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Abstract

This essay traces the theology of divine suffering through the figure of the Shekhinah—from rabbinic midrash
through medieval Kabbalah to contemporary phenomenology and clinical application. Drawing on Elliot R.
Wolfson’s analysis of divine pain in Lurianic sources and Chassidic teachings on divine immanence, we
argue that the Shekhinah’s exile constitutes not merely a theological metaphor but the structural condition of
embodied existence.

The primordial wound of tsimtsum (divine contraction) inaugurates creation through divine self-limitation,
birthing both world and evil through an originary

incision in the Infinite. The Shekhinah, as the feminine hypostasis of this wound, descends into material exile
where her pain becomes the site of redemptive encounter. We demonstrate how this theology challenges
Cartesian dualism, informs hermeneutic medicine, and offers resources for post-Holocaust thought. Through
integration we develop an embodied theology where suffering becomes a locus of sacred presence and the
broken body a text demanding interpretive wisdom.

Keywords: Shekhinah, Divine Suffering, Tsimtsum, Exile, Elliot Wolfson, Lubavitcher Rebbe, Embodied
Theology, Hermeneutic Medicine.

The Scandal of Divine the other... being limited by the ineffable calling of
thatname.”(1) Theactoftsimtsum—divine contraction
that creates space for finite existence—wounds the
Godhead, inaugurating what Wolfson terms a “cosmic
surgery” where being emerges through negation,
presence through absence.(2) This primordial
pain reverberates through the structure of reality,
manifesting most poignantly in the Shekhinah’s
exile among the kelipot (husks of impurity) and her

yearning for reunion with the upper sefirot.

1. Introduction:
Vulnerability

The notion that God suffers constitutes one of the
most provocative tensions in Jewish theological
discourse. Against philosophical commitments to
divine impassibility inherited from Greek thought,
rabbinic and mystical traditions persistently imagine
a God who experiences pain, exile, and longing.
This theology of divine pathos finds concentrated
expression in the Shekhinah— the indwelling divine

presence understood as dwelling with, suffering
alongside, and being exiled together with the people
of Israel.

As Elliot R. Wolfson demonstrates in his
phenomenological reading of Kabbalistic sources,
divine suffering is not ancillary to creation but
constitutive of it: “The Infinite can [only] be called by

The Lubavitcher Rebbe offers complementary insights
into divine immanence and the redemptive power of
drawing divinity into the lowest realms. The Rebbe
explicates the verse “I have come into My garden”
(Song of Songs 5:1) to mean that the Shekhinah
returns to her original dwelling place—this material
world—which was initially God’s primary abode
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(dirah betachtonim) before being progressively
exiled through human transgression.(3) The Rebbe
emphasizes that dirah betachtonim—God’s dwelling
in the lower worlds— represents the ultimate divine
desire: not transcendent removal from materiality but
intimate presence within it.(4)

The task of the seventh generation (dor ha-shevi’i),
the Rebbe teaches, is to complete this ingathering—
to draw down the Shekhinah fully into material
reality, transforming the lowest realm into the highest
dwelling place.

This essay synthesizes these streams—Wolfsonian
phenomenology, Lurianic cosmology, and Chabad
mysticism—to develop an embodied theology of
divine pain with profound implications for clinical
practice, post-Holocaust thought, and the challenge
to Cartesian mind-body dualism. We argue that the
Shekhinah’s suffering is not merely historical lament
but the temporal unfolding of an eternal wound
inscribed at creation’s origin. Her pain becomes the
site. where human interpretive engagement enacts
tikkun (repair), transforming exile into liturgical
arena and suffering into sacred encounter.

The structure proceeds as follows: Section Il examines
the primordial wound of tsimtsum as the genesis of
divine exile; Section III explores the Shekhinah as
feminine embodiment of cosmic fracture; Section
IV traces her pain through midrashic literature;
Section V analyzes Kabbalistic transformations of
divine suffering; Section VI presents Wolfson’s
phenomenological reading; Section VII incorporates
the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s mystical hermeneutics;
Section VIII develops clinical and philosophical
implications for embodied theology; and Section IX
concludes with reflections on redemptive suffering
and eschatological hope.

2. The Primordial Wound: Tsimtsum and
the Birth of Exile The Cosmogonic Incision
At the heart of Lurianic theosophy lies tsimtsum—

the voluntary contraction of Ein Sof (the Infinite)
that carves a void within the divine pleroma to

accommodate creation. Wolfson masterfully recasts
this not as neutral cosmogonic prelude but as an act of
“divine suffering” par excellence. The Infinite wounds
itself, creating absence within plenitude, darkness
within light, limitation within boundlessness.(6) This
self-inflicted excision, described in Zoharic lore as
“black fire upon white fire,” inscribes being through
divine self- negation.

The tsimtsum institutes what we might call a theology
of kenosis—divine self- emptying that makes space
for otherness. Yet unlike Christian kenotic theology
where God voluntarily limits divine power, Lurianic
tsimtsum suggests that limitation wounds the divine
substance itself. As Wolfson notes, “God suffers in
delimiting... just as God suffers in delimiting.”(7)
The grammatical repetition signals the paradox:
contraction is both action and passion, both wounding
and being wounded, both limit imposed and limit
suffered.

