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SHINING PRAISE FOR

CHAIM POTOK

AND

THE BOOK OF LIGHTS

“PROFOUNDLY CONCEIVED AND CREATED
WITH MASTERFULLY CONTROLLED INTEN-

SITY . . . LUMINOUS, MAJESTIC, KNOWING,
AND VERY MOVING FICTION.”

Booklist

“AS ALWAYS, CHAIM POTOK .. . IS IMMENSELY
READABLE . . . A PERSUASIVE STORYTELLER.
His people are etched with fine detail. . . . These are

characters in whom we can immerse ourselves with
great satisfaction.”

The Washington Post

“Much of the pleasure of reading Chaim Potok’s books
comes from the fact that he poses questions that remain
the subjects of thought and conversation long after the
novels have been read.”

Dallas Morning News



“A WORK OF BEAUTY AND POWER, THE BOOK OF
LIGHTS SHADOWS THE IMAGINATION LONG AFTER
IT HAS BEEN READ.”

—

San Diego Magazine

“In THE BOOK OF LIGHTS Potok directs his narrative
skills, his passion, and his rabbinical training to the subject of
nuclear destruction.”

Chicago Sun-Times

“ON PAGE AFTER PAGE, IN MYRIAD WAYS, LIGHT
RELENTLESSLY BURSTS FORTH, illuminating West Side
delicatessens and Korean landscapes, the sky over Hiroshima
and the fertility of great minds.”

Newsday



“POTOK’S MOST POWERFUL WORK TO DATE—a book
not of universal truths, but of universal questions.”
Atlanta-Journal Constitution

“It 1s Potok’s consummate ability as storyteller-cum-
philosopher that allows him to weave expertly such profound
clements as war, marriage, and responsibility around so
haunting a tale.”

Penthouse

“RICHLY CHALLENGING. ..TREMENDOUSLY SHAPE-
LY, STATELY IN PACE YET DRAMATIC AND VIVID
IN ITS'CANNY STORYTELLING. ... A dark tapestry of a
book . . . with threads that may reach out and hold a surprising
range of readers.”

The Kirkus Reviews
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See how many hidden causes there are . . . hidden
from the comprehension of human beings. . . .
There are lights upon lights, one more clear than
another, each one dark by comparison with the one
above it from which it receives its light. As for the

Supreme Cause, all lights are dark in its presence.
-——THE ZOHAR

Out yonder there was this huge world, which exists
independently of us human beings and which stands
before us like a great, eternal riddle. . . . The con-
templation of this world beckoned like a liberation.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN
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N\ONEY

HE ARRIVED IN KOREA IN A SNOWSTORM ON A HUGE BIG-
bellied aircraft named the Thin Man. A little over a week
earlier he had written his farewell to the man whose reluc-
tant disciple he had been for a long and strange year, and,
in parting, embraced his aunt and uncle and the girl he
thought he might marry.

He was raised by this aunt and uncle, who was his fa-
ther’s brother. He had been staying with them when his -
parents died, and he simply stayed on. He slept in a narrow
bed in a small and dingy room. They lived in a sunless
ground-floor apartment in an old five-story red-brick build-
ing where his uncle collected the rents for the owner no
one ever saw. The house was the talk of their Brooklyn
neighborhood. There was something wrong with it, some-
thing had gone awry from the very beginning. The furnace
was whimsical and tended to die when it was most needed;
valves stuck, pipes leaked, faucets gushed unevenly when
turned on, or gave off explosions of air; electrical wiring
shorted mysteriously; pieces of brick worked loose and
tumbled to the sidewalk; the tar paper covering of the roof,
no matter how recently replaced, became warped, then
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buckled and cracked. But the rents were low, the apart-
ments were always filled, and his uncle, who earned an
erratic livelihood from the badly organized and decrepit
Hebrew bookstore he operated in the neighborhood, was
kept very busy. Often his uncle himself fired up the fur-
nace, on those early winter mornings when the janitor was
in a drunken stupor from which he could not be roused.
Janitors came and went. His uncle’s job was not an easy
one.

He was eight years old when his parents died. His sharp-
est memory of his father was of the day they climbed
together to the head of the Statue of Liberty. ‘“You want to
go up in the elevator or climb the stairs? Choose,” his
father said happily. He chose the stairs. He was seven years
old, and his father carried him the last dozen flights up. He
clung to his father and smelled the odor of his strength. It
was a brilliant blue day, and they looked out across the
water at the distant curve of Brooklyn shoreline. “That’s
where we live, Gershon,” his father said. “Yes, it’s a beau-
tiful world. But you must learn to make smart choices or it
will hurt you.” Later that evening they did a picture puzzle
together. It was a gift his mother had just given him for his
seventh birthday, a puzzle map of the world. He and his
father spread the pieces on the living-room carpet and
worked on it together until it was done. His mother
laughed and held him, and he remembered her kiss and the
warmth of her face and the sweet smell of her perfume.

