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For Anna Lisa Crone, my sister-in-law

MAY HER MEMORY BE A BLESSING
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INTRODUCTION

Parallel Lives

Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav and Franz Kafka. A nineteenth-century rebbe. A twentieth-century literary master. Two Jewish souls. When I hear the voice of one, I can’t help but hear the other. Kafka is thoroughly secular and Rabbi Nachman is deeply religious. Kafka is a master of irony and Rabbi Nachman is a master of faith. Yet I feel a secret conversation between them and want to know how this can be.

I find a clue in something the scholar Gershom Scholem once said. To understand kabbalah in our time, first we would have to read Franz Kafka.

Now this is puzzling, considering what we know of Kafka’s life. If Kafka is a kabbalist, he’s the first with no deep working knowledge of Hebrew and no actual Jewish religious practice. But Gershom Scholem’s words carry weight. He was the foremost academic authority on Jewish mysticism in modern times.

Perhaps in a certain sly way, Scholem meant to change not our evaluation of Kafka, but what we mean by kabbalah in our time. The puzzle of Kafka the kabbalist makes more sense when you read him alongside Rabbi Nachman. A descendant of the Baal Shem Tov, Rabbi Nachman is the one great rebbe of the past who speaks most powerfully to our own skepticism and doubt. He is an acknowledged master of kabbalah.

The comparison grows more intriguing because in the last four years of his life Rabbi Nachman also became a master of fiction. He told a series of fantastic tales that brought something very new into Jewish literature. So here we have Kafka the teller of original tales and Rabbi Nachman the original teller of tales, Kafka the kabbalist and Rabbi Nachman the kabbalist.

As I engaged with the lives and writings of these two masters, the journey asked more of me than an intellectual puzzle. Kabbalah challenges us to read with more depth. It asks: What if all of our reading is secretly a sacred journey in which learning to read deeper deepens the reader?

The Zohar, the great medieval masterwork of kabbalah, proposes this mystical theory of reading. To the kabbalist, reading takes us through four levels of depth. At the deepest level, one arrives at a contemplation of an otherwise entirely hidden God.

Rabbi Nachman’s tales take us on this journey in reading. If Professor Scholem was correct, so do Kafka’s fictions. Below the plain meaning, one finds allusion to Jewish texts, original interpretations or midrash, and new portraits of God.

There’s another way to read their fictions—as autobiography of the soul.

Too often, Franz Kafka’s work is read as simple autobiography, but I read in his fiction the struggle of a Jewish soul with modernity. Rabbi Nachman is always the secret hero of his tales, though in no simple sense. The soul he believes himself to be has had many lives and is so unaccountable, so distant from our ordinary conceptions, that it is exceedingly difficult to portray him. No one ever did, in the sense that we have no drawing, no portrait, no likeness. Usually he’s represented by an empty chair. So trying to see him in any sense is difficult.

That’s true for Kafka as well, though for a very different reason. Rabbi Nachman left us no face, and Franz Kafka left us too many. Sometimes it seems there are as many Franz Kafkas as there are readers. Finding real portraits of these men—their soul portraits—requires a journey deep into their writing.

Their stories reveal the struggles of an intensely lived life, in which every moment and every gesture aches with meaning. This is how they lived and how they wrote, as if living out an intense story, or a deep dream.

As for outward circumstances, Rabbi Nachman lived a hundred years before Franz Kafka, and a thousand kilometers to the east. I see two men reaching for each other across space and time. But they don’t quite touch. That near miss intrigues me.

Rabbi Nachman was a Hasidic rebbe concerned for the spiritual fate of the secular Jew, and Kafka a secular Jew who nourished himself with the tales of Hasidic rebbes. They lived on either end of the haskalah,* the historic shift in Jewish life from religion to secularism, the Jewish Enlightenment. Rabbi Nachman feared the haskalah would bury the Jewish soul alive; Kafka lived the last third of his life seeking to uncover his.

One goal of the haskalah was full political emancipation for Jews. Rabbi Nachman witnessed the incipient Jewish secularism that came in the wake of Napoleon’s conquest of Europe. Kafka lived at the bleak end of the process when the high hopes of Jewish assimilation collapsed in the face of persistent hatred. Each man explored, in his own way, three elemental configurations of modern Jewish identity: religion, secularism, and Zionism.

Rabbi Nachman was a religious Jew responsive to the challenge of Jewish secularism; Kafka, a thoroughly secular Jew who loved the paradoxical parables of Hasidism. Rabbi Nachman journeyed to the land of Israel, and Kafka dreamed of journeying there to the end of his days. Their stories and their lives reflect deeply on one another.

Each was physically thin and each cycled psychologically from low to high, from extreme self-doubt to outrageous ecstasy. Each had a quarrel with fathers. Both starved themselves of food and distanced themselves from the pleasures of sex. Both died of tuberculosis, tragically young.

