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A LETTER TO THE MEMBERS OF YAVNEH

Hillel Zeitlin
translated by Arthur Green, Ariel Evan Mayse

Introduction: Hillel Zeitlin (1871-1942) was the leading figure of what may be called
“philosophical neo-Hasidism” among Eastern European Jews in the pre-Holocaust era.
A tireless author, journalist, and polemicist, he published constantly in both the Yiddish
and Hebrew presses, offering a bold new vision of contemporary spiritual life grounded
in his reading of Hasidic sources. But Zeitlin sought to become an activist as well as a

literary figure. He was especially concerned with the situation of the rootless Jewish
youth. Throughout his career as a public figure, beginning shortly after World War I, he

issued calls for a new organization of Jewish life. In a series of articles published in the

1920s, he sought to form an elite Jewish spiritual fraternity to be called Yavneh, which
was the most fully elaborated of his attempts at intentional community.

To read more essays written by Zeitlin about Yavneh see:
https://ingeveb.org/texts-and-translations?tag=yavneh.

For more background on Zeitlin’s Yavneh, please read the longer scholarly
introduction here:
http://ingeveb.org/articles/the-great-call-of-the-hour-hillel-zeitlins-yiddish-writ

ings-on-yavneh

Note from the translators: In this case we have presented our translation of a Yiddish
letter from 1925 alongside that of an Aramaic version published in 1928. Seeing these
two versions together is instructive, and will allow the reader to see the development in
Zeitlin’s thinking. The Yiddish source is far briefer, addressed to popular audience for
whom reading (and understanding) such a lengthy devotional text in recondite Aramaic
would have been unimaginable. On one hand, the later Aramaic version paints a more
dramatic—and dire—account of the rise of the forces of evil, but on the other it includes a
stirring description of the spiritual power of song and the triumph of joy in the face of
sadness and despair.
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A Letter to the Members of Yavneh

Mayn vort #4, 1925 [Yiddish]
Beloved, dear members of Yavneh

Thought is a person’s [inner] palace; the inner point (nekudah) of thought, or more
properly, the innermost point is—his holy of holies. If this innermost point is
unceasingly attached to the blessed Endless as “a single bond that joins one to the
blessed Holy One,” even if it cannot attain the highest rung (since that is the level of
R. Simeon bar Yohai), but if it yearns for it, thirsts, longs, pains, and bleeds for it, as
in, “Their heart cried out to God” (Lam. 2:18), then the blessed One dwells within the
person, and the person within God. “One within One” —God in the person, and the
person in God.

A member of Yavneh must always be aware of this great pain when he cannot
achieve “being bound [to God] with a single bond.” One must constantly attain the level
of, “his heart is troubled within him.” His heart must weep within him, like “the lower
waters that cry out: ‘we too want to be before the King!"”*

How terribly hard everywhere around us! How terribly difficult it is within us!
Darkness grows stronger from moment to moment. But, “As I sit in darkness, God is my
light” (Micah 7:8)—we need to strengthen ourselves and one another.

In the present time of Messiah’s approaching footsteps, especially in these recent
years when his footprints are clearly visible, the darkness becomes even stronger from
all sides. Darkness is fighting for its existence. Because it perceives that its end is near, it
risks all of its last forces. It sends into battle all of its proven troops. If it cannot
overcome the person with ordinary desires, so it brings despair and depression into the
heart.

Dear brothers! Never despair, not even for a single moment. Spit upon all of
today’s made-up theories and opinions. Know one thing only: as a person is with God, so
is God with him. “God is your shadow” (Ps. 121:5). The shadow does what a person does.
Everyone knows this. But nobody is mindful of it in the proper way. Even those who do
think about it do not live within it. It is, at the very best, a surrounding light, but it is not
an inner light. The surrounding light must be infused into one’s inner realm and become
an inner light. Then another, greater light will come and become a new surrounding
light. This is an ongoing process.’

! Zohar 3:288a.

