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My efforts are aimed at finding 

the proper “language” that will 
allow the transla7on of the words 
of our Sages and the Rishonim into 
an idiom that can be understood in  
 
 
 

 
1  Shimon Gershon Rosenberg, The Human and the 
Infinite: Discourses on the Meaning of Penitence 
(Koren, 2004), 6. Transla;on by Na>ali Moses. 

our postmodern world… This must 
be accomplished without 
damaging the classic 
understanding of limud Torah as 
the covenant between the student 
and God.1 
 

The problem of language plagues many of the 
thinkers who grace the digital pages of this very 
publicaGon. What did, say, R. Yehoshua mean 
when he said those words? Can I be sure that my 
interpretaGon of R. Moshe’s pesak is that which he 
intended, or at least that which he intended  
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people to think he intended?2 
 
In fact, this might be the concern of every Jewish 
thinker worthy of their name. For while they are 
discussing the minuGae of the maKer at hand, say 
the kashrut status of an etrog, the prevailing 
problem they are addressing is the extent to which 
they can access the meaning of the Text. Of 
course, the example we have chosen is itself 
fraught from the outset because the wriKen Torah 
does not even name the fruit it wants us to use for 
the arba minim. And so, the project conGnues, 
that of understanding the word. 
 
Much ink has been spilt on the history of 
approaches to this issue. An intellectual history of 
the problem would surely not be contained within 
the four amot of The Lehrhaus, but I think an 
engaging discussion may be gleaned from 
exploring how one thinker (R. Shagar)—in 
conversaGon, so to speak, with a concatenaGon of 
other ideas—dealt with the problem of language 
and translaGon, specifically as it relates to 
interpretaGon, in his oeuvre. The epigraph above 
is a good starGng point: without translaGon we are 
lost.  

 
2  This is of course a common problem with—to 
highlight one example—Maimonides’ work, where 
apparent contradic;ons between one passage and 
another are pointed out, and then aJempts are made 
to ‘understand’ and resolve the contradic;on. In 
Hilkhot Berakhot 1:5, Maimonides says “it is not 
suitable” to subtract from, make changes to, or add to 
blessings. Elsewhere, in Hilkhot Keri’at Shema 1:7, he 
says this “is not permiJed.” And, confusingly, in other 

 
The Tzaddik as Translator 
What follows seeks to develop the idea of 
translaGon by looking at a number of derashot, or 
exegeGcal passages. These are all spoken or 
wriKen by Shimon Gershon Rosenberg, commonly 
known as R. Shagar, a prominent Israeli thinker 
and rabbi who died in 2007. Since his death, his 
works have been more widely disseminated, 
primarily in Hebrew but recently some in English. 
An in-depth analysis of translaGon in his thought 
is warranted. 
 
In what follows, by way of a criGcal look at his 
analysis of one of Rebbe Nachman’s discourses 
(and subsequently in conversaGon with other 
parts of R. Shagar’s wriGngs), we will beKer 
understand what I argue is the central project of 
R. Shagar: translaGon. However, it is by no means 
a straigheorward acGvity; this is a mulG-layered 
translaGon, one that at Gmes is not even 
comfortable with itself as a project. 
 
R. Shagar, in his shi’urim on Rebbe Nachman, 
provides us with a commentary on Torah 19, 
published in Likkutei Moharan, which was 
originally delivered by Rebbe Nachman on 

places (e.g. Hilkhot Tefillah 6:2), he rules that addi;ons 
are permi@ed. R. Yosef Karo comments on this in Kesef 
Mishneh to Hilkhot Berakhot 1:5, s.v. “ve-khol ha-
meshaneh etc.,” wri;ng “it is hard for us to understand 
why [Maimonides] changed the language,” and 
aJempts to resolve the contradic;on. There are 
endless examples of such contradic;ons which have 
been thoroughly analyzed. 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Blessings.1.5?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Blessings.1.5?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Reading_the_Shema.1.7?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Reading_the_Shema.1.7?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.19.1?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.19.1?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Prayer_and_the_Priestly_Blessing.6.2?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Prayer_and_the_Priestly_Blessing.6.2?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Kessef_Mishneh_on_Mishneh_Torah%2C_Blessings.1.5.2?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Kessef_Mishneh_on_Mishneh_Torah%2C_Blessings.1.5.2?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Kessef_Mishneh_on_Mishneh_Torah%2C_Blessings.1.5.2?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Kessef_Mishneh_on_Mishneh_Torah%2C_Blessings.1.5.2?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Kessef_Mishneh_on_Mishneh_Torah%2C_Blessings.1.5.2?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Kessef_Mishneh_on_Mishneh_Torah%2C_Blessings.1.5.2?lang=bi
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Shavuot 5564 (1804).3 As we will see below, Torah 
19 comprises a sequence of commentaries on the 
quesGon of translaGon. Rebbe Nachman opens 
with a discussion on whether one should hear a 
tzaddik (the righteous leader of a Hasidic sect) in 
person, or perhaps merely read their ideas in 
books. We might infer from this that the act of 
coming to hear a rebbe in person was not a given, 
or perhaps had been put into quesGon. As it was 
de rigeur to visit the tzaddik on fesGvals, it seems 
apropos for Rebbe Nachman to explore this 
quesGon with those who have come to hear him.  
 
In R. Shagar’s commentary on Torah 19, the 
quesGon of the meaning of language is exposed 
immediately by a telling omission at the very 
beginning.4 The quotaGon from Likkutei Moharan 
in the 2012 ediGon of R. Shagar’s shi’urim 
(“Everyone wonders why it is necessary...” 5 ) 
excludes the verse Rebbe Nachman is 
commenGng on, which is the first verse of the 
haFarah on the second day of Shavuot, Habakkuk 
3:1, read only in the diaspora. This haFarah is 
themaGcally concerned with theophany, a theme 
one might assume relates to what follows in 
Rebbe Nachman’s Torah 19. Its absence in the R. 
Shagar version is not only due to economies of 
space. R. Shagar does not feel a need to read in 

 
3 See Arthur Green, Tormented Master: The Life and 
Spiritual Quest of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav (Jewish 
Lights Publishing, 1992), 177. 
 
4  Shimon Gershon Rosenberg, Shi’urim on Likkutei 
Moharan [Hebrew], ed. Netanel Lederberg (Va’ad 
Kitvei Ha-Rav Shagar and Michlelet Yerushalayim, Vol. 
1, 2012), 215. 

either the historical or geographical context in 
which Rebbe Nachman’s Torah was spoken, and 
this omission sets the stage for what follows. In 
fact, midway through the shi’ur, while discussing 
whether language has the essence of a naGon 
which speaks it,  R. Shagar says: 
 

Personally, I have no problem 
presenGng Rebbe Nachman’s 
words about the uniqueness of the 
lashon ha-kodesh [holy language, 
or Hebrew] according to the 
historical interpretaGon. Even if his 
words about the uniqueness of the 
lashon ha-kodesh stem from his 
origin point, which is anchored in a 
parGcular historical context, they 
nevertheless express a senGment 
whose truth can be understood in 
itself, even in other contexts.6 
 

One could say more about how this omission of 
the Habakkuk verse only read in the diaspora 
reflects the rootedness of R. Shagar’s thought in 
the land of Israel, but for our purposes this merely 
illuminates that the project of translaGon is itself 
one of interpretaGon, or indeed may be that of 
omission. As we will see, R. Shagar is alive to the 

 
5  Unless otherwise stated, English transla;ons of 
Likkutei Moharan are from Sefaria.org, aJributed to 
Moshe Mykoff of the Breslov Research Ins;tute. 
 
