Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Fighting the Abyss

by Dr. Erica Brown

…There is no room for mysticism as long as the abyss between Man and God has not become a fact of the inner consciousness.
Gershom Scholem

When did religion move from personal faith to institutions, hierarchies and conventional rituals? Some believe as early as the fourth chapter of Genesis. In Genesis 4:26, Adam and Eve’s son, born after the death of Abel, was Seth. Seth had a son named Enosh, and in connection with his birth, we read: “It was then that men began to invoke the Lord by name” (Genesis 4:26). Until this point in time, God spoke directly to individuals, as we find in the painful recordings of God’s conversations with Adam, Eve and with Cain. Suddenly, as the human family expands, it is human beings who invoke God’s name as a group. What happened?

The further away we move from an intimate relationship with God, the more rituals, formal religious language and hierarchies of leadership evolve to fill in the gap. But we don’t always acknowledge that the gap exists precisely because of these fillers. The gap must become “a fact of the inner consciousness.” The philosopher Morris Samuel once wrote that there is an immense difference between praying and reading prayers. Sometimes, however, we confuse the two and think we are doing the former when we are only doing the latter.
Gershom Scholem (1897-1982) was one of the outstanding scholars of Jewish mysticism and the first to have an academic post in the subject in Jerusalem’s Hebrew University. Many credit him with reviving the study of Kabbalah, long before Madonna was a pop star. The quote above is from his most noted work, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. In the book’s introduction, Scholem analyzes why mysticism has such an enduring appeal and is increasingly moving from the fringe to the mainstream.
Scholem may never have imagined the popular turn that mysticism would take in the twentieth century; he was making it a subject of academic concern but perhaps could never have envisioned that there would be Kabbalah Centers and thousands of popular books and bottled Jewish holy water (pretty sure he would have purchased any). In analyzing the rise of mysticism, Scholem talks about the development of religion historically:

…in its classical form, religion signifies the creation of a vast abyss, conceived as absolute, between God, the infinite and the transcendental Being, and Man, the finite creature. For this reason alone, the rise of institutional religion, which is also the classical stage in the history of religion, is more widely removed than any other period from mysticism and all it implies.


Getting back to our earlier question in Genesis, those in the generation of Enosh may have realized the increasing distance between God and human beings following Abel’s death. Adam hid from God. Cain, in trying to get God’s attention, alienated God by killing his brother. In the new abyss, people invoked God’s name. We should look at this development positively but also with curiosity. Often religious structures surface precisely because we are remote from God, not because we are close.


Jewish mysticism is one way to bridge the gap. Since so much of Kabbalah is about light and darkness and the summer is a season of light, what better time to study Jewish mysticism than now? The Partnership for Jewish Life and Learning will be hosting “Capital Kabbalah,” a four part series on mysticism taught by Aliza Sperling this summer (for more info, click onto www.pjll.org). It’s a great entry point into an esoteric subject that we all wish we knew a bit more about.


Scholem challenges us to go back in time to a relationship of intimacy of God and to rethink the ways that religion impacts our lives. 
Shabbat Shalom

