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Ah woe is me! 

What have I dared? Where am I lifted? How 

Shall I descend, and perish not? I know 

That love makes all things equal: I have heard 

By mine own heart this joyous truth averred,— 

The spirit of the worm beneath the sod 

In love and worship, blends itself with God. 

       —Shelley 
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Sh’leimut and D’veikut 

 

When Ḥayyim Vital (1543-1620), one of the most prolific mystic authors of all time, sat down to 

write a simple introduction to Jewish mysticism, he chose to begin by citing an old rabbinic 

tradition attributed to Rabbi Simeon bar Yoḥai, the second century rabbi later acclaimed as the 

father of kabbalah. This book hardly a sequel to Vital’s, but it is with those same famous (if 

slightly obscure) words that I too wish to begin. Or rather with those same words as Vital 

transmitted them to us through the prism of his own mystic experience and insight. 

Rabbi Simeon was discussing how few there are in any generation who are able to experience 

the presence of God in a tangible, visceral way distinct and different from the normal kind of 

mystic encounter sought after and sometimes achieved by people who say their prayers with 

fervor and who worship with intensity and vigor. These few, the rabbi taught, are the true b’nei 

aliyyah, the lucky handful who have reached the pinnacle of human spiritual achievement. 

Now Vital takes Bar Yoḥai’s remark and runs with it, imagining the experience of seeking the 

ultimate mystic encounter with the divine as a climb up countless flights of (spiritual) stairs 

toward the fully real attic of an impossibly tall building, perhaps a castle that towers over its 

earthbound admirers and tantalizes them with its hidden treasures at the same time it dares 

them to find their way up to its highest chambers. (There’s a pun in here as well, in that b’nei 

aliyyah can mean either “those who ascend” or, more prosaically, “those who dwell in the 

attic.”) And, like Bar Yoḥai, Vital begins by observing how few there are who dare even to 

dream of attempting to scale this particular tower, much less of actually reaching its uppermost 

levels and penetrating its inmost recesses. 

Not that any of this is mere theory to Vital. “I have seen the b’nei aliyyah,” Vital begins boldly, 

quoting the rabbi’s ancient words verbatim at first almost as though to defy his readers not to 

believe him. But Vital’s hubris is not quite what it seems to be at first: whereas Rabbi Simeon 

used the phrase to refer to those who actually manage to achieve the peak mystic experience 

of ongoing, intense communion with God, Vital is willing to grant entry in the mystic fraternity 

to those who effectively cultivate nothing more than mere yearning for that kind of spiritual 

encounter. 

Even so, there are only a few who truly yearn to go up, Vital wistfully observes. And even those 

few are not going to have such an easy time of it, he writes, for “they have [mostly] lost their 

ladders, leaving them no choice but to search through the books of the ancients to discover 

what kind of behavior or what sorts of rituals will enable them to ascend to the divine source of 
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their own souls and, in so doing, to cleave unto God.” This, Vital concludes, is the kind of 

permanent wholeness that the prophets of old knew and treasured, the state of spiritual 

completeness that enabled them to hear the word of God whispered directly into their own 

ears. 

Ever since I first read Vital’s book more than thirty years ago, I’ve been intrigued by the idea 

that it was wholeness of spirit rather than intense mystic zeal (let alone innate nature or some 

sort of genetic predisposition) that enabled the prophets of ancient times to serve as God’s 

terrestrial spokespeople and which connects those ancient seers directly to those of us who 

dream of cultivating the experience of profound, experiential communion with God. But 

although there is indeed something undeniably alluring in the idea that a continuum exists 

between the prophets’ experience of God and the mystic quest for the divine in the post-

biblical period, wholeness—in Hebrew, sh’leimut—is still an odd word for Vital to have chosen 

to name the feature that unites these disparate experiences of the divine. 

The word sh’leimut appears in neither the Bible nor in the Talmud. And even in the Zohar, the 

greatest and most authoritative work of all classical Jewish mysticism, the term almost always 

appears in a rather technical sense unrelated to the precise way in which Vital uses it to 

designate the state that must precede the kind of absolute self-immersion into God (called 

d’veikut in Hebrew) which is both the peak experience of all spiritual endeavor and its ultimate 

goal. 

But obscurely or not, Vital declares sh’leimut to be the prerequisite for d’veikut and, at least in 

this, I have to concur. 

I suppose the word “wholeness” will mean different things to different people, but it might be 

just as important to say out loud what it does not (or rather, what it should not) mean to 

anybody. Wholeness implies a certain absence of inner conflict, but it is hardly a synonym for 

convictionlessness—and neither does it denote a languid spiritual state characterized by self-

satisfaction, ambitionlessness, or mindless contentedness. More to the point, wholeness is not 

necessarily a condition of happy people (although it is hard to imagine a truly happy person 

who has not attained at least some kind of wholeness), nor does it necessarily derive from 

some sort of anterior or ulterior, or even interior, predilection for religion or spiritual 

enterprise. 

What wholeness is, I think, is a kind of centeredness, a sort of condition predicated on the 

resolution of some of the (false) paradoxes that feel almost axiomatic to most of us as we 

spend our lives stumbling further and further away from the very God we claim to seek. 

Wholeness, then, is the opposite of differentiatedness and the antithesis of internal conflict. It 

is the outer sign of inner peace, the fruit of the struggle for strugglelessness. 
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Although wholeness is less resignation than acceptance, it still strikes me as a state born more 

of surrender than of (merely) intelligent insight into the reality of things. Wholeness is the goal 

of endeavor and effort, but it is neither endeavor nor effort as much as it is the resolution of 

the antithetical forces in our lives that, once they are resolved, remain the true energy sources 

that propel us (paradoxically, but undeniably) forward toward d’veikut with the 

undifferentiated, utter unity that is God. 

I feel sometimes that I have been seeking wholeness for as long as I can remember, since even 

before I knew what to call it or even that one could call it anything at all. 

Growing up in the world means coming to terms with the world and that in turn means learning 

to distinguish between its things precisely and well enough to tell them apart. As we grow 

toward maturity, we learn to do this almost automatically. We start by seizing the distinction 

between mother and father. From there, we move along to mastering the differences between 

salty and sweet, dry and wet, soft and slimy, and pleasurable and annoying—and all the other 

basic distinctions that matter to a child. Eventually, we graduate to the level of maturity at 

which we consider ourselves able to perceive the distinction between every single thing that 

exists and all other things that exist but that aren’t that thing. I could offer more examples, but 

my idea is really rather simple: we learn to live in the world by learning to categorize the things 

of the world in terms of their similarity to each other and their dissimilarity from each other. In 

time, this ability to distinguish one thing from another becomes the basic perceptual tool we 

use in evaluating the world and in gradually coming to the internal conviction that we are of the 

world and not merely in it, that we belong to the world in the most subtle as well as the most 

patently obvious sense of the word imaginable. 

In a certain sense, wholeness results from the eventual recognition that some of the 

distinctions we have been taught to make from earliest childhood are illusory. And, indeed, 

wholeness could reasonably be defined as the absence of illusion that results from the 

recognition that perception itself is not much more than a coordinating metaphor for the ocean 

of vast incomprehensibility in which we swim from the moment of birth until the moment we 

draw one final breath. 

The sea—the real sea—looks green from the shore and blue from the air, but both impressions 

are as correct as they are incorrect, both as rooted in perceptive reality as they are fantastic, 

false, and, in a romantic sort of way, futile. One poet calls love a prison and another calls it a 

palace, but no one would insist that they cannot both be right in the way we would say just 

precisely that about scientists proffering different solutions to a specific problem in 

mathematics or physics. We want one of the scientists to be wrong for pretty much the same 

reasons we want both poets to be right, but we are fooling ourselves if we think that 
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perception is only an issue in the latter case. Perhaps one scientist was looking at the problem 

from the shore and the other from the sky! 

A colleague of mine once remarked to me that despite a lifetime spent studying the classic 

works of Jewish spirituality and philosophy, the only truly profound factors in the development 

of his own spiritual identity were his experiences of working and growing older. I think I would 

have to agree with that statement as, I suspect, would many honest believers within other faith 

communities than my own. 

As they were for the b’nei aliyyah of Ḥayyim Vital’s generation, the books of the ancients are 

sources of deep, ongoing spiritual inspiration for me. But, in the end, wholeness does not come 

from the contemplation of wholeness any more than love can come from the contemplation of 

love. Rather, it comes—and only can come—from deep within the innermost chambers of our 

own hearts, those same hearts that the prophet called perverse in a moment of deep despair 

because of their pathetic inclination toward deviousness, not because the heart doesn’t possess 

the power to set deviousness aside and see more clearly than any eye ever could. 

The attainment of wholeness is as much a prerequisite for the accomplishment of our own 

spiritual goals as it was for the prophets of biblical times or for the kabbalists who were Vital’s 

contemporaries and colleagues in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Was it as 

difficult for them to attain as it is for us? Wholeness requires the resolution of conflict, but we 

are riven, both as individuals and as societies, not merely by conflict, but by conflicting 

worldviews that feel absolutely non-reconcilable. Wholeness requires acceptance of the 

illusionary nature of the world, but we are conditioned from the cradle to mock those who 

perceive that truth (and especially those who base their lives on it) as eccentrics or lunatics or 

worse.  I myself have fallen into that trap many times and in many different contexts. And yet I 

also know that the wholeness for which I yearn must derive directly from the willingness to deal 

with the fact that our lives are lived in castles made of mud and built on sand, palaces of dust 

that crumble and melt when the waves of reality honestly perceived are allowed to wash over 

them. 

Vaguely aware of the nature of things, yet horrified by the implications and ramifications of our 

own insight, we generally prefer to fight with every ounce of strength we possess to keep from 

seeing ourselves as we truly are: naked, vulnerable, defenseless, insecure, unsecured and, in 

the absence of love, utterly and undeniably alone. Wholeness requires the repression of 

repression and the denial of denial, but we have elevated both repression and denial to art 

forms. Indeed, we revel in our ability to live out our lives like contented, fat oxen, not so much 

blissfully unaware of the abattoir that awaits as we are shamelessly proud of the degree to 

which we have willed ourselves to ignore our appointment with the slaughterer’s knife. 
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In short, wholeness requires honesty and therein lies the genesis of this book: it is my simple 

wish to share with my readers some of the more rudimentary truths that I think need to be 

accepted by any who would seek out this elusive quality of spiritual wholeness that Vital 

teaches must precede any true experience of communion with God. 

Although I have composed my thoughts in a Jewish key, I hope that those who need or wish to 

transpose my ideas into a key in which they can sing more easily will be able to do so. I know 

this will complicate the whole process for some readers, but there is no real alternative: it is no 

more possible to discuss matters of the spirit without reference to a specific faith than it would 

be to speak fluently without using the words of a specific language or to paint a picture without 

using some particular kind of paint. And there is the question of history to mention in this 

context as well, not only the one of literary expression: these thoughts originated within the 

context of my personal Jewish observance and, especially, the effort of my entire adult life to 

find solace, resonance, and fulfillment in Jewish prayer. I therefore offer them to my readers 

both in the framework and the setting in which they were first conceived and hope for nothing 

more than that their contemplation will assist one or another reader in accepting the truth of 

Vital’s timeless assertion that there can be no quest for d’veikut in the absence of sh’leimut. 

The first edition of this book was published by the Moonstone Press in Goderich, Ontario, in 

1996. I have made some changes, mostly minor ones, to the body of the text and updated 

certain references to reflect my thinking as it has evolved since then. This, then, is the second 

edition of this book, but one that constitutes, if it does, only a slight improvement on the 

original. I would like particularly to thank Peter Baltensperger, then the owner of Moonstone 

Press, for his support for my work back then and for his ongoing friendship of all the intervening 

years between our first book projects and today. 

I have chosen not to clutter up the pages that follow with footnotes or references to texts cited 

or which I have had in mind while writing. Instead, those literary references follow on a few 

pages at the end of the book, where they can be consulted by the curious few and ignored by 

most. 

 

MSC 

Roslyn, New York 

December 19, 2013 
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Language Is Silence 

 

For most people, the spoken word is a grain of sand that floats for a moment in the sea of 

silence into which it is uttered and which serves as the backdrop against which it may be heard 

and the context in which it may be deciphered and understood. Yet I could argue cogently that 

one of the greatest tasks facing those who would travel along the path of wholeness toward 

true, meaningful communion with God—toward d’veikut—is the challenge of coming to terms 

with the fact that the profound distinction that appears to exist between language and silence 

is little more than an illusion born of our relentless desire to control the world. 

A psalm attributed to David, king of Israel, declares that the only true praise of God is silence, 

an idea so unsettling for so many different reasons that only very few modern translations of 

the Bible translate the second verse of the sixty-fifth psalm according to its traditional Jewish 

interpretation. But the ancient sources are unequivocal about the meaning of the psalmist’s 

words and, whatever grammatical or etymological hoops we might be obliged to jump through 

in order to justify the ancient take on the verse, I think those sources have found something 

exceptionally profound in the poet’s words and that profound thought is my conviction as well: 

l’khah dumyah t’hillah. The ultimate praise of God is silence. 

I’ve already set out the basic principle that spiritual wholeness—sh’leimut—is the ultimate 

prerequisite for attaining d’veikut, for living in the shadow of God’s palpable presence not 

poetically or metaphorically but perceptibly and really. Now, that wholeness should lead to 

Whole is as self-evident as the idea that goodness will lead to Good or that love will lead to 

Love, but the fly in the ointment is that we human beings are almost entirely incapable of 

thought that is not rooted in language: to know something we feel an unyielding, almost 

undeniable need to name it. Indeed, the time between our brain’s successful identification of 

some object in our field of vision and the name of that object popping into our consciousness 

must exist—how could it not?—yet is so brief as to be utterly imperceptible for most people 

most of the time. But it is in that unimaginably brief experience of reality outside language that 

God lives in the world, for language is (almost by definition) knowledge and God, tradition 

teaches and logic dictates, exists far beyond the ken and outside the scope of human 

knowledge. Moreover, language is also limit and God is by such hoary definition without limit 

that we generally consider the very idea that God can be confined or limited in any way as 

either a kind of blasphemy or, at the very least, an example of extreme theological naiveté from 
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which all but the hopelessly arrogant will naturally wish to wean themselves as successfully and 

as quickly as possible. 

The rabbis of Roman Palestine taught that speaking about God is like trying to speak adequately 

about the beauty of a priceless pearl: the more good things we try to say about it, the more we 

end up actually disparaging it by implying that we could ever capture its beauty in words. I’m 

not sure how completely that parable works—it seems at least plausible to me that one could 

say something accurate about a priceless pearl without unintentionally denigrating it—but the 

basic idea is sound: that whatever we say about God is, by logical and theological definition, 

false. Yet, unable as we are to fathom thought outside the strictures of language, we have no 

choice but to choose between saying something and saying nothing at all. So the real challenge 

lies in deciding which path is the least ridiculous for moderns hoping to know, or at least to 

know of, God to follow. 

The rabbis told an old story about a fellow who was leading the prayer service once when Rabbi 

Ḥanina, one of the leading sages of his day, was in attendance. The fellow was so moved by the 

experience that he started interpolating his own thoughts into the liturgy, not stopping at 

calling God “great, mighty and awesome” as the prayerbook does, but adding other words as 

well, appropriate, pious words that he thought would better express his feelings of allegiance 

and fealty to God than the three traditional epithets all by themselves ever could. More than 

merely unimpressed, Ḥanina approached the man and asked him if he had finished with the 

praise due to God. Whether he meant his words to be truly insulting or merely pointedly 

sarcastic cannot be determined that easily from the passage, but the corollary idea to his 

remark is even more startling than what he actually said: if it were not for the fact that Moses 

himself had uttered the words that actually do appear in the prayerbook, we would be 

overstepping—and dramatically so—by having the nerve to say those aloud too! 

As a people acting in concert, we have agreed by common consensus to say something rather 

than nothing about God. But the absolute requirement for doing so with integrity has to be 

understanding that anything at all said about God is by definition false because human language 

is rooted in human experience and God exists fully outside of human experience. Therefore, 

whatever one says about God, other than accidentally, has to be false. But this falseness itself 

can be interestingly analyzed: God-talk can either be (ultimately) false but (actually) true and 

false in the strange way all honest language relating to God is of necessity both—or it can just 

be false. But it cannot just be true. 

Fortunately, speaking is not our only choice here: it is also possible to pray by saying nothing at 

all. Indeed, rabbinic tradition recalls that the pious sages of old used to sit silently for a while 

before undertaking to recite their prayers, an innovation presumably undertaken in tacit 

recognition of the fact that the only truly appropriate words of praise are, as the psalmist said, 
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no words at all. Or perhaps they were doing their real praying in those silent moments before 

the formal service got under way. Whatever, the point of sitting in silence was surely not for 

the pious merely to gather their thoughts as an appropriate prelude to prayer, which is how the 

passage is generally understood. Perhaps it was that too, I suppose, but there was surely 

something more to their practice, something far more profound motivating their custom of 

ushering in their own spoken prayers with wordless, unvoiced ones. 

The pious sages of old, whoever they were exactly, clearly understood something true and basic 

about language that renders all prayer absurd. Yet, for all that the intellect might understand 

that truth and accept its various implications, there is the heart to deal with as well, a heart 

that yearns for communion with God, as a different psalmist said, like an overheated deer in 

the forest yearns to drink from a cool brook. And so the ancient pietists chose a middle course. 

They declined to erect a barrier between intellect and spirituality by denying themselves prayer 

entirely. But, at the same time, they insisted on beginning their worship with wordlessness and 

quiet, thus embarking on prayer imbued with a humbling sense of the inadequacy and 

inefficacy of the spoken word, and also accepting that there is something fitting and just about 

responding to a Creator Who cannot be known with prayers that are left unspoken. When 

Thomas Merton wrote about the reasonableness of seeking God by embracing the silence in 

which God is concealed from all creation, he was saying roughly the same thing. 

Wholeness as an attainable spiritual quality rests on the abandonment of illusion and the 

eradication of falsely-held distinction, in this case the one between language and silence. 

Learning to speak without words is part of it. Learning to hear without words is another part, a 

different part. Ultimately, though, the question is not one of skill at all, but rather one of an 

individual’s inner readiness to abandon arrogance. (Bearing in mind the king’s observation that 

the arrogant churl is more correctly called a buffoon may help to inspire that readiness.) Nor 

may the thought that the only true language of praise is silence (and vice versa) be taken as an 

idle theory of linguistic philosophy because, among other reasons, it has too many implications 

and ramifications with respect to the concept of prayer. 

Learning to pray silently is a first step. In the Jewish tradition, we pray by moving our lips while 

hardly making any sound at all. Because this is such a universal feature of Jewish worship, we 

might well forget to question it. Yet, it is not entirely logical, this compromise between speech 

and silence. If, after all, God knows our inmost thoughts anyway, then why should we bother 

even to move our lips? And if God truly does need us to enunciate aloud what it is we wish to 

say, then why don’t we speak our prayers aloud in the normal manner? I think the answer lies 

within the question: the point of prayer is not to make our needs and thoughts known to God 

(although it is surely that as well, as excessive, absurd and slightly blasphemous an idea as that 

might be) as much as it is to create a context in which we are able to reconcile two basically 
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incompatible truths: that we have an uncontrollable need to praise God with words and an 

equally basic need to agree with the psalmist that the ultimate praise of God can only be 

spoken wordlessly and in silence. 

I’ve been to synagogues where the din is extraordinary, places where practically all the people 

in the room feel free to declaim their prayers in as loud a voice as they wish except when the 

congregation actually rises in silent prayer. I’ve also been to synagogues that so value their 

decorum that basically no one at all sings out or speaks out of turn. The ambience of different 

synagogues may be a matter of taste and background (I suspect this is the same for the houses 

of worship of other faiths as well), but the simple truth that cuts through all the questions of 

style and atmosphere is the assertion that the only prayer truly capable of bearing meaning is 

the unspoken one: when Jews rise in their places to pray to God earnestly and formally, the law 

requires that the pray-ers find the middle ground between thinking and speaking, that those 

who would pray find a way for prayer both to function as a kind of bridge of words between 

earth and heaven and to be rooted not in what we wish were the case about God’s 

unknowability but what we actually do know about the possibility of knowing God. 

And for the not-so-pious of not-such-ancient times—what are they (or, rather, we) to do? The 

only reasonable course of action is to seek wholeness by abandoning at least mostly the illusion 

of language, especially in the context of prayer. Not to abandon prayer, but to understand it as 

the concession to our own presumptuousness that it is. Not to abandon speech as the most 

supremely human method of communication, but to temper its use with a deep acceptance of 

its inherent absurdity. Not to adopt the postures and poses of false humility by proudly 

renouncing the only method we humans have of engaging others in our lives—and of 

expressing ourselves to those people once we have successfully engaged them— but to seek to 

live out a life that esteems the fact that language, however ultimately of this world and 

appropriate for this world it may be, is just as inappropriate when used to foster a relationship 

with God as it is unavoidable and necessary. Prayer that by its very nature is not at least slightly 

disorienting is not likely to mean much. 

These ideas about the uselessness of language are hard to grasp because we can only express 

them verbally, but that, of course, is the point precisely: when seeking to express ourselves to 

other human beings, language is appropriate because the individual who is the goal of the 

communicative effort is as incapable of experiencing thought outside the bounds of language as 

is the person trying to communicate. But when seeking to experience the love of God and to 

express one’s love for God—and that, ultimately, is what the quest for d’veikut is at its core—

language is just as inappropriate as it is requisite. And therein lies the paradox of using 

language in the quest for sh’leimut: as absurd as it is deeply meaningful and as useful as it is 

deeply counterproductive in forging the relationship we are seeking to establish, the spoken 
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word is our saving grace and our greatest stumbling block, our best friend and our worst 

enemy, the bridge between earth and heaven at the same time it is suggestive (and more than 

just merely suggestive) of the unbridgeable chasm that divides the creation from Creator. 

Language assigns meaning to what we know (if can’t quite believe) to be essentially without 

meaning and context to what is, in the final analysis, wholly without context. God is accessible 

through the intellect and through the heart, but neither is a perfect path and both present 

almost countless opportunities to stumble over any of the almost innumerable delusions that 

result from the malign wedding of pomposity to wilfulness. In the quest for wholeness, we have 

no choice but to travel both paths, but the secret is to remember that both paths have 

themselves as their own ultimate destination...and that the goal of intimate, ongoing 

communion with God—d’veikut—is neither of these paths nor either of their goals. 

D’veikut is something else, something apart, a kind of transcendence of the universe and 

integration into the universe that is as potentially ennobling as it is elusive in the extreme. It is 

the knowledge of God layered over the love of God and projected onto a background of 

silence...for just as white is the presence rather than the absence of all colors, so is silence the 

presence rather than the absence of all spoken words and the ideas they purport to represent. 
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Ignorance Is Wisdom 

 

My mother used to tell me that what makes us smart is not so much knowing what we know as 

much as it is knowing what we don’t or can’t know. In other words, ignorance is ignorance, but 

the awareness of ignorance—and the humility such awareness engenders—is anything but 

ignorance. Indeed, it may well be the only truly rational definition of wisdom. 

When we set out on the path toward the kind of spiritual fulfillment we have been calling 

spiritual wholeness or sh’leimut, the most common impulse in most people, I think, is to start 

seeking knowledge and gathering information. I began that way myself, beginning with the 

Hebrew language itself and then working my slow, ponderous way through the Bible and the 

other classics of ancient and medieval Jewish spirituality. 

I’m still at work, by the way, still trying to incorporate a chapter of Bible, a page of Talmud, and 

(for the last twenty years or so) a page of Zohar into my daily schedule. It isn’t easy. Finding the 

time to serve a congregation, to be a husband and father, to write and to study requires more 

organizational skill than I can generally muster. Still, I keep at it, trying to find at least some time 

every day to pursue my slow progress through the works that are the foundation stones on 

which my Jewish life has come to rest. 

There is probably no topic on which the rabbis waxed more eloquent than the value of study, 

emphasizing especially the study of Torah, which they declared to be an act of worship in and of 

itself—and not merely an act of worship, but the equivalent of all the other commandments in 

Scripture taken together. What that means practically is a bit hard to say clearly. But the 

implications of that lesson are not hard to state clearly at all. Obviously, the knowledge of God 

and the knowledge of Torah are not precisely the same thing. But revelation is the mask—the 

Zohar prefers the word “garment”—that God wears in the world of humanity and thus the 

specific way that those of us anchored in the sublunary world can know God or even know of 

God. It is, of course, true that touching the hem of the queen’s cape is hardly the same as being 

her lover. In a sense, deciding how exactly to respond to the difference between the two is the 

choice between overweening arrogance and productive humility. Attaining sh’leimut means 

both knowing the difference and how one feels about it. 

