Holy Office seemed, in any case, to be more concerned with the questionable morals of some of the Spanish soldiers than they were with the private convictions and researches of upstanding members of the community. 

That was, at least, the case until a new Inquisitor arrived from Spain. He moved secretly and swiftly. One month to the day after he had arrived, while Jacob was in bed with Cital, talking and cuddling before they went to sleep, he heard a crashing sound in the front room. Several soldiers had broken down his door and, before he was clear about what was happening, they had swarmed all through the house. He and Cital were literally pulled from each other’s arms. Within less than fifteen minutes they were in separate cells. They had no way to communicate and they had no idea what had been done with Hokhmah. 

The trial was swift and simple. A young friar who had been frequenting Jacob’s salon confessed that he had heard reference made to kabalistic rituals taking place in Jacob’s home. One of the converso merchants who had participated, and who had obviously been tortured badly, corroborated the testimony. Within fifteen minutes he had been condemned as a reconverso. Cital was condemned without much further deliberation simply for being a participant in Jacob’s “demonic rituals.”

Would that their deaths had been as swift and simple as the trial. Jacob and Cital were brought out to the plaza central, where they were bound to stakes, stripped naked, facing each other. A great fire was set between them and, as each was tormented with hot brands and pincers which slowly and excruciatingly relieved them first of their extremities and then of their tongues, and finally of their genitals, the wounds being carefully cauterized to prevent swift death from bleeding, Jacob’s Sabiduria was burned page by page, his tormentors taunting him at the destruction of his work. The whole process took many hours, during which all of the friends Jacob had made during the past twelve years were in attendance, egging the tormentors on. 

Jacob struggled to use the technique which the lamas had taught him so many years ago in Tibet, which would allow him to release his soul from this body and move on. But he had not learned the detachment necessary. He cared too much for Cital and too much for his work and was consumed with anxiety over what had happened to Hokhmah And so he suffered during those final hours every sort of pain of which a human being is capable. 

Cital, for her part, did not want to leave him to suffer alone. In the end, however, the choice was not theirs. There simply was not enough body left for either of them to hold on to. 
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