6 Transla;ons of R. Shagar are the author’s own. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Habakkuk.3.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Habakkuk.3.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Habakkuk.3.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://amzn.to/4vQJ95H
https://amzn.to/4vQJ95H
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan%2C_Introduction?ven=english%7CLikutey_Moharan_Volumes_1-11,_trans._by_Moshe_Mykoff._Breslov_Research_Inst.,_1986-2012&lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan%2C_Introduction?ven=english%7CLikutey_Moharan_Volumes_1-11,_trans._by_Moshe_Mykoff._Breslov_Research_Inst.,_1986-2012&lang=bi
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idea of the subjecGvity of language, which is the 
lens through which he will interpret this teaching 
of Rebbe Nachman. And whereas the haFarah 
from Habakkuk is about theophany, his 
interpretaGon of Rebbe Nachman’s thought is very 
much one centered in the subjecGve, human 
experience. 
 
The second text Rebbe Nachman uses for his 
discussion is a passage in the Zohar (Sifra De-
Tzniuta 2) on “face-to-face” encounter with God. 
Yet what follows is a radical reinterpretaGon from 
Rebbe Nachman, and subsequently from R. 
Shagar. We move from the encounter with God (in 
the Zohar) to the encounter with the tzaddik (in 
Rebbe Nachman’s commentary), and then to a 
psychological and ethical interpretaGon of the 
encounter with the Other (in R. Shagar’s shi’ur). 
UlGmately this will segue into what I argue is R. 
Shagar’s personal project of translaGon. For the 
benefit of clarity, we will thrash out the key 
arguments in Rebbe Nachman, but the sheer 
breadth of R. Shagar’s interlocutors would not fit 
within these pages. (R. Shneur Zalman of Liadi, 
Arizal, R. Avraham Kook, Maimonides, Jacques 
Lacan, Sigmund Freud, Emmanuel Levinas, and 
Walter Benjamin all appear in the body of the text, 
and that does not even touch on the extent of the 
footnotes.) 
 
The straigheorward answer Rebbe Nachman gives 
as to why one should travel to see the tzaddik (he 

 
7 Transla;on edited for clarity 
 
8 Over forty years ago, Arthur Green pointed out the 
contrast between the ‘mirror’ imagery used by Rebbe 

is certainly self-referenGal here) is that the larger 
the (physical) distance from the tzaddik, the 
further down the spiritual levels one descends. 
Crucially, however, the encounter with the tzaddik 
is like a mirror: 
 

Now, the tzaddik has a pure 
countenance. Everyone can see his 
own face in the face of the tzaddik, 
as [he could] in a mirror. As a result, 
even without rebuke and without 
reproof, the other will feel remorse 
for his deeds just by having looked 
into the tzaddik’s face. This is 
because, by looking into his face, a 
person will see himself as if in a 
mirror and realize how he is 
immersed in darkness.7 
 

This image of the mirror implies the revelaGon of 
self through the tzaddik, leading ulGmately to 
teshuvah, or repentance. Assuming a lack in our 
own lives, the tzaddik, in R. Shagar’s terms, creates 
a kind of “mirror effect, allowing them to find their 
place and idenGty.” We might struggle to 
experience the revelaGon of the Absolute, but the 
tzaddik can mediate this. For our purposes, I 
deliberately avoid here the long-standing criGque 
of this view of the tzaddik, but it suffices to say 
that in early Hasidic thought it is precisely through 
the hard work of the tzaddik that their students 
can elevate themselves.8  

Nachman here and the same imagery used elsewhere. 
Whereas here the disciple “through the mirror of the 
master’s face… sees his own face and is forced to 
confront the bleakness of his own spiritual life,” 

https://www.sefaria.org/Zohar%2C_Sifra_DiTzniuta.2.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Zohar%2C_Sifra_DiTzniuta.2.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Zohar%2C_Sifra_DiTzniuta.2.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en


 
Pinhas | 5  

  
  
  

R. Shagar next introduces Lacan’s9 three levels of 
human reality: the Symbolic, the Imaginary, and 
the Real. These intertwined dimensions allow an 
interpretaGon of the mirror concept in Rebbe 
Nachman. “Lacan’s descripGons can help us to 
read Rebbe Nachman’s words here in a further 
way [be-ofen nosaf].”10 By read, R. Shagar means 
to interpret. 
 
Lacan constructs reality on three levels which 
interact with each other. Slavoj Žižek helpfully 
illustrates these levels through a game of chess: 
the rules of the game (e.g., the knight can only 
move in a specific formaGon) are the Symbolic. 
This is different from the Imaginary level, in which 
the pieces represent the queen, king, knight, etc. 
in their appearance and names. In fact, one could 
keep the Symbolic (i.e., the moves a piece makes) 
and replace the Imaginary, such as by having 
characters from the Simpsons, in which the knight 
becomes Bart, the king becomes Homer, the 
queen becomes Marge, etc. The Real, by contrast, 
is the circumstances that affect the gameplay, such 

 
elsewhere he says the disciple reflects back the 
master’s light, “beyond the search for self.” These two 
stages correspond to the “existen;al” and “mys;cal” 
respec;vely, or put differently “individualizing” and 
“uni;ve.” Green, Tormented Master, 158. 
 
9  Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) was a significant 
psychoanalyst who built on, and some;mes modified, 
Freud’s theories. 
 
10 Shagar, Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan, 218.  
 
11 Slavoj Žižek, Lacan (Granta Books, 2006), 8. 
 

as how smart a player is, or some other external 
factor that might influence a game.11 
 
The mirror in Lacan is crucial for the development 
of the Imaginary. A child looks in the mirror and 
idenGfies with the image, but is alienated from it, 
creaGng an ‘I,’ or the Imaginary. There is then a 
transiGon to the Symbolic, which occurs through 
language. The Symbolic is enacted when an adult 
validates that image. 12  According to R. Shagar, 
Rebbe Nachman uses the Imaginary stage (that of 
creaGng oneself) in describing how we see the 
face of the tzaddik as a mirror. I look in the ‘mirror,’ 
the Face, and create myself— return (teshuvah) to 
myself—in this interacGon.  
 
When R. Shagar introduces Emmanuel Levinas13 
into this picture, he uses the same phrase, be-ofen 
nosaf, as he had done with Lacan. He employs it 
to expand beyond Rebbe Nachman, similarly to 
how Rebbe Nachman uses the phrase behinah to 
signal he is exceeding a text he is commentaGng 
on. In exactly this way, R. Shagar is surely 

12 I am struck by how relatable this no;on is. Recently, 
I went to the Young V&A Museum in London with my 
daughter, where she had the opportunity to draw from 
a mirror image of herself (=Imaginary). She repeatedly 
affirmed her experience by talking to me about the 
image (=Symbolic), and then together we put her 
drawing on the wall, so it was displayed for everyone 
else.  
 