2 Zohar 1:19a, et al.

3 See b. Hagigah 13a.

4 Referring to an ancient legend that the “lower waters” of the second day of Creation called out again the
injustice of their being farther from God. See Tikkunei Zohar, tikkun 5, fol. 19b.

5 Based on the teachings of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav in Likkutei Moharan 21:4-7, discussed by Arthur
Green in Tormented Master: A Life of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav (University, AL: University of Alabama
Press, 1979), 292.
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In deepest inwardness, one should live and breathe within the blessed One. One
should feel within Him like a ray in the sun, like a drop in the ocean, like a speck in the
cosmos. One cannot attain this all at once. One must pray and study over this quite a bit,
and, most importantly, beseech God in private with plain and simple words, as plain and
simple as they can possibly be.

Do it this way:

Dear and beloved Father! You have sent me into the world and you want
me to accomplish my mission here. Teach me, dear and beloved Father, what my
mission is. What must I do today? How should I treat people, my brothers, Your
children? How should I live this day with beauty, purity and holiness, just as You
desire? Dear, beloved Father! Give me the power, the tools, and all the means to
accomplish Your mission.

Great and holy souls of all generations!

You accomplished the blessed One’s mission with holiness and purity.
Help me in my journey! Be my good companions. Pray for me, and be with me in
all that I strive to do. Light of all lights! Soul of all souls! Send me those holy souls
that are close to the root of my soul. Unite them with me, and me with them.
Raise us all up and carry us upon the wings of never-ending love.

In this way the outer form of these prayers may vary from day to day. Their inner
essence, however, remains one and the same: “The prayer of a poor person, when he is
faint; he pours forth his supplication before God” (Ps. 102:1).°

® A Yiddish translation of a famous teaching of the Ba’al Shem Tov about this verse appears in Hillel
Zeitlin, Introduction to Khassidism and the Way of Khabad (New York: Farlag Matones, 1957), p. 282
[Yiddish]. In this passage the Ba’al Shem Tov gives the parable of a king who decrees that the requests of
all who come before him will be answered. Some ask for honor, while others ask for property, but the poor
person asks for nothing more than the privilege of coming to speak with the king each and every day.
Through visiting the palace the poor man’s needs are automatically fulfilled, but the focus is on the
intimate encounter with the king, rather than any the material reward.
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Mystery of Thought
Sifiran shel Yehidim, 1928 [Aramaic]

Thought is a person’s inward palace (Temple); the innermost point of his thoughts is
that person’s holy of holies. That innermost point cleaves to the Endless with a love that
never ceases. This is a “strap that ties one to the blessed Holy One.”” But even if the

person does not have the strength and the power to rise to such a rung, but has shame,

longings, and pains, and afflictions and they break his spirit at the level of “Their heart
cried out to God (Lam. 2:18)”—God dwells here, and this person’s soul too dwells within
God. They are “One within one”—The Endless within the person; the person within the
Endless.

If you, O child of the palace, do not yet have the power and strength to stand
firmly on the rung of the “link that joins one” to God, be then on the rung of “his heart is
troubled within him.” Let your eyes fill with tear—like the “lower waters” that cried out
“We too want to be before the King!”

At this time of messiah’s approaching footsteps, especially in these final years
when those steps’ imprint is revealed in the sands of “nations’ desert (Ez. 20:35),”
overwhelming darkness surrounds us. Darkness perceives that its final hour has arrived;
it rushes to send forth all its hosts and forces, both above and below. Seeing the
kingdom of light drawing nearer, darkness trembles and stirs and sets out to do battle
with the light. It sends forth its shadow to swallow up all of light’s forces, to consume all
the world’s goodness, to wreck, ruin, and demolish all that the “light sown for the
righteous (Ps. 97:11)” has planted.

When the darkness sees that it cannot defeat a person, one who stands up like a
firm pillar and does not allow evil desires or passions of the flesh to rule. Then the
darkness appears in the form of a good angel, stealing its way into your heart and
distancing you from God by way of sadness, a state of melancholy or small-mindedness
that derives from the evil side.