What do we really know about God or of God? It’s an important question for more than the 

obvious reason—for if d’veikut is the ultimate expression of the love of God and if love is the 

name we humans give to the most extreme and intimate kind of knowledge that there is (or 

rather, that we can identify), then it follows that our ability to attain d’veikut depends 
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absolutely on what we know about God (or rather, on our ability to know anything about God 

at all.) That seems simple enough: if the kind of communion we seek to attain is to be real, then 

the knowledge upon which it is based also has to be real. 

And here we come to the first test of our integrity, for, if the knowledge of God is to be real, it 

must unambiguously be rooted in absolute honesty. To the outsider looking in, this might 

sound like such a banal statement so as to be almost unnecessary to state formally. But 

nothing, I don’t think, could be further from the truth—and the world is filled almost to 

overflowing with people who have devoted their lives to convincing themselves (and any others 

who will listen) that absolute honesty is so far from being absolutely necessary to the pursuit of 

spiritual wholeness that it is actually a hindrance, a kind of stumbling block before the blind 

that impedes, rather than enables, progress toward God. 

Honesty begets honesty, just as kindness begets kindness and sin begets sin. The kind of 

honesty necessary for spiritual success is not mere candor, however, and cannot be treated as 

conditional or dependent on matters of doctrine or faith. And although the effort to embrace 

that kind of honesty is beyond arduous, there are also enormous rewards to be had for the 

effort: by conducting our spiritual lives against a background of complete, unconditional 

honesty, we actually acquire the ability to transform ritual into worship and incantation into 

prayer. 

I’ll speak in Jewish terms, although I think the message I wish to convey could probably be 

expressed just as easily in the context of other faiths and religions. One of the most important 

and basic aspects of Jewish piety is the observance of the Sabbath and, indeed, hardly any area 

of Jewish law has been more dissected, discussed, debated, and delved into than the Sabbath 

and its various ritual obligations of recollection and rest. Even today, books are being written to 

set down the minutiae of Sabbath observance as they apply to situations inconceivable even a 

few decades ago—how the injunction to refrain from work on the Sabbath applies to computer 

chips and telecommunication satellites and motion detectors, for example. Still, for keeping the 

Sabbath (as the Jews say) to be a valid religious act rather than merely a superstitious warding-

off ceremony intended to keep misfortune at bay, it has to rest on a foundation of absolute 

integrity and unyielding, uncompromised honesty. Love, and particularly the love that is the 

human response to the everlasting love of God for Israel of which the liturgist wrote so 

powerfully and movingly, demands no less. 

So why exactly do we keep the Sabbath? The average observant Jew would give an automatic 

response to what sounds (at least at first blush) like a simple question: “We do it because it’s a 

mitzvah, because it’s one of the six-hundred-and-thirteen commandments of the Torah.” 
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I continue with what lawyers call a leading question as I address my imaginary interlocutor 

(who is, of course, also myself). “And how do you know that it is one of the commandments?” I 

ask gamely. 

It felt like a good question, but the response it elicits is almost automatic. “Because,” my alter 

ego explains patiently, “it says so in the Torah, right there in the twentieth chapter of Exodus 

and then again in the fifth chapter of Deuteronomy and in a dozen other passages in Scripture.” 

I take my gloves off. “And how,” I ask pointedly, “how exactly do you know that these Scriptural 

citations represent the will of God?” 

“How do I know? What a question! I know because the Torah says as much. Just a few lines 

above the place in Deuteronomy where the Ten Commandments are repeated, the text says as 

plainly as could be that God spoke directly to the people from within the fire at the top of the 

mountain. It’s true that the details of the story in Exodus aren’t precisely the same as in 

Deuteronomy, but the basic point in both places is really the same: the commandments are 

from God and reflect the will of God and are the basic elements in the covenant between Israel 

and God. So which part don’t you understand?” 

Now I get nasty. “That’s how you know? Don’t a thousand other books declare themselves to 

be revelations of God in just as certain language? How about the Book of Revelation in the New 

Testament? How about the Quran? Or the Book of Mormon? How do you know your book is 

right and true and all those books are false and wrong?” 

“How do I know? Are you crazy? How could a Jew even ask such a question? Part of faith is 

believing even in the absence of proof! Faith means believing even in the absence of decisive 

evidence you could state out loud in court without running the risk of being accused of perjury! 

Faith requires....” 

I’ll stop this conversation right here before my fantasy-friend finishes up by saying what he—

what I—would never say: that faith requires dishonesty in order to be maintained and 

nurtured, that believing means willingly suspending not disbelief as much as integrity and 

principled honesty and intellectual candor. He wouldn’t say it because he would hate to think of 

his religion in such an unflattering light.  But I fear it would be true, at least with respect to 

religion as practiced by most people. Unflattering and upsetting in the extreme...but no less 

true for all the ill ease it would certainly engender in anyone somehow obliged to make such a 

statement aloud or, worse, in public. 

But candor is not poison...and faith can survive both the integrity of the faithful and their 

spiritual honesty because there is another answer, another approach, another way in. It is a 

way of faith and observance and integrity. It is a way of belief and ritual and honesty. It is the 
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way of sh’leimut, of spiritual wholeness that requires (not merely abides) honesty no less 

absolutely than a blade of grass requires real water, not some poet’s onomatopoeic impression 

of what water sounds like as it beats down on his cabin’s roof during a summer storm or some 

artist’s rendition of what water looks like when the ocean swells and the tides rise. 

To seek wholeness through ritual is the norm, but actually to find it requires facing an awful 

truth: that we observe because we wish to, because we want to. Yes, on a certain level any Jew 

keeps the Sabbath because it says to in Scripture—but the real question is not where in 

Scripture it says that (as my fictitious friend blithely assumed), but why we choose to grant that 

passage any credence. 

Finally, what it comes down to is this: we observe because we choose to seek God in a certain 

way that suits us for a variety of (probably innumerable) reasons, most of which we can hardly 

perceive much less name. Our rituals work for us—as indeed the Sabbath laws do for countless 

Jews the world over—not because they must, but because they do. And the reason they work is 

not because there is something necessarily holy in them, but because we have sanctified them 

and made them holy after the fact by using them as the paving stones over which we walk on 

our national and individual ways toward God. They are holy because they lead to communion 

with God, to d’veikut. 

We know what we know by owning up to what we don’t know—and the way of wholeness 

requires no less than that the seeker be wholly honest. For the kind of traditionalist who 

considers the identification of myth and history to be the most elementary of dogmatic 

obligations, these are awful truths to hear spoken aloud. For those who have built elaborate 

lives of ritual and rite on the dubious supposition that, in some unexplained way, religious truth 

is qualitatively different than scientific truth and need not (or rather, cannot) be judged by the 

same rigorous standards that apply to “regular” knowledge, this will all sound unsettling and 

potentially delegitimizing, perhaps even marginally blasphemous. But the bottom-line reality 

remains, now as ever, just as my mother had it: ignorance is (not bliss, but) wisdom. The same 

applies, perhaps even more so, to the knowledge of spiritual wholeness, to sh’leimut. 

Myth is the glue that binds rituals together into unified systems of spiritual enterprise. As such, 

myth can work together with the ritual life it engenders, supports, and justifies to create a 

sense of profundity and wonder in the worshipper. Myth is therefore holy (as must be said of 

anything that leads to Holy), but, in the final analysis, myths are stories and, like all stories, they 

tell us more about the teller than about the thing told. 

Wholeness—the kind of spiritual wholeness we call sh’leimut—leads to God no less surely than 

myth and ritual can lead to wholeness. But key is the willingness to abandon arrogance and 

illusion....and the notion that we can come to know unknowable things merely by wishing to 
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know them is as pathetic as the idea that we can make ourselves believe them by insisting over 

and over that we already know them, that we’ve known them all along, that they are self-

evident truths we practically have no choice but to believe and which we do, in fact, believe 

with absolute conviction. Or with perfect faith. Telling lies and half-truths about others is base 

and wrong. But speaking falsely—which is precisely what insisting on the certain truth of things 

which one cannot prove and which could therefore just as reasonably be false—speaking falsely 

about God is not sinful but blasphemous. And it is not at all a good plan for those who seek 

wholeness as a way of coming to know the God Who functions as the fullness of the world and 

its ontological context. God can be lied about, obviously. But imagining that one could possibly 

pierce the cloud of unknowing that separates Creator from creation with spears fashioned of 

falsehoods and half-truths—that notion will be embraced solely by the truly delusional. 
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Embarking Is Arriving  

 

In general, we North Americans are goal-oriented folks and we tend to admire people whom 

we perceive as having clear, easily comprehended goals—the kind of people whose various 

business or social enterprises have precisely enunciated raisons d’être and whose journeys have 

obvious destinations toward which they travel in the straightest line and in the shortest time 

possible. 

To say of someone that he or she has a clearly defined destination in life is to speak highly of 

that person in our culture: people who know where they are going will obviously get there a lot 

sooner than people who wander around aimlessly, so uncertain where they are headed that the 

question can seriously be asked if they will even know when it is that they have gotten to 

wherever it is they are going even if they do somehow ever manage to arrive there. Nothing is 

worse in our world than being lost—and no image more stirringly evocative to us than the 

figure of the lost child. Indeed, in a world that gets truly serious about very little, we take our 

responsibilities vis-à-vis that image so intently seriously that it occupies its own special place in 

our collective hierarchy of good deeds: we live in a society that considers almost nothing more 

noble than the restoration of abducted children to the families from which they were taken. 

Even bringing a lost puppy home is considered an act of exceptional kindness. 

Most of us apply this line of thinking to the way people work as well: we mean it very positively 

when we describe somebody as being focused—and just as negatively when somebody is said 

to have difficulty working forward purposefully toward a clearly defined goal. Having a diffuse 

world view is thus seen as being tantamount to being the kind of person who somehow cannot 

keep from going off half-cocked on tangents and wild goose chases, while working steadily 

toward a longstanding goal is deemed not only efficient and productive but, even more to the 

point, emotionally healthy and wisely mature. It is, therefore, easy to understand why it is that 

singlemindedness is raised to a highly desirable state in the common wisdom, whereas 

ambivalence, especially when it is perceived as the guiding principle in some non-focused 

shirker’s life, is condemned as pathetic or worse.  

This book is about a specialized kind of goal-less journey, the odyssey from spiritual 

fragmentation toward sh’leimut. I write of this process as a journey here for the first time, 

however, precisely because I wish to present a profound difficulty I suspect many readers will 

encounter in appreciating the value of such a spiritual undertaking: the notion of a journey that 

has no physical destination will seem so absurd to most people, I think, that it will strike them 

as odd to characterize such an endeavour as a journey at all, something rather like calling 
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something a letter merely because someone wrote something on a piece of paper and then put 

it in an envelope but without ever actually mailing it to anyone. At best, that would be a kind of 

a letter, maybe a potential letter. But no one would publish it in a collection of that individual’s 

correspondence. 

But the spiritual journey, the one that leads to the kind of wholeness we call sh’leimut, is just 

such an experience. True, it has God as its goal or, more precisely, it has the kind of spiritual 

communion with God we call d’veikut as its goal, but that is only so after the fact—and the 

reality is that it is more than possible to spend a lifetime in search of sh’leimut without anything 

so extraordinary as success in finding d’veikut being necessary to justify the effort. 

Sh’leimut is its own reward. It is both process and product, a single entity that is bow, arrow 

and target. The search for spiritual wholeness is its own reward and the reward for sh’leimut is 

sh’leimut not because we eventually earn wholeness after seeking it arduously enough over a 

sufficiently long period of time, but because we attain it precisely by seeking it. Sh’leimut is its 

own justification and its own reward. The journey which is its own destination. Travelling that is 

also arriving. Embarking that is also, at least eventually, disembarking. A trajectory that serves 

as its own terminus. 

Now, I have been stressing over and over again that the key to spiritual wholeness is the 

resolution of falsely-perceived distinction in a sort of levelling out of perceptive realities that 

leaves an individual alone with God in a universe of two that mirrors the lovers’ closed world—

a world that is as large as the (real) world yet which could not manage to accommodate even 

one more than its two sole citizens. Now this process is going to be easier or less easy 

depending on the degree to which we hold the false distinction in question to be axiomatic in 

the first place—but the notion that journey and journey’s end are, at least in spiritual terms, 

distinct and different things is perhaps among the most difficult of these (utterly false) 

distinctions to deny. 

The concept of prayer might be a good example of how this all works. People who pray are 

often asked by people who do not why it is that they bother to stand in prayer before a God 

Who generally refuses to give even the most casual sign of listening with even half a divine ear. 

It’s a good question—or it sounds like one—but it also misses the point because it mistakes the 

language of prayer for a dialect of whatever language we might be using to compose or recite 

our prayers in the first place. 

When viewed objectively, nothing could be more preposterous than prayer, nothing more 

ridiculous than standing alone (or not alone) in a room and talking earnestly and directly to a 

deity we cannot see and whose existence we can neither prove nor demonstrate. Yet, the 

spiritual power of prayer is real to those who pray—and that reality is at least as meaningful to 
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those who devotedly say their prayers as the absurdity of the whole concept is to one viewing 

the institution from the outside. 

The point here is not that the pray-er knows for certain that God is listening and neither is the 

point that it is worthwhile reciting one’s prayers on the off chance there might be a God who 

might be listening.  (Hedging one’s bets works, a little, at the track. But you really can’t build 

much of a spiritual life on Pascal’s wager.) The point, indeed, has nothing to do with the efficacy 

of prayer and everything to do with the experience of praying itself. Saying one’s prayers is a 

way of affirming (and developing) one’s belief in a God Who listens and exists in an ongoing 

dialectical relationship with humankind below. And that experience is its own justification in 

such an obvious way (at least when viewed from the inside) that, finally, we find it logical—or at 

least reasonable—to see prayer as a valid spiritual exercise and the rationale behind that 

exercise and the consequence of that exercise as well. In other words, prayer is a deeply 

personal process that is at once journey and destination. And that idea, so easy for the outsider 

to dismiss as mere spiritual sophistry, is what makes prayer sublime rather than ridiculous or 

absurd. 

Now all of this has practical as well as theoretical importance in terms of our spiritual lives. 

Scripture commands every pious Israelite to undertake a pilgrimage to Jerusalem three times 

every single year. As far as I can tell, the Bible is speaking literally, meaning precisely what it 

appears to say: that all citizens (or at least all male citizens) are bidden to undertake a physical 

journey from wherever they reside to the actual city of Jerusalem thrice annually on each of the 

three pilgrimage festivals. But what of those of us who are seeking the Jerusalem of the spirit? 

Is Jerusalem the same as going to Jerusalem? It’s one thing to say that wherever we go, we are 

somehow on our way to the Holy Land—but surely that means that we are to resist the false 

sense that the hours of our lives are to be devoted either to the tasks of ordinary living or to 

religious rituals designed to yield the kind of spiritual fruit we so ardently seek—and that we 

are bidden to attempt a synthesis of the two such that the details of our everyday lives are 

sanctified by a constant, ongoing striving toward God. 

What I wish to ask is something more profound and far more unsettling. I wish to ask if is it 

possible—not likely or even plausible, but just possible, even barely so—that Jerusalem is the 

road to Jerusalem after all? Is it possible that struggle is resolution? That battle is victory? That 

planting is reaping? That sh’leimut actually is d’veikut? 

The answer, as always in matters of the spirit, is no and yes. Torah is not Tao-rah and neither do 

we believe, to speak in Christian terms, that the way to the Way is the Way. It couldn’t seem 

less obvious at the outset, but part of the secret of attaining a state of wholeness is indeed 

knowing—and believing and accepting—that religion is not an elaborate contest designed by 

some cynic Gamesmaster to amuse himself by seeing how far humankind will go in its quest to 
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trigger the flow of divine beneficence, but rather a protracted journey designed to bring us to 

the experience of knowing God over the course of a lifetime of piety and devotion. Cruel 

children like to stomp on puppies’ tails to see how high they can make their doggies jump into 

the air in pain, but that is the cynic’s model for explaining (or rather, for explaining away) the 

spiritual life rather than the view from the inside looking out. 

At the end of the day, I suppose it all boils down to this: travelling to God is knowing God. 

Serving God is experiencing God. God is not the light at the end of the tunnel that we attain 

after groping slowly forward over a lifetime of effort as much as the light that slowly, 

sometimes almost imperceptibly, illuminates the path ever more brightly as we make our slow, 

ponderous progress down the road toward the light, toward Jerusalem. 

The ancient rabbis said that redemption comes qim·a qim·a, bit by wee bit, and this is what I 

think they meant: we are redeemed (that is to say: ushered into the presence of God Whose 

name is Redemption and Whom we acclaim over and over in our prayers as the Redeemer of 

Israel) day by day and hour by hour, perhaps sometimes even moment by moment. The light 

becomes ever stronger as we make our slow progress through the service of a lifetime, thereby 

sanctifying the process not merely because it leads to God eventually, but because it brings the 

light of God to each seeker in an ongoing, moment-by-moment way, not unlike the way a 

hospital I.V. delivers medicine to the patient drop by drop rather than all at once the way an 

injection might. The journey is profound, not merely expedient, and it is deeply redemptive in 

its own right rather than merely in the sense that it leads ultimately to redemption. Journey is 

journey’s end. Cure is not health, but the road to Jerusalem, in every spiritually profound way, 

is...Jerusalem. The holy city. The city of God. Or, as one prophet called it, the City of Joy…and 

another, Salvation. 

e  
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There Is Here 

 

In the last chapter, I paraphrased the remark of the hasidic master who used to say that 

wherever he went, he was on his way to the Land of Israel. Whether that remark derived from a 

kind of spiritualized proto-Zionist thinking (as the people who mounted it in giant letters on the 

outer wall of the Museum of the Diaspora in Tel Aviv apparently assume) or whether it is 

rooted, at its core, in the conviction that we can reap the spiritual rewards of being connected 

to the Holy Land without ever having to do anything so dramatic as actually going there, I’m not 

sure. But, at least in the context of this book, the challenge is not to uncover the correct 

interpretation of his remark in its original context, but rather to determine what his words 

could possibly mean to us. And the answer to that question, as always, is far more complex 

than the question itself. 

It was Napoleon, of all people, who first referred to Vilnius as the Jerusalem of Lithuania. It was 

a remarkable thought that has spawned a thousand imitative offspring, some intended quite 

seriously and others meant tongue-in-cheek. (I once heard somebody refer in all earnestness to 

Teaneck as the Jerusalem of New Jersey.) But remarkable or not, it isn’t at all difficult to 

understand what Napoleon must have meant: in his day, Vilnius indeed played a central role in 

the Jewish world not that very unlike the role played by the Holy City in ancient times. There 

are still Jews in Vilnius (which is still, I suppose, the Jerusalem of Lithuania, although hardly in 

the sense Napoleon meant), but the point is hardly which city in the diaspora has taken Vilnius’ 

place as the spiritual capital of the Jewish people, but whether the idea itself has any real 

meaning. Can any place but Jerusalem be Jerusalem? 

I suppose we can all say that we know what it would mean for a city other than Jerusalem to be 

the Jerusalem of its day, but my question is different and has nothing to do with the 

comparative importance of Jewish population centers: what I wish to know is if the distinction 

between Jerusalem and Toronto (or New York or Paris or Buenos Aires or Sydney or 

Johannesburg or London) is real or merely another example of the kind of false differentiation 

we must abandon somewhere along the road from psychic fragmentation to spiritual sh’leimut. 

To put the question differently, let’s ask it this way: is the existence of physical space ultimately 

an illusion that works to keep us from establishing a relationship of ongoing d’veikut with God? 

Is the distinction between here and there real or false? Between Holy Land and diaspora? 

Between the-place-where-I-shall-choose-to-cause-My-name-to-dwell and the places in the 

world where human beings choose to cause the name of God to dwell by invoking it in 

meditative prayer for the kind of spiritual wholeness that leads to d’veikut? 
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At first, the question must seem even more absurd than the other questions I am posing here. 

After all, physical space is not a construct imposed on existence by human beings trying to 

inflict some sort of order on creation—it is creation, is the stuff of the universe, is real. 

Moreover, the idea that spatial coordinates govern the relationship of things to each other 

seems so obvious as to be bizarre even formally to assert out loud as though an alternative 

point of view could rationally be considered, but I think there might well be another way of 

looking at the issue, one based on spirituality rather than geometry and rooted in the quest to 

encounter the sacred rather than in the quest to master the world by measuring, describing, or 

naming its parts and pieces. 

There is a world within that is the parallel and, in some ways, the corollary of the outside world. 

The world within has its own landscape as well—the landscape of the human heart—and its 

own physics to govern the way things do and do not happen against the backdrop of that 

landscape. And it has its own distances and nearnesses as well, its own cities and its own 

oceans and its own deserts. The world within cannot contain God any more effectively or 

realistically than can the physical world without, but neither can we say that God inhabits the 

inner world in a way that is qualitatively different from the way in which God occupies the 

physical universe, only in a way that is dramatically less obvious. 

Now the inner world is inner precisely in that it exists hidden away deep within us, while the 

outer world is outer precisely because it exists outside the innermost chambers of the human 

heart, outside the secret home of the self. To ascribe realness, therefore, to one world and not 

the other is an example of the hubris born of illusion and nourished by supreme arrogance: to 

insist on the reality of the physical world while denying the reality of the inner realm is to deny 

the reality of God as God exists in both realms and, as such, to utter blasphemy in the most 

precise sense of the word. 

Jews the world over turn toward Jerusalem to recite their prayers and the reason for this 

should be obvious: Jerusalem is the Holy City, the umbilicus of the world, the earthly 

touchpoint for the world-axis that connects heaven and earth. But I wonder if there might not 

be another reason to face the Holy City than the merely commemorative one intended to add 

to the experience of prayer a layer of veneration for an ancient holy place. 

After God appears to the Israelites at Sinai and speaks the ten basic codicils of the covenant to 

them aloud from within the cloud of fire, something highly unusual happens. The people 

become certain that they are not going to be able to bear it any longer for God to speak directly 

to them—the simple meaning of the text would have to be that the people rightly or wrongly 

expect the Almighty to continue on directly with the rest of the terms of the covenant—and 

they beg Moses to mediate between themselves and God. (Moses, they obviously think they 

can survive listening to, but the voice of God is simply too much for them, too awful—that is, 
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too awe-full—and too sublime, too intense. Moses assures them that they have nothing to fear, 

that this was all designed in the first place to scare them silly, thereby instilling the fear of God 

in them in a way they will never forget (although they do, and almost immediately). Moses, as 

good as his word, then disappears into the fog where God awaits him at the top of the 

mountain. 

The reader awaits the next developments anxiously. What will God say to Moses? Which ones 

of the commandments will God select to be almost as important as the ten chosen as the lead-

off statutes of God’s covenantal agreement with Israel? Will Moses himself be able to stand the 

overwhelming experience of encountering God face-to-face? And what exactly will God say, 

once Moses enters the cloud alone and it’s just the two of them, Speaker God and spoken-to 

prophet. 

What does follow is, to say the least, surprising. God, ignoring the fact that his audience has 

shrunk from several million listeners to one single man, simply continues with the terms of the 

covenant. Now everybody knows the Big Ten by heart...but what are the next ones, the 

commandments that God chooses to reveal next, the ones we might assume that the Almighty 

considers to be second in importance only to the Ten Commandments themselves, the ones 

God would presumably have spoken aloud to the people immediately thereafter had they not 

begged Moses to intercede on their behalf? 

What God now turns to is the question of worship, first forbidding the use of golden and silver 

fetishes as worship objects, a point made quite forcefully in the second of the Ten 

Commandments and presumably repeated here merely for emphasis. But then, after restating 

the unsuitability of idols for Israelite worship, God instructs the people to fashion a special kind 

of altar unlike any they have seen up to that point. For one thing, the altar is to be made of 

earth or stone, not metal or wood. For another, it is to be portable so that it can be set up in 

any place in which the people perceive the blessings of God to be particularly palpable. 

