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Lamed Vav

and the Power of
Mystical Kindness



“With a deeply moving historical sweep, Hoffman evokes the great lineage of Jewish mystical thought—from Talmudic sages to the Baal Shem Tov—as a continuous dialogue on divine compassion. His exploration feels both ancient and urgently relevant, directly addressing the loss of kindness and empathy that is rampant in the modern world.”

BERNARD BEITMAN, MD, AUTHOR OF
MEANINGFUL COINCIDENCES AND
LIFE-CHANGING SYNCHRONICITIES

“Edward Hoffman brings to twenty-first-century life the legend of the thirty-six secret sages at work in the world, performing anonymous acts of tikkun to repair the rifts and fractures in creation. Hoffman’s graceful and enlightening account of this powerful Hebrew legend takes readers on an inspiring journey through Kabbalistic mysteries, Jungian psychology, and much more, leaving them ready to perform radical acts of kindness themselves.”

GARY LACHMAN, AUTHOR OF MAURICE NICOLL,
TOUCHED BY THE PRESENCE, AND JUNG THE MYSTIC

“Edward Hoffman invites us to take a transformative journey accompanied by 36 hidden messengers—spanning and connecting the mystical texts and tales of the Kabbalists and Hasidim, extending into the modern humanistic and transpersonal psychologies of Maslow and Jung. Each chapter consists of a deep distillation of a lifetime’s worth of wisdom, complete with engaging inner exercises intended to allow one to translate thoughts and words into new, penetrating insights and meaningful actions. This is a book to immerse oneself within, to savor and soak in, emerging renewed, re-enchanted, and re-inspired.”

ELLIOT COHEN, PHD, FORMER CHAIR OF
THE BRITISH PSYCHOLOGICAL SOCIETY’S
TRANSPERSONAL PSYCHOLOGY SECTION AND
AUTHOR OF THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SLOW LIVING

“In this age of mean-spiritedness and isolation, this book could not be timelier. The focus of this lucid and deeply informative book is the Lamed Vav, a time-honored Jewish tradition of kind, generous, and spiritually wise people who are said to help save the world in every generation. For me, these are enigmatic spiritual figures akin to what the psychoanalyst Alice Miller calls ‘helpful witnesses.’ These witnesses are everyday people who possess profound abilities to ‘meet’ and help transform intensely suffering souls. They are not always prominent or readily identifiable, but they are seasoned and inspirational. I recommend Hoffman’s call to seek out Lamed Vav—and the legacy they represent—to all who aspire to a more whole and awe-based life.”

KIRK J. SCHNEIDER, PHD, AUTHOR OF
AWAKENING TO AWE AND LIFE-ENHANCING ANXIETY

“Edward Hoffman takes us on a luminous path that combines his deep knowledge of Jewish mysticism and folklore with the urgent need to rekindle our innate capacities for kindness, friendship, community, and common purpose. He awakens the ‘old mind’ and offers guided activities that stir our own inner knowing while affirming the communal ground we all stand upon. Lamed Vav consciousness is an evolutionary ember—born of older times—reminding us what is most essential about our human connections and the quiet strength of humility in the face of mystery.”

ALAN BRISKIN, PHD, COAUTHOR OF SPACE IS NOT EMPTY

“Hoffman provides a brilliant, insightful, and highly readable exposition of a Jewish mythos: that in each generation, 36 righteous people, anonymous to others, sustain our world through kind and generous acts. More significantly, he elucidates the concept of Lamed Vav consciousness, a latent capacity for kindness in each of us, and provides activities to help us become kinder and more compassionate. Relationships are at the heart of our families, friends, and work lives. This unique, highly meaningful, and potentially behavior-changing book can help us grow in our understanding of ourselves, others, and the world around us.”

JOHN BALLARD, PHD, EMERITUS PROFESSOR,
MOUNT ST. JOSEPH UNIVERSITY AND AUTHOR OF
DECODING THE WORKPLACE
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To the memory of my grandmother Ida,
who taught me the Lamed Vav way
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Awakening the Lamed Vav Spark

Since my earliest days in Jewish day school in New York City, I was fascinated by mystical tales and folklore. My friends and I were avid readers of Greek and then Norse mythology, years before these became staples of superhero movies like Hercules and Thor. Though we knew, of course, that Mount Olympus and Asgard didn’t really exist, our youthful minds easily conjured alluring images of their majesty—quite a contrast to the grimy Bronx streets that surrounded our small school. I remember passionate debates on the school bus home as to which books on classical mythology were the best and which were mere popularizations. But not surprisingly, we gravitated toward Jewish legends, which tended to complement our fledgling biblical and Talmudic studies.