That was almost all he really remembered of his parents.
There were pictures of them in the apartment on the ma-
hogany end table near the sofa, but he felt no connection
to them. They had gone off to what was then Palestine to
look at some seaside property near Tel Aviv that his father
-had purchased. This was in 1937. They went out one night
to a café after having been warned that the streets were
dangerous, and were caught in a crossfire between Arabs
and Jews. That was a bad time in Palestine—riots, dem-
onstrations, ambushes. They made a poor choice and were
killed. |

His aunt and uncle decided to have them buried on the
Mount of Olives outside the Old City of Jerusalem, the
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most sacred of Jewish cemeteries. Another poor choice.
The cemetery was captured by Jordan in the Israeli War of
Independence.

He grew up with a cousin six years older than he. Tall,
blond-haired, his cousin seemed to move through life with
a special grace. He loved his cousin, followed him, emu-
lated him, hung on his every word. His cousin was killed
during the Second World War.

That was a bad time. He was about fifteen when his
cousin died, and he dreamed about him a lot, heard his
voice, had sudden sharp visions of him in odd places—
trolley cars, crowded streets, classrooms, ballfields. In
those visions his cousin would be somewhere outside him,
clearly visible but not always easily located—he seemed to
move about—and they would talk. Slowly, very slowly, the
dreams and visions became sporadic, faded, ceased. There
were pictures of his cousin in the apartment. He could
never look at them for any length of time without feeling
pain and bewilderment. His cousin had gone off to war
with a jaunty smile and a promise to return. He was a
fighter pilot, and they never even found his body.

His aunt never recovered from the death of her only
child. She would often talk to herself as she went about the -
apartment in her apron—she was rarely without an apron.
She asked herself questions, answered them, questioned the
answers. “Are you listening? Listen to an old woman. Why
against the Japanese? Ah? Why? Tell me. They are an
enemy? There aren’t enough goyim in America to fight the
yellow people? If he had to die, it should have been against
the Germans, Where is the sense? A wagon-driver runs his
business better than you run the world. How could you
waste such a life?”” She was in a dark dialogue with the
demons—or the God—of catastrophe.

His uncle, on the other hand, developed a hoarse dry
nervous cough and lapsed into almost total wordlessness.
His eyes turned to pools behind the rimless glasses; the
white and dark of the sockets blurred, became indistin-
guishable. Their sole light seemed to come from the occa-
sional sudden flarings in the sun or in the fires of the
furnace. He continued to run the apartment house, but
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talking seemed to weary him. He would address tenants
with an opaque brevity that bordered on conventional no-
tation. “Can’t.” “Don’t know.” “Maybe tomorrow.” “Too
cold?” “Fix soon.” “Even God doesn’t.” “Janitor drunk.”
“Plumber Thursday.” “Insane world.”

From the age of fifteen until the age of twenty-one he
lived in the apartment world of his aunt’s whispery talking
and his uncle’s coughs and brooding silence, and he did not
know which was more frightening. For a while after his
cousin’s death he thought his family had somehow been
singled out for a special curse. But he talked to friends and
found that throughout the neighborhood ran a twisting
river of random events: parents died in slow or sudden
ways, children were killed, relatives slipped young from
life. The world seemed a strangely terrifying place when
you really thought about it. He tried not to think about it
too often.

Sometimes to get away from thinking about it he fled to
the roof of the apartment house. There, on the cracked and
reeking tar paper, he would sit with his back to the brick
wall of the stairwell and gaze up across the adjoining roof-
tops to the sky. Usually it was a smoky stench-filled sky,
but on occasion it was clear. One night he saw the vast
heaven of stars clear as he had never seen it before, stretch-
ing from one end of the city to the other. It was a cool
summer night, and as he sat there he heard a soft whining
sound and a stirring in the darkness. He was about sixteen
at the time, a boy of the streets, and not given easily to
fear. In a corner of the roof, near a cluster of pipes, vents,
and bubblelike protrusions, he found a bitch whelping her
pups. She was a black mongrel with a white spot over one
eye, and she growled softly as he approached. He watched
the pups come, listened to her soft whimpers, saw her tear
and lick off the sacks, clean the pups, push them aside, lie
back, and wait for the next. He had never seen life born
before. He knew the street talk about pricks and cunts, had
read the porno books passed around in school yards, seen
the photographs of the various positions. But the birth of
these pups stirred him in a strange way. He saw them
emerge from the organ that he and his friends would talk
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about with leers on the street. But here on this roof the
bitch and her body seemed filled with a singular radiance.
Life was being created before his eyes. He trembled, soared,
wanted to shout and weep, and remained very still. He
reached out to touch one of the newborn pups, and the
bitch raised her head and bared her teeth. Overhead the
star-filled sky seemed to drop down upon him. He felt all
caught up in the life of heaven and earth, in the mystery of
creation, in the pain and inexhaustible glory of this single
moment. He wanted to bold the bitch to himself, caress
her, caress something. Instead he reached up and brushed
his hand across the sky and felt, actually felt, the achingly
exquisitely cool dry velvet touch of starry heaven upon his
fingers. He cried a little and shivered in the chill night air.
Finally he thought it time to go back down, his aunt would
become concerned about his absence.

