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Tzimtzum, a Review 

 

Dedicated to the memory of my dear father Shlomo 

(Willy) ben Yehudah Ungar’s first yahrzeit.  
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Rav Shlomo Eliyashiv 

 

 

Definitions:1 

 

The tzimtzum or tsimtsum (Hebrew:  ם וצמצ   "contraction/constriction/conde

nsation") is a term used in the Lurianic Kabbalah to explain Isaac Luria's 

doctrine that God began the process of creation by "contracting" his Ohr Ein 

Sof (infinite light) in order to allow for a "conceptual space" in which finite and 

seemingly independent realms could exist. This primordial initial contraction, 

forming a ḥalal hapanuy "vacant space" (י ונפה ללח ) into which new creative 

light could beam, is denoted by general reference to the tzimtzum.  

In Kabbalistic interpretation, tzimtzum gives rise to the paradox of 

simultaneous divine presence and absence within the vacuum and resultant 

Creation. Various approaches exist then, within Orthodoxy, as to how the 

paradox may be resolved, and as to the nature of tzimtzum itself.   

 

 
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tzimtzum 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lurianic_Kabbalah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isaac_Luria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_in_Judaism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ohr_Ein_Sof
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ohr_Ein_Sof
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/finite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kabbalah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodox_Judaism
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The Disclosure of Concealment: 



 5 

 

Simsum in the Thought of Rabbi Shlomo Elyashiv Simsum 

in Lurianic Kabbalah 

 

Joey Rozenfeld writes:2 

 

 
2https://www.academia.edu/44725206/The_Disclosure_of_Concealment_Tzimtzum_in_the_Thought_of_Rabbi_Shl

omo_Elyashiv 
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Metaphoric Literality:  

Rabbi Shlomo Elyashiv and Lurianic Kabbalah 

 

Joey Rozenfeld writes:3 

 

 
3 https://www.academia.edu/44725229/Metaphoric_Literality_Rabbi_Shlomo_Elyashiv_and_Lurianic_Kabbalah 
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https://www.jyungar.com/podcast/2015/3/29/the-leshem-on-

tzimtzum-ii-with-george-lasry 

 

https://www.jyungar.com/podcast/2015/3/29/the-leshem-on-tzimtzum-ii-with-george-lasry
https://www.jyungar.com/podcast/2015/3/29/the-leshem-on-tzimtzum-ii-with-george-lasry
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https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/110196583/D.Karr.WHICH_LURIANIC_KABBALAH2024-

libre.pdf?1704736697=&response-content-

disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DWhich_Lurianic_Kabbalah.pdf&Expires=1708618152&Signature=R6OOAMGo5i

1wXMA40TfQT4eDADGJjH-JJqWYvyeKO5jSfaz4DH84IoshqpR6Qc86rXZCAUg31Lg-EwASRWCFolsM2xsNa-71nf~hY-

tERRf3L55z1N5kQ2XkRNqalN8~i7jqj9ZBhbndtleSE6CYbiqiSOz20L6A8eM0uwnEvf8fVJU6O97ae04nE-EY-

ovQhHqb9hd-lZ8HgykL6PAb-vVKAGnXvbWRt1vl4Tlee~f0arKMCxN-5r~zAv~598S9nyCeGgJZ-

4rgTNkKvkNoH~JH~IO39qkmydHhsg402KfEG7wFPKYKhwR3JkJPhCNvaRSomBLXxZcraThvHI0fhw__&Key-Pair-

Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA 
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The Doctrine of “Tzimtzum Shelo Kepshuto” and Its 

Power 

 

Prof. Tamar Ross writes:4 

 

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, founder and first Rebbe of Chabad, 1745 -1812 

Luria was primarily a visionary. The power of his mythic teachings lay in their 

symbolic ramifications rather than in their discursive logic.  Nevertheless, 

 
4 https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-doctrine-of-tzimtzum-shelo-kepshuto-and-its-power 

https://www.thetorah.com/author/tamar-ross
https://www.thetorah.com/author/tamar-ross
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some of his more philosophically inclined students queried the viability 

of Tzimtzum when taken literally.[1] 

Luria may have couched his description of divine contraction with repeated 

caveats of “as if” and “as it were” (kivyakhol), acknowledging that all talk of 

movement and change in the Ein sof refers to spiritual rather than physical 

processes. This, however, did not dispel the qualms of some of Luria’s disciples 

regarding the very legitimacy of speaking of a “before” and “after” when 

referring to a timeless deity, or of attributing to such a sublimely spiritual 

Being any element of change.  Others also raised doubts regarding the 

possibility of any space that could be emptied of God’s infinite and all-

pervading presence. Such reservations led to the development of what 

eventually became known in the secondary literature as “the allegorical 

interpretation of the doctrine of Tzimtzum“, (or as the kabbalists themselves 

termed it: Tzimtzum shelo kepshuto). 
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The Tree of Life: The Palace of Adam Kadmon – Chayyim 

Vital’s Introduction to the Kabbalah of Isaac Luria 

 

According to the first expositors of Tzimtzum shelo kepshuto, the original 

Lurianic doctrine of Tzimtzum should not be understood literally as a real 

displacement and the creation of an actual void within the Ein-sof, but rather 

as the establishment of a world of appearances, in which God’s infinity is 

represented in finite proportions capable of being grasped by finite minds.  

According to this understanding, God’s monolithic unity before creation and 

after creation remains exactly the same; ontologically nothing has changed. 

But as a result of the spontaneous activity of the divine life, there ensued a 

covering over or concealment of some aspect of God’s all-pervasive presence, 

thereby engendering an illusory realm of appearance.  This so-

called  metaphoric “withdrawal” enables the epistemological distinction 

between subject and object, creator and created being, perceiver and 

perceived, and allows various elements of God’s infinity to view themselves 

as separate entities, despite the fact that ontologically they remain  merged 

with the whole. 

By way of illustration, the act of divine tzimtzum was likened by some to the 

situation of a teacher who conceals the full scope of his knowledge so that 

some limited portion of it may be revealed to his student. Just as the wisdom 

of the teacher is unaffected by this concealment, so too all forms of existence 

gain a sense of their selfhood as a result of the hiding of God’s all-pervasive 

presence, yet God’s all-embracing monolithic unity remains the same.  All 

appearances of diversity and particularization – while real enough – are 

swallowed up by His infinite unity, just as drops of water are contained by the 

sea and indistinguishable from the surrounding waters. 

While the allegorical interpretation of Tzimtzum, and its sharp swing to a 

position of near pantheism, once again served to resolve difficulties of a 

theological nature, it raised new religious problems on a more practical plane. 

Proponents of this view might easily conclude that if all that distinguishes 

between Creator and created being is the illusion of selfhood, truly the unity 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0979597102/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0979597102&linkCode=as2&tag=thetorcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0979597102/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0979597102&linkCode=as2&tag=thetorcom-20
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between man and God is but a hair’s breadth away. All that is required is a 

switch of consciousness, and voila – unio mystica is achieved! 

In contradistinction to this tantalizing possibility, one of the natural corollaries 

of Jewish monotheism and God’s transcendence is the notion of divine 

command. Conceiving of God as a Supreme Being who reveals the divine will 

in the form of concrete laws encourages the sanctification of a this-worldly 

ethic as the most sublime expression of worship. A life of law, however, 

mandates the premise of a diversified, multifarious world, differentiating 

between holy and profane, good, and evil, and recognizing a hierarchy of 

clearly distinct entities and values. This stands in sharp contrast to the mystic 

understanding of God as an infinite, monolithic unity in which all binaries are 

dissolved. 

In response to this threat of anti-nomism, there arose amongst Lithuania 

Jewry of the 18th and 19th century two new developments of Lurianic Kabbala, 

which on the one hand accepted the allegorical interpretation of the doctrine 

of Tzimtzum but on the other hand strove to stem its nihilistic effects.  I refer 

here to the Hassidic movement, particularly in its Habad version – as 

developed by R. Shneur Zalman of Lyadi, and to the ideology of its opponents, 

the Mitnagdim, as explicated by R. Hayim of Volozhin, one of the most 

prominent disciples of R. Elijah Kremer, the Gaon of Vilna.[2] 

The bitter exchanges between the leaders of both movements have already 

become legion in the annals of Jewish history and to some extent continue to 

this day.  What is less popularly known is that the Hassidim and 

the Mitnagdim were in fundamental agreement with regard to their central 

theological conception, illustrating the fact that minor differences between 

protagonists sharing a basically similar worldview are often experienced far 

more acutely than the differences between camps that are farther removed. 

Common to both the Hassidim and the Mitnagdim was the notion of three 

levels of consciousness, which in effect represent three levels of existence. 

The first, or highest level, which I will dub Stage One, consists of all that there 

is, and as such, defies definition. Even the attribute “God” as applied here is 

inadequate, as this would imply comparison with something else. From the 

vantage point of creation as a separate entity, however, two other levels of 

perception can be spoken of.  

Stage Two seeks to describe how we, as perceiving creatures, imagine that 

God relates to the world from God’s point of view (mitzido).  In other words, 
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Stage Two explores how we might articulate the essentially ineffable reality of 

Stage One in words. Finally, Stage Three defines how we, as perceiving 

creatures, see God’s relationship to the world from our point of view 

(mitzideinu). 

The Hassidim and the Mitnagdim agreed (with a few reservations) regarding 

the ineffability of Stage One.[3]  They also agreed that Stage Two (how we, 

from our illusory vantage point of separate existence, conceptualize God’s 

relationship to the world from God’s point view) is essentially a position of 

semi-a cosmic pantheism. What this term means to convey is that if we stretch 

our imaginations beyond the limits of our perception, we can hypothetically 

posit that from God’s point of view, God’s existence is all-inclusive, so that 

from God’s perspective, there is no reality other than God. 

The main point of difference between the Hassidim and the Mitnagdim, was 

their understanding of Stage Three – how we perceive God’s relationship to 

the world from our point of view.  Since it is this perspective that dictates the 

nature and ultimate objective of religious worship, one may readily understand 

why this difference was the cause of the great acrimony that ensued between 

the two movements. 

According to R. Shneur Zalman of Lyadi, although the light of the Ein sof fills 

all worlds so that nothing is void of God’s presence, the concealment of that 

light in our this-worldly reality is also absolute.  The very delineation of our 

world (in contradistinction to God) renders the derivative ray of light which 

sustains it as qualitatively different in essence from the monolithic unity from 

which it stems. For this reason, God’s reality from our point of view is not only 

“more”, but also “other” in substance.   

Precisely because nothing of God’s absolute and infinite unity filters down to 

our world, the highest object of the religious life is to pierce our illusory sense 

of separate existence, and merge – to whatever extent possible – with that 

undifferentiated unity which is God’s. This is accomplished by drawing that 

unity into this world, [4] eradicating its “reality” by eradicating our false sense 

of independent selfhood.   The life of halakha, which combines spirit and 

matter in the study of Torah and performance of mitzvot, is an important tool 

in this endeavor, but its ultimate arena is the world at large. 
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Nefesh Ha-Chayyim: Rav Chayyim of Volozhin 

R. Hayim of Volozhin, by contrast, contended that the distancing of our world 

from God’s monolithic unity via the metaphoric act of withdrawal is actually a 

dual process. The hiding of God’s infinity is indeed a result of the metaphoric 

act of tzimtzum.  Nevertheless, the fact that the derivative ray of light 

emanating from that infinity appears to us as a plurality of descending 

gradations is not due to any essential property of the ray itself (whose 

concealment could, in principle, also appear as “uniform in all places”) but 

rather to the manner in which it is perceived. [5]  Hence, while the substantive 

relationship between God’s absolute existence and any aspect of our created 

remains, we both “cannot and are also forbidden” to dwell upon the “awesome 

matter” of God’s all-pervasive presence”.[6]  Rather than strive for dramatic 

shifts in consciousness on the earthly plane, the task of the faithful is to 

worship God in accordance with reality as it appears to us, confident that 

through the study of Torah and practical observance of halakha we fortify the 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/061569991X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=061569991X&linkCode=as2&tag=thetorcom-20
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chaim_of_Volozhin
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ontological connection between the final and lowest point of God’s 

manifestation in this world and its infinite source.  R. Hayim of Volozhin likens 

awareness of the higher dimension of reality to embers of fire; as background 

warmth such knowledge can serve a positive function in fueling our devotion, 

but if approached too closely we face the danger of being consumed.[7] 

What may appear to lay eyes as abstruse theological nitpicking is actually a 

serious attempt on the part of both the  Hassidim and the Mitnagdim to 

overcome a tension even more evident than in classical Kabbala between the 

conflicting religious sensibilities of pantheism and theism. Both 

the Hassidim and the Mitnagdim do this by developing a very intricate and 

finely tuned conceptual scheme that will allow these two incompatible 

bedfellows to somehow lie peacefully together. Emphasis on various forms of 

distinction between God’s point of view and ours enabled them to hold on to 

the view of the unlimited reality, which is God’s, without the threat to 

normative halakha which acceptance of God’s ultimate unity would seem to 

entail. 

More significant for our purposes, however, is the fact that in spelling out this 

version of the allegorical interpretation of the doctrine of tzimtzum, both 

the Mitnagdim and the Hassidim appropriate in Kabbalistic idiom a 

critical/subjectivist theory of knowledge which bears striking similarity to 

Kant’s “Copernican” revolution in the realm of epistemology, as referred to 

above.[8] 

As already noted by Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook,[9] the distinction that the 

allegorical interpreters of the doctrine of tzimtzum made between God’s point 

of view and ours served for these latter-day Kabbalists much the same 

function that the distinction between the noumenon and the phenomenal 

world did for Kant.[10] There is, however, one critical difference. Whereas Kant 

was uncertain with regard to the nature of the noumenon, the skepticism of 

the latter day Kabbalists was directed towards the reality of this world and its 

perceptions. Despite its inherent inscrutability, for the kabbalists, the truth of 

God’s infinite unity constituted the one absolute certainty. As R. Eliyahu 

Dessler, the 20th century proponent of the modern Musar movement, 

expressed it: 

The definition of [God’s] unique unity expressed as “there is none but Him 

alone” cannot be grasped inherently from within creation, for this aspect of 

God’s uniqueness implies that creation does not really exist [i.e., “there 
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is nothing but Him alone”].  The world was created through [divine self-] 

contraction and concealment of that truth, and the reality of creation can be 

perceived only from within creation itself – that is to say, following, and within, 

that self-contraction – and its reality is only in and of itself, relative to 

itself……It follows that all our understandings are only relative to 

creation.  They are only within and in respect to creation, in accordance with 

our concepts, which are also created.  We possess only relative truth, each 

one in accordance with his station and condition.[11] 

Under such circumstances, it would appear that not only the reality of creation, 

but even that of a personal, finite God who reveals Himself to an entity that 

is other than He, makes sense only from within the concealed and illusory 

state of tzimtzum.  Indeed, when relating to the distinction between the 

Jewish view and that of Kant, R. Kook (whose entire worldview is also 

predicated on the assumption of tzimtzum shelo kepshuto)[12] explicitly 

debunks the notion of an infinity capable of being grasped ( גשומ ףוס ןיא ) as a 

logical contradiction in terms. He goes so far as to claim that this concept 

could only have stemmed from a descendant of idolaters, such as 

Kant.[13] Nevertheless, it was precisely their faith in this mystic equation of 

God with infinity that led the allegorical interpreters of tzimtzum to develop a 

more charitable view of the relationship between language and metaphysics, 

or human truth-claims and divine reality that is germane to our discussion. 

 

Notes: 

1.  For an initial formulation of this interpretation, see Joseph Ergas, Shomer 

Emunim (Hebrew), second polemic, pp. 34, 39. 

2.  For primary sources explicating the allegorical interpretation of Tzimtzum, as applied in Habad 

Hassidic and Mitnaggedic ideology, see Likkutei Amarim (Hebrew) by R. Shneur Zalman of Lyadi 

and Nefesh Ha-Hayim (Hebrew) by R. Hayim of Volozhin, respectively.  For further discussion 

of the two views, see Rachel Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God: The Kabbalistic Theosophy of 

Habad Hasidism, trans. Jeffrey M. Green (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993), pp. 79-91 and Norman 

Lamm, Torah for Torah’s Sake in the Works of Rabbi Hayyim of Volozhin and His 

Contemporaries (Hoboken: Ktav/Yeshiva University, 1989).  Regarding finer points of difference 

between them, see Tamar Ross, “Two Interpretations of the Doctrine of Zimzum: Hayim of 

Volozhin and Shneur Zalman of Lyadi”, Mehkarei Yerushalayim B’machshevet Yisrael(Hebrew) 

2, Jerusalem, 1981, pp. 153-169. 

3.  For explication of these subtle differences, see Ross, “Two Interpretations”, pp. 159-162. 

4. It is important to note that even in his most pantheistic formulations, R. Shneur Zalman applied 

brakes to the unio mystica ideal, by distinguishing between drawing the original divine light into 
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this world and immersion in its Source, regarding the latter possibility as beyond the pale – see 

Ross, “Two Interpretations”, p. 165 

5.  Nefesh Ha-hayim, Shaar gimmel, chapter 7 

6.   Nefesh Ha-hayim, Shaar gimmel, chapter 6 

7.  Nefesh ha-Hayim, Shaar gimmel, chapter 4; see also ibid, chapter 8. 

8.  “The trading of the medieval notion that man’s perceptions revolve around some fixed reality, 

for the modern notion that this reality, far from being fixed, is filtered and shaped by the mind 

perceiving it” Supra section VIII. It is instructive to note that Immanuel Kant was born in 1724, 

a year before R. Shneur Zalman of Lyadi, and twenty-five years before the birth of R .Hayim of 

Volozhin, providing room for speculation regarding shared sources of inspiration. 

9.   See Iggrot ha-Reayah I (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1985), pp. 47-48, where R. Kook 

applies this observation to the Kabbala at large, declaring: 

“It is true, and we [Jews] have always known it – and we did not need Kant to reveal this secret to us 

– that all human cognitions are relative and subjective.” 

Kook then  proceeds to interpret  the significance of Malkhut,(the lowest of the ten sefirotic 

manifestations of Ein Sof, which is depicted by classical Kabbala as an empty vessel that bears  no light 

of its own), as corresponding to the function of Kant’s categories of thought in mediating and filtering 

raw experience.  For closer analysis of this passage and its claims, see Tamar Ross, “The Cognitive Value 

of Religious Truth Statements: Rabbi A.I. Kook and Postmodernism”, in Hazon Nahum, edited by Yaakov 

Elman and Jeffrey S. Gurock, (Hoboken :  Ktav/Yeshiva University Press, 1997), pp. 487-488. 

10.  In Kant’s philosophy, a “noumenon” is the thing in itself, not how it is known by the senses.  A 

“phenomenon”, however, is how the object is known or perceived. 

11.   Eliyahu Dessler, Mikhtav Me-Eliyahu III (London: Honig and Sons, 1955), pp. 256-257 

12.   For further amplification, see: “The Concept of G-d in the Thought of Harav Kook” (Hebrew), 

Part I, Daat (Hebrew) 8, Bar Ilan University, Summer 1982, pp. 109-128; Part II, Daat  Winter 

1983,  pp. 39-70; “The Lurianic Doctrine of Tzimtzumin the Writings of Harav Kook” (Hebrew), 

in Mechkarim b’Hagut Yehudit, edited by Moshe Idel and Sarah Heller-Wilensky (Jerusalem, 

Magnes Press, 1989), pp.159-172. 
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Tzimtzum I– 
 

5 
 

This a translation of a letter the Lubavitcher Rebbe wrote regarding tzimtzum. 
It was a strong criticism of Rav Dessler's understanding of the doctrine which 

he learned from a Chabad chasid and which is published in Michtav M'Eliyahu 

IV page 324.  

 
Rav Dessler asserts that there was in fact no disagreement between the Gra 

and the Baal HaTanya regarding tzimtzum. 

 

 

 

Tzimtzum II – 
 

 

Gra vs. Baal HaTanya/Lubavitcher Rebbe's explanation6 

 

 
5 https://daattorah.blogspot.com/2008/08/chabad-tzimtzum-literal-or-figurative.html 

 

 
6 https://daattorah.blogspot.com/2008/08/tzimtzum-gra-vs-baal-hatanyalubavitcher.html 
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For example, Yosher Levav (the author of the Mishnas Chassidim) wrote that 

it is based on both logic (that it is disgraceful for Hashem to be found in a 

dirty place) and because it is also what the Arizal taught him. 

This Mahlokes ultimately seems to stem from an earlier Mahlokes between 

Rabeinu Yosef Gikatelia (Shaarei Orah) and the Rashash (the Kabbalist). The 

SO holds that Keser of Atzilus (Keser Elyon) is the Ein Sof Himself and the 

Rashash holds that Keser of Atzilus is the Ohr of the Ein Sof. 

 

 

7 

 

The doctrine of tzimtzum teaches that HaShem contracted Himself to create 

a space within which to create creation. "Prior to Creation, there was only the 

infinite Or Ein Sof filling all existence. When it arose in G-d's Will to create 

worlds and emanate the emanated ... He contracted (in Hebrew "tzimtzum") 

Himself in the point at the center, in the very center of His light. He restricted 

that light, distancing it to the sides surrounding the central point, so that there 

remained a void, a hollow empty space, away from the central point ... After 

this tzimtzum ... He drew down from the Or Ein Sof a single straight line [of 

light] from His light surrounding [the void] from above to below [into the 

void], and it chained down descending into that void. ... In the space of that 

void He emanated, created, formed, and made all the worlds. — Etz Chaim, 

Arizal, Heichal A"K, anaf 2". 

This teaching directly contradicts Malachi 3.6 which states that "HaShem does 

not change." That is, before creation all there was HaShem. Since creation all 

there is HaShem (Ayn Od Milvado); that is, HaShem is Eternally the same at 

all times and in all places. There is also the passuk (verse) Tehillim 90.1 "A 

Prayer of Moses the man of G-D. Lord, thou hast been our dwelling-place in 

all generations." 

Shlomo Elyashiv writes: "I have also seen some very strange things in the 

words of some contemporary kabbalists who explain things deeply. They say 

that all of existence is only an illusion and appearance and does not truly exist. 