13  Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995) was a Lithuanian-
French Jewish philosopher whose primary concern was 
that of ethics, which always precedes philosophy. As 
we will see, this means being held hostage by the Face 
of the Other, crea;ng responsibility for them. 
 

https://amzn.to/3QnRuOL
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extending words beyond their original meaning, 
for he provides us with a new reading of Levinas. 
Levinas was concerned with the problem of Ethics, 
specifically the encounter with the Other: the 
Levinasian encounter with the Face of the Other is 
the appearance of the Absolute, the transcendent, 
in that face. In other words, even before I can 
begin my relaGonship with the other, I first see 
their face. That face leads to a call, an ethical 
responsibility. This encounter necessarily leads to 
the ethical demand, as I am ‘held hostage’ by that 
Other in the act of seeing their face. Seeing the 
Absolute in the face creates the ulGmate 
responsibility which cannot be ignored. While 
Levinas sees this Absolute in every face, for Rebbe 
Nachman “the tzaddik manifests the absoluteness 
that Levinas sees in the face of every person.”14 
Rebbe Nachman has a very specific applicaGon of 
the noGon of face; that manifestaGon in the 
tzaddik leads to teshuvah, in which we accept the 
infinite responsibility.  
 
Dumplings and the Tanya 
Rebbe Nachman’s ensuing discussion on the 
difference between lashon ha-kodesh and the 
seventy languages of the non-Jewish world does 
not seem to flow directly from the above secGon 
on the tzaddik as mirror. We might infer that the 
tzaddik is the one who understands the ‘holy 
tongue.’ R. Shagar will aKempt to connect these 
themes later. In any case, Rebbe Nachman 
discusses how the seventy languages are 
fundamentally impure, but targum, or translaGon, 

 
14 Shagar, Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan, 220.  
 

allows for them to be elevated. He goes further, 
however, when he says “this is behinat the 
perfecGon of the lashon ha-kodesh by means of 
the targum.” The use of behinah here is a clear 
signal that Rebbe Nachman is supplying us with a 
profound new insight, and one that forms the 
center of this text. Indeed, the seventy languages 
are associated with evil, with the spirit of folly, 
with nocturnal emissions, etc., and yet the use of 
targum into lashon ha-kodesh elevates not only 
these other languages, but also, somehow, lashon 
ha-kodesh itself. In other words, instead of lashon 
ha-kodesh elevaGng the secular, the secular 
elevates lashon ha-kodesh. This jump, in which the 
outside world can be brought inside, as it were, 
represents a radical move, and we will see how R. 
Shagar is moved by this idea.  
 
In a fascinaGng excursion into the philosophy of 
language and semioGcs, R. Shagar discusses the 
modern interpretaGon of language. He argues that 
language creates reality; words are not only signs. 
In fact, he insists on the subjecGvity of language, 
that “the world was created by language that 
creates reality,”15 and then proceeds to cite Lacan, 
Saussure and WiKgenstein in the same footnote. 
R. Shagar’s worldview rejects ideology or 
certainty, and therefore does not assume the 
objecGvity of language. Elsewhere, Alan Brill 
summarizes this way of thinking: “[W]e have now 
lost the ability to believe in meta-narraGves or to 
achieve a solid grounding in our ideologies… Rabbi 
Shagar thinks language does not point to or 

15 Ibid, 221. 
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describe a virtual reality, but rather, that language 
is one of holiness as understood through the 
confines of culture, the ‘signs’ and symbols of the 
study hall of Torah.”16 Rather than retreaGng into 
himself, R. Shagar sees this perspecGve as an 
opportunity for creaGvity. 
 
Typically for R. Shagar, each philosophical idea is 
corroborated by a real world example. This one is 
worth quoGng in full, if only for its senGmentality: 
 

Another example is the Yiddish 
language, which has unique terms 
for describing foods, which are not 
only names for the foods but also 
express their purpose and essence 
as well. EaGng soup with kneidlach: 
he who eats dumplings does not 
taste the same taste. Language is 
part of the spirit of the maKer, and 
does not just describe objects; 
amongst its words lies the spirit of 
the language, which shapes the 
maKer from within, and he who  
 

 
16  Alan Brill. “Editor’s Introduc;on: The Essence of 
Rabbi Shagar,” in Living Time: FesIval Discourses for 
the Present Age (Maggid Books, 2024), xxxi-xxxii. 
 
17 Shagar, Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan,  222. While he 
does not refer to it explicitly, he is alluding to the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis, which posits linguis;c rela;vity, or 
that language influences a person’s perspec;ve. 
 
18  Cf. Likkutei Moharan II:64, in which the tzaddik 
responds to the absolute with Silence, but the paradox 
of God’s existence is resolved through the niggun; that 

does not belong to the parGcular 
language, does not have what the 
language creates.17 
 

This emphasizes  that the language used can shape 
how we experience the world (and the things in it) 
profoundly. R. Shagar compares this noGon of 
language to that of R. Shneur Zalman of Liadi’s in 
Tanya, who says that the word brings objects from 
Nothingness (ayin) to Being (yesh). CreaGon 
occurs through speech. For Rebbe Nachman, 
lashon ha-kodesh can create, and while non-
Jewish language is the language of impurity, the 
tzaddik can translate this impurity, using the 
targum to perfect lashon ha-kodesh. This pracGce 
of translaGon is a 7kkun, an overcoming of evil.18 
And, as R. Shagar argues, it allows us to translate 
the philosophical language of our generaGon, for 
we have no choice but to translate. 
 
R. Shagar, in what could be his most important, 
overriding concern, redefines what translaGon, 
targum, means. It might even be the meta-
concern, which is at the foundaGon of his thinking. 
 

passage was wriJen a>er the death of members of 
Rebbe Nachman’s family from tuberculosis, probably 
in 1806 (according to Arthur Green in Tormented 
Master, 177 and 221), whereas the text we are 
commen;ng on precedes this by two years. See Shagar, 
Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan, 285 (“Rebbe Nachman 
describes the tzaddik’s melody as a lifestyle, an 
experience that ul;mately cannot be translated into a 
saying… silence is what allows one to truly encounter 
the world (and also oneself and others) as a revela;on 
of God, as a reality.”) 
 

https://amzn.to/4uRWFEx
https://amzn.to/4uRWFEx
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistic_relativity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistic_relativity
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.64.3.1?ven=hebrew%7CLikutei_Moharan_-_rabenubook.com&lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.64.3.1?ven=hebrew%7CLikutei_Moharan_-_rabenubook.com&lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Tanya%2C_Part_II%3B_Shaar_HaYichud_VehaEmunah.2.5?lang=he&with=all&lang2=he
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Today, the teachings of Rebbe 
Nachman are not necessarily a 
translaGon of the Kabbalah, rather 
they themselves have become for 
us the Holy Language that requires 
translaGon, so that the translaGon 
has become a source, and we need 
another language of translaGon in 
order to understand his words in a 
form that will have power and 
vitality.19 
 

By means of a discussion on Walter Benjamin’s 
perspecGve on the CreaGon story, R. Shagar next 
addresses two types of language: the language of 
God, in which the words correspond to essence, 
and the language of man, in which language is 
funcGonal and describes objects. The language of 
God does not refer to objects that are discrete 
from it; it is the world itself, with no duality. By 
contrast, the language of man signifies other 
things or objects separate from it. The “Tree of 
Knowledge of Good and Evil is the language of 
translaGon,”20 meaning that in the story of Adam 
and Eve language changes into a signifier, 
something separated from the objects. For Rebbe 
Nachman, lashon ha-kodesh is the language of 
God, where language is reality, not only a signifier, 
but we will shortly see how this is more complex 
than it seems. 
 

