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Penned by one of the most prominent writers in the field of Hasidic 
research, Ariel Evan Mayse’s newest book is a comprehensive work about 
the thought of R. Dov Ber of Mezritsh. After the death of the Ba’al 
Shem Tov, and for twelve years until his own death in 1772, R. Dov Ber 
became the teacher of many Hasidic leaders who followed him through-
out Europe and established what became the largest mystical and social 
movement in the Jewish world.

In the aftermath of the groundbreaking research of Yosef Weiss and 
Rivka Schatz-Uffenheimer, R. Dov Ber’s philosophy was researched by 
many scholars, including Moshe Idel, Rachel Elior, Jonathan Garb, Elly 
Moseson, Ron Margolin, Norman Lamm, Netanel Lederberg, Menachem 
Lorberbaum, Haviva Pedaya, Mendel Piekarz, and Tsippi Kauffman, 
among others. Mayse’s book presents a new reading of the so-called Mag-
gid of Mezritsh who is rightfully known as the “Architect of Hasidism.” 
This comprehensive monograph stands astride all recent scholarly research 
in the field and is dedicated to exploring R. Dov Ber’s philosophy though 
his unique conception of language.

Language in the Jewish World – Midrash, Kabbalah and Hasidism

Presenting the Maggid’s philosophy through the prism of his concep-
tion of language is predicated on a long-standing Jewish tradition that 
sees reality as a fabric comprised of letters and words. This mythos is 
based on age-old images such as: the description of Creation as a pro-
cess comprised of ten utterances (using the repetitive pattern of “and 
the Lord said… and there was”) in contrast to other creation myths 
in the ancient world that focused on physical matter; presenting the 
Torah as the blueprint with which God created the world; the construc-
tion of the Tabernacle by Betzalel, who knew the letter combinations 
used to create the heavens and earth; or the position of Sefer Yetzira, 
that understands the ten sefirot [emanations] and the 22 letters of the 
Hebrew alphabet as the foundations of reality and considers the wis-
dom of combining letters to be a “practical” genre of wisdom that has 
the capacity to create worlds.
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In line with the multifaceted etymology of the Hebrew term mila 
(which can mean circumcision, covenant, and word), Sefer Yetzira equates 
the act of speech with birth, such that Abraham is described as the indi-
vidual who makes a double covenant with God—one covenant by mouth 
and speech, and the second with the circumcised organ that is endowed 
with the generative capacity. The Zohar expounds upon these ideas at 
length and explains that the fundamental division between God and the 
Divine Presence is the separation of voice (God) from speech (Divine 
Presence). Lurianic Kabbalah is also full of permutations of names and 
letters and presents them as the DNA of the spiritual and human worlds. 
All these things form the background of the Maggid’s legacy. With that, 
as Rachel Elior notes: “While it is necessary to know the kabbalistic index 
to understand the teachings of Hasidism, this knowledge alone does not 
suffice to understand the uniqueness and the goals of Hasidic thinking.”1 
What then, does R. Dov Ber of Mezritsh add? According to Mayse, the 
Maggid adds another dimension to the midrashic and kabbalistic teach-
ings and takes the concept of language as a mystical key to new heights.

Firstly, the Maggid maintained that the speech of the Jewish people 
sustains and supports the cosmos (128). Creation is not a historical act that 
was performed in the past and completed. Not only did God create the 
world with speech, but He also sustains it “continually each day” through 
His speech. This idea is expressed through the well-known Hasidic expla-
nation of the verse “The Lord exists forever; Your word [devarkha] stands 
firm in the heavens” (Psalms 119:89). The Hebrew word davar has multi-
ple meanings and can refer to “thing” as well as “speech/talk.” As Moshe 
Idel has demonstrated, Divine speech has a foundational status that is not 
limited to the act of creation, but rather forms the world in its entirety at 
any given moment.2 Mayse adds and explains that in light of this approach, 
language is identified first and foremost with the Divine vitality and there-
fore it exists as an abundance that incessantly flows into reality.

Secondly, Mayse maintains that the Maggid believes that one can 
restore speech to its Divine roots by recognizing the spiritual-Godly 
nature of language. The Maggid describes this not only as a possibility 
but as the central locus and backbone of Hasidic Divine service. Accord-
ing to Mayse, while the Maggid recognizes that speech is a sensory expe-
rience in that it is spoken by mouth, tongue, vocal-chords, exhaling, and 

1  Rachel Elior, Yesh ve-Ayin, p. 73. This issue is addressed extensively in Moshe 
Idel’s books as . Hasidism: Between Ecstasy and Magic (SUNY, 1995).