Child of the palace, do not let that thief enter your heart! Keep your heart always
both “broken” and “joyous.” It was taught in Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai’s name: “Have
weeping firmly rooted in one side of your heart, while joy is in the other.” Sadness and
brokenheartedness are not the same. The holy lion Rabbi Shneur Zalman taught that
“sadness is having a heart as dull as stone with no life-energy within it, while a certain
acidity and a broken heart, on the contrary, show there is enough life in that heart to
turn it sour!”

When your heart is broken so that it has the energy to weep and plead before
God, “the palace that it is not possible to open except by tears” immediately will open
before you. Once the wellsprings of your heart are opened, a melody of attachment to
God will burst forth on its own. Then a “palace opened only by melody” will become
accessible to you. And then a holy melody will be heard throughout the upper worlds,
causing a “palace attained only by joy” to open before you. As that palace opens, all
forces of judgment and negativity will pass away, all accusing [or “guilt-producing”]

7 Zohar 3:288a.
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forces will be hidden in the rocks, and the “shells” will be hidden in the cavity of the
great deep. Then holy angels will come down among humans to hear words of Torah
spoken by the faithful shepherd and all the other sages of that generation. They will
rejoice and exult, dancing as at a festival of bride and groom. Forces of love will be
revealed throughout the world, great blessings from above. Abundant love, desire, and
grace will pour forth from before our Father in Heaven upon the holy people and upon
all who live.

Remember, O child of the palace, what the pious of old have taught: “All the gates
are sealed except those of tears.” “Tears open the gates—but joy smashes all gates....”
You, child of the palace, must not forget even for a moment that “God is your shadow
(Ps. 121:5)”—the blessed Holy One is your shadow, being and acting toward you as you
are toward Him. If you desire God, God will desire you. Everyone knows this, but they
do not grasp it in an inner way. Even if they know it deeply, they do not live in accord
with that knowing. Their knowledge and their life remain separate. Even when there is
light in them, this light is only surface light and not inner light. For you, child of the
palace, your awareness that “God is your shadow” must be your life, both within and
without. It must be your inner light, the desire of your desires, your soul and the soul
within your soul.

When this simple awareness becomes your inner light, one light from above will
descend and surround you. Your life of holiness and good deeds will allow you to absorb
that light until it shines from within you. Then another light will descend, surrounding
you again, and it too will be absorbed and united with the soul of man and it will be the
inner light. And so onward, to the highest of rungs!

The most important rule: Let the blessed Holy One in every single moment be
your life, the very air that gives you life. Let every breath you take be in God. There is no
quick way to achieve this, but only that of lengthy service and ceaseless prayer, an
inward prayer of the very simplest words, yet penetrating and descending into the very
depths.

Pray like this:

My beloved Father, desire of my soul! You sent me to this world. For what
purpose have You sent me? Surely to bear Your message! Teach me, beloved
Father, what I am supposed to do this day and every day to fulfill Your will. What
should I be saying to people — all of them my brothers [and sisters] and Your
children? What should I be doing—right now and at all times—to make my life
pure and holy, as You desire?

My Father, my Heart! Give me all those heavenly lights and all that
contains them. May I have the brilliance of soul, bodily health, clarity of mind,
and clear awareness—all the abilities and powers needed to do that with which
You command me.

And you, holy souls of each generation! You who have fulfilled God’s will
throughout your lives, in holiness and purity, accompany me on my path! Help
me in my actions! Pray with me and be with me in all the good I seek to do.
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Light of lights! Soul of all souls! Send me all those holy souls who are close
to my own soul-root! Let them hold fast to me, and I to them. Raise us all up and
carry us on the wings of endless love.

This is the sort of inward prayer that a child of the palace should offer every day. It may
be prayed with these words and phrases or others; the main thing is that it be constant.

It is the prayer of the poor and brokenhearted, yet at the same time the burning
desire of a child to see his Father’s smiling face.
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