 
19 Shagar, Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan, 227.  
 
20 Likkutei Moharan 19:4. 
 

Rav Kook and Rebbe Nachman 
To keep this interpretaGon by R. Shagar on Likkutei 
Moharan in isolaGon would be a mistake; the 
different components of his oeuvre speak to each 
other. We see him refer to this text in his 
commentary on Hanukkah, where he compares 
Rebbe Nachman’s view to the thinking of R. 
Avraham Yitzhak Ha-Kohen Kook. 21  R. Shagar 
explores the themes of universalism and 
parGcularism which are key to Hanukkah, and 
contrasts Greek language with lashon ha-kodesh, 
in the sense of using one to interpret another. This 
is expressed via the dichotomy of Yafet 
(symbolizing the non-Jewish world) and the tents 
of Shem (symbolizing the Jewish world): “God 
shall enlarge Yafet, and he will dwell in the tents of 
Shem.” 22  Rav Kook, through interpreGng this 
verse, argues that there is a disGncGon between 
the “medium of language, and the content 
expressed by it.” Secular thought may actually 
enhance our expression of the Torah, and would 
not threaten it. He has no problem with the tents 
of Shem being clothed by Yafet, in which the Torah 
can be enhanced by non-Jewish thinking. R. 
Shagar contrasts this with the thinking of Rebbe 
Nachman, for whom there is no disGncGon 
between the medium and the content. He is 
concerned with the very essence of Greek 
thinking, which would affect the essence of the 
Torah. 

21 Shimon Gershon Rosenberg, The Remainder of Faith 
[Hebrew] (Resling, 2015), 87-107. 
 
22 Genesis 9:27. 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.19.4.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.19.4.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.9.27?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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Strikingly, Rebbe Nachman goes beyond the 
dichotomy of Yafet and Shem. Although he 
cauGons against the dangers of the language of 
the naGons, in a reversal of Rav Kook’s posiGon, for 
Rebbe Nachman someGmes Yafet can be clothed 
in the tents of Shem. Shem → Yafet becomes Yafet 
→ Shem. This means that the religious world we 
know is transformed, not merely adorned with 
useful extraneous ideas. This transformaGon takes 
place in the act of storytelling because it 
completely removes us from the world we know: 
“The main purpose of Rebbe Nachman’s stories is 
to translate” which in the end “completes the holy 
language.”23 Rebbe Nachman steps out of the  
sphere of lashon ha-kodesh, and enters a literary 
world; from that vantage point, he can translate 
back into lashon ha-kodesh, bringing a fresh 
perspecGve. Whereas Rav Kook centers the holy 
language as the point of departure, Rebbe 
Nachman reverses the relaGonship, stepping into 
a foreign world and from there translaGng back 
into the Jewish one. In a sense, he steps outside in 
order to return to the inside.  
 
R. Shagar follows this contrast between thinkers 
with a quote from our text in Likkutei Moharan, 
Torah 19, in which in the holy language there is no 
difference between language and the essence of 
the thing. For R. Shagar our situaGon today is 
radically different from that of the past (a scenario 
in which translaGon is only for the tzaddik) 
because 
 

 
23 Ibid, 98. 

the quesGon is whether in the 
current situaGon in which we find 
ourselves, we have not become 
“and all Your people are righteous 
[tzaddikim]” (Isaiah 60:21), that is, 
where we have no choice but to 
exist in the space between inside 
and outside, between idenGty and 
alienaGon, and Rebbe Nachman’s 
guidance of innocence and 
simplicity is not addressed to our 
way of life as it is… For the beKer 
we are ciGzens of several cultures 
and live in more than one world of 
values. We cannot and do not deny 
this situaGon, because such a 
denial is a self-denial that will lead 
to a deep and radical damage to 
our religious faith itself. Therefore, 
not only is Rebbe Nachman’s 
translaGon required, but it is the 
only opGon to elevate the 
translaGon that is already 
happening anyway.24 

 
For R. Shagar, the world has changed. We cannot 
help but see the world through the ‘Greek’ 
language, that of post-modernism, the media, 
academia, etc. And so Rebbe Nachman’s noGon of 
translaGon, previously reserved for the tzaddik, is 
required for us all. Importantly, the commentary 
by R. Shagar in The Remainder of Faith differs  
 

24 Ibid, 99. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.60.21?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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somewhat from his longer commentary on Torah 
19. He takes the noGon of translaGon to the same 
conclusion, but then expands to demonstrate how 
faith is necessary to live in the world of translaGon. 
It is not enough to merely encounter the many 
different worlds outside Judaism; one must have a 
“deep personal faith.” Perhaps the comparison 
with Rav Kook gives R. Shagar a heightened 
awareness of the potenGal problems with Rebbe 
Nachman’s approach. 
 
In both cases, nonetheless, R. Shagar sees us as 
outside the unified world (in which language is 
reality). “We look at the world from the outside,” 
from a place of targum, which is from a “place of 
reflecGvity.”25 This recalls the noGon of the mirror 
above, in which we cannot view reality as it is, but 
only through a conduit. It is not that we reassign 
the lashon ha-kodesh to the language of 
translaGon, but that we find within the targum 
elements of the lashon ha-kodesh. It is noGceable 
that, in this essay on Hanukkah, R. Shagar 
eventually  leaves behind Rav Kook’s depicGon of 
Yafet vs. Shem; it is as if he iniGally uses it as a foil, 
then in the final three pages Rebbe Nachman’s is 
the posiGon he favors. It is clear, especially when 
compared with his shi’ur on Torah 19, that 
precisely this novel noGon of translaGon is central 
for R. Shagar.  
 
In her essay at the end of Remainder of Faith, Gili 
Zivan remarks on how the medium of the 
derashah, or sermon, is not only a maKer of style, 

 
25 Shagar, Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan, 227.  

but facilitates R. Shagar’s translaGon effort, 
because it allows for the “mulGplicity” which is 
“the basis for the mysGcal and religious 
experience.” For Zivan, the sermon allows him to 
speak in a language in which he is comfortable, but 
it also allows him to join together “eclecGc” 
sources. Through this, R. Shagar, like Rebbe 
Nachman before him, is “renewing the religious 
ideology that has become fossilized,” and he does 
this as ‘translaGon’.26 
 
Comple4ng the Circle 
R. Shagar’s focus on translaGon takes one final 
turn in his shi’ur on Torah 19, which analyzes the 
role of the tzaddik in relaGon to the Imaginary. 
Rebbe Nachman reads the story of the biblical 
character of Joseph, who interpreted (translated) 
dreams. Dreams are a translaGon of the soul. By 
contrast, the wife of PoGfar, who aKempts to 
seduce him, speaks a foreign tongue. Her foreign 
language is therefore connected (by Rebbe 
Nachman) to sexual immorality, and it is this which 
must be corrected. The sexual urge could be found 
in sleep (dreams), but Joseph avoids this via 
interpretaGon of dreams, and in so doing this 
translaGon can elevate lashon ha-kodesh.  
 
R. Shagar uses this framing to compare Freud and 
Rebbe Nachman: Freud sees the dream as 
translaGng a person’s libido through symbolic 
language, while Rebbe Nachman sees the spirit of 
the non-Jewish languages as providing the vitality 
to elevate sexuality to lashon ha-kodesh. 

26 Gili Zivan, “To Hold the Spirit, To Hear the Voice,” in 
Shagar, The Remainder of Faith [Hebrew], 206-207. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.39.7?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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InterpretaGon or translaGon can elevate the 
sexual realm. R. Shagar then takes this to the level 
of the Imaginary, bringing us back to the reading 
of Lacan with which we began. 
 