2  Moshe Idel, “Your Word Stands Firm in Heaven – An Inquiry into the Early Tra-
ditions of Israel Ba’al Shem Tov and Their Reverberations in Hasidism” [Hebrew], 
Kabbalah 20 (2009), 219–286.
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inhaling, in producing audible sound, and also relates to physical objects 
by specifying names of people or objects that exist in physical reality, 
its source is Divine and more sublime than our senses. In the duality 
between the spiritual and concrete, language creates a continuous chain 
through which man can encounter Godliness. Refuting the prevailing 
claim of William James and others that mysticism understands language 
as an obstacle preventing humanity from connecting to God, requiring 
us to nullify speech to encounter Godliness, Mayse presents a new look at 
the Maggid’s teachings that sees speech as an important religious experi-
ence and the optimum method of clinging to God.

This idea is demonstrated through his discussion of prayer. Mayse 
emphasizes that Jewish prayer requires speech consisting of lips, sounds, 
and pronunciation. Here we find an important analysis of Judaism’s silent 
prayer, which is learned from Hannah (Berakhot 31a). Mayse emphasizes 
the semantic difference between the terms “quietly” and “silently” and 
argues that even in the ultimate mystical realm of prayer, the experience 
of clinging to God necessarily takes place via the spoken word, and not 
through the medium of absolute silence (207–208).

Language: Creation, Revelation, Redemption

Although it was the Ba’al Shem Tov who first suggested that the negation 
of ego facilitates clinging to God, that ani (“I”) should be replaced with 
ayin (“nothingness”; in Hebrew these words are written with the same 
letters), the Maggid developed this concept far beyond his teacher. Here, 
too, it is important to be precise. The Maggid emphasizes that the expe-
rience of self-negation yields emotional benefit to the individual upon 
his return to ordinary life. The act of self-negation does not indicate that 
man should become consumed by the expanse of ayin. It rather defers 
and delays man’s reentry to ordinary life.

God wants to be revealed in reality and descend to this world (where 
every creature is comprised of the letters of His name). At the same time, 
understanding that the root of speech is Divine generates life suspended 
between the heavens and the earth and signifies a verbal-human real-
ity that exists here as something permeated with Godliness. Restoring 
speech to its roots reflects the fundamental idea of return of self to the 
great expanse of ayin.

In his book, Mayse successfully demonstrates that language is foun-
dational to the Maggid’s worldview, when he demonstrates—if we use 
Rosenzweig’s well-known model of the three central principles of Juda-
ism: creation, revelation, and redemption—that the world was created 
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through speech, revelation transpired through speech, and even redemp-
tion is defined as the restoration of speech to its Divine roots.

As opposed to Scholem’s claim that Jewish life was traditionally 
experienced as being devoid of independent meaning prior to messianic 
redemption,3 Mayse demonstrates that the theory of language lends inher-
ent significance to the present. The pre-messianic age is not merely a pale 
shadow of messianic times, but rather an unending opportunity to restore 
things to their source, and this process itself comprises redemption.

Mayse maintains that the Maggid’s approach to language is essential to 
understanding the Maggid’s message. This point is important for those who 
seek to delve deeper into the Maggid’s teachings, and serves as a critical key 
to understanding many of his homilies, which are quite difficult to com-
prehend, given their complex content as well as the editorial process carried 
out by his disciples who struggled to understand the structure of the hom-
ilies and their composite sections.4 According to Mayse, this perspective 
on language is not only an excellent tool for understanding the Maggid’s 
teachings but is also key to understanding what the research sometimes 
refers to as “The Maggid’s Circle,” namely his students and successors who 
aligned themselves with him.5 The mystical function of language indeed 
provides an especially useful perspective on the homilies authored by many 
Hasidic writers—including the Maggid’s son, R. Abraham HaMalakh, as 
well as R. Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk, R. Elimelekh of Lizhensk, R. 
Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev, R. Meshulam Feivush of Zbarazh, and even 
R. Shneur Zalman of Liadi. These Hasidic masters placed an emphasis on 
words and language in many of their sermons, even though they develop 
their respective approaches in different ways.