Among the folkloric tales celebrating healers, holy seers, and wonder-working rabbis were those about a unique group of hidden sages known as the Lamed Vav (literally “thirty-six” in Hebrew). Their purpose on Earth seemed to involve performing anonymous acts of goodness—often just at the right time—and I liked those stories the most. They reminded me of Superman, whose comic books each month I avidly consumed, for he too embodied a secret identity and altruistically strove to help others in need. Decades later, a plethora of popular and academic tomes would trace the Superman character to longstanding Judaic theology and mystical lore. These tomes would delve too into the biographies of his creators: cartoonists Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, sons of Jewish immigrants who fled East European pogroms to settle in the American Midwest.

Later, after completing my degrees in psychology, I became strongly interested in the relevance of Jewish thought to new developments in my field. Humanistic psychology, in particular, was offering an exciting “third wave” to view individual personality and its potential far more optimistically than mainstream approaches based on pathology or animal experiments. The work of seminal figures like Abraham Maslow, Rollo May, and Carl Rogers presented innovative ideas and treatment methods, often explicitly drawing on Eastern and Western spiritual traditions for insights. These included Buddhism, Daoism (then transliterated in English as Taoism), Hinduism, Native American and Indigenous shamanism, Sufism, and Yoga. But virtually no one was exploring Judaism in this important way.

I decided to pick up the cudgel, and to this end I authored two books and co-authored a third, the latter with Rabbi Zalman M. Schachter-Shalomi, all in a five-year period, on Jewish spirituality and contemporary psychology. These were The Way of Splendor, The Heavenly Ladder, and Sparks of Light: Counseling in the Hasidic Tradition. More than thirty years later, I would collaborate with Rabbi Schachter-Shalomi (“Reb Zalman” as he liked to be called) on his memoir, My Life in Jewish Renewal, published soon after his death at nearly age ninety.

As years passed, I wrote major biographies of Abraham Maslow and his influential mentor Alfred Adler, as well as varied books on psychological and Jewish topics. I also began lecturing widely at synagogues, universities, and “human growth” centers like the Esalen Institute—both in the United States and abroad—on how classic Jewish notions from the Talmud, Kabbalah, and Hasidism complemented new efforts to understand and promote well-being and happiness. As a visiting scholar in the department of religion at the University of Tokyo, I plainly saw that my presentations carried a universality that transcended geographic and historical boundaries. This fact became even more apparent when my book The Way of Splendor was translated into Japanese by the prominent Jungian scholar Shoji Muramoto in Osaka.

Offering daylong or weekend workshops that incorporated experiential activities I derived from Jewish spirituality was especially satisfying to me. Among the most compelling was one that I had created in The Heavenly Ladder, and it concerned the Lamed Vav. After recounting this legend or mythos, I would invite my participants to think back over the course of their lives and mentally identify people who may have been among these extraordinary individuals. I would add: You may also assume that at all times in your life, there is a Lamed Vav present—perhaps someone you’ve scarcely recognized in this exalted domain of transcendent kindness. If so, who is it?

More than for any other activity, I found that this one evoked intense emotions, and especially tears. Some participants, their voices half-breaking with perhaps long-suppressed feeling, would recall a beloved grandparent or other relative, an inspiring teacher, supportive mentor, empathic neighbor or family friend. Usually, participants in midlife or older were most likely to become so emotionally engaged. But sometimes young adults and even teens were visibly moved by their recollections, typically intertwined with expressions of gratitude and happiness. In positive psychology today, such emotion is called moral elation—and believe it or not, Thomas Jefferson described it well in a letter to a friend. Moral elation comprises our feeling of uplift when we witness (or even hear or read about) an act of exceptional goodness—and it may be hardwired within us. As you may suspect, growing scientific evidence suggests that moral elation is valuable for human health. In my own collaborative research, tears of joy have proven to be beneficial mentally as well as physically to adults of all ages.

My purpose in writing this book, therefore, is to amplify my long-standing interest in the Lamed Vav mythos by highlighting its history and explicating the notion, based on Kabbalah and Hasidism, that a “Lamed Vav spark” exists within each of us and creates a “Lamed Vav consciousness.” I then provide a variety of guided activities to boost this consciousness in everyday life. In this way, we not only enhance our receptiveness to Lamed Vav figures around us, but also better act in this powerful capacity ourselves.