And each, at the very end, asked a close friend to burn his books.

This book will follow the journeys of Rabbi Nachman and Kafka. It is also a journey of my own.

In the Prague Summer Program over the past ten years, I created a course on Kafka and the kabbalah. My classroom at Charles University overlooked the crowded Prague Jewish cemetery, and I lived in the Jewish quarter two blocks from where Kafka was born. Like many tourists, I spent hours on the cobblestone streets of Prague following Kafka’s peregrinations, for he lived all over the popular Old Town Square and beyond. In today’s Prague his face is ubiquitous, on posters, on T-shirts, on sugar packets, and in tourist shops. I bought many odd Kafka souvenirs, including a certain coffee mug that will play a part in what follows.

Rabbi Nachman’s face is much harder to see. To come closer to this fiery soul, I made a pilgrimage in 2008 to Ukraine with the tens of thousands of Jews who visit his grave in Uman each Rosh Hashanah. On the way I also visited Kamenetz, my eponymous hometown, which was the destination of a signally important journey for Rabbi Nachman. So my journeys became part of the story as well.

When I saw the narrow bridge leading to the fortress of Kamenetz, I remembered the setting for my favorite tale of Rabbi Nachman’s, “The Humble King.”* The plot closely tracks Kafka’s great unfinished novel, The Trial. In both stories, the hero confronts a legal system that seems entirely corrupt. Both stories make a midrash on the book of Job; both stories ask the deepest religious questions—about the seeming absence of divine justice.

Other tales ask to be read together. Kafka’s breakthrough story “The Judgment” and Rabbi Nachman’s “The Rabbi’s Son” both explore the anguished rupture between a father and a son. In other works, both men remake the same Jewish parable of the king’s messenger to explore the problem of the sophisticate who yearns for simple faith. Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis” and Nachman’s “The Turkey Prince” both speak to the modern meaning of the old doctrine of transmigration of souls.

Is it possible that Rabbi Nachman somehow influenced Franz Kafka? We know Kafka read Martin Buber’s German rendition of the tales. Perhaps some literary detective could follow this trail. But my experience in reading felt more uncanny. Often I found that a Franz Kafka story asked a question that a Rabbi Nachman tale answered.

Since kabbalah presents an expansive theory of the universe far beyond time and space, mere literary influence feels too pedestrian. A more intriguing proposition is that Franz Kafka actually influenced Rabbi Nachman. This is, in a very exact sense, preposterous.1 But as there are many journeys in this book, one might think of it as another tale told along the way.


*Haskalah means “enlightenment,” from sekhel (intelligence). The enlightened are known as the maskilim.

*This tale is sometimes called “The Wise Man and the King,” but “The Humble King” is the title in the first edition of Rabbi Nachman’s tales.




PART I

Burnt Books


1

The Joke

Once a tale was told by Rabbi Nachman about a wise man who journeyed to find a portrait of a humble king. This king was said as well to be mighty and good. Yet the land he ruled was full of deceit. In the end, the wise man overcomes all the obstacles to make a portrait of this very paradoxical king.

The people who first heard this tale might have been ancestors of mine. They lived in Podolia in the western Ukraine; the traditional capital of Podolia is called Kamenetz-Podolsk.* Not knowing for certain, I consider that town the homeland of my name.

Kamenetz was never welcoming to Jews. In 1757, the Bishop of Kamenetz forced traditional rabbis to debate Jewish followers of the false Messiah, Jacob Frank. The rabbis lost and the bishop ordered the Talmud burned in the public square. And that is not the most sorrowful event that ever took place there.

On my way to Uman I visited this beautiful town, looking for some connection to my family history, but few traces of Jewish life remain there today. Once upon a time, Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav also journeyed to Kamenetz. But exactly “what he did there,” all his biographer and amanuensis Rabbi Nathan could say, “is a complete mystery which no one on earth will understand until the coming of the Mashiach, speedily in our days, Amen.”1

It was easy for me to enter the town. Although the wise man is warned that the land of the humble king could be entered only on a narrow bridge defended by cannon, he also enters with ease. But I found no visible traces of my past. The wise man faced a nearly impossible task fetching a portrait of the humble king.

For one thing, no one in the land had ever seen his face. He kept himself hidden behind a curtain, removed from his subjects. So once the wise man entered the land he went on an intelligence mission.

“The wise man made up his mind that he had to know the essence of the country. And how could he know the essence of the country? By the country’s jokes.”

The essence of a country is its jokes. That’s an unexpected note in a folktale. But Rabbi Nachman was no simple folk artist. He told tales as he made up tunes and as he danced—because he was a personal spiritual leader and a holy man, a rebbe and a tzaddik. He might seem to us a nearly mythical creature, because two hundred years after his death, especially after the Holocaust, rebbes are an endangered species.