Actually, it’s more interesting than that. Although Scripture begins to sound as though it is 

going to say that this altar may only be built in the one place God promises later on to 

designate, the text suddenly shifts gears and adds three words at the end of the verse, words 

which change everything by implying that this altar may be built anywhere at all the people 

choose…with the single proviso that they sense the presence of God and God’s blessings in that 

space in a way that renders the construction of an altar there reasonable and right. It is, in 

short, to be an altar in the style of the patriarchs rather than of the future Israelite nation, a 

piece of the past projected into the uncertain future to create a present that exists in an odd 

sort of way outside the normal constraints of time and place. 
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Furthermore, if it is made of stones, then these stones may not be hewn in the normal way lest 

the entire altar be profaned by even an ancillary, derivative connection with the metal tools the 

ancients used to shape building stones: this is to be a no-metal enterprise from beginning to 

end. And finally, this altar is to have no steps leading up to the top. Scripture offers its own 

strange rationalization of this last requirement, noting that it would be indecent for the priests 

to risk exposing themselves as they walk up the steps. That much seems simple enough…but 

readers are still left wondering why it would not have been simpler simply to require the priests 

of Israel to perform their sacerdotal duties wearing undergarments? Indeed, later on when the 

Torah gets around to discussing the priestly vestments, linen underbreeches are ordained as 

requisite parts of the priestly outfit. So why can’t there be steps going up to the altar? 

It seems to me that what we have here is an injunction to fashion something that is called an 

altar, but which is a lot more like a portable Sinai than anything else. Indeed, the rules for 

fashioning the altar that later formed part of the wilderness sanctuary the Israelites ended up 

shlepping around with them in the desert (and which most certainly could not be built by 

individual Israelites whenever and wherever the spirit moved them) are quite different from 

this one, even down to the question of what it is made of. But what this altar does look like, I 

think, is Mount Sinai itself. It is made of earth or stones—or perhaps of earth with rocks and 

unhewn stones sticking out of it at various intervals. It has no man-made steps, just 

(presumably) a ramp of some sort more reminiscent of a mountain path than a majestic 

staircase. It has fire burning on top of it, just as Sinai was crowned with fire when the presence 

of God descended onto it in preparation for the revelation. Although no dimensions are given, I 

see it as a small mountain, a model of the mountain as it looked with the manifest presence of 

God ablaze on its highest peak. 

Now the amazing thing is that there are no subsequent references to this altar in Scripture. All 

the major commentators assume it somehow turned into the altar later built as part of the 

portable wilderness sanctuary. But that altar really is different in every conceivable way from 

this one—and this one appears simply to be forgotten. Or is it? 

Something else.  Scripture displays a certain highly uncharacteristic ambivalence toward the 

question of whether this altar needs actually to be constructed at all. First it ordains rather 

unequivocally that it be fashioned: “You shall build me an altar of earth.” But then the text 

becomes a bit less decisive, continuing: “But if you fashion it of stones....” But if you fashion it 

of stones? We were just commanded to make it of earth! I’ve suggested a compromise just 

above: it must be made of earth, but if the earth has any stones in it, they must not be removed 

or smoothed with a metal implement. But that is my own effort at compromise and, in the 

context of the text itself as it appears in the Bible, we can still ask our original question. Which 

is it to be, an altar of earth or one of stone? 
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I’ve already intimated my own answer. The real altar, the one the Israelites actually constructed 

looked entirely different from this one. This was, therefore, something else...perhaps the altar 

connected not with the physical world but with the inner one, the one at which the inner self 

can worship outside the strictures of space and time. That’s why the altar is fashioned to look 

like a miniature Sinai—because only once the illusionary bonds of time and space are loosed 

can people who live neither in the Sinai nor in Moses’s day all stand in the presence of God at 

Sinai without becoming caught up in an impossible time-space conundrum. And that’s why 

Scripture has to squelch its knee-jerk tendency to restrict the building of the altar to one 

particular time and place—this altar is beyond time and outside space, both of which are 

features of the outer rather than the inner realm. 

The other altar, the one of acacia wood that stood in the forecourt of the Tabernacle, existed in 

space and time as the focal point of the God of Space and Time. A later biblical author tried to 

reconcile the two sets of instructions by reporting that Joshua built an altar of unhewn stones 

at Shechem and thereby fulfilled the Scriptural mandate that such an altar be built (by 

someone, somewhere), but it seems at least plausible, even perhaps likely, that Joshua was 

fulfilling a different commandment at Shechem entirely, one stated in the book of 

Deuteronomy rather than in Exodus.  And besides, the text here in Exodus sounds as though it 

is offering a commandment to future generations, not to some (unspecified, but specific) 

historic personality living at a particular time in a particular place. 

My own interpretation is that the Sinai altar was intended all along to exist—not in space or 

time—but rather in the mind and the heart, in the inner world and secret space, in the universe 

of d’veikut inhabited solely by God and the lover who cleaves unto God. In the outer world, true 

worship is limited to one spot, to Jerusalem. But in the inner world, these are non-concepts, 

chimeras that are meaningless in the absence of the physical coordinates of the outer world 

that gave rise to them. In the inner world of the spirit, there is here no less than here is there. 

And it is at the altar of that inner world that the text in Exodus bids us worship. 

The other altar had its own history: it eventually turned into the great bronze altars that stood 

in the forecourts of both the First and the Second Temples in Jerusalem. Enormous by any 

standards, the rabbis recalled that its base, at least in the Second Temple, was a forty-eight foot 

square that tapered slightly inwards a few times to make a thirty-nine foot square surface on 

the top. Nor was that altar only a piece of furniture in the Temple in Jerusalem. In a certain 

sense, it was Jerusalem, was the place of pilgrimage, the site at which atonement was effected 

for the sins of Israel and at which the offerings were made that placated the wrath of God, was 

the place that inspired and sustained the beneficence of God and which symbolized the 

ongoing presence of God on earth. When people made their ancient thrice-yearly pilgrimages 

to Jerusalem, it was to that altar of bronze that they directed their footsteps. In every real 
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sense of the word, the bronze altar was the enduring symbol of the presence of God in the 

physical world. 

And in the private world ensconced deep within the chambers of the secret heart that beats in 

the breast of every human being who seeks a life in God? In that world, there is an altar as well 

which symbolizes the presence of God no less profoundly than the other altar did in its world. It 

is an altar of earth fashioned with no steps leading up to its summit. A portable Sinai that allows 

the voice of God continually to address itself to every individual who would hear it. A moveable 

Jerusalem that is neither the sublunary Jerusalem nor the supralunary one, but another one, a 

different one. It is the Jerusalem of the inner world, the inner space that by its very (non-

)existence testifies to the presence of God in its realm no less eloquently than its sister 

structure testified to that very thing in the outer realm for as long as it existed. 

And this too bears saying: when I turn toward the east to say my prayers, it is this Jerusalem 

that I face as much as the one of golden honey-stone. 
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Normal Is Abnormal  

 

The words “normal” and “abnormal” have meaning to the statistician and the sociologist, but 

when they are used to establish and compare the spiritual value of various modes of behavior 

or belief, they are—at the very least—useless, misleading terms and often as unnecessarily 

counterproductive as they are useless or misleading. 

To attain a state of sh’leimut, one must first renounce the illusory pleasure of illusory beliefs 

and fantasies—and the concepts of spiritual normalcy and abnormality should be the first to go. 

There are a number of reasons this is so, but foremost among them is the fact that applying 

concepts of normalcy and abnormality to the quest for spiritual fulfillment requires (or at least 

encourages) an individual to seek God in the context of other people’s quests for the divine. For 

almost all, possibly even for all, this will constitute a fatal flaw that can only lead the seeker 

away from God. 

Now that might not sound at all logical. Indeed, it might well seem to most that following the 

footsteps of successful others is precisely what the clergypeople of organized faiths get paid to 

encourage their congregations to do as energetically as they can! But the illusion that we can 

find God by travelling a path trod by others is not only wrong because it does not or will not 

work, but because it cannot work, because the nature of the kind of d’veikut that is the reason 

we seek to attain sh’leimut in the first place requires—and requires absolutely—that the seeker 

seek the sought (or rather, the Sought) in the private universe of two that is the world of love 

and its backdrop and context. I mentioned this idea in a previous chapter, but now I’d like to 

return to it and write about it in greater detail. 

When the ancients taught that Adam was the size of the entire universe, they didn’t mean to 

say that he was immensely huge, although some of the more literalist commentators  did 

indeed take (as others continue to take) their lesson to mean just that. What I think they meant 

to say was that Adam, at least until the creation of Eve, was not only the first human, he was 

the only focus of God’s love and the only hope God had to be loved in a world that had just 

previously been all God and which now was God plus one single individual who wasn’t God. The 

universe of dialogue and discourse was therefore inhabited by two players at the very first of all 

moments: by Creator and creature, by God and Adam, by the Lover and the beloved who (if all 

went according to plan) were to become Beloved and lover as well. 

The way is the goal; the path, the only essential thing. The journey is its own process and 

culmination and justification, its real end and its sole meaningful point and its ultimate raison 
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d’être. From the first of all days, Adam sought God as he wandered among the trees of Eden 

looking for another (or rather, for an other), for a playmate, for a lover, for a friend. The Bible 

holds back from painting a precise picture of Adam among the trees, but we hear the relief (and 

perhaps a bit of the anguish that must have preceded it) in his voice when he sees Eve for the 

first time and calls out not “Who are you?” or “What are you?”, but, exhausted, “At last!” 

There’s a lot packed into that “At last!” (The Hebrew has zot ha-pa·am, which packs pretty 

much the same punch.) 

Why exactly was Adam so relieved to find Eve? Perhaps it wasn’t so much that he needed a 

date, even if they were only a day away from the first Saturday night. It was more than that, 

more than mere hormones at work. It was a sense that Adam lived in a lovers’ universe in 

which he had sought, but not quite managed to find, God. Up to this point in the story of Adam 

in Eden, God has only spoken to the sole human being one single time and that was to 

command him not to eat the fruit of a certain tree. It was not quite enough to establish what 

we would call a quality relationship, but it was enough to force Adam to understand that he 

wasn’t alone, that there was an (admittedly elusive, but undeniably real) Other in his life, 

someone to seek and to be sought by, to love and to be loved by. It was the intimation of 

intimacy rather than intimacy itself, the hint of relationship rather than the real thing. It was 

something. But it clearly was not enough. This, surely, led to frustration and ill ease, with 

neither of which Adam would have been at all equipped to deal. And then Eve. Woman. Bone 

of Adam’s bone. Flesh of his flesh. But more than that, an other, a focus, a partner to fill up the 

universe of discourse into which Adam had been born (so to speak), but the potential of which 

he had not been able to realize or exploit properly. An accessible other where there had priorly 

only been an inaccessible Other. 

The point of the ancient lesson to the effect that Adam filled up the entire universe is this: at 

the first of all moments, Adam existed—not just theoretically, but actually and physically—as 

the sum total of all life, as the living embodiment of humanness for the sake of whom God had 

created space and time in the first place. Just as any two human lovers exist in a private 

universe in which every single one of their physical or emotional endeavors is focused on the 

other and undertaken for that other’s sake, so did Adam occupy a private universe with God in 

which his efforts were solely directed toward seeking what we would call d’veikut with that 

same God who was his sole Other. 

There was no concept of normalcy in those days because there was only one human being, 

Therefore, whatever Adam did was normal even by the most rigid sociologist’s definition. After 

Eve was created, however, the situation was slightly different. As human life entered its second 

phase, Adam had an earthly lover with whom he shared the earth and a universal Lover with 

Whom he shared the universe. But Adam was no longer the size of that universe...because Eve 
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also occupied it, also shared the earth with her earthly lover and the universe with her universal 

Lover. 

Now, since there were no other people having relationships in the world, nothing about Adam’s 

interpersonal relationship with Eve could be labeled abnormal either. But the presence of Eve 

brought with it the awful possibility of comparing and evaluating each of their private 

relationships with God in terms of the other’s. In other words, the existence of even one other 

human being in the world meant that neither of their relationships with the divine would 

necessarily be unique. They both could be unique, of course, presuming that both Adam and 

Eve carried on their spiritual quests for communion with the God who had so recently created 

them independently of the other and without reference to the other’s successes or failures. It 

could be that way, but it no longer had to be. And that, from the point of view of a modern in 

search of precisely the kind of spiritual wholeness that exists, at least potentially, as the 

idiosyncratic stuff of every individual’s personal search for God, is where things first got off 

track. 

A lot of things go into the spiritual life of any human being. And a lot of things go into the quest 

any human being undertakes for communion with God. The prophet said we can, at least 

theoretically, undertake the journey with nothing more than words packed into our luggage. 

Nevertheless, I think that more is necessary for most moderns if the journey is to reach a happy 

end. 

We need faith. We need courage, particularly the courage of our convictions. We need 

sufficient determination to make a long, arduous trip while continuing to live and work in a 

world that esteems spiritual enterprise only in the abstract if at all. We need a willing heart and 

a willing spirit and an open ear. We need the strength to abandon egotism and self-referential 

pomposity. We need the fortitude to speak a word of honest prayer. And, almost more than 

anything else, we need the ability to conduct ourselves in a totally idiosyncratic way in order to 

achieve a kind of communion with a God Who exists with respect to any given individual in a 

way that is as unique, or as potentially unique, within the spectrum of divine-human 

relationships as that individual is potentially unique, at least potentially, within the family of 

mankind. 

Idiosyncrasis is an odd virtue for a rabbi to extol. Indeed, we rabbis spend a lot of our time 

trying to discourage people from disengaging from the rituals and rites that unite the Jewish 

people in the common spiritual endeavor that is the hallmark and the essence of the Jewish 

religious quest for d’veikut. And, in a certain sense, I really do think of this as time rather well 

spent: precisely what we don’t want to see is a further fragmentation of an already pathetically 

small and disjointed people into even more subsects and minuscule subdenominations. 
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And yet, even though I have to agree that the last thing the Jewish people needs is to be 

divided down into even more warring factions, the truth remains that I can’t imagine how 

either sh’leimut or d’veikut could ever exist except against a background of total idiosyncrasis. 

Why is this so? Or, more precisely, why does it have to be so? I don’t suppose I know that it has 

to be so, but I think that it is most definitely the case and for one reason: the relationship we 

seek to establish with God is essentially a love relationship. As such, it is similar (if not quite 

identical) to the love relationships earthly lovers seek to establish with each other except for 

one thing: by virtue of the fact that one of the partners is (by definition) beyond the scope of 

human understanding in any meaningful way, it is incalculably more complex and complicated, 

both in terms of its essence and its outer forms, than any love relationship between mortals 

could ever be. But more than any of that, what characterizes the successful relationship with 

God is precisely its idiosyncratic nature, its specificity with respect to the single human being 

who has undertaken it, and the special, totally unique way it mirrors the uniqueness of that 

individual and the way God exists with respect to that individual. 

If there’s one thing I’ve learned as a rabbi, it is that no one can achieve happiness in marriage 

merely by watching a couple that appears to be happily married and then doing what they do. 

We can’t even have successful friendships, I don’t think, by mimicking the relationships that 

exist between people we know (or rather, think) to be good friends: at the end of the day, we 

can’t establish meaningful relationships of any sort by imitating other people’s efforts to 

establish meaningful relationships in their lives. And our chance of entering into a state of 

ongoing, intimate communion with God based on our even enthusiastic imitation of the 

spiritual activities of other people is even less likely to come to much. 

The last thing I want to advocate is for people to feel free, even noble, about disassociating 

themselves from the festivals and Sabbaths and rituals and rites of organized religion, least of 

all my own. The challenge therefore, at least for Jewish people, is to be totally idiosyncratic 

with respect to one’s private relationship with God at the same time that one remains rooted 

(spiritually and physically and emotionally) in a community that tends to fear and trivialize 

idiosyncrasis and which, indeed, works relentlessly, even obsessively, to organize itself around a 

commonly pursued program of ritual life. 

To speak in specifically Jewish terms, the challenge is to become whole by pursuing a unique 

path toward God while (at the same time) retaining an enduring sense of fidelity to the 

traditions and, especially, to the laws which form the backdrop against which Jewish life exists 

and endures. I speak of what I know, but I suspect the same could be said with respect to the 

faithful of any organized system of religious enterprise. 
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Now there is a specific kind of danger inherent in any sort of mysticism (or, for that matter, in 

any sort of effort designed to bring individuals into personal states of communion with God) 

and that is the possibility that the individuals involved may end up charting their own courses 

toward d’veikut and, in so doing, abandon the structures that unite their co-religionists in 

common spiritual effort. If they do it well, they may even end up feeling rather good about their 

efforts. 

I don’t presume to speak with authority about all the religions of the world. But there’s a 

problem here as far as Jewish life in concerned and that problem is that Judaism teaches that 

the unity of Israel is the ongoing terrestrial mirror of the unity of God. Therefore, to damage 

that lower unity is to impact negatively on the unity of the divine realm…and that can never be 

a good idea for people aspiring to know God or even to know of God. 

And so we are left with the puzzle intact: how to be totally personal and totally committed to 

life within the community. How to value idiosyncrasis and still help Israel proclaim the unity of 

God by existing, as the prayerbook says, as a people that is “one among the nations of the 

earth.” How to pursue a private path through the forest toward personal, idiosyncratic d’veikut 

with God while walking shoulder-to-shoulder with a million others on the broad highway that 

leads toward Jerusalem, toward salvation. How finally to come to the inner conviction that the 

concepts of normalcy and abnormality are not merely irrelevant when used to evaluate the 

spiritual journey toward sh’leimut, but seriously dangerous to the ultimate success of that 

journey. How to be one of the many while at the same time being radically, utterly, unalterably 

and unyieldingly unique—that is the great question that churns and roils at the heart of 

religion, or should. 
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Living Is Dying 

 

What could be more profound than the difference between life and death? A philosopher 

whose books I once read with great interest wrote that the key to the fear of God lies precisely 

there, in the contemplation of death. I remember finding that notion more than a bit macabre 

when I first considered it, but as the years have passed, I’ve come to agree wholeheartedly: I 

think what he meant was that God is the archetypal Absolute that we can perceive only (or at 

least primarily) through the contemplation of the only true absolute we know, which is the 

absolute distinction between life and death. And it can only be in the contemplation of absolute 

that we can think realistically about Absolute. 

Now we all know lots of false absolutes. The (falsely) absolute distinction we think we know 

between pleasure and pain. Or the one we perceive (falsely) as existing absolutely between 

repulsiveness and attractiveness or between beauty and ugliness—all distinctions that are 

subjective and anything but absolute. In a certain sense, this whole book is about the falseness 

of most distinctions, but the boundary between life and death appears, at least at first, not to 

be among them. What, after all, really could be more real than the difference between alive 

and dead, between living and dying, between life and death? 

Scientists are less sure than the average citizen appears to be. At the present time, for example, 

North Americans are engaged in a very long debate about the moment life begins and seem 

quite unable to decide whether the state of non-life that precedes fully human existence stops 

at conception or parturition or somewhere in between. Equally difficult to define is the 

moment life ends and non-life resumes: when the heart stops beating or the brain stops 

functioning or some combination of the above are the primary opinions, but there are others as 

well. Some might well say that this is all nothing more than so much fine-tuning and, important 

as these issues may be to the eventual ability of society to decide as a matter of public policy 

whether euthanasia or abortion are or aren’t acts of murder, the basic difference between 

being alive and being dead is not really what we’re discussing at all when we discuss either 

abortion or euthanasia. Hold that thought! 

The ancient rabbis had trouble with these issues as well, but in an entirely different context. 

And they formulated traditions designed to address, if not quite to resolve, the issues as they 

understood them. 

The righteous individual is to be considered alive even after death, Rabbi Ḥiyya taught Rabbi 

Jonathan. And the wicked are considered dead even while they are still alive. Yes, it’s a bit 
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cryptic. Yes, it might just be a poetic thought. Yes, it doesn’t prove anything...but it also opens a 

door for us, a door we may choose to step through or merely to contemplate. 

“The Torah is only fully existent in the hands of one who kills himself for it,” we read in another 

place. Now if the Torah is a tree of life for them who cling unto it, as the rabbis (only slightly) 

detached a verse in the Book of Proverbs from its scriptural moorings to teach us, then how can 

it be accessible primarily (or rather, solely) to those who embrace death on its behalf? Is the 

midrash saying that none but martyrs who suffer death for the sanctification of God’s name 

merit true access to the inner meaning of Scripture as they pursue their posthumous studies in 

the heavenly academy? It might mean that, but the tradition doesn’t really speak of those who 

are killed by other people, but of those who kill themselves, who make themselves dead, who 

force themselves to know death and who, as a result, know this tree of life that is Torah. And 

this, from a people that abhors suicide more as blasphemy than murder. 

God is Life. And, as a result, the life we know here on earth is the tangible manifestation of 

God’s presence among us. Now this is a truth I think most people know on some gut level, but 

which we all spend an inordinate amount of time trying to avoid. But those efforts at denial are 

rarely as successful as we wish them to be. Our Jewish prayers call God ḥei olamim, Life of the 

Universe. The most popular Jewish amulet of our day consists of the Hebrew letters ḥet and 

yod, which spell out the word ḥai, this generation’s favorite circumlocution for God’s name. (It 

would hardly do to wear God’s actual name on a chain around our neck and, besides, we take 

our necks into all sorts of places into which it would be degrading for the true name of God to 

be brought.) In the town where I lived when I taught at the Institute for Jewish Studies in 

Heidelberg, they put up a red granite monument on the site of the synagogue the Nazis burnt 

to the ground on Kristallnacht in 1938. I’m not sure who designed that monument, but it too 

had the word chai in large Hebrew letters across its top—an emblem I can only take as an effort 

to emblazon the name of God on the site of a former House of God in a way that would neither 

profane nor degrade that name or its Bearer by connecting it, even tangentially, to a place of 

horrific cruelty, violent prejudice, and baseless hatred. 

God is Life. As a result, undertaking the quest for communion with God is embracing Life, 

making alive and, in the ultimate sense of the word, living. Perhaps the reason Jews think of life 

as beginning at birth is because that is when unassisted breathing commences and “every 

breath praises the Almighty”—only those who breathe can truly embrace Life and only those 

who embrace Life can be called alive. Death is thus two things: the absence of life and the 

absence of Life. 

And so we come, albeit a bit circuitously, to a profound truth, one that teaches us that we can 

be dead in at least two different ways as a result of two different circumstances: we can be 

dead due to the absence of life or dead due to the absence of Life. Whether or not to be dead 
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in the former sense is not in the hands of the non-suicidal individual, but the choice with regard 

to the second sense is indeed any individual’s to make. Nevertheless, I think the biblical 

injunction to choose (not only life, but) Life retains both its majesty and its practicality for any 

who would make themselves whole in the service of God and in the search for communion with 

God. To embrace life, we must first choose it over death. 

The point here is not to suggest that living people can somehow be dead or that the dead can 

really be alive as much as it is that life without Life is a kind of death...a variety of death as 

deleterious to the spiritual wellbeing of an individual as its more feared twin is to that person’s 

physical health. When we hear that the righteous have life even in death, the rabbis of classical 

antiquity meant to say that the Life of the Universe does not abandon the faithful even after 

they can no longer sing the praises of God. When they said that there are those living dead 

whose wickedness makes them dead even during their lifetimes, they meant merely (merely!) 

to say that life without Life equals death. Now how could anybody argue with that? 

Part of the spiritual quest for the kind of sh’leimut that leads to d’veikut with God consists of 

the willingness to embrace these truths not only theoretically, but also in terms of their various 

implications, ramifications, and awful corollaries. And those corollaries are indeed awful—for 

they turn upside down most of what we all prefer to believe about the nature of life and 

present us with a set of new rules and axioms. That true living means embracing life with Life 

and that this kind of living is tenuous and fragile. That being truly alive depends on the success 

of an individual’s spiritual efforts as well as on adequate nutrition and hydration. That the right 

to say the words “I am alive” is rooted not only in one’s ability to breathe in and out, but in 

one’s success at making each breath function as a hymn of praise. It means that living is a task 

as well as a gerund, that life does not need to be loaded up with extraneous significance and 

purpose quarried from some outside mine of meaning, but rather that life is its own point and 

that the gradual identification of life with Life is the sole identifying feature of the life lived with 

insight and vision. I can’t blame anyone for finding these ideas to be unsettling—I find them 

disconcerting myself and I’m the one tapping them out on the keyboard. Even the idea of 

addressing God as Life has a certain unsettling ring to it as it resonates through the 

consciousness at prayer.... 

When the rabbis wrote that Torah is only truly, absolutely available to one who kills himself for 

it, they were saying that the key to spiritual wisdom is learning the difference between life and 

Life and between physical and spiritual death. 