We live amidst a sea of loneliness in the Western world—perhaps above all in the United States—and for this reason, the Lamed Vav tradition seems especially timely as an antidote to our society’s dependency on an individualistic outlook. As the influential psychologist Rollo May pointedly wrote in his last major book, The Cry for Myth, “Americans cling to the myth of individualism, as though it were the only normal way to live . . . Called ‘rugged individualism’ in political circles, and ‘fierce individualism,’ by some historians, this myth has obvious advantage for a democracy. But it exhibits the basic flaw of leaving us no solid community to call our own . . . It is imperative that we rediscover myths which can give us [a sense of relationship] to confront this widespread depression.”1

While researching my biography of psychologist Abraham Maslow, I spent several hours with his longtime friend Rollo May at his hilltop home, impressively overlooking the San Francisco Bay. In talking about many aspects of humanistic psychology, he articulated this same theme. For such reasons, I am convinced that he would regard the Lamed Vav mythos as a valuable and much-needed corrective for us individually and Western society as a whole. If I have succeeded in amplifying this wise, ancient tradition for our contemporary era, my goals will have been fulfilled.



The Treasure

A man once dreamed that there was a great treasure hidden under a bridge in Vienna. As he lived in a remote village, the dream seemed absurd to him and he tried to ignore it. But night after night, he experienced the same dream. Finally, he made the long, arduous journey to Vienna. There he found the bridge he had dreamed about. He dared not search for the treasure by day, because of the many people who were there. A watchful sentry stood close by.

After several days of observing the man stand and regard the bridge, the sentry asked him, “What are you doing here?” The man decided that it would be best to tell the whole story and ask for help, hoping that the sentry would share the treasure with him. So he told the entire story.

The sentry replied, “A Jew is concerned only with dreams! I also had a dream, and I also saw a treasure. It was in a small house in a village and hidden under a cellar. But who bothers with dreams?”

In relating his dream, the sentry had accurately described the man’s village and house.

He rushed home, dug under his cellar, and found the treasure. He said: “Now I know that I had the treasure all along. But in order to find it, I had to travel to Vienna.”

RABBI NACHMAN OF BRESLOV
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This opening section covers the context and key figures that shaped the foundation of the Lamed Vav mythos. We’ll explore how Judaism’s transition from temple-based worship to Torah-based closeness with God provided the milieu for the Lamed Vav concept to form. Then we’ll follow the historical path of sages, mystics, and artists who used their teachings to share this mythos with the world.
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The Talmudic Era

Our focus on the Lamed Vav mythos begins in ancient times. To place it meaningfully in historical context, the essential starting point is the year 70 CE, when Roman legions seized and destroyed the sacred Jewish Temple in Jerusalem. Three years later, they captured Masada, the last surviving Judean fortress, and the Jewish rebellion was over. These calamitous events marked the abrupt end of Judaism’s priestly structure and animal sacrificial system; tremendous political and social developments simultaneously occurred. The Sanhedrin, the Jewish Supreme Court, ceased to exist. The aristocratic authority of the priestly families and the dominance of the Sadducees in national affairs also came to a sudden close. The Zealots, who had brought on the war, were ruined. The Pietists were overcome by excessive mourning. As a result, the Pharisees were the only cohesive group left to preserve Judaism.

Soon after Jerusalem’s fall, Rabbi Yohanan established a new Sanhedrin at Yavneh (a location in central Israel). It met in the upper story of a house and in a vineyard near a pigeon house. Upon his death, leadership of the sages’ conclave passed to Rabbi Gamliel II, a dynamic organizer, and the Judean people soon regarded Yavneh as the spiritual equivalent of Jerusalem. Between 70 CE and 132 CE, it truly accomplished a great deal. There, each year, the Hebrew calendar was calculated and the shofar (ram’s horn) blown. In the year 90 CE, the Bible was canonized in one of the most significant, far-reaching acts associated with “Yavneh, the great city of scholars and rabbis” in the historic phrase. That decision meant that no other books would ever be accepted in Judaism as biblical writ.

Beginning in this period and culminating in the decades after the final Jewish revolt against Rome (132–135 CE), Judaism underwent an extremely powerful and enduring change of emphasis. In contemporary language, we would say that a paradigm shift took place in those years. Initially, many expected and then hoped that the Holy Temple would be rebuilt in their lifetime. Leading scholars, unfamiliar with the subtleties of political dealmaking, periodically led delegations to high Roman officials, but met ceaseless disappointment. The revered second-century CE text known as Pirkey Avot (“Ethics of the Fathers”) advised future generations: “Be on guard in your relations with the ruling power, for they bring no one near to them except for their own interests. Seeming to be friends such time as it is to their own advantage, they stand not with a person in his hour of need.”1

Apocalyptic teachings about an approaching Judgment Day initially aroused huge excitement. Even the great Rabbi Akiva, the dean of his contemporaries, was caught up in such alluring speculation. He initially proclaimed the Judean soldier Bar Koziba the harbinger of the Messiah (renaming him Bar Kochba or Son of the Star), when he won a few early victories against Roman forces. However, the brutality and devastation that accompanied the suppression of Bar Kochba’s rebellion decisively convinced the Jewish people that no quick reversal of their dismal political situation was at hand.

