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Where does faith live? If you want to find  
its dwelling—go to despair and ask.  
The path leads through his lands.  
Faith lives on ruins.  

On the bare foundation  
of a building, which is burned,  
her tears run.  

The tears reflect a dawn,  
which illuminates the firmament  
over her and the ruins.  

In her tears dawn shines while she sits and wrings her hands.  
And if you did not know despair— you will not find faith.  

      Aaron Zeitlin                   January, 1946 
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The Yiddish poetry of Aaron Zeitlin is very different from that of his 
contemporaries. His is a unique voice in the Yiddish poetry written in the wake of 
the Holocaust. His unusual situation as a Polish Jew who escaped the Holocaust 
through a quirk of fate also affected his perspective. He was not, like his fellow 
poets in America, someone who had left the old world voluntarily and had made 
his peace with the loss of that part of his life. On the other hand, he did not live 
through the Holocaust and did not share the experience of his nation. The result 
was a tremendous sense of guilt, an unusual form of survivor guilt. He asks himself 
why did he not share the fate of his people. How was it possible to go on living 
when everything that gave meaning to his life was gone? Indeed, he speaks of 
himself as a specter, a walking ghost, for whom life is only an illusion.                   

        Morris Fairstein,   Introduction   
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His father the great scholar Hillel Zeitlin (1871-1942), broke with the faith of his 
pious Belorussian Hasidic family in order to became a long haired journalist for the 
Yiddish papers writing about European philosophy and literature, Spinoza, 
Nietzsche and Lev Shestov. Later in his life, Zeitlin turned back to the Hasidism on 
which he had been raised; he again dressed as a hasid He still earned his livelihood 
as a journalist, writing about religious affairs and Hasidism for the secular Yiddish 
press. Zeitlin was killed by the Nazis wearing tallit and tefillin, holding his 
beloved Zohar. 
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The father saw messianic figures like Rebbe Nachman, and despite the horrors of 
the Great War, saw in the admixture of Mizrachi with socialism and Ashlag 
mysticism an alchemical optimism. 

Hillel Zeitlin admired how – Aggadah can depict God, especially the shekhinah. 
Zeitlin found a rare beauty of holy people, miracle workers, messiahs, and 
Hasidim. The book concludes with Zeitlin’s poetry of yearning for God, reworked 
Rav Noson of Breslov but also reworked St. Augustine confessions. 
            
     Arthur Green:Hasidic Spirituality for a New Era  1

Unlike his father Aaron’s faith in messianic figures was smashed by the loss of his 
entire family during the Holocaust. 

Faith, particularly in the messianic promise, had been the primary driving force of 
Zeitlin’s spirituality before the war. He was fascinated by messianic figures, even 
false messiahs.  However, even the hope of messianic redemption could not justify 2

the Holocaust. There is a rabbinic tradition about the period preceding the coming 
of the Messiah. The rabbis taught that the period immediately preceding the advent 
of the Messiah would be one of great suffering and catastrophe, “the period of the 
travails of the Messiah [hevlei mashiach].” Zeitlin was aware of this tradition but 
found no consolation in it. Even if the Messiah were to come, he did not think that 
the price that had been paid would have been worth the price. Zeitlin’s sense of 
despair was strongest during the 1940’s.  

      
         Fairstein Introduction 

Below is a poem that conceals more than it reveals: 

The poet addresses his father and his pilgrimage to Uman with nostalgia and 
possible resentment. Maybe the father was absent much of his adolescence on his 

 https://kavvanah.wordpress.com/2012/09/26/arthur-green-hasidic-spirituality-for-a-new-era-the-religious-writings-1

of-hillel-zeitlin/

 Zeitlin wrote a long poem about Joseph Della Reina, a fifteenth century kabbalist who tried to bring the Messiah 2

and became the subject of later legends, a play about Jacob Frank, a false messiah in eighteenth century Poland 
and several poems about Sabbatai Sevi, the famous false Messiah of the seventeenth century.
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city tours of E. Europe and what became of all of it? Did it hasten the Messianic 
era? Or did it put a wedge between father and son in his memory? 
This confessional poem hides more than it reveals. 

In the ode to Rebbe Nachman the son lives on the knife edge between his father 
and the Rebbe, his broken faith with the Father in heaven. The continuation 
between the lost father and himself. His father’s joy in the company of spiritual 
companions, contracts with his utter existential loneliness, his surviving the 
Tremendum as a guilty ghost-like being. The motif of the father dancing and 
singing is contrasted with the silence of the son. The success of the spiritual 
journey of the father to the Rebbe’s tomb to find life, is contrasted with the son’s 
failure to find or arrive at the same destination. His father’s motif, to find joy in the 
Rebbe who embodied simchah is paralleled by the son’s wish to go to the same 
place of joy-in order to die. 

With songs 
you traveled to Nahman, 
stopped off in hasidic inns, 
danced, drank spirits and Hasidism. 

And I? I sat alone. 

You went to Nahman 
and you arrived. 
You sing songs, 
but I—I travel to Uman to die. 

I, Nahman, 
also went to Nahman—and could not reach him. 
Traveled and did not arrive.

       R. Nahman II:219 
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Zeitlin’s response to the catastrophe that had befallen him and his nation was to turn to poetry as 
his outlet for his emotions of guilt, rage and despair. At the same time mixed with these negative 
emotions,  his  ultimate faith  did not  leave him.  Even his  most  despairing thoughts  were still 
expressed in the language and forms of Judaism. The major themes of his poetry, even in the face 
of the Holocaust and his struggle for faith and spiritual meaning, were his messianic hopes and 
belief in God despite the enormity of the catastrophe that had befallen European Jewry.

     Fairstein, Introduction

The survivor guilt is evident throughout his poetry: 

                     I didn’t 
Have the Privilege   I:62 
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I love the way he posits the three options of holiness, insanity and suicide. These 
motifs have been well investigated in the writings of Rebbe Nachman  3

Zeitlin, represents a true heir to his father’s messianic yearnings. At the end of the 
day his poetry is filled with hope albeit a realism that what we have lost can never 
be redeemed. 
 

  

                              The End of Days I: 57-8

 Zvi Mark, Mysticism and Madness: The Religious Thought of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav (The Robert and Arlene 3

Kogod Library of Judaic Studies) Continuum, NY 2009


Poetry of Faith and Doubt                                                                           Aaron Zeitlin and Rebbe Nachman