When they wrote that the dead have life, they meant that the souls of those who know to 

embrace Life in life live on in the bosom of God after their bodies are long committed to 

earthen graves. 
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When they took that obscure prophetic notion about the resurrection of the dead and put it 

center-stage, so to speak, as the second benediction in the central prayer of all Jewish liturgy so 

that it would be affirmed thrice daily by any Jew who prays in the traditional way, they were 

acting out of neither innocence nor ignorance...and certainly not out of dogmatic naiveté. They 

knew full well that no doctrine is more difficult wholeheartedly to accept than belief in the 

resurrection of the dead in the messianic era—for how many of us can say with certainty that 

we believe with no doubt whatsoever in an idea that by its very essence can have no 

confirmation in this era in which we actually do live? And yet they insisted that it take pride of 

place in the most basic of all Jewish prayers, second only to the first benediction which affirms 

our fundamental faith in God as the Author of history, the Creator of the universe, the Source 

of reward and punishment to the righteous and the wicked, and the personal God of the 

spiritual ancestors of the Jewish people. 

The point of inserting this particular idea in a liturgical place of such prominence is to 

underscore some of the most awful facts of the spiritual life. That the bringing into coincidence 

of life and Life is the goal of living. That the only true definition of death is not so much the 

cessation of breathing or of measurable brain activity—the absence of life—but the far more 

profound absence of Life. That life, therefore, can be Life or death. And that death, in turn, can 

be either death or Life. That the terms life and death are, in the deepest spiritual sense, 

illusionary fantasies that bear their dictionary meanings only in the wan context in which living 

means breathing rather than cleaving unto God. 

The difference between life and death is therefore rendered dramatically less significant than it 

might otherwise have been, for life can embrace Life or it can exist in a godless state devoid of 

spiritual enterprise. Similarly, death can overtake an individual even during his or her lifetime, 

for life without Life is death. The Angel of Death, it turns out, is not a Charon who exists merely 

to pick up the barely living and make them dead by ferrying them across the river to Sheol, but 

a real, ongoing presence in each of our lives—the eminence grise hovering just behind us and 

waiting, waiting, (almost) always patiently waiting…for us to sever our ties to the world of the 

divine and, in so doing, to step into death’s domain. 

Wholeness, as I have by now said over and over, is the spiritual state we attain when we 

abandon illusion and false distinction and see things as they truly are. This ability to set aside 

the lenses of vanity and self-aggrandizement through which we so enjoy seeing the world is not 

easily won and neither is it easily maintained once it is experienced for the first time. It is a long 

struggle to attain...and a longer, life-long effort to make a permanent feature of who we are 

and what we do. 

In short, sh’leimut comes at a price. The price can be analyzed in a dozen different ways, but, in 

a sense, they all come down to the same thing: the willingness to understand that perception is 
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not reality, that appearing is not being, that even life and death are subjective terms that can 

be analyzed in a secular or a spiritual way. The problem is that the distinction itself between 

secular and spiritual is a bit of a chimera, a bit of self-induced illusion designed to make it 

possible to live a life distant from God and alienated from the quest for d’veikut with God 

without feeling failed or pointless or crippled by the absurdity of one’s existence....and thus, in 

the deepest sense of the word, a lie that only those who seek to distance themselves from the 

God of truth will embrace. 
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Priest Is Prophet 

 

Although it is a biblical commonplace that Moses, Aaron and Miriam were siblings, the three 

are also presented as the apparently unrelated leaders of the Israelites as they made their way 

from Egypt to the Promised Land rather than specifically as each other’s brothers and sister. 

That Scripture uses discrepancy and inconsistency to teach some of its best lessons by 

presenting readers with riddles (and at that generally unasked and unnoticed ones that readers 

are left on their own to notice embedded in the text) and then challenging them to find 

reasonable solutions to them if they can—that will come as no surprise to astute students of 

the biblical text. But what exactly is Scripture teaching here? That is the question worth 

asking…and then attempting honestly to answer. 

That there is a riddle, or at least a kind of a riddle, in the story of Moses’s family seems clear 

enough. Neither of Moses’ parents is named in the story of his birth presented in the second 

chapter of Exodus and neither is there any reference in that story to either Aaron or Miriam. (A 

sister is mentioned, but she, like Moses’ parents, is left unnamed and unidentified. And up until 

she is introduced into the story, the text certainly appears to imply that Moses was his parents’ 

first child.) The first time Aaron is mentioned in the entire biblical text is, as it happens, just two 

chapters later, but there God is speaking to Moses and calls Aaron Moses’ “brother Levite,” 

hardly the way we would expect Scripture to refer to somebody’s actual brother even if they 

were also both members of the same tribe. It’s true that there are texts that seem to state 

rather unequivocally that Aaron was the actual biological brother of Moses, but these are few 

and very far between, and, of the hundreds of times Aaron is mentioned in the biblical text, 

only a handful actually refer to him that way. And almost all of those references are embedded 

in long genealogical lists rather than in narrative stories. 

The Torah narrative is even more equivocal about Miriam’s status as Moses’s and Aaron’s 

sibling. She only appears together with Aaron and Moses in one single place in Scripture, a 

passage in which they are specifically not referred to as siblings at all. To make matters worse, 

Aaron is heard to address Moses in that same passage as his lord, a highly unlikely (if not 

completely impossible) way for someone to address a brother, especially a younger one. 

Moreover, Miriam is specifically called the sister of Aaron (and not Moses) in the very passage 

in which she is given one of her most prominent roles (and in which she is called a prophetess 

for the one single time) despite the fact that Aaron is nowhere to be seen in the story and 

Miriam is being specifically portrayed as the spiritual leader of the Israelite women as she leads 

them in a sort of antiphonal response to Moses’ great hymn of deliverance at the Red Sea. 
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Clearly, the Torah is equivocating not because it must but because it wishes to invite its readers 

into…something. A mystery. A secret. A lesson best taught inductively rather than formally. Or 

perhaps just a detail that by its nature requires being taught subtly and quietly. Perhaps in some 

other context I will focus on Miriam, but here I would like to center on the personalities of 

Moses and Aaron and ask simply what Scripture hopes us to learn from contemplating the 

equivocal way in which they appear in the narrative. 

I suppose we could argue that depicting Aaron as Moses’s brother was simply a way to enhance 

his stature. Moses was, after all, the greatest of all the prophets, the prophet with whom God 

spoke “mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles,” the single prophet allowed to behold the 

likeness of God directly rather than through the medium of dreams or hallucinatory visions. On 

the other hand, Aaron was hardly in need of having his stature enhanced, and least of all in the 

eyes of a scriptural narrative that itself makes him a far more important personality from a 

genealogical point of view than Moses: it was Aaron who became the ancestor of the priests of 

Israel in a biological way, something Moses was not destined to become with respect to the 

Israelite prophets. Indeed, Scripture loses interest in Moses’ line almost immediately, 

mentioning his sons only occasionally and without any detail or subsequent curiosity about the 

names or fates of their descendants. Long, complex genealogical lists, on the other hand, are 

presented to prove that Aaron’s line flourished and continued down into the very latest 

generation of biblical historical tradition. 

I think that there is a profound spiritual reason for suggesting that the references to Aaron as 

Moses’s brother are meant at least partially heuristically, one that has nothing to do with 

enhancing the reputation of one by placing him in the same family as the other. Indeed, it is 

almost as though Scripture wants obliquely to suggest that one of the goals of our own spiritual 

development ought also to be the bringing of prophet and priest into alignment in an analogous 

manner to the way siblings exist in relationship to each other: born of the same parents and 

raised in the same house, yet different in terms of their actual day-to-day lives and free to 

develop independently of each other in the course of entire lifetimes. If that is the point, then 

the real lesson must be that neither priest nor prophet can exist in a vacuum and we must 

somehow become the latter-day equivalents of both prophet and priest if we are to exist as 

spiritually whole people in any real sense of the word. In other words, by suggesting that 

Moses’s and Aaron’s siblinghood may be as much a metaphor as an historical detail, Scripture 

may be attempting gently to say that priest and prophet are two aspects of the same spiritual 

state, divisible in the context of outside analysis, but indivisible in the context of the journey 

toward spiritual wholeness. 

To fully understand Scripture on this level, it is important to have a clear idea of the difference 

between a priest and a prophet. Together, they functioned as the twin poles of ancient Israelite 
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piety. Together, they constituted the pillars of a system that allowed the ancients to enter into 

a state of ongoing communion with a deity who was presumed to dwell in a distant palace so 

high up in the heavens as to be basically inaccessible to all but the very few in any generation 

who possess sufficient inner piety to scale the celestial heights and actually experience a vision 

of God directly. Together, they made monotheism reasonable and feasible by allowing the 

pious to maintain their absolute belief in the uniqueness and solitariness of God without forcing 

them to abandon their faith in the face of God’s concomitant aloofness from the affairs of 

human beings below and consequently great remoteness from their daily lives. 

The ancient Israelites could believe that God dwelt in heaven without having to resign 

themselves to a life lived in isolation from the divine because the prophets of Israel brought the 

word of God to them directly. Similarly, the ancients did not have to feel that they couldn’t play 

a role in the life of a God so remote and potentially inaccessible to them precisely because the 

priests were able to serve as their personal intercessors before that same God by serving, so to 

speak, at God’s local residence in the world below. And the priests weren’t only intercessors in 

the sense that they served as intermediaries between the God of heaven and mankind—they 

also claimed the right to accept offerings of thanksgiving and atonement on God’s behalf from 

individuals below and to convey them to the divine realm. Merely by pouring out the blood or 

the libation on the altar or by immolating the precisely correct body part of the appropriate 

sacrificial animal, they could practically guarantee that God would take note of their efforts and 

behave accordingly toward those sacrifices’ non-priestly lay sponsors. 

Ancient Israelite piety was played out, therefore, between these two institutional poles 

personified by the prophets who brought the word of God to the people and the priests who 

bore the prayers, hopes, and aspirations of the people to God. The situation worked well for a 

while, then declined. The first to go were the prophets, whose disappearance from the stage of 

Israelite history is a puzzle that has never really been adequately worked out or explained. 

Then, once the Temple was destroyed in the first century C.E., the priesthood became defunct 

as well. There are Jewish families (my own, for example) that still maintain the tradition that 

they are the descendants of the ancient priests, but this is a mere triviality today, a genealogical 

curiosity that involves certain restrictions and prerogatives that impact only slightly on the 

spiritual life of those families, let alone on the spiritual life of the Jewish people as a whole. 

To a certain extent, the Torah itself was co-opted by the rabbis to stand in for both prophet and 

priest such that the word of God would henceforth be perceived only through the study of 

God’s word and the ultimate method of communing with the divine became the study of 

Scripture. But that was only to a certain extent—and in every subsequent generation there 

have always been men and women who have sought to establish a kind of communion with 
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God that is experiential rather than merely intellectual in nature. Such individuals walk the 

earth even today. 

In a certain real sense, the key to having a complete spiritual life today is being willing to serve 

both as priest and prophet and to understand that priest and prophet are ultimately the same 

thing, two sides of the same coin that cannot exist independently of each other. It is true that 

Moses was a bit of a priest and that Aaron is specifically called a prophet at least once in the 

Torah—but the more profound way to interpret the data is to take the Torah obliquely to be 

describing an important aspect of the slow progression of ideas and beliefs we have to pass 

through on the way toward spiritual wholeness. 

At first, we see prophet and priest as choices: we can either walk in the way of Moses or the 

way of Aaron, we can either choose to hear or to do, to be religiously knowledgeable or ritually 

observant, to attain communion with God by hearing the voice of God or by doing God’s work. 

The traditional formulation calls the former midrash and the latter ma·aseh and, although at 

least one ancient rabbi specifically states ma·aseh to be the more essential of the two in the 

establishment of a meaningful spiritual life, both are as necessary as they are inseparable and, 

in the deepest sense, identical. None of the choices adumbrated above is real in any truly 

meaningful way.  Attempting to choose one, therefore, over the other implies choosing 

neither...and willfully ignoring that fact. 

In short, to seek the kind of sh’leimut that leads to d’veikut with God requires stepping away 

from both the delusion that we can serve God without actually knowing God and from the 

fantasy, as insolent as illusionary, that we can know God without serving God. 

The use of ritual is basic to Jewish life—but it is only a tool, a kind of walking stick necessary for 

the spiritually crippled (which includes everybody) to use as they make their slow progress 

through the night toward the light. To serve God without attempting communion on a 

profound, personal level sounds more than vaguely pathetic, but although it is the way of 

superstition rather than honest religion, it has more adherents than most of us would care to 

believe. The reverse is more rare, but no less pathetic—the attempt to establish an ongoing, 

intensely idiosyncratic relationship with God that has the preservation of its own existence 

rather than worship as its point is not any more reasonable than its alternative, just more 

presumptuous. 

To say the same in different words, the degree to which an individual will be capable of 

attaining spiritual wholeness will vary directly with the degree to which that person has the 

courage to abandon the pleasant fantasy that we can choose, depending on our own 

proclivities and inclinations, to be priest or prophet. 
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It isn’t so much a question of combining both roles in some clever way either—it is a question 

of coming to terms with the fact that the two terms refer to different aspects of the same 

spiritual enterprise viewed from slightly different angles. Hearing the voice of God and 

responding to it, therefore, are the same thing: it isn’t that we can choose to respond once we 

have heard, but rather that choosing to hear is itself an act of response, a preemptory kind of 

fealty that encompasses both the willingness and the ability to hear. Most people are happy to 

fantasize that they can find spiritual fulfilment either in the contemplation of God or in God’s 

service. Our tradition presents Aaron and Moses as brothers precisely to deny the 

reasonableness of that idea: they are brothers not because they had to be—surely the narrative 

would have made as much sense if the Israelites’ greatest prophet and chiefest priest had not 

been blood relations—but because they ought to be, because they need to be...and because 

they represent two disparate varieties of spiritual experience that simply have to be unified by 

any who would attain the final goal of all religious endeavor which is d’veikut, communion with 

God. 

Although there were individuals in biblical times who were both prophet and priest—Jeremiah, 

Ezekiel and Zechariah come to mind—they were the exception rather than the rule. For a long 

time, Israel limped along with twin hierarchies of priests and prophets who occasionally worked 

together for a common goal, but who were more often than not at loggerheads with each 

other. Perhaps it was for that reason that the system didn’t endure. There were other reasons 

as well, to be sure, but, for us today, this is the most profound one and the one with the 

greatest implications for our own spiritual lives. 

To be one’s own priest and one’s own prophet is a spiritual goal that everyone who seeks 

d’veikut with God may—or rather must—attain because, to speak in practical terms, the 

possibility of being one or the other without being both would imply that the best to which the 

homo religiosus can aspire is to know of God but not actually, except within the realm of 

fantasy, to know God. To accept that the perception and the worship of God can only be seen 

as separate acts to the detriment of the worshipper is a truth available to all who would seek 

communion with God in the context of wholeness and the absence of self-righteous 

impudence, self-serving presumptuousness and self-induced delusion.  

 



36 
 

 

  



37 
 

History Is Destiny 

 

What could be more obvious than the difference between the past and the future? It’s true 

that the difference is so basic to the human way of thinking of time that the verbal systems of 

most languages are based on the distinction between what was and what will be, but it doesn’t 

take a grammarian or a linguist to appreciate the point: most people surely see themselves 

permanently suspended precisely between the future and the past, and language merely 

reflects this fully egocentric way of looking at the world. The distinction is part of our 

intellectual orientation as well—history is the study of all sorts of events linked only by their 

common rootedness in the past, while authors who write similarly about the future are deemed 

talented or talentless prognosticators whose worth may reasonably be measured precisely in 

terms of one sole meaningful criterion: whether their predictions do or don’t come to pass. 

Still, there are hints everywhere that suggest that another approach to the passage of time is 

also feasible, even in the everyday lives of ordinary people for whom the notion that neither 

the past nor the future really exists is not at all how they experience the world. 

Letters arrive from the past all the time and the responses to those letters are mailed into the 

future. 

It often occurs that we dream of the future, only to become aware after the fact that we were 

actually dreaming of the past—and, indeed, for most people the reality encountered in dreams 

is only more ephemeral, not necessarily less real, than the reality encountered in the course of 

daily life. (It is significant, I think, that no matter how intensely we wish to deny or to explain 

away the implications of the way in which past and future blur and coalesce in the dream 

realm, dreams remain the part of our daily lives we often consider the most honest and least 

deformed by societal convention.) 

People behave in a certain way because events deep in the past retain enough currency in the 

present to shape and to influence the future, sometimes profoundly so. Sometimes those 

events actually flow into the future and replicate themselves there, thereby leaving the present 

oddly irrelevant to the flow of history. Indeed, as we slowly abandon the egocentrism that 

guides most of our lives in favor of the kind of coming to terms with reality that is a sine qua 

non of spiritual wholeness, it becomes possible actually to remember the future and to plan for 

the past. History and destiny become curiously aligned and interconnected; in an asymptotal 

sort of way, they come closer and closer to each other without ever actually meeting until, 
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finally and in the full context of redemption, they meet, not in the ever-changing present, but in 

God. 

Although it may seem marginally more obvious that the future is the past than the other way 

around, the fact that the past is the future is as significant a part of reality as its inverse and 

possibly even more so. When a Jew sits down at the seder table on the eve of Passover to retell 

the story of the exodus from Egypt, the point is hardly the mere commemoration of some 

important thing that once happened to other Jewish people in some distant place and time. 

Indeed, lots of important things happened in the past that didn’t end up memorialized as 

Jewish holidays. The point here is not that history doesn’t count as much as it is that the 

recollection of history, the ongoing conscious, associative remembering (in this case) of the way 

in which God redeemed the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, has intense redemptive value for 

the nation as it exists today and as it will exist in the future. The redemptive component of 

religious worship is not always brought to the fore, perhaps because the whole concept of 

destiny intimidates moderns in a way history can’t—or at least doesn’t. But remembering is 

first, foremost and always a redemptive act. 

I was living in Germany, in Heidelberg, when the president of Germany spoke in the Bundestag 

on May 8, 1985, the fortieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War. Clearly choosing 

his words carefully and beyond carefully, President von Weiszäcker chose to quote an old 

Jewish saying to the effect that the key to redemption lies in the ability of the human being to 

remember. It was a noble thing to say and it made a profound impression on many people at 

the time, including myself. (In the course of my years teaching in Heidelberg, one of the few 

constants was the degree to which I felt fully engaged by the whole experience of watching 

Germany grapple with the aftermath of its defeat in the Second World War and, even more 

profoundly, with the legacy of Nazism embraced.) I’ve given the matter quite a bit of thought 

over the years and what I suppose the president was saying was that the more precisely 

Germany recalls its genocidal past, the closer it will be able to come to genuine atonement for 

the crimes of the Nazi regime. That’s a thought I can hardly oppose—what could the 

counterargument possibly be?—but I don’t think that’s precisely what the saying means. Or, to 

put it more arrogantly, it’s not precisely what I would have meant had I had the creativity and 

the insight to formulate the idea myself. 

Remembering is not the key to redemption because it makes it possible for us to catalogue our 

sins and neither is it so because it allows us to avoid making the mistakes of the past in the 

future, however true both those thoughts certainly are. Remembering is the key to a destiny in 

God because the process of intense, ongoing recollection eventually leads the rememberer to a 

truth otherwise obscured behind a mountain of self-centered impertinence. History is not 

destiny because it has to be, but because it is. Because the God of history is the God of 
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individual and national destiny…and God, by definition, can be bound neither by the same 

compulsion that leads human beings endlessly to recreate their own mistakes nor by their 

inability clearly to see in advance the consequences of their actions. Because despite the 

tendency of nations either to speak of time as a constantly repeating cycle of destruction and 

rebirth or as a straight line reaching from the hoariest past into the most distant future, the 

reality is that time is neither a circle nor a line, but a projection of the present into the realm of 

myth. Remembering is the key to redemption, then, not because recollection is an inherently 

redemptive act, but because remembering the past must eventually lead to the experience of 

remembering the future and that act, no less potent for being logically impossible, is a key 

element in the evolution of any individual’s sense of the reasonableness of seeking redemption 

in God. 

History is destiny, then, not in the deterministic sense that what has happened is what will 

necessarily happen again—which thought, despite being endlessly repeated, does not mirror 

reality in any meaningful way—but in the sense that both past and future are essentially 

illusionary concepts born of the human refusal to surrender to God. In a certain sense, spiritual 

wholeness is a function of an individual’s inner readiness and willingness, and that person’s 

intellectual and emotional ability, to accept that history and destiny are not merely linked by 

the fact that nations, like individuals, have a sorry, sometimes compulsive, tendency to repeat 

the past, but by the fact that time itself is illusionary, that our sense of the inexorable passage 

of time is itself rooted in our self-centeredness, our own boundless egotism, and our natural 

desire to dominate the world and rule over its things and its people. 

By placing ourselves at the center of history, we conveniently displace the One Who truly is at 

the center of history, thereby garnering for ourselves the deeply satisfying right to ignore the 

fact that it is the relationship between any given individual and God that constitutes that 

individual’s karma, not some strange mix of secret vectors and subtle forces whose unseen 

presence in our lives can only be perceived after the fact through the contemplation of their 

effects. And there is exquisite irony here as well—for by giving up the desire to see ourselves 

standing in the center of history between an immeasurable past and an infinite future, we are 

left alone in the present with God Who actually is the Center of both perceptible and 

imperceptible existence and its moral Ground. 

I have had this sense of history and destiny merging many times in the past, but I think the 

most profound experience of that sort I ever had was on the eve of Yom Kippur in 1972. I was 

spending a year of my university studies in France in the vague hope that the draft board that 

was threatening to send me to Viet Nam would leave me alone if I were out of the country. I 

had just arrived in Europe a few weeks earlier and was feeling quite alone and lonely—I knew 

no one at all, spoke the language poorly, wasn’t especially proud (despite all my brave anti-war 
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rhetoric) of the reason I had decided to spend a year away from everything that I found 

comforting and familiar. And neither was I absolutely certain my aversion to the draft was as 

rooted in idealism—and as little tinged with cowardice—as I flattered myself to think and 

ardently wished to be the case. I was not at all religiously observant in those days, I should 

mention: possessed for some reason, obscure even to me personally, of an intensely Jewish 

identity I surely was…yet, at the same, time, almost completely detached from the formal 

rituals and rites of Judaism. 

The university planned a few introductory outings for foreign students in the couple of weeks 

before the formal academic year began and one, to Strasbourg (about two hours or so east of 

the city I was going to call home for the ten months to follow), was scheduled for the day 

before Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. I had a nebulous plan of going to the local 

synagogue for some part of the morning service the following day—back home, I usually 

accompanied my father to prayers on that day if on no other and felt slightly as though I should 

do the same thing now that there was no one watching or caring if I did or didn’t bother—but I 

didn’t plan to go for the evening service on the eve of the fast and, at any rate, we were 

scheduled to be back in the middle of the afternoon so it felt as though my options remained 

open anyway. But things are rarely as simple as that! The bus broke down right in the middle of 

the Col de Saverne, a remote mountain pass I had certainly never heard of previously and to 

which I would never again return, and we were forced to stand around waiting for it to get 

fixed. In the meantime, the afternoon wore on. Eventually, the sun began to set. 

Despite my general sang froid with respect to Jewish ritual, I began to panic. Like so many 

otherwise non-observant North American Jews, I had intended to fast on Yom Kippur. But I 

hadn’t intended not to have a meal before the fast began. I ate some chocolate bars I had in my 

pack, felt guilty (and not especially satisfied) and waited. Time passed. The driver returned 

eventually from wherever it was he managed to hitch a ride to and announced that a friend of 

his had the part he needed to repair the engine, but that his friend would not arrive for several 

hours. Still, he said (in as simple French as he could muster for an audience consisting solely of 

foreign students with no language in common other than rudimentary French), we would all be 

home before midnight. In the meantime, we were to enjoy an evening in the country and not to 

worry. 

I can remember the scene that ensued as though it were yesterday. The bus was parked on the 

side of the road next to a meadow filled with purple flowers and bounded on the far side by a 

stand of tall pine trees. The air was brisk, even chilly, and I was dressed for a warm Indian 

summer day in the city and not for a cold evening in the mountains. I stepped into the meadow 

and began to walk toward the trees. No one stopped me. No one called my name. As far as I 

could tell, no one noticed that I was gone. I felt as alone as I had ever felt previously or, I think, 
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as I have ever felt since. The sun slipped behind the pines and the haze on the meadow lost its 

luster. I was far enough from the bus for the sounds of the other students to be almost 

completely inaudible. 