The Depths of Thought and Speech: The Divine and the Human

In the fourth and particularly fascinating chapter of the book, Mayse points 
to one of the Maggid’s especially radical positions. The Maggid maintains 
that beyond the capacity of language to function as a bi-directional avenue 
linking the heavens with the world below, God with man, tzaddikim also 

3  Regarding the “lack of maximal self-actualization in the period of the exile” see 
Moshe Idel, “Hayyim Mudahim,” Da’at 50–52 (2003), 485;  Gershom Scholem, 
Devarim Bego (Tel Aviv, 1976), 189–190.

4  For a more extensive discussion about the problematic structure of the sermons 
see: Rivka Schatz-Uffenheimer ed. Maggid Devarav le-Ya‘akov (Magnes Press, 1976), 
“Introduction,” 9–23. Zeev Gries, The Conduct Literature (Regimen Vitae): Its His-
tory and Place in the Life of Beshtian Hasidism. [Hebrew] (Bialik Institute, 1989).

5  Ada Rapoport-Albert argued that this term is anachronistic, as we have no proof 
that such a circle ever existed, but Mayse (42–43), like his teacher Arthur Green, 
accepts it as fact. 
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“create” Divine speech. Not only does God create man through language, 
but man also creates God through his speech and his thoughts. This is not 
some contrived concept whereby Godliness is the product of human imag-
ination, but rather a viewpoint that sees human speech as a common space 
that is both human and Divine, and when man successfully negates his per-
sonality he can “design” Divine thought. The Zohar invokes the human 
processes of speech and thought to describe Godliness as emerging from 
hiding, consulting, creating through breath alone, through mere words and 
speech. The Maggid goes on to develop strikingly beautiful images of the 
hidden obscurities of Divine awareness and its inner dynamics, from the 
point when it lacks self-awareness to its explicit expression through words.

These concepts change the focal point of God’s being. Rather than a 
heavenly God who relates to His creatures below, there is actually a common 
expanse of human and Divine thought in which each creates the other, as 
it were. Thus, the distance between man and God commonly projected in 
philosophical thought is blurred by the Maggid. This can help us under-
stand descriptions of the partnership between man and God and even the 
interweaving of the Divine and the human—such as the Hasidic precept 
that dictates that when a person prays he should imagine God speaking from 
his throat and recite his prayers until he stops hearing himself, or the call 
to understand the ritual of shofar blowing as being attuned to the Divine 
“world of speech” that speaks via the shofar, among other things (205–207).

From a psychological perspective, the Maggid’s words are incredi-
bly insightful regarding thought, consciousness, and speech, and develop 
ideas that seem to be innovative and pioneering, foreshadowing Freudian 
concepts that understand speech as something that can both conceal and 
divulge the deep constructs of a person’s soul and see speech and words 
as phenomena that hold the key to the deep and multilayered expanse 
of the soul. (As we know, Freud’s research was prompted by his interest 
in “slips of the pen or the tongue,” which until his time were perceived 
as insignificant mistakes.) Further, Mayse notes that the term kadmut 
ha-sekhel used by the Maggid, which is identified by Scholem and others 
as analogous to the psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious, acknowl-
edges the inner and invisible foundation that causes man to act and, as 
noted, is also used to describe the depths of Godliness, even if it does not 
point to the Freudian concept of three components of the psyche per se.6

6  See G. Scholem, Devarim Bego, 351–360. Ron Margolin prefers to see this term 
as recognition of man’s concealed and intuitive inner foundation as opposed to the 
discursive, see Margolin, Inner Religion in Jewish Sources: A Phenomenology of Inner 
Religious Life and Its Manifestation from the Bible to Hasidic Texts (Academic Stud-
ies Press, 2021), 336–340.
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The shift of Divine activity to man, what the research refers to as 
internalization,7 is demonstrated when tzimtzum (God’s constriction of 
Himself) is understood not just as a cosmic historical event that hap-
pened in the realm of the Divine, as described by Kabbalah, but also 
as an ongoing event that happens continually in the realm of human 
thought (117). In another homily, Mayse shows that the Maggid asso-
ciated the upper hey (the second letter hey that appears in God’s name 
that usually represents the upper sefira of bina) with the human hey that 
corresponds to the five sounds that emanate from the human mouth 
(according to Sefer Yetzira, the Hebrew language is divided into five 
phones—distinct speech sounds that are grouped according to their ori-
gin: throat, palate, tongue, teeth, and lips) (111). Against this backdrop, 
the Maggid explains that when God added the Hebrew letter hey to 
Abraham’s name, He gifted him the great secret of how to reach the 
world’s Divine roots from within the world itself (128). This secret is 
not the upper hey that is attained through abstract reflection, but is 
rather linked to engaging the five types of sound emitted by the mouth. 
These homilies also underscore the point that Godliness and man share 
a common space in language.