ImaginaGon itself, as Maimonides 
taught us, is also the evil insGnct—
but also the basis for prophecy, 
which is why it must be raised, as 
the tzaddik does. By this, Rebbe 
Nachman means to say that the 
sexual urge is found in sleep, on the 
fantasGc level, and not on the 
conscious level of the lashon ha-
kodesh; therefore it must be raised 
to holiness, and the imaginary 
dimension inherent in it must be 
clarified… Yosef, the tzaddik who 
symbolizes the sefirah of yesod,27 is 
described as the solver of dreams, 
who reveals their secret in 
language, in speech. The language 
of translaGon is connected to the 
dream, to metaphor, because it 
does not directly indicate the thing 
itself.28 
 

The tzaddik works with the insGncts of the 
Imaginary, transforming it. CreaGvity cannot occur  
 

 
27  The sefirah of yesod represents the divine power 
corresponding to the phallus, whereas the sefirah of 
atarah (diadem) represents the female element—the 
diadem of the husband—in a subordinate sense, as the 
corona of the phallus. See Moshe Idel, The Privileged 
Divine Feminine in Kabbalah (De Gruyter, 2020). 

in a world without the chaos of the Imaginary.  
 
Finally, R. Shagar returns to the face-to-face. He 
discusses Freud’s dichotomy between the desire 
for pleasure and the need to suspend this pleasure 
(or between pleasure and reality). The sexual drive 
is limited by culture and society, which require 
restraint, ulGmately reaching some equilibrium. 
“In this sense, the introducGon of the evil insGnct 
into language expresses its subordinaGon to the 
state of the ‘face-to-face’ described at the 
beginning of [Rebbe Nachman’s discourse], that is, 
to the social context.”29 
 
One could easily gloss over how a reading of the 
face-to-face with God is transformed into the face-
to-face with the Other in society. Theophany has 
been transformed into Ethics, which is certainly no 
mean feat. The power of this teaching is that the 
Absolute is not something inaccessible, but now 
can be accessed with the mediaGon of the face of 
the tzaddik. By visiGng the tzaddik, we receive an 
elevated language, a transla7on. “The talent of 
the tzaddik is his ability to live in a consciousness 
of translaGon, that is, to relate to evil and elevate 
it, and this talent is also what enables his funcGon 
as a mirror, which allows closeness to him and the 
ability to be reflected in his image, rather than 
creaGng a sense of distance and a gap which  
 

 
28 Shagar, Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan, 231.  
 
29 Ibid, 233. 
 

https://amzn.to/44uvzZp
https://amzn.to/44uvzZp
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cannot be bridged.”30  
 
This is self-evidently R. Shagar’s project too. 
Indeed, Rebbe Nachman reframes the text from 
Habakkuk, but R. Shagar is no less radical in his 
own project of targum, in which he translates so 
much contemporary thinking into the lashon ha-
kodesh.31 Using Rebbe Nachman’s model, targum 
becomes the means to ensure the ongoing 
relevance of the Torah. 
 
Inimical Thinking? 
On first glance, R. Shagar’s aKempt to put these 
thinkers in conversaGon is not an obvious one, for 
a variety of reasons. Firstly, the thinkers 
themselves would not have recognized his project. 
Take Levinas, for example. It is no secret that 
Levinas does not think within the ‘mysGcal’ realm. 
He is a student of the Talmud and philosophy, 
embedded within the Mitnageddic tradiGon. 
While he was physically from Eastern Europe, we 
can place him firmly outside the Hasidic camp; he 
privileges Western, European, so-called raGonal 
thought, unapologeGcally.32 Repeatedly he refers 

 
30 Ibid, 234. 
 
31  See the Preface to Shimon Gershon Rosenberg, 
Lo@ery is DesIny [Hebrew] (Yeshivat Siah Yitzhak, 
2005), in which he also sees a need to translate from 
within Judaism. He writes “There is a need to translate 
these Hasidic sermons into the ‘language of our ;me’.” 
The vision requires transla;on from within as well as 
without. 
 
32 Emmanuel Levinas, “‘In the Image of God’ according 
to Rabbi Hayyim Volozhiner,” in Beyond the Verse: 

to the Gaon of Vilna and Hayyim of Volozhin as 
thinkers who embody this raGonalist, non-mysGcal 
culture.33 Puzng him in conversaGon with Rebbe 
Nachman (a profoundly mysGcal thinker) 
therefore does not seem fizng. Secondly, R. 
Shagar (regardless of the thinkers’ relaGve 
compaGbility) takes ideas out of the context in 
which they were wriKen. Lacan’s discussion of the 
mirror is far removed from Rebbe Nachman’s 
discussion of the tzaddik’s face, and when these 
ideas speak to each other, they cross a large chasm 
in terms of the conceptual worlds of the thinkers. 
Thirdly, on the level of the argument, R. Shagar’s 
understanding of the face is actually a 
misunderstanding of Levinas; by definiGon, 
Levinas’s ‘face’ cannot be instrumentalized, and 
must remain Other. The descripGon of the face of 
the tzaddik as carrying a purpose beyond the call 
to the Ethical is anathema to what Levinas has in 
mind. In fact, elsewhere R. Shagar disputes 
Levinas’ noGon of the Other (in relaGon to God), 
saying that, “in my opinion the Jewish experience 
of God is not the experience of the ‘Other’ and 
‘Otherness’ that Emmanuel Levinas speaks of.”34 

Talmud Readings and Lectures, trans. Gary D. Mole 
(Indiana University Press, 1994), 149. 
 
33 The veracity of his claims about Hayyim of Volozhin 
and the Gaon of Vilna are less important than what 
Levinas thinks. See, e.g., Allan Nadler, The Faith of the 
Mithnagdim: Rabbinic Responses to Hasidic Rapture, 
(Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), where he 
shows that these thinkers do not spurn the mys;cal, 
but that their worldview dictated a pessimis;c axtude 
as to the possibility of achieving theurgical goals. 
 
34 Shagar,  The Remainder of Faith, 56. 

https://amzn.to/4vxIaXH
https://amzn.to/4vxIaXH
https://amzn.to/4vxIaXH
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We are le{ with a muddle of ideas, seemingly 
irreconcilable. 
 
There are different possible ways to jusGfy this 
project. One would be to reframe the thinkers’ 
ideas, focussing on the commonaliGes between 
them, in a form of apologeGcs. Levinas, while a 
non-mysGcal thinker, is certainly interested in the 
individual and their ethical work. Likewise, Rebbe  
Nachman reframes Kabbalah and Hasidut away 
from the community into an individually-focused 
project. 35  This approach requires the deliberate 
glossing-over of some fundamental—one might 
say irreconcilable—differences. The approach that 
R. Shagar seems to take is not apologeGc. Instead, 
I want to argue that his enGre project is that of 
transla7on. In the act of puzng these disparate 
speakers together, he translates one into the 
other. The noGon of the ‘face’ is a good example 
of this. The Levinasian face allows access to the 
absolute Other, in its transcendence. Rebbe 
Nachman, himself commenGng on the theophany 
in the Habakkuk haFarah, uses the Zohar passage 
to reach an understanding of how we can elevate 
non-holy language to a holy plane. By translaGng 
the Levinasian idea into the noGon of the face of 
the tzaddik, we see these ideas open into new 
meaning. This is translaGon as interpretaGon. 
There is nothing objecGve in this translaGon; 
rather, there is an intense flurry of meaning 
between the two which expands out to a new 
understanding.  