All over the world—or at least all over Western Europe—Jews were gathering at that very 

moment in their synagogues to recite the Kol Nidre prayer, the most sacred ceremony of the 

most sacred evening of the year, while I was standing by myself in a cold field near a broken-

down bus. To my surprise, I found myself filled with a strange sense of expectancy almost as 

though I were waiting for something to happen. Minutes passed. I tried to recall the words of 

the Kol Nidre prayer, but I could only recall the melody to the first line or two. 

I was feeling miserable—alone and lonely and wholly bereft—and then, when I least expected 

it, I was suddenly vouchsafed a kind of revelation. Perhaps that’s too august a word for what I 

experienced (or perhaps not), but I was suddenly struck with the realization that the past and 

future only appear to meet in the present, but what they actually do is merge within our 

human consciousnesses into a thick paste of timelessness that lends dignity to both concepts at 

the same time it denies any specific meaning to either. If that sounds a bit obscure, let me add 

that it took me years to figure out how to express this in words even semi-adequately—what I 

experienced in the meadow, whatever it was, was almost entirely non-verbal. I missed my 

parents, wondered where my friends back home were, tried to figure out what time it was in 

New York. But no matter how I tried to occupy myself with that kind of banal detail 

masquerading as legitimate nostalgia, I found myself unable successfully to avoid becoming lost 

in what even now seems to me to have been one of the true threshold moments in my life. 

I can’t stress enough how little prepared I was (emotionally and intellectually and in terms of 

the moment at hand) to be visited by these truths, but, for the first time, it struck me that 

history was destiny, that the difference between what was and what shall be is the difference 

between despair and hope, not between reality and fantasy. I understood that the reality of 

existence is predicated on the sublime stillness, rather than on the passage, of time. I intuited, 

for the very first time, that when is not whether but how. And I learnt the secret of ghosts, a 

secret I cannot divulge even here in the relative privacy of these pages. 

Eventually, the bus was repaired and we travelled back to our host city. I went to bed that night 

not so much transformed as transfigured, a new man who had only recently been no man at all. 

It was that evening that I decided to try to become a rabbi, a decision that surprised no one, 

except perhaps my mother, as much as it did me. 

I’m a lot older now—more than forty years older—and have been ordained for many years. I’ve 

become so used to the ghosts that I hardly even notice their presence in my life until something 

happens formally to bring them to my attention. And I still find the mystery of time 
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incomprehensible—marvelous but basically still too complex, or perhaps too simple, to fathom. 

At least for me. 

Nevertheless, my spiritual life is predicated, at least in part, on having jettisoned the tension I 

once perceived between that which was and that which shall be, between past and future, 

between being the child of parents and the parent of children. 

I have never returned to the Col de Saverne. I doubt I could find the specific meadow in which I 

first encountered the ghosts, in which I unexpectedly found myself stepping over the line into 

adulthood. It must be there, just as I myself as still here. But where it is exactly…that is a detail 

that even the bus driver himself, supposing that he is still alive, could not possibly remember 

after all these many, many years. Yet, from every meaningful point of view I stand in that cold 

meadow still, still contemplating the confluence of time spent and time anticipated, still—even 

after two score years—still staring down the ghosts and waiting for the driver’s friend to arrive 

with the part he needed to repair his motor and bring us back to my temporary home in a 

men’s dormitory in a foreign city. The next morning, I bought a street map, walked downtown, 

and located the city’s sole synagogue on the Boulevard Joffre and, not fully understanding the 

significance of the moment, stepped inside. 
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Having Is Not Having 

 

We are so used to referring to people as being rich or poor that we forget that these are 

artificial terms rooted in a set of fanciful ideas most of us—and certainly all of us seeking 

spiritual wholeness in our lives—would reject as outlandish if they were presented to us on a 

platter for our appraisal divorced from the societal setting in which we most often encounter 

(and wouldn’t dream of rejecting) them. 

Now, we all know how to distinguish between wealthy people and poor people—the wealthy 

ones are the ones with all the money. They live in mansions and drive fancy cars. They wear 

expensive clothing. They buy extra-large eggs. They shop in expensive shops and have the best 

of everything. They may be generous or stingy, charitable or cheap—but saying how good they 

are at being wealthy is another question entirely and, at least for most of us, merely saying 

whether somebody is wealthy or not is a simple matter once we have the necessary facts at our 

disposal. 

But the situation is less simple than it appears and there is a certain arrogance born of equal 

parts of futility and desperation that lies just beneath our most basic assumptions about 

wealth. And no, I am neither a Communist nor a Marxist. Just a realist…. 

I suppose I wish to begin by observing that acknowledging that arrogance is the first step 

toward attaining an attitude toward wealth that accords rather than conflicts with our most 

basic values. Evaluating the world in a way that ignores those inner values produces dissonance 

and, eventually, spiritual schizophrenia: wholeness cannot co-exist with the kind of cockeyed 

approach to the world that results when we use one set of eyes to look out and another to look 

within. In a certain sense, it is the state that results from finding the courage to reject that kind 

of bifurcated method of analyzing and evaluating the world that is sh’leimut or something close 

to it. 

I don’t mean to imply that this is an easy thing. The psalmist spoke with haughty disdain of 

those who speak, as it were, with two different hearts, but the author of the Book of Proverbs 

knew that it is nothing less than a gift from God when people’s words coincide precisely with 

that which is in their hearts. These ancient authors (father and son, at least according to the 

traditional attribution of their books) are hardly in real disagreement: the point here is how 

much sympathy we feel for the hypocrite, not whether we approve of hypocrisy. 

At any rate, Rabban Gamliel, one of the greatest rabbis of classical antiquity, didn’t feel much, 

declaring that anyone whose outside and inside don’t match may not become a scholar of 
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Torah and ought not even be allowed into the study hall. In the long run, however, all these 

various ideas boil down to the same thing: sh’leimut is both the way to God and a gift of God, 

both prayer and the object of prayer, both the prerequisite for d’veikut and the reward of 

d’veikut. Spiritual wholeness results not from the resolution of real paradox, but from the 

abandonment of unreal, fictitious concepts that only appear to be in conflict with each other. 

Now this act of abandonment is nothing to resist: the kind of false distinctions that must be 

jettisoned on the way to attaining spiritual wholeness are rooted in self-puffery and falsely-held 

values that put our hearts at odds with our minds at the same time they destroy inner harmony 

and distort and disfigure the nobility every human being can bring to the world through honest 

spiritual endeavor. Of these, the presumption that wealth and poverty are real concepts that 

can be used to classify and evaluate individuals and nations is among the most nefarious. 

I think the Bible’s teaching that human beings—ordinary men and women—are created in the 

image of God has to be interpreted in light of the prophet’s (decidedly less famous) remark that 

God alone is unchanging and immutable. There is, of course, also a part of every individual 

human being that too is immutable—the part we call the soul, the self. The remark “I am rich” 

cannot have more than transitory meaning because wealth, as we all know, can come and go. 

But the sentence is more than merely limited in its meaning, it is also a non sequitur of sorts—

for the “I” part of the sentence is as immutable as the “am rich” part of the sentence is 

temporal. 

I often have a strange sensation when I finally turn off my lamp at night and close my eyes to 

sleep. Sleep usually comes quickly, but before it does I often have the curious thought that I am 

exactly the same person as I was when I was seventeen or, for that matter, when I was seven. 

All the acquisitions of a lifetime fall briefly and effortlessly away—my house and my books, my 

wife and my children, my education and career...all of it—and what is left, even if the sense 

only lasts for a moment, is the self that not only comes from God and yearns for God (the will to 

sh’leimut is an inner drive in me rather than an acquired avocation), but which exists as God 

exists: unchanged and unchanging and unchangeable in an unnamed, generally undisturbed 

state that is the precise antithesis of the state of endless, ongoing metamorphosis that 

characterizes all physical existence in general and every other aspect of my life in particular. 

When the philosopher said that all things are in a state of constant flux, he meant—or at least 

he ought to have meant—to reference all things but one, for the soul (which is just the 

mythological name for the self) exists in immutable splendor akin to the immutable World Soul 

from which it was hewn and to which it returns after death and which is God. 

That matter is in a constant state of flux is not only a philosopher’s maxim, however—it is also 

an axiom of modern science. Decay and degeneration eventually lead to rebirth in both 

contexts and in a third as well: the doctrine of the messianic resurrection of the dead is so basic 
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a rabbinic doctrine that the same rabbis who formulated it insisted that rejecting it as literal 

truth derivable directly from Scripture would be enough fittingly to deny the rejector a portion 

in the World to Come. Whether or not the rabbis were right in insisting that failing to find 

embedded in Scripture the roots of the dogmatic assumption that the dead will eventually rise 

from their graves is tantamount to rejecting God, I’m not sure. (I certainly hope not. Maybe 

they were exaggerating.) But I am sure that the quest for spiritual wholeness requires, almost 

first of all, an absolute rejection of the idea that the quality and worth of the self—the precise 

part of the human organism that, in its guise as the human soul, is the part of the individual 

that actually stands to participate in d’veikut with God—that the quality and, especially, the 

worth of that self is somehow contingent on its proximity to the kinds of metals or stones or 

parcels of real estate commonly deemed to constitute wealth. 

No one wants to be poor. Nor is there any particular spiritual advantage in deprivation—and 

that applies to being deprived of the luxuries of life as well as to life’s necessities. Indeed, the 

assumption that the search for wholeness will be somehow enhanced by driving a jalopy 

instead of a Jaguar or by wearing polyester instead of silk or by being permanently hungry is as 

groundless and, in its own way, as insolent an idea as the notion that one’s chances of attaining 

sh’leimut will be made greater by having an expensive car or a decent suit. Possessions—

homes, cars, gems, libraries, boats...all of what we commonly call the trappings of wealth—are 

neither good nor bad. They neither enhance nor detract from our spiritual lives, neither bring 

us closer to, nor distance us from, God. They are toys in every sense (both positive and 

negative) of the word. Props. Things. Trinkets and gadgets, gimcracks and geegaws, that 

do...nothing. 

To the extent that these belongings give us succor, they are good things that facilitate our 

ability to experience pleasure in the world. There’s no spiritually rational reason to drive a 

cheaper car than you can afford or for living in a hovel if you can afford a mansion. Sh’leimut 

does not require deprivation—but it does require an individual’s willingness to abandon a false, 

if entirely conventional, belief in the reality of wealth. 

Ultimately, even declaring, as rabbis do, that true wealth comes from faith in God and 

adherence to God’s word rather than from the accumulation of property is not going far 

enough. It isn’t that the conventional definition is wrong and the spiritual one is right as much 

as it is that wealth itself—the concept of wealth—is a chimera. The idea that human beings can 

be categorized and classified in terms of their moral worth by measuring either their physical 

possessions or the degree to which they have adhered to the rituals of a particular spiritual 

discipline is illusionary and ultimately false—and the same is true (and even more profoundly, I 

think) of any effort to rank individuals based on the degree to which they have convinced 

themselves of the truth of any particular article of faith or dogma. 
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Put in theistic terms, the potential for attaining ongoing communion with God is precisely the 

same for every individual human being because the soul, which comes from God, bears the 

same unchanging nature that characterizes its divine source. Details of physical property, 

intellectual accomplishment, professional achievement or even moral fiber are both relevant 

and irrelevant to the realization of potential: relevant insofar as they may prepare a person 

physically or spiritually or emotionally for d’veikut, but ultimately irrelevant in that the spiritual 

potential for d’veikut is rooted in nothing so much as the will of the individual to attain a state 

of sh’leimut, a quality fundamentally unrelated to the circumstances of any particular life. 

When we say that the gates of t’shuvah, of repentance, are always open, we are in essence 

saying the same thing: the right to seek God in one’s life is basic to the human condition and 

thus something that needs neither to be earned nor acquired. Possessed of the will to seek 

spiritual wholeness in God, anyone can jettison the dross in his or her soul and seek to live 

beneath the sheltering wings of the living, accessible, and fully real Shekhinah. 

The commandments of Torah—and, indeed, the ritual and ethical requirements of any faith—

are tools of worship, not its point and certainly not its goal. To understand that without using 

(or rather, abusing) that understanding as an excuse for stepping away from formal worship 

within the bosom of an organized religious community is to prepare oneself for d’veikut 

without spoiling one’s efforts from the outset with hubris and false pride. To achieve all that, 

however, without identifying the dichotomy between rich and poor as among the most 

spiritually destructive of all illusions is to have missed the point almost entirely. We Jews bury 

all our dead in the same simple shrouds and in the same pine boxes as a way of demonstrating 

our conviction that the dead, rich and poor, are all equal before God. It is the special privilege 

of the truly spiritually adept to appreciate that that very fact pertains no less absolutely to the 

living than it does to the dead. Consequently, we need not die to attain equality with the rest of 

humanity before God. Just to the contrary, we need only to embrace Life. 

 

 

  



47 
 

Right Is Wrong 

 

It’s hard to think of a more basic prerequisite to living in our society than the ability to 

distinguish right from wrong. What idea could be less contentious, or simpler or easier to 

comprehend? These are, after all, elemental terms, terms that represent key ideas which are as 

rudimentary as they are fundamental, terms that name the basic root concepts behind the 

integrity of a justice system which claims (and exercises) the right to punish people grievously 

for their crimes and misdemeanors, but which draws the line at convicting citizens whose 

lawyers can prove them to be so limited in their understanding of the world as to be unable to 

distinguish right from wrong. 

I’ve said over and over that growth toward spiritual wholeness is predicated on a willingness to 

resolve illusionary paradox and, especially, to abandon false distinctions rooted in self-serving 

fantasy, but I haven’t said why precisely that is so. There are lots of different reasons I could 

offer. There are probably others I haven’t thought of yet. But the simplest one I do know is that 

sh’leimut is a kind of oneness with the universe which cannot exist against a background of 

divisive delusion. It is for this reason that the path through sh’leimut to d’veikut requires 

jettisoning concepts which divide people from the reality they are trying to embrace no matter 

how basic these concepts might be or how intrinsic they might appear within the cultural 

context in which those specific people live. 

Classical Hebrew has no terms for right or wrong, for both right and wrong are functions of a 

belief in an independent system of morality against which actions and attitudes can be 

measured and either approved or found wanting, a system utterly lacking in the pages of the 

Hebrew Bible. For something to be right—not right according to a particular code of law or set 

of predetermined rules, but right in and of itself, inherently right, intrinsically right—there 

needs to exist some sort of method of evaluating morality and ethical behavior in general that 

can be applied to that specific thing to determine if it meets the grade. Thus, what is wrong 

with stealing is not that it irritates one citizen to be stolen from by another or that it creates a 

situation in which wealth is unfairly distributed (or rather redistributed) into the hands of the 

stealthy or the violent or the criminally eloquent. For stealing to be wrong, there has to be 

something inherently wrong with it, something about the deed that is wrong in and of itself 

without reference to the people involved in a particular instance of theft. After all, society 

doesn’t consider all situations in which one citizen irritates another to be inherently criminal 

and neither does it condemn every conceivable scenario in which wealth ends up redistributed 

from one party to another as necessarily illegal. 
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The search for wholeness on earth is the seeking out of union with the Wholeness that is God. 

By definition, this Wholeness is the source of morality and its definition, the origin both of our 

ability to evaluate specific deeds in terms of their rightness and wrongness and the yardstick 

against which those deeds must be measured if the whole process is to have any ultimate 

meaning. And it is for that precise reason that the Bible has no words for right and wrong: 

because the sole reasonable way of evaluating the behavior of human beings as they grope 

their way toward God is the degree to which those deeds either conform or fail to conform to 

the will of God. 

When put in such a basic way, this seems like an obvious, basic truth. But it is anything but basic 

and, at least to most people, it is certainly anything but obvious. This is hardly to say that 

people for whom search for d’veikut numbers among the most basic of life’s undertakings have 

some sort of corollary obligation to renounce the system of law that governs the countries in 

which they live.  That would make no sense…and the whole point of having codes of law and 

judicial systems to mete out punishment to those who break those laws in the first place is 

precisely because society could never function in an orderly way if all the citizens of a given 

state were to be granted the right to distinguish legal from illegal activity based on information 

gleaned directly from their own instances of spiritual communion with God. People are too 

different for society to tolerate a system of legality that would be so erratic, so prone to abuse 

and, most of all, so incredibly subjective. There must be laws if a society is to attempt to govern 

itself—and the quest for sh’leimut can never be used to justify a nihilistic, ruleless approach to 

communal life—but, for all that might be so, one of the milestones in the quest for wholeness is 

surely first realizing and then accepting the essentially illusionary nature of the ethical system 

that formally serves as the bedrock upon which our legal system is presumed to rest. 

Now what is true in secular law is true for religious law as well. When Jewish people miss the 

point completely, they often insist that they are more than prepared to uphold those parts of 

the Torah’s ritual requirements that “make sense” to them. They put it that way because they 

enjoy thinking of themselves as essentially rational creatures, but what they are actually saying 

is quite different and goes something like this: we accept those religious requirements that 

require us to hew to values we ourselves think of as right and to eschew acts which we 

ourselves think of as wrong, but once religion moves away from matters of right and wrong and 

begins to ask us to do things or say things or behave in ways that merely correspond to what a 

given Scriptural passage refers to as the will of God, then we want no part of it. In other words, 

if we could have thought this thing up ourselves, we’ll do it and insist we’re doing it because it’s 

a religious act. But if we could never have come up with this ourselves, then we want no part of 

it no matter who spake it to whom. Just to the contrary, we are proud of the degree to which 

we can distance ourselves from the irrational parts of our faith while continuing to embrace the 
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rational bits as though this attitude were evidence all by itself of the kind of deep intelligence 

which slavish obedience to Scriptural or rabbinic law would necessarily undermine. 

This would be quite logical if religion had as its purpose the maintenance of an orderly society, 

but that is hardly the case. To speak in Jewish terms, the Torah exists to provide mankind, 

specifically Jewish mankind, with a set of effective techniques that, when followed with 

devotion and care, will lead the devout through wholeness to a state of ongoing union and 

communion with God. To join the endless debate about the ultimate origin of these statutes 

and laws is to miss the point entirely: the commandments of Scripture exist to allow us to 

abandon one of secular society’s most potent fantasies, the fantasy that deeds, by their very 

nature, are either right or wrong. 

Scripture has at its core the idea that every deed, every word, every action a human being can 

undertake—no matter how inconsequential or insignificant—can be evaluated in terms of the 

degree to which it conforms to the will of God. The pious, the truly pious as opposed to the 

merely ritually punctilious, know this and consider themselves challenged to live a life devoid of 

illusion and counterproductive, secular mythologizing. Is it possible to refrain from killing not 

because murder is wrong but because it contravenes the will of God? To put it differently, is it 

possible, truly possible, for a human being to believe in an absolute way that murder is wrong 

because it contravenes the word of God rather than vice versa? 

Scripture offers a kind of spectrum of ritual injunctions and prohibitions ranging from those 

which it is easy to believe conform to divine will to others which, if we are truly to consider 

them as existing in conformity to the will of God, require the kind of complete renunciation of 

delusion that is the special province of those who have already achieved the kind of spiritual 

wholeness that should be the goal of all religious activity in the first place. Depending on our 

feelings about the nature of religious ritual, there is either something tragic or noble about all 

of this, but the basic idea is not to refuse to run the race because you haven’t already won it. 

Indeed, the larger point lies precisely in accepting the challenge and taking the struggle as far as 

your spiritual strength will allow. 

The whole concept of the renunciation of illusion serving as the gateway to God is an unsettling 

one for most of us. It requires us to feel at least alienated from the secular societies we inhabit 

and apart from the world in which we live. It requires us to renounce our faith in the supreme 

goodness of the legal systems that govern our behavior and, without renouncing our obligation 

to live as decent members of society, to accept that all law rooted in illusion and myth is 

ultimately arbitrary and capricious. It requires us to accept that even our most sacred religious 

obligations are ultimately prayerful acts that we can only hope eventually provide us with a 

framework to seek the kind of personal, private, deeply idiosyncratic communion with God that 

is the supreme goal of all religious activity. 
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Does accepting that all we can ever know of God’s will is what we hope we correctly perceive of 

it imply that we should feel free to select in advance those aspects of religious practice we find 

particularly appealing and make those rules alone the basis of our religious lives? That sounds 

logical, but—to speak here of what I know—the special nature of the Jewish religious 

experience derives precisely from there being parallel highways toward God meant to be 

travelled simultaneously by the individual and by the community—and the right to travel one of 

those roads derives specifically (not coincidentally and certainly not accidentally) from that 

individual’s willingness to travel on the other as well. This works in both directions, incidentally: 

those who worship frequently and devoutly in the communal setting, but who have no private 

spiritual lives are living no less delusionally than those who work intensely on their own 

personal quests for wholeness without involving themselves in the communal journey toward 

the same goal. It is hardly my place to say the same about other religious groups in society. But 

the special gift of Judaism to the Jews is the insight that neither path may be travelled in a truly 

successful way without a parallel journey being undertaken concurrently on the other. I can 

agree that it didn’t absolutely have to be that way. But that, as far as I can tell from my own life 

and the lives of the people around me, is how it is. 

We tell our children not to steal candy bars from the corner store because they might get 

caught by the shopkeeper and arrested by the police. Then, when they become smart enough 

to realize that it’s actually quite possible for a prudent thief to steal a great many things 

without taking too great a risk of being caught, we switch gears and tell them that what’s wrong 

with theft isn’t really that they might get apprehended after all, but that the issue is actually a 

moral one: in a world of right and wrong, it is wrong to steal, wrong to take things which belong 

to other people, wrong to disrespect other people’s ownership of their personal property. We 

play the fairness card too, observing that we need not to steal the property of others because 

we ourselves own many things we do not want other people to take merely because they 

would like those things for themselves. Most of us leave it at that and, as a result, we spend our 

lives feeling good about ourselves because we are moral, fine people leading lives based on 

morality and common decency. But resting just beneath all those happy sentiments is the 

notion that stealing from other people is wrong because feeling otherwise will oblige us to 

remain silent when others eventually steal from us. And that basic idea, that deeds are right or 

wrong based on our own self-interest in the matter, is precisely what ought to be anathema to 

those who seek to know God as the moral core of the world.. 

Seeking out sh’leimut hardly means feeling free to steal. Or to murder. Or to commit adultery or 

to offer false testimony in court or to covet our neighbors’ asses. But a prerequisite to seeking 

sh’leimut is surely understanding that none of these acts is wrong because of some external 

system of rightness and wrongness that requires us to evaluate them in that way. Rightness is 

not wrongness because both terms mean the same thing, but because they serve identical 
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functions when they allow people to feel ethical and moral without recourse to God. Rightness 

is wrongness, then, not because a given act cannot possibly be honestly called right or wrong, 

but because neither concept exists at all along the road to sh’leimut except as words that hide 

God from us. Seeking wholeness, seeking the kind of complete integration into truth that is the 

very definition of the d’veikut to which sh’leimut is supposed to lead, requires accepting—and 

accepting absolutely and without the kind of moral whining that moderns have elevated to a 

kind of an art form—that deeds may only be evaluated in terms of the degree to which they 

conform to the will of the Wholeness and the Truth of the World that is God. And thus is the 

fear of God truly the beginning of wisdom.... 
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Male Is Female 

 

Of all the various aspects of any individual’s personality, gender is the one immutable, the one 

label that simply can’t be steamed off. I suppose the external signs can be altered by a 

surgeon’s knife, but transgender people constitute precisely the exceptions that prove the rule: 

the doctors who perform such operations invariably explain them as medical attempts to make 

the gender of a patient’s body match the gender of his or her psyche—a sort of surgical 

correction that, except in the most gross way of understanding the procedure, is hardly a real 

change of gender at all. 

The best wife is always saying to me that I’d feel different about this or that issue (abortion, for 

example) if I were a woman. I know what she means—but only because I understand her point, 

not because I can really conceive of what it would be like really to be a woman (let alone how 

I’d feel about abortion if I were one). I could be a lot of things I’m not. I could move to 

Argentina or Sweden or Turkey and dress like an Argentine or a Swede or a Turk and spend my 

days speaking Spanish or Swedish or Turkish. I could dye my hair blond or have a surgeon alter 

the shape of my nose. I could change professions or faiths (although I don’t think I’d be much 

good at either another career or another religion) or I could take up archery or Tai Chi or 

bowling. I could lose thirty pounds and be thinner. 

