
Two Sides  
of the Coin

Once upon a time there was a master of prayer who always 
engaged in prayers and singing and praises to the blessed 

God. . . And once, there was a community which had great 
wealth since all of its members were rich, but their ways and 
conduct were very peculiar, because everything was measured 
according to a single criterion – wealth . . . 

Rabbi Nahman and the 
Problem of Wealth

{By MELILA HELLNER-ESHED AND ORR SCHARF

Money may seem the antithesis of spirituality, but this need not be the 
case. The teachings of a great Hasidic master illuminate the subtle heart 
of the matter 
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With these words, Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav 
sets the scene for one of his best-known 
tales, “The Master of Prayer.” On one side, 
a man immersed in spiritual devotion, on 
the other, a community devoted to material 
riches. A fine beginning for an attack on the 
dangers of money’s allure, a sermon in praise 
of modesty, delivered by a Hasidic holy man 
to his eager disciples. 

When Rabbi Nahman related the tale in 
early 1810, he was nine months away from 
dying of tuberculosis at the age of only 38. 
In the span of less than two decades, his 
visionary approach to intense spirituality 
had won him an enthusiastic following that 
continues to this day. As Arthur Green has 
shown in his path-breaking biography, aptly 
titled Tormented Master, Rabbi Nahman 
waged unrelenting battles against the 
corporeal obstacles on the path to spiritual 
completeness.

 In the sermons, homilies and teachings 
he delivered throughout the years, he wove 
an intricate tapestry depicting the divine 
presence that hides inside each and every 
particle that makes up the world we know. 
Rabbi Nathan Sternhertz, his dutiful scribe, 
committed to paper every utterance of his 
master, compiling a formidable body of work 
for posterity. 

It was in 1806 that Rabbi Nahman began 
telling his famous tales, a new departure in 
his teachings. Instead of juggling biblical 
verses, Talmudic sayings and kabbalistic 
lore in highly associative fashion, in his tales 

Rabbi Nahman pulls from his creative hat 
stories of kings and queens, magic swords 
and faraway lands. At first blush, these have 
nothing to do with Torah learning, or even 
with Jews. Why the new choice of genre? A 
key to this surprising move may be found in 
Likutey Moharan, the most comprehensive 
compendium of Rabbi Nahman’s thought. 
The volume is divided into torot (the plural of 
torah, or “teaching”), each addressing a single 
theme from different angles. 

Torah 60 in part I of Likutey Moharan 
opens with the following instruction: “Know 
that there are paths in the Torah that require 
very intense contemplation, and that such 
contemplation cannot be attained by any 
means other than wealth.” Rabbi Nahman 
quotes the familiar words of the Ethics of the 
Fathers: Im ein kemach, ein Torah (Mishnah 
Avot, Chapter 3) – without “bread” (flour) 
there is no Torah – which, he says, applies 
to the simple study of Torah. For the path 
of contemplation (hitbonenut), one needs 
ashirut gadol me’od, great wealth. What can 
he possibly mean by this? 

Nourishment of the Heart 
According to R. Nahman, the deep 
contemplation of Torah awakens a Jew from 
a state of spiritual torpor that he calls the 
“sleep of the consciousness.” This condition 
results from consumption of mental “food” 
that is indigestible for one’s mind. Rather 
than nourish a person’s spiritual awakening, 
this food causes one to become alienated 
from one’s own identity. This spiritual sleep 
endangers not only heretics or apostates, but 
also good Jews who perform all the duties 
expected of them. What distinguishes the 
sleeping from the waking is the awareness of 
life’s spiritual substance, which can be easily 
lost by turning religious practice into empty 
technical procedures. 

Awakening from this state calls for great 
caution, since at the moment of awakening, 
the sleeping are extremely vulnerable.  

According to Rabbi 
Nahman, the deep 
contemplation of 
Torah awakens a Jew 
from the “sleep of the 
consciousness.”
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“Interior of a Kitchen,” 
by Joachim Beuckelaer. 
Flemish, 16th century.

Therefore, the awakening must be done 
in stages and through filters which Rabbi 
Nahman calls “the garment of the face” 
(levush hapanim). He considers the face, the 
heart, and the mind to be interconnected. 
Malnourishment of the heart sparks a 
detrimental chain reaction: “Due to some 
unsavory food, the heart is corrupted 
[nitkalkel] and as a result one’s face is lost and 

one falls into slumber.” (Likutey Moharan, 
1:60, section 5) The process of awakening 
requires careful protection of the face with 
garments:

Because, just like the blind who have been 
healed, he needs to be sheltered so that he 
is not exposed to the light suddenly, and 
the light must be toned down, so that he 
is not harmed by sudden exposure. The 
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same applies to one who has long slept and 
remained in darkness: when wishing to 
expose his face and awaken him, his face 
must [first] be clad with tales. 

