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CJ;e Zohar, the greatest work of Jewish mysticism, is deeply

concerned with the nature of exile and the exilic situation in which 

God, the cosmos, and the Jew all find themselves. In one of his more 

profound comments on this situation, 1 the thirteenth-century author 

suggests2 that the divine name that accompanied Israel into exile was 

itself a broken one. The Zohar knew and accepted the ancient tradition 

that "wherever Israel is exiled, the divine Presence is exiled with them." 

The name that accompanied them was il,il�, EHYEH, God's 

"I am'' or "shall be." The name, however, was broken: The aleph of 

EHYEH remained above in the heavens, while the three letters HYH 

joined themselves to Israel. But in this configuration of the verb "to 

be," the aleph is the indicator of the future tense. Its departure means 

that Israel in exile loses hope, becoming detached from a sense of its 

own future. All that remains is HYH, that which "was," the memory 

of past glory, past intimacy with the Holy One, the cosmic Aleph. 

Exile becomes truly serious when it causes us to lose hope. 

Why should we feel hopeless as we think about the future of 

Jewish life in the new millennium before us? We have come through 

this most unspeakably complicated century of Jewish history a strong, 

proud, and free people. For the first time in nearly two thousand 

years, we can say that Jews are no longer oppressed by any regime for 

1. Zohar Hadash 38a.

2. Based on the text ofEzek. 1:3.




