But I couldn’t be a woman. Nor is this merely something that I myself am unable to do: it is the 

idea of being of the opposite gender itself that lacks any real meaning in the first place. Indeed, 

had my mother given birth to a daughter instead of a son on the day I was born, I would hardly 

be the female me, some version of the same person I am now except for a few body parts and, 

possibly, an inbred, gender-based ability to do more things well at the same time. (At any rate, 

the whole idea has a certain basic flaw in it that goes beyond gender identity: had my mother 

given birth to a different boy on the day I was born, would that boy be me anyway? The more I 

think about it, the less sure I am I even understand the question.) To get back to the point, I 

could be a lot of things I’m not, but I don’t think I could be a woman. Gender is too basic, too 

deeply engraved, too primary an aspect of the self to be tampered with, even in fantasy, even 

in retrospect. That’s why we opt for surgery when men or women end up somehow imprisoned 

in the body of the “wrong” gender. 

Interestingly, we rabbis say this is the case for conversion to Judaism as well—that there is no 

such thing as conversion, that conversion to Judaism is merely the formal process by means of 

which a Jewish soul that somehow ended up accidentally in a Gentile body gets provided with a 

suitable Jewish one for it to animate. I don’t know how many of us really, truly believe that. I 
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say it myself when I speak about the phenomenon of conversion, especially with perspective 

converts, but I mean it—to the extent that I mean it at all—as a kind of metaphor, not as a fact 

of bona fide spiritual-genetic reality. About gender, I do mean it. And what’s more, I think 

everybody does.) 

Gender being such a basic element of personality and self, it seems natural to use it as a fact in 

determining the relative worth of individual human beings. Now this may seem like a rather 

innocuous idea—perhaps in and of itself, it is an innocuous idea—but when combined with the 

basic tendency of all animals, human and otherwise, to equate physical strength with innate 

worth, the results create a basic split in the race, an underlying sense as old as the human urge 

to relate to others in a hierarchal way that women, as a class smaller, shorter and weaker than 

men, are less worthy in the spiritual, ethical or moral senses as well. 

Now this is a highly relevant point in a discussion of the quest for spiritual wholeness because 

one of the most basic of all false principles in which the attainment of real sh’leimut requires 

disbelief is precisely the assumption that spiritual worth can reasonably be taken as a function 

of physical size or, especially, physical strength. This is a good deal harder to achieve than it 

sounds—and is hardly something we can successfully shuck off merely by naming it: the article 

of faith we must try to jettison is a basic, primeval feature of our collective human way of 

viewing the world and establishing a hierarchy of worth. Racism and even anti-Semitism are, I 

think, in different categories. They are fiendish and ancient prejudices, but the assumption that 

women as a class are less worthy than men, even in a rarefied, spiritual sense, is something 

basic to the human world view, something hoary, something almost (if not actually) atavistic. 

And perhaps it is indeed atavistic, an inherited bias as old as consciousness itself. 

I suppose there will be circles in which this kind of thinking will be viewed as iconoclastic, 

perhaps even blasphemous, but I cannot see a kind of wholeness that does not have among its 

constituent elements the repudiation of the notion that women are spiritually inferior to men 

as anything but flawed and second-rate. To seek d’veikut with God without achieving a kind of 

wholeness predicated on the total renunciation of false dichotomy and distinction seems to me 

to be a task far worse that merely Sisyphean in nature. It is an actual impossibility, what the 

ancients called a s’tirah mineih u-veih, a contradiction in terms that cannot be argued logically, 

rationally or, needless to say, successfully. 

Let me speak in specifically Jewish terms. Judaism is an ancient religion and carries the baggage 

of the ancient world in which it was conceived, shaped and structured. Some of these ancient 

aspects of tradition—a strangely non-condemnatory view of the institution of slavery, an (at 

least by modern standards) shocking willingness to execute people found guilty of minor ritual 

infractions (the stoning of the man caught gathering sticks on the Sabbath comes to mind), an 

easy acceptance of polygamy and concubinage as a reasonable method of family building, an 
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elaborate system of worship based on the slaughter of barnyard animals and the subsequent 

ritual libation of their blood—some of these have been abandoned by more or less all Jews. 

And even those ultra-conservative groups at the fringe of the organized Jewish world who insist 

on paying them lip service don’t really mean it, at least not in any practical way. Or at least I 

think (or rather, I hope) they don’t. 

But the disenfranchisement of women is not in the category of bigamy or slavery. There remain 

synagogues—and lots of them—where women are denied the right to play even a perfunctory 

role in the prayer service , let alone a meaningful one, and where they are expected, indeed 

required, to sit in a sort of corral where they will not be in a position to disturb the men (i.e., 

the real worshippers) while they recite their prayers. 

And, in at least some Jewish circles, this attitude is anything but an embarrassment to be played 

down or explained away: I’ve heard otherwise reasonable people express themselves so 

vehemently about the rightness and naturalness of women’s disenfranchisement that they 

come to conclusions so bizarre that they would be laughable if they didn’t have such a 

profound impact on the lives of half the Jewish people. (What examples shall I give? The rabbi 

who forbade a congregant of mine to recite the memorial Kaddish prayer for her late father in 

his synagogue unless she agreed to mouth the words inaudibly while a man recited the prayer 

aloud? Or the rabbi who forbade another woman of my acquaintance to dance while holding a 

Torah scroll during the annual Simchat Torah festival lest she contaminate it, presumably with 

the impure residue of her revolutionary spirit? Or the rabbi who attempted in all seriousness to 

justify the laws that prohibit women from serving as witnesses at a traditional Jewish wedding 

ceremony by explaining that “women are too flighty and capricious” for their testimony to be 

reliable?) I leave my readers of other faiths to supply examples from their own religious 

traditions. 

As unsettling as the idea may seem, Scripture teaches specifically that Adam and Eve were both 

created in the image of God. The ancient rabbis took this as axiomatic, one of them even going 

so far as to theorize that Adam, in that he was created in the image of God and only later sawn 

(to use the kabbalistic term) in two to become male and female, must have been an 

androgyne—a male-female creature whose bisexuality reflected the inherent maleness and 

femaleness of the Deity. 

Men are not really women and women are not really men, at least according to the biology of 

the world in which we all live. That much seems indisputable, but there is another world as well 

and it seems equally clear to me that the journey to the world of spiritual wholeness requires a 

total renunciation of the idea that spiritual worth is a function of physical strength. That is the 

thinking of the brute or the bully, of the hooligan and the marauder. It feels vaguely right 

because it is so ancient, not because it is right, and needs to be relegated to the dustbin of 
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antiquated ideas that devalue and trivialize the spiritual lives of the very people who cling to 

them with the greatest tenacity. In the inner world of the spirit, in the world of wholeness we 

seek, male and female are not true synonyms (because, in the end, they do not mean the same 

thing), but they are terms whose equatability lies precisely in their insignificance. Men are not 

women and women are not men—but to attain sh’leimut means renouncing the notion that 

spiritual potential is a function of gender. And that challenge is one that faces both woman and 

men as they struggle toward d’veikut. 

To seek communion with God in a context of wholeness and love means embracing a world 

view that renounces violence, for violence is the antithesis of sh’leimut. Similarly, the 

evaluation of worth—be it moral, spiritual or ethical—based on the relative strength of the 

parties involved is the antithesis of d’veikut because it requires seeing the image of God which 

rests upon all humans of both genders as a function of the ability of any particular individual (of 

either gender) to dominate others. When put in those terms, what normal person would 

espouse such a bizarre and indefensible theory? But when presented to the public swathed in 

traditional garb and adorned with all the hoariest apothegms, it sounds decidedly more 

reasonable. That, however, cannot justify its adoption—not by any who seek spiritual 

wholeness in the context of our common createdness in God. 
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Starting Is Finishing 

 

The rabbis taught that all beginnings are difficult and our lives seem to confirm that idea. We all 

know that it’s hard to start a new job, hard to be a new wife or husband, hard to be a new 

parent. It’s hard to make a new friend, to start a new career, to write that first line. It’s hard to 

start anything. In the end, it’s hard to undertake anything truly (or even formally) new. 

By comparison, ending feels simple at least most of the time. You slide into home. You read the 

last page and close the book. You clean out your desk, make sure your last pay check was 

correctly deposited in your account, and go home to see what retirement is like. Breaking up 

may be hard to do, but enjoying a first date is infinitely harder. Even dying is a fairly simple 

undertaking: you don’t have to do anything to die, merely stop doing something...and you are 

generally too removed from the reality of the situation to mind all that much or even to notice. 

I’ve seen birth and death, and I can say with (almost) serene certainty that the former is the 

more stressful experience of the two...at least as far as the principal player is concerned. I’m in 

no hurry to find out if I’m right in the only truly definitive way, but I’m still fairly sure. 

Rabbi Tarfon, a great rabbi who lived about two thousand years ago, is credited with the insight 

that one of the reasons starting things is so difficult is that beginnings are necessarily (or at 

least frequently) impeded by the fear that we might not finish what we have undertaken. Still, 

the rabbi taught, it would be more than merely silly to refrain from starting something simply 

because we are afraid we might not end it. We aren’t free agents in all this, he taught further, 

sharpening his point: we have an obligation to begin those things that fall to us to 

undertake...and holding back merely because we know we may not be able to finish the job is 

wrong and wrongheaded, even just a bit pathetic. 

Starts and stops, beginnings and ends, openings and closings—the various activities undertaken 

by human beings seem obliged by their very nature to have both. And there we have our 

simplest model: human endeavor not as a monster-snake with two heads, but rather as a 

regular, garden-variety snake with a head and a tail. First the snake’s head crawls under the 

fence, then, its tail follows. Being an animal, the snake doesn’t take into account the fact that 

something could conceivably come along to keep its tail from following where its head will 

already have gone. It could happen, but animals are sufficiently wise (or at least sufficiently 

unaware of how things work in the world) not to care, possibly even not to know. 

People, on the other hand, pride themselves on understanding the consequences of their 

actions. Indeed, elsewhere the same ancient work that preserves Rabbi Tarfon’s lesson 
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practically defines decency as the ability to understand the eventual consequences of one’s 

actions. It follows that one who is cautious and deliberate of action, one who carefully 

considers not only the immediate consequences of any action, but even the less immediate 

ones—this is not a fool at all, but somebody wise and clever, somebody who takes his actions 

seriously and who is possessed not only of insight, but of responsibility. 

I don’t think that Rabbi Tarfon’s lesson is in conflict with this latter idea—he merely meant to 

say that as we consider the likely aftereffects and repercussions of our every action, it will 

undoubtedly come to pass at least sometimes that we will be struck by the fact that we are 

unlikely to finish what we have started. 

We have a rabbinic lesson on that topic as well: when somebody has undertaken to perform a 

good deed and then gets stuck somewhere in the middle, the Talmud suggests it would not be 

amiss to tell him in so many words to finish the job as well. But, speaking here for a moment as 

Rabbi Tarfon, what if it’s not that simple? What if we suspect—or even if we know with 

certainty or with near certainty—that we will not finish what we are about to start? Should we 

then not start in the first place? Is it a sign of wisdom or folly to undertake something that we 

will obviously not be in a position to see through to its end? Is there nobility in bravely starting 

a job we know in advance another will have to finish for us if it is to be finished at all? Rabbi 

Tarfon’s answer would probably—or possibly—be that the nobility lies in undertaking a task 

especially when we know that we will not be able to see it through, especially when we know 

with certainty (or even, I suppose, when we only suspect) that the win will go to another 

pitcher even if we are likely to end up having been on the mound for most of the game 

ourselves. 

So much for the real world. In the inner world, in the world of the spirit, in the interior universe 

in which every individual lives (or rather, may live) alone as the lover and beloved of God—in 

that sacred space, different rules pertain and different standards prevail. Rooted in the physics 

of spirituality, these rules and standards exist specifically in the context of the world of 

(potential or realized) dialogue that is by definition outside of time and space and beyond the 

reach of linear thought. Rabbi Tarfon was giving sage advice for the world below and perhaps 

even for the world above. But for the world within, a different rule applies. 

The road to sh’leimut, as we have said over and over, can only be travelled by people willing to 

abandon the twin follies of illusion and false differentiation. Things which appear to be distinct 

and different, but which are actually either identical or non-existent altogether, are the 

roadblocks on this path, the stumbling blocks before the blind of which Scripture so reasonably 

warns. And the distinctions between start and finish, between beginning and ending, between 

task undertaken and task accomplished, between doing and having done (and, in terms of the 

task itself, between being undertaken and being completed) which are so real in the outer 
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world—these are marginal to the point of non-existence in the inner landscape of the human 

heart. In the world of time and space, starting is inception and ending is conclusion. But in the 

inner world of the human spirit, inception is deception and conclusion, delusion. 

There are tasks to accomplish along the way as we seek d’veikut with God, but although these 

have beginnings and ends in a certain theoretical sense, the reality is that these tasks are 

accomplished, to the extent they are accomplished at all, in the twinkling of an eye rather than 

at the conclusion of a protracted process. Now, these are not the lifelong tasks of ritual 

religious life, but their equivalents in the interior world of the spirit…and none of them requires 

more than an instant to accomplish. What, after all, are the building blocks of d’veikut? Belief. 

Faith. Hope. Prayer. Repentance. Love. Surrender. Self-abnegation. All experiences of 

transformation accomplished, if we can truly speak of accomplishing these things at all, in the 

briefest moment, in the twinkling of an eye, in a heartbeat. 

Mathematicians define a line as a geometric form that has length, but not width. The fact that 

no such thing can exist, that even the thinnest line must obviously have some width, is an 

irrelevancy because we are not talking about the lines that somebody has drawn in the sand at 

the beach or the lines on a child’s drawing, but the kind of line that exists in the 

mathematician’s mind as the quintessential line, the idea of line-ness transformed from (pure) 

idea to (semi-physical) reality. Some may insist that such a line can’t exist—but they’d be 

wrong: the problem isn’t that it can’t exist, but that it can only be drawn in the inner landscape 

of the mathematician’s mind and not in the outer world of pencils and paper. And we aren’t 

talking here about meaningless theorizing either...the geometric calculations that have, among 

other things, sent people to the moon and brought them back to earth are based on scientific 

calculations grounded in mathematical ideas only partially translatable into the world of human 

existence as it really is. Yet the moon itself is real…as are the astronauts who have traveled 

there and back. 

The same could be said of the spiritual journey. In the same sense that the line can’t really (and 

yet does) have no width, the experience, say, of what Jews call t’shuvah, of turning back to God, 

is a task that must have both a beginning and an end, yet also doesn’t. The experience is an 

essential component of sh’leimut, but it cannot be undertaken in the usual way: cannot be 

planned for and set up in advance, cannot be arranged and executed and accomplished and 

finished, cannot be built up to and come down from. It can be sought after, but not in the 

normal way things are sought after in the outer realm. We can’t track it down or seek it out, 

can’t study it or train for it, can’t learn all about it in advance as a method of preparing to 

acquire it as the result of a protracted process of (even) spiritual endeavor. Turning to God is 

something that happens through the awakening of the spirit, through the recognition of the will 

to act. Like love, it appears to spring up from nowhere, but t’shuvah is actually the form faith 
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takes when, either as a blessing from God or as a function of one’s will toward God, it develops 

from emotion into deed. It can be hoped for, but not really willed into existence...and all the 

prayers and all the hours of study and all the rituals in the world cannot budge the human heart 

that is not ready to turn wholeheartedly unto God. 

We can play the lover’s role or we can love. We can adopt the postures and accouterments of 

faith or we can believe. We can behave well or we can be good. We can say our prayers or we 

can surrender. We can devote a lifetime to perfecting our Sabbath observance or we can know 

(which is not at all the same as behaving as though we know) God as our Creator. We can spend 

a lifetime chasing the shadows cast by the spiritual giants who have come before us or we can 

seek d’veikut. 

One doesn’t “do” love. One loves. In a similar vein, we can distinguish between the idea of 

embracing the rituals of faith and embracing faith itself through the rituals designed to 

establish and strengthen that faith that exists in its nascent, inchoate version in every human 

breast. Between embracing Sabbath observance as a way of acknowledging God as the Creator 

of the world and accepting God as our personal Creator, as the source of the life force that 

animates us and drives us forward from cradle to grave possessed of the conviction that we are 

not just animals, that we are something less than angels perhaps…but not beasts either. 

Between eating matzah on Passover as a symbol of the fact that God liberated the Israelite 

slaves from bondage in Egypt and eating that same piece of matzah as a symbol of our 

acceptance of God as the source of liberation in our own, actual, ongoing lives. The former is 

worship, the latter is transformation. The former is obedience, the latter, transfiguration. The 

former is the shell, the latter is the nut. The former is the concept of commandment translated 

into the language of process, the latter, that same concept translated into the language of love. 

The former is a job, the latter, metamorphosis and transition. 

One of the more important errors people make in their spiritual lives, I think, is conceiving of 

the whole enterprise as a kind of race. It’s not a modern idea—the Psalter already lays the 

groundwork for thinking of the devout as spiritual athletes—but it is at least slightly 

counterproductive in terms of its implications for attaining spiritual wholeness of the kind that 

can actually lead to communion with the divine realm, with God. 

I’m not really taking issue with the Bible on this one—on some level, I suppose I can seriously 

see the course of my life as a kind of race toward some undefined finish line that exists 

somewhere on the cusp between fantasy unrestrained and reality unattained—but I think 

there’s also a downside to the metaphor that bears pointing out as well. 

One runs a race to get from one point to another, but the goal of religion is not really to move 

people from where they are to some other place, but to inspire and instill the love of God. As 
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such, the goal is not motion, but stillness. Not accomplishment but internalization. Not doing, 

but feeling. Not getting, but having. Not becoming, but being. Not serving God or knowing God, 

but God. 

How can we be without first becoming? The only real answer rests with the Author of being and 

becoming, but there is some small reward for daring to ponder the question: even attempting 

the resolution of the unresolvable (which is not at all the same as making one’s peace with 

being unable to resolve the unresolvable) is the first step toward sh’leimut, toward God. The 

key, however, is humility of the most extreme (and the only true) variety. And that we surely 

can work to attain through the years of our lives as we age and become, not weaker because 

we are older, but stronger because we have become more wise and know more of the world. 
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Is Is Is Not 

 

What could be more basic than asking if something is or isn’t, if it exists or if it doesn’t exist? 

The distinction is so fundamental to our way of evaluating the world that we lack even the 

linguistic terms, let alone the philosophical or intuitive ones, to speak in any others, not unlike 

the way the languages spoken by the natives of the western Sahara have (I presume) no words 

for snow and the language of the Arctic Inuit (I presume) has no really good words to describe a 

Saharan sirocco. 

Still, Hamlet notwithstanding, there are many instances in which to be or not to be do not 

appear to be the sole choices available. We think of the universe as being…well, the universe, 

the all—the German word for “universe” is, in fact, das All—but surely, whatever such a 

inconceivable concept could possibly be taken to imply about the nature of things, it really 

cannot mean that the universe is all there is, that it has no boundary, no border, no edge at all! 

But if das All does have an edge, then could possibly lie beyond that edge? Something? (If that 

were the case, then das All would only be part of itself.) Nothing? (If that were so, then what 

would the boundary demarcate?) Or perhaps we should imagine that what lies beyond is not 

precisely nothing, just no-thing? (Does that even mean anything?) Or is the concept to embrace 

more nothingness than no-thing-ness? (Ditto.) In any event, we surely don’t mean that beyond 

the boundary of the universe there lies mere emptiness, similar to any vacuum here on earth? 

Nothing, after all, is something! But no-thing-ness…could such a state even exist? What would it 

mean for it not to exist? Can something possibly just be without formally existing? Could 

anything possibly skirt the exigencies of existence successfully enough to do so without actually 

slipping into non-existence? These are profound questions, even if they sound like the kind of 

thing that only undergraduates worry about. (Perhaps I’m dating myself with that last thought.) 

My grandmother used to tell me never to pay money for anything you can’t sew a button on. 

Grandma wasn’t a wealthy woman, but she was a clever one and her advice still strikes me as 

sound. But surely things onto which buttons can’t be sewn can exist, can’t they? A song, for 

example. Not the sheet music, not the download, not the singer or the singer’s vocal cords or 

even the song’s melody or tempo or cadence or pitch or rhythm: just the song itself in its purest 

state without being sung or played, without harmony or orchestration or lyrics. Just the song 

itself devoid of anything that isn’t the song. It sounds as though it should be easy to say that, 

yes, such a pristine version of a song could exist. But what exactly would it be? 

Do things really exist or only appear to exist? Would the things we perceive as existing exist 

even if we somehow didn’t perceive them at all? Or would they exist despite our inability to 
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perceive them? Or are these questions themselves absurdities? Surely existence is not 

dependent on perception! Or is it? I suppose a tree growing in the center of a virgin forest no 

human being has ever penetrated exists in precisely the same way it would exist if it were 

growing right in the middle of my backyard. How about emotions, then—do they exist if no one 

is experiencing them? Can an empty room be filled with hate? Can a book be filled with love so 

intense that it somehow loses its dependency on its readers for its existence or on its author? 

Can unspoken words bear meaning? Can there be undreamt dreams? For that matter, is the 

song right or wrong about life being naught but a dream? Or are dreams essentially unreal? And 

how exactly is it that I know I am not asleep (and having the most extraordinary dream) at this 

very moment? 

There is only one fully existent being and that is the God we seek to know and to love. The One 

whose name is I Am not merely because God Is, but because God Alone Is. Because the verb in 

a sentence that begins with the words “God is” has a meaning not merely distinct, but utterly 

different from the meaning that same verb has when it is used in any other sentence or 

context. When we call God the Ground of Being, we are hinting at something related to this 

complex of ideas. But what it truly means to say that…that is another question entirely. 

All things change. All things decay and metamorphose. All things, eventually, go away. Some 

things vanish quickly, while others take a long time—even an impossibly, uncharitably, 

immeasurably long time—to disappear. 

It’s not hard to know how to categorize the things of the world either, at least in terms of 

whether they are in the former or the latter category. But the speed with which things break 

down is not the point here as much as the principle that all things do, eventually, disappear: for 

all the arrogant sense of permanence we bring to our perception of the world, which of us does 

not know (and know absolutely, with no doubt or uncertainty whatsoever) that water 

evaporates, that fruit rots and rock erodes? That even the brightest colors fade, just as the 

hottest coffee eventually cools and teeth—supposing you live long enough—decay? That 

passions wane and insight dulls, that grief subsides and enthusiasm flags? That tides ebb and 

photographs yellow, that flesh putrefies and wood petrifies? That sugar dissolves and ice 

melts? That fools, at least eventually, wisen up and that youthful impudence more often than 

not dissipates with the passage of time, particularly a good deal of it? Which of us doesn’t know 

that youth gives way to adulthood with the same undeniable force (and inevitable certainty) 

that life gives way to death? 

Or that the sun is destined eventually to cool as its only almost inexhaustible supply of 

flammable gas is used up sometime about five billion or so years from now. No matter how we 

look at it, that’s a long time. Five thousand million years. Fifty million centuries. Five thousand 
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thousand thousand World Series. More time than any of us has to worry about it, but still not 

quite the same, not precisely quite the same as always.... 

It’s not only the water in a swiftly flowing river that is in a constant, ongoing state of flux, 

either. Nor is it only we and every other living thing who must die, or solely grass that withereth 

and dieth in the field as a gust of wind passes over it and it is no longer. Transitoriness and 

impermanence are features not only of life but of all existence—and it is this truth that 

provides us with the key to a greater one: that the distinction we so glibly make between living 

and non-living things is itself a kind of chimera. True, we can find profound distinctions 

between the animate and the inanimate realms...but the single most profound aspect of either 

is, in a sense, the same thing: their ultimate destiny to stop being as they are and to become 

something else. Nor are these solely Jewish truths. Heraclitus of Ephesus, one of the earliest 

and greatest of all Greek philosophers, was born the year King Cyrus permitted the exiles to 

return to Jerusalem and rebuild their city and their temple. He was a pioneer, lonely and 

brilliant, but he knew all the above to be true. Panta khorhei kai ouden menei, he said: 

everything is in a constant state of flux. And hodos ano kato: the way up is inevitably also the 

way down. And this as well: we both may but also cannot step into the same river twice, for 

eimen te kai ouk eimen, we are and we also are not. 

In the end, that’s what it all comes down to: being is different from not being, but all things that 

do exist have something far more profound in common than the countless things that 

distinguish them from each other. Indeed, being is not as utterly distinct and different from not 

being as everybody seems to want so desperately to believe, for all that is will eventually 

become something else. The sea is green one day and blue the next and neither perception is 

wrong, although neither is either one right in any but the most extended poetic sense. The 

water itself, of course, has no color at all. 

