Selected Excerpts from Martin Buber’s The Way of Man

Note: You can purchase The Way of Man here.

Excerpt 1

Rabbi Shneur Zalman, the rav [Rabbi] of Northern White Russia (died 1813), was put in jail in
Petersburg, because the mitnagdim [adversaries] had denounced his principles and his way of
living to the government. He was awaiting trial when the chief of the gendarmes entered his cell.
The majestic and quiet face of the rav, who was so deep in meditation that he did not at first
notice his visitor, suggested to the chief, a thoughtful person, what manner of man he had before
him. He began to converse with his prisoner and brought up a number of questions which had
occurred to him in reading the Scriptures. Finally he asked: “How are we to understand that God,
the all-knowing, said to Adam: ‘Where art thou?’ ”

“Do you believe,” answered the rav, “that the Scriptures are eternal and that every era,
every generation and every man is included in them?”

“I believe this,” said the other.

“Well then,” said the zaddik, “in every era, God calls to every man: ‘Where are you in
your world? So many years and days of those allotted to you have passed, and how far have you
gotten in your world?’ God says something like this: “You have lived forty-six years. How far
along are you?’”

When the chief of the gendarmes heard his age mentioned, he pulled himself together,
laid his hand on the rav’s shoulder, and cried, “Bravo!” But his heart trembled.

Excerpt 2

Rabbi Baer of Radoshitz once said to his teacher, the “Seer” of Lublin: “Show me one general
way to the service of God.”

The zaddik replied: “It is impossible to tell men what way they should take. For one way
to serve God is through learning, another through prayer, another through fasting, and still
another through eating. Everyone should carefully observe what way his heart draws him to, and
then choose this way with all his strength.”

Excerpt 3

The wise Rabbi Bunam once said in old age, when he had already grown blind: “I should not like
to change places with our father Abraham! What good would it do God if Abraham became like
blind Bunam, and blind Bunam became like Abraham? Rather than have this happen, I think I
shall try to become a little more myself.”
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Excerpt 4

Rabbi Hayyim of Zans [Nowy Sacz in Western Galicia] had married his son to the daughter of
Rabbi Eliezer. The way after the wedding he visited the father of the bride and said: “Now that
we are related I feel close to you and can tell you what is eating at my heart. Look! My hair and
beard have grown white, and I have not yet atoned!”

“O my friend,” replied Rabbi Eliezer, “you are thinking only of yourself. How about
forgetting yourself and thinking of the world?”

Excerpt 5

Rabbi Bunam used to tell young men who came to him for the first time the story of Rabbi Eizik,
son of Rabbi Yokel of Cracow. After many years of great poverty which had never shaken his
faith in God, he dreamed someone bade him look for a treasure in Prague, under the bridge
which leads to the king’s palace. When the dream recurred a third time, Rabbi Eizik prepared for
the journey and set out for Prague. But the bridge was guarded day and night and he did not dare
to start digging. Nevertheless he went to the bridge every morning and kept walking around it
until evening. Finally the captain of the guards, who had been watching him, asked in a kindly
way whether he was looking for something or waiting for somebody. Rabbi Eizik told him of the
dream which had brought him here from a faraway country. The captain laughed: “And so to
please the dream, you poor fellow wore out your shoes to come here! As for having faith in
dreams, if I had had it, I should have had to get going when a dream once told me to go to
Cracow and dig for treasure under the stove in the room of a Jew—Eizik, son of Yekel, that was
the name! Eizik, son of Yekel! I can just imagine what it would be like, how I should have to try
every house over there, where one half of the Jews are named Eizik and the other Yekel!” And he
laughed again. Rabbi Eizik bowed, traveled home, dug up the treasure from under the stove, and
built the House of Prayer which is called “Reb Eizik Reb Yekel’s Shul.”

“Take this story to heart,” Rabbi Bunam used to add, “and make what it says your own:
There is something you cannot find anywhere in the world, not even at the zaddik’s, and there is,
nonetheless, a place where you can find it.”

Excerpt 6

The Baal-Shem teaches that no encounter with a being or a thing in the course of our life lacks a
hidden significance. The people we live with or meet with, the animals that help us with our farm
work, the soil, we till, the materials we shape, the tools we use, they all contain a mysterious
spiritual substance which depends on us for helping it toward its pure form, its perfection. If we
neglect this spiritual substance sent across our path, if we think only in terms of momentary
purposes, without developing a genuine relationship to the beings and things in whose life we
ought to take part, as they in ours, then we shall ourselves we debarred from true, fulfilled



existence. It is my conviction that this doctrine is essentially true. The highest culture of the soul
remains basically arid and barren unless, day by day, waters of life pour forth into the soul from
those little encounters to which we give their due; the most formidable power is intrinsically
powerlessness unless it maintains a secret covenant with these contacts, both humble and helpful,
with strange, and yet near, being.