This primordial pain prefigures the Shekhinah’s
diaspora. In Lurianic cosmology, the contraction
precedes the emanation of the sefirot—those dynamic
potencies configuring the divine body. Yet the vessels
(kelim) containing these lights cannot withstand their
intensity and shatter (shevirat ha-kelim), scattering
holy sparks (nitzotzot) into the realm of kelipot.
Wolfson

identifies this catastrophe as a “death of God,” not
nihilistically but kenotically: God dies into creation,
suffers fragmentation to birth multiplicity, wounds
divine unity to enable finite existence.(8)

The Shekhinah, corresponding to Malkhut (the tenth
and lowest sefirah), descends most fully into this exile.
As the feminine terminus of the sefirotic structure,
she embodies the receptive principle that receives
the influx from above while dwelling below among
the shards. Her pain is thus originary—not merely
reactive to historical catastrophe but constitutive of
creation’s structure. The tsimtsum exiles her from her
masculine complement, Tiferet (Beauty), establishing
the cosmic template of separation that historical exile
will amplify.

59

Journal of Religion and Theology V8.I1. 2026



The Pain of the Shekhinah:From Midrashic Exile Through to Embodied Theology

3. Inscription as Divine Wounding

Wolfson’s innovation lies in reading tsimtsum through
the phenomenology of writing: “Divineinscriptionand
the suffering of Eros.”(9) Creation becomes an act of
inscription—a phallic engraving upon divine surface
where the stylus incises the void to form letters. This
act is inherently painful: writing requires boundary,
surface to cut into, resistance that enables marking.
The Shekhinah, as receptive feminine principle,
becomes the inscribed tablet, her body the parchment
of exile.

Consider the Zoharic teaching that Torah precedes
creation as its blueprint, composed of letters that are
configurations of divine light. Yet Wolfson inverts this
priority: letters emerge from suffering. The silent alef
of tsimtsum—the point of contraction marked by
absence—births the twenty-two letters as

fragments of shattered light. Evil arises here as
“shadow of differentiation”: the line drawn within
God fragments unity, exiling aspects of Shekhinah
into kelipot. Her pain becomes creation’s ink—black
upon white, absence manifesting presence.(10)

The mechanics of shevirat ha-kelim extend this
inscription. Wolfson likens the shattering to
“circumcision of God”—a ritual excision delimiting
infinite masculine into finite form, wounding
the feminine counterpart in the process.(11) The
Shekhinah’s exile thus constitutes textual diaspora:
holy words fragmented, letters scattered, divine
discourse disrupted. As Wolfson observes, “The
book that is God’s name originates in the anguish of
differentiation.”(12) Creation is traumatic writing,
divine autobiography penned in the ink of self-
wounding.

This erotic theology makes divine suffering visceral.
The Shekhinah yearns for reunion with her beloved,
Tiferet, from whom the cosmic rupture has separated
her. Her longing is sexual frustration transmuted to
metaphysical plane—the ache of incomplete union,

the pain of desire perpetually deferred. Human sexual
union performed with proper intention (kavvanah)
becomes theurgic act: literally causing reunion of
Tiferet and Shekhinah, healing the divine rupture
through embodied eros.(13)

4. Evil as Creative Shadow

The tsimtsum’s most controversial implication
concerns the origin of evil. If God contracts to create
void, what fills that absence? Lurianic Kabbalah
suggests that the withdrawn divine light leaves residue
(reshimu), a trace of Infinity within the vacuum. Yet
this residue, lacking the full vitality of Ein Sof, hardens
into kelipot—shells or husks that oppose holiness.
Evil emerges not as ontologically independent force
but as byproduct of divine limitation, the shadow cast
by light’s contraction.(14)

Wolfson refuses to sanitize this theology: “To listen
one must hear a second time.”(15) The repetition
signals that evil is structural, not accidental—
the necessary consequence of creation requiring
differentiation. Without tsimtsum’s wound, no world;
without kelipot’s opposition, no redemptive struggle;
without Shekhinah’s exile, no tikkun. This does not
justify evil but acknowledges its terrible necessity
within a cosmos birthed from divine self- limitation.

The Shekhinah bears this burden most acutely. As
the sefirah closest to material creation, she interfaces
directly with kelipot, becoming what mystics call
“the scattered one in death’s maw.”(16) Her sparks
are trapped in impure husks; her presence veiled in
profane matter; her unity fractured across multiplicity.
Yet this very dispersion enables her redemptive
function. Only what has entered exile can gather the
exiled; only what has suffered fragmentation can
mend the broken.

The reshimu concept becomes crucial here. The
trace of divinity remaining in the void after tsimtsum
ensures that even in the depths of kelipot, even in
evil’s darkest manifestations, holy sparks persist.
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The Shekhinah’s mission is to penetrate these depths,
gathering sparks from their imprisonment. Her pain

is the price of this descent—she must enter regions

of impurity, risk contamination, suffer the agony of
proximity to evil, in order to liberate what has been
scattered.(17)

Art by Jackie Olenick

5. The Shekhinah as Feminine Embodiment
of Cosmic Fracture Gender and the Divine
Body

The Shekhinah emerges in Kabbalistic theosophy as
the feminine hypostasis within the divine structure
itself. While early rabbinic sources employ the
grammatically feminine Shekhinahwithoutnecessarily
implying divine gender, medieval Kabbalah develops
an explicitly gendered cosmology. The sefirot
configure a divine body (shi’ur komah) where Tiferet
represents the masculine principle and Malkhut the
feminine, their union constituting the sacred marriage
(hieros gamos) that sustains creation.(18)

This gendering is not merely metaphorical. As Wolfson
demonstrates, Kabbalistic imagination envisions God
as truly embodied—not in crude anthropomorphic
sense but as imaginal body that mediates between
Infinite and finite. The Shekhinah, as this embodied
feminine, suffers the vulnerabilities of incarnation:
separation from her beloved, exposure to violation,
the pain of unrequited longing. Her exile is erotic
frustration, ontological incompleteness, the ache of
severed union.(19)