There is a difference between being and not being, of course, but it is one of perception and 

approach rather than one of ultimate reality because there is only one true and ultimate reality. 

But, except for God, whatever else is, will eventually not be. In other words, God, Who alone 

truly is, is. And everything other than God that is, is not—at least not in the same sense God is. 

That “all that is, is” sounds too tautological to be seriously denied, but that is only so if we 

submit to the ontology of the physical world. In the inner world, “is” is a relative term—and the 

truth that “all that is, only is for the moment” makes the distinction between is and is not far 

less profound than the casual observer of life on our planet might think at first glance. Is is is. 

But is is also is not. Being reduced to semantics, existence betrays its temporal nature against 

the background of a God Who exists beyond the strictures of time and being, and Who thus 

alone truly is. 
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It’s been the custom of the Jewish people for many thousands of years to read aloud from 

Scripture four times a week in the course of the synagogue service. This weekly reading follows 

a specific lectionary cycle that, with some slight variations, is pretty much uniform throughout 

the Jewish world. Now that cycle does not cover the entire Bible, but only its first five books, 

the books collectively called the Torah or, in stuffier circles, the Pentateuch. The Torah begins 

with the creation of the universe and closes with the children of Israel camped on the plains of 

Moab waiting to enter the Promised Land under the leadership of Joshua, Moses’ appointed 

successor. 

There are some scholars who have supposed that the Pentateuch was originally a Hexateuch 

which concluded with the Book of Joshua and thus featured a full account of the Israelites’ 

military victories and ultimate conquest of the land. It would certainly make more sense for the 

Torah to continue on with the story than to stop where it does with the Israelites merely poised 

to conquer the land. We could, after all, argue cogently that the entire Torah is the story of how 

the Jewish people came to inhabit the Land of Israel. And it is odd that the book concludes just 

when it ought to be gearing up to finish the story it has so painstakingly begun and carried 

forward! Still, our tradition is unequivocal: Torah is composed of the first five books of 

Scripture, no more and no less. 

Among the oddest aspects of this universal sense of what the Torah encompasses is the effect it 

has on the lectionary cycle I was just describing. For although the Torah is read on an annual 

basis year after year after year, the Israelites never actually get to Canaan, never actually 

undertake the conquest of the land, never win or lose any battles. Everybody who studies 

Scripture knows what happens after Moses’ death, obviously. The Book of Joshua is included in 

every Bible and has been studied and commented upon for generations, but the average Jew 

who hears his Scripture read to him in synagogue never actually hears about the conquest, only 

about the endless march through the desert to Canaan, to the promised land of milk and 

honey, to the Land of Israel, to the edge of God’s promise rather to its fulfillment, its center. 

Israel’s great epic is thus one of becoming rather than one of being, one of process rather than 

product, of journeying rather than arriving. It is true that, like the Torah, other great epics end 

with their protagonists’ deaths. The Mahabharata ends with the death of Krishna. The 

Niebelungenlied ends with the death of Kriemhild.  Beowolf dies at the end of Beowulf. But 

although the Torah follows this model and ends with Moses’ death, the story itself remains 

unfinished and without the expected dénouement. And then, just when we expect at last to 

hear about the way in which the Israelites finally managed to conquer Canaan, we start reading 

from the beginning again in a classic bout of extreme (if not necessarily terminal) textual 

inconclusiveness. 
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The Torah is a document of Jewish spirituality, however, not Jewish history, and that is why it 

reflects the values it reflects and not others. From a historical point of view, the Israelites 

continued directly from the plains of Moab into the Land of Israel and began the conquest 

under the military and spiritual aegis of Joshua. If the Torah is merely a biography of Moses, it 

ends reasonably with the hero’s death. But if the Torah is the foundational story of Israelite 

history, it feels unfinished and incomplete. That, however, is to speak merely, or rather solely, 

from the point of view of history. But from the spiritual perspective, however, Torah is teaching 

something else, something about the unreality of being and the ultimate reality of becoming: 

nothing is but God, the book is implying by concluding where and how it does: although the 

book appears to end in the middle of the tale, the opposite is actually the case when the book 

is viewed spiritually and the Holy Land is taken to stand in for the Holy One: the story ends 

precisely where it should, with the Israelites serving as an eternal model for subsequent 

generations of Jewish people as they camp on the plains of Moab at the end of a lifetime of 

struggle poised (finally!) to cross the river to God. 

Although we continue to wallow in precisely the kind of presumptuousness that permits us to 

imagine that we exist in the same way that God exists, no less built into the human condition is 

the possibility of transcending the incredible audacity that rests just beneath that notion and 

approaching the truth by accepting that we are our ancestors’ descendants and that our lives 

are no less transitory than theirs proved to be. That whatever we are at any given moment is, 

by definition, doomed to pass away and to be replaced by something else. And that, at least 

eventually, our grandchildren’s grandchildren (as well as their grandchildren and their 

grandchildren’s grandchildren) will have the possibility of perceiving themselves as their own 

ancestors’ descendants and of drawing the same sobering conclusions from the contemplation 

of the brevity of our lives and the lives of the generations that come between us and them. 

Viewed from the perspective of history or even of philosophy, these truths can only be taken as 

deeply sobering, depressing aspects of human reality. But from the vantage point of spirituality, 

they can also be uplifting, challenging and, in the truest sense of the word, ennobling. Seeing 

the difference is one of the first steps any one of us can take toward God; acting on it, one of 

the last. 

The psalmist sang that every soul praises God, but he didn’t stop to explain exactly in what way. 

I don’t presume to know precisely what the poet meant, but it seems to me that every human 

being praises God by existing in a transitory way that is as pathetic as it is impermanent and 

which highlights the way in which God exists above and beyond the ken and experience of 

humankind. There is only one way to transcend the pathetic truth and that is to acknowledge it 

and live a life of joy and worship based on its dour implications. Not sparks from the stone, this 

life then, just so much as honey from the lion’s carcass.... 
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Above Is Below 

 

The Zohar, the greatest of all Jewish mystical works and the high water mark of kabbalistic 

creativity, works on a strange principle that can be stated in only seven words: all that is below 

is also above. Building on old rabbinic theorizing about a celestial Jerusalem that hovers in 

heavenly splendor directly above its earthly counterpart, the mystic author envisages an 

exalted realm that encompasses, in at least some way, the celestial equivalent of every earthly 

thing. Is there, then, a divine equivalent to the state of spiritual wholeness human beings below 

must attain if they can ever hope to know God? 

There is indeed such a state and the Zohar knows its name. The mysticism of the Zohar is based 

in no small part on the assumption that God existed in a completely undifferentiated, nameless, 

quality-less state outside the rubrics of time and space (as we understand them) until 

eventually conceiving the desire to create the universe. This plan, born of a desire—the first of 

all desires—to love and to be loved, led first to the creation of existence, then to the creation of 

the universe and then, finally, to the creation of humankind, the being (collectively speaking) 

that at least theoretically could love God and be loved by God. 

In order to create, this unfathomable godhead, called Ein Sof (literally “Infinity” or “Infinite 

One”) in traditional sources, needed to bring forth an aspect of itself that could bear quality and 

attribute—for Creator and creation could not exist in a meaningful relationship without the 

ability to relate to each other being inherent in the way they both existed independently of 

each other. And from that thought comes the principle that churns and roils at the very heart of 

the Jewish experience of God, that existence without dialogue is no more than rank being. 

To that end, Ein Sof brought forth an aspect of itself composed of orbs of quality and essence, a 

God men and women below could worship and at least slightly fathom. In a mythological 

context as frank as it was (and is) daring, the Zohar imagines this derivative godhead to have a 

male and a female aspect, justifying this odd thought with reference to the passage in Scripture 

that declares in so many words that both Adam and Eve were created in the image of God. 

The idea of a doubly-gendered godhead is one thing, but the Zohar takes it further, insisting not 

only that the sexual spheres of God’s knowable manifestation exist in an inner dynamic 

relationship, but that, at least under certain specific circumstances, the masculinity and 

femininity of God can be brought into union in a kind of sublime celestial analogue of the kind 

of mundane sexual union terrestrial men and women know from their daily life-roles as spouses 

and lovers.  And it is this intra-divine union that is the celestial equivalent of terrestrial 
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sh’leimut. More than that, it is its archetype, its analogue—for all that is below is also above—

and its model. 

Building on that notion of world above/world below parallelism, we can learn some profound 

truths about spiritual wholeness: that it involves and requires an integration of the male and 

female aspects within the psychic make-up of any individual who would experience communion 

with God, that wholeness requires the resolution of internal differentiation and conflict and, 

especially, that it requires the abandonment and total renunciation of dualism in favor of an 

integrated worldview that reflects the unity of God in its own nature. 

There is also another implication here that flows directly from the equivalency of divine union 

above and spiritual wholeness below and that is the notion—magical, but deeply potent—that 

these states not only possess a certain similarity to each other, but that they also exist in a 

reciprocal kind of cause-and-effect relationship. It is thus at least theoretically  the case that the 

unification of the godhead brings about sh’leimut below in the same way the attainment of 

sh’leimut by individual human beings below brings the godhead into union in a sort of 

celestial/terrestrial relationship that is as exalted as it is mysterious and as deeply symbiotic as 

it is excellent. 

This would be extraordinary enough in terms of its implications for the effort of men and 

women below to establish relationships of intimacy and communion with God, but there is yet 

another detail that the Zohar knows that makes it even more relevant to our spiritual lives and 

that detail is that it is precisely the service of God—and particularly the performance of the 

commandments of the Torah—that brings about this supernal union. From the kabbalistic 

perspective, this is the way the rituals and rites that constitute any individual’s personal efforts 

at the service and worship of God acquire importance for the spiritual destiny of that particular 

person in a way that goes far beyond the day-to-day tenor of anyone’s spiritual life. 

The diligent, heartfelt service of God as carried out through the diligent, heartfelt performance 

of the commandments of Torah leads to the zivvuga qadisha (“the holy union”) of the Zohar’s 

sexualized theosophy. And it is precisely participation in bringing about this state of celestial 

unification that has the induction of a state of spiritual wholeness in the earthly worshipper as 

its reward. And thus we come to the key concept of kabbalistic spirituality: fealty to God and 

obedience to divine law leads to spiritual wholeness not because it must, but because, by the 

grace of God, it does. 

In other words, worship, especially in the traditional mode of obedience to the ordinances and 

statutes of Scriptural law, allows the worshipper to bring about intra-divine union, which in turn 

helps induce a state of sh’leimut in the worshipper below. But to the extent that sh’leimut 

engenders (or rather, facilitates) d’veikut, I can also say that worship, at least eventually, allows 
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the terrestrial worshipper actually to participate in that intra-divine union, thereby becoming 

the lover of God in (a kabbalist would say) the precise way Scripture meant (but knew better 

than to say in too open a way) when it declared that the worshipper should strive not merely to 

love God, but to do so with a full heart, a full and willing spirit, and with the fullness of effort 

that is the absolutely concentrated coordination of body and soul in worship. 

Sh’leimut is therefore not merely prerequisite but also result, thereby functioning as its own 

reward and impetus: it is the spiritual state that leads to union and communion with God as 

much as it is the spiritual state that results from day-to-day worship. 

Can we attain sh’leimut outside of the normal rubrics of religious observance, then? It’s hard to 

say! But I do know that it is not only possible but highly reasonable to evaluate the religious 

heritage of our ancestors as the collected wisdom culled, at least in my own Jewish case, from 

several thousands of years of shared experience and effort toward a common goal. I choose to 

stand on the shoulders of those who have come before me and I recommend this approach to 

others if for no other reason than because it is so supremely practical. Is this the only way? Now 

that is a profound question, but the answer—similar in this to the answers to most truly 

profound questions—clearly depends on who is asking the question. 

Still, sh’leimut is not the warm feeling engendered by religious observance—and neither is it a 

spiritualized codeword for slavish obedience to other people’s standards of religious behavior. 

Sh’leimut is the resolution of conflict and the abandonment of illusion, the integration of 

thought and effort in a unified way that reflects the unity of God. It is the wedding of candor to 

hope, of absolute intellectual integrity to the unquenchable, undeniable love of God. In a sense, 

sh’leimut is the link between ritual observance and d’veikut, and thus the facilitator-state that 

enables and ennobles both mankind’s worship of God and God’s ability to bless the world 

below with the goodness of heaven above. 

All that is below is truly above—but the inverse is also true: the notion of the unity of God 

above can only bear ultimate meaning within the bosom of the unified, spiritually whole human 

worshipper below.  In a very real sense, that is the whole torah…and the rest, mere 

commentary. 
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One Is Many 

 

As anybody who has ever studied the grammar of any language knows, verbs can vary 

according to three variables: gender, number and person. All three do not apply in every 

language, but even within languages that do utilize all three criteria there are instances where 

one or the other is deemed irrelevant—present tense verbs in modern Hebrew only vary 

according to number and gender, for example, while verbs in English vary only according to 

number and person. 

Now although schoolchildren are regularly taught that grammar is at the base of language, 

linguists understand that just the reverse is the case and that it is language that generates 

grammar rather than the other way around. Indeed, grammar is merely the name we give to 

the efforts of outsiders to describe the way a living language functions and to forecast the way 

it will work in a given instance well enough (and predictably and simply enough) for a non-

native speaker to become able to communicate intelligibly in it merely by studying and 

mastering its declensions and paradigms. 

The famous exceptions to every rule, then, are not odd, unaccountable (and maddeningly 

unpredictable) deviations from a basic principle as much as they are instances in which an 

externally imposed model has failed to understand precisely how a given language actually 

works when it is being spoken by native speakers and not analyzed by linguistic scholars. In a 

very real sense, there are no exceptions to rules, no weak verbs or deviant nouns, no 

anomalous structures, no ambiguous prepositions or stunted, incomplete declinations—only 

instances in which outsiders have failed to devise a rule that adequately explains how the 

language in question actually works in every single instance. 

We humans have an insatiable need to organize things. It isn’t all that atypical, therefore, that 

when languages appear to deviate from the rules we ourselves have devised to govern them we 

simply declare the language to be flawed in some systemic way that has thwarted our best 

efforts to impose order and precision on something that by its very nature is irritatingly 

arbitrary and capricious. That it is actually our efforts to predict the way the language will 

function in every conceivable situation that are flawed occurs to us rarely, if ever. Indeed, the 

language of grammar is riddled with the vocabulary of deviance and handicap, as though the 

language in question should be looked at askance for having dared to use a preposition in a way 

that our analysis of its structure failed to predict correctly. 



71 
 

We have already discussed the tendency to treat gender as an indicator of spiritual worth or 

potential as something that needs to be set aside as we proceed on the way from self-righteous 

egotism to sh’leimut. Now we may add the other two pillars of grammar to our waste heap: 

number and person are chimeras no less than gender and, in some ways, a good deal more so. 

Let’s deal with number first. The ancients wondered about the relationship between things, as 

we might well do ourselves. This might seem like a relatively simple undertaking: what child, 

after all, doesn’t know the difference between one apple and two apples? But the problems 

begin once we begin to probe just a bit more deeply. Did God create one single apple or many? 

Or did God create an apple seed? Or did God originally create the idea of an apple and then 

make it real in the world below? And, seed or fruit or idea, where did that thing come from? 

From within God or from outside the boundaries of divine being? And, if we choose to imagine 

that the idea preceded the physical thing (and it certainly seems more reasonable to think of 

the idea of an apple as existing in God before Creation than it does to think of a real apple), 

then what precisely is the relationship between that idea and a specific apple growing right this 

minute in a particular farmer’s orchard? And what does that say about the relationship that 

exists between that apple and the other hundred billion apples out there in the world as it and 

they exist at this very moment? Are they one or many? Certainly, the answer is many...but only 

in a certain sense. And, in another, equally valid (if slightly more abstruse) sense, they are also 

one...at least in a certain way. 

The answer to my question can only be complete if we learn to feel comfortable embracing the 

basic paradox: if the apples are all physical projections of an idea within God, then they are all 

many and one at the same time, all separate manifestations of the same thing and distinct, 

different things. Now what is true of apples is also true of plums. And grapes. And dogs. And 

toasters. And barns. And tables. And words. And people. 

As the Bible says mythologically rather than philosophically, Adam was Humanity before he 

became Adam and Eve, the physical manifestation of an idea within God that was translated, if 

only eventually, into the world of muck and matter in the specific way we all know human 

beings to exist. Are we therefore many or one? Are we six (or is it seven?) billion individuals or 

that many manifestations of the one who came from within the One, the being to whom Being 

gave being in the first place for reasons those of us below can only guess at and never, quite 

fathom? 

Understanding that singularity and plurality are essentially illusory distinctions we impose on 

existence from without because it pleases us to think of ourselves rather than God as being in 

charge of things down here is a significant milestone on the road to the kind of wholeness that 

leads to d’veikut. This is the reason that Jews have the custom of covering their eyes with their 

hands when proclaiming the unity of God during our morning and evening prayers. This is not, 
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as some might think, because the commandment of reciting the Sh’ma Yisra·el prayer is 

singular in that it alone of the commandments of Torah requires absolute concentration to be 

deemed a valid act of ritual worship, or at least not only for that reason. More to the point, the 

custom reflects a rational religious posture because the unity of God itself is a unique concept 

that has no real parallels in the universe the worshiper inhabits. 

And so it is in the world: all the inherent paradoxes between the one-ness and the many-ness of 

things apply to all existents except to God, Who is only one and not in any sense many. Thus 

what the worshiper’s eyes might have possibly fallen on (had they not been covered) during the 

declamation of divine unity that is the Sh’ma Yisra·el prayer, that thing—whatever it might be—

would not merely divert the worshiper’s attention from the prayer at hand, but would suggest a 

theory of existence utterly contrary to what our sages teach us about the essence of the God 

Whose unity the worshiper is at that very moment attempting to proclaim. 

Now these are fairly abstruse ideas, but not completely senseless ones—and the fact that we 

have to pay for two apples if that is how many we put in our bag at the fruit stand hardly 

impinges on the ultimate notion that both apples are manifestations of the one apple, or rather 

of the noetic (that is, idea-state) apple that God conceived within the folds of divine reality 

when God alone was all that was. Stepping out to the fruit and vegetable store and seeing the 

apples and the beets and the leeks and the nectarines merge and separate in an eternal, cosmic 

ballet of ongoing incidence and coincidence—and understanding that there are many many, 

but only one One—these are signs that we have thrown off some of the heaviest chains of 

illusion that chain us all to the fragmented world of egotism and vanity into which we were 

born and which hold us back from seeking the One...or even from honestly confessing the unity 

of God with our eyes open (if covered) and our minds clear and focused on the great goal of all 

spiritual endeavor honestly conceptualized: the knowledge of God…and of the specific way self-

knowledge can coincide in the minds of the spiritually adept with the knowledge of the Self that 

is the moral ground of the universe and its living consciousness. 
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I Is You 

 

Long before Buber based his philosophy of dialogue on the way in which pronouns are used in 

normal speech, the author of the Zohar knew that I and you are essentially synonymous terms, 

two words that reflect the same reality from different points of view. Now this is not to say that 

the terms are true synonyms—certainly there is no sentence in any language I’ve ever heard of in 

which the speaker can switch the I’s and the you’s without the sentence changing its fundamental 

meaning—but rather that neither word has any meaning outside of a context in which the other 

one is either spoken aloud or (at least) tacitly implied. Saying “I” implies the existence of a “you”. 

In other words, speaking in the first person implies not merely the theoretical existence of a 

second person in the language of the speaker, but the actual existence of a listener, of a partner in 

dialogue, of another (or rather, of an other.) 

That all being the case, I and you are anything but the antonyms they are usually taken to be. And 

if they are not precisely each other’s synonym either, then they at least belong to the special class 

of words that refer to the same thing from different vantage points without quite bearing the 

precisely identical meaning. They are, therefore, two words that have no meaning outside of each 

other, yet which exist as mirrors of the same relationship viewed from different directions. And yet 

they are also words which, for all their interdependence, still exist as independent concepts…if not 

quite as completely independent realities. 

In the most profound sense possible, every I but one implies a you at the core of its meaning and 

that one I that functions as the great exception that merely proves the rule is God, whose entire 

revelation at Sinai consisted, I once heard a rabbi say, solely of the single word anokhi, the classical 

Hebrew word for I. And this is where the concept of divine grace comes into play: every I of 

necessity implies a you, but I That Is (if that is the right way to reference a God Who self-defines as 

I That Am) exists in a way that has no need to accommodate itself into the world by embedding 

the concept of audience and listener in the most basic of all spoken words. He Who Is is in an 

absolute sense of being that has no need for another to grant it validity or meaning. Indeed, our 

concept of God as having neither need nor want absolutely precludes the anokhi spoken at Sinai 

from needing a you hidden within its silent after-echo to grant it legitimacy or authenticity. 

Now we hardly need much insight to realize that what needn’t be does not have any inherent 

obligation (nor is it likely to have any natural propensity) not to exist at all. And the truth is that the 

“I” spoken at Sinai did have a listener...or, more precisely, several million listeners gathered at the 

foot of the mountain to experience the revelation of God. And that, in essence, was the point of 

the revelation as much as its actual content: the medium, for once, really was the message as God 
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spoke the single word “I” before the Israelite nation, thereby creating the context of dialogue and 

dialectic in which Israel would henceforth be able to commune with the divine realm. 

Israel, therefore, exists in a dialectical relationship with God not because it has to or because the 

“I” of God requires a human you to lend it meaning, but because it does, because it has such a 

partner in dialogue, because God willed the divine “I” to bear such ultimately unnecessary, but still 

intensely and profoundly noble, meaning by existing within the linguistic ambit of human speech 

despite the almost scandalous blasphemy inherent in the whole setup. 

In every context but one, I and you are twin aspects of a single reality, two sides of a coin that can 

only exist because it has both its sides in place. The kind of self-abnegation necessary for a human 

being to accept that his or her “I” is deeply, utterly dependent, while the “I” of God is just as 

absolutely independent, is perhaps the first real step toward sh’leimut, toward the kind of spiritual 

wholeness that can lead eventually to communion with God. 

No illusion is more deeply-engrained and more beloved than the sense of integrity and 

independence we bring to the word “I”. To abandon that and to realize that we cannot speak the 

word “I” without engaging another upon whose existence and attention we are forced utterly to 

depend for at least as long as our sentence continues is a big step forward toward the kind of ego 

dissolution that makes it possible to seek d’veikut: each party in every intra-human relationship is 

(almost by definition) I and you and both I’s must be on an equal footing if the relationship is to be 

sufficiently balanced to endure. This notion of dialectical balance (which is what the Zohar calls 

mitk’la, the technical term for inner-divine equilibrium) is both the basic building block of dialogue 

and the absolute prerequisite for its continued existence. 

On the other hand, to stare into the divine I and realize that one is about to embark upon a 

relationship different both in kind and intensity than any one has previously known requires a kind 

of dialogic stamina that only comes, at least in my own experience, from long years of intense 

spiritual exercise. 

To have the courage to face stepping into the mystery of knowing the One Who Is while neither 

losing one’s sense of self, to enter into a love relationship with God based on the essential equality 

of lovers without losing perspective and without forgetting that that sense of equality embedded 

in the relationship is an as/if sort of thing (and a gift of God to mankind designed to enable the 

relationship to unfold nobly and with dignity) and without falling into the trap of insisting that 

one’s I  is the actual equal of one’s Other—these are the great goals of theology and philosophy, of 

contemplation and prayer. Together, they constitute the goal of human life as I see it, the ultimate 

reason human begins are endowed with the ability to speak the word “I” “in” the first place. 
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To succeed at saying “I” to God and at withstanding the maelstrom long enough to be You to the I 

of God—that is as good a definition as any of the kind of spiritual communion with God we seek 

through the medium of a life spent in search of sh’leimut. 
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Wholeness Sought and Found 

 

There is a certain haunting quality to the quest, almost as though it were more returning than 

attaining, more recapture than progress. 

The reason for this is not especially obscure: for all its elusiveness, wholeness is not an utterly 

unknown commodity to most of us. An infrequent sensation, to be sure, but not an unknown one: 

intimations of sh’leimut overwhelm us momentarily throughout our lives. Years after I have 

forgotten precisely how it felt to be graduated from high school or college, I can still remember 

each suggestion of spiritual wholeness I have experienced as though I experienced it just yesterday 

and not, as is the case for some of these experiences, decades ago. 

