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Let’s channel our inner mystic this week!  

A side note before we begin: Jewish mysticism is a powerful and complex study. Many scholars 

of Judaism have minimized its relevance. Once, the great scholar of Jewish mysticism, Gershom 

Scholem, was being introduced by Rabbi Dr. Louis Finkelstein, the chancellor of the Jewish 

Theological Seminary and great scholar of the Talmud. According to the story, Rabbi Finkelstein 

said: “Jewish mysticism is narishkeit [Yiddish for foolishness/irrelevant]; but the study of 

narishkeit… well… that is scholarship. Let me introduce you to a great scholar!” Indeed, many 

academics that pride themselves on a rational approach based on the German concept of 

wissenschaft—a systematic, rational approach to an academic topic saw mysticism, Kabbalah, 

and its heir within the Chasidic movements as unworthy of much attention. But Gershom 

Scholem changed that. Indeed, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, the scion of a Chasidic dynasty 

himself, helped make Jewish mysticism an important part of our current spiritual journey. 

The mystics of S’fat are fond of teaching that in the wilderness of Sinai, there were three 

moments of revelation. One occurs in a couple of weeks when we will read about the revelation 

of Torah; the other two are in this week’s reading where God reveals the divine name of Yod-

Hay—Vav-Hay as well as the hidden light that has been missing since creation. In our parasha 

this week, we learn this as well as have the “theophany” [that is the divine revelation of the self] 

to Moses.  

Indeed, when we speak of the revelation at Sinai, we usually are addressing Torah’s appearance 

into the world. But for mystics—God’s name is full spiritual intrigue. The yod is the first letter of 

God’s name which is unpronounceable but symbolizes the highest level of mystical attachment 

found within God’s cloud of glory. So powerful that it needs such little space when one writes it, 

just a simple stroke of the pen which can be 1/3 of the size of another letter. In Genesis Rabbah, 

the Midrash’s wrote that this indicates that there is just one God. Using a spin on Deuteronomy 

17: 17—“And he shall not have many wives, lest his heart go astray; nor shall he amass silver 

and gold to excess”- the Egyptians had many gods, but the children of Israel have only one. The 

mystics added that such a bound was created in the wilderness of Sinai that it was an intimate 

love affair for us to truly know God. 

The Medieval sage RaSHBaM who was RaSHI’s grandson and who died in France in 1158, was 

not a mystic per se. His spiritual understanding of the yod in the Tetragrammaton was far less 

complex. The name of God is the past, present, future tense of the verb “to be”, which cannot be 

uttered at the same time. Thus God’s name is recorded in this week’s parasha to mean: “I am the 

One who will be able to keep the promises made to you.” [Personal note—I really like that 

teaching!!] 



The other important revelation in this week’s sedra is the flame of the burning bush. According 

to Jewish mystics, this flame was the hidden divine spark that God shielded from human beings 

since creation. When God made the world, the Holy One held back a small spark of perfection 

through the mystical act called, tzimtzum. Then God hid that spark of the wondrous truth of the 

divine nature. Rabbi Arthur Green of Hebrew College, who is a great scholar of Jewish 

mysticism, wrote: “hiding of the divine light is the essence of the wondrous truth that has been 

placed in the sheath of the natural/ordinary which has us in spiritual bondage today.” 

This flame can be recaptured on Shabbat, according to the mystics. One way to understand the 

nature of Shabbat is to look back to the first week of Creation. The holy Ari, the master 

Kabbalist of Safed, taught that to allow the creation of physicality or non-infinite existence we 

kindle Shabbat candles to connect to that divine light in order for God to let the flow of divine 

light to penetrate the universe. It is written in the Zohar [the mystical book at the heart of 

Kabbalah] that women are chosen for the specific task of lighting the Shabbat candles in order to 

emulate Eve in an attempt to restore what was lost. Such a concept is certainly misogynistic, but 

Jewish feminist theologian Judith Plaskow modifies this as a spiritual opportunity for women to 

usher in the Sabbath to transcend the mundane world with all its ugliness and recapture the true 

awesomeness of creation. 

So where does this leave us? Channel your inner mystic as you read this week’s portion. Don’t 

merely view the words as a way for Moses to know God’s name, but rather a chance for Moses 

to know the essence of the divine and to catch a glimpse of omnipotence of the divine that 

transcends a name. Don’t view Moses as gazing at a simple fire on a bush that isn’t consumed, 

but rather as a holy flame that has existed since creation that has been hidden for so long. 

Understand that on Shabbat, we can rekindle that lost divine spark by making Shabbat sacred by 

blessing candles. Realize that through praying with sincerity, one can touch various divine 

attributes that are caught up in the unpronounceable name of God—a name so awesome that 

mere human utterances cannot even touch its true significance.   

 

Shabbat Shalom! 