Yet Wolfson also reveals the Shekhinah’s gender
fluidity. In mystical union, she transforms: grows
phallic, penetrates rather than receives, assumes
masculine potency. Meanwhile Tiferet feminizes,
receivesimpregnation, givesbirth. Thismetamorphosis
suggests that divine gender is performative rather than
essential—a mode of relationship rather than fixed
identity. The Shekhinah’s pain thus transcends binary
categories, participating in all modes of suffering
across the gender spectrum.(20)

This gender fluidity challenges patriarchal
interpretations that would constrain the Shekhinah to

passive feminine receptivity. She is agent as well as
patient, active as well as passive, penetrating as well
as penetrated. Her pain includes both the suffering of
abandonment and the agony of active descent into
kelipot—she chooses exile to accomplish redemption,
exercises agency in vulnerability.(21)

6. The Weeping Presence

Lurianic texts portray the Shekhinah as perpetually
weeping, her tears the sparks trapped in kelipot.
Wolfson links this to Zoharic eschatology: “The
ultimate meaning of the suffering implied in an ethics
of reading.”(22) Her pain is ethical, demanding
human intervention as tikkun. She weeps for reunion
with Tiferet, for liberation of entrapped sparks, for
restoration of primordial unity. These tears are not
passive lamentation but active summons—divine
suffering that calls forth human response.

The image of the Shekhinah with “her head between
her knees”—drawn from 1 Kings 18:42’s description
of Elijah in distress—recurs throughout midrashic
and mystical literature. This posture of mourning
gives divine suffering somatic form. The Shekhinah
is not abstractly sad but bodily contracted in grief,
her very posture a theological statement about divine
vulnerability.(23) The cosmic is made corporeal;
infinite anguish compressed into finite gesture.

Lamentations Rabbah intensifies this imagery: “The
Shekhinah weeps in the innermost chamber and says:
‘Woe is me for my house! My children, where are you?
My priests, where are you?’”(24) The fragmentary
questions enact linguistic brokenness—divine speech
disrupted by grief, syntax shattered by loss. Each
“where are you?” (ayekah) echoes the primordial
question to Adam in Eden (Genesis 3:9), suggesting
that exile begins at creation’s dawn, that
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the Shekhinah’s tears flow from the wound of human
disobedience and cosmic fracture alike.

7. Cloaked in Garments of Name

Wolfson develops the Zoharic image of creation
as “garment of his name,” where the ineffable
Name (YHWH) is donned through constriction.
The Shekhinah, as the final letter heh in the
Tetragrammaton, signifies this veiling—the feminine
terminus that completes yet isolates the divine word.
She is simultaneously revelation and concealment, the
aspect of God that makes divinity accessible to finite
consciousness while obscuring infinite essence.(25)

This garment metaphor carries multiple valences.
The Shekhinah clothes herself in materiality to dwell
in lower worlds, yet this clothing exiles her from her
true nature. She is both subject and object of veiling—
the divine presence that reveals by concealing, that
makes itself known through hiddenness. Her pain
stems from this paradox: she must veil herself to be
present, yet veiling constitutes exile from presence.

As Wolfson notes, “The garment of his name, which is
the Torah, so the limit of the Infinite is the Torah.”(26)
The Shekhinah’s wandering is Torah’s diaspora—
scattered letters yearning for reconfiguration
into meaningful word. Every act of Torah study
becomes an act of gathering the Shekhinah, reuniting
fragmented letters, mending textual rupture. The
reader participates in divine suffering by entering the
scattered text, experiencing its brokenness, working
toward its repair.

The concept of hester panim (hiding of the divine
face) intensifies during historical catastrophe. The
Shekhinah’s face turns away, not in abandonment
but in shared suffering—she hides her face because
Israel’s pain is unbearable to witness directly. Yet
even in hiding, she remains present, her concealment
a mode of intimacy too intense for direct gaze.
The veil protects both divine and human from the
overwhelming intensity of unmediated encounter.
27)

8. The Shekhinah’s Pain in Midrashic
Literature Divine Accompaniment into
Exile

The rabbinic imagination, confronted by Temple
destruction and Roman exile, develops a theology of
divine accompaniment into suffering. The Mekhilta
on Exodus 12:41 teaches: “When Israel went down to
Egypt, the Shekhinah went down with them... When
they were redeemed from Egypt, the Shekhinah
was redeemed with them.”(28) This establishes a

fundamental principle: God does not observe suffering
from transcendent distance but enters into it, becomes
constituted by it, requires redemption from it.

The Babylonian Talmud extends this explicitly to
Babylonian exile: “Come and see how beloved Israel
is before the Holy One, blessed be He. For wherever
they were exiled, the Shekhinah was with them”
(Megillah 29a).(29) The repetitive structure—Egypt,
Babylonia, Rome, and beyond—creates theological
rhythm: exile becomes the mode of divine presence
itself. The Shekhinah is not despite exile but precisely
in and through exile.

This theology refuses any easy distinction between
transcendence and immanence. The very God who
is “high and lifted up” (Isaiah 6:1) simultaneously
dwells “with him who is of a contrite and humble
spirit” (Isaiah 57:15). The Shekhinah theology holds
these poles in productive tension—God is exiled
precisely because God is intimately present. Divine
and human suffering become mutually constitutive
through covenantal bond.

9. Constriction and Diminishment

Multiple rabbinic sources imagine the Shekhinah
contracting herself to fit into limited spaces. Midrash
Tanhuma describes her dwelling between the cherubim
atop the Ark of the Covenant—the infinite presence
compressed into finite space.(30) This voluntary
constriction prefigures tsimtsum, suggesting that
divine self-limitation for the sake of relationship begins
with Sinai, not merely with Lurianic cosmology.