The fact that Jewish religious practice mandates frequent use of lan-
guage is significant to the development of the mysticism of language in 
the Maggid’s thought. Thrice daily prayers, assorted blessings, and the 
ritual of Torah study, among other things, show that the mystical tech-
nique suggested by the Maggid is not complicated, and man, insofar as 
he is obligated to perform these common rituals, can attain it. This rein-
forces the claim that Hasidism made kabbalistic ideas accessible to the 
masses in relatively simple ways.

The Journey from Hebrew to English: Contemplative  
Passivity or Vocal Activism?

Mayse highlights the differences between himself and Yosef Weiss, 
and especially between himself and Rivkah Schatz, who explained 
that the Maggid adopted the “Via Passiva” and placed an emphasis 
on quietism in his religious thinking. Similarly, he negates the view 
prevalent in the field of religious studies, and especially in Christian 
mysticism, that man and God stand on opposing sides and that God 
is identified by silence while man is categorized by speech. In contrast 
to William James’ approach that “Religious revelation always defies 

7  Ron Margolin, The Human Temple: Religious Interiorization and the Structur-
ing of Inner Life in Early Hasidism (Magnes Press, forthcoming).
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words,” Mayse correctly emphasizes that the Jewish Hasidic approach 
does not concur and necessarily requires a journey through language 
and words, rather than their nullification. The question is—which 
genre of words? Those that are written and read? Or the spoken word? 
It seems that in a culture as oral as Judaism, centered on vocal prayer 
and clamorous Torah study, and in the sociological context of Hasi-
dism as a movement characterized by small study groups, Hasidic 
courts, communities, prayer quorums, and homilies, the focal point 
is not the heart that stands in numinous silence, but rather audi-
ble speech. In Moshe Idel’s recently published book Vocal Rites and 
Broken Theologies: Cleaving to Vocables in R. Israel Ba‘al Shem Tov’s 
Mysticism, he repeats his belief that it is necessary to understand Hasi-
dism in its performative and vocal contexts. To his mind, we should 
minimize its contemplative, meditative foundations and emphasize 
the performative aspects that are central to Judaism in general and 
to Hasidism specifically. Idel stresses that Hasidic homilies mostly 
address sound, syllables, and pronunciation, as opposed to visualiza-
tion of the letters. Mayse adopts this approach and, in contrast to 
the research that presents passive aspects of the Maggid’s philosophy 
on the one hand, and Haviva Pedaya who emphasizes R. Dov Ber’s 
pictorial language and juxtaposed it with the vocalism of R. Jacob 
Joseph and the Besht on the other,8 emphasizes that the dimension 
of language and speech is central to the Hasidic Divine service of the 
Maggid.

In light of this, it is important to note that at times English transla-
tions of the text avert their performative vocal aspects and give the reader 
a Western contextualization (Christian or Buddhist) that is far from the 
practical context that is so central to the Jewish world. For example, the 
Hebrew terms mitbonen or meyahed are translated into “contemplate” or 
“meditate” in English, leading us to think that these terms describe an 
activity taking place in our minds alone, though in fact they refer to an 
active technique that specifically necessitates speech. Yihud, for example, 
refers to a complicated recitation of the names of God, such as the Tetra-
grammaton, or the name Adonai, as opposed to merely thinking about 
them. It is difficult to convey this idea with the translated term, which 
obscures the active side of speech in Divine service, and involves vocaliza-
tion more than silent mental visualization.