His full name is Nachman ben Simcha, Nachman the son of Rabbi Simcha. His father is a bit of a mystery. But his father’s father was Rabbi Nachman of Horodenka, a well-known follower of the Baal Shem Tov who resettled in the land of Israel; his paternal uncles were also important rebbes. His mother’s Jewish lineage (yichus) was even more prestigious. She was the granddaughter of the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, who lived and was buried in the small Ukrainian town of Medzhibozh. Rabbi Nachman grew up in his great-grandfather’s house. As a child he fed on the stories told by visitors to the Baal Shem Tov’s grave, where he also spent long hours communing with his great-grandfather’s soul.

He was born to be a rebbe, that was clear from childhood on. But as he matured, he came to understand a greater destiny. The Hasidim believed that in each generation one tzaddik could be—might be—the Messiah himself, if only people received him in repentance.

Rabbi Nachman hinted broadly that he was the tzaddik of his generation, the tzaddik ha-dor. In particular, he grouped himself as the fifth and last of a series of tzaddikim: Moses, Rabbi Simeon Bar Yohai, Rabbi Isaac Luria, and his great-grandfather, the Baal Shem Tov, all charismatic leaders who served the great task of redemption. And all men who either wrote books or whose words were recorded by their disciples.2

In his time, many Hasidim might have been puzzled by Rabbi Nachman’s claims. He always had a very small following. He fought with other rebbes, and they drove him from town to town. How could such a man claim to be tzaddik ha-dor?

The question of who Rabbi Nachman is, and who he claimed to be, challenges any would-be biographer. Few today have ever met anyone like him. He was a Jewish shaman who could bind his soul to the living and the dead, who knew the lower and higher wisdom of kabbalah; he was a healer, a wonder-worker, whose every gesture and word teemed with significance. Is he best understood as a man or as a soul?

Some have tried to make a clinical case of him. One prominent scholar concluded from his tales that he was insane. More recent readings have strongly implied he was a manic-depressive. When you read about some of the stranger episodes in his life, this is plausible, but I believe Rabbi Nachman is best understood by disregarding clinical categories, for his own vocabulary of the soul is more profound and nuanced than that of modern psychology or contemporary cognitive science. The terms he lived on deserve respect.

A soul is hard to portray, and, though Rabbi Nachman lived at the edge of modernity, his situation is remote to our sensibility. In small Jewish villages, shtetls, in Ukraine, lands and commerce were often managed by Jewish middlemen under the protection of Polish landlords. Woods and farmlands were within a short walk, and as a child he frequently prayed in fields, in meadows, and in forests. Sometimes he prayed while riding on horseback. Mud, snow, and ice made travel in Ukraine difficult in winter, and at all times horse and carriage was slow. It took a whole day’s journey to traverse fifty miles.

His personal life could baffle us. Married soon after his bar mitzvah, he frequently abandoned his wife and daughters and took mysterious journeys with one of his close male followers at a moment’s notice. He was in his own way a hunger artist, for he fasted for days at a time, and sometimes from Sabbath to Sabbath. He tried to kill all desire for sex and food. After his first wife, Sashia, died, he married his second wife on condition that they have no sexual relations. There’s no record of her name, but she once said plaintively, “I imagine you. I call you, but I never knew you.”

His presence was everything to his followers, men who would leave their own families behind and travel difficult distances just to see his face. But they left no portrait or description. We can see the intricately carved wooden chair he sat in and the tuft of the white woven yarmulke he wore, the beaten silver kiddush cup that he used. We know that a window of his house faced the Breslov marketplace. I glimpse him in the details scattered in the voluminous works of his first and most important biographer, Rabbi Nathan, who is the main source for any biographer.3 The fateful morning he abandoned Breslov for Uman, he prayed, drank a cup of coffee, and climbed into a wagon. I almost see him for a moment there, but he slips away. Rabbi Nathan’s main concern is to portray his master’s soul.

So while Kafka’s face is a familiar icon, we have no drawing or portrait of Rabbi Nachman. His Hasidim today say he was thin, with red hair, a deep voice, and beautiful eyes.4 But could any depiction really explain his inner spirit?

The wise man has a challenge in fetching a portrait of the humble king; my humbler task as I journeyed to Kamenetz and then Uman was to fetch a portrait of a rebbe.

I was not alone in my desire to see him. Two hundred years after his death, tens of thousands still answer his call. On his own last journey from Bratslav to Uman, he said, “My fire will burn until the coming of the Messiah.” What is that fire, and where in a human being does it burn?