More poignantly, rabbinic texts describe the
Shekhinah withdrawing in stages through successive
exiles. Each transgression pushes her further from
earth— first to the firmament, then to the second
heaven, progressively upward until nearly departed.
Yet the tradition insists she never entirely departs—
she remains, but diminished, constricted, pained. The
tsimtsum becomes historical as well as cosmological,
enacted repeatedly through human failure.(31)

This diminishment carries profound implications. If
the Shekhinah withdraws, who bears the burden of
her absence? The answer: both God and Israel suffer
together. The covenant makes divine wholeness
dependent on human faithfulness—mnot because
God needs humanity in some crude sense, but
because relationship constitutes reality. There is
no God-in-Godself separate from God-in-relation.
The Shekhinah’s pain manifests this ontological
entanglement.
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10. The Grammar of Divine Suffering

The midrashic corpus develops sophisticated
grammar for speaking about divine pain. Several
images recur

The Shekhinah in Distress: “Woe is me for my house!
My children, where are you?” (Lamentations Rabbah
Proem 24).(32) The divine voice fragments into
questions, each ayekah a linguistic wound. God’s
speech itself becomes broken by grief, suggesting that
suffering extends even to divine communication—not
merely what God says but how God can say it.

Head Between Knees: The somatic image of contracted
mourning appears repeatedly. The Shekhinah assumes
Elijah’s posture of distress (1 Kings 18:42), her body
curled in pain. This embodied theology makes divine
suffering palpable—not abstract sadness but concrete
physical anguish.(33)

Tears and Weeping: Multiple sources describe the
Shekhinah weeping in hidden chambers, her tears
flowing perpetually. These tears are not merely
emotional but cosmic—they water the dead in
Gehinnom, sustain the righteous in Gan Eden, nurture
the Tree of Life itself. Divine tears become creative
principle, suffering as generative force.(34)

11. Mutual Vulnerability

What are the stakes of this theology? First, it
establishes that covenant is not mere legal contract but
ontological bond. Israel’s suffering is God’s suffering
because covenantal relationship makes them mutually
constitutive. The Shekhinah does not choose to suffer
in solidarity (though that too); rather, covenant means
one cannot suffer without implicating the other.

Second, it suggests divine incompleteness apart from
covenantal partnership. The famous teaching that
God swears to “fill up” the divine Name and Throne
only when Amalek is destroyed (Mekhilta on Exodus
17:16) hints at divine lack.(35) God is not self-
sufficientbutrequires covenantal fulfillment to achieve
wholeness. This mutual dependence—Israel cannot
be redeemed without God; God cannot be complete
without Israel—establishes theological foundation
for mystical speculation about divine need.

Third, it transforms suffering from problem requiring
theodicy into site of divine-human encounter. Pain
becomes not what separates humanity from God but
what binds them most intimately. The Shekhinah’s
presence in suffering means anguish is never God-
forsaken but rather where God dwells most fully, if
most brokenly.

12. The Zoharic Revolution: Eros and Exile

The Zohar (late 13th-century Spain) radically
transforms midrashic theology. The Shekhinah
becomes Malkhut, the tenth sefirah, understood as
feminine principle within divine structure itself. Her
pain fundamentally arises from her separation from
her divine consort, Tiferet (Beauty), also called the
Holy One, blessed be He.(36)

The Zohar imagines the divine realm as structured by
primal relationship— Tiferet as masculine principle
perpetually united in hieros gamos with Malkhut, the
feminine. When this union disrupts through human
sin or cosmic disorder, the Shekhinah suffers anguish
of separation. In representative passage, the Zohar
describes Israel’s sins as causing “the King to depart
from the Matrona” (Zohar 1:256a).(37) The Matrona
(Shekhinah) is left alone, vulnerable to forces of sitra
achra (the “other side,” realm of evil).

This drama makes divine suffering visceral,
comprehensible through universal human experience
of passionate longing and frustration. (see reminisces
in the stories of Rebbe Nachman and “Lost Princess”)
Her pain is not abstract ontological incompleteness
but concrete sexual yearning—her body (for she now
explicitly has body in mythic imagination) aching for
reunion. The Zohar describes her as “widow” during
exile, though her spouse lives—worse than actual
widowhood because separation is artificial, imposed,
potentially reversible yet cruelly prolonged.(38)

13. Lurianic Innovations: Shevirat Ha-
Kelim

Rabbi Isaac Luria’s 16th-century theology intensifies
the Zoharic vision with a darker view of creation itself.
After the initial divine withdrawal of light to make
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space for the world (chalal hapanui-the “vacated
space” or) tsimtsum creates void, divine light pours
into vessels (kelim) meant to contain and structure it.
But vessels cannot hold the intensity—they shatter
(shevirat ha-kelim), scattering sparks of holiness
(nitzotzot) throughout creation, now mixed with
shards of broken vessels (kelipot).(39)

This cosmic catastrophe explains evil’s existence:
brokenness is fundamental to cosmic order, not foreign
intrusion into original perfection. The Shekhinah,
identified with lowest sefirah, is most affected by
this primordial shattering.

She 1is, in sense, made of broken vessels—her
substance constituted by fracture. Her pain thus

becomes not merely circumstantial but essential,
structural, ontological.(40)

The theological implications are staggering: pain and
brokenness are not alien to divine life but constitutive
of it. The Shekhinah’s suffering is not reactive but
constitutive—she bears the mark of originary fracture,
the dimension of divinity fundamentally wounded.
This transforms theodicy: we cannot ask “why does
God allow suffering?” when God’s own being is
structured by brokenness. The question becomes: how
do we participate redemptively in divine suffering to
accomplish repair?