8  Haviva Pedaya, “The Ba’al Shem Tov, R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye, and the 
Maggid of Mezritsh: Outlines for a Religious Typology” [Hebrew], Da’at 45 (2000), 
25–73.
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The inherent complexity of translating terms from Hebrew to English 
is expressed by the Hebrew word ayin or infinite.9 At times Mayse likens 
it to the English term “naught” and thereby causes the reader to misiden-
tify it with the “nothingness” that is so beloved to the Western reader.10 
However, in place of the Western world’s prevalent understanding of ayin 
as empty space, absolute lack, or nothingness, in Hasidic writing this term 
often points to fullness and abundance. As one of the kabbalists explained, 
ayin is “the substance of all existence in the world” and the picture of a 
black hole turns out to be an image of the most potent fullness of all.11

Even further, in many mystical texts the term ayin represents an access 
path rather than nullification, as Sandra Valabregue-Perry demonstrated 
extensively.12 Man’s “access” to the infinite can be detected when we 
pray to God, address Him directly, and refer to Him as “You” and in the 
present tense. Turning to God in this way is nothing like the description 
of ayin as an inconceivable and ineffable absence. This idea certainly finds 
support in Hasidic texts, where, in the words of Gershom Scholem, the 
tzaddik is paradoxically described as one who “stands in ayin.” A descrip-
tion like this was unimaginable before the advent of Hasidism (179, fn. 
30). According to Scholem, whose words are undoubtedly linked to his 
insistence that unio mystica, the union of the mystic’s soul with God, is 
entirely absent in Jewish sources, this should be understood in conso-
nance with other oxymorons that were often expressed by the Maggid, 
such as: “He brings himself to ayin” (133), “He must achieve the level of 

9  In no small part, Scholem is responsible for this phenomenon. Consider the 
following formulation: “The infinite, meaning the hidden Godliness that dwells in 
the depths of itself and cannot be known, is devoid of all image because it defies all 
expression and can be demarcated only by the process of negation or negating all of 
negations. There is no picture to describe it and no name that can designate it.” Ger-
shom Scholem, Pirkei Yesod be-Havanat ha-Kabbala ve-Simaleha (Mossad Bialik, 
1979), 173. For a discussion of Scholem’s misleading point, see Moshe Idel, Trans-
fers of Categories: The German-Jewish Experience and Beyond (De Gruyter, 2015), 
15–43.

10  For a discussion of the concept of ayin that inspired the writings of Borges, Der-
rida, Paul Celan, and Harold Bloom, among others, see Shlomi Mualem, Meshorarei 
ha-Ein Sof: Borges ve-Sifrut ha-Kabbala (Idra, 2019).

11  See Isaiah Tishbi, Mishnat ha-Zohar (Mossad Bialik, 1971), vol. 1, 141, fn. 4.
12  For a discussion of misconceptions found in the research regarding the term ein 

sof [infinite] as an expression of the Neoplatonic conception of negative theology, see 
Sandra Valabregue-Perry, Concealed and Revealed: Ein Sof in Theosophic Kabbalah 
(Cherub Press, 2010). An interesting dictum/pun may be found in Daniel Matt̀ s  
suggestion suggests calling the Kabbalistic ayin “No-thingness”; see his “Ayin: The 
Concept of Nothingness in Jewish Mysticism” in Essential Papers on Kabbalah, edited 
Lawrence Fine (NYU Press, 1995), 67–108.
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ayin” (30, 56), among others. If ayin refers to the concept of “naught,” 
how can the tzaddik possibly stand there?

The Besht, the Maggid and Historical Traditions

Another question that must be considered is whether the Maggid’s 
approach to language was innovative, or if it finds its roots in the theol-
ogy of his teacher, the Ba’al Shem Tov. Many traditions attribute exten-
sive involvement with language to the Besht, such as the well-known 
homily that understands the verse “go to the teiva” (Genesis 7:1) as a call 
to “go to the word” (based on the double meaning of the Hebrew word 
teiva, which can refer to the ark built by Noah or a word), or the homily 
that explains the verse “make an opening for the teiva” (6:18) as a call 
to “enlighten the word that you emit from your mouth,” among others 
(R. Ephraim of Sudilkov, Degel Mahane Ephraim, Noah). In general, Idel 
ascribes to the Besht what Mayse ascribes to the Maggid and assumes 
that many of the teachings that students attributed to the Maggid orig-
inated from the Besht. In contrast, Mayse assumes that the meetings 
between the Besht and the Maggid were extremely limited, and the Mag-
gid was a far more creative thinker than he is usually given credit for (24). 
As opposed to R. Jacob Joseph who cited and gave over what he heard 
from the Besht, the Maggid did not often quote his master, but rather 
significantly developed and expounded upon the ideas that he heard from 
him. Whether he was the first or the second one to shape these ideas, it 
is important to focus on his approaches given that the manner in which 
he conceptualized the ideas that he was taught greatly influenced subse-
quent stages of the development of Hasidism.