I feel that fire in his tales. To his Hasidim, they are holy scripture. They still attract the serious attention of scholars and offer spiritual guidance to those on the path. Judged strictly as literature, they can seem rough. They aren’t highly polished like Kafka’s fictions. But they begin something new in Jewish literature. Rabbi Nachman is the father of the modern Yiddish tale.

For all their modernity, they also touch an ancient depth, for they stand in a unique place—at the border between kabbalah and literature.

In Rabbi Nachman’s tales we can read all four levels of depth that the Zohar alludes to. First, they can be read in the plain sense as simple stories. And as in biblical stories, simplicity hides depth. (This plain level is called peshat.) Next, they are studded with hints and allusions to biblical and Talmudic texts. (This is remez, or hint.) At a third level, they make midrash, original interpretations of Scripture. (This is known as derash.) Indeed, these stories carry so many biblical allusions and kabbalistic references that fully interpreting them would be—and is for some—a life project. Since the composition of the Zohar, at the end of the thirteenth century, no work of mystical Jewish storytelling has been as complex and imaginative and intricate.

At level four, the deepest secret level (sod), the tales recast the cosmic myth of the Lurianic kabbalah into a very urgent story. They allude, sometimes quite subtly, to an overall myth first taught by the greatest master of the kabbalah, Rabbi Isaac Luria, who is also known as the Ari, which means “the lion.”

This lion lived in sixteenth-century Tsfat, where he reworked the kabbalah of the Zohar. He uncovered hidden references in the Torah to events before the beginning in Genesis, to all human history, and to the final end of time, which would come with the Messiah who would redeem all.

The very first tale, “The Loss of the Princess,” illustrates how Rabbi Nachman embedded the Lurianic myth into his seemingly simple fairy tales. The plot is relatively simple. A king has six sons and a daughter. One day, in a fit of anger, he lets slip a curse: “May the Evil One take you away.”* The daughter leaves, descending to the world as we know it. Then the king regrets his anger and sends his viceroy to retrieve her. But retrieving her is not easy. Every time the viceroy is about to save her, he makes an error that prolongs his mission. He falls asleep.

The viceroy pursues the princess through various landscapes and encounters strange figures, including talking birds and giants. At the very end of the tale, when he is about to enter the city where she lives, the story is suspended. But we are told that in the end he does save her. Even in outline, “The Loss of the Princess” resonates with the longing for redemption, a vital longing that punctuates the rhythm of Jewish history.

How does the kabbalah of Isaac Luria appear in this tale? Luria described three phases of reality: the withdrawal (tzimtzum), the shattering of the vessels (shevirat ha-kelim), and the repair of the world (tikkun olam). In simplified form: originally there was nothing but God. The Creation process begins with the contraction of God (or concentration) to make an empty space. Into that created void are emanated light and also vessels to hold this light. But some of the vessels are too weak, and they shatter. Fragments of the shattered vessels and some of the light fall out of their proper place into lower worlds. This initial catastrophe is called “the shattering of the vessels”—it is the source for all the evils of the world. But there is a third phase, the repair of the world, or tikkun olam. In this phase human beings have a part to play: by doing mitzvot, we have the opportunity to lift the fallen sparks to higher places. The ultimate redemption comes when the Messiah appears to lift the final sparks and complete the repair. In simplified form, Luria’s myth of time and history encompasses the vast scope of human experience; within its framework, human events partake in a universal cosmic drama.

Luria describes these three phases in terms of the primordial events of Creation, but insofar as they “occur” before the creation of time and space, they are actually perpetual and archetypal. They put their stamp on all events in time.*

Tzimtzum explains the seeming absence of God, and the shattering explains the evils of the world, including the exile of the Jewish people and their expulsion from Spain. The repair of the world encompasses all the efforts to make the world better, from individual acts of kindness to the final redemption, in which exiles will return to the land of Israel and the shatterings of history will be healed.

The Ari saw these three phases of reality hidden in the deepest readings of the Torah, and he encoded them in abstruse kabbalistic language. But Rabbi Nachman recast them as story, enabling those not well versed in kabbalah to experience the power of Luria’s thinking with direct emotion.

“The Loss of the Princess” begins with an allusion to tzimtzum, for after banishing his daughter and sending the viceroy on his mission, the king withdraws completely from the story. Several tales follow this same pattern. A king sets the plot in motion and then drops out of the story. The king’s withdrawal allows the story space to exist and narrative time to unfold.

The second phase, the shattering of the vessels, is far more prominent in the tales. This is, after all, the mess we live in. One tale speaks of a great storm, another of separation between bride and groom. In “The Loss of the Princess” it is the rupture between father and daughter. All of these disruptions represent the primordial shattering of the vessels (shevirat ha-kelim) which occurs when “light” from the infinite divine proves too powerful for the vessels designed to hold it. In “The Loss of the Princess,” the shattering comes when the king’s initial burst of anger sends his daughter down into the world.