1=}

14. The Vav Ketia: Symbol of Sacred
Brokenness

Elsewhere, I have described the scribal tradition of
vav ketia—the broken vav in word shalom (peace) in
Numbers 25:12—which takes on profound mystical
significance within Lurianic framework. The broken
letter, far from scribal error, becomes symbol of sacred
brokenness, mark of peace (shalom) that includes
fracture within itself.(41)

The vav, sixth letter numerically corresponding to
Tiferet (the sixth sefirah), represents the masculine
principle. Its breaking suggests something fractured at
divine structure’s heart, rupture that cannot be simply
healed but must be incorporated into any genuine
wholeness. The covenant of peace (brit shalom) given
to Phineas is marked by this broken letter, suggesting
covenant itself is founded on acknowledged
brokenness rather than restored perfection.(42)

The Shekhinah, in her exile and pain, embodies this
broken vav. She is divine presence carrying fracture’s
mark, refusing fantasy of seamless wholeness. Her
pain is not awaiting resolution in future redemption
that will erase suffering but rather constitutes
redemption’s very form—a peace including the broken
vav, wholeness incorporating incompleteness.

This theology resists triumphalism. There is no
return to prelapsarian perfection, no erasure of
history’s wounds. Redemption means learning to live

redemptively within brokenness, finding holiness
precisely in the crack, encountering Godinthe gap. The
broken vav becomes liturgical symbol: every time we
read shalom with its fractured letter, we acknowledge
that peace in our world must be broken peace, shalom
marked by memory of catastrophe.(43)

15. The Tikkun of Divine Reunion

Kabbalistic practice aims at restoring broken
divine union through yichudim (unifications)—
contemplative intentions accompanying ritual acts.
Human sexual union performed with proper kavvanah
(intention) becomes supremely theurgic: literally
causing reunion of Tiferet and Shekhinah, healing
divine rupture through embodied eros.(44)

This practice walks precarious line between
empowerment and presumption. On one hand, it
grants humans extraordinary agency—our actions
directly affect divine realm, our intimacy heals
God’s brokenness. On other, it risks magical
thinking, reduction of divine mystery to manipulable
mechanics. The tradition negotiates this by insisting
that yichudim succeed only when performed with
utmost purity, devotion, and mystical knowledge—
high bar excluding casual manipulation.(45)

This world of Tikkun also speaks to gender and
power. The Shekhinah waits for masculine initiative,
receives rather than initiates, suffers abandonment
when union disrupts. These dynamics risk reinscribing
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patriarchal social structures as cosmic necessity.
Yet the tradition also contains counter-voices: the
Shekhinah as fierce judge, as active in governance, as
possessing her own agency even in vulnerability. Her
pain does not diminish her power but becomes itself
form of power—vulnerability as strength, receptivity
as creative force.(46)

16. Embodiment and the Paradox of Divine
Form

Elliot Wolfson’s extensive corpus offers contemporary
phenomenological reading of Shekhinah’s pain that
illuminates dimensions often overlooked. Wolfson
insists on taking seriously the embodied, visual, erotic
language of Kabbalistic tradition, refusing to reduce it
to merely symbolic or metaphorical status.(47)

For Wolfson, Kabbalistic imagination truly envisions
God as paradoxically embodied—not in sense of
possessing physical body in space and time, but in
sense that divine self-manifestation takes form of
body, that imaginal body is mode through which
infinity becomes accessible to finite consciousness.
The Shekhinah, as dimension of divinity most fully
manifest in finite realm, is thus most embodied
aspect of God—and therefore aspect most subject to
embodiment’s vulnerabilities, including pain.(48)

Wolfson argues that Kabbalistic body is fundamentally
paradoxical: simultaneously present and absent,
visible and invisible, material and immaterial.
This paradoxical body allows mystic to imagine
divine suffering in way that neither commits to
crude anthropomorphism nor retreats into abstract
metaphor. The Shekhinah suffers in her body, but this
body is mystical, imaginal body exceeding categories
of physical and spiritual.(49)

This  phenomenological reading has crucial
implications for understanding theodicy. The
Shekhinah’s suffering is not metaphorical—it is not

“as if” God suffers. Rather, in imaginal realm that is
true dwelling of mystical experience, divine pain is
real, embodied, felt. Yet this reality participates in
paradoxical logic of imaginal, where categories like
“real” and “symbolic” collapse into more primary
experiential truth.(50)

One of Wolfson’s most provocative contributions
is his analysis of gender fluidity within Kabbalistic
imagination. He demonstrates that Shekhinah, despite
being grammatically and mythically feminine,
frequently undergoes gender transformation in
mystical texts. She becomes masculine, grows phallus,
penetrates rather than receives. Meanwhile Tiferet,
masculine principle, becomes feminine, receives
impregnation, gives birth.(51)

This gender fluidity is not accidental but essential
to Kabbalistic vision. For Wolfson, it reflects
metamorphic nature of divine life itself—God is not
static essence but perpetual transformation, endless
self-differentiation and self- reunification. Gender
in divine realm is performative rather than essential,
mode of relationship rather than fixed identity.(52)

The Shekhinah’s pain thus cannot be simply identified
as““feminine” suffering. Her pain partakes of masculine
and feminine modes, active and passive dimensions,
penetrative and receptive qualities. This gender
fluidity challenges any attempt to essentialize divine
suffering according to human gender categories.
It suggests instead that divine pain transcends and
includes all gendered modes of suffering, all positions
within economy of vulnerability and power.(53)