 
 
35  Shaul Magid, “Through the Void: The Absence of 
God in R. Nahman of Bratzlav’s Likkutei MoHaRan” 
(Harvard Theological Review 88:4 (1995)), 495-519. 

In translaGon, we indeed lose 
something, but we also benefit. Is 
the translaGon an a posteriori [be-
diavad] maKer, only for those who 
have fallen to the lowest places, or 
is it a move towards the a priori [le-
hat’hilah]? This quesGon is 
irrelevant to us, because we have 
no other opGon, we have no choice 
but to translate if we want to turn 
the Torah that we are studying into 
a Torah of life.36 
 

Although he compares the two thinkers in a 
different context, in The Burnt Book,37 Marc-Alain 
Ouaknin aKempts to find common ground 
between Levinas and Rebbe Nachman. Ouakin 
refers to the Levinasian concepts of the ‘saying’ 
and the ‘said.’ The ‘said’ refers to that which is 
already spoken, which can be totalized, or 
objecGfied, by the other. In a way, the ‘said’ is what 
has already le{ our mouths, and therefore takes 
on a life beyond ourselves. The ‘saying,’ on the 
other hand, is that prior to the ‘said,’ that which 
precludes themaGzaGon; in a way it is unuKerable. 
The ethical is within the ‘saying,’ for it cannot be 
objecGfied. (Or to use Benjamin’s idea above, the 
‘saying’ is the language of God.) Oukanin uses this 
idea to relate to the aggadah, or interpretaGve 
discourse on the wriKen Torah. While the said, the 
wriKen word, can be grasped, the hiddush allows 
for endless interpretaGon, or the saying. Ouaknin 

36 Shagar, Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan, 227. 
 
37  Marc-Alain Ouaknin, The Burnt Book. (Princeton 
University Press, 1995), 279. 

https://amzn.to/4eQBs8h
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interprets Rebbe Nachman’s destrucGon of his 
Sefer Ha-Nisraf, the Burnt Book, as a realizaGon of 
the saying, the ineffable.  
 
We might say, along the lines of MarGn Kavka’s 
criGque of Ouaknin, that “what defines Breslav 
thought is not the impossibility of 7qqun [the 
mysGcal noGon of correcGon], but the very 
necessity (albeit difficulty) of 7qqun... [T]iqqun is  
the union of saying and said and the 
deconstrucGon of their reputaGons as 
absoluGon.” 38  While Ouaknin’s thought is to be 
found in the postmodern world, where the lack of 
absolutes allows a new reading of texts 
unchallenged by the secular world, we can say 
that R. Shagar is most certainly open to outside 
ideas. He does not believe the Torah and the 
secular world can be separated. To return to 
Shagar’s commentary, 7kkun requires the tzaddik 
to overcome the problems of ambiguity inherent 
in language, in order to reach a relaGon with the 
Shekhinah, the divine presence. Unlike Ouaknin, 
Shagar does see the potenGal of 7kkun through 
translaGon; it is the essence of his project. 
 
Transla4on and Interrup4on 
To interrupt briefly, we can remark on Rebbe 
Nachman as a person, not only a thinker. The 
Shavuot in which he delivered the discourse of 
Torah 19 occurred in the crucial year of 1804. Tsar 
Alexander I’s decree that year led to the coerced 
urbanizaGon of half a million Jews, which entailed  
 

 
38 M. Kavka, “Saying Nihilism,” in Shaul Magid, God’s 
Voice from the Void (SUNY Press, 2002), 227. 

an unprecedented modernizaGon of the Jewish 
populaGon. To be clear, I am not suggesGng Rebbe 
Nachman had read the statute. In fact, in Shavuot 
1804, the decree had not yet been issued. What is 
crucial context, however, is the tumultuous 
moment to which he is responding. It is his 
awareness of a seismic shi{ in the Jew’s 
relaGonship to the outside world. It is precisely in 
1804 that Rebbe Nachman insGtuted the 7kkun 
hatzot, a midnight prayer ritual designed to bring 
the messianic era, through a reconsGtuGon of the 
sefirot. The absence of the Shekhinah that is  
lamented in the 7kkun hatzot represents a  
profound awareness of this moment of upheaval, 
and a hope for a different future. 
 
One could dwell on Rebbe Nachman’s physical 
decline and unGmely death, in 1810, from 
tuberculosis, as well as the impact of the death of 
many family members. Indeed, R. Shagar likewise 
died at a young age, leaving behind a vast body of 
thought. On a less personal level, from a themaGc 
perspecGve, both Rebbe Nachman and R. Shagar 
are alive to the philosophical and societal changes 
occurring around them, which resulted in brand 
new challenges for their students. Reading the 
paragraph below, one is struck by the ease with 
which one can subsGtute ‘R. Shagar’ in the place 
of Rebbe Nachman. In his inimitable way, R. 
Shagar concocts the beginning of an answer to the 
crisis he faces, but he himself is part of that 
answer. 
 

https://amzn.to/4f58q5V
https://amzn.to/4f58q5V
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It is the unabated and unavoidable 
dynamisms of [Rebbe] Nachman’s 
posiGon that we should keep in 
mind as we turn to read his work. 
Indeed, it was through just this 
dynamism that he himself 
represented his role as zadik to his 
followers; moving between 
historical, social, even theological 
forms, negoGaGng between faith 
and heresy, enlightenment and 
tradiGon—this was the “posiGon” 
of the zadik.39 
 

We might summarize that R. Shagar has connected  
the (mirrored) face of the tzaddik, the  use of 
translaGon, and Lacan’s idea of the Imaginary, to 
come to an understanding of Rebbe Nachman’s 
noGon of translaGon as that which is required to 
allow the lashon ha-kodesh to speak. But we are 
not where we started. We cannot remain in Rebbe 
Nachman’s text anymore. The face of the tzaddik 
is murkier, harder to access. And, as R. Shagar says, 
even Rebbe Nachman’s words now require their 
own targum. While meant disparagingly, the 
name toyte Hasidim (dead Hasidim), to refer to 
those who follow Rebbe Nachman a{er his death, 
actually takes on new meaning. The absence of an 
ongoing dynasty allows the text to become the 
tzaddik in the absence of a  subsequent human 

 
39 Y. A  Lewis, A Permanent Beginning: R. Nachman of 
Braslav and Jewish Literary Modernity (SUNY Press, 
2020), 36. 
 
40 Shaul Magid, “Associa;ve Midrash,” in God’s Voice 
from the Void, 19.  

tzaddik.40 This allows for the individual creaGvity 
that facilitates R. Shagar’s translaGon project. 
 
At this point, we are reminded of Levinas’s own 
noGon of interrup7on, the way that the ethical will 
interrupt one’s own thinking. A book could also be 
interrupted, by a reader, or even by itself in the 
form of a preface. The very arGcle in front of you 
might choose to interrupt the thought of the 
philosophers it is criGquing. R. Shagar is doing 
something of this in his project, even if not 
explicitly ciGng Levinas. 
 