This cosmic catastrophe—a crack in the foundation of Creation—is the origin and template of all the divisions, evils, and exiles that follow in human history.

But no shattering is permanent, because the process of redemption is also ongoing. This applies in our personal lives, as Rabbi Nachman tells us beautifully: “If you believe that you can damage, then believe that you can repair.” Our very capacity to hurt others also holds the promise that we can fix that hurt.

Rabbi Nachman’s tales carry the grander hope of a final redemption, which is the third phase of the Lurianic myth. At some point, the redeemer will come and repair all the damages of history, just as in “The Loss of the Princess,” at some point the viceroy will recover the princess and return her to the king.

The redemption is still in the future when the story abruptly ends. But the promise is there. “How he saved her, Rav Nachman did not say, but he did save her.”

Rabbi Nachman’s tales build a bridge between the most esoteric Jewish wisdom and modernity. Yet paradoxically, many do not mention Jews. We hear instead of kings and princesses and viceroys and emperors, giants and dark forests with singing trees and a morning light that laughs out loud. A hero drinks from a spring of red wine and falls asleep for seventy years. Or a hero acquires a magical instrument that translates the speech of animals. Rabbi Nachman’s tales share the spirit of his contemporaries, the Brothers Grimm. His achievement is unique in Jewish literature: kabbalah clothed in a fairy tale.

Rabbi Nachman originally told his tales in Yiddish, the language of his heart and of the people. Several seem prompted by a casual incident. A cantor has a torn caftan. A Hasid arrives with news of a Napoleonic battle. But this rebbe sees depth everywhere. The grandest and most elaborate tale, the seven-part “Seven Beggars,” is a quadruple frame tale, a tale within a tale within a tale within a tale. Rabbi Nachman told it over a span of ten days. But it all began because someone presented him with a snuffbox.*

Given their overall complexity and depth, their initial performance as improvisations must have astonished the first listeners. Rabbi Nachman’s followers gathered around him in the shtetls of Breslov† and Medvedevka, usually at Sabbath meals and certain holidays. While other rebbes also told stories and tales, Rabbi Nachman’s are unique for their imaginative elaboration and their depth. Nothing like them has been told before or since. He knew their significance and carefully instructed his secretary and editor, Rabbi Nathan, to assemble them after his death, and he specified that the book be published in both Yiddish and Hebrew.

Rabbi Nachman had no successors and established no dynasty. Other Hasidim mocked his followers and called them the “dead Hasidim.” In a real sense, his writings have become his successors. Today more than half a dozen groups, or havurot, claim to be Hasidim of Rabbi Nachman, cherishing the tales as a precious legacy. He instructed his followers to read and study them and thought them appropriate for synagogue.

In time, Rabbi Nachman’s tales moved beyond his immediate followers to a larger Hasidic world. One hundred years after the first tale was told, Martin Buber brought out a German version that introduced them to modern readers. The tales popularized Hasidic wisdom among alienated younger Jews. Among the readers was Franz Kafka.

Rabbi Nachman’s stories still speak to contemporary readers because they acknowledge the temptation of materialism and sophistication, and the yearning for simplicity and soul. His tales call to the secular imagination from a place beyond it and wrestle openly with questions of doubt and atheism. If we listen carefully to them, we can get a deeper sense of the mystical realm where Rabbi Nachman lived and breathed every day. And we can hear the answers he would have given to today’s atheists.

In recent years, atheism has become fashionable literature. Believers are flailed as credulous readers of antiquated books, and prayer to God is likened to talking to an imaginary friend. Overall, the new atheists rely heavily on mockery, and here they join the mockers and jokers in Rabbi Nachman’s tale of the humble king.

Rabbi Nachman recognizes the paradox: mockery carries a certain truth. Jokes convey the essence of the land, exposing its deceit and lies, including the lies of organized religion. In that sense atheism is cleansing. But do these jokes tell all we need to know about the king? That question remains for the wise. It only gets answered—and in a surprising way—at the very end of Rabbi Nachman’s tale.*

Hearing of the land of deceit and jokes, the first listeners, two hundred years ago, might have thought first of their own Podolia. Living in oppressive circumstances, squeezed between their Polish overlords and Ukrainian natives, Rabbi Nachman’s Hasidim had reason to doubt the reality of God’s justice, and must have grappled privately with the heretical thought that “there is neither judgment nor judge.”