 
7 https://judaism.stackexchange.com/questions/125693/is-someone-who-believes-in-the-doctrine-of-
tzimtzum-a-heretic 

http://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=7142&st=&pgnum=23
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This is to say that the ein sof didn't change at all in itself and its necessary 

true existence and it is now still exactly the same as it was before creation, 

and there is no space empty of Him, as is known (see Nefesh Ha-Chaim Shaar 

3)." 

 

First, the Tzimtzum is a mere expounding of Midrash Temura 1.5 that tries to 

explain the wording of the blessing " ומוקממ ׳ה דובכ ךורב " - what does it mean 

"from His place"? 

 

So what does it mean "God is where the world is placed"? 

The early Platonic and Aristotelian idea of God's omnipresence (c.400BCE), 

pronounced in Rambam's Yesodey Hatora (c.1200CE), goes beyond the classic 

Biblical idea of God being simultaneously everywhere, as described in Psalms: 

"If I ascend to heaven, you are there; If I make my bed in Sheol, you are 

there.", and sees God as a transcendental entity that "permeated everywhere 

before the world was created". 

That posed a question of where could our world be created if God is one and 

"infinite"? The Tzimtzum approach provides a theory - God "created a hole in 

Himself" that became our "space". 

 

Tzimtzum is to be understood literally.  

Rav Amnuel Chai Ricki - Yosher Levav (Bayis Rishon, Cheder Rishon, 13-20/ 

Bayis Sheni, Cheder Rishon, 5). Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv - Leshem Shevo 

V'achaloma (Chelek Ha'biurim, Derushei Igulim V'yosher, Intro, 2). 

Tzimtzum is a metaphor for concealment.  

Rav Avraham Ben Ha'Rambam - Commentary on Chumash (Yisro, 20, 3). 

Rabeinu Bachya - Commentary on Chumash (Bereishis, 1, 1). Rav Yosef Irgas 

- Shomer Emunim Hakadmon (Vikuach Sheni). Rav Moshe Chayim Luzzato - 

Klach Pischei Chochmah (24). Rav Shneur Zalman of Liadi - Tanya (Shaar 

Hayichud V'emunah, 7). Rav Chayim of Volozhin - Nefesh Ha'chayim (3,8). 

https://www.sefaria.org/Otzar_Midrashim%2C_Midrash_Temurah.1.5?vhe=Otzar_Midrashim,_New_York,_1915&lang=bi
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=7142&pgnum=1
https://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=5987&st=&pgnum=19&hilite=
https://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=40223&st=&pgnum=317
https://www.sefaria.org/Rabbeinu_Bahya%2C_Bereshit.1.1?lang=bi
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Depending on what you mean by Tsimtsum, which in itself is a very slippery 

concept of which to get clear explanation. 

The position of most Kabbalists are consistently linking the "contraction" to 

God himself, implying change in him. It's still a complicated subject. 

In his Da'at Elokim, R'Kook was correct in his rejection of Spinozist 

pantheism, which insisted God is equal with nature. However in his Orot 

haKodesh, he continued to be marred by the insistence that the world 

is inside God, while not being contained by it. 

The same problem applies to the Alter Rebbe (and many other Hasidic groups 

beyond Lubavitch), as well as R'Kook, is that God's infinity goes outward into 

the world. It isn't corporealism per se, but it is not correct. 

This is a faulty understanding of what "infinity" means in the context of our 

human existence, as well as that of God. 

In the view of classical Jewish philosophy, as explained by giants such as R'Hai 

Gaon, R'Saadia Gaon, R'Abraham ibn Daud, R'Bahya ibn Pakuda and 

haRambam, God is completely unlike anything in this world. Godly 

transcendence involves a complete negation of all aspects of worldly 

existence, such as composite unity, spatio-temporal location, and ontological 

"presence" in matter. 

God's "infinity" preceded all space, so those who say he is "hosting" the world 

"inside of him," is a faulty misapplication of our own human cognitive 

categories. 

Rasag explicitly says in Emunot veDe'ot that God didn't create the world from 

his own "essence," but made it all anew. That is a defining aspect of Rabbinic 

Torah, even before the alleged influence of Aristotle on later Jewish thinkers. 

However, there are some interpretations of Tsimtsum that are not problematic 

in this regard. The Gaon of Vilna himself said that the contraction was of the 

"process of the creation of the world," and not God himself. (Perush haGRa 

leSafra haZeniutha) 

This is a fancy way of saying "VeYekhulu haShamayyim veHaAretz..." 

Echoing Rasag, HaGra additionally said that God's glory in the world is not 

equal to him, and that all seeming "divine manifestations" in this world are 
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based on God's sovereignty over all parts of the world. (Biur haGra leSefer 

haZohar) 

To use an analogy found in the Torah, like the beauty of a book attests to the 

genius of its author, without it literally containing him. 

That is how one should best understand the idea of "omnipresence," that God 

controls all of creation equally. His will is dissimulated by the laws of nature. 

Many might push back, citing the verses that say "En Od Milvado," but that is 

also incorrect. Targum Onkelos and many Midrashim explicitly interpret these 

verses as implying that God is the only worshipful being, no others exist. 

Additionally, when Yirmiyahu haNavi says that God "fills heaven and earth," 

many midrashim indicate that the "filling" was only the filling of heaven in the 

creation of the moon and the stars. 
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Avinoam Fraenkel writes:8 

 

The Baal HaTanya9 
 

  

The Baal HaTanya’s position in respect of where the Tzimtzum process took 

place is very clearly stated: 

  
 

8 https://avinoamfraenkel.com/ 
9 https://zoboko.com/text/jvy6gdxe/nefesh-hatzimtzum-volume-2-understanding-nefesh-hachaim-through-the-

key-concept-of-tzimtzum-and-related-writings/37 
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•   In his Sefer HaTanya, he provides an outright definition of Tzimtzum and 

explicitly states that “Malchut is the characteristic of Tzimtzum” and that it 
“conceals the Ohr Ein 

•   Sefer HaTanya also defines Tzimtzum as being “Vessels” and therefore as 

Malchut as per the following explicit statement: “The level of Tzimtzum and 

concealed life force is referred to as ‘Vessels.’ The life force itself is referred 
to as ‘Light.’ Just as a Vessel conceals that which is within it, similarly the level 

of Tzimtzum conceals and hides the light and life force which is. 

•   The Baal HaTanya also explicitly refers to the Tzimtzum taking place in the 

“Vessels” of any world level, i.e., the level of Malchut which is the lowest Sefira 
of that world level as follows: “The concept of all of the Tzimtzum processes 

is to conceal the ‘Light’ so that it is clothed in the level of the ‘Vessels’ of the 

Ten 

•   Elsewhere he writes even more clearly that “the entire sequence of the 
cascading down [of all of the world levels] only occurred and was generated 

within the level of the characteristic of [God’s] Malchut . . . for even the Kav 

only extended through Tzimtzum and the empty space within the level of 

•   The Baal HaTanya refers to this point in a number of other places in his 

writings including the following “the bringing into being of all the worlds, the 
supernal and lower [worlds], and the power and life force which is clothed 

within them and causes them to be – extends from the level of the 

characteristic of ‘Your Malchut’ . . . for there to be an emanation of the Ohr 

Ein Sof on the level of His Malchut, there were many levels of 
  

He further describes the Tzimtzum process occurring iteratively, cascading 

down through all the world levels with the different world level categories 

being differentiated by different forms of The Tzimtzum takes place within the 
Keter/Malchut interface between each higher and lower world which connects 

and creates each of the lower world God thereby fills all of the worlds and is 

manifest within them in a concealed way such that they can exist as separate 

finite entities in their own right without being The Tzimtzum process therefore 

initially occurs in the level of Malchut of the Ohr Ein Sof and recurs iteratively 
within the level of Malchut of each lower world. 

 

  In the light of all that has been explained in the previous chapters in relation 

to Malchut, these statements of the Baal HaTanya indisputably frame his 
approach to Tzimtzum in precisely the same context as that of the Vilna Gaon 

and the Leshem. 

 

  The Baal HaTanya explains that the concept of God’s removal as per the 
Zohar and as per the Arizal’s Tzimtzum, is not one of a real removal but rather 

is of a simultaneous concealment and revelation of the Ohr Ein He 

distinguishes between two concepts, the first of propagation from one place 

to another and the second of concealment and revelation. He explains that 
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with propagation, there is a change in state of the substance propagating. In 

contrast however with the process of concealment and revelation there is no 
change at all before and after the emanation of the Ohr Ein Sof and 

subsequent creation of All is analogously referred to as God’s Speech reflected 

in the Ten Statements with which the world was This encapsulates the idea 

that while speech reveals aspects of concealed thoughts, it cannot capture the 
essence of the thought and conceals most of it in order to reveal the relevant 

aspect. Similarly, the process of emanation of the Ohr Ein Sof and creation is 

one of concealment in order to generate a simultaneous revelation, a concept 

which is loudly echoed in the writings of the Leshem as previously explained. 
 

  Detailed explanations are also provided by the Baal HaTanya of the Zohar’s 

paradoxical statements that God is both “Memaleh Kol Almin” in that He fills 

all worlds, whereas, on the other hand, God is simultaneously “Sovev Kol 
Almin” in that He circumvents all in providing these explanations, the Baal 

HaTanya is describing the dual perspective of reality. From the perspective of 

the creations, he explains that God is “Memaleh Kol Almin” in that He is 

revealed in a diminished way, in physicality, through the concealment process 

of Tzimtzum. In contrast, from God’s perspective, He is also “Sovev Kol Almin” 
in that He circumvents all of Creation and causes it all to exist. 

 

  As we have seen earlier, the key point in relation to the ideas of “Memaleh 

Kol Almin” and “Sovev Kol Almin” is the fact that there is a simultaneous 
relative perspective of reality from both God’s perspective and the perspective 

of the creations. We also saw that the particular use of these terms in relation 

to a particular perspective purely depends on the context and they can 

potentially be used interchangeably. 
 

  This relative perspective provides the backdrop against which the Baal 

HaTanya provides a clear statement on the nature of reality. In his 

presentation of the creation of Yesh, this physical world, from Ayin, from he 

presents a detailed analogy which expresses a very deep understanding of the 
dual perspective of He explains that it is just the limitation of our physical 

perception which restricts our vision to only be able to relate to reality as 

physical and as Yesh. Were we, however, able to see things without this 

physical mask, then it would be clear to us that this same reality is Ayin. There 
is no change in reality itself as a result of the creation of Yesh from Ayin. There 

is only a change of our perception of reality such that we relate to it as Yesh 

instead of as Ayin.  

 
It must be very clearly emphasized that the Baal HaTanya is not in any way 

suggesting that this physical world of Yesh is an illusion. He is saying that th

e Yesh and Ayin are the very same reality. It is just that from the perspectiv

e of the creations, the context of Ayin is not visible, and therefore, from our 
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perspective, that same reality appears to be Yesh – physical and separate fr

om God. 
 

  He expresses this concept using an analogy of a particle of light which is 

within the ball of the sun. Relative to the ball of the sun, the particle of light 

is infinitesimally immaterial, of absolutely no consequence and is Ayin. 
However, relative to the particle of light, if it can view itself outside of its 

context of being within the ball of the sun, then its existence as a particle of 

light appears to have major consequence and existence as an independent 

entity. It therefore sees itself as Yesh. In this analogy, the ball of the sun is 
God and the particle of light is our entire physical Universe. Physical reality is 

therefore absolutely real and exists in the same way as it did before its 

creation. It is only that the Creation process concealed (and constantly 

continues to conceal) its Source such that our Universe is revealed as an entity 
in its own right and appears. 

 

  Therefore, when we talk of a dual perspective, it is of exactly and absolutely 

the same reality. From both God’s perspective and the perspective of the 

creations, the essence and nature of reality is absolutely the same – it is just 
that from the perspective of the creations, the context of God is not seen and 

physical reality appears to be a separate existing entity in its own right. 

  

The Baal HaTanya’s grandson, the Tzemach clarifies his grandfather’s position 
further by stating: 

  

•   . . . that the world and everything in it is nullified in existence to the extent 

that it is it does not exist and that only God exists alone. We are not saying 
that there is no world at all here, God. 

  

In this passage, the Tzemach Tzedek uses the word “Ke’ilu” a number of times 

and additionally explicitly clarifies that the word “Ke’ilu” begins “with the 

letter kaf to signify the comparative similarity” to being non-existent “to the 
extent that it is just God alone that exists.” The Tzemach Tzedek emphasizes 

that this world is very real and says that “God forbid” one should think 

otherwise. However, he explains that the fabric of reality is almost if ” this 

world could be mistaken for being an illusion. With this he emphasizes the 
relative dual perspective of the same reality and that “relative to us, the many 

[levels of] Tzimtzum conceal [God].” 

  

In summary, the Baal HaTanya held that: 
  

•   The Tzimtzum process only occurs in the level of Malchut of the Ohr Ein 

Sof. It also only occurs in the level of Malchut of all subsequent lower world 

levels. 
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•   The Creation process is one of simultaneous concealment and revelation. 

•   God is entirely unchanged as a result of creating all of the worlds and that 
the creation created a dual perspective of reality without actually changing 

reality in any way. 

  

It should now be obvious that both the Leshem’s and the Vilna Gaon’s position 
in respect of the Tzimtzum process and of the nature of reality, are entirely 

consistent with and share the same underlying principles as that of the Baal 

HaTanya. 

  
Notwithstanding the Baal HaTanya’s clear statement of his position, there are 

those who historically misinterpreted it to mean that as a result of everything 

being God, our perception of physical reality appearing to be something other 

than God is simply an illusion. Such a statement denies the relevance of the 
physical world and thereby undermines the entire fabric of Torah and Mitzvot 

which must be observed in this real physical Those who would ascribe to such 

an erroneous misunderstanding would have no compunction to literally 

compromise the required Halachic time or manner of physical performance of 

a Mitzvah if it meant that they would thereby generate some sort of personal 
feeling of increased inspirational fervor. There is no doubt that the Baal 

HaTanya would never advocate such malpractice and Halachic compromise 

and that he would consider those engaging in such practice to be entirely 

misguided and it is perhaps for this reason that the Tzemach Tzedek 
emphasizes that even though it is almost as if this world can be taken to be 

an illusion, “God forbid” that it is so and that this physical world is absolutely 

real. 

 

Nefesh HaChaim 
  

Before getting into some of the details of the Nefesh HaChaim, it is instructive 

to carefully examine R. Chaim’s use of the word “Atzmut/Essence” and of the 

term “Ein Sof.” As mentioned earlier, it is not possible to talk about God’s 

Atzmut/Essence at all. It is not even possible to talk of the Ein Sof which is an 
emanation from God’s Essence. Furthermore, it is only possible to talk of the 

aspect of the Ein Sof which is engaged in and connected to the Creation. 

Various Kabbalists use the terminology of “Atzmut” and “Ein Sof ” differently, 

and some simply equate “Atzmut” and “Ein Sof ” as being the same thing, as 
to all intents and purposes, from our point of view, it is the same thing. This 

also applies to the use of the terminology of “Ein Sof ” and “Ohr Ein Sof ” 

where both expressions are often used R. Chaim defines his use of terminology 

in a number of places.  
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He states that the expression “Essence of the Unified Adon Yachid” or the 

alternative expression “Essence of the Master of Adon Kol” is the “Ein Sof ” 
and explains that no thought or name can grasp or describe this level except 

for the miniscule way in which it is connected to the It is this definition in 

particular which is relevant to us as we know that the point at which God 

begins to be connected to the worlds is within Malchut of the Ein Sof. This 
point of connection is, of course, the starting point of the Tzimtzum process. 

Therefore, R. Chaim’s mention of “Atzmut Adon Yachid” and “Atzmut Adon 

Kol” in this context are direct references to Malchut of the Ein in other places, 

he uses other expressions using the word “Atzmut,” e.g., “Ohr Atzmut Light 
of His Unified Essence” to refer to the “Ein Sof”. 

  While R. Chaim does not explicitly state that the details of the Tzimtzum 

process occurred within the level of Malchut of the Ein Sof, he does however 

indirectly refer to this fact in the following places: 
 

1. A description is given of the Arizal’s Tzimtzum process as revealing the 

as explained earlier, the “Vessels” form the material substance of each 

lower world level in the Creation process. These “Vessels” are therefore 

only ever formed within the level of Malchut of any world level. In 
particular, when the Arizal talks of the concealment which takes place 

within the “empty a process which revealed the “Vessels,” he is 

specifically referring to the level of Malchut within, as R. Chaim puts it, 

the Atzmut ” i.e., the Ein Sof. 
 

2. Reference is also made to the Vessels in the context of the relative 

perspective of the Names of the name “YHVH” is described as relating 

to God’s perspective and “Elokim” as relating to our perspective. It is 
specifically YHVH which does not change as a result of the Creation. 

However, R. Chaim quotes the Tikkunei Zohar which explains that 

“Elokim,” our perspective, relates to the “changes in the Vessels,” i.e., 

that change as a result of the Creation only occurs within “Vessels,” 

which is a specific reference to the level of Malchut. 
 

 
3. In describing the very highest level of God that a person can possibly 

contemplate when reciting the Shema and declaring God’s Unity, R. 

Chaim queries the Talmud’s enigmatic and apparently contradictory 

usage of the concept of Malchut/Kingship in relation to that level of He 

mentions, without elaborating, that this is not just Malchut/Kingship, 
but is referring to the specific level of Malchut/Kingship of the Ein Sof. 

Moreover, he highlights that Malchut of the Ein Sof is the place that the 

Arizal identifies as where God’s initial thought related to the Creation 

occurred. In the context of our discussions, we know that as the level of 
Malchut of the Ein Sof is the starting point of the Tzimtzum process, it 
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is the point of initiation of God’s interaction with the worlds and 

therefore the highest possible describable aspect of God about which a 
human can declare His Unity. 

 

  

In contrast to the above veiled references to the Tzimtzum process only 
occurring within Malchut and being initiated in the level Malchut of the Ein Sof, 

R. Chaim’s description of relative reality is very explicitly stated and explained 

in detail throughout the Third Gateway of Nefesh HaChaim. 

 
   R. Chaim explains the Zohar’s relative statement that from God’s 

perspective, He fills the worlds and is “Memaleh Kol Almin,” and from our 

perspective, He circumvents the worlds and is “Sovev Kol He maps this 

relative perspective to the Tzimtzum concept by associating the term 
“Tzimtzum” with God’s perspective and the term “Kav” with our Although 

highlighting this dual perspective, R. Chaim very explicitly emphasizes that 

this is a dual perspective of a single reality, that God is absolutely unchanged 

as a result of the Creation and that the Creation does not change God’s reality 

in any way, but only changes our perception of that In addition, he repeats 
this statement of dual perspective in the context of God’s Names of YHVH and 

Elokim. He relates YHVH to God’s perspective and Elokim to our perspective. 

However, notwithstanding this relative difference, it is simultaneously true 

that “YHVH is Elokim,” just like the Tzimtzum and Kav are one and the same. 
   

It is this very dual perspective of a single reality that is unchanged 

before and after the Creation process that allows us to understand how the 

Creation process is, and is also described by R. Chaim as being, both of 
concealment and simultaneously also of God is unchanged in any way as a 

result of the creation – “there was no change or anything as a result of the 

Creation process. From His perspective, absolutely nothing has and “He 

causes all to exist in the imaginary environment of The Creation process 

simply conceals His Existence and thereby reveals the existence of this world 
as a seemingly separate entity in its own right from our perspective, separated 

from the context of God’s Existence. This is to the extent that R. Chaim states 

that we are “able to imagine, with eyes of flesh, that this world has a reality 

and existence”. 
 

  The nature of the Creation process simply being a creation of a change in 

perspective and nothing else is so sublime that R. Chaim explains that from 

God’s perspective, it is physical reality does not Therefore, from God’s 
perspective it is as if physical reality can be considered to be an illusion. 

However, from our perspective, the perspective of all creations, R. Chaim goes 

out of his way to emphasize and re-emphasize that the physical world is real 

and that it is the reality of the physical world which crystallizes our obligation 
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to perform Mitzvot which are all framed in this physical He even goes as far 

as to issue a stern warning to “never be drawn to translate this awesome 
concept into physical action – as this can easily result in many practices which 

also contradict the statutes and foundations of our Holy In fact, this point is 

so strongly stated and reiterated that it forms part of the key message of 

Nefesh HaChaim, that one should never bend Halacha out of a desire to draw 
close to God through inspirational fervor. There is, of course, no deeper 

concept that this applies to than with the focus on the fundamental nature of 

reality and the Tzimtzum process. 

  
In summary, R. Chaim’s position is that: 

  

•   The Tzimtzum process only occurs in the level of Malchut of the Ohr Ein Sof. 

•   The Creation process is one of simultaneous concealment and revelation. 
•   God is entirely unchanged as a result of creating all of the worlds and that 

the Creation created a dual perspective of reality without actually changing 

reality in any way. 

  

R. Chaim’s position is therefore clearly identical to that of the Baal HaTanya, 
the Vilna Gaon, and the Leshem. 

 

  In the light of the above, it is apparent that many have historically 

misunderstood R. Chaim’s position on Tzimtzum. The key misunderstandings 
revolve around R. Chaim’s use of terminology. Although there are a number 

of sentences in Nefesh HaChaim which have been misunderstood, perhaps the 

key statement is the following: “This is what the Arizal writes, that from the 

perspective of Tzimtzum, which is the same as the perspective of the Atzmut 
Achduto/Unified Essence of God which fills all of the This statement is 

misunderstood by some to be saying that the Tzimtzum process was applied 

to God’s Absolute Essence and not just to the first emanation from it, the “Ohr 

Ein In the light of everything that we have said so far, this is very clearly not 

R. Chaim’s position who, like everyone else, understands that the Tzimtzum 
process only initially occurred in the level of Malchut of the Ein Sof. R. Chaim 

is simply using his own application of the Arizal’s terminology of “Tzimtzum” 

and “Kav” to describe two relative perspectives of the same reality. He chose 

to use the term “Tzimtzum” to consistently relate to God’s perspective and 
therefore all he is saying in the above quoted sentence is that from God’s 

perspective, His Essence fills all and is unchanged and unaffected by the 

Creation of the world.  

