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THE SHABBES GOY 

• 

The rabbi of Chelm, in ragged fur cap and tattered satin robe, a 
tiny Jew with a prominent Adam's apple and laughing gray eyes in 
a shriveled face. 1 

• • •  Between one talmudic problem and the next, 
the cheerful, gray-headed rabbi gets up, surveys with confidence the 
open Gemara through glasses on the tip of his nose, his shawl 
popping out of his chest, and, as his rightful share of worldly 
pleasures, takes up the wooden snuffbox. . . A softhearted person, a being contented with his lot, he smiles at 
the snuffbox and taps on the cover, drumming lightly with his small 
fingers as though asking: Is there a little something there? 

And when the snuffbox replies softly, "There is a bit left, there 
is!" he opens it leisurely, takes a crumb of a morsel betwee� his 
fingertips and brings it to his nostrils, presses gently to the right, 
gently to the left-and then again. H.is eyes brighten, his heart 
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And with the rabbi of Chelm it's this way: when he comes to a
decision, he acts without delay.

On the Sabbath, in all the houses of prayer, large signs with
glaring letters are already hanging: "A MEETING WILL BE HELD!
THE WHOLE TOWN IS IN DANGER!"

Danger? The notables gather, the ordinary citizens come running, 
they sit packed together, cheek by jowl. 

"Now tell us everything; what's it about, Rebbe Leyh?" 
"Let Yankele say," says he. 
So Yankele tells his story. Then the rabbi tells how the supposition 

was revealed to him, but that, nevertheless, Yankele is in the right 
throughout. 

"A murderer," yells Yankele, "a murderer!" 
"So what's to be done, Rebbenyu?" 
The rabbi does not keep them in suspense and speaks as follows. 

"Were I," he savs, "to have a say in the community, if I were to be 
asked in all sincerity, this is what I would say: In the first place, and 
before anything else-to satisfy the Divine Name-in fact, right 
away, tomorrow before dawn, Yankele should go away, someplace 
else, because on him the Shabbes goy has a claim already-more 
than a claim-a fixation. 

"Now, in order to appease his resentment, and with the object of 
redeeming the entire community from dire peril, let us give the 
Shabbes goy a raise: a larger portion of the Sabbath loaf and two 
drinks of brandy instead of one. And what else? Perhaps he'll have 
compassion!" 

You're laughing? 
Still, there's a little of the rabbi of Chelm in each of us. 

1894(?) (translated by Etta Blum) 