The tendency of Hasidic literature to glorify the teachers of its gen-
eration should not dissuade us from producing monographs, but requires 
us to bear in mind the inherent difficulty in creating a historically accu-
rate portrait based on these works. Mayse addresses this point extensively 
in the appendix. He compares this issue to the unreliable attribution of 
statements to the Vilna Gaon. However, this dispute can also be com-
pared to a more internal conflict regarding the Besht. Given the dearth 
of texts that we have that were actually penned by the Besht himself, the 
research is unsure of the historic capacity to reconstruct his teachings. 
This is often referred to among scholars as the “Skinny Besht” and “Fat 
Besht.” The latter school maintains that we possess a more expansive 
amount of authentic Beshtian teachings by compiling and cross-refer-
encing the different traditions of his successors and acquaintances, as 
suggested by Idel, Kauffman, Margolin, and others, with regard to the 
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Besht. Others, spearheaded by Rosman, question the reliability of this 
approach, and limit our sources to more authoritative traditions. We 
can ask a similar question about the teachings that are attributed to the 
Maggid. Does compiling the traditions and ideas quoted by the Maggid 
provide us with an adequate picture of his worldview, or must we reject 
this possibility? Mayse also considers the authenticity of the homilies and 
points to both the complex relationship between the written homily as it 
has reached us today and its oral delivery before a live audience that was 
followed by its later transcription (244–250), as well as the relationship 
between its translation from spoken Yiddish to written Hebrew. These 
are issues that Mayse has extensively addressed in various studies con-
ducted with his colleague Daniel Reiser.13

Performance, Revelation and Concealment in Language

Judaism is replete with commands and rituals that emphasize the central-
ity of language in many commandments. Obviously, first and foremost is 
prayer and Torah study, but Judaism also mandates the oral recitation of 
different blessings that precede the performance of many rituals, as well 
as other commandments where “speech acts” create reality, such as vows 
and oaths, betrothal, sacrificial offerings, and retelling the narrative of 
our exodus from Egypt. All these commandments facilitate many differ-
ent avenues of communication with God and a relatively accessible system 
through which one can ascend to heaven. Mayse demonstrates that the 
Maggid extends this perception of language to include every single act of 
speech, even those that are rather mundane.

Further, Mayse establishes that, according to the Maggid, the holiness 
of language is not limited to Hebrew. The Maggid extends his approach 
regarding the redemption of language to every language. This approach 
resonates with other ideas that were already conveyed in the name of the 
Besht, such as: “The honor of God shouts out even from the stories of non-
Jews” (R. Nahman of Breslov, Hayyei Moharan 62). Another interesting 
claim that Mayse presents relates to the tremendous transformative power 
of language in the context of the relationship between a rabbi and his dis-
ciple, or a tzaddik and his Hasid. Beyond language’s informative function, 
the Maggid explains that a tzaddik’s speech has a far more elevated capac-
ity—namely to stir in his Hasidim the Divine spirit found within them. 
Accordingly, Mayse links the concept of words in Hasidic pedagogy with 

13  See Mayse and Daniel Reiser, Sefat Emet be-Sefat ha-Em: Derashot Hadashot shel 
Rabbi Yehuda Leib Alter mi-Gur (Magnes Press, 2020). See also Tsippi Kauffman, 
“Du-Leshoniut ba-Hevra ha-Hasidit: Hebeitim Te’ologi’im,” Gilad 23 (2012), 131–156.
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their wider theological ramifications and presents the Hasidic approach 
that sees the tzaddik and his disciple as a microcosm of God and man, 
a relationship dynamic that enables imitation and learning. As such, the 
Maggid’s writings about language also present a poetic illustration of the 
way that he himself utilized language through speech and homilies.