 
R. Chaim is most certainly not saying that the Tzimtzum process was applied 

to God’s Essence! On the contrary, he is saying that from God’s perspective 

there was no change at all and that therefore the process was not applied. 

The confusion therefore comes from R. Chaim’s use of the “Tzimtzum” 
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terminology to apply to God’s perspective. He does this to contrast it with the 

“Kav” terminology which he very appropriately applies to our perspective, as 
the “Kav” depicts a line which has a beginning and end and differentiated 

points along it, representing a physical reality where differences exist in 

contrast to God’s Absolute The key point here, however, is not R. Chaim’s 

specific use of but rather the message of relative reality that he is expressing 
with it. 

 

  There are some who even compound the above misunderstanding together 

with a further misunderstanding. They quote R. Chaim’s statement in relation 
to the Arizal’s description of the Tzimtzum process that “the explanation of 

the word ‘Tzimtzum’ here does not mean the removal [of God] from one place 

and transfer to another . . . however, its meaning is . . . an expression of 

being hidden and They also refer to the Vilna Gaon’s statement referred to in 
Chapter 5 where an expression of removal is used in the Vilna Gaon’s 

commentary on Sifra DeTzniyuta, erroneously concluding that the Vilna 

Gaon’s position was that God is literally removed from this world in line with 

“Shabbetian Tzimtzum Kipshuto.”  

 
With these compounded errors, they mistakenly conclude that R. Chaim 

radically differed in his position from his principal mentor and master, the 

Vilna Gaon! In the light of the Leshem’s explanation of the Tzimtzum process 

we now know that it did involve a stage of removal but that at the same time 
the overall process achieved concealment. Furthermore, as R. Chaim points 

out, from the perspective of the creations, it can almost be imagined that it 

is as if there was a There was therefore never any contradiction between the 

Vilna Gaon and R. Chaim in the first place. 
 

  It should be noted that some support for the possibility of deep disagreement 

comes from one of R. Chaim’s statements recorded by his students in Ruach 

Chaim. It arguably reflects the Vilna Gaon’s encouragement that students be 

intellectually independent in their relationship with their teachers and masters. 
R. Chaim explains that it is the process of studious debate with one’s teacher 

which refines and expands a person’s understanding of Torah. It is referred to 

as “the war of and that in the context of this war, even a father and son and 

a teacher and student are respectfully pitched against each other 
as enemies in debate and that “. . . it is forbidden for a student to accept his 

teacher’s words when he has serious questions about them and that 

sometimes the truth is with the however, it is totally incongruous to even 

vaguely consider that R. Chaim, as the Vilna Gaon’s primary disciple, would 
go against his master on an issue that so fundamentally underpins the 

philosophical outlook of a Jew and implicitly defines how one must approach 

all aspects of Jewish life, including prayer, Mitzvah performance, and Torah 

study. Such a possibility is absolutely and incredibly unbelievable given the 
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extent of R. Chaim’s profound relationship with and total reverence, 

veneration, and admiration that he had for the Vilna. In any event, in the light 
of the details of this section it is simply untrue that there was any 

disagreement between R. Chaim and his master and they both totally and 

absolutely agreed on the principles of the Tzimtzum process. 

  
There was one historic debate, referred to earlier in detail, about the 

interpretation of R. Chaim’s position on Tzimtzum between R. Naftali Hertz 

HaLevi Videnbaum and the Leshem. R. Videnbaum, as presented by the 

Leshem, argued that the Nefesh HaChaim’s position is that physical reality is 
an illusion and that the Arizal’s descriptions of the Tzimtzum process are just 

analogies. It should be clear from the above that the Nefesh HaChaim most 

certainly did not relate to the physical world as being anything other than very 

real and that this point is critical in order to give license and a mandate for all 
of the Mitzvot to be meaningful and absolutely relevant to us.  

 

  However, the point that the Arizal’s descriptions in general and of the 

Tzimtzum process in particular were just analogies, requires further 

explanation as R. Chaim himself states that “it is known that all of the Arizal’s 
comments relating to hidden things are If the detail of the Tzimtzum and Kav 

are just analogies and not real, then by extension there is scope to argue that 

physical reality is also not real! The Leshem, however, explains this by stating 

that those who refer to these concepts as analogies, “the meaning is relative 
to our grasp of these He explains that they are certainly not ordinary analogies 

but have a direct analog in reality, albeit in the most sublime way. He goes 

further still and strongly states that “those who say that the words of the Arizal 

are ordinary analogies totally deny the validity of all of the Kabbalistic This 
parallels the point made about the reality of the physical world, but the 

Leshem amplifies this point in respect of Kabbalistic Wisdom, as a distorted 

understanding there has a much greater impact and affects the inner essence 

of the Torah. Elsewhere he states that “one who investigates and clarifies the 

homiletic explanations of the Arizal will establish through them that all of his 
words are.  

 

as stated and literal and are not analogies at all . . . but they are true to In 

fact, in the continuation of R. Chaim’s previous sentence where he mentions 
that the words of the Arizal are an analogy, he states that the “inner essence 

of the concepts of Tzimtzum and Kav is to relate to these two perspectives 

. . . which really, in essence, are absolutely one single He is therefore saying 

that the inner essence of the analogy is very much a single unified reality and 
that while the concept of Tzimtzum and Kav is an analogy, it does indeed most 

certainly have a direct analog in reality. 
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The positions described so far in respect of Tzimtzum in this section are all 

clearly tied to the same set of underlying principles, even if those who 
expressed them may not have always clearly understood that their colleagues 

were also in agreement. It should however be noted that the single exception 

is R. Videnbaum’s position (as presented by the Leshem) which genuinely is 

different and inconsistent with that of all the other Kabbalists. 

 

 

R. Dessler, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, and R. Kluft 
  
It should now be crystal clear that all the individuals who were historically 

seen to be the key protagonists in an apparent debate over Tzimtzum, all in 

fact absolutely and totally agreed on the same set of underlying principles. 

 
  Having said this, it is also true that right from the Arizal’s introduction of the 

Tzimtzum terminology and description, many great leaders of the Jewish 

People were caught in a web of total confusion and misunderstanding over 

this topic. These leaders included individuals of absolutely stellar 

consequence, of unbridled genius and outstanding Torah scholarship, who in 
some instances were even responsible for motivating tens of thousands of 

Jews to return to their roots and observe Torah and Mitzvot. Confusion also 
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reigned among some of Kabbalistic renown and has spilled over into all groups 

within the Jewish People, including both the Chassidim and Mitnagdim. 
Notwithstanding the greatness of these individuals, they have inadvertently 

propagated this smokescreen of confusion and misunderstanding, with each 

one contributing his additional layer of confusion through the generations. It 

should be noted that this confusion in no way diminishes the greatness of 
these individuals as it is due to the “Exile of the Torah,” a concept which will 

be explained in the next chapter. 

 

  Given the sheer importance and fundamental nature of this topic, it is 
essential to carefully review some of the historic statements of these great 

leaders so that once and for all the unnecessary smokescreen of confusion 

around this topic can be dispersed. 

 
  It is therefore instructive to fully analyze the details of an indirect 

correspondence between R. Eliyahu and the last Rebbe of Lubavitch, R. 

Menachem Mendel It is also relevant to be aware of R. Yoel response to R. 

Dessler’s position. 

  
One of the followers of the fifth Rebbe of Lubavitch, the exceptional Torah 

scholar R. Yitzchak “Matmid” Horowitz, stayed in the Dessler home for a 

number of weeks in 5698 Following that visit, R. Dessler wrote to R. Horowitz 

mentioning, with only brief explanation, that after extensive research, he had 
concluded that there was no difference of opinion between the Baal HaTanya 

and the Vilna Gaon about the concept of Tzimtzum itself. The only difference 

of opinion was in relation to what extent the concept should be directly applied 

in practice – as part of a person’s required service of He commented that this 
idea was reflected in Nefesh HaChaim, in that while the concept of Tzimtzum 

was to be used by great people, there was concern that lesser individuals 

would use it to mistakenly change Halacha.  

 

He also commented that the Nefesh HaChaim hinted that the deep root for 
this concept is that concealment is revelation, that they are one and the same 

thing. R. Dessler concluded his letter with the plea that “in this generation in 

which there is a need to unite . . . it is fitting to publicize the fact that there 

are no differences of opinion in the essence of these issues apart from how to 
use them to serve God. . . .” 

 

  After some delay, R. Horowitz wrote back and apologized that religious 

persecution in Russia had rendered him unable to respond in an appropriate 
timely manner and caused him not to have access to his copy of Nefesh 

HaChaim. He then provided an explanation of Tzimtzum according to how he 

saw the Lubavitch understanding stating that then R. Dessler “would 

understand the difference [between the Baal HaTanya and Nefesh HaChaim] 
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on his own using his refined intellect, as the difference is subtle. The rest [of 

anything thought to be more than a subtle difference], is evil speech and 
slander, may God have mercy, and a covenant was made that evil speech will 

be especially among the great leaders. 

 

  Soon after this, R. Dessler also shared his thoughts with another prominent 
follower of the fifth Rebbe of Lubavitch, R. Yerachmiel Binyaminson, who was 

living in London at the time, and requested that he explain any difference 

between the positions of the Vilna Gaon, the Baal HaTanya, and Nefesh 

HaChaim. R. Binyaminson then wrote to R. Menachem Mendel Schneerson 
about and received a letter from him outlining his perspective on Tzimtzum in 

general and of his understanding of the Lubavitch position in particular, dated 

5699 This letter strongly dismissed R. Dessler’s position expressing 

amazement at the assumption that everyone agreed on the underlying 
principles of Tzimtzum. It would appear that R. Schneerson’s letter may have 

elicited a subsequent response from R. Dessler, taught and recorded in 5700 

(1940), which rather than overtly dealing with R. Schneerson comments, it 

simply expands on the detail from his initial R. Dessler’s response was only 

published relatively and it is not known if R. Schneerson ever saw it, but if he 
did, he did not change his Before looking closely at R. Schneerson’s position, 

let us briefly look at the main thrust of the explanation with which R. Dessler 

substantiated his position. 

 
  The key point which R. Dessler expresses is that of the dual perspective of 

the same single reality. He states that “the nullification of [physical] existence 

is dependent on the perspective of the viewer and does not relate to a real 

nullification of physical existence.” R. Dessler shows that this was the view of 
the Baal HaTanya and also quotes the Vilna Gaon who said that “the Tzimtzum 

is in our minds” and it is purely a state of perspective. Putting R. Dessler’s 

comments another way, this all means that both the Baal HaTanya and the 

Vilna Gaon are saying that the nature of physical existence is a function of 

perspective. From God’s perspective, the existence is real but not physical, 
but from the perspective of the creations, the identical real existence appears 

physical and separated from God. R. Dessler then continues to demonstrate 

that this relative perspective is also highlighted by the Nefesh HaChaim. He 

concludes by explaining some of the depth behind the Nefesh HaChaim’s 
statement that the two perspectives of Tzimtzum and Kav are one and the 

same thing as are the concealment and revelation. R. Dessler’s position on 

Tzimtzum is clearly entirely consistent with the positions of the Baal HaTanya, 

Vilna Gaon, R. Chaim, the Leshem, the Arizal, and the Zohar as detailed at 
length earlier in this section. 

 

  In contrast, R. Schneerson’s letter presents a picture of strong disagreement 

and he stated that the Vilna Gaon, R. Chaim, and the Baal HaTanya each 
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ascribed to three distinctly different positions on Tzimtzum. He 

compartmentalized these three positions within an analyzed framework of how 
he saw the different historic positions on Tzimtzum. The key argument 

presented to differentiate between both the positions of the Vilna Gaon and 

R. Chaim on the one hand, and of the Baal HaTanya and the Lubavitch 

Chassidim on the other, is that “as for us [Lubavitch Chassidim], we only 
follow the . . . position . . . that Tzimtzum is not literal and also does not apply 

to the Source of Light but only to the Light – and then only to the lowest level 

of Light from before the Tzimtzum.”  

 
R. Schneerson’s reference to the “lowest level of Light from before the 

Tzimtzum” is a direct reference to the fact that the Tzimtzum process only and 

exclusively occurred within the level of Malchut of the Ohr Ein Sof. However, 

as explained in detail in the earlier chapters, this statement is simply not 
consistent with the facts and there is no difference of opinion at all about this! 

In addition to the Baal HaTanya, both the Vilna Gaon and the Nefesh HaChaim 

also are very much of the opinion that the Tzimtzum process only and 

exclusively occurred within the level of Malchut of the Ein Sof and are 

consistent with the Arizal and the Zohar. The force of this point is so strong 
that it totally undermines the validity of the entire analysis of Tzimtzum 

presented in the rest of R. Schneerson’s letter, as there is indeed no difference 

and never was any difference between the positions of the Baal HaTanya, the 

Vilna Gaon, and the Nefesh HaChaim about this! 
 

  It is also important to review some of the other points made in R. 

Schneerson’s letter which echo a number of the historic misunderstandings 

already explained in detail in previous chapters. Doing so demonstrates just 
how far all of these misunderstandings, especially when compounded 

together, contributed to complete confusion in the understanding of what the 

Tzimtzum process actually is. 

 

  R. Schneerson compartmentalizes the Vilna Gaon and the Mitnagdim of the 
Baal HaTanya into the view defined earlier in this section as the “Shabbetian 

Tzimtzum Kipshuto.” He supports this with three concepts: 

 

1.The general arguments which he identifies were published on public notices 
in the times of the Baal HaTanya and the Baal Shem Tov. R. Schneerson 

doesn’t mention it but they were also directly expressed by the Yosher Levav, 

i.e., that the statement “there is no place devoid of Him” applies to God’s and 

that God’s Essence cannot be found in filthy places. 
 

It is quite likely that when these arguments were posted on public notices they 

would have been taken completely out of context as, at the time, very few 

would have understood the very confusing presentation of the Yosher Levav. 
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However, the fact still remains, as explained earlier, that these arguments are 

certainly valid from the relative perspective of the creations and that neither 
the Yosher Levav nor the Vilna Gaon ascribed to the blasphemous position of 

“Shabbetian Tzimtzum Kipshuto.” 

 

2. That the Baal HaTanya wrote directly against the Mitnagdim in Sefer 
As explained earlier in detail, any suggestion that the Baal HaTanya was 

aiming his remarks at the Mitnagdim of the time totally contradicts the Baal 

HaTanya’s strongly documented policy on how his Chassidim were to behave 

towards the Mitnagdim. He highlighted the philosophically motivated 
imperative of remaining silent in the face of The Baal HaTanya’s comments, 

which were very sharply stated, can only therefore make any sense in the 

context of countering the truly blasphemous position of the Sabbatians. They 

certainly cannot have been aimed at the Mitnagdim of his times as they would 
be hypocritically contradicting his policy of silence. 

 

3. R. Schneerson writes, “It appears to me that Beit Rebbi also published a 

letter from the Baal HaTanya on this matter.” 

 
As explained in detail earlier, this letter published in Beit Rebbi was a forgery. 

While it expresses sentiments which were generally rife at the time, it is 

nonetheless a work of fiction and cannot be ascribed to the Baal HaTanya. 

   
In addition, R. Schneerson stated that the Nefesh HaChaim disagreed with his 

master, the Vilna Gaon, and viewed that the Tzimtzum process was directly 

applied to God’s Essence, the Source of the Light and not to just the Light, 

i.e., not to just the Ohr Ein Sof. In saying this, it is clear that R. Schneerson 
was misled by some of the statements in Nefesh HaChaim related to the 

context of his use of his terminology of “Atzmut.” It should be noted that the 

Nefesh HaChaim never said that the Tzimtzum process applied to God’s 

Atzmut. What he did say however is that as a result of relative perspective of 

a single reality, the Tzimtzum process was applied to the perspective of the 
creations only and this resulted in God’s concealment, a position which 

everybody, including the Baal HaTanya, agrees These details are fully 

elaborated on in the earlier chapters and it is clear that R. Chaim held that the 

Tzimtzum process was only applied to the lowest level of Light and not to the 
Source of the Light. It is also very clear indeed that R. Chaim did not disagree 

in even the minutest detail from the position of his master, the Vilna Gaon, on 

this most important topic! 

 
  Perhaps the most misleading of all the points made in R. Schneerson’s letter 

is his presentation of the four possible exclusive positions on the letter clearly 

communicates that each of the opinions only held that one position is true and 

that therefore the other positions were incorrect. In presenting the concept in 
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this way, it seems to miss the most important point about the Tzimtzum 

process, a point which is highlighted by R. Dessler in his most diplomatically 
stated response. R. Dessler explains that there is a dual perspective of the 

same single reality. From God’s perspective, nothing has changed at all and it 

is therefore non-literal, it is “Tzimtzum Lo Kipshuto.” However, from the 

perspective of the creations, the Tzimtzum process is all in the mind and 
therefore appears literal and is the “Acceptable Tzimtzum Kipshuto” which was 

discussed earlier. In effect, R. Dessler is therefore saying to R. Schneerson 

that none of his four stated possible positions are correct! He is saying that 

the correct position is the simultaneous combination of R. Schneerson’s first 
and fourth position – i.e., that the Tzimtzum process is simultaneously both 

non-literal and literal depending on whether we are referencing God’s 

perspective or the perspective of the creations – and that the Baal HaTanya, 

the Vilna Gaon, and R. Chaim all genuinely agree. 
 

  Although when looking at R. Schneerson’s letter in isolation, it really does 

seem like he misses the dual perspective of the same single reality, from other 

sources of his teachings however, it is clear that he very much did agree with 

the simultaneous dual While this may seem to contradict R. Schneerson’s 
letter, a suggested possible reconciliation of the dual perspective with his 

letter is that R. Schneerson may have simply been using terminology in his 

letter in a different way to the way it has been used in this section. In his 

letter, he utilizes the model of four exclusive positions on Tzimtzum as a tool 
to answer R. Dessler and very specifically describe what he saw as the 

differences between the Baal HaTanya, the Vilna Gaon, and R. Chaim. His 

usage of the term “Tzimtzum Kipshuto” in his letter is taken directly from the 

context of Sefer which, as we have already seen, uses it in the way we have 
previously defined as the unacceptable “Shabbetian Tzimtzum Kipshuto.” He 

therefore understandably distances himself from his reference to “Tzimtzum 

Kipshuto” when referring to the dual perspective of reality. It is then possible 

to understand that R. Schneerson may have used the term “Tzimtzum Lo 

Kipshuto” to encapsulate both aspects of the dual perspective of reality and 
that both the different perspectives of the creations and of God are 

simultaneously referred to by it. Its reference to God’s perspective is clear and 

is as previously discussed that the Tzimtzum process had no effect from God’s 

perspective and God did not change in any way as a result of it. Its reference 
to the perspective of the creations, on the other hand, is that while God is 

concealed from the creations by the Tzimtzum process, everything they 

actually physically see is God who is unchanged as a result of Tzimtzum – 

even if the perception of the creations prevents them from understanding that 
all they see is actually God who is totally concealed within physical reality. By 

explaining R. Schneerson’s position in this way, it can be understood to be in 

full agreement with the position of the Baal HaTanya and also unwittingly in 

full agreement with both the Vilna Gaon and the Nefesh 
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In addition to R. Schneerson, R. Yoel Kluft also took issue with R. In his Daat 
he also strongly dismisses R. Dessler’s position, without mentioning R. 

Dessler’s name, saying: “I saw books and authors who erred in their studies 

writing incorrect statements when comparing the above books [of Sefer 

HaTanya and Nefesh HaChaim], to the extent that they even boldly write that 
there are even equivalent statements made in the two works. Therefore, I 

have decided to express my humble opinion on this . . . I will write in general 

and not with precise details . . . and I will only write points which are plainly 

visible and simply copy them – and I will try to copy expressions which capture 
the essence of both [books] displaying them next to each other – and the wise 

person will understand.” 

 

  R. Kluft then proceeded to do exactly what he said he would and quoted 
sentences from the works of both authors setting them out in consecutive 

sections. He offers no explanation or analysis at all and leaves it entirely to 

the reader to form conclusions. The sentences he chose included stark 

differences in terminology, e.g., “Atzmut” and “Ein Sof ” and of the switched 

presentation of “Memaleh Kol Almin” and “Sovev Kol Almin” between the two 
authors. Following the detailed explanation of all of these terminology changes 

as expressed earlier in this section, a reading of R. Kluft’s presentation reveals 

nothing whatsoever to substantiate his claim that there is any difference at all 

between the Nefesh HaChaim and Sefer HaTanya in relation to the underlying 
principles of Tzimtzum. On the contrary, the comment that “there are even 

equivalent statements made in the two works” is absolutely true, because in 

relation to the concept of Tzimtzum, the Nefesh HaChaim and Sefer 

HaTanya are saying exactly and precisely the same thing! 
  

The result of all of the above is that even in the face of the strongest dissension 

from his peers, including prominent outstanding Chassidic and Mitnagdic 

leaders and Torah scholars, R. Dessler’s position is fully vindicated and that 

the Baal HaTanya, the Vilna Gaon, and R. Chaim all totally agreed on the 
principles of the concept of Tzimtzum. 

 

  It should be noted, however, that R. Dessler was not a lone voice among his 

peers. He was joined by many illustrious colleagues including R. Shraga Feivel 
Mendelovitch, R. Yitzchak Hutner, R. Aharon Kotler, the Tchebiner Rav (R. Dov 

Berish Weidenfeld), the Nazir (R. David Cohen), the elder Chassidic followers 

of Lubavitch. 
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Rav Itamar Eldar writes:10 

One of the main issues that crops up over and over in the teachings of R. 

Nachman is that of doubts that plague one's faith, and heresy. Countless 
teachings, sayings, stories and even prayers are devoted to those times when 

a person falls into doubt in his faith. 

  

R. Nachman's guiding approach to this issue is found in a teaching that I 
personally consider the most fundamental to all his works; a teaching that has 

become the mantra of all those who follow his way; a teaching I personally 

consider to have been uttered with rare and outstanding inspiration, even for 

someone such as R. Nachman: teaching no. 64 in Likutei Moharan. 
  

Before addressing this teaching, it is appropriate to generally sketch the 

various philosophies of the Divine, and particularly their ramifications 

concerning the man-God relationship, which is the main subject of this 

teaching. 
  