Ukraine means “frontier,” and Podolia in western Ukraine is the frontier of the frontier, a province torn for centuries by war, attacked by foreign armies from all directions, and ravaged by bands of brigands. Rule changed hands from Lithuanians to Poles to Turks, then back to Poles, then, in Rabbi Nachman’s time, to the Russians. Each ruler brought a different flag and different worship. As Rabbi Nachman told his tale, Napoleon’s forces were remaking the map once more. Who ruled the land was constantly up for grabs, and for this reason Podolia was riven with religious controversies between Christian and Christian, Christian and Turk, Jew and Christian, and Jew and Jew.

Two major Jewish heresies raged there in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The scars they left behind were still remembered in Rabbi Nachman’s day. His Hasidim believed that the Baal Shem Tov had died while combating the false Messiah Jacob Frank, an itinerant merchant born in Podolia who led many Jews to convert with him to Catholicism. The struggle with him, the Baal Shem Tov said, left two holes in his heart.

Frank viewed himself as a reincarnation, a gilgul, of an earlier false Messiah, Sabbatai Zevi, a Turkish Jew who captured a significant following in Europe, and especially Podolia, in the seventeenth century.

Some argue that Podolia was fertile ground for Jewish heresy because of all the Jewish blood mixed in the soil. More than fifteen thousand Jews were massacred between 1648 and 1649, in the uprising led by the Cossack leader, Bogdan Chmielnicki. Today Ukraine remembers Chmielnicki everywhere. His statue oversees a main square in Kiev, and again in Kamenetz near the fortress. He’s a feared Cossack astride his horse, swinging a club studded with spikes, the bulava. His long mustaches are on the five-hryvnia note. The one unifying national hero of a divided country is a notorious and relentless Jew-killer.

For whatever reason, Podolia became a homeland of Jewish heresy. Hasidism, which arose in Podolia, was also viewed at first by more traditional Jews as yet another heretical movement. These Jews, centered in Lithuania, became known as the opponents, or mitnagdim. (The day of Rabbi Nachman’s bris, a ban against the Hasidim was promulgated by the greatest mitnaged, the Gaon of Vilna.)

Gershom Scholem argued that Hasidism first arose in Podolia as a dialectical response to the Sabbatians. The new movement shifted emphasis away from the dangerous messianism to more individualized religion. The substitute goal of each Hasid became nearness to God (devekut). The Messiah was put on hold, though not forgotten.

To his followers, the rebbe served as a local Messiah. He was an intermediary with the higher realms, in matters of business, marriage, childbirth, sickness, and death. They came to him with their written requests (kvitlach) and their payments (pidyonim). In return he gave them his prayers, his tales, his tunes, his dancing, and his Torah.

But with Rabbi Nachman we see a turn back toward the Messianic impulse. He presented himself as a very special rebbe with a unique capacity to descend to the lowest spiritual places, to personally face the emptiness and meaninglessness there and lift the fallen sparks back to their proper heights. He is the hero who rescues the lost princess and uplifts the souls of the living and the dead.

At the same time he was uniquely frank and open about his own spiritual struggles, and likewise demanded frank and open confession from his followers,* which was a unique practice among Hasidim. These new elements make him seem the most existential Hasidic master, the most psychological, the most relevant to our spiritual struggles today,† for the yearning for connection, for community, and for an inspiring religious leader has not completely died out in our time.

Our secular Jewish sensibility has its historical roots in Rabbi Nachman’s time, and as he told the tale of “The Humble King,” he was looking far ahead to a new challenge. The haskalah or Jewish enlightenment had already spread from its original centers in late-eighteenth-century Germany into Ukraine. Many educated and well-to-do Ukrainan Jews, physicians, merchants, and bankers became maskilim, “enlightened ones.” The maskil emphasized Jewish culture and secular learning over Jewish religion. What began as an intellectual trend became a civil war within European Jewry, dividing families and disrupting long-settled patterns. Maskilim were active in the town of Uman in 1802 when Rabbi Nachman briefly sojourned there on his way east from Medvedevka to settle in Breslov. Three prominent maskilim walked in while he was speaking on a Friday night. The Rebbe “turned the focus of the lesson to a geometrical problem found in the Talmud,” and the maskilim were impressed enough to return the next day to discuss it with him. The Rebbe declared later that he would return someday to Uman, to do more work with them.

In general, the maskilim of his time were more drawn to secular learning than Torah, and often mocked the Hasidim and their pious ways. They were the jokers and mockers in Rabbi Nachman’s tale of the humble king.

Yet instead of dismissing the maskilim completely, Rabbi Nachman felt a special duty to face their questions. He once told a follower, I am a know-what-to-answer-an-atheist,’ ”5 that is, he was a living embodiment of a rabbinic obligation to personally refute all heretics he encounters. But first he had to answer the voice of the heretic he heard in his own heart.