Wolfson’s reading also highlights transgressive
potential of Kabbalistic imagination. By depicting
divine gender transformation, tradition implicitly
challenges naturalization of human gender binaries. If
God can be both masculine and feminine, then gender
itself is revealed as fluid, performative, mystically
malleable rather than naturally given.(54)
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17. Coincidence of Opposites: Pain and
Pleasure

Drawing on Nicholas of Cusa’s coincidentia
oppositorum, Wolfson argues that Kabbalistic
imagination operates through coincidence of

opposites. The Shekhinah simultaneously embodies
contradictory qualities: presence and absence,
revelation and concealment, pain and pleasure, exile
and indwelling.(55)

This paradoxical logic is essential for understanding
divine suffering. The Shekhinah’s pain is not simply
pain in opposition to pleasure, but pain that includes
pleasure within itself, absence that is mode of
presence, exile that is form of intimacy. In Wolfson’s
phenomenological reading, these are not merely
logical contradictions to be resolved but experiential
truths exceeding rational categories.(56)

Mystical experience of encountering Shekhinah’s
pain thus becomes initiation into paradox. The mystic
learns to hold together what logic would separate:
infinite  God who suffers finitely, transcendent
presence intimately exiled, eternal being temporally
wounded. This training in paradox is not merely

intellectual ~ but  transformative—it  reshapes
consciousness itself, preparing mystic for experiences
exceeding ordinary categories of thought.(57)

Wolfson particularly emphasizes painful pleasure
or pleasurable pain of mystical union. Kabbalistic
texts describe union with Shekhinah through images
of wounding, piercing, burning—experiences
simultaneously agonizing and ecstatic. This
coincidence of pain and pleasure reflects mystical
insight that divine love is necessarily excessive,
overwhelming, shattering to ordinary structures of
selthood.(58)

18. Mystical Experience as Participatory
Suffering

Perhaps Wolfson’s most profound contribution is
analysis of mystical experience as participatory
suffering. The Kabbalist does not merely contemplate
Shekhinah’s pain from distance but enters into it,
becomes constituted by it, suffers it in own body and
consciousness.(59)

Practice of yichudim (mystical unifications) aims
to restore broken divine union, to reunite Tiferet
and Shekhinah through contemplative intention and
ritual performance. But this reunification necessarily
involves mystic entering into brokenness itself,
experiencing divine rupture from within. One cannot

heal what one has not inhabited; redemption requires
intimate knowledge of exile.(60)

Wolfson traces how mystical texts describe this
participatory suffering through somatic experiences:
mystic’s body trembles, weeps, cries out. These are
not merely emotional responses to contemplating
divine pain but rather ways mystic’s body becomes
site of divine suffering, place where Shekhinah’s pain
manifests in finite realm.(61)

This participatory dimension challenges any pietistic
reading of mysticism as escape from suffering into
bliss. Instead, Wolfson shows how deepest mystical
attainments involve entering more fully into reality of
pain—both divine and human, cosmic and personal.
The mystic becomes, in sense, Shekhinah’s body in
lower world, place where divine pain finds embodied
expression.(62)

Moreover, this participation is not unidirectional.
The mystic does not simply experience God’s pain as
if it were her own; rather, through mystic’s suffering,
God’s pain is realized, made real in finite realm.
There is reciprocal constitution: Shekhinah suffers
through mystic, and mystic suffers as Shekhinah. The
distinction between human and divine pain becomes
permeable, porous, mystically collapsed.(63)

19. The Mystical Formula of Self-
Nullification

Rabbi Jonathan Eybeschiitz (1690-1764),
one of the most

profoundKabbalistic thinkers of the 18th century,
who supposedly authored a controversial tractate
ve’avo hayom el ha’ayin—"“and I came today to the
ayin (nothingness/spring)”—(from Genesis 24:42).
In this work’s mystical hermeneutics, this becomes
a formula for the spiritual practice of entering into
absolute nothingness as the pathway to encountering
divine reality.

Here ayin functions as a paradoxical concept signifying
both absolute nothingness (ayin mamash) and infinite
plenitude (Ein Sof)—the thought of ayin where
something and nothing coincide. “Coming to ayin”
means entering into self-nullification (bittul), stripping
away ego’s illusions to encounter divine reality.
But this negation is not nihilistic destruction—it is
precisely how one accesses supreme revelation. By
becoming nothing, one creates space for Everything.
The tsimtsum enacted cosmically becomes spiritual
practice individually: withdrawing selfhood to make
room for divinity.(127)

The Shekhinah’s descent into lowest realms is, in his
reading, her “coming to ayin”—entering into realms
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of maximum concealment, maximum apparent
absence of God. Yet this entry into deepest darkness
becomes precisely how supreme light is revealed.
The lower she descends, the higher she elevates what
she touches. The greater the concealment, the more
powerful the eventual disclosure.(128)

This connects profoundly to Lurianic tsimtsum: the
void (chalal ha-panui) created by divine contraction
is itself ayin—the emptiness that is full, the absence
that is presence. The Shekhinah dwelling in this void
does not fill it but rather reveals its hidden plenitude.
She unveils that ayin and Ein Sof are not opposites
but mystically identical—nothingness as fullness,
absence as presence.(129)

Eybeschiitzs theology of ayin has profound
implications for spiritual practice. The mystic must
undergo bittul (self-nullification)—not as self-hatred
or annihilation but as stripping away the illusory
boundaries that constitute the separate self. The ego,

with its grasping and defending, creates opacity that
blocks divine light. By becoming ayin, by entering
into the nothingness, one removes the obstruction and
allows divine presence to shine through.