The classical view of God, dating back mainly to the Middle Ages, speaks of 

God's transcendence above human material experience. This transcendence 

creates a powerful dichotomy between material reality, which is limited, 
 

10 https://etzion.org.il/en/philosophy/great-thinkers/r-nachman-breslov/teaching-arizl-concerning-tzimtzum-

contraction 
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contracted and - most importantly - finite, and the God Who cannot be defined 

or quantified and Who is characterized by His infiniteness. 
  

The basis for this perception is found in neo-Platonic thought (which influenced 

medieval intellectuals and also left its mark on the early kabbalists). Neo-

plutonism which regards the process in which the world came to be as gradual 
and evolutionary, beginning with the elevated and noble "Primary Cause," 

from which objects emanate, clothed in an increasingly particularistic, defined, 

and limited, until they become the components of our revealed, material 

world. (It is interesting to debate whether this process is compatible with the 
biblical concept of Creation or whether the two theories are necessarily 

contradictory. Jewish philosophers of the Middle Ages did not reject this view 

out of hand, and even attempted to identify it with the biblical account of 

Creation). The distance between us and God, according to this view, is the 
distance between the Primary Cause at the beginning of this evolutionary 

process and the last object that emanates from it at the end. 

  

This view led many Greek philosophers - with some degree of justification - 

to conclude that this transcendence precludes any possibility of contact, 
dialogue or connection between man and God. The abyss was considered too 

deep and wide to allow for any bridging. The finite cannot touch the Infinite, 

and no matter to what degree man develops, he cannot reach it. The echo of 

the Infinite may ring in our ears, since after all, we emanated from it, but the 
process of development is strictly one-way and the distance between God and 

us will remain eternally. A person seeking to encounter the Divine must climb 

from one rung to the next, yet even as he reaches great heights, he will be 

able to come closer, but not encounter its reality. [Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi, in 
the Kuzari (4:3) explains the Jewish concept of 'devekut' ('cleaving' to God) 

as referring to "a cleaving to His guidance and providence, not a cleaving of 

dependence and contact." In other words, a person who "cleaves" to God is 

one who knows His commandments and lives his life; accordingly, his 

'cleaving' is not literal in the sense of unmediated contact. Aristotelian schools 
that did not accept the concept of revelation in the literal sense, as Judaism 

does, turned to the world of consciousness, maintaining that 'cleaving' and 

'revelation' refer to the intellectual understanding and rationalistic knowledge 

that man may attain.] 
  

Medieval Jewish thinkers sought to retain Greek philosophy's perception of a 

transcendental God without relinquishing the fundamental Jewish tradition 

concerning the permanent connection between God and man, as expressed in 
almost every pasuk of the Torah, from the detailed system of laws, and the 

entire philosophy of reward and punishment, through the very tangible 

descriptions of revelation. They exerted themselves to bridge the wide abyss 

between the traditional view and the transcendental perception of the Divine. 
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(Non-religious philosophical schools, not bound by the Torah's concept of 

revelation turned to consciousness, maintaining that 'cleaving' and 'revelation' 
refer to the intellectual understanding and rationalistic knowledge that man 

may attain.) 

  

For the sake of clarification, we will choose an example, the attitude towards 
the Divine word. Since, in the view of medieval thinkers, the idea of God 

speaking to man could not possibly be understood literally, they proposed that 

Divine speech is a tangible creation of God. This creation both communicates 

and connects with man while simultaneously serves as a barrier between man 
who hears the Divine voice (at Mt. Sinai, etc.) and God Himself. By means of 

this interpretation the encounter between man and God is maintained without 

in any way undermining God's transcendental status. 

  
In contrast to the transcendental approach, which relates to God and the 

material world as polar opposites, there is a completely different approach 

which seeks not just to lessen the distance but actually to do away with it 

altogether - the philosophy of immanence. (The scope of this article does not 

allow for a full treatment of the fine differences defining the various pantheistic 
schools; we shall suffice here with a general definition.) 

  

The roots of the Jewish version of this approach are found in the development 

of kabbala, which later also branched out to form the fundamental concepts 
of Chassidism and other systems. 

  

The fundamental position of kabbala on the relationship between God and the 

world is that "there is no place that is devoid of Him" (Zohar). God dwells 
within all of reality, from the loftiest angels to the lowliest and most mundane 

level of this vulgar, opaque world. There are places where the Divine light can 

be perceived only faintly, but it is still the Divine light. (In this context mention 

should be made of R. Azriel, who, in his commentary on the Ten Sefirot, makes 

extensive use of the neo-Platonic models with regard to kabbala as well.) 
  

This view, as we shall see, greatly reduces the distance between man and 

God. God is not to be found beyond the seven heavens (in space) and at the 

historical starting-point of the entire development of the Creation (in time), 
but rather firmly and squarely in the here-and-now. 

  

This view has many existential ramifications for religious worship, some of 

which we shall encounter below, but let us begin with the starting point that 
brought the kabbalists to this view - which is also the starting point of R. 

Nachman's teaching no. 64. (When we speak here of the 'kabbalists' we refer 

to R. Yitzchak Luria, the 'Ariz"l' - mid-16th century onwards - who consolidated 

the concealed wisdom that had been handed down until his time, including 
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study of the Zohar, and was unanimously accepted in kabbalistic circles. This 

shiur intentionally evades a discussion of the various stages in the 
development of kabbala, except for a few instances where such distinctions 

will aid us in understanding more accurately the various views that we shall 

discuss.) 

  
The beginning of reality, according to the kabbalists, is in the Infinite One who 

dwells in everything. The existence of the Infinite One - God - has two critically 

important ramifications: 

  
First, it negates the existence of anything other than the Infinite One, for the 

Infinite One does not leave any space or vacuum that undermines His Infinity. 

In other words, if we say that Infinity is God, then all of existence is God and 

there is nothing besides Him. 
  

Second, it negates the existence of anything that is separated or defined 

within the Infinity. The possibility of speaking about definition, boundary, or a 

separate object does not exist within Infinity. For every tiny point within the 

Infinity is itself infinite and devoid of boundaries, and therefore it is nullified 
and included within Infinity. For this reason, on this level it is impossible to 

address God's attributes, His ways, and his various characteristics. 

  

These two limitations - speaking of something that is outside of God and 
speaking of any definition or boundary within Him - negate the possibility of 

the Creation of the world. 

  

The two pesukim with which the biblical account of Creation opens, undermine 
these two limitations. "In the beginning God created the heavens and the 

earth" - this assumes the concept of boundary and limitation. There are the 

heavens and there is the earth, and a dividing line passes between them. 

  

"And the spirit of God hovered over the face of the waters"  - this assumes 
the existence of something that is outside of God. The 'spirit of God hovers 

over...' - i.e., there is a discrepancy, a barrier, a space between the waters 

and the spirit of God that hovers above them. 

  
The Ariz"l devotes an extensive and significant portion of his teaching (as 

recorded by his two principal disciples - R. Chaim Vital and R. Yosef Ibn Tibol) 

to an explanation of the jump from the Infinite - with all its implications - to 

Creation, all based on the concept of 'tzimtzum' (contraction). 
  

In order to allow for the development of something outside of God, and in 

order that that thing would have definition and dimension, the Infinite had to 
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"make room," as it were; to create an empty space in which the possibility of 

Creation could exist. 
  

Thus, the very beginning of the process of Creation is the act of 'tzimtzum' 

(contraction), where the Infinite One "placed Himself aside," and created an 

empty space. Within this empty space a world was created; a world that is not 
identical with the Divine but is nourished by it, via a connecting channel that 

blazed its way between the empty space and the surrounding Infinity, allowing 

for the influx and creation of a world, but now the light that came through 

would be limited, contracted, and controlled. 
  

What is the nature of that empty space? The key question is whether this 

empty space is completely devoid of Godliness. This is more than a purely 

technical question; it has vast significance both for the theological debate and 
for one's existential view, as we shall see in R. Nachman's teachings. 

  

We began by saying that the most basic, fundamental element in kabbala is 

the assertion that "there is no place that is devoid of Him." How, then, can we 

suddenly speak of a reality - even if we call it "empty space" - in which there 
is no Godliness? 

  

There are some (especially based upon the writings of R. Yosef Ibn Tibol) who 

maintain that according to the Ariz"l, even within the empty space itself there 
remained a pale glow of the light called "Reshimu," which is a sort of weak, 

dull residue of the Great Light. We cannot accept this opinion without coming 

back to the difficult question of the contradiction between the Infinite One and 

finite, limited reality. Is the weakening of the light that "making space" 
discussed by the Ariz"l that was necessary in order to make the creation of 

the world possible? Is this sufficient in order to facilitate the existence of a 

reality that is outside of God? It is perhaps this difficulty that brought R. Chaim 

Vital to tend quite clearly towards the opinion that the empty space was devoid 

of any Divine light at all. However, as we have mentioned, this approach 
brings us into conflict with the statement of the Zohar, that "there is no place 

that is devoid of Him." (Another issue related to this difference of opinion is 

the status of evil in the teachings of the Ariz"l; however, we shall not elaborate 

here.) 
  

The first ramification of this question pertains to what we mentioned at the 

start - the distance between man and God. We began by saying that the 

classical view of divinity, perceiving the relationship between the world and 
God as one of a chain of phenomena emanating from God downwards, 

emphasizes God's transcendental aspect and creates a significant distance 

between Him and the world. 
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The immanent approach, on the other hand, narrows the gap, and in fact 

brings God into every nook and cranny of material reality. God's immanence 
in reality is the focus of this view. 

  

R. Chaim Vital's understanding weakens this emphasis somewhat. Again, R. 

Chaim Vital creates a gap between God in His primal Infinitude, and the world. 
All the worlds that came into being within the empty space - including divine 

worlds - are nourished by the Supreme Divinity, yet with the empty space still 

separating and preventing them from unifying with it completely. 

  
The second approach, that of R. Yosef Ibn Tibol, leaves a point of contact 

between the Infinite and the finite. This point of contact may be difficult to 

accept and to understand, but it exists. The faint impression of the Infinite 

that remains in the empty space is what preserves the unbroken continuity 
between the original reality of the Infinite One and the reality that is revealed 

to us - the temporal, limited reality. 

  

Is there a definitive conclusion on this issue? Is there any way of reaching a 

definitive conclusion? What existential ramifications concerning the man-God 
relationship are associated with each view? 

  

R. Nachman of Breslov presents a fascinating and meaningful path in 

addressing this issue, and we shall, God willing, turn our attention to it in the 
next shiur. 
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Rav Itamar Eldar writes:11 

Above we provided a general introduction to the principle of tzimtzum in the 

teachings of the Ari z"l.  We concluded the shiur on a note of tension between 

the two possibilities concerning the nature of the "empty space" that is left 
after Hashem withdraws Himself, as it were.  This tension is expressed in R. 

Nachman's teaching no. 64, where it is garbed in a highly existential 

message.  We shall study this teaching in stages. 

  
For the blessed God created the world out of His mercy, for He wished to 

reveal His mercy; if the world had not been created, then to whom could He 

display His mercy? Therefore He created all of Creation, from the beginning of 

Emanation up until the innermost point of the material world, in order to 
display His mercy.  And when the blessed God wished to create the world, 

there was no place in which to create it because all was (His) 

infinity.  Therefore He drew back the light to the sides, and by means of this 

withdrawal an empty space was created.  And it was within this empty space 
that all of time and space came into being - i.e., the creation of the world (as 

is written at the beginning of Etz Haim): 

And this empty space was vital for the creation of the world.  For if it were not 

for the empty space, there would be no room in which to create the world, as 

explained above.  This withdrawal of the empty space is impossible to 
understand or to grasp except in the future world.  For it entails the 

simultaneous assertion of two opposites - existence and nothingness.  For the 

empty space is created through tzimtzum, where God "withdrew" Himself from 

there, as it were, and there was no Godliness in that space, as it were, for 
otherwise it could not be empty, since all is (part of God's) Infinity and there 

would be no room for the creation of the world at all.  But in truth, of course 

despite this there must be Godliness there too, for of course nothing can exist 

without His vitality.  And therefore it is impossible to grasp the concept of the 
empty space at all, until the future time. 

  

In this passage R. Nachman teaches nothing new; he simply describes the 

teaching of the Ari z"l concerning tzimtzum. But the way in which he presents 

it already assumes certain significant principles.  We shall divide the above 
excerpt into three parts and treat each of them individually: 

 
11 https://www.etzion.org.il/en/philosophy/great-thinkers/r-nachman-breslov/tzimtzum-teachings-rav-

nachman 
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i. the "Primary Will" 

ii. tzimtzum 

iii. the empty space 
  

The "Primary Will" 
  

R. Nachman's first assertion pertains to the reason for Creation.  "For the 

blessed God created the world out of His mercy." This simple statement has 
significance on two levels: 

 

i. It is specifically the principle of tzimtzum, which tends towards a rather 

mechanical description of how the world came to be, that may lead one 
to a perception that shrinks the Divine intention and will to almost 

nothingness.  To illustrate this point let us turn our attention to the 

conclusion drawn by one of the great students of the teachings of the 

Ari: 

  
The results of our study shed new light on the nature of tzimtzum (contraction) 

itself: the act of contraction is a sort of breaching of the Infinite One 

Himself.  It is not God's will to elevate the universes and to make room for 

their existence that is of primary importance, but, rather, the need to remove 
the strict judgment from within Himself; in other words, the softening of God, 

that brings about the chain of creation of the universes.  And this softening is 

impossible to achieve except through contraction, in other words, through 

breaching and inner breaking.  Contraction pulls apart the essence of Infinity 
and disturbs its peace - in order to ensure its absolute purity, the 'merciful 

purpose' of His being.  (Y. Tishbi, "Torat hara ve-ha-kelipah be-kabbalat ha-

Ari" pp. 57-58) 

  

This excerpt, together with others in the same vein concerning the teachings 
of the Ari z"l, has two immediate ramifications: 

  

First, it posits the absence of Divine will in Creation.  The Divine infinity is 

almost "forced" to vomit the evil and the harsh judgments from within 
itself.  And this process of "vomiting" is accompanied by contraction and the 

creation of the worlds. 

Second, it relegates the creation of the world to the sidelines of the process 

of formation.  It becomes almost a "side effect" of the excision of harsh 
judgments from within the Infinite Being. 

  

Both conclusions are completely nullified in R. Nachman's presentation of the 

concept of tzimtzum. First, tzimtzum involves God's completely free will.  He 
is not forced to perform this contraction, nor is it required for His 'perfection,' 
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as it were; rather, it is purely a result of Divine desire.  Secondly, the creation 

of the world lies at the foundation of this desire, and the creation is the central 
- if not sole - reason for the contraction of the Divine Infinity. 

  

Another teaching of R. Nachman which describes the idea of contraction 

appears at first to contain a note of "forcing," but of a fundamentally different 
nature: 

  

For prior to Creation the light of the Holy One was infinite.  And the Holy One 

wished His kingship to be revealed, but there can be no King without a nation, 
and so He needed to created human beings who would accept His 

kingship (Likutei Moharan 141 49, 1.  See also Likutei Moharan 141 78). 

  

Here, too, God's initial free will to be revealed is preserved, but this teaching 
emphasizes a point that was somewhat obscure in the previous one: the need 

for Creation.  This need, according to R. Nachman, involved not only 

contraction, but also the concrete reality that God's free will to be revealed 

assumes: the creation of human beings. 

  
R. Nachman does not shy away from relegating the world and human beings 

to a secondary significance, with all that it entails, but even this significance 

is meant to realize God's free will.  Here again, according to this distinction, 

Creation is not a "side effect" of processes that are unrelated to the world and 
man, but rather a means - even if it is bediavad (a posteriori) - towards the 

realization of God's free will. 

  

ii. Another ramification of R. Nachman's presentation is the assertion that 
the first Divine act in the whole process of the coming into being of 

existence was an act of mercy.  Contraction is an act of harsh 

judgment.  It contains a hiding of God, distancing, 

disappearance.  Beginning with this act means placing strict judgment 

at the foundation of existence.  R. Nachman's contention that "the 
blessed God created the world out of His mercy" is a soothing balm for 

the terror that overcomes us when faced with the original description of 

tzimtzum. Every revelation of strict judgment - every plague, every 

punishment, every atomic explosion that threatens to destroy the entire 
world - assumes different proportions if we keep in mind that "the 

blessed God created the world out of His mercy."  This assertion does 

not nullify the existence of strict judgment: the act of contraction will 

surely come, and its effects on the world will echo throughout human 
history for all generations, but we should always know, according to R. 

Nachman, that something more fundamental, more primal, and 

therefore more eternal stands at the foundation of the world: 

mercy.  (Rav Soloveitchik also addresses the subject of tzimtzum and 

https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.141.49.1?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.141.78?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
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writes similarly as follows: "Out of love for man and the world, God 

abandoned Infinity and, as it were, moved aside." [Divrei Hagut ve-Ha-
Arakhah, 'Gaon ve-Anavah,' 221]) 

  

Tzimtzum 
  
The second principle mentioned by R. Nachman in his description is that of 

tzimtzum. As we discussed in the previous shiur, the transition from Infinity 

to a finite reality must follow the path of contraction, such that the Infinity 

removes itself and confines its light to the side. 

  
The principle of contraction, which is the key point in the coming-into-being 

of reality, according to the Ari z"l, affects not only the initial stage in the 

process, but is rather a guiding principle in every stage of Creation.  In order 

that a limited revelation be revealed, it is necessary that there first be a 
removal of the unlimited.  There can be no direct and consistent transition 

from the Infinite and abstract to the finite and limited. 

  

In the kabbala of the Ari this is a fundamental principle pertaining to the 
creation of the universes, but in Chassidism in general, and the teachings of 

R. Nachman in particular, it assumes an existential, spiritual - sometimes even 

psychological - dimension in a person's religious life.  (The phenomenon 

whereby kabbalistic models of the Ari are translated into existential concepts 

in a person's religious devotion is commonly found in chassidic works.) Rabbi 
Nachman learns two significant lessons from the concept of tzimtzum and 

applies them to our lives. 

  

The first and more fundamental lesson is that in order to reveal Himself to 
man, in order to create contact with him, the Holy One had to contract 

Himself.  This principle is meant to be applied in every instance where man 

encounters Divinity, and R. Nachman deduces from this a lesson concerning 

the relationship between student and teacher: 
  

A concept of the Divine cannot be attained except through many 

contractions.  From the superior to the inferior, from the Supreme 

Intelligence to lower intelligence.  We see this in our own experience 
- it is impossible for a great intelligence to be accessible unless it 

assumes the garb of the lower intelligence (which seeks access to 

it).  For example, a teacher who wishes to explain a difficult concept 

to a student must clothe it in simpler and more basic terms in order 

that the student will understand.  In other words, he first provides an 
introduction and some simpler related ideas in order that through 

these he will understand the real message - which is a most great and 

complex concept. (Likutei Moharan Kama 30:1) 

https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.30.1?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
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Later in the same teaching R. Nachman instructs a person to find himself a 
good and worthy teacher, who is able to contract the Divine concepts that he 

wishes to convey and to clothe them in such garments as will match the 

student's ability.  R. Nachman demands of the teacher that he imitate the 

Divine action of contraction - but this involves no special mystical powers.  The 
teacher's ability to take an elevated idea and to present it in a form that the 

student will understand, is an ability derived from the principle of 

contraction.  R. Nachman concludes that the younger the student, or the less 

his ability, the greater the talent required of the teacher: 
  

For the smaller or more distant he (the student) is, the greater the 

teacher that he needs - a true artist, who will be able to clothe and 

present such great intelligence - i.e., Divine concepts - to one as small 
and distant as he is. (ibid).  (It is interesting to note that popular 

belief assumes that the greater the age of the students, the better the 

teachers need to be.  R. Nachman maintains precisely the opposite.) 

  

In the above excerpt R. Nachman applies the concept of contraction, again 
according to the same structure: the teacher, who is the "middleman" 

between Godliness and the student and whose task is to reveal the Godly 

concepts, must know the secret of contraction. 

  
The second principle that R. Nachman learns from tzimtzum is the fact that 

the contraction of the Infinite One was aimed at allowing the world of space 

and time to come into existence.  Measurement, boundaries, definition - all of 

these are the results of that contraction.  This principle brings R. Nachman to 
take one step further: 

  

And it is known that the Torah - i.e., the middot (attributes), i.e., time, 

is infused with God's love.  As it is written in the holy Zohar (Balak 

191:, Bereishit 46), "In the day Hashem will command His 
lovingkindness" - for lovingkindness, i.e., love (as it is written 

in Yirmiyahu 31, "I have loved you with an everlasting love, 

[therefore I have drawn you with lovingkindness]") is the day that 

goes with all the days - in other words, the middot.  For the attributes 
are contractions of His Godliness in order that we shall be able to 

understand Him through His attributes, as it is written in the holy 

Zohar (Parashat Bo 42:) "so that we might know him," for without His 

attributes it is impossible to understand Him.  And out of His love for 
Israel and His desire that they would cleave to Him and love Him from 

this material world, He clothed His Godliness in the middot of the 

Torah. (Likutei Moharan Kama 33:4). 

  

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.46?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.31?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.33.4?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
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Here, R. Nachman, in effect, makes this process a two-way street.  Just as 

God's descent to man in order to be revealed to him requires contraction and 
a transition to the world of middot, so the same applies in the other direction: 

when a person wishes to come close to God and to cleave to him, he has to 

seek the place where God contracts Himself - i.e., the Torah. 

  
The Torah's central principle is that of middot and boundaries.  Starting with 

Creation, whose central foundations are those of separation and 

demarcation.  As the narrative moves through the stories of the forefathers 

and of Bnei Yisrael, God's various attributes and modes of operation find 
expression, and culminate in the world of mitzvot, which demarcate a person's 

life in every possible sphere. 

  

Between the Torah and the Divine Infinity stretches the great abyss of the 
"empty space," and a person may be tempted to try and cross that great abyss 

in order to gain direct access to the Infinite.  R. Nachman teaches that just as 

the Holy One Himself did not jump directly from His Infinity to man, but rather 

undertook the process of contraction, so a person in his path towards God 

cannot omit the world of middot and boundaries, which is a "garment" for the 
Infinite. 