As an expert on heresy, Rabbi Nachman was careful to distinguish two types of atheism. The first type of atheist is influenced by science or philosophy. To this atheism, he had an answer. Due to the primordial disaster of the shattering of the vessels, sparks of spiritual energy are scattered in every realm of thought, glints and gleams of divine truth. By seizing on these sparks held in common, the Rebbe could argue the ideological atheist back to the complete truth.

But a second type of atheism cannot be answered by an argument. It is rooted in a profound feeling of emptiness. Franz Kafka defined this feeling for the whole world, for he lived with it every day, as he wrote in his diary: “I am divided from all things by a hollow space.”

It so happens that “hollow space” (in Hebrew, halal hapanui) is how the kabbalah of the Ari describes the emptiness left by the divine withdrawal, the tzimtzum.

Hasidic masters like Rabbi Nachman understood this primordial event as ongoing and archetypal. We detect the tzimtzum in our own lives. Depression, for instance, is a personal manifestation of tzimtzum. And if we go deep enough into our own hollow places, we can feel that the root of all our despair is the total absence of God.

This is the atheism of the hollow space. It is a place of nothingness Rabbi Nachman knew personally and deliberately faced into again and again.

Rabbi Nachman said that this second kind of atheism cannot be answered with an argument.

It can only be answered with a song.

The question raised by the tale of the humble king, about “who rules” the land of deceit, was urgent to Rabbi Nachman’s Hasidim in Podolia. With rule of their land switching from a Polish king to a Russian czar, and with Napoleon’s armies marching from the west, they needed a fresh portrait of a God who too often felt completely hidden from view. How could a king who is mighty, and a man of truth, be said to rule a land where history is a bitter joke?

The same question echoes on the streets of Kamenetz today. The pretty town is under reconstruction, designed to attract tourists to the “pearl of Podilla,” with its pastel buildings newly painted and its picturesque cobblestone streets. It is painful to imagine these same streets in the summer of 1941—where more than twenty thousand Ukrainian and Hungarian Jews were penned up in a makeshift ghetto before being marched to the edge of town. These men were forced to dig a huge mass grave. Women were lined up naked, holding their babies. And all were shot and killed.

In the town square today, no markers remember these horrific events, no mention is made in the official tourist brochure where the town is dubbed “a flower in stone.” But Kamenetz is an historical site of a certain awful kind. Here, the Nazis brazenly committed their first open mass murder. Tens of thousands of Jews were killed for being Jews, and no king, hidden or revealed, mighty or good or humble, said a word.

Suppose we were reliving today the story of the humble king; suppose as wise men or women, or those who hoped to be wise, we journeyed into the strange country of our own contemporary sensibility. If we were to seek the joke that defined the “essence of the country,” we could do much worse than the following parable, which is called “Before the Law.”


Before the Law stands a doorkeeper. A man from the country comes to this doorkeeper and requests admittance to the Law. But the doorkeeper says that he can’t grant him admittance now. The man thinks it over and then asks if he’ll be allowed to enter later. “It’s possible,” says the doorkeeper, “but not now.” Since the gate to the Law stands open as always, and the doorkeeper steps aside, the man bends down to look through the gate into the interior. When the doorkeeper sees this he laughs and says: “If you’re so drawn to it, go ahead and try to enter, even though I’ve forbidden it. But bear this in mind: I’m powerful. And I’m only the lowest doorkeeper. From hall to hall, however, stand doorkeepers, each more powerful than the one before. The mere sight of the third is more than even I can bear.”6



The poor man from the country! He does not know how to gain admittance to the Law. He tries bribery, pleading, “curses his bad luck,” grows old and childish, grumbles to himself, begs the fleas on the doorkeeper’s collar to help him change the doorkeeper’s mind.


Finally his eyes grow dim and he no longer knows whether it’s really getting darker around him or if his eyes are merely deceiving him. And yet in the darkness he now sees a radiance that streams forth inextinguishably from the door of the Law. He doesn’t have much longer to live now. Before he dies, everything he has experienced over the years coalesces in his mind into a single question he has never asked the doorkeeper. He motions to him since he can no longer straighten his stiffening body. The doorkeeper has to bend down to him, for the difference in size between them has altered greatly to the man’s disadvantage. “What do you want to know now?” asks the doorkeeper; “you’re insatiable.” “Everyone strives to reach the Law,” says the man. “How does it happen, then, that in all these many years no one but me has requested admittance?” The doorkeeper sees that the man is nearing his end, and in order to reach his failing hearing, he roars at him: “No one else could gain admission here, because this entrance was meant solely for you. I’m going to go and shut it now.”7



Were I a wise man looking for the essential joke of modern times, I would choose this parable, written in December 1914 by Franz Kafka. It has the sharp flavor of modernity—a bitter ironic essence we call the Kafkaesque.