This is not passive resignation but active discipline. It
requires sustained contemplative work to penetrate the
ego’s illusions, to recognize that what we take as solid
self is actually constructed, contingent, ultimately
empty. The practice of bittul means repeatedly
returning to awareness of this emptiness, dwelling in
it, allowing it to dissolve the hardened boundaries of
selthood.(130)

Yet paradoxically, this self-erasure does not lead to
personal obliteration but rather to discovery of one’s
true being. When the false self dissolves, what remains
is the divine image, the neshamah (soul) that was
always already united with its source. Bittul removes
illusion to reveal reality: the self was never separate
from God; it only imagined itself to be so.(131)

20. The Void as Womb: Genertive
Nothingness

In his mystical vision, ayin is not barren emptiness
but pregnant void—the womb from which all being
emerges. This recalls the Zoharic teaching that the
primordial alef is silent, that creation begins from
nothingness, that the divine ayin is the matrix of all
existence. The tsimtsum creates void, but this void is
not mere absence—it is the space of possibility, the
opening from which something can arise.(132)

The Shekhinah’s descent into ayin thus becomes
generative act. By entering into the nothingness of
material reality, by dwelling in the realm of maximum
concealment, she transforms that very nothingness
into dwelling place for divinity. The void becomes
womb; absence becomes presence; ayin reveals itself
as Ein Sof.(133)

This has profound implications for understanding
creation. The world does not emerge from divine
plenitude overwhelming emptiness, but rather from
divine willingness to become ayin, to enter into

nothingness, to make space for otherness. Creation is
not divine self-expression but divine self-negation—
and precisely through this negation, genuine otherness
becomes possible.(134)

21. Ayin and the Problem of Evil

Eybeschiitzs theology of ayin offers distinctive
resources for addressing evil’s existence. If being
emerges from nothingness, if the divine creates
through self-negation, then evil can be understood
as parasitic on this negation. Evil is not independent
force but rather the void’s resistance to being filled
with holiness, the ayin’s refusal to recognize itself as
pregnant with divine presence.(135)

The kelipot (husks) are not external to the divine
structure but rather aspects of ayin that have hardened
into opacity, that have forgotten their origin in divine
nothingness and imagined themselves as independent
reality. Evil emerges when ayin mistakes itself for
something, when emptiness claims to be fullness,
when the void refuses its role as womb and tries to be
an end in itself.(136)
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Redemption thus requires recognizing evil’s ultimate
unreality—notinthe sense thatitdoesn’t cause genuine
suffering, but in the sense that it has no independent
ontological status. Evil is privation, absence wrongly
imagined as presence, ayin that has forgotten it is
ayin. The work of tikkun is revealing that even the
darkest kelipot are ultimately modifications of divine
ayin, capable of being transformed back into vessels
for divine light.(137)

In this mystical reading of ve’avo hayom el ha’ayin,
the encounter with Ayin— the primordial No-
Thingness—is an approach to the Infinite in its most
undifferentiated and pre-conceptual form, the Ein Sof
that has no thought.

This Infinite without thought is a reality beyond
distinction, beyond judgment, beyond orientation
toward good or toward any structured order. Because
it contains no boundary, no separation, and no
intentional differentiation, it also contains within itself
the possibility of every distortion, for there is nothing
yet to restrict or shape the outflow of existence.

Thus, when being emerges from this unformed depth,
it does so without the guidance of thought, measure,
or moral direction. Evil, in this framework, is not
the result of rebellion or negation but the natural
consequence of emergence from a source that is
too infinite to impose form; it appears wherever the
unbounded Infinite is projected into the limited realm
without a mediating structure of thought.

In this sense, evil’s origin is not in opposition to the
divine but in the overflow of a divinity that precedes
wisdom and judgment, a raw emanation from Ayin
whose very lack of conceptual form makes possible
both being and its shadow.

22. Contemplative Union Through Ayin

Based on the above the pinnacle of mystical attainment
is union with God through mutual nothingness. The
mystic becomes ayin through bittul; God is eternally
ayin as Ein Sof. In this shared nothingness, subject
and object collapse—not because they become
identical in some crude sense, but because both are
recognized as empty of independent existence,
both sustained by the same divine ground that is
simultaneously nothing and everything.(138)

This mystical union is not merger that obliterates
distinction but rather recognition of always-already-
existing unity beneath apparent separation. The mystic
does not travel from somewhere to somewhere else,
does not achieve what was previously absent. Rather,
contemplative practice removes veils that obscured

what was always true: there is only divine ayin, only
the pregnant void in which all apparent distinctions
arise and dissolve.(139)

The Shekhinah in exile is God’s own experience of
this mystical nothingness. She has descended into
ayin, entered into the void of material reality, become
nothing so that she can be everything. Her pain is
the anguish of appearing separate while actually
remaining unified, of seeming to be in exile while
never truly departed. Mystical practice reverses this
appearance: by entering into ayin, by undergoing
bittul, one discovers the Shekhinah was never truly
exiled because she is the very ayin in which all exile
and return occur.(140)

23. Distinction from Chabad’s Dirah
Betachtonim

While Rabbi Eybeschiitzs (alleged) theology of
ayin shares certain resonances with later Chabad
thought, particularly around self-nullification and
divine immanence, there are significant differences.
Eybeschiitz emphasizes contemplative ascent through
negation becoming nothing to encounter Everything.
The soul strips away illusion to discover union with
divine source. This has apophatic, world-transcending
tendencies: material reality is the realm of maximum
concealment to be penetrated through spiritual
practice.(141)