  

But R. Nachman applies this principle even further: 

  
For prior to Creation the light of the Holy One was infinite.  And the 

Holy One wished His kingship to be revealed, but there can be no King 

without a nation, and so He needed to create human beings who 

would accept His kingship.  But it is impossible to grasp the revelation 
of His Kingship except through the middot, for it is through the middot 

that we may grasp His Godliness and know that there is a Master and 

Ruler.  And so He contracted the Infinite Light to the sides, leaving an 

empty space.  And within that empty space He created the universes 

(as explained in Etz Haim), and these themselves are His middot. 
  

The heart is the axis of the middot - i.e., the wisdom of the heart, as 

it is written (Shemot 31:), "And in the heart of everyone who was wise 

of heart."  Creation was performed mainly through wisdom, as it is 
written (Tehillim 104), "You have made them all with wisdom."  Thus 

the heart is the axis, as it is written (ibid. 73), "the Rock of my 

heart."  And when a person thinks evil thoughts, he dulls the empty 

space of Creation, where the middot are revealed.  For the heart is the 
Rock of the universes - i.e., the strength of the middot.  For by the 

flames of the heart of a Jewish person, a revelation from the middot 

is impossible.  For the light of his flames is infinite, and there is no 

end to his desire to come close to God. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.31?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.104?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
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Therefore he has to limit his enthusiasm in order that an empty space 
will remain in his heart, as it is written (Tehillim 109): "And my heart 

is empty within me."  And through the contraction of his enthusiasm, 

he may come to a revelation from the middot, i.e., to serve God 

gradually and in the proper measure." (Likutei Moharan Kama 49:1) 
  

Here, a person, in his desire to come close to God, is required not only to seek 

God's contracted revelation but also to contract himself.  A person is 

compared, as it were, to God in the sense that he must contract himself in his 
effort to attain closeness.  Obviously, this contraction is meant not for the 

benefit of God but rather for the person himself.  Nevertheless, in this teaching 

R. Nachman compares the inner enthusiasm and desire for God with the 

Infinite.  This being so, this desire is also unable to be translated into the 
language of action. 

  

If we understand R. Nachman correctly, his innovation here is that sometimes 

a person's infinite enthusiasm is itself an obstacle to his progress in coming 

close to God.  Sometimes he is required to make room, to push his enthusiasm 
aside, and then, quietly, and calmly, he can enter the empty space in a 

controlled manner, and this gradual movement will allow his enthusiasm to be 

constructive.  

  
This principle of contraction, which assumes that sometimes power and 

illumination must be set aside in order to create a space in which the power 

and light may be gradually rebuilt, applies to a person's life as well.  We saw 

one such application above in relation to a person's Divine service.  There is 
another application, which is to be found in other contexts: 

  

He said: There are tzaddikim who have great Torah knowledge and are 

completely fluent in many books and teachings of the Sages, and it is 

specifically because of this that they are unable to bring about a new 
understanding of the Torah - because they are so well-

versed.  Because when they begin to say words of Torah and wish to 

convey some new idea, their great proficiency confuses them, and 

they immediately begin to give long introductions and to say many 
things that they know from books, and as a result their words are 

mixed up and they are unable to bring to light any proper new idea. 

  

And then he brought, as an example, a great scholar of his generation who 
was unable to teach Torah for this reason.  What he meant to say was that 

when one wishes to bring new ideas, he must contract his mind, and not allow 

it to become carried away and to confuse him with introductions that are not 

necessary for what he wants to say.  And he should make himself as one who 

https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.109?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Likutei_Moharan.49.1?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
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does not know, and then he will be able to bring to light many original ideas, 

gradually and in an orderly fashion.  And (he also said) something else on this 
subject, but it is impossible to explain such a matter in writing, and a wise 

person will understand on his own. (Sichot Moharan 266). 

  

The above teaching applies to the collection of information that exists in the 
mind of a talmid chakham.  The ability to translate this river of knowledge into 

a defined and intelligible idea is dependent on his ability to "contract his 

mind."  This contraction, in R. Nachman's view, requires not only patience and 

orderliness, but also much more: "He should make himself as one who does 
not know"!  R. Nachman demands not a reorganization of the light, but a truly 

empty space.  It is a person's ability to erase his knowledge and to stand 

before his students as an empty vessel that bestows upon him the talent of 

being able to construct a defined and understandable structure of knowledge. 
  

I believe that this is not mere "methodological advice," but rather a profound 

message.  A person who brings to light new revelations in the Torah, according 

to R. Nachman, does so not from his own mind alone.  The innovation that he 

introduces is a lofty Divine influx that flows in the spring of knowledge of that 
scholar.  A teacher who wishes to drink himself and to allow others also to 

drink from that spring must place himself in a spiritual position of 

listening.  Many lecturers and teachers teach Torah to their students, and 

sometimes one senses that there is no living spirit in their study.  In order for 
God to breath the spirit of life into the "knowledge" of the teacher ("One who 

breathes out does so from his innermost self"), the teacher must contract 

himself, to listen, to make himself into an empty space - like one who does 

not know. 
  

In this chapter, we have seen R. Nachman apply the Ari's principle of tzimtzum 

to the world of the religious Jew, a servant of God: the Beit ha-Mikdash, the 

giving of the Torah, teacher and student, desire for closeness to God, new 

revelations in Torah.  All of these concepts, and others, express the principle 
of tzimtzum, which is immanent in them as in every other phenomenon that 

exists in the world. 

  

Of what significance is the application of tzimtzum in every step of our 
lives?  It would seem that the way in which Rav Soloveitchik employs the 

principle may serve as a contrasting model to that of R. Nachman.  Rav 

Soloveitchik, too, applies the idea of tzimtzum to different subjects.  In one 

instance he identifies the principle of tzimtzum as the psychological movement 
required in order to liberate oneself from a position of existential loneliness, 

towards society and towards God.  He describes tzimtzum as a movement of 

contraction whose foundation is in the secret of the Godly contraction.  (Ha-

Kehillah, in "Divrei Hagut Ve-Ha'arakhah, p. 230).  Elsewhere, he speaks of 
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faith's demand that a Jew sometimes arrest his inborn drive for conquest, step 

back, and acknowledge that not everything can be conquered and not 
everything is worthy of being conquered.  This applies to the world of science, 

the world of esthetics as well as the world of religion.  ("Tzeruf," ibid. p. 244 

onwards.) 

  
The scope of this shiur prevents a full discussion of the significance of the 

movement of withdrawal according to Rav Soloveitchik and a comparison with 

that of R. Nachman.  Suffice it to say that R. Soloveitchik, too, teaches that 

the contraction and withdrawal are meant to allow man to encounter 
something greater that comes in the wake of the withdrawal.  Rav Soloveitchik 

focuses on the aspect of refinement accompanying the withdrawal as a 

foundation for rebuilding, while R. Nachman focuses on the making room and 

the deeper listening that are created from the deathly silence that reigns after 
the withdrawal. 

  

But it seems that the central difference between R. Nachman and R. 

Soloveitchik in this context is related to the status of the principle of tzimtzum 

in the world.  R. Soloveitchik writes as follows: 
  

Let me pose the following question: Is the Lurianic teaching concerning 

tzimtzum solely a kabbalistic secret, devoid of any moral ramification for us, 

or is it perhaps the very basis of our moral approach? If God indeed withdrew, 
and from this act of contraction the creation of the world was drawn, then we 

are called upon to walk in His ways, in the light of the principle of imitating 

God.  Therefore Jewish ethics requires of a person that in certain 

circumstances he steps back. ("Gaon ve-Anavah," in Divrei Hagut Ve-
Ha'arakha, p. 221). 

  

Rav Soloveitchik sees the tzimtzum of the Ari as a movement of God at the 

stage of the world's coming-into-being.  In light of the principle of imitating 

God, we must walk in His ways and continue the same movement. 
  

This instruction takes the form of a Divine command that is external to 

man.  It is possible that the command is not neutral but rather corresponds 

to the nature of the world - which is logical in light of the fact that we are 
speaking of an act that represents the basis for the world.  But it still remains 

a command that requires the moral backing of the principle of imitating God. 

  

For R. Nachman the situation is entirely different.  The act of tzimtzum as 
described by the Ari is not, to R. Nachman's mind, an act that belongs to a 

certain moment or a certain time in history, such that thereafter our relation 

to is historio-ethical.  The act of tzimtzum, which is the hiding of the Divine 

light in order to reveal it anew, is a Divine movement that has never ceased 
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since the beginning of Creation until now.  The Divine light that was hidden in 

every corner, in every creature and in every person continues to disappear 
and to reveal itself at every moment.  When a person is required, according 

to R. Nachman, to step back and to contract himself, this is not an external 

command that is imposed upon him, but rather a response to the Divine 

movement that is occurring in the world outside of man and within him. 
  

Man's infinite thirst for God is itself an infinite light that exists within a person 

and seeks to be revealed, and by contracting it a person joins with God's 

essence in the movement of hiding and revealing.  A person who covers the 
light and contracts himself is not similar to God, as R. Soloveitchik proposes, 

but is rather responding to the impression of God that is found within him and 

outside of him. 

  
Perhaps the basic difference between R. Soloveitchik and R. Nachman relates 

to their perception of God - an issue we began to address in the previous 

shiur, and which will be our main occupation in the next.  The principle of 

imitating God has at its foundation a transcendental perception of 

Divinity.  Just as He - distant, infinite, elevated and sanctified above man - is 
merciful, so shall you be merciful.  Tzimtzum, from this point of view, is 

perceived as an historical event which, although it engraved in the nature of 

Creation a fundamental principle and law that is relevant to us as well, still 

remains an historical event. 
  

The immanent view - which R. Nachman adopts wholeheartedly (as we shall 

see in the next shiur), and which identifies the Divine Light that operates 

within all of existence including within man himself - sees in every derivation, 
both general and specific, the movement of the Divine Light, which continues 

to disappear and to reveal itself.  The Divine contraction discussed in the 

teachings of the Ari is, in this sense, here and now, and a person's task is to 

respond, to join himself and flow together with this Divine movement.  

  
This partnership, as addressed by R. Nachman, when undertaken consciously, 

brings a person to constant cleaving to God - even while he weeps with the 

suffering of contraction and hiding, for he senses that his suffering is the 

suffering of contracted Divinity, and their hardship is shared. 
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Through the Void: 

The Absence of God in R. Nahman of Bratzlav's Likkutei 

MoHaRan 

 

Shaul Magid writes:12 

 
12 HTR 88:4 (1995) 495-519 (Harvard Theological review) 
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Is Chabad Heresy? 
 

 

Gil Student writes: 13 

 

Heresy accusations have a way of returning with a vengeance. R. Samson 

Raphael Hirsch was known by some as a heresy hunter. He harshly attacked 

historians such as R. Zechariah Frankel and Hirsch’s one-time 
protege Heinrich Graetz. He even attacked as heresy an essay by the 

halakhist, R. David Tzvi Hoffmann. In an ironic historical twist, one of R. 

Hirsch’s essays was attacked as heretical (or, implausibly, a forgery) in the 

Slifkin Torah-Science Affair a few years ago. 
 

A recent debate in an educational forum (link) about the propriety of teaching 

kabbalah in yeshiva high schools led to a debate over the theological 

soundness of kabbalah and, in particular, the founding treatise of Chabad 

Chassidus, the Tanya. This debate about the Tanya is hardly new. Indeed, the 
charges were first raised by none other than the Vilna Gaon. (Note that R. 

Eliyahu of Vilna is also known as the Gra and Vilna Gaon. R. Schneur Zalman 

of Liadi is also known as the Alter Rebbe and Ba’al Ha-Tanya.) 

 
After an impostor posing as the Vilna Gaon’s son claimed that his “father” had 

reversed his negative evaluation of Chassidus, the elderly sage issued a letter 

in 1796 denying a change of heart. After the authenticity of this letter was 

questioned, the Vilna Gaon in 1797 issued another letter detailing his 
problems with the movement. The letter was circulated and published the next 

year in the Slutzker Maggid’s book and many times since. I take it from 

Mordechai Willensky’s Chassidim U-Misnagdim (Mossad Bialik, 2nd ed. vol. 1 

p. 187ff.). In the middle of his list of accusations against Chassidim, written 

in flowery rabbinic Hebrew, the Vilna Gaon states (p. 188, in loose 
translation): 

 

 
13 https://www.torahmusings.com/2013/01/is-chabad-heresy/ 

https://www.torahmusings.com/author/gilstudent/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samson_Raphael_Hirsch
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samson_Raphael_Hirsch
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zechariah_Frankel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heinrich_Graetz
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Zvi_Hoffmann
http://lookstein.org/lookjed/read.php?1,21039,21039#msg-21039
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vilna_Gaon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vilna_Gaon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alter_Rebbe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alter_Rebbe
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As Willensky points out in his footnotes, these are accusations of heresy. The 

Vilna Gaon charges Chassidim with believing in panentheism, that God is 

present in everything, even inanimate objects. The Tanya (2:Yichud Ve-

Emunah:1) states that God is present in inanimate objects and in this next 
chapter explains Ne. (9:6) similarly. It also explains (1:42) Ez. (3:12) in this 

manner. 

 

It is not clear how the Vilna Gaon knew the contents of the as-yet 
unpublished Tanya. Historians suggest he saw an unpublished draft or an early 

printing. It is irrelevant because his understanding of Chabad philosophy was 

confirmed by the Ba’al Ha-Tanya. In an undated letter, first published in 1857 

and then many times since, the Ba’al Ha-Tanya explains his philosophical 

disagreement with the Vilna Gaon. 
 

The following is from his letter (Willensky, vol. 1 pp. 200-201, also in loose 

translation): 

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panentheism
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 ו

The Ba’al Ha-Tanya continues to base his views on the Arizal and Zohar. He 

also claims that the Vilna Gaon did not believe that all of the Arizal’s kabbalah 

all came from Eliyahu, much of it originating with the Arizal’s genius and 
therefore subject to rejection. (The truth of this claim is certainly disputed but 

irrelevant to our current discussion.) 

 

We see that the Ba’al Ha-Tanya accepts the Vilna Gaon’s description of his 

views as panentheism. However, he defends this theological view as 
authentically Jewish while the Vilna Gaon rejects them as heresy. 

 

In particular, the Ba’al Ha-Tanya portrays himself as the defender of tradition 

and the Vilna Gaon as the radical philosopher, the innovative theologian trying 
to determine on his own the nature of God. 
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I do not care to decide between these two great scholars. In my circles, we 

value the works of both without deeming heretical. In particular, R. Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik, an intellectual descendant of the Vilna Gaon, strongly 

recommended studying the Tanya. 

 

What I find most interesting is that the Vilna Gaon himself accused the 
Rambam of being misled by his philosophical pursuits (Bi’ur Ha-Gra to Yoreh 

De’ah 179:13, see Jacob Dienstag’s article on this in Talpiot, July 1949). 

Eventually, the Vilna Gaon was accused of the very same thing. History’s irony 

continues. 

 

 

Differing Views on Tzimtzum 
 

Rabbi David Sedley writes:14 

 

 

Last time I introduced the concept of tzimtzum as a way of reconciling the 

differing views of the Rishonim. However, there are differing views about the 

meaning of tzimtzum as well. It is my contention that these are not only 
abstract philosophical differences, but that they can lead to differences in 

education, relationship with G-d and others, and how we see our role in the 

 
14 http://www.rabbisedley.com/audio/Tzimtzum_Views.pdf 
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world. 

 
Yosher Levav claims that tzimtzum is to be understood literally - that the 

essence of G-d is not in the world. This view is criticised by the chasidim as 

both dangerous and bordering on heretical. 

 

 
The Vilna Gaon claims that tzimtzum was literal in terms of G-d's Essence, but 

that His Will never left the world, and through this we can connect to him 

(because ultimately His Essence and His Will are One). 

 

 

The Baal HaTanya attacks this approach and presents the view which has 
perhaps become the most widespread today - that tzimtzum is essentially an 

illusion from our vantage point. From G-d's viewpoint nothing has changed, 

He never left the world, and we don't really exist. The goal of existence is to 

understand that "there is nothing apart from Him" and that we ourselves do 

not really exist. 

 
 

The implications of these differing views lead to many practical differences 

(though most people will find a middle path, or actually do both): 

 

Do we cause and effect as real, or illusory? When a tragedy happens in the 
community, do we try to take practical steps to prevent it happening again, 

or do we say it is the Will of G-d and recite Tehillim?  

Do we teach our chidren to perceive G-d through science and the world, or is 

G-d to be found primarily through Torah? Do we require a Rebbe or Torah 

scholar to tell us how to think, or can we make decisions for ourselves?15 

 

 

 
15 https://www.hashkafacircle.com/journal/R1_DS_Exist.pdf 
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The Debate 
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Understanding Tzimtzum – sources 
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A diagram of the worlds created after the first Tzimtzum, 

found in a manuscript written by Menahem Lonzano, a 

version of a diagram found in the writings of Hayyim ben 

Joseph Vital 

 

Review of Nefesh HaTzimtzum 

 

Bridging the Kabbalistic Gap 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Menahem_Lonzano
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hayyim_ben_Joseph_Vital
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hayyim_ben_Joseph_Vital
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Rabbi Bezalel Naor writes:16 

 

Recently there has been a spate of English translations of the classic 

of Mitnagdic philosophy, Nefesh ha-Hayyim by Rabbi Hayyim of 

Volozhin (1749-1821), eminent disciple of the Vilna Gaon. This is 

perhaps the most glorious—certainly the lengthiest—of the 

translations, one that attempts to rewrite the debate between 

Hasidim and Mitnagdim. 

The present edition, the most extensive to date, is divided in two 

volumes. Volume One consists of a Hebrew-English edition of the 

entire book with the exception of the famous note by the author’s 

son, Rabbi Isaac (Itzeleh) of Volozhin, known as “Ma’amar Be-

Tzelem.” That note and other related writings of Rabbi Hayyim have 

been translated in Volume Two. In a unique typesetting innovation, 

the translator divides the complex Hebrew sentences into phrases, 

easing the English reading. 

In the lengthy introduction to Volume Two, entitled “Tzimtzum—The 

Key to Nefesh HaChaim,” Avinoam Fraenkel has carved out for 

himself a most ambitious goal: to tackle the perennial problem of 

latter-day Kabbalah, namely the Lurianic doctrine of Tzimtzum or 

divine self-contraction. Traditionally, there have been two schools of 

thought on the matter: those who hold “tzimtzum ki-peshuto,” i.e. 

the doctrine is to be taken literally; and those convinced that 

“tzimtzum she-lo ki-peshuto,” i.e. Tzimtzum is not to be taken 

literally. As Fraenkel points out, this terminology first gained currency 

in the debate between two Italian kabbalists, Rabbi Joseph Ergas 

(author Shomer Emunim) and Rabbi Immanuel Hai Ricchi (author 

Yosher Levav) back in 1736-7.[1] 

 

Fraenkel’s thesis is that even when things are “pashut” (simple), they 

truly are not so “pashut” (simple). Even when a kabbalist such as 

Rabbi Shelomo Elyashiv (author Leshem Shevo ve-Ahlamah) writes 

boldly that he understands the doctrine literally as did the author of 

Yosher Levav—that requires complexification. 

You might ask of what concern is this rarefied debate to the masses 

of Jews living in the twenty-first century. Ah! It just so happens that 

 
16 https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/ 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed1
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many if not most historians have assumed that this debate, which 

translates into transcendentalist versus immanentist theology, was at 

the heart of the terrible controversy between the Mitnagdim and 

Hasidim that tore apart East European Jewry in the late eighteenth 

century. At that time, the Vilna Gaon issued a herem, an official 

rabbinic ban excommunicating the followers of the Ba’al Shem Tov. 

If it can be proven that there is essentially no difference of theology 

between the Tanya (the “Bible” of Hasidism), written by Rabbi Shneur 

Zalman of Liadi, founder of the Habad school of Hasidism, and the 

Nefesh ha-Hayyim (the “Shulhan ‘Arukh” of Mitnagdic ideology), then 

we will have dissolved any continuing animus between Hasidim and 

Mitnagdim, and “Shalom ‘al Yisrael” (Peace to Israel). This is the 

fondest wish of the author. 

The truth is—as the author makes us aware—this is not the first 

attempt to smooth over theological differences between the Tanya 

and Nefesh ha-Hayyim. On the eve of World War Two, Rabbi Eliyahu 

Eliezer Dessler—a preeminent master of the Mussar school, Mashgi’ah 

Ruhani of Gateshead and later of the Ponevezh Yeshivah in B’nei 

Berak—then residing in London, wished to issue a proclamation to the 

effect that there is essentially no mahloket, no difference of opinion 

between Rabbi Shneur Zalman and Rabbi Hayyim regarding the 

correct interpretation of Tzimtzum. Rabbi Dessler’s distinguished 

houseguest at the time was Rabbi Yitzhak Horowitz (known in 

Lubavitch as “Reb Itche Der Masmid,” on account of his legendary 

“hatmadah,” or devotion to learning), who acted as fundraiser on 

behalf of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Joseph Isaac Schneersohn. Rabbi 

Dessler asked Rabbi Horowitz to sign on the proclamation. 

To make a long story short, eventually Rabbi Dessler’s overtures were 

forwarded to the son-in-law of the Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel 

Schneerson (eventual successor to his father-in-law as Rebbe of 

Lubavitch), who penned a formal reply. For the life of him, Rabbi M.M. 

Schneerson could not fathom how someone with competence in 

Kabbalah (which Rabbi Dessler certainly did possess) could fail to see 

the obvious differences between the Habad and Volozhin 

understandings of Tzimtzum. (Rabbi Schneerson further outlined that 

there was a difference between the Vilna Gaon and his student Rabbi 

Hayyim of Volozhin regarding Tzimtzum, a point in the letter which 

continues to rile Mitnagdim to this day. In fact, Rabbi Yosef Zussman 
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of Jerusalem, eminent disciple of Rabbi Ya‘akov Moshe Harlap, wrote 

several unanswered letters to the Lubavitcher Rebbe remonstrating 

how absurd it is to entertain the notion that Rabbi Hayyim, who 

adored his master the Gaon, disagreed with him on so basic an issue.) 

