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Over the years, many have expressed the desideratum of a Jewish analog
to The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) by Harvard philosopher cum
psychologist William James. It seems that the first to voice this need was
the religious thinker and mystic, Hillel Zeitlin.1 In a monograph entitled
Be-Ḥevyon ha-Neshamah (In the Hiding Place of the Soul),2 Zeitlin bemoaned
the fact that James had restricted his study to Christianity and almost
totally neglected Judaism.3 In the ensuing pages, Zeitlin sought to remedy
this situation, becoming in the words of Jonathan Meir, “the Jewish
James.”4
There are those who are convinced that in its own way, Ḥasidism—
the East European Jewish mysticism whose roots lie in the teachings of
the eighteenth-century Podolian wonderworker Israel Ba‘al Shem—
answers this need, especially in its more analytic school of Ḥabad. On at
least one occasion, the present writer heard from the late Zalman
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See the recent anthology Ḥasidic Spirituality for a New Era: The Religious Writings of
Hillel Zeitlin, ed. Arthur Green (Paulist Press: Mahwah, NJ, 2012).
Published in the journal Netivot, vol. 1 (Warsaw: Ahisefer, 1913), pp. 205–235.
Jonathan Meir publicized Zeitlin’s Jamesian tract in his lecture “Hillel Zeitlin,
William James and Hasidism,” delivered March 7, 2016 at “Life as a Dialogue,”
International Conference in Honor of Ephraim Meir, Bar Ilan University.
“Be-Hevyon ha-Neshamah,” pp. 208-209. James’ token foray into the Jewish
tradition is a symbolic survey of the Hebrew prophets followed by a reference
to the Alexandrian Jewish philosopher Philo. See William James, The Varieties of
Religious Experience (New York, 1929), pp. 469–471.
In the video of Prof. Meir’s lecture (available on Youtube) at 19:57.
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Schachter-Shalomi that Ḥabad provides a wonderful language of religious
experience.5
I am about to propose that in truth, much before Ḥabad, an eloquent,
if subtle, religious phenomenology was crouching right under our eyes in
the work of—Maimonides. Moses Maimonides (1138-1204) has the
almost unimaginable distinction of wearing two crowns on his head: He
is at once the greatest Jewish philosopher and the greatest Jewish legalist
of all time. If you would have it, Maimonides’ religious phenomenology
is located where one would least expect it. Not in the philosophic
masterpiece Guide of the Perplexed,6 but tucked away in the nooks and
crannies of the monumental code of law, Mishneh Torah.
I shall point out two passages in particular that lend themselves to
phenomenological analysis.
This God, honored and revered, it is a commandment to love Him
and fear from Him, as it is said, “You shall love the Lord, your
God,”7 and it is said, “The Lord, your God, you shall fear.”8
And what is the way to the love of Him and the fear of Him?
At the hour that a man contemplates His great and wondrous works
and creatures, and from them obtains a glimpse of His wisdom
which is incomparable and infinite, he will straightaway love Him,
praise Him, glorify Him, and desire with an exceeding desire to know
His great name, even as David said, “My soul thirsts for God, for
the living God.”9
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Perhaps it is no coincidence that Hillel Zeitlin was raised in a Ḥabad milieu. In
his youth, the rabbi of his hometown of Korma, Rabbi Zalman Duchman,
exposed him to the spiritual legacy of that great expositor of Habad Hasidism,
Rabbi Eizik Epstein of Homel. Duchman was an eminent disciple of Rabbi
Eizik Homler. (Rabbi E.E. Dessler was introduced to Ḥabad thought in his
youth, spent in Homel, by Rabbi Zalman’s brother, Rabbi Mordechai Yoel
Duchman, also an eminent disciple of Rabbi Eizik Homler.) See Bezalel Naor,
Mahol la-Tsaddikim (Jerusalem and Monsey, 2015), p. 113.
Habad is well represented in Zeitlin’s aforementioned tract Be-Hevyon haNeshamah. On p. 211 there is an unattributed quote from Tanya (I, 2, note; II, 9,
note). And in note 3 on p. 226 we find an explicit reference to the “Siddur of the
Rabbi of Liadi, He‘arah le-Tikkun Hatsot.”
In no way do I intend thereby to minimize the value of the experiential tenor of
the fifty-first chapter of Part Three of the Guide, which deservedly earned the
appellation “Perek ha-Mitboded” (“The Chapter of the Contemplative”).
Deuteronomy 6:5.
Deuteronomy 6:13.
Psalms 42:3.