As punishment for the revolt, the Romans forbade Torah teaching on penalty of death by torture. Sabbath observance and circumcision were likewise capital offenses. Thousands of Jews were sold into slavery. Jerusalem was rebuilt as Aelia Capitolina and no Jew was allowed within its gates. The emperor renamed the country Palestine (land of the Philistines), a label deliberately chosen to indicate that the territory was no longer regarded as Judean.

Soon after the rebellion was put down, Rabbi Akiva and other leading scholars were tortured to death for violating the ban on Torah teaching. Shimon bar Yochai, Rabbi Akiva’s leading disciple—and his son Eliezer allegedly went into hiding for thirteen years, and became the later subject of legends on their mystical prowess. In 139 CE, Antoninus Pius initiated an easing of conditions, but the galut (exile) for the Judean nation was indisputable.

The Torah academies now deliberately put apocalypse aside. In order for Judaism to survive, its spiritual leaders stressed, it was necessary to accept the political situation and strive for individual closeness to God. With the Holy Temple in ruins and Jerusalem a forbidden city, each Jew would metaphorically become a high priest, seeking divine favor for the nation and for oneself. The nation couldn’t free itself from the exile, but the possibility of self-renewal, teshuvah, lay open for all. According to the sages of the time, teshuvah was created even before the universe. In a way, it was seen to transcend both time and space as a supernal force in the cosmos.

During this era, the importance of Torah study also came to occupy a central position in Judaism. Study of the Torah—that is, the Bible and the oral tradition based on it—became regarded as vital to the heavenly plan. Through sacred study, the sages declared, the exalted mysteries of Creation become understandable and even explicit. Torah study became respected as a mystical activity, allowing the individual’s soul to ascend to higher realms. Inevitably, therefore, the scholars came to be viewed as holy figures, capable of working wonders. Some were extolled as seers and masters of arcane knowledge, but nearly all were revered as teachers to guide men and women through the straits of everyday life. Indeed, the Hebrew appellation rabbi, which originated in this period, literally means “my teacher.”

Instead of forming a separate professional class, however, the rabbis were bound up with the world of ordinary people. Rather than existing as philosopher-kings as the ancient Greek thinker Plato might have preferred, more than a hundred celebrated scholars of this period were artisans, a considerable number were tradespeople, and others were physicians or practiced various professions. Some of the most renowned rabbis made their living with their hands—as carpenters, smiths, or shoemakers. None of these early sages earned their livelihood as scholars: To accept money for fulfilling God’s command was deemed a prostitution of their sacred calling.

As a result of this situation, Judaic emphasis on the practical, here-and-now aspects of spirituality became paramount. Apocalyptic and messianic speculation receded to Judaism’s periphery, for the rabbis were far more concerned with the patient, step-by-step path of inner ascent. Clearly reflecting this outlook, the Mishnah, the foundation of Judaic law, was completed and put into writing in the early third century CE. It also devoted considerable attention to self-mastery as the basis for transcendent experience, and even the nature of existence in the afterlife.

Long after the Mishnah emerged as the definitive postbiblical text of Jewish law and belief, new generations of scholars continued their discussions in both the Land of Israel and Babylonia. These discourses comprised not only legal give-and-take on the proper way to observe Scripture (halacha in Hebrew, literally “the way to walk”) but also included nonlegal materials involving folklore, health advice, homilies, legends, and even humor; such material was known in Hebrew as aggadah, “tellings.” Initially, no clear demarcation existed between these two fields, and many scholars were proficient in all branches of Jewish learning—from seemingly mundane aspects of business relations to transcendental speculations. These included the brilliant sage Abaye, whom I will highlight in a later chapter.

Meanwhile, in the Babylonian world, severe Byzantine suppression led to a series of Jewish rebellions. The eastern emperors shut down the Torah academies around the year 300 CE. Though they later permitted these to reopen with tight restrictions, the sages clearly saw that the reprieve would be only temporary, for rulers were eager to eliminate the remaining vestiges of autonomous Jewish life. Thus, the Palestinian (or Jerusalem) Talmud (“compilation” in Hebrew) was hastily accumulated and edited, just before the Emperor Theodosius II permanently abolished Jewish self-government in the Land of Israel. In Babylonia, the situation was much the same. Massive persecutions and murders by the Babylonian royalty caused many Jews to fear that the centuries-old Oral Tradition would be extinguished unless it was written down. In approximately 470 CE, half the Jews in the city of Isfahan were massacred and leading scholars executed. The survivors recognized that the time had arrived to record the oral tradition—encompassing both law and folklore—as fully as possible.