Left without a “partner in peace” of the opposite camp, Rabbi 

Dessler’s proclamation was buried. Where titans such as Rabbis 

Dessler and Schneerson could not see eye to eye, Avinoam Fraenkel 

certainly has his work cut out for him. Before we proceed further to 

the “nuts and bolts” of the Tanya—Nefesh ha-Hayyim debate, the 

reader may wish to listen to some music pleasing to the ear: 

• When Rabbi Abraham Mordechai Alter, Rebbe of Gur 

(“Imrei Emet”) asked Rav Kook how he knew so much 

Hasidut, Rav Kook responded that he had studied Nefesh 

ha-Hayyim. 

• Rabbi Michael Eliezer Forshlager of Baltimore, a foremost 

student of Rabbi Avraham Bornstein, Rebbe of Sokhatchov 

(author Responsa Avnei Nezer) carried in his tallit bag a 

volume which consisted of Tanya and Nefesh ha-Hayyim 

bound together at Rabbi Forshlager’s special request. 

• Once around the family table in Brooklyn, Rabbi 

Menachem Mendel Schneerson (by then Lubavitcher 

Rebbe) spoke so enthusiastically of Nefesh ha-Hayyim that 

his brother-in-law Rabbi Shemariah Gurary said in jest: 

“Then perhaps we Hasidim should take to studying Nefesh 

ha-Hayyim.” 

 

Back to the mahloket. What are the cold facts concerning the debate? 

It is incontrovertible that Rabbi Hayyim has stood the Zohar’s terms 

“memale kol ‘almin” (“filling all worlds”) and “sovev kol ‘almin” 

(“surrounding all worlds”) on their heads. What for the Tanya is 

“memale kol ‘almin,” is for Nefesh ha-Hayyim, “sovev kol ‘almin,” and 

vice versa. Rabbi Shelomo Fisher of Jerusalem has written that this 

is merely semantics.[2] Others read into the shift of terminology a 

substantive controversy as to Weltanschauung. What for Hasidism is 

common experience, namely the immanence, the immediate 

presence of God, is for Mitnagdism a recondite mystery reserved for 

the elite. 

 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed2
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In the words of Rabbi Eizik of Homel, a major disciple of Rabbi Shneur 

Zalman of Liadi and of his son, Rabbi Dov Baer of Lubavitch (Mitteler 

Rebbe): 

This belief is possessed by all the Hasidim, but the Mitnagdim, even 

those who are not etc. [the word etc. occurs in the original], do not 

have this faith, only in a very, very concealed manner, as Israel were 

in Egypt…They have no room for this faith that Altz iz Gott (All is 

God).[3] 

 

Fraenkel observes that much of the “poisoning of the waters” was 

done by publication of a spurious letter attributed to the “Alter 

Rebbe,” Rabbi Shneur Zalman, in the anonymous Matzref ha-‘Avodah 

(Koenigsberg, 1858). Later the letter was incorporated in Heilman’s 

more responsible Beit Rebbi (Berdichev, 1902). In the forged epistle, 

Rabbi Shneur Zalman writes that it has come to his awareness that 

the Vilna Gaon understands Tzimtzum literally. 

This letter contributed to Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson’s 

formulation concerning the Vilna Gaon’s view of Tzimtzum. One might 

mistakenly assume that once the letter is exposed as a forgery, 

Habad should have no problem accepting that there truly was no 

disagreement between the two rival camps concerning Tzimtzum. But 

Fraenkel knows that this is not the end of his troubles. 

There is the matter of the passage in the second part of Tanya (titled 

Sha‘ar ha-Yihud ve-ha-Emunah) which reserves some pretty harsh 

language for the literalists: 

…the error of some wise men in their own eyes, may the Lord forgive 

them, who erred and were mistaken in their study of the writings of 

the Ari, of blessed memory, and understood the doctrine of Tzimtzum 

mentioned there literally, that the Holy One, blessed be He, withdrew 

Himself and His essence, God forbid, from this world, only that He 

supervises from above.[4] 

 

Who are the unnamed villains of this passage? To endeavor to answer 

this question, we would do well to research the printing history of the 

Tanya. The passage in question was missing from all editions of the 

Tanya printed before the year 1900. In that year, the passage 

surfaced in the Romm edition printed in Vilna at the behest of Rabbi 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed3
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed4
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Shalom Dov Baer Schneersohn of Lubavitch. Until that time, it had 

been preserved in manuscript in the keeping of the heirs of the Ba‘al 

ha-Tanya. That means that for over a century since the Tanya was 

first printed in Slavuta in 1796, this sensitive piece—a sort of J’accuse 

if you will—was suppressed. Why was it ever suppressed to begin 

with, and why was it finally revealed in 1900? 

An obvious solution would be that the passage obliquely lambasted 

the Vilna Gaon, and it was not until a century later that a direct 

descendant of the author felt that times had changed and that the 

sociological “climate” had warmed sufficiently to allow for an 

unexpurgated version of the Tanya to appear in print. This time, no 

herem would be issued in Vilna. 

And for the record, Rabbi Menachem Mendel was not the first 

Schneerson to assume that the Gaon understood Tzimtzum literally. 

Earlier, the Rebbe of Kopyst, Rabbi Shelomo Zalman Schneerson 

(1830-1900), author Magen Avot, wrote in a letter to Rabbi Don 

Tumarkin: “This is the entire subject of Tzimtzum, and this is the 

Hasidism of the Ba‘al Shem Tov and the Maggid, may they rest in 

peace, that the Tzimtzum is not to be taken literally, as opposed to 

the opinion of the Mishnat Hasidim [i.e. Rabbi Immanuel Hai Ricchi] 

and the Gaon Rabbi Elijah, of blessed memory.”[5] 

 

Fraenkel is not willing to accept that the passage in Tanya is directed 

at the Vilna Gaon or earlier Rabbi Immanuel Hai Ricchi. He stands in 

good company. Upon receipt of Hayyim Yitzhak Bunin’s Mishneh 

Habad II (Warsaw, 1933), Rav Kook wrote back to the author 

requesting that he retract his statement that the pejorative “wise men 

in their own eyes” refers to the author of Mishnat Hasidim and the 

Gaon of Vilna.[6] 

 

But then the question remains. Who are the “bad guys” of the Tanya? 

Fraenkel would have us believe that the reference is to the likes of 

the crypto-Sabbatian Nehemiah Hiyya Hayyon, against whom Ergas 

inveighed in his polemical works Tokhahat Megulah and Ha-Tzad 

Nahash (London, 1715).[7] 

 

If that were the case, the language of the Tanya is too mild and 

reserved. Sabbatians (believers in pseudo-Messiah Shabtai Tzevi) are 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed5
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed6
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed7
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usually treated to much more invective, such as “blasted be their 

bones.” There is a parallel passage in the work of Rabbi Aaron Halevi 

Horowitz of Starosselje, Sha‘arei ha-Yihud ve-ha-Emunah. There the 

language is even more compassionate and conciliatory. It is hard to 

imagine that the Ba‘al ha-Tanya and his prime pupil Rabbi Aaron 

Halevi Horowitz would show such empathy towards a Sabbatian 

heresiarch. With very few exceptions, members of the rabbinate were 

not “melamed zekhut” when it came to deviants of the Sabbatian 

persuasion. The passage reads: 

…As it occurred to some latter-day kabbalists who attempt to be wise 

(mithakmim)…to understand Tzimtzum literally, as if He contracted 

Himself, and this is a crime, and their sin is too great to forbear, but 

their merit is that they have not spoken all these things with 

premeditation, God forbid, but rather from lack of understanding. May 

the Lord forgive them, “for in respect of all the people it was done in 

error” (Numbers 15:26).[8] 

 

Tzimtzum-literalism is not a characteristically Sabbatian posture, nor 

is it the exclusive domain of Sabbatians. Rabbi Jacob Emden, the 

arch-nemesis of the Sabbatians, took Tzimtzum literally, drawing an 

analogy to the vacuum created by a pump.[9] In fact, Emden 

excoriated Ricchi for belaboring the point, when “certainly, 

absolutely, it is not to be construed other than literally, and it is one 

of the a priori assumptions for the believer in our holy religion, if not 

for anti-religious apikorsim who do not concede the creation of the 

world.”[10] 

 

There is another problem with deflecting the Tanya’s critique away 

from the Gaon of Vilna toward Sabbatian kabbalists. If Sabbatians 

were being targeted, then why did the passage need to be suppressed 

at all? The Vilna Gaon and his disciples were certainly condemnatory 

of Sabbatianism in all its guises, so there would have been nothing in 

the passage to give offense to the Mitnagdim, the opponents of 

Hasidism. 

Fraenkel’s work is much more difficult than that of Rabbi Dessler, for 

Fraenkel has tasked himself with harmonizing the view of Rabbi 

Shelomo Elyashiv (1841-1926), author of Leshem, as well. Rabbi 

Shelomo Elyashiv wrote—both in his Helek ha-Bi’urim and in his 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed8
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed9
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed10
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recently published correspondence with fellow Mitnagdic kabbalist 

Rabbi Naftali Herz Halevi Weidenbaum—that he subscribes to the 

literalist interpretation of Tzimtzum as described in Ricchi’s Yosher 

Levav.[11] The Leshem went so far as to cast aspersions on the 

Likkutim printed at the conclusion of Bi’ur ha-Gra to Sifra di-

Tzeni‘uta, which present a non-literal reading of Tzimtzum.[12] 

 

Professor Mordechai Pachter was struck by the most incongruous 

dovetailing of the perspectives of Lubavitch and Leshem concerning 

the Vilna Gaon’s interpretation of Tzimtzum. Both ascribe to the Gaon 

a literalist interpretation.[13] 

 

“To cut to the chase,” Fraenkel’s strategy for reconciling what appear 

glaring differences of opinion involves invoking the kabbalistic theory 

of relativity, namely the distinction between the divine perspective 

and the human perspective. The Aramaic expressions that convey 

this thought are “le-gabei dideh” versus “le-gabei didan.”[14] (In 

Nefesh ha-Hayyim, the Hebrew terms “mi-tzido”/”mi-tzidenu” serve 

the same purpose.)[15] This distinction is certainly a valuable tool 

but it should not be overused. It strikes this reader as overly 

simplistic to assume that all writers (with the exception of 

Sabbatians) who grasp Tzimtzum literally are necessarily writing from 

the human perspective, while writers who understand Tzimtzum non-

literally are necessarily writing from the divine perspective. And if the 

distinction should not be overused, a fortiori it should not be misused. 

To ascribe the human perspective (as opposed to divine perspective) 

to Rabbi Immanuel Hai Ricchi when he clearly writes the opposite, is 

to do violence to his words. A key passage in his Yosher Levav 

(quoted in fact by Fraenkel) reads: 

 

Therefore relative to us (le-gabei didan), it is as if there was no 

Tzimtzum and we can say that the Tzimtzum is not literal. However, 

relative to the Ein Sof (le-gabei ha-Ein Sof) itself, it is literal.[16] 

 

How it is then possible to flip around the author’s mindset and reverse 

his stated position, is beyond me. 

At day’s end, the warring factions within Knesset Yisrael may have to 

make peace with their differences of opinion intact, even in the matter 

of Tzimtzum. 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed11
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed12
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed13
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed14
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed15
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/nh-rabbi-bezalel-naor/#ed16
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[1] Prof. Menachem Kallus confided to the writer that in his estimation the earliest discussion whether 
Tzimtzum was intended literally or not, is to be found in the notes to Vital’s ‘Ets Hayyim penned by 
Rabbi Meir Poppers (ca. 1624-1662). Poppers writes that it sounds to him as if Luria’s disciples Rabbi 
Hayyim Vital and Rabbi Yosef ibn Tabul understood from the Rav [Isaac Luria] that “the Tzimtzum is 
literal” (“ha-tzimtzum ke-mishma‘o”). See Rabbi Meir Poppers, ’Or Zaru‘a, ed. Safrin and Sofer 
(Jerusalem: Hevrat Ahavat Shalom, 1986), Sha‘ar ha-‘Iggulim ve-ha-Yosher, chap. 2 (p. 29). 

[2] See “Derush ha-Tefillin” in Rabbi Shelomo Fisher, Beit Yishai—Derashot (Jerusalem, 2004), p. 355. 

[3] Rabbi Eizik of Homel, “Igeret Kodesh” (Holy Epistle) printed at the conclusion of Hannah Ariel—
Amarot Tehorot (Ma’amar ha-Shabbat, etc.) (Berdichev: Sheftel, 1912), 4b. [4] Tanya II, 7 (83a). [5] 
Published in M.M. Laufer, Ha-Melekh bi-Mesibo II (Kefar Habad: Kehot, 1993), p. 286. [6] Rav Kook’s 
manuscript was published in Haskamot ha-Rayah (Jerusalem: Makhon RZYH Kook, 1988). 
Ironically, Rav Kook’s maternal grandfather Raphael Felman was a Hasid of the Rebbe of Kopyst. 

Fraenkel dismisses out of hand the notion that the Tanya pilloried Ricchi because of the fact that 
references to Ricchi’s Mishnat Hasidim figure prominently in the Tanya. See Nefesh HaTzimtzum, vol. 2, 
p. 79, n. 89. This argument is unconvincing. It is quite conceivable that the Ba‘al ha-Tanya was fond of 
Mishnat Hasidim, a popular digest of Lurianic Kabbalah, while viewing Ricchi’s other work Yosher Levav 
as being outside the pale. And for the very reason that such a venerable Kabbalist erred in his judgment 
concerning Tzimtzum, he was worthy of compassion. Cf. Rabbi Tzadok Hakohen Rabinowitz: 

There were already found many great men, authors among the Mekubbalim, who stumbled in this, 
including the author of Yosher Levav, who explained the matter of Tzimtzum and similarly many matters 
of Kabbalah in [terms recognizable] to the understanding [as] total corporealization. I have spelled out 
his name, for some authors published after him already publicized him in order to clarify his errors in 
this respect. Behold he was a great and holy man, as is known, and erred only in his faith. Though this 
too is a great error and requires atonement (as explained above), nonetheless it is not such a grievous 
sin, as explained in the words of the Rabad… (Sefer ha-Zikhronot in Divrei Soferim [Lublin, 1913], 32d) 

The reference is to Rabad’s animadversion to Maimonides’ statement in MT, Hil. Teshuvah 3:7 that one 
who professes belief in a corporeal deity has the halakhic status of a “min.” 

[7] Fraenkel’s “Shabbetian Tzimtzum Kipshuto” (as opposed to the “Acceptable Tzimtzum Kipshuto”) 
strikes this writer as a “straw man” contrived for purposes of pilpul. [8] Rabbi Aaron Halevi, Sha‘arei 
ha-Yihud ve-ha-Emunah (Shklov, 1820), Part 1, Gate 1, chap. 21, note (f.51). [9] Rabbi Jacob Emden, 
Mitpahat Sefarim (Altona, 1768), 35b-36a (i.e. 45b-46a). [10] Mitpahat Sefarim 35b (i.e. 45b). To the 
question of whether Ricchi himself a crypto-Sabbatian was, I devoted an entire chapter of my book post-
Sabbatian Sabbatianism (1999): “Immanuel Hai Ricchi—Literalist among Kabbalists.” 
[11] Rabbi Shelomo Elyashiv, Helek ha-Bi’urim (Jerusalem, 1935), 3a-b. The letters of Rabbi Elyashiv 
to Rabbi N.H. Halevi Weidenbaum were published in Rabbi Moshe Schatz, Ma‘ayan Moshe (Jerusalem, 
2011). 

[12] Helek ha-Bi’urim, 5b. 

[13] Mordechi Pachter, “The Gaon’s Kabbalah from the Perspective of Two Traditions” (Hebrew), in The 
Vilna Gaon and his Disciples (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 2003), pp. 119-136. 

[14] See Rabbi Menahem Azariah da Fano, Ma’amar ha-Nefesh, Part 2, chap. 4 in Ma’amrei ha-Rama 
mi-Fano (Jerusalem: Yismah Lev, 1997), p. 339; Rabbi Immanuel Hai Ricchi, Yosher Levav (Amsterdam, 
1737), chap. 15 (10a), Rabbi Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto, Kalah Pithei Hokhmah (Koretz, 1785), petah 27 
(31b); idem, Peirush Arimat Yadai in  Adir ba-Marom II, ed. Spinner (Jerusalem, 1988), p. 74; Rabbi 
Aaron Halevi Horowitz, Sha‘arei ha-Yihud ve-ha-Emunah (Shklov, 1820), Part 1, Gate 1, note to chap. 
21 (43b-44a); Rabbi Isaac of Volozhin, “Ma’amar Be-Tzelem” (note to Nefesh ha-Hayyim, Gate 1, chap. 
1) in Avinoam Fraenkel, Nefesh HaTzimtzum, vol. 2, p. 397; Rabbi Abraham Isaac Hakohen Kook, 
Shemonah Kevatzim (Jerusalem, 2004), 2:120 (vol. 1, p. 284). 

[15] Nefesh ha-Hayyim III, 6. 

[16] Rabbi Immanuel Hai Ricchi, Yosher Levav (Amsterdam, 1737), chap. 15 (10a). Quoted in Nefesh 
ha-Tzimtzum, vol. 2, pp. 260-261. See also Fraenkel’s discussion of Ricchi’s position on pp. 63-71. 
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Rabbi Chaim Volozhin’s Motivation to Write Nefesh 

HaChaim 

 

Including a response to R. Bezalel Naor’s Review 

of Nefesh HaTzimtzum17 

 

Avinoam Fraenkel writes:18 

 

 

Avinoam Fraenkel’s new 2 volume work, Nefesh HaTzimtzum (Urim 

Publications), is a full facing page translation and extensive commentary 

on Nefesh HaChaim together with all related writings by R. Chaim Volozhin. It 

also presents a groundbreaking study on the Kabbalistic concept of Tzimtzum 
which is demonstrated to be the key principle underpinning all 

 
17 Seforim Blog, 28 June 2016 

 
18 https://avinoamfraenkel.com/article-rabbi-chaim-volozhins-motivation/ 
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of Nefesh HaChaim. The following essay captures some of the key insights in 

overview from Nefesh HaTzimtzum which should be referred to for in-depth 
details and sources.[1] 

 

Life is complex and our most significant actions in life are often motivated by 

a wide spectrum of catalysts driven by both conscious and subconscious 
objectives. Therefore it is a considerable challenge when looking deeply into 

R. Chaim Volozhin’s magnum opus, Nefesh HaChaim, to try to ascertain what 

may have primarily driven him to compose it and what motivated him to 

provide an urgent deathbed instruction to his son in 1821, to publish it as soon 
as possible.[2] 

 

Was it simply a structured presentation, recording the enormously important 

worldview of R. Chaim’s revered master, the Vilna Gaon? Was it a manifesto 
to set the tone for his newfound and soon to be world famous Volozhin 

Yeshiva? Was it a broadside shot at the entire Chassidic establishment to 

attempt to bring it into line? Was it a defense for the Mitnagdic camp, to shore 

up their opposition to the Chassidim by providing them with its own 

authoritative framework to dampen any attraction to the looming specter of 
what for many was the compelling allure of the competing Chassidic 

philosophy? 

In all likelihood, all of these factors and many more, both communal and 

personal, may have motivated R. Chaim, at least to some degree. 

Nevertheless, on investigation, it appears that there was indeed a single 
primary motivating factor that can be isolated as significantly influencing the 

presentation of Nefesh HaChaim. However, in order to be able to relate to this 

factor, it is necessary to first dispel a smokescreen of deep rooted 

misconception which has persisted for the last 200 years about perceived 
fundamental differences of faith between the Chassidim and the Mitnagdim. 

Once dispelled, as explained below, it becomes clear that R. Chaim aimed his 

urgent message in Nefesh HaChaim at many on the periphery of the Chassidic 

movement, but not directly at the Chassidic establishment itself. He perceived 

those on the periphery to be at severe risk of compromising their faith due to 
their mistaken adoption of practices whose sole objective was to passionately 

increase their piety to get closer to God at all costs even if this would ironically 

result in Halachic compromise. 

This smokescreen was a result of raging turmoil between the Chassidim and 

their opponents, the extent of which was so acute that it caused many to be 
utterly confused as to what the fight was actually about. It prepared the 

ground for it to be all too easy to believe and accept that the schism was about 

the fundamental principles of Judaism focusing, in particular, on the 

Kabbalistic concept of Tzimtzum and the degree to which God is directly 
manifest in this physical world – and therefore to have a different perception 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/article-rabbi-chaim-volozhins-motivation/#ed1
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/article-rabbi-chaim-volozhins-motivation/#ed2
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of the required balance between the desire to get closer to God and the 

necessary punctilious observance of the Halacha. So, even though many 
equivalences can be found between statements in Nefesh HaChaim, the 

contemporary Chassidic literature of its time in general and Sefer HaTanya in 

particular, the profound importance of the key message of Nefesh HaChaim to 

the wider Chassidic community was entirely misunderstood and therefore 
totally ignored, as Nefesh HaChaim was perceived to have been based on a 

fundamentally different philosophical outlook that diverged from what was 

mistakenly thought by many to be the exclusively Chassidic view on the extent 

of God’s immanence. 

It should be noted that this is not just of historic interest in that it was only 
relevant in R. Chaim’s day. Even though the acuteness of the schism between 

the Chassidim and Mitnagdim has abated and both camps, although with some 

exceptions, are generally accepting of each other nowadays, nevertheless the 

prevalence of Halachic practice becoming the primary casualty of a desire to 

get closer to God is in many ways just as rife today as it ever was. This impacts 
all camps across the entire spectrum of Jewish religious affiliation. The less 

religiously affiliated who are susceptible to possibly view Halachic compromise 

as sometimes being acceptable if they see it as enabling more of their 

activities to otherwise be closer to God. The more religiously affiliated who 
frequently adopt pious self-imposed practices going beyond the letter of 

Halachic obligation, where out of what they call “Frumkeit,” are vulnerable to 

possibly look down on, speak about and act disdainfully with baseless hatred 

towards others who they may view as less pious, flagrantly, and often publicly 

breaching the Halacha.  