For what could be more Kafkaesque than to spend one’s whole life standing before the Law with its spiritual light gleaming just to learn, when it is too late, that the gate you have come to was designed to shut on you?

Whatever the “Law” represents—the truth, the Torah, God, or one’s own highest aspiration—the spiritual journey of the man from the country ends with an abrupt joke. For some this joke seems too bitter to offer spiritual nourishment. Instead it represents the absolute futility of the quest. For them, “Before the Law” is a parable for nihilists.

Others detect traces of redemption. To Gershom Scholem the parable points to the borderland between faith and doubt. In giving us a glimpse of the inextinguishable light streaming from the Law, the parable condenses the five-thousand-year yearning of the Jewish soul.

Which country does Kafka’s “joke” describe? A dark land of nihilism, or the hope of the gleaming light? The futility of the spiritual quest, or the inextinguishable yearning of the soul?

Does it make any sense to insert Kafka’s parable into Rabbi Nachman’s tale as if they belong to the same story? And if we did, what portrait of the king, if any, does Kafka lead us to? What would we learn for our own journey toward what is good and what is true, what is possible to believe and what is most real in our time?


*The Ukrainians transliterate the town today as Kamianets-Podilskyi. But I like the old name, which it bore under Russian rule in the time of Rabbi Nachman.

*Literally he says, “The no-good should take you.” At the midrashic level—and every tale is a brilliant midrash—this refers to the ten sayings of Creation in the beginning of Genesis, which is followed by an eleventh saying, in the negative: “It is no good for man to be alone” (Genesis 2:18), a statement that begins the story of male and female. At a kabbalistic level, it refers to the shattering of the vessels where the sefirah of Malkhut falls to a lower level.

*A modern-day analogy is the Nobel Prize-winning discovery by Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson of the cosmic microwave background radiation evidence of the big bang, which we are still able to “hear.” In that sense, the big bang is still ongoing and reverberating.

*The storytelling began on a Friday night, March 30, 1810, continued the next Wednesday, Friday, and Sunday, and was completed on Tuesday, April 10.

†Bratslav is the name of the town in Ukraine, but his followers call it “Breslov.”

*See Chapter 38, “The Big Joker.”

*A confession is a vidui and for a time the Breslovers were known as viduiniks—confessing Hasidim.

†A very different book could be written about Rabbi Nachman and Freud.
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The Coffee Mug

Someone must have betrayed Franz Kafka, for without having done anything particularly wrong, he woke up one fine morning as a coffee mug.

I had just been reading a book of Kafka aphorisms, written when his diagnosis of tuberculosis weighed heavily on him. I reached for my souvenir Kafka mug, which has a nice sketch of him in silhouette, in a bowler hat, standing at the far end of a cobblestone street in Prague.

“It isn’t necessary that you leave home …” I read. That’s a laugh I thought, you tried all your life to leave home …

Sit at your desk and listen. Don’t even listen, just wait. Don’t wait, be still and alone. The whole world will offer itself to you to be unmasked, it can do no other, it will writhe before you in ecstasy.

I was taking Kafka’s advice to heart, not listening, not waiting, just being still and alone, when I heard something rattle. It was the coffee mug on my desk. Kafka was making long strides down the cobblestone street. With each step the cup trembled, and he became less sketchy, more photographic. When he reached the surface of the mug, he popped off headlong into space, a full-size apparition.

We were breathing together, I and Kafka, Kafka and I. Beneath the hat brim I saw his eyes looking back at me. It was Kafka near the end, fall 1923, when he lived in Berlin with that young Hasidic beauty, Dora Diamant, when he’d finally escaped the dense gravity of mother Prague and of his baleful father, when he’d finally found it “necessary” to “leave home.”

The year, he’d told Dora, he’d finally escaped his “ghosts.”

I saw a man of forty, still boy-like and handsome, his nocturnal eyes, his large angel-wing ears. A slight drawing in around the lips was the only indication of his illness. He looked from me to the black coffee mug, inscribed FRANZ KAFKA in white letters, and seemed taken aback. He’d imagined a bug with human consciousness; a mole constructing its burrow, and at the very end, a singing mouse named Josephine. Strange incarnations.

But a coffee mug?

He turned away to study the top row of my bookshelf. He was taller and lankier than I’d imagined, maybe six feet. He read the first spine quizzically. Kafka? I was thrilled to hear him say his name out loud. He read all the spines: Kafka. Kafka. Franz Kafka. How could there be so many books? The Trial. The Castle. Amerika? Hadn’t he asked Brod …

I wanted to explain, but he was already tugging at a thin volume that had caught his eye. It was a Schocken paperback and he took in the cover: a very large letter K. “I find the letter K offensive, almost disgusting and yet I use it; it must be very characteristic of me.”1 Framed within the lower legs of the K, the beefy stolid face
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