In his well-known essay “Revealment and Concealment in Language,” 
Bialik describes how words conceal great depths, and he likens poetic and 
allegorical language to one traversing a raging river by stepping on float-
ing, moving blocks of ice. Words obscure the depths, but ultimately we 
realize that words are nothing more than fig leaves, distracting us from 
what rages beneath:

Man peeks for a moment through the crack that has opened, 
and to his great distress he finds that the terrible “emptiness” 
again lies before him, and he jumps and closes the crack for 
the time being—that is, with a new word, grasping the remedy 
that has already proven itself to him on previous occasions as 
something that can temporarily distract him—and he is saved 
from the fear […] the most dangerous moment of all—both in 
speech and in life—is none other than [the moment] between 
cover and cover, when the emptiness flashes.14

The Maggid, like Bialik, understands that language and words conceal a 
reality that is far greater than them and have a function beyond commu-
nication. Yet, while Bialik sees language as something that obscures great 
darkness and depths, the Maggid sees words as something that can reveal 
Godliness, a discovery that will lead to great joy and pleasure.15

According to Mayse, the fact that the ultimate goal of creation is to 
restore language to its source not only endows us with the opportunity 
to cling to God in a mystical sense, but also has moral implications for 
contemporary times. The potential for vitality concealed within words 
and their Divine lofty source demonstrate the importance of language, 

14  H.N. Bialik, “Giluy ve-Kisui be-Lashon,” Kol Kitvei Hayyim Nahman Bialik 
(Dvir 1949), 191–193.

15  For a discussion of the concept of pleasure, see Moshe Idel, “Ta’anug: Erotic 
Delights from Kabbalah to Hasidism” in Hidden Intercourse: Eros and Sexual-
ity in the History of Western Esotericism, ed. W.J. Hanegraaff  and  J. Kripal (Brill, 
2008), 111–151. In his writings about the Maggid, Netanel Lederberg emphasizes 
the unpolished side of language: stuttering, language mistakes, and other errors 
that characterize human speech become a religious issue of paramount importance, 
expressing the fundamentally incomprehensible relationship between sublime God-
liness and finite, erring man—and God loves him on account of it. See Lederberg, 
Ha-Sha’ar le-Ayin (Reuven Mass, 2011).

TRADITION

150



and encourage us to consider what we do with our words. These concepts 
urge us to recognize the power of the words that we speak and their 
ability to reverberate in the upper worlds—if we listen attentively. (In 
one homily, the Maggid compares words spoken devoid of an awareness 
of their Divine origins to a seminal emission, namely, squandering the 
forces of creation, and includes all the implications of this comparison, 
such as ritual defilement, and the sin of destroying the force of life.)

Mayse, who teaches at Stanford University, has developed a well-
earned reputation as a rising star in academic religious and Jewish studies. 
This may be partially on account of his unusual ability to communicate 
complicated ideas through his writing in a clear and articulate manner. 
Many general theories about speech and language from the realms of 
philosophy and literature are interwoven throughout the book, allowing 
the reader to understand the complicated teachings and their kabbalis-
tic-scholarly depth in the context of approaches that will be familiar. On 
many occasions, he carefully uses these theories to distinguish between 
them and the unique context of the Maggid’s approach to language. In 
doing so, he enables the reader to use familiar, comprehensible constructs 
as context for the Maggid’s homilies.

In contrast to generalizations that have been put forth in the past 
about Jews and words, Mayse emphasizes that the innovation of Hasidic 
approaches, and oftentimes Jewish viewpoints in general, is not merely 
their theological content that may amount to claims about existence or 
Godliness, but rather their cultural underpinnings, as well as the resul-
tant implications for religious ritual. According to this perspective, God 
created the world so that the world would return to Him. Speech forms 
the central axis of this process, and religious awareness and activity must 
necessarily be devoted to it.

The importance of words, not just as agreed-upon symbols, but as 
Divine, foundational beings with substance, is without doubt one of the 
foundational ideas of the Jewish world, from the Bible to the Talmud, 
to the writings of the Zohar and Lurianic Kabbalah. In this important 
book, Ariel Evan Mayse teaches us a fascinating lesson in perception of 
Jewish language, and undoubtedly in one of its most significant manifes-
tations in the thought of R. Dov Ber of Mezritsh.

Dr. Biti Roi taught at Hebrew University and at Ben-Gurion University, 
currently teaches at the graduate program at the Schechter Institute in Jerusalem 
and at “Zohar Chay,” and is a Senior Fellow of the Kogod Research Center for 
Contemporary Jewish Thought at the Shalom Hartman Institute in Israel.
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