Try as I might, I can’t really think of a cogent pattern that links these incidents. They haven’t come 

at moments of great stress or passion—indeed, now that I challenge myself to think of them all 

serially, I can’t think of one that was directly related to sex or death and neither can I see any of 

them as the direct result of any specific accomplishment or triumph in my own life. Nor of any 

debacle or catastrophic loss. 

For all they are, in the very deepest sense of the word, religious experiences, they seem to be tied 

only tangentially to the exercise of ritual. On the contrary, they have often spurred me on to adopt 

a more rigorous approach to ritual than had been my practice at the time. Thus ritual observance 

is, at least for me, more the result of these experiences than their immediate stimulus. Now it is 

also true that these experiences have often been related to prayer—but not in the sense that they 

have been granted to me as a result of my having prayed for them. Instead, prayer has generally 

been the context rather than the substance of these experiences and I have come to many of the 

insights described in this book through the medium of meditative prayer rather than as a reward 

for having prayed well or successfully. 

Like all truly transcendental experiences, these momentary hints of wholeness defy easy 

description and seem to resist any attempt to confine them within the limits of human language. 

And yet I can’t quite declare them indescribable and leave it at that. 

A sense of utter conflictlessness. A feeling of oneness with the world. A frisson of God. An echo of 

eternity. An intimation of the illusionary nature of time and space, of number and person, of 

existence and wealth, of one-ness and many-ness. A sudden, intense, inexplicable (and, at least in 

my own case, highly uncharacteristic) willingness to abandon arrogance in favor of a kind of 

humility of which I would never have considered myself capable. An inkling of timelessness, of 

universality, of divinity not as it might theoretically exist but simply as it is. A sensation that God is 
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present in the place I am despite the fact that I knew it not a moment earlier and I begin to doubt 

it almost immediately or, at best, a moment after that. A glimmer of essential nakedness before a 

Judge I cannot see and Whose voice I can only dimly hear through the deafening roar 

of...something I can’t quite identify. 

I don’t want to give the impression that these intimations of sh’leimut have come easily or often. 

But these few episodes, rare though they have been, have nevertheless been enough to convince 

me to spend my life in search of the way I might attain a life of ongoing wholeness, a life 

characterized by permanent sh’leimut of the kind that leads, if not inexorably then at least 

plausibly, to d’veikut with God…and not to merely a life marked by these momentary tastes of 

wholeness. 

The same words and ideas have recurred over and over in this book, but even that repetition bears 

its own meaning because, at the end of the day, the quest for spiritual wholeness is as simple as it 

is difficult...and as energizing as it is enervating. The rules of the quest possess the same odd 

combination of plainness and inscrutability that characterizes the quest itself. Embrace humility. 

Set aside illusion. Reject false paradox. Repudiate self-aggrandizement. Disavow delusion born of 

haughtiness and pomposity. Abandon the false gods of presumptuousness and imperiousness. 

Disown vanity and false pride. Relinquish egotism and narcissism. Seek God with humility where 

God may be found—in labor and in love and in the contemplation of creation. Perform the rituals 

of faith with love rather than impudence, with a sense of our essential worthlessness before God 

rather than of our inherent worth in God. Consider the blessings of God as gifts to humankind 

rather than as taxes owed by a pathetic Deity to any who are prepared to follow whatever path 

they themselves perceive God to be calling them down. Love God selflessly without allowing that 

love to justify unearned pride in the grandeur and sanctity of worship. Learn to see the blasphemy 

in any act of worship that fails to have the sanctification of God’s name at its core. 

I have known wholeness only sporadically in my life and yet I continue to devote my spiritual life to 

the quest. For this, I cannot take any special credit and neither do I feel any particular pride in the 

intensity or profundity of my own efforts. On the contrary, perhaps it is precisely because I have 

experienced only insinuations of sh’leimut that I keep on keeping on, seeking God in prayer and in 

the performance of the commandments. I can recommend no less to my readers...and no more. 

As I said I would, I have written this book in a Jewish framework because that is the spiritual 

vineyard in which I toil and to the cultivation of which I have devoted my adult life. Can others seek 

out the wholeness of God within the contexts of their own traditions? Does God look with favor on 

those who seek communion with the divine realm within the boundaries of large, organized 

religious societies more readily than on those who travel as solitary pilgrims on their lonely paths 

toward private Jerusalems? Can we attain sh’leimut without faith? Without ritual? Without 

prayer? Is sh’leimut a blessing from God or a ladder to God that anyone with the right tools can 
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build? Does wholeness come to those who are spiritually ready to experience it in and of itself or is 

it a fruit that the spiritually ready may pluck from the tree if (and only if) they can manage to climb 

up high enough on their own? In the spirit of the Talmud, I can only say these questions will have 

to wait for Elijah, the ancient prophet whom legend says never died precisely so that he might 

return to announce the great day of God and who, presumably, will have both the insight and the 

time shortly thereafter to answer the questions we are smart enough to ask, but nowhere near 

smart enough to answer. 
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Notes and Sources 

 

Sh’leimut and D’veikut: Rabbi Simeon bar Yoḥai’s remark is preserved in the Babylonian Talmud 
(henceforth: B.) at Sukkah 45b and Sanhedrin 97b. Ḥayyim Vital’s book is The Gates of Holiness 
(called the Sha·arei K’dushah in Hebrew) and has been published many times since its first edition 
was printed at Istanbul (then Constantinople) in 1734, but without its final section. (That final part 
of the work, in which Vital speaks openly about the specific steps an individual might take toward 
the unio mystica, has only been published recently in a version said to be transcribed from the 
autograph manuscript that was once in the possession of Rabbi Ḥayyim Joseph David Azulai [1724-
1806], popularly called the Ḥida and one of the great the Jewish world’s greatest bibliophiles and 
scholars.) The lines cited here are taken from the first few lines of the introduction. The reference 
to the human heart as being perverse and devious is found at Jeremiah 17:9. 

 

Language Is Silence: The New Jewish Publication Society translation of the Psalms (Philadelphia, 
1985) translates l’khah dumya t’hillah (Psalms 65:2) as “Praise befits you” despite the fact that the 
word dumya appears three other times in the Book of Psalms (at Psalms 22:3, 39:3 and 62:2) and 
is translated two out of those three times in that same translation with a word having the meaning 
of “silence”. (The exception is the third verse of Psalm 22, but if the second half of the verse is 
taken as a question, which seems quite reasonable, then the word dumya there too can only mean 
“silence”). The major Christian translations all approximate the JPS translation. In my own 
translation of the Book of Psalms (Our Haven and Our Strength: The Book of Psalms [New York: 
Aviv Press, 2004], p. 193), the full verse reads “To You, silence alone is praise, O God in Zion, and to 
You shall my vow be fulfilled. Robert Alter’s 2007 translation (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2007, 
p. 221) has “To You silence is praise, God, in Zion, and to You a vow will be paid.” Cf. the variety of 
Jewish sources that discuss the verse, all of which presume dumya to mean “silence”, e.g. the texts 
at B. Eruvin 19a and Megillah 18a, in Midrash T’hillim to Psalm 65 (ed. Buber, 1891; rpt. Jerusalem: 
Zikhron Aharon, 2012, p. 312) or in the Zohar (henceforth: Z.) I 36a. (Zohar references denote the 
volume and page of the Mantua, 1558 edition.) Maimonides discusses the verse in his Guide for 
the Perplexed, part 1, chapter 59 (trans. Friedländer, 2nd edition, London: G. Routledge, 1904, p. 
85), to which may be compared Bahya ibn Pakuda’s comments in his Duties of the Heart, Gate of 
Unity, chapter 10 (trans. Kafih, Jerusalem and New York: Feldheim, 1984, p. 49.) The parable about 
the priceless pearl is found in the Yerushalmi (henceforth Y., sometimes called the Palestinian 
Talmud or the Jerusalem Talmud), B’rakhot 9:1, 12d. Rabbi Ḥaninah is the Palestinian rabbi 
Ḥaninah bar Hama who lived in the third century C.E. The story about his reaction to the 
extemporaneity of his cantor is found twice in the Talmud, at B. B’rakhot 33b and M’gillah 25a. 
The reference to the pious men of old who sat silently before saying their prayers is taken from the 
Mishnah (henceforth: M.) at B’rakhot 5:1, cf. the discussion of this passage at B. B’rakhot 32b. The 
image of the soul thirsting for God like a deer thirsts for water is taken from the beginning of the 
forty-second psalm. Thomas Merton’s comment comes from his journal entry for March 19, 1948, 
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as published in Entering the Silence: Becoming a Monk and Writer - The Journals of Thomas 
Merton, Volume 2:1941-1952, ed. Jonathan Montaldo (San Francisco: HarperCollins Publishers, 
1996), p. 187.  King Solomon’s observation about arrogance and buffoonery is at Proverbs 
21:24. With respect to praying almost silently, see Maimonides’ law at MT Laws of Prayer and 
the Priestly Benediction 5:9, where he legislates clearly that one may neither raise one’s voice 
in prayer loudly nor pray entirely silently, but instead must move one’s lips and speak audibly 
albeit in a whisper, cf. the Shulḥan Arukh’s retention and slight adjustment of this law at Oraḥ 
Ḥayyim 101:2. 

 

Wisdom Is Ignorance: Torah is called the garment of God (or, more precisely, of the Sh’khinah, the 
indwelling of the divine) in the Zohar at Z. I 23b. (The words of Torah are called the garment of the 
inner meaning of Scripture at Z. III 152a.) The word Torah itself refers either to the first five books 
of the Bible or, more loosely, to the totality of Jewish learning. The tradition to the effect that one 
mitzvah begets another in the same way one sin leads to another is preserved in the name of Ben 
Azai in the Mishnah at M. Avot 4:2. The liturgist speaks of God’s everlasting love for Israel in the 
second benediction before the Sh’ma Yisra·el prayer in the evening service, probably basing 
himself on Jeremiah 31:2. The commandment to keep the Sabbath appears at Exodus 20:8-11 and 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15, as well as repeatedly throughout the Torah, e.g. at Exodus 31:12-17 and 
35:1-3. The rabbis’ remark that the study of Torah equals all the other commandments is found in 
the Talmud at B. Shabbat 127a and at Kiddushin 39b and 40a. 

 

Embarking Is Arriving: The commandment that every observant Israelite visit Jerusalem three 
times appears at Exodus 23:17 and 34:23. Jesus is quoted as saying that he is the way (i.e., the way 
for human beings to know God) at John 14:6. The tradition that redemption will come bit by bit is 
preserved in the name of Rabbi Ḥiyya the Great in the Yerushalmi at Y. Yoma 3:2, 40b. The prophet 
calls Jerusalem “Salvation” at Isaiah 26:1 in a verse that can bear interpretation in a variety of 
ways. 

 

There Is Here: Napoleon entered Vilnius on November 23, 1812, on his way home after not 
conquering Russia and is said to have exclaimed that Vilnius was “the Jerusalem of Lithuania” 
when he first saw the Great Synagogue.  Other versions of the story have him referencing the city 
as the Jerusalem of the North. In either event, he was referencing the exceptional Jewish influence 
on the city. The events that follow the theophany at Sinai are described at Exodus 20:15-23. The 
verse with the three extra words is verse 21. The requirement that the priests of Israel wear linen 
underbreeches as part of their vestments is found at Exodus 28:42, then repeated at Exodus 39:28.  
The rules for the altar that actually was to be part of the desert sanctuary are given at Exodus 27:1-
8. The major commentators who indicate that the altar to which reference is made in Exodus 20 is 
the same altar described in Exodus 27 are Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Ramban. (These are the best known 
Jewish commentators on the Torah. Rashi is Rabbi Shlomo Yitzḥaki, 1040-1105.  Ibn Ezra is Rabbi 
Abraham ibn Ezra, 1089-1164. Ramban, also called Naḥmanides, is Rabbi Moshe ben Naḥman, 
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1194-c.1270.) The story about Joshua building the altar of unhewn stones at Shekhem is told at 
Joshua 8:30-35, which may be compared with the description of the altar the Israelites were 
commanded by Moses (at Deuteronomy 27:5-6) to construct at the top of Mount Eival. The 
tradition that Sinai was covered with fire when God descended to its top in order to bestow the 
Ten Commandments on the people is given at Exodus 19:18. The dimensions of the great bronze 
altar in Jerusalem are given in the Mishnah at M. Middot 3:1. 

 

Normal Is Abnormal: The prophet who implied that one could approach God with words alone was 
Hosea at Hosea 14:3. The prayerbook speaks of the unity of Israel as being parallel to the unity of 
God in the fourth benediction in the Amidah prayer for the Sabbath afternoon, a liturgical passage 
based on the prayer of David presented in the Bible at I Chronicles 17:20-21. The tradition to the 
effect that Adam was the size of the universe is cited in the name of the Talmudic teacher, Rav, at 
B. Ḥagigah 12a and Sanhedrin 38b. Adam exclaims “At last!” when he first sees Eve at Genesis 
2:23. 

 

Living Is Dying: The philosopher who wrote that the fear of God is rooted in the contemplation of 
death is Franz Rosenzweig, who began his greatest work, The Star of Redemption, with just that 
thought. (The Star of Redemption was published in William Hallo’s English-language translation by 
Beacon Books in Boston in 1964.) Rabbi Ḥiyya’s lesson about the righteous being considered alive 
even after death and the wicked being considered dead even while still alive (and the charming 
story of how he came to teach as much to Rabbi Yonatan) are found in the discussion of 
Deuteronomy 17:6 at B. Berakhot 18a-b and also in Kohelet Rabbah to Ecclesiastes 9:5. The 
tradition about the Torah only being fully existent in one who kills himself for it is also from the 
Talmud and is preserved at B. B’rakhot 63b, Shabbat 83b and Gittin 57b in the name of the 
Talmudic teacher, Resh Lakish. Proverbs 3:18 is speaking about Wisdom (which is not precisely the 
same as Torah, at least not in the context of the biblical book), but the rabbis took the verse to 
refer only to Torah itself, cf. their use of the verse at B. B’rakhot 32b, Ta·anit 7a, N’darim 62a, or 
Arakhin 15b. The verse also has a prominent liturgical usage in the synagogue service in a context 
that implies that the tree of life is the Torah in a physical as well as in a (merely) homiletical sense. 
The biblical notion that “every breath praises God” is found at Psalms 150:6, taking the Hebrew 
n’shamah in this context to mean “breath,” although it can also mean “soul.” The biblical 
injunction to choose life is found at Deuteronomy 30:19. She·ol is the old Hebrew name for the 
underworld, cf. Genesis 42:38 among many other examples. 

 

Priest Is Prophet: Aaron is called Moses’ brother Levite at Exodus 4:14. The first specific reference 
to Aaron being Moses’ brother is at Exodus 6:20 in a list of priestly genealogies. (This is also one of 
the very few places in Scripture where Aaron is specifically identified as the son of Amram.) The 
first reference to Aaron being the brother of Miriam is at Exodus 15:20, which is the place where 
Miriam is acclaimed as a prophetess. (Despite the fact that Miriam is responding to Moses’ song, 
she is called Aaron’s sister, not Moses’s.) Aaron, Miriam and Moses only appear together in a 
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narrative in Numbers 12:4, although there is no specific reference there to them being siblings and 
Aaron calls Moses “my lord” at Numbers 12:11. The only straightforward reference to Miriam, 
Aaron and Moses being the children of Amram and Yocheved is at Number 26:59. Aaron is 
referred to in passing as Moses’ brother several times in Scripture, e.g. at Exodus 28:41 and 
Deuteronomy 32:50. Moses is said to have received his prophecies from God “mouth to mouth, 
plainly and not in riddles” at Numbers 12:8, which is also where it is stated that he was able to 
gaze on the likeness of God. The fact that Scripture specifically says in one passage that none may 
see God and survive the experience (at Exodus 33:20) and in others that several other prophets did 
indeed manage live through the experience of gazing upon the image of God (as, e.g., at I Kings 
22:19, Amos 9:1 or Isaiah 6:1, cf. Ezekiel 1:28) merely means that there were very different 
opinions afoot in ancient Israel regarding both the anthropomorphic shape of the godhead and the 
feasibility of surviving the experience of looking directly at it. Aaron is called a prophet at Exodus 
7:1, although the term there can be interpreted in light of Exodus 4:16 to mean “spokesman” 
rather than “prophet” in the technical sense of the word. Moses functions as a priest in the 
elaborate service of consecration that makes Aaron and his sons into priests as planned out at 
Exodus 29 and executed in Leviticus 8 and 9. The rabbi who suggests that ma·aseh is more 
essential than midrash is Rabbi Simon ben Gamliel as cited in M. Avot 1:17. Scripture may mention 
the name of one of Moses’ grandsons at Judges 18:30. 

 

History Is Destiny: The Jewish saying about remembering being the key to redemption is an 
aphorism attributed to the Baal Shem Tov (1698-1760), the founder of Hasidism. 

 

Having Is Not Having: The psalmist talks about the individual who speaks with two different hearts 
at Psalms 12:3. The passage about how it is a gift of God when an individual’s words coincide 
precisely with what is in his heart may be found at Proverbs 16:1. The tradition that only the 
scholar whose inside and outside match may enter the study hall is taught in the name of Rabban 
Gamliel at B. B’rakhot 28a. A similar tradition to the effect that a hypocrite may not become a 
scholar is taught in the name of the Talmudic teacher, Rava, at B. Yoma 72b. The rabbinic text that 
states that those who insist that the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead (i.e., in messianic 
times) is not part and parcel of Scriptural theology will be denied their share in the World to Come 
may be found at M Sanhedrin 10:1. The Greek philosopher who taught that everything is in a 
constant state of flux was Heraclitus. (The interested reader might wish to consult Charles H. 
Kahn’s The Art and Thought of Heraclitus [New York and Cambridge (U.K.): Cambridge University 
Press, 1981 for more details.]) The Book of Psalms is traditionally attributed to King David, the 
Book of Proverbs, to his son, King Solomon. The biblical passage that speaks about God’s 
immutable nature is Malachi 3:6. 

 

Right Is Wrong: The psalmist writes about the gateway to God in Psalms 118:20. The notion that 
the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom appears at Psalms 111:10 and, put slightly differently, 
at Proverbs 1:7. 
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Male Is Female: The Talmudic tradition that states that women are less capable than men of 
appreciating the depths of the human intellect (in Hebrew, nashim da·atan kalot aleihen) is found 
at B. Kiddushin 80b in the name of the students of the prophet Elijah. The actual context in the 
Talmud uses the comment to justify the law that a man must never seclude himself with two 
women unless his wife (or another man) is present by asserting that women tend to hew to a 
lower moral standard than men, cf. the way the same remark is used at B. Shabbat 33a. (There, 
context suggest that the remark is referencing female integrity rather than intelligence, but the 
context still somehow manages to make the remark marginally less disparaging than in the 
passage from Kiddushin.) Scripture says clearly that both Adam and Eve were created in the divine 
image at Genesis 5:1-2. 

 

Starting Is Finishing: The rabbis’ lesson to the effect that all beginnings are hard is preserved in the 
Mekhilta D’rabbi Ishmael, ed. Horowitz-Rabin (1931; rpt. Jerusalem: Bamberger and Wahrmann, 
1970), Yitro 2:2, p. 208, s.v. ve’atah im shamo·a tishme·u b’koli and several other places in the 
corpus of rabbinic literature. The aphorism was still popular in medieval times, cf. Rashi’s 
commentary to Exodus 19:5. Rabbi Tarfon’s lesson is included the Mishnah at M.  Avot 2:16. The 
Mishnaic teaching to the effect that the truly decent person is the individual who understands the 
eventual consequences of every action is preserved at M. Avot 2:9 in the name of Rabbi Simeon. 
The rabbinic teaching to the effect that somebody who starts the performance of a good deed is 
well advised to finish it up as well is preserved in the collection of rabbinic teachings called the 
Tanḥuma in the section to the Torah portion called Eikev, chapter 6, where we also find the rather 
extreme remark attributed to Rabbi Yannai to the effect that the man who begins to perform a 
mitzvah and fails to finish it will eventually end up burying not only his wife, but his children as 
well. (At B’reishit Rabbah 85:3, ed. Theodor-Albeck, p. 1034, that remark is attributed to Rabbi 
Yoḥanan.  See the critical apparatus there for a wide range of parallel passages, some of which 
ascribe the lesson to yet other teachers.) Scripture forbids us to place stumbling blocks before the 
blind at Leviticus 19:14 in a verse that suggests that one’s willingness not to do so is a key element 
in becoming a truly God-fearing person. Matzah is the Hebrew word for the flat, unleavened bread 
the Torah (at Exodus 12:14-20) commands Jewish people to substitute for normal bread at 
Passover as a way of recalling the circumstances of their ancestors’ liberation from slavery in 
Egypt. The Bible refers to the pious as spiritual athletes at Psalms 19:6. The rabbinic way of 
observing that the win goes to the pitcher on the mound at the end of the game is taught in the 
name of Rabbi Eleazar, son of Rabbi Yossi Ha-g’lili, at Bereishit Rabbah 85:3, ed. cit., p. 1034, with 
reference to the apparent contradiction between Exodus 13:19 and Joshua 24:32. 

 

Is Is Is Not: God gives the divine name as I Am at Exodus 3:14. (The Hebrew is open to a variety of 
interpretations, but this is the most common and the grammatically simplest way of interpreting 
the shorter form of name. The longer form of the name, usually translated as “I Am What I Am”, is 
also given in that verse.) The image of the blade of grass that withers and dies in the field appears 
at Psalm 90:6 and Psalm 103:15, cf. Psalm 37:2.  Heraclitus’ date are usually given as c. 535-c. 475 
BCE. The quotations from Heraclitus about the way up and the river (including the “we are and 
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also we are not” citation) are legitimate fragments of Heraclitus’ work; the panta chorei quote is 
given as it appears in Plato’s Cratylus, 402a. The much-cited formation panta rhei (“everything is in 
a constant flux”) does not actually appear in any of the fragments of the philosopher’s work that 
has survived. The reference to every soul praising God is taken from the last verse in the Book of 
Psalms (Psalms 150:6). The story of Samson and the honey in the lion’s carcass is told at Judges 
14:8-20. The school of Rabbi Ishmael’s lesson that the rabbis’ multifaceted comments and 
explications of the biblical text are akin to the sparks that fly off a rock in countless directions when 
it is hit with a hammer is preserved at B. Sanhedrin 34a, cf. the tradition at B. Shabbat 88b, also in 
the name of the school of Rabbi Ishmael, to the effect that each word of Scripture was uttered in 
seventy languages simultaneously. Both traditions are based on Jeremiah 23:29 (“Is not My word 
like fire, says the Eternal, like a hammer that shatters rock?”). 

 

Up Is Down: The Zohar discusses Ein-Sof only rarely. Of the handful of relevant passages, the texts 
found at Z. I 65a, II 239a or III 26b are among the most typical. The process of the emanation of the 
aspect of God to which humanity could eventually relate is the topic of countless Zoharic passages 
and could easily be described as the generative thesis that gives rise to the mystic theosophy that 
characterizes most of the Zohar. 

 

One Is Many: The ancient philosopher who discussed the relationship of things to their idea-state 
prototype in God was Plato. The interested reader may consult William David Ross’ Plato’s Theory 
of Ideas (2nd edition: Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953) for more detailed information. It would only 
be a slight exaggeration to say that every authentic post-Zoharic kabbalist was some sort of neo-
Platonist whether he knew it or not. 

 

I Is You: Martin Buber wrote about the relationship of the grammatical persons in his famous I and 
Thou, which the English-speaking reader may read in the very successful translation by Ronald 
Gregor Smith published in Edinburgh by T. & T. Clark in 1937. The Zohar shows how God slowly 
becomes able to enter into a relationship as an “I” by insisting that every Scriptural use of the 
word ani (“I”) refers only to the last emanated orb of quality in the chain of intra-divine 
emanation. See, e.g. Z. II 85a and many other places in the text of the Zohar. (Indeed, in other 
places, the Zohar refers to the entire emanative process as the slow development of the godhead 
from its third-person state to its first-person persona.) Rabbinic tradition seems to favor the idea 
that it was the first two commandments that were spoken aloud for the people actually to hear 
with their own ears; see the tradition ascribed to Rav Hamnuna at B. Makkot 23b-24a. The Zohar 
refers to mitk’la in the very famous passage that opens the section of the text called The Book of 
Concealment (Sifra Di-tz’ni·uta) at Z. II 176b. 