This gradualist approach is similar to 
the method of the modern therapist, who 
slowly and carefully exposes the raw nerves 
of a patient’s psyche. Some of the captives of 
mental slumber can be awakened with tales 
from the trove of Jewish tradition. Yet there 
are many people, Rabbi Nahman observes, 
who have fallen into such a deep sleep that 
they have lost the sensibility to any of the 
traditional 70 aspects or “faces” [shiv’im 
panim] of Torah. Those people need a different 
remedy: stories that come from primordial 
times. These are tales that come from the 
fount of human imagination, constructing 
a realm that embraces the Divine, but has 
been stripped of cultural specifics. These 
tales abound with what C. G. Jung would call 
archetypes, with which R. Nahman engages 
and awakens deep strata in the human 
consciousness without tying them in any way 
to obvious features of the Jewish tradition. 

With this introduction to Rabbi Nahman’s 
approach in mind, let us return to the 
opening thought of his homily, the enigmatic 
link between wealth and contemplation. 
How may this be understood? Following a  
common Hasidic notion, Rabbi Nahman 
distinguishes between two aspects of  
wealth: riches, or mammon, and abundance, 
which he calls kessef (meaning both money 
and silver), from the same root as kissufim, 
the yearning for God. Yearning for wealth 
can serve as a tool for spiritual awakening, 
if one remains conscious that abundance 
derives from God. But when kessef becomes 
disconnected from its root of kissufim, the 
attainment of wealth becomes a goal in 
itself, alienated from the Divine. In another 
fascinating passage in Likutey Moharan, Rabbi 
Nahman explains:

All souls crave and desire mammon. Their 
desire and love are directed not only to 

mammon itself, but also to the ones in 
possession thereof . . . This is so because 
the soul originates from a supernal realm, 
from which mammon originates, descends 
and assumes its form. For surely the point 
of origin from which mammon descends 
is holy and contains holy abundance . . . 
Hence, the soul craves mammon because 
the soul originates from mammon’s place 
of origin. However, one must not crave 
mammon . . . but only crave mammon’s 
place of origin from which it descends.  
(Likutey Moharan I:68)

We shall now turn to our tale, “The Master 
of Prayer.” 

The Persistence of Greed 
Long ago, a great tempest threw the whole 
world into confusion. Deserts became cities, 
dry land became the sea. In the aftermath, 
mankind sought the true meaning of life, 
and broke into sects, each with its own 
paramount value: beauty, happiness, honor, 
even murder. One of these communities was 
obsessed with the value of wealth: 

The value and virtue of each person was 
determined according to their wealth, so 
that one with such-and-such thousands 
attains a certain value, and one with such-
and-such wealth has another. . . 

The citizens’ wealth and status was fluid 
and had to be constantly reevaluated by 
appraisers, who could send a high-ranking 
person to the bottom of the social ladder 
overnight. This hierarchical system divested 
its members of their humanity. Low-ranking 
members were dehumanized and considered 
as mere animals, while its top-ranking 
leaders were deified or catapulted into literal 
stardom: 

Such-and-such an amount of money 
established the person as an ordinary 
human, but one with less than that would 
be considered an animal or bird . . . 
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They had also decided that . . . a person 
with a certain agreed amount would be 
a star, because one with so much wealth 
must have the power of that particular 
star. . .

They even designated deities, such that a 
person who had so many hundreds and 
hundreds of thousands would be a god, 
since God had bestowed upon him such 
abundance, he himself must also be a 
deity.

This society is not interested in money as a 
means to an end, rather, it makes a fetish of 
money: 

And certainly, they considered charity to 
be strictly prohibited, for by giving money 
away one would be decreasing the wealth 
bestowed by God, and surely, the whole 
purpose was to increase one’s wealth, [and 
by giving charity] one would be decreasing 
one’s wealth.

Fixated solely on the accumulation of 
capital for its own sake, the members of 
this community are addicted to wealth. 
This warped perception also dictates their 
idolatrous religious practice: “They all used 
to carry images and portraits of their ‘gods,’ 
which they used to hug and kiss, because this 
was their religious worship.” The community 
follows a religious system that is based on 
fear and anxiety, which can be allayed only 
by giving appeasing sacrifices, which in 
themselves are a grotesque manifestation of 
this ruthless value-system: human sacrifices 
and sacrifices to human gods. 