In contrast, Chabad’s later theology of dirah
betachtonim (divine dwelling in lower worlds)
insists on radical affirmation of materiality itself. The
Lubavitcher Rebbe teaches that God desires dwelling
precisely in this physical world, not escape from it into
mystical ayin. The task is not transcending material
reality but transforming it, not negating embodiment
but sanctifying it. Where Eybeschiitz points upward
through nothingness to the infinite, Chabad points
downward through divine descent into matter itself.
(142)

Yet there are also profound convergences. Both
recognize that the lowest point contains highest
potential, that concealment enables revelation, that
the way to divine plenitude passes through negation.
Eybeschiitzs ayin and Chabad’s dirah betachtonim
both insist that God is found not by fleeing the finite
but by entering fully into it—whether as contemplative
bittul that discovers infinity within nothingness,
or as material mitzvot that reveal divinity within
corporeality.(143)
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24. Clinical Implications: Ayin and the
Suffering Self

Our theology of ayin offers distinctive resources
for hermeneutic medicine and the encounter with
suffering. The patient in chronic pain often experiences
the self as solid, trapped, defined by suffering. Pain
becomes identity: “I am someone in pain” hardens
into seemingly unshakeable fact. This reification of
suffering-self creates additional anguish beyond the
physical pain itself.(144)

The practice of bittul, of entering into ayin, offers
alternative. Through contemplative attention, the
patient can begin to recognize that even this suffering-
self is constructed, contingent, ultimately empty.
Pain remains real— this is not denial or spiritual
bypassing—but the identification with pain as defining
essence begins to loosen. One moves from “I am
pain” to “there is pain happening within awareness”
to “even this pain is arising within the pregnant void
of ayin.”(145)

This does not eliminate suffering but changes
relationship to it. The patient discovers space around
the pain, discovers that awareness itself is larger than
any particular content, discovers that even the most
intense suffering occurs within the infinite spaciousness
of ayin. This is not consolation but transformation of
perspective: from being overwhelmed by suffering
to witnessing suffering within the vast openness of
contemplative awareness.(146)

The physician practicing hermeneutic medicine can
support this shift not by imposing spiritual technique
but by creating conditions where it becomes possible.
By attending to the patient’s narrative with openness
rather than fixing, by dwelling in difficulty without
rushing to solutions, by witnessing suffering without
reifying it into permanent identity, the therapeutic
encounter itself becomes space of ayin—the pregnant
void where transformation becomes possible.(147)

25. Ayin and Post-Holocaust Theology

Our theology of ayin takes on terrible urgency in
post-Holocaust context. The Shoah represents radical
negation—the attempt to reduce the Jewish people to
absolute nothingness, to make them ayin in the most
literal, horrific sense. Six million lives annihilated,
entire worlds erased, communities made into absence.
(148) The recent events in Gaza make this theodicy
more urgent.

Yet Eybeschiitzs mystical teaching suggests that
even—especially—this most radical nothingness
cannot be separated from divine ayin. Not in the sense
that the Holocaust was God’s will or served some
greater purpose (such theodicy would be obscene),
but in the sense that even in the depths of hell, even
in the gas chambers, in the smoke of the crematoria
chimneys where the souls of babies evaporated: the
divine ayin that is simultaneously nothingness and
infinite presence was there. The Shekhinah descended
into that ultimate darkness, entered that most radical
negation, became nothing with those who were being
made into nothing.(149)

This is not consolation; it refuses the ultimate victory
of negation. The Nazi project was to erase the Jewish
people from being itself, to make them not just dead
but never-having-been. Against this, our theology
insists: ayin is not absence but pregnant void, not
erasure but womb of being. Even the most radical
negation cannot escape the divine ayin that underlies
all reality. The murdered remain, eternally, in the ayin
that is Ein Sof.(150)

For survivors and descendants, the practice of bittul
takes on new meaning. To enter into ayin is to
encounter not just one’s own emptiness but the void
created by genocide, the absence of millions. This
contemplative descent into nothingness becomes
witness, becomes memorial, becomes refusal to let
absence have final word. By dwelling consciously in
ayin, by making space in one’s own being for the void,
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one participates in ongoing redemption: revealing
that even this darkness, this negation, this absence

exists within the infinite divine ayin that can never be
destroyed.(151)

Addendum: Distinguishing Jewish Divine Suffering
from Christian Crucifixion Theology

While both Jewish mystical theology and Christian
doctrine speak of divine suffering, the structural logic,
soteriological function, and theological implications
differ fundamentally. This addendum clarifies
how the Shekhinah’s pain—as articulated through
midrash, Kabbalah, and Chassidic thought—operates
according to principles radically distinct from the
Christian theology of the cross.

1. The Nature of Divine Vulnerability

Christian Framework: In classical Christian theology,
divine suffering is concentrated in a singular
historical event: the crucifixion of Christ. God
becomes incarnate in Jesus specifically to suffer and
die as substitutionary atonement for human sin. The
suffering is temporary, localized in time and space, and
culminates in resurrection that transcends suffering.
Divine vulnerability is thus episodic—entered into
deliberately for salvific purpose, then overcome
through resurrection and ascension.

Jewish Mystical Framework: The Shekhinah’s
suffering is not episodic but structural, not historical
event but cosmic condition. Her pain begins with
tsimtsum at creation’s origin and extends through
all of history until messianic redemption. Divine
vulnerability is not voluntarily assumed for a specific
mission but constitutive of the very act of creation.
God does not become vulnerable by incarnating
in Jesus; rather, divinity is inherently vulnerable
in the act of self-limitation that births world. The
Shekhinah’s exile is not three days in a tomb but
ongoing throughout history—she remains in galut