It’s vital to know that the Talmud is not a unitary work. Rather, it’s an edited anthology of the deliberations of the academies where Jewish belief and ritual practice were explicated. The Talmud presents opinions that showed a strong consensus, as well as those of dissenting individual teachers. Much of the Talmud involves the intricacies of Scripture-derived law on virtually every aspect of human life—from prayer to parenting and even lovemaking. Crucially for our focus on the Lamed Vav mythos, the Talmud also contains a tremendous amount of aggadic material—including aphorisms about human character types, anecdotes and tales about biblical and postbiblical personages like Elijah, astronomical and botanical observations, medical and psychological advice, and many other topics. Intriguing remarks abound on dreams and the mind, emotions and physical health, and the nature of visionary experiences.

Some of the aggadah offers mystical notions regarding humanity and the universe. Long ignored by modernists wedded to materialist views, these fascinating ideas are typically expressed in a deliberately veiled or storylike manner. As the celebrated Talmudic scholar Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz observed, “A considerable amount of aggadic material can only be understood metaphorically . . . either because the sages were reluctant to enter esoteric spheres or because they did not want to impart knowledge that might prove harmful to the unlearned listener.”2

During the late fifth and sixth centuries CE, expositors continued to edit the Babylonian Talmud. Far more comprehensive and thoroughly edited than its Palestinian counterpart, it quickly became accepted as the most important of the two works. Significantly, Judaism has never proclaimed a precise date when the task of the Talmud’s editing was completed.
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Legends of the Midrash

Judaism has, like a dazzling crystal, shown the world many brilliant aspects. In modern times, ancient Jewish concepts promoting the rule of law and individual liberty have been influential in the West. Yet, a very different side of Judaism, involving its legends and myths, has also exerted a significant impact on many people to this day.

As we’ve previously seen, the Babylonian Talmud was largely closed by the sixth century CE. However, the mythmaking and imaginative activity of the sages continued for nearly a thousand years. This is the alluring realm of Judaism known as the midrash (drash means “searching inquiry” in Hebrew). Its origins lie in ancient Jewish legends that flourished during the eras of the First and Second Temples of Jerusalem. Some of this oral material found its way into the aggadah of the Talmud, but much remained unwritten for many centuries—indeed until even the contemporary era, when folkloric tradition became valued by academic trailblazers like Polish-Israeli Dov Noy. As scholars today recognize, generations of succeeding sages and storytellers added new details to these ancient legends and myths. Pulpit rabbis especially liked to use this imaginative realm to enliven their synagogue sermons.

Eventually, compilations called “Midrash books” arose. Their main focus was on the Sabbath selections from the Hebrew Bible read aloud weekly in synagogue. In addition to producing these special collections, anonymous editors also began to organize Jewish legends in the form of verse-by-verse commentaries on the twenty-four books of the Hebrew Bible; most likely, such commentaries were initiated in the fifth century CE.

The first of this type to be completed was called the Midrash Rabbah on Genesis. With its emphasis on outstanding Jewish figures like biblical Abraham and his wife Sarah, Joseph the dreamer and his eleven brothers, Genesis was in many ways the most popular book of the Bible. In its narrative form about individuals and the remarkable events they experienced, Genesis was also especially suitable for various kinds of aggadic expression.

The biblical prophet Elijah, transformed in Jewish myth into an angel who roams our world incognito to provide unexpected help, became an increasingly salient personage in this same tradition.

The next verse-by-verse commentary produced in this manner is believed to be the Midrash Rabbah on Lamentations. According to traditionalists, the Book of Lamentations was written by the prophet Jeremiah. Its five chapters focus on the destruction of the First Temple of Jerusalem, and the mood is of intense sadness and regret for the sinful behavior that caused it. Yet, the book ends with a prayer and hope: “Renew our days as of old!” Like its predecessor, the Midrash Rabbah on Lamentations was probably compiled in the sixth century CE. Until well into the twelfth or even thirteenth centuries in Babylonia and elsewhere, additional collections of Midrash were set into writing and circulated.

In the twentieth century, this long-standing tradition fell into disrepute and then obscurity. Rationalist-oriented scholars regarded the Midrash disdainfully and preferred to study Jewish 
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