Enter the master of prayer, an itinerant 
spiritual guide seeking lost souls and 
returning them to the fold of proper practice. 
Also a master of disguise, he draws in his 
followers by identifying the weaknesses 
in their resistance to his spiritual truth, 
and adapting his conduct and appearance 
to their ability to understand him. Like a 
psychoanalyst, he guides people through 
conversation to the inevitable realization 

that they have been leading a misguided life. 
Prayer marks the success of his mastery: 
those who have been set on the right 
path undertake devotional practice in the 
aftermath of the master’s visit. 

The careful and patient work of the master 
of prayer in awakening people from spiritual 
slumber is modeled after Rabbi Nahman’s 
own leadership. For most of his life Rabbi 
Nahman believed that sexual desire was the 
most powerful human drive and addiction. 
However, in his last few years he seemed to 
acknowledge that avarice supersedes carnal 
lust. On the surface, money allows us to 
acquire ready-made solutions to the search 
for social status, livelihood, power and 
personal identity. But as Rabbi Nahman’s 
master of prayer teaches, a life bought with 
money alone is hollow, and faces an inevitable 
collapse. 

Midway through the tale, the master 
of prayer hears of the wealth-obsessed 
community from his disciples, who have 
tried to get through to its members but have 
failed miserably. Initially, he fares no better, 
encountering complete indifference to his 
relentless efforts to wean them from their 
way of life. Fervently addicted to money, and 
utterly intolerant of criticism, the wealthy 
community seems to be forever condemned 
to a vicious cycle of greed.

Ultimately, deliverance comes from the 
intervention of the old and wise king, who 

The patient work of 
the master of prayer 
in awakening people 
from spiritual slumber 
is modeled after 
Rabbi Nahman’s own 
leadership.
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has decided to reinstate the primordial 
unity of the world. To this end, he dispatches 
his knight, a skilled warrior, to set people 
right. While Rabbi Nahman is one of the 
most creative and original Hasidic masters, 
his teachings are based on the kabbalistic 
tradition. Therefore, the king and the knight, 
as well as the master of prayer, may also be 
read in terms of kabbalistic categories. The 

king is certainly God; scholars differ on the 
correlation of other characters with such 
divine attributes or emanations (sefirot) as 
Malchut (authority) or Gevurah (courage). 

The communities obsessed with beauty, 
death, food, and so forth surrender to the 
knight and shed their obsessions, but the 
wealthy community stubbornly persists in 
clinging to its money. Even when conquered 

Illustration by Moran 
Barak.

 HAVRUTA | 55



by force, this sect does not acknowledge the 
defeat of its value system. The knight explains 
the reason for this to the master of prayer:

When a person becomes entrapped by 
any desire, it is possible to rescue him. 
However, if someone becomes entrapped 
by the desire for wealth, it is utterly 
impossible to get him out of it. Therefore, 
nothing can be done for these people. 

Gradually, the money culture is 
undermined from both within and without. 
The community is weakened by its efforts at 
self-justification: the members are exhausted 
by the relentless system of evaluation and 
ranking. The patient presence of the master  
of prayer and his disciples begins to take  
effect as well. The king’s fierce knight, 
who demands complete and unconditional 
surrender but has no interest in the 
community’s wealth, throws the people 
out of kilter: it is impossible for them to 
fathom obliviousness to mammon. They are 
intimidated and shaken, but still manage to 
cling to their ethos of greed. 

At the climax of the story, the king tells 
the knight that the “path to the sword” is the 
only remedy that will save the community. 
Defeated and afraid, members of the 
community authorize their dignitaries to 
follow the knight on this path. The knight 
leads the delegation to the “sword.” But 
this sword is metaphorical, not physical. 
Rather than encountering war or death, they 
advance along a mountain path that leads to 
a magical site: a kitchen. 

The kitchen has all kinds of delicacies, 
but no fire. The delicacies are cooked by the 
mountain of fire, which is a long way away 
from the kitchen. But they are connected by 
many conduits and pipes, and that is how all 
the delicacies are cooked there. The kitchen 
itself is impossible to find [on one’s own], but 
can be located by the birds hovering above 
it. And by flapping their wings, these birds 
either enhance the flames or reduce them if 
they are burning too fiercely. They moderate 
the heat to suit the delicacy being cooked, 
each food according to the temperature it 
needs. 