This phenomenon is arguably manifest in its worst form in instances of acts of 

open aggression in the name of God against Jews by some extremist Jews 

who try to enforce what they perceive to be a high level of piety, where neither 

the aggression nor the supposed piety conform with anything even vaguely 
close to any accepted standard of Halachic practice. R. Chaim’s message is 

therefore just as urgently required and relevant today and the fact 

that Nefesh HaChaim has largely been ignored for the last 200 years has 

prevented its critical message from being properly communicated and 

absorbed. 

It should also be highlighted that while the Chassidic community has ignored 
the message of Nefesh HaChaim due to their perception of the entire work as 

being philosophically disconnected from their own outlook, the Mitnagdim on 

the other hand have had a problem accepting the widespread study of 

Kabbalah. No-one in the Mitnagdic community has any authority or would dare 
to challenge the status of Nefesh HaChaim as a seminal work that must be 

studied. Nevertheless, many in the Mitnagdic community have been generally 

guilty of attempting to rebrand Nefesh HaChaim, trying to ignore that it is a 
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Kabbalistic work, failing to appreciate, or even denying outright, that 

engagement in the Kabbalistic concepts it so intentionally presents for public 
consumption is an absolute pre-requisite to properly relate to its message. 

They surreptitiously treat it as an ethical work, a work of Mussar, by only 

focusing study on some selected non-Kabbalistic parts of the book and thereby 

entirely miss the point of the book.[3] Therefore from either the Chassidic or 
Mitnagdic perspective, the key burning message of Nefesh HaChaim which so 

badly needs to be applied to Jewish life today, has sadly and irresponsibly 

been ignored! 

 
The historic smokescreen of fundamental difference between the Chassidic 

and Mitnagdic camps has unfortunately been propagated by many of great 

stature in the Jewish world and also by many in the academic world. Simply 

put, the general mistaken presentation of difference around the Tzimtzum 
process which explains why we cannot see the infinite God in this finite 

physical world, is that the Chassidic view is that God is present everywhere 

and in everything physical but His presence is concealed, i.e., God is totally 

immanent. Whereas the Mitnagdic view is that God is removed and absent 

from the physical world and merely controls all from a distance through Divine 

Providence, i.e., God is totally transcendent. 

This unfortunate presentation was perhaps most famously captured by a letter 

written in 1939 by R. Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the last Lubavitcher 

Rebbe, which delineates a 4 position approach to the concept of Tzimtzum and 

presents a picture of stark contrast between each of the views of the Vilna 
Gaon, the Baal HaTanya and R. Chaim.[4] In this letter R. Schneerson went 

so far as to state “… the author of Nefesh HaChaim … disagrees with his 

master, the Vilna Gaon [about the concept of Tzimtzum]. In general, it 

appears that R. Chaim Volozhin saw the works of Lubavitch – 
and Sefer HaTanya, in particular – and that he was influenced by them, 

however, I do not have definite proof of this.” In contrast to the positions of 

both the Vilna Gaon and R. Chaim, R. Schneerson then continued to explain 

the Chassidic view, that the Tzimtzum process was only initially applied to “the 

lowest level of the Light [of the Ein Sof].” 
 

R. Schneerson’s statement here explicitly highlights a diverse difference in 

fundamental philosophical outlook between the Chassidic world and that of 

the Vilna Gaon and therefore the Mitnagdic world. His suggestion, without 
proof, that R. Chaim was swayed somewhat towards what he describes as the 

Chassidic view was based on the employment of many seemingly Chassidic 

statements in Nefesh HaChaim. 

However, on in-depth study of the positions of the Vilna Gaon, R. Chaim and 

the Leshem[5] it becomes crystal clear that they are identical with the Baal 
HaTanya, and indeed with the Arizal and the Zohar, regarding the concept of 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/article-rabbi-chaim-volozhins-motivation/#ed3
https://avinoamfraenkel.com/article-rabbi-chaim-volozhins-motivation/#ed4
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Tzimtzum. In order to see this it is crucial not to initially look at the 

terminology they employ but to carefully assess the substance of each of their 
arguments. On face value, the Vilna Gaon and the Leshem seemed to openly 

express strong dissatisfaction with the Chassidic perspective and there is 

scope to question if the Baal HaTanya aimed scathing comments on this topic 

directly at the Vilna Gaon. Notwithstanding this, if we are particular to examine 
what they actually say about the substance of the topic, and not be deflected 

about what they may or may not have said about each other, then it will allow 

us to see that they in fact all agreed. 

 
The critical factor to appreciate the substance of each of their arguments is to 

understand that they all saw the arena within which the Tzimtzum process 

occurs as only being in the Sefira of Malchut of any level, including that of the 

highest level called the “Ein Sof.”[6] Malchut is the lowest Sefira of any level 
and is in fact in a different dimension to it. This means that any change within 

Malchut of any level as a result of the Tzimtzum process, does not impact the 

level itself in any way. Therefore, the first instance of the Tzimtzum process 

which occurred in the Malchut of the first level which was emanated from God’s 

Essence, the Ein Sof, did not impact the Ein Sof in any way. Therefore, by 
extension, not only does the Tzimtzum process not change the Ein Sof, but it 

also has no impact on God’s Essence in any way. 

 

Once this is understood then it becomes clear that the debate over whether 
Tzimtzum means either immanence or transcendence is simply wrong. As the 

Tzimtzum removal only occurs within Malchut, transcendence only applies to 

Malchut. Therefore, everything above Malchut, i.e., both God’s Essence and 

also the Ein Sof, is entirely and absolutely immanent. In other words, the 
Tzimtzum process itself results in a dual simultaneous combination of both 

immanence and transcendence. The particular stance of immanence or 

transcendence then becomes a matter of perspective. In the language of the 

Nefesh HaChaim, immanence is “Mitzido”, the perspective of the higher level 

(and ultimately God’s perspective) and transcendence is “Mitzideinu”, the 
perspective of the lower level (and ultimately that of the physical 

creations).[7] All discussion about the differences between levels therefore 

becomes relative to the level the discussion is centered upon. This point is so 

important that it is the key to begin to understand any discussions of the 
Arizal.[8] 

 

This, in a nutshell, is the concept of Tzimtzum that was held in common by 

the Vilna Gaon, R. Chaim, the Leshem, the Arizal and the Zohar. Any time any 
one of these sources refers to a “removal”, they are therefore referring to a 

removal within “Malchut” only of whatever level they happen to be discussing. 

It is far beyond the scope of this essay to provide sources to explain the 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/article-rabbi-chaim-volozhins-motivation/#ed6
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concepts and demonstrate how they translate into day to day life and the 

reader is referred to Nefesh HaTzimtzum.[9] 
 

However, just to whet the appetite and demonstrate that our focus must be 

on the substance of the argument and to not be deflected by terminology let’s 

look at two simple sources. The Baal HaTanya states “… the characteristic of 
His Malchut is the characteristic of Tzimtzum and concealment, that conceals 

the light of the Ein Sof.”[10] This, unsurprisingly, is consistent with R. 

Schneerson’s statement that the Tzimtzum process was only initially applied 

to “the lowest level of the Light [of the Ein Sof].” The Leshem, on the other 
hand, states the following “…and therefore that place within which the 

Tzimtzum process occurred is called Malchut of the Ein Sof … it is exclusively 

in Malchut of every revelation for every Tzimtzum is exclusively in Malchut 

….”[11] Therefore, very surprisingly to many, the Leshem, the staunch 
Mitnaged and follower of the path of the Vilna Gaon, entirely agrees with the 

Baal HaTanya and with what R. Schneerson presents as the Chassidic view 

that the Tzimtzum process is only within Malchut! 

 

With all of the above in mind, we are now in a position to step aside and briefly 
focus our attention on R. Bezalel Naor’s review of Nefesh HaTzimtzum (see 

below).  

 

In his eloquent review, he “cuts to the chase,” as he puts it, to describe his 
argument against the Tzimtzum thesis of Nefesh HaTzimtzum. Unfortunately, 

he “cuts” out more than he “chases” and it is astonishing that in his entire 

review, R. Naor doesn’t even vaguely mention or make any attempt to counter 

the key critical factor presented above that is emphasized numerous times 
in Nefesh Hatzimtzum, that all the players in the Tzimtzum discussion agree 

with each other that Tzimtzum happens exclusively in Malchut! It seems that 

R. Naor, in common with many of great stature before him, has unfortunately 

fallen into the classic historical trap which has plagued this topic for centuries 

of focusing on a presumed understanding of the terminology employed by the 
various proponents, especially in their expressions of disagreement with their 

colleagues. In doing so he has failed to investigate the actual substance of 

their Tzimtzum argumentation and is unaware that they actually agreed with 

each other! (This response continues in the note.[12]) 
 

Stepping back to the main thread of this essay, historically most were severely 

misled and confused by a smokescreen of difference which was contributed to 

by two key factors. Firstly, by terminology used by some key Kabbalists, the 
historic context of which was misunderstood.[13] Secondly, by a famous letter 

forged in the name of the Baal HaTanya which explained the Vilna Gaon’s 

position on Tzimtzum as arguing with the view of Chassidut.[14] However, not 

all were misled. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, among many other prominent 
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individuals, understood that the argument between the Chassidim and the 

Mitnagdim was not about the fundamental principles of Judaism. He wrote on 
the topic of Tzimtzum in 1938 that “in this generation in which there is a need 

to unite…it is fitting to publicize the fact that there are no differences of opinion 

in the essence of these issues”.[15] 

 
After fully absorbing the fact that the philosophical outlook in relation to the 

Tzimtzum concept of the Vilna Gaon, R. Chaim, the Baal HaTanya, and the 

Chassidic world are identical, the genius of R. Chaim’s presentation 

in Nefesh HaChaim can then be clearly seen. The Chassidic works of his day, 
including Sefer HaTanya, barely quoted their sources. In contrast, when R. 

Chaim presents his ideas in general, and the concept of Tzimtzum in 

particular, ideas which at the time were seen by many to be uniquely Chassidic 

ideas, he frames them in the context of extensive quotations from and 

references to traditional Jewish sources.  

As mentioned above, he even uses many similar expressions and sentences 
to those appearing in the Chassidic works of his day. He is demonstrating that 

there is no scope for anyone to suggest that there is a fundamental difference 

between the formal outlook of the Chassidic Movement and that of 

mainstream Judaism and that the paths for serving God of both the Chassidim 
and the Mitnagdim are fundamentally the same and are derived from the same 

Torah and the same Mesorah. Therefore, against a historic backdrop of some 

who erroneously thought that the new Chassidic Movement had blazed a new 

trail in Judaism and were using the inspiring Chassidic presentation of these 
concepts to compromise Halacha, R. Chaim’s key message is, there is no basis 

for anyone to bend these concepts out of their true context of mainstream 

Judaism, and as a result, there is no basis to use them to license Halachic 

compromise in any way whatsoever. 

It is fascinating to note that R. Chaim was not alone in this quest to highlight 
the potential pitfalls of Halachic compromise resulting from an attempt to get 

closer to God. He was joined by some of the establishment Chassidic figures 

who expressed themselves in a very similar way.[16] Furthermore it is 

inconceivable that the Baal HaTanya would have sanctioned any form of 

Halachic compromise, as he is after all the author of the widely respected and 
accepted Halachic work, the Shulchan Aruch HaRav.[17] 

 

The underlying principle guiding R. Chaim’s presentation 

in Nefesh HaChaim reflects the position of his master, the Vilna Gaon, that as 
the Kabbalah is an intrinsic part of the Torah, it cannot be that anything 

derived from it can prescribe any action which contradicts and is inconsistent 

with the Torah.[18] Any directive derived from the Kabbalah which 

contravenes the Torah and Halachic practice must therefore be a 
misunderstanding of Kabbalah. In addition, this principle was explicitly 
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highlighted by some of the Chassidic masters who were also clearly objecting 

to the same phenomenon of Halachic compromise on the periphery of the 
Chassidic world that R. Chaim was objecting to.[19] 

 

The outcome of all the above is that because of R. Chaim’s historic motivation 

to write Nefesh HaChaim, he has left us with a remarkable work, a 
motivational framework of how a person is to view and philosophically interact 

with the world, which substantiates every statement it makes by referencing 

many traditional Jewish sources in general, and Kabbalistic sources in 

particular. As a result, the highly structured presentation 
of Nefesh HaChaim itself is a unique gateway into the highly unstructured 

world of Kabbalah. It is a tremendous portal through which a genuine 

introduction to the world of Kabbalah and to the deeper meaning of the Torah 

has been made accessible to one and all. May the study 
of Nefesh HaChaim and R. Chaim’s Torah bring a true conscious awareness of 

unity in the Jewish World. 

  

[1] Nefesh HaTzimtzum includes the following: 

• A historical and structural introductory overview. 

• A corrected Hebrew text for Nefesh HaChaim, likely to be the most 

accurate ever published. 

• An innovative hierarchical presentation of both the Hebrew and 
facing page English texts for ease of use. 

• Extensive explanatory annotations on all texts. 

• Expansion in English translation of virtually all sources quoted and 

referenced in Nefesh HaChaim, including all Kabbalistic sources. 
• An explanation of the concept of Tzimtzum with: 

• Full details of the positions of the Zohar, the Arizal, R. 

Yosef ben Immanuel Irgess, R. Immanuel Chai Ricchi, the 

Vilna Gaon, the Baal HaTanya, R. Chaim Volozhin, the 

Leshem, R. Dessler and the Lubavitcher Rebbe, among 
others. 

• Extensive source material in both the original Hebrew 

and facing page translation. 

• A comparison 
between Nefesh HaChaim and Sefer HaTanya on their 

key approaches to Torah study, Mitzvah performance and 

prayer which are all based on their common 

understanding of the Tzimtzum concept. 
• A demonstration of how the correct understanding of the 

Tzimtzum concept underpins the concept of Partzuf and 

therefore all of the Arizal’s Kabbalistic teachings. 

https://avinoamfraenkel.com/article-rabbi-chaim-volozhins-motivation/#ed19
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• A presentation of the Vilna Gaon’s messianic outlook 

which is dependent on knowing Kabbalah and Science. 
• An explanation of the concept of The World of the Malbush. 

• Facing page translation of all of R. Chaim Volozhin’s published 

writings related to Nefesh HaChaim, including his single published 

sermon, letters, and his introductions to commentaries of the 
Vilna Gaon 

on Shulchan Aruch, Zohar and Sifra DeTzniyuta (which includes 

the largest authentic published repository of stories of the Vilna 

Gaon by any of his students). 
• Translated and cross-referenced extracts of 

all Nefesh HaChaim related sections from Ruach Chaim. 

• R. Yosef Zundel of Salant’s brief extract on prayer with translation. 

• Detailed outlines and extensive indexes by themes, people’s 
names, and book references. 

 

[2] As recorded by R. Chaim’s son, R. Yitzchak, in his introduction 

to Nefesh HaChaim. Nefesh HaChaim was subsequently published in 1824. 

[3] Most of the Yeshivot which include the study of Nefesh HaChaim as part 

of their curriculum only study the last section, the Fourth Gateway. Most of 
the commentaries and translations that have been published to date omit 

comment on or even translation of the Kabbalistic material which forms a 

substantial part of the book. 

[4] Iggrot Kodesh, published by Kehot, Volume 1, Letter 11. 

[5] For a scholarly portrait of the Leshem which brings together much 

important biographical information, a succinct overview of the Leshem’s major 
works and many further sources, see Joey Rosenfeld, “A Tribute to Rav 

Shlomo Elyashiv, Author of Leshem Shevo v-Achloma: On his Ninetieth 

Yahrzeit,” the Seforim blog, 10 March 2015. 

[6] It is not in the scope of the discussion here to discuss what is meant by a 

Sefira or a level. In Kabbalistic terminology a level may be called a “World” or 

a “Partzuf”.  A “Sefira” is a subcomponent of the “World” or the “Partzuf”. 

[7] “Mitzido”/”Mitzideinu” are also synonymous with the Zohar’s terminology 
“Yichuda Ilaah”/ “Yichuda Tataah,” e.g., as per end of Nefesh HaChaim 3:6 

(Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 1, pp. 510-511).  Incidentally 

“Mitzido”/”Mitzideinu” are also synonymous with the terms of “Orot”/”Keilim”. 

“Mitzideinu”, “Yichuda Tataah” and “Keilim” are all different expressions which 

mean “Malchut”. 

[8] In particular, it is the dual simultaneous perspective which generates the 

concept of “Partzuf” which underpins all the discussions of the Arizal. 

See Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, pp. 145-150. 
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[9] In particular, to the first 2 sections of Volume 2. 

[10] Sefer HaTanya 2:7: 

ףוס ןיא רוא ריתסהל רתסההו םוצמצה תדמ איה ותוכלמ תדמש …  … 

[11] Sefer Hakdamot UShearim, Shaar 7, Perek 5, Ot 1: 

 יוליג לכ לש תוכלמהב לכה אוה הנה … ףוס ןיאד תוכלמ םשב וב םצמצתנש םוקמה ותוא ארקנ ןכלו …

תוכלמהב קר אוה םוצמצ לכ יכ  … 

 

 

There are many similar statements across the writings of the Leshem. This 

source is particularly explicit and the review of all of Ot 1 will be insightful. 

[12] In continuation of the response to R. Naor’s review, a number of points 
have been picked up on as detailed below. Please note that all of these points 

are side issues and pale into insignificance compared to the details of R. Naor’s 

stark omission of the concept of Tzimtzum in Malchut as per the main essay 

text. These points are as follows: 

(1) In note 1 of his review, R. Naor quotes Dr. Menachem Kallus and mentions that in a note to Etz 
Chaim, R. Meir “Poppers writes that it sounds to him as if Luria’s disciples Rabbi Hayyim Vital and Rabbi 
Yosef ibn Tabul understood from the Rav [Isaac Luria] that ‘the Tzimtzum is literal’ (‘ha-tzimtzum ke-
mishma‘o’).” 

R. Naor’s suggestion here is that the Arizal is saying that the Tzimtzum process results in total literal 
removal and transcendence of God from physicality. However, in the light of the fact that we now know 
that the Tzimtzum process that the Arizal is referring to only took place in Malchut of the Ein Sof, this 
point is simply not relevant as the removal and transcendence only occurs in Malchut, from the 
perspective of the creations, Mitzideinu, but at the same time there is a total immanence of God within 
the unchanged presence of the Ein Sof. 

Even the Baal HaTanya agrees that there is a removal in Malchut, resulting in physicality from our 
perspective, as he says e.g., in Sefer HaTanya 2:3 that our “flesh eyes” only see physicality. 

Also see the particularly explicit statement of the Baal HaTanya in Sefer HaTanya 4:20 which is a direct 
corollary of the Mitzido/Mitzideinu concept of Nefesh HaChaim: “Relative to [God – i.e., Mitzido], the 
created physical entity is as if it has no consequence, i.e., its existence is nullified relative to the power 
and the light which is bestowed within it. It is like the radiance of the sun [before it has emanated and 
is still] within the sun. This is specifically relative to Him, where His Awareness is from above to below. 
However, from the perspective of the awareness of [the created entities – i.e, Mitzideinu,] from below 
to above, the created physical entity is an entirely separate/disconnected entity, with this awareness 
and perception being [only] from below, as [from its perspective] the power which is bestowed within 
it is absolutely not perceived at all.” 

Multiple sources from across Sefer HaTanya directly expressing the Mitzido/Mitzideinu concept are 
brought in Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, pp. 94-95, fn. 120. 

(2) R. Naor quotes from R. Yitzchak Aizik of Homil, one of the greatest students of the Baal HaTanya 
who stated that the Mitnagdim “have no room for this faith that All is God.” 

It is of interest to note that R. Dessler was a close student of R. Mordechai Duchman who in turn was a 
close student of R. Yitzchak Aizik of Homil (See Nefesh Hatzimtzum, Vol. 2, p. 305, fn. 474). R. Dessler 
was therefore intimately familiar with the works of Lubavitch and would have most certainly been aware 
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of R. Yitzchak Aizik of Homil’s comment.  Notwithstanding this he clearly saw that Tzimtzum was not 
the issue of the Machloket and valiantly tried to publicize this, as quoted in the continuation of this 
essay. 

(3) The Baal HaTanya’s rejection of “Tzimtzum Kipshuto” (Sefer HaTanya 2:7) uses scathing, derisive 
language to describe those who hold by that position referring to them as “scholars in their own eyes” 
(Yishayahu 5:21) and that “they also do not speak intelligently” (Iyov 34:35). The question is who was 
the Baal HaTanya referring to? Nefesh HaTzimtzum presents a number of arguments to say that it could 
not have been the Vilna Gaon or R. Ricchi and by a process of elimination would then be referring to the 
Shabbatians.  R. Naor rejects this position but in doing so starkly omits most of the argumentation 
from Nefesh HaTzimtzum! 

A brief summary of the main Nefesh HaTzimtzum arguments is presented as follows 
(see Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, pp. 75-79 for much more detail on this). 

Firstly and most importantly, even if we were to say that the Baal HaTanya was directing his statements 
at the Vilna Gaon and disagreed with what he may have assumed was the Vilna Gaon’s position, it 
doesn’t change the fact that the Vilna Gaon actually agreed with the Baal HaTanya on Tzimtzum only 
occurring in Malchut. So the debate about who the Baal HaTanya was referring to, while it may be 
interesting, is academic as far as who held what about Tzimtzum is concerned, as both the Baal HaTanya 
and the Vilna Gaon shared a common position. 

R. Naor severely underplays the level of vitriol in the Baal HaTanya’s tone and considers that his 
statements are mild.  In Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, p. 75, fn. 80, a number of sources are brought 
which demonstrate that Chazal very specifically used both the expressions “scholars in their own eyes” 
and “they do not speak intelligently” to refer to the “wicked”, e.g., “. . . and even among the wicked 
there are scholars, as it says . . . ‘Woe to those who are scholars in their own eyes’” (Bereishit Rabbati, 
Toldot, on Bereishit 26:12). Even if one could make a (somewhat forced) argument that the Baal 
HaTanya is taking these expressions out of their original context, since the Baal HaTanya quotes directly 
from R. Ricchi’s Mishnat Chassidim twice in Sefer HaTanya, it is highly questionable to suggest that such 
a punctilious author would quote holy statements from anyone he directly refers to derisively as “a 
scholar in his own eyes” and implies that he is wicked! 