A book is interrupted discourse 
catching up with its own breaks. 
But books have their fate; they 
belong to a world they do not 
include, but recognize by being 
printed, and by being prefaced and 
gezng themselves preceded with 
forewords. They are interrupted, 
and call for other books and in the 
end are interpreted in a saying 
disGnct from the said.41  
 

What is most remarkable about R. Shagar is that, 
in this discourse on translaGon, he does not use 
Levinas more. It is as if he is so opposed to the idea 
of a systemaGc approach, something anathema to 
his project, that he excludes someone with whom 

 
41 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being, or Beyond 
Essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Mar;nus Ninhoff, 
1981), 170. 
 

https://amzn.to/4vAs8MQ
https://amzn.to/4vAs8MQ
https://amzn.to/4apBq5P
https://amzn.to/4apBq5P
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he is already in conversaGon; Levinas is put into 
dialogue with Rebbe Nachman primarily on the 
subject of the Face. However, Levinas is bothered 
by this quesGon of translaGon too. We o{en see 
him discussing the idea of “translaGng Jewish 
thought into the language of modern Gmes,” or 
into “Greek.”42 His enGre project is that of “teasing 
[en sollicitant] the texts, of course, but these are 
texts which invite teasing [sollicitent la 
sollicita7on]; without it, they remain silent or 
incongruous.” 43  Levinas remains within the 
tradiGon (perhaps even offering a stabilizing force 
for R. Shagar’s project) when he argues that:  
 

a disGncGon is allowed to be made 
between the personal originality 
brought to the reading of the Book 
and the pure play of fantasies of 
amateurs (or even of charlatans); 
this is made both by a necessary 
reference of the subjecGve to the 
historical conGnuity of the reading, 
and by the tradiGon of 
commentaries that cannot be 
ignored under the pretext that 
inspiraGons come to you directly 
from the text.44 
 

We can say with some certainty that Rebbe  
 

 
42  AnneJe Aronowicz, ‘Translator’s Introduc;on,” in 
“Emmanuel Levinas, Nine Talmudic Readings. (Indiana 
University Press, 1990), ix. 
 
43 Ibid, 143. 
 

Nachman, R. Shagar, and Emmanual Levinas all 
share the same starGng point: a moment in history 
that represents a crisis, requiring a novel response 
in the form of translaGon. While Levinas responds 
to the post-Holocaust moment in Gme, Rebbe 
Nachman responds to that of an unprecedented 
upheaval in Jewish life both geographically and 
intellectually, and R. Shagar is himself at a new  
inflecGon point requiring a unique targum. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
Rebbe Nachman quotes Habakkuk, and a passage 
in the Zohar on theophany, and arrives at an 
elevated noGon of translaGng profane ideas. R. 
Shagar begins with Rebbe Nachman, but omits the 
Habakkuk and Zohar quotes, and uses Lacan and 
Levinas in his argument for a retranslaGon of 
Rebbe Nachman’s ideas. But his appropriaGon of 
Levinas transforms the universality of the noGon 
of the face to the parGcular tzaddik who 
“manifests the absoluteness that Levinas sees in 
the face of every person.”45  We are a long way 
from the original text. I suspect that the 
implicaGon of Shagar's translaGon project would 
be that the original text is no longer aKainable. Or, 
if the ur-text sGll existed, it could no longer speak 
to our generaGon. TranslaGon is a form of 
conGnuity, a way to ensure the tradiGon 
conGnues. 

44  Emannuel Levinas, “Revela;on in the Jewish 
Tradi;on,” in Beyond the Verse (Con;nuum, 2007), 
132. 
 
45 Shagar, Shi’urim on Likkutei Moharan, 220.  

https://amzn.to/4f4jkZz
https://amzn.to/44ykpmq
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We can certainly say that this is a radical idea 
within the da7 le’umi, or NaGonal Religious, world 
he inhabits. It problemaGzes noGons of revelaGon 
that assume the divine content of Halakhah. One 
might claim, as Rebbe Nachman does, that 
translaGon allows the holy to emerge, but it sGll 
requires translaGon, as opposed to a direct chain 
of transmission. Rather than dwelling on which 
camp R. Shagar can be found in—a sociological 
quesGon—it might be beKer to ask: do I find his 
argument cogent? Is he convincing? 
 
Here I leave the discursive realm. Permit a 
personal reflecGon to finish. I am not parGcularly 
moved by his use of, say, Lacan, to illuminate 
Rebbe Nachman’s thought (perhaps because I do 
not live in a community that reveres a tzaddik). 
Similarly, I don’t find Levinas’s noGon of Face very 
helpful in understanding the project of translaGon. 
R. Shagar, however, allows one to suspend raGonal 
disbelief and immerse within his thinking, and 
through that his ideas become incredibly 
profound and life changing. R. Shagar says that he 
lives in the “remainder” of faith, found deep 
within. It is his worldview, cumulaGvely over many 
passages and shi’urim, o{en through the medium 
of the derashah, which sweetens the heavy, heavy 
load of being Jewish in a world without absolutes. 
His all-encompassing love of Judaism and the 
Torah welcomes us in. 

 
 

Before Whom They Stood 
Menachem Butler, an Associate Editor at Tablet 
Magazine, is the Program Fellow for Jewish Legal Studies 
at the Julis-Rabinowitz Program on Jewish and Israeli 
Law at Harvard Law School and a co-editor of The 
Seforim Blog. 
 

 

I have long enjoyed reading the thougheul essays 

published in The Lehrhaus, and more than one has 
caused me to rethink posiGons I had held for 
years. R. Michael Bernstein’s recent essay, “How 
To Cleanse A Sanctuary” (June 13, 2026), has 
produced the opposite reacGon. Its argument is 
thougheul and sincere, but the more closely one 
examines it, the more apparent it becomes that its 
central claim rests on a fundamental 
misunderstanding of the liturgical meaning of 
bowing and the rabbinic concepGon of prayer 
itself. R. Bernstein opens by declaring, “Every Gme 
I go to shul, I bow to objects I consider to be idols,” 
and concludes with the exhortaGon, “Let’s stop 
bowing to flags.” His argument is therefore not 
merely that naGonal flags are inappropriately 
placed within the synagogue sanctuary, or even 
beside the aron kodesh. It is that their presence 
changes the meaning of prayer itself, such that the 
bowing of the Amidah becomes entangled with 
the worshiper’s relaGonship to those symbols. Yet 
that claim depends upon assigning to the act of 
prayer a meaning that neither Hazal nor the 
subsequent liturgical tradiGon assigned to it. The 
criGque of the flag is therefore not generated by 
the structure of prayer itself; it arises from a prior 
judgment about naGonalism and is then read back 
into the act of prayer. 

https://thelehrhaus.com/commentary/how-to-cleanse-a-sanctuary/
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As Professor Uri Ehrlich demonstrated in his 
landmark study The Nonverbal Language of 
Prayer: A New Approach of Jewish Liturgy (Mohr 
Siebeck, 2004), the bodily gestures of the Amidah 
consGtute a carefully constructed symbolic 
language through which the worshiper expresses 
his standing before God. Professor Ehrlich argues 
that bowing serves as “the principal means of 
expressing the worshiper’s status before his God” 
and that, through this gesture, “the worshiper can 
express a variety of feelings: inGmacy or 
alienaGon, confidence or fear, reverence or 
submissiveness.” Throughout his analysis, the 
object of the gesture is always God. The bow is 
understood as part of the worshiper’s encounter 
with the divine presence, not as a response to 
incidental objects that happen to occupy the 
worshiper’s field of vision. Indeed, Professor 
Ehrlich repeatedly explains bowing as an 
expression of the human-divine relaGonship and 
notes that the rabbinic tradiGon ulGmately 
favored a model in which “the status of a Jew at 
prayer more closely resembles the parent-child 
relaGonship than the master-servant one.” Within 
this framework, bodily gestures derive their 
meaning from the act of prayer itself and from the 
theological relaGonship it embodies. If R. 
Bernstein’s argument were accepted, it would 
become difficult to explain why any object visible 
to a worshiper during prayer – including the aron 
itself – would not be implicated by the same logic 
whenever one bows. Yet Jews have bowed toward 
the aron for centuries without imagining that the 
gesture was directed to it. Whatever merits R. 
Bernstein’s interpreGve approach may have 
elsewhere, it is difficult to square with the way the 

rabbinic tradiGon, as reconstructed by Professor 
Ehrlich, understands the symbolic language of 
prayer. 
 