He returned there the next morning. No bitch, no pups,
no sign that life had been created on that sodden smelly
roof. He wondered if he had dreamed it. He asked around
the house. No one knew anything about a dog on the roof.
He wandered through the neighborhood, casually question-
ing friends. No one was peddling puppies. A mystery.

But that rooftop feeling of awe and that caress of sky
and stars were unforgettable. What an encounter that had
been! He never forgot that moment. He hoped it would
return one day. He felt he would be changed in some
extraordinary way if it ever returned. He began to wait for
it.

His aunt and uncle were pious Jews. They sent him to
parochial schools. He obeyed them docilely. His first
school was a neighborhood yeshiva where he studied in
poorly lighted rooms that badly needed painting. Most of
the students in his class were Hasidic boys in sidecurls. His
uncle was not a member of any pietist sect but wanted him
to have a true Torah education. Also, this yeshiva was
tuition-free to those in need. He was a good but passive.
student. He seemed afraid to raise his hand in class. He
spoke very little, had few acquaintances and even fewer
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friends. He preferred the window to the blackboard. Noth- -
ing seemed able to excite him.

He was then sent to a very orthodox high school in the
Lower East Side section of New York and to an orthodox
college in upper Manhattan. There was a rabbinical semi-
nary in that college, and he received ordination. None of his
Talmud teachers was enthusiastic about him, but none
could find reason not to ordain him after he passed the
required examinations. “Cannot hurt, ordination,” his
uncle had said in his shorthand manner. “Want to do
something, fail, take a pulpit.”

He did not know what he wanted to do. He had majored
in mathematics but could not see himself going on to
graduate school. He could not see himself teaching or
doing anything. He spent sleepless nights on his narrow
bed in his airless room listening to his uncle cough and
wondering what to do.

Then one of his classmates, a close friend, told him that
he was planning to apply for admission to the Riverside
Hebrew Institute, a non-orthodox seminary in Manhattan a
few blocks from Columbia University; it stood on River-
side Drive near the east bank of the Hudson River between
the Gothic-style cathedral that was Riverside Church and
the Roman-style mausoleum that was Grant’s Tomb. More
out of curiosity than any sort of ideological conviction, he
applied too. His uncle’s coughs worsened, the silences grew
deeper; the nephew he had raised like a son was abandon-
ing the hothouse truths of orthodoxy for the cold heretical
teachings of a non-orthodox rabbinical school. His aunt
was bewildered and had another subject for her frequent
conversations with herself. But there was nothing they
could do. He was twenty-one years old.

Two weeks after the spring entrance examinations to the
seminary, he learned that his classmate bad decided to go
on for a master’s degree in biochemistry after all at Co-
lumbia and in that way possibly make it into medical
school. For nights afterward he lay awake in his room
choking back feelings of abandonment. But there was
nothing he could do. When the letter of admission came
from the seminary, he wrote back accepting, though he
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knew his classmate would decline. Three days later the
Korean War broke out. That was in June 1950.

There were twenty-three seminarians in his class, and
they all felt themselves very far from the war, as did most
Americans. News of the war came to them in the news-
papers they read with their meals, over their car radios as
they drove to the various teaching jobs with which they
supported themselves, or from radios in their dormitory
rooms as they woke, shaved, dressed, or lay in the darkness
trying to fall asleep. Uijongbu, Han, Seoul, Kimpo, Taejon,
Pusan, Inchon, Yalu. Strange Asian names, bloodied vil-
lages, battered marines, wandering refugees, charging yel-
low hordes, brutal hills, murdered civilians. It was there,
distant from them. They had more immediate matters than
that war to consider: ancient texts, new ideas, the need for
fresh concepts to replace their crumbling fundamentalism.
The school was heady with thought and talk.

He went about his studies without enthusiasm. He felt
no special interest in any one subject and read casually in
all subjects. He was a plodding student and stood out no-
where. His classmates and professors considered him rather
dull. He lay awake often at night wondering what he would
do after ordination. The rabbinate filled him with dread.
The joys and agonies of people, the politics of communal
life, the tumult of involvement. But what would he do once
he was out of this school?

Then at the start of his second year a new man came
onto the faculty. He bore with him the aura of legend. He
was of German origin, an erstwhile mathematical genius
and theoretical physicist, a confirmed secular Zionist, a
linguist, friend to Martin Buber, Franz Rosenzweig, Walter
Benjamin, and a host of other near-mythical twentieth-
century European intellectuals. He had been recently
widowed and was now on indefinite leave from the Hebrew
University in Jerusalem. His name was Jakob Keter, and
he taught Kabbalah, Jewish mysticism. His classes were
crowded; mysticism was popular, romantic. He taught
Merkavah texts, the mystical writings of the talmudic rab-