The section of Sefer HaTanya which included these statements, although distributed to the Baal 
HaTanya’s students and is extant in manuscripts of Sefer HaTanya, was only inserted for the first time 
in a published edition of Sefer HaTanya in the 1900 Romm edition some 88 years after the passing of 
the Baal HaTanya. It should be noted that this section was not just a few lines containing caustic 
statements. It actually ran on for a number of pages. The majority of the information it contains is 
repeated from other places in Sefer HaTanya, although brought together in an effective presentation in 
one place. Even though this is the only place in Sefer HaTanya that the specific expression “Tzimtzum 
Kipshuto” is used, the rejection of this position is very clear from the presentation of Tzimtzum in other 
places in Sefer HaTanya. Therefore, if it were just 2 or 3 caustic statements that were not initially 
included in Sefer HaTanya and were later inserted in the 1900 edition, it could reasonably be argued 
(as R. Naor suggests) that they were not included due to the raging arguments at the time of the original 
printing in 1796 and that they therefore were pointed at the Vilna Gaon. However, if the Baal HaTanya 
wanted to include this section, it would have been trivial for him to simply edit the 2 or 3 very brief 
caustic statements to make them politically correct. The fact that he did not edit these statements, but 
omitted the entire lengthy section, suggests that there was another reason for the omission. 

It should also be noted that the Vilna Gaon, never used the expression “Tzimtzum Kipshuto” in any of 
his writings and also, as already explained, did not actually hold this position. This means that if the 
Baal HaTanya was directing his vitriol at the Vilna Gaon, he was doing so based on rumor. On the Baal 
HaTanya’s release from prison in 1798, he wrote a letter outlining the importance of remaining silent in 
the face of controversy, strongly highlighting that this is a characteristic of those close to God 
(Sefer HaTanya 4:2). Given the devotional premium that he attached to remaining silent in the face of 
controversy it would have been complete hypocrisy were the Baal HaTanya to have been openly derisive 
about his main partner in controversy. This is accentuated by the fact that the Vilna Gaon did not actually 
hold this position and the Baal HaTanya’s attack would have been based on rumor. 

(4) R. Naor quotes what he refers to as a key passage from Yosher Levav (Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, 
pp. 260-261): “Therefore relative to us (le-gabei didan), it is as if there was no Tzimtzum and we can 
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say that the Tzimtzum is not literal. However, relative to the Ein Sof (le-gabei ha-Ein Sof) itself, it is 
literal.”  He argues that as R. Ricchi is saying that relative to the creations the Tzimtzum is not literal, 
how can Nefesh HaTzimtzum present R. Ricchi as saying that relative to the creations the Tzimtzum IS 
literal? 
Unfortunately, R. Naor omits to present the very specific and complex context of R. Ricchi’s statement 
which appears in Yosher Levav, Ch. 15 – and as a result his statement is misleading! 
The context is set at the beginning of Ch. 15, arguably the most subtle argument in the Yosher Levav’s 
overall Tzimtzum presentation, saying “Even though we have proven that the Tzimtzum process itself 
is literal, nevertheless there is scope to say that the way in which the Tzimtzum process was applied 
was not literal”. 

R. Ricchi spent the previous few chapters explaining that the Tzimtzum process is literal and earlier 
(Yosher Levav, Ch. 13) he makes a key statement: “even though I cannot imagine how this could be 
[literal], as I have no knowledge of how He can contract Himself since there was no space empty of Him 
– this is my deficiency, as I have no way of knowing anything about His Exalted Unity.”  He is saying 
that God’s perspective is unknowable and notwithstanding God’s point of view of there being no space 
empty of Him, that from the point of view of the creations there is an apparent literal removal of God 
even though, as R. Ricchi highlights, he cannot logically relate to how this can be so.  Therefore R. 
Ricchi’s general position is that from our point of view, relative to us, Tzimtzum IS literal. 

In contrast, the very specific context of the beginning of Yosher Levav, Ch. 15, is discussing a 
scenario after the literal Tzimtzum has already taken place. R. Ricchi explains that after the literal 
Tzimtzum, there still remained a residue, called a “Reshimu,” which has greater creative intensity than 
anything we could ever imagine – therefore relative to us, we cannot differentiate between the intensity 
of the Reshimu and of the Ein Sof, so we would relate to the Reshimu in the same way as we do to the 
Ein Sof and therefore relative to us there is scope to say that it is as if there was no Tzimtzum – however 
relative to the Ein Sof it is literal, because compared to the Ein Sof the Reshimu is like something 
physical. 
This point is succinctly related to in Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, p. 70, fn. 65. 

[13] In particular by R. Yosef ben Immanuel Irgess and R. Immanuel Chai Ricchi. 
See Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, pp. 63-71, for details. 

[14] This forged letter is published in Iggrot Kodesh Admor HaZaken, published by Kehot in 1987, letter 
34, p. 85. It was first published as an appendix to Metzaref HaAvodah, 1858 – which was also an entirely 
forged work. For extensive details and hard evidence of both the letter 
and Metzaref HaAvodah forgeries, see Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, pp. 79-88. 

[15] This was from a letter written by R. Dessler expressing his position on Tzimtzum. It was R. Dessler’s 
position which prompted the response by R. Schneerson in his 1939 letter.  R. Dessler’s complete letter 
is published in Kodshei Yehoshua by his son in-law R. Eliyahu Yehoshua Geldzahler, Volume 5, Siman 
421, pp. 1716–1717. It is also partially printed in Michtav MeEliyahu by R. Eliyahu Dessler, Volume 4, 
p. 324. This part of the letter only appeared in earlier print editions of Michtav MeEliyahu and was 
removed from the more recent print editions when its editor later decided to include another paragraph 
which was previously omitted (the complete letter could not be included at that stage as the book layout 
had been fixed and the contents of this letter had to be restricted to a single page). 

[16] E.g., R. Tzvi Elimelech Shapira of Dinov, the Bnei Yisaschar, in Derech Pikudecha, Mitzvah Lo 
Taaseh 16, Chelek Hamachshava 4. Also R. Nachman of Breslov in Sichot Moharan, Siman 267. 
See Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, pp. 137-138, fn. 217. 

[17] E.g., as quoted frequently by the Chafetz Chaim in his Mishneh Berurah, referring to the Baal 
HaTanya as “HaGraz”, “HaGaon Rabbi Zalman.” 

[18] See R. Chaim’s introduction to the Vilna Gaon’s commentary on Zohar as brought 
in Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, p. 464. 

[19] E.g., R. Tzvi Hirsch of Zidichov in Sur MeRah VeAseh Tov, pp. 79–80 of the Emet publication, 

Jerusalem, 1996. Also R. Yitzchak Issac Yehuda Yechiel of Komarna in Zohar Chai, Hakdamat Sefer 
HaZohar, p. 41b. See Nefesh HaTzimtzum, Vol. 2, pp. 138-139, fn. 217. 
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Prof. Tamar Ross writes:19 
 

If, as implied by the allegorical interpretation of tzimtzum, fixating on a 

fragment of God’s revelation is essentially a form of idolatry, what, then, could 

possibly be the justification for living our lives in accordance with this heresy? 

In other words, what merit is there to a form of worship that diminishes and 

distorts the true object of faith by equating it with our limited and subjective 

perceptions?  

In continuation of the passage quoted above, R. Dessler provides what might 

appear to be a half-hearted answer to this question: 

What is the value of a relative perception?  Its value lies in its being relative to 

us, in accordance with our situation in this world – the world of free-will and 

worship; accordingly, it is the only truth we have... “You endow man with 

understanding” – even our perceptions have been created for us and given to 

us by the Creator, may He be blessed, for purposes of fulfilling our role in this 

world – and that is their entire value. [1] 

On the surface it would appear that R. Dessler is merely reiterating Stout’s 

critique of the skeptical realist (as cited above) in religious terms,[2] once 

again cautioning against striving for the impossible. Yet the facile manner in 

which Dessler lapses in the concluding sentence of this passage, which 

emphasizes God’s pantheistic acosmism, into to a theistic mode, viewing God 

as a Creator deliberately fashioning our perceptions, is telling.  

 
19 https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-potential-contribution-of-the-allegorical-interpretation-of-
tzimtzum-to-the-dilemma-of-post-liberal-theology 

https://www.thetorah.com/author/tamar-ross
https://www.thetorah.com/author/tamar-ross
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Fueling his compliance with the inevitable subjectivity and finitude of human 

perception, it would be safe to conclude, is a layered conception of God which 

legitimizes the personalist understanding not only because this is all that we 

are capable of imagining, but also because it too is ontologically part of that 

infinite reality which is beyond definition.  

More explicit expression of this type of justification is encapsulated in a 

statement popularly attributed to the charismatic 

18th century Hassidic teacher, R. Nachman of Breslau, who declared: 

Whenever I think about God, I am at first saddened, because I realize that in 

thinking about Him, I distance myself from Him. But then I remember that 

since He is all, He is also my thought and my distance, and I am consoled.[3] 

A more philosophical formulation of the same idea appears in a passage by R. 

Kook, in which he declares: 

Every definition of the divine leads to heresy.  Definition is spiritual idolatry… 

even divinity itself and the name ‘God’ is definition. And without the supreme 

knowledge that all these are merely sparkling flashes of what is beyond 

definition they too would lead to heresy. And for people who have become 

completely distanced from this original view they indeed do lead to gross 

heresy.[4] 

From here we see that R. Kook, similarly to R. Dessler and R. Nachman, does 

not denigrate the appeal to imperfect, human theological conceptions.  So 

long as one is careful to distinguish between these limited “awarenesses of 

the heart” (hakarot ha-lev) and their infinite source, while not severing the 

relationship between “the core of faith” and its “explication”, such depictions 

are worthy of respect and not to be belittled.[5]  
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Applying such insights to a constructivist view of revelation, one might say 

that the human (or Rabbinic) decision to view the Torah as a direct 

communication of God to man is to be defended simply because this 

perception is an element of that ultimate reality itself.  

Such a defense, however, does not take us very far, for if everything can be 

validated on the basis of its grounding in some monolithic undefined, all-

inclusive, and infinite noumenon, how are we to distinguish between 

revelation and non-revelation, and why prefer any truth claim (revelatory or 

not) over another? 

The allegorical interpreters of tzimtzum preceding R. Kook do not appear to 

have been troubled by this specter of relativism, but their assumptions 

regarding the superior revelatory status of Torah as self-evident merely reflect 

their personal existential experience or the influence of tradition. R. Kook, 

however, does attempt to address these questions in a manner that intensifies 

the intertwining of the subjective and objective dimensions of our God-talk 

even further. 

 

 

Footnotes 

 

1.  Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav Me-Eliyahu III, pp. 257. 

2.   Supra, towards the end of section XII. 

3.  Although I have not succeeded in locating a verbatim source for this statement in the writings 

of R. Nachman, it does indeed capture and paraphrase some of his teachings.  See, for example, 

the account of the heart of the world and its longing for the well-spring in “The Tale of Seven 

Beggars” (Hebrew) in his Sippurei Ma’asiyot, or his identification of human lack with that of 

https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-potential-contribution-of-the-allegorical-interpretation-of-tzimtzum-to-the-dilemma-of-post-liberal-theology
https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-potential-contribution-of-the-allegorical-interpretation-of-tzimtzum-to-the-dilemma-of-post-liberal-theology
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the Shekhina [divine presence] (to wit: “might there be any greater honor than this?”) 

his Likkutei Moharan (Hebrew) part I, teaching 89. 

4.  “Zar’onim”, Orot, (Jerusalem: Mosad Ha-rav Kook, 1963),pp.124-125 

5.   For discussion of a comparable attitude to conceptual idolatry in the writings of R. Mordekhai 

Yosef of Izbica, see Herzl Hefter, “Idolatry: A Prohibition for Our Time”, Tradition42:1, 2009, 

pp. 15-28.  See also Robert Merrihew Adams, “Idolatry and the Invisibility of God”, 

in Interpretation in Religion, edited by Shlom Biderman & Ban-Ami Scharfstein (Leiden/New 

York/Koln: E.J. Brill, 1992), pp. 39-52 for a Christian formulation of the same idea. Both Adams 

and Hefter relate to theologian Paul Tillich’s insistence upon the necessity of  broken myths. 

 

  

 

 

Rav Abraham Isaac Kook (1865–1935) 
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Prof. Tamar Ross writes:20 

 

One criterion that can be gleaned from R. Kook’s thought for accepting the 

notion of revelation as a God-driven message is an instrumentalist one, 

serving decidedly human purposes. R. Kook’s personal writings consistently 

refer to the ultimate object of religion with abstractions, such as “the divine” 

(Elohut), rather than God (Elohim). He prefers terms like “the highest 

sanctity”, “reason”, “will”, “the all-inclusive unity”, “the essence of being”, 

“perfection”, ”the source of the spiritual”, etc. He rarely employs  more 

colloquial references to Hakadosh Barukh Hu, and Ribbono Shel Olam beyond 

the framework of institutionalized prayer. 

Nevertheless, R. Kook explicitly defends the personalist, theistic view of God 

as an indispensable “chamber and reception hall.”[1] In other words, such a 

view functions as a necessary steppingstone, eventually leading us to 

apprehension of an ultimate reality that transcends such distinctions.  But 

another criterion that R. Kook adopts for favoring a dialogic mode of 

relationship with the divine is more theocentric. This second criterion provides 

a new twist to the dialectic between outsider and insider perspectives.    

Appropriating Mitnagdic “realism” in acknowledging that created beings can 

never exceed the limitations inherent to our Stage Three sense of 

 
20 https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-problem-of-relativism-and-rav-kooks-concept-of-perfectible-perfection 

https://www.thetorah.com/author/tamar-ross
https://www.thetorah.com/author/tamar-ross
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selfhood mitzideinu, yet unwilling to forgo the Hassidic yearning to experience 

a greater sense of unity with that which lies beyond,[2] R. Kook develops a 

model of God mitzideinu that is necessitated even mitzido.  

In a seminal passage entitled “The Inhibition of Good and its Purpose” (Meniat 

ha-tov u-magamata), R. Kook begins by introducing a classical theological 

question: What was God’s motive for creation? In consonance with what might 

be construed as a basically constructivist orientation, R. Kook first takes the 

wind out of the sails of the very question by pointing out that such a discussion 

is legitimate only from our point of view, since all talk of motive and purpose 

only makes sense in a world which includes the perception of lack.  As he 

formulates it: 

Every purpose must be preceded by a lack.  Therefore, there is no room for 

querying the purpose of existence without assuming some primordial lack… 

But at the heart of the matter, we are forced to conclude that our soul’s 

inability to put the riddle of the world’s existence to rest and its need to 

assume some lack (as motive) arises only from the negative aspect of reality, 

because of the existence of evil in the world. In the context of God’s perfect 

reality, the value of existence is self-evident and requires no justification…”[3]  
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Abraham Isaac Kook: The Lights of Penitence, Lights of 

Holiness, The Moral Principles, Essays, Letters, and Poems  

 

Thus we must realize from the outset that it is not merely the question that is 

legitimate only from our point of view, from within the context of human 

perspectives and concerns (legabei didan). [4] By the same token, any 

response to this question must also be regarded as merely of palliative, 

explanatory value, because it too relies necessarily on (illusory) assumptions 

of lack and evil drawn from our imperfect this-worldly experience.[5] In God’s 

infinite reality, where all possibilities are actualized, both the question and the 

answer are redundant. 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0809102781/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0809102781&linkCode=as2&tag=thetorcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0809102781/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0809102781&linkCode=as2&tag=thetorcom-20
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After establishing these caveats (limiting the question to human perspectives 

and limiting the ability to achieve an adequate response), however, R. Kook 

is still prepared to discuss the question, recognizing that even an “as if” 

solution must be formulated in a way that will picture God for us in as dignified 

and intelligible a manner possible.[6] 

He begins this effort by contending that the pantheistic a cosmic reality 

(or Shlemut) that we attribute to God from God’s point of view must always 

appear imperfect from the perspective of created beings, because “infinite 

perfection leaves no room for improvement, or perfectibility 

“ (Hishtalmut).[7] From the point of view of a limited imperfect reality, God’s 

infinite existence lacks the property of lack, which is in effect the necessary 

impetus for creativity, free will, improvement and growth.[8] 

But although as created beings living in a finite world, we can never attain 

total identification with that infinite state of being, we can – as against this – 

enhance and improve upon what appears to us as the limitation of its static 

perfection. We do this by consciously relating the seemingly barren infinity 

which is God’s to the multitude of this-worldly experiences that it generates. 

Precisely because we are incapable of connecting to God in a manner that 

renders the divine completely independent of our limited perceptions, we 

possess the freedom to replicate and infinitely expand upon God’s original 

unity from our point of view via the never-ending dynamic of the world of 

appearances. The resultant Shlemut mishtalemet(perfectible perfection) 

provides a further intertwining between the objective and subjective point of 

view. 
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R. Kook frankly acknowledges that his theology of a perfectible perfection 

(Shlemut mishtalemet), which views the lack of room for improvement and 

growth (Hishtalmut) as the cause of creation, is a decidedly human 

construct.  Even when promoting this particular image of the 

divine mitzideinu, he accompanies its endorsement with the telling phrase “we 

will profit much” by picturing God thusly.[9] It is as if R. Kook were inviting us 

to his private workshop for the fashioning of theological systems, and frankly 

laying his cards out on the table. In this maneuver, Rav Kook is essentially 

weighing up the various answers to a serious theological issue on no more 

objective grounds than the very anthropocentric consideration of: where will 

this picture of God’s shlemut requiring completion in human hishtalmut lead 

to in terms of profit to man? 

But even with this R. Kook has not yet played his final hand. Instead, he takes 

this blurring of boundaries one step further. For Rav Kook, this way of viewing 

the world was not just a matter of perception. It also had practical 

implications. Adopting increasingly inclusive models of reality was to his mind 

a method of “world-making,” overcoming the limits of human creativity.  

When mind-body, religious-secular, reason-imagination, and other such 

polarities are broken down and viewed as a continuum, phenomena that 

formerly seemed miraculous might now appear as elements of natural 

process.[10] All this without diminishing the infinite possibilities of the 

supernatural still waiting to be discovered.[11] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-problem-of-relativism-and-rav-kooks-concept-of-perfectible-perfection
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Footnotes 

 

1.  A.I. Kook, Orot ha-kodesh II, 399-401.  

2.  For more detailed discussion of R. Kook’s unique amalgam of Hassidic and Mitnagdic teachings 

with regard to the allegorical interpretation of the doctrine of tzimtzum  and its broader 

implications, see Tamar Ross, “The Concept of G-d in the Thought of Harav Kook - Part 

I”. Daat (Hebrew) 8, Bar Ilan University, Summer 1982, pp. 109-128; “The Concept of G-d in 

the Thought of Harav Kook - Part II” Daat 9 (Hebrew), Winter 1983, pp. 39-70. For a more 

concise version, see: idem, “The Lurianic Doctrine of Tzimtzum in the Writings of Harav Kook” 

(Hebrew), in Mechkarim b’Hagut Yehudit, edited by Moshe Idel and Sarah Heller-Wilensky 

(Jerusalem, Magnes Press, 1989), pp.159-172. 

3.   Orot ha-Kodesh II   (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1985), 464-465.  

4.   Orot ha-kodesh II, 464-465 

5.  Orot Ha-Kodesh II, 465 

6.  Orot Ha-Kodesh II, 464-465 

7.   Orot Ha-Kodesh II, 531 

8.  See Orot Ha-kodesh II, 531, as well as all the other passages appearing in Orot Ha-Kodesh II, 

part 5, which is entitled “Hit’alut Ha-olam”. 

9.   Orot ha-kodesh II, 464-465 

10.   Arpilei Tohar (Jerusalem: Ha-machon al shem Harav Zvi Yehuda Koo, 1983), p. 5 

11.  For application of this understanding to R. Kook’s view of immortality and the potential power 

of new ways of conceptualizing the relationship between spirit and matter, see Tamar Ross, 

“Immortality, Natural Law, and the Role of Human Perception in the Writings of Rav Kook”, 

in Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook and Jewish Spirituality, (edited by David Shatz and Lawrence 

Kaplan, New York University Press, 1995), pp.237-257. 
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Tsimtsum in the Writings of Rabbi Eliezer Berkovits 

 

Reuven Mohl writes:21 

 

 
21 https://library.yctorah.org/files/2016/09/Tsimtsum-in-the-Writings-of-Rabbi-Eliezer-Berkovits.pdf 
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The Use of the term Tzimtzum outside its kabbalistic 

technical term of reference was employed by Prof Weiss 

Halivni in explain the absence of God during the Shoah.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

David Weiss Halivni on the Post-Holocaust 
Theological Justification of Historical- Critical Study 

of the Talmud 

 

Ari Ackerman writes:22 

 
22https://www.academia.edu/26916659/Reconceiving_Talmud_Torah_David_Weiss_Halivni_on_the_P
ost_Holocaust_Theological_Justification_of_Historical_Critical_Study_of_the_Talmud 

https://schechter.academia.edu/AAckerman?swp=tc-au-26916659
https://schechter.academia.edu/AAckerman?swp=tc-au-26916659
https://www.academia.edu/26916659/Reconceiving_Talmud_Torah_David_Weiss_Halivni_on_the_Post_Holocaust_Theological_Justification_of_Historical_Critical_Study_of_the_Talmud
https://www.academia.edu/26916659/Reconceiving_Talmud_Torah_David_Weiss_Halivni_on_the_Post_Holocaust_Theological_Justification_of_Historical_Critical_Study_of_the_Talmud
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RUPTURE, REPENTANCE AND CULTURAL MEMORY: 
DAVID WEISS HALIVNI AND THE USES OF 

TESHUVAH 

 

 

David N Gottlieb writes:23 
 

 

 
23https://www.academia.edu/36033340/RUPTURE_REPENTANCE_AND_CULTURAL_MEMORY_DAVID_WEISS_HALIV

NI_AND_THE_USES_OF_TESHUVAH 

https://chicago.academia.edu/DGottlieb?swp=tc-au-36033340
https://chicago.academia.edu/DGottlieb?swp=tc-au-36033340
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In Memoriam 