More fundamentally, the disagreement here is not 
about bowing at all; it is about the place of 
naGonal idenGty within Jewish life. R. Bernstein 
writes that he regards “naGonalist chauvinism” as 
“a form of false religion,” and flags as its 
“household idols.” Once those premises are 
granted, it is not difficult to understand why the 
presence of flags in a sanctuary would be 
troubling. But many Jews simply do not share 
those premises. For them, naGonal symbols are 
neither objects of devoGon nor rivals to the 
worship of God. The quesGon therefore becomes 
not merely what contemporary Jews think about 
naGonalism, but how the generaGons that built 
these synagogues understood their own 
commitments. His argument sits uneasily with the 
self-understanding of the very generaGon that 
built many of the synagogues in which these flags 
now stand. 
 
More than twenty years ago, I wrote about 
Chaplain Louis Werfel, the first Yeshiva College 
graduate and the only Orthodox rabbi to be killed 
in acGon during the Second World War. He was a 
product of Torah Vodaath, of Yeshiva College, and 
of RIETS. Together with his wife, Adina, whom I 
interviewed while researching his life and legacy, 
he belonged to a specific, pioneering generaGon – 
a generaGon of young Orthodox Jews who looked 
beyond the great, established Jewish centers of 
the Northeast and set out to build Torah life in 
places where it had scarcely existed before. Their 

https://www.academia.edu/96600022/Menachem_Butler_The_Flying_Rabbi_Chaplain_Louis_Werfel_1916_1943_The_Commentator_vol_68_no_13_13_May_2004_20
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goal was to build insGtuGons that could sustain a 
future. But the war came, and the war interrupted 
that work. Chaplain Werfel went on to minister to 
Jewish soldiers across the expanses of North 
Africa. He died in uniform and was buried, 
ulGmately, in the soil of Israel. 
 
As the United States approaches its 250th 
anniversary, what strikes me now is the profound 
nature of that generaGon’s self-understanding. 
Neither Chaplain Werfel nor the generaGon he 
represented saw their world in terms of fractured 
allegiances. The categories through which such 
quesGons are o{en understood today would have 
been largely foreign to them. They did not 
understand commitment to Torah, graGtude to 
America, concern for the Jewish people, and 
support for Zionism as compeGng loyalGes, but as 
obligaGons that reinforced one another. 
 
The quesGon at stake in the present debate is 
therefore not whether a flag is aestheGcally 
appropriate beside the aron. It is whether the 
generaGon that placed it there fundamentally 
misunderstood the nature of prayer and the 
service of God. Chaplain Werfel, and those like 
him, did not believe they were balancing rival 
loyalGes. They believed they were serving God 
through all of them. Indeed, in one of the final 
reports he sent from North Africa, Chaplain Werfel 
reflected on watching American planes depart for 
combat, and recalled that the thought running 
through his mind was the talmudic dictum 
sheluhei mitzvah einan nizakin (lit., those engaged 
in the performance of a mitzvah are not harmed) 
(Kiddushin 39b). The language through which he 

understood his military service was the language 
of Torah itself. 
 
The generaGon that placed flags beside the aron 
did not do so because they aKributed holiness to 
cloth and dye. They did so because those symbols 
represented poliGcal and historical condiGons that 
they believed had enabled the flourishing of 
Jewish life. One may quesGon the judgment. But it 
is difficult to maintain that the same generaGon 
could disGnguish between God and country in life, 
yet somehow became incapable of disGnguishing 
between worship and symbolism in prayer. Any 
argument that treats the presence of a naGonal 
symbol as a corrupGon of prayer therefore places 
itself in judgment not merely of a pracGce, but of 
the moral and religious vision that shaped much of 
twenGeth-century American Orthodoxy. It is to 
challenge the self-understanding of the 
generaGon that built these synagogues, founded 
these schools, served in uniform, and celebrated 
the birth of the State of Israel. 
 
For me, this history is not an abstracGon; it is 
deeply personal. When Chaplain Werfel was killed 
in Algeria in December 1943, my grandfather, 
Donald B. Butler, was serving in the United States 
Army in Oran. A contemporary report by Chaplain 
Jacob Hochman records that my grandfather 
stood by the grave, assisted at Chaplain Werfel’s 
burial, and recited porGons of Tehillim into the 
North African air. Consider the men gathered 
around that grave. An Orthodox rabbi lay buried in 
military uniform. Jewish soldiers from across the 
religious spectrum stood around him reciGng 
Tehillim. Some would return home to build 

https://www.sefaria.org/Kiddushin.39b.12?ven=hebrew%7CWilliam_Davidson_Edition_-_Vocalized_Aramaic&lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Kiddushin.39b.12?ven=hebrew%7CWilliam_Davidson_Edition_-_Vocalized_Aramaic&lang=bi
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synagogues and schools; others would help 
sustain the insGtuGons of American Jewish life and 
support the emerging State of Israel. None 
understood these commitments as exisGng in 
tension with one another. They prayed beneath 
American flags without imagining that civic 
graGtude diminished their devoGon to God. They 
did not look at America and see a compeGng 
object of loyalty. They saw America as a refuge. 
They did not look at Zionism and see a rival to God. 
They saw Israel as a necessity. To their minds, 
these were the historical circumstances that 
allowed Jewish life to be lived openly, securely, 
and on a scale previous generaGons could scarcely 
have imagined. They carried it all, and they carried 
it together. 
 
None of this requires agreement with the pracGce 
of placing flags beside the aron, and reasonable 
people can differ about whether such placement 
is desirable. That quesGon deserves its own 
discussion, and indeed it received one in these 
pages four years ago in R. Moshe Kurtz’s 
thougheul halakhic essay on naGonal flags in 
synagogue sanctuaries, an essay R. Bernstein 
himself cites. R. Kurtz raised serious quesGons 
about the symbolism of placing naGonal flags near 
the aron and surveyed a wide range of rabbinic 
responses to the issue. But that is ulGmately a 
different argument. R. Kurtz was concerned with 
the place of flags in the synagogue. R. Bernstein is 
concerned with the meaning of prayer itself. The 
distance between those two claims is 
considerable. The argument is no longer about 
where a flag should stand; it is about what 
happens when a Jew bows. Readers are asked to 

believe that the presence of a flag changes the 
meaning of that act, that a gesture directed 
toward God becomes entangled with a symbol of 
naGonal idenGty simply because the symbol is 
visible. Yet that is not how Hazal understood 
prayer, and it is not how generaGons of Jews 
understood their own lives. 
 
The generaGon of American Orthodox Jews 
represented by Chaplain Louis Werfel understood 
the difference between a naGonal symbol and an 
idol because they understood the difference 
between civic graGtude and the service of God. 
 
They knew perfectly well before Whom they 
stood. 

 
 

 

https://thelehrhaus.com/commentary/star-spangled-synagogue-do-national-flags-belong-in-our-houses-of-worship/