The knight uses the kitchen to disarm the 
delegates’ resistance:

He first took them against the wind, 
where they could smell the delicacies, and 
they immediately began imploring him to 
give them a taste of the appetizing food. 
He then led them upwind, and they began 
to cry out that there was a terrible stench 
there. 

After repeating this procedure several 
times, the knight deals his final blow. “You can 
see for yourselves,” he tells the people, “that 
there is nothing here that stinks, so you must 
be the source of the stench.” Upon hearing 
these words, the greedy “stars” and “deities” 
are overcome by shame so unbearable that 
they literally hide their faces in the ground. 
The knight then instructs them to take the 
delicacies back to their community, whose 
members respond in the exact same way upon 
tasting them. The disgraced community rids 
itself of capital by literally throwing their 
money away, and follows the master of prayer 
to a life of repentance and piety. 

Two Sides of the Coin
The enigmatic description of the quest for 
liberation from the addiction to money is 
laden with symbols that call for elucidation. 
In our reading, the hidden mountain of 
fire emerges as the divine essence within 

The master of prayer 
teaches that a life 
bought with money 
alone is hollow, and 
faces inevitable collapse. 
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the human soul, the kitchen as symbol for 
the heart and its delicacies, and the birds 
moderating the fire’s intensity as symbol for 
the lungs. The sword, which slices through 
illusion, represents wisdom.

The elaborate metaphor of the kitchen 
on the mountain brings us full circle to the 
food imagery in Torah 60 of Likutey Moharan. 
Rabbi Nahman delves into the spiritual 
importance of two vital organs – the lungs 
and the heart. 

The main purpose of food is to enliven the 
heart . . . And when food is not selected 
carefully, and [one] does not consume it 
[with adequate] holiness, [one] lets evil into 
the heart; and due to the evilness of the heart 
the face is corrupted . . . Thus, sometimes, by 
eating a food that is not selected carefully, 
by which the heart is corrupted, one’s face is 
lost and one falls asleep.

The lungs, in turn, stabilize our 
contemplative activities, by moderating 
the body’s temperature and the intensity 
of contemplation. As Torah 60 makes clear, 
Rabbi Nahman believes in the radical 
interconnection of body and matter with 
spirit and mind. In his tales and homilies, 
this symbiosis is made manifest with highly 
imaginative navigation through metaphors, 
puns and textual extrapolations that require 
careful, patient digestion. Underlying this 
entire religious edifice is Rabbi Nahman’s 
profound belief in the divine presence that 
permeates the whole of existence. The divine 
element in each and every particle that  
makes up our world allows seemingly 
implausible, rationally outrageous con-
nections and relations. Therefore, items 
from “opposite” realms are not only 
interchangeable, in a certain sense they are 
the same.

But in the world as we know it, the 
interconnection is incomplete. Soul, heart, 
lungs, face, brain, contemplation, food, 
breath, wind, sleep and wakefulness – all 
these are not yet unified, because many 

people are still wedded to unhealthy values. 
For those “sleeping” individuals who need 
be saved from themselves, the separation 
of elements is the obstacle on the road to 
spiritual fulfillment. The obstacles assume 
a different garb in each and every person, 
requiring a slightly different, tailored 
solution to draw them out of their deep 
slumber. This is why the fire in the kitchen 
requires moderation for “each food according 
to the temperature it needs.”

Rabbi Nahman is telling us that 
liberation from any addiction – the addiction 
to money not least – requires genuine self-
transformation. In order to achieve true 
change, the heart must be touched and fed. 
The lust for money creates alienation that 
the tale describes as a cloud of stench, which 
distances the members of the community 
from their humanity. That is why they also 
need to take the path to the sword, which 
is the power of discernment and definition. 
Interestingly, this healing process does 
not require the suppression of our desires. 
Rather, it calls upon us to respond to these 
same needs in constructive, rather than 
destructive, ways. 

If we do not undergo an authentic 
transformation, which includes a rejection 
and denial of the inauthentic and shameful 
past, we cannot shed the lust for money. But 
once we do leave the addiction behind, are we 
free from the need of money? Of course not. 
It is up to us to choose the side of the coin we 
want to follow: kessef or mammon. Which will 
it be? Heads or tails?

Orr Scharf is an 
associate editor of 
Havruta. His Hebrew 
translation of 
Yochanan Muffs’ The 
Personhood of God 
was published by SHI 
in 2008. He holds an 
M.A. in philosophy 
from the University of 
Haifa.

Rabbi Nahman is telling 
us that liberation 
from any addiction 
requires genuine self-
transformation.
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