Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Generating Insight

By Dr. Erica Brown

“An epiphany enables you to sense creation not as something completed, but as constantly becoming, evolving, ascending.”

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook


In a recent article in The New Yorker, Jonah Lehrer questions the nature of insight: how we get it, how we can get more of it and what the neuroscience is behind it (“The Eureka Hunt” July 28, 2008). We would all like to increase the chances of thinking more originally and efficiently, understanding why we do what we do and why others behave the way that they do. Often, we find ourselves tangled in situations where we lack insight – into ourselves, into the problem and into any resolution. If we could unlock the secret or create a state where more insight is possible, it would be a great breakthrough for human development.


Lehrer confirms what Rabbi Kook tells us above. “The most mysterious aspect of insight is not the revelation itself but what happens next.” It is not that we have one moment of sharp, creative thought and then it simply settles somewhere inside. Lehrer calls the evolving process of insight “paradoxical and bizarre.” 

On the one hand, an epiphany is a surprising event; we are startled by what we’ve just discovered. Some part of our brain, however, clearly isn’t surprised at all, which is why we are able to instantly recognize the insight. “As soon as the insight happens, it just seems so obvious…People can’t believe they didn’t see it before” (Lehrer quoting psychologist, Jonathan Schooler).
We’ve all had eureka moments where we feel that we have finally made a mental breakthrough. The idea we’ve stumbled upon strangely feels comfortable to us, as if it were always there but we just did not see it. 


The process described neurologically is that the brain focuses intently on a single problem. At some point, however, the brain needs to rest in order to generate insight. Too much focus on one issue or problem will not end in insight because of mental overkill. Instead, the researchers interviewed suggest moving away from the problem altogether to return to it. They mention the importance of showers and the early waking period of the morning when we are not quite alert yet feeling relaxed. Ever wonder why so many good ideas come out of the shower? They were in the process of development all along but only fully arrived at their fulcrum when the brain was allowed to relax.

Rabbi Kook, who has graced these pages many a week, ties insight into the very process of creation; it is an idea in a state of becoming, evolution. When you see ideas in this phase, he comments that:

This transports you from a place where there is nothing new to a place where there is nothing old, where everything renews itself, where heaven and earth rejoice as at the moment of creation.

The sense of originality Rabbi Kook marvelously describes captures our own sense of self-importance and harmony with the world at large at the moment of insight. Everything feels new; we feel that the world is somehow celebrating this achievement with us – that heaven and earth are rejoicing that we, who are temporal and limited beings, have a flash of eternity or universalism that links us to those before us and beyond us.

Both Rabbi Kook and our contemporary neuroscientists seem to encourage a new type of thinking if we want to be more insightful. We have to understand problem-solving as a complex process that requires both stimulation and relaxation. We both need to focus more and then focus less, allowing stimulation from many different realms to influence our thinking, appreciating the great gift of intelligence that God renews in us each day. It is a process that is constantly becoming, evolving and ascending. Eureka!

Shabbat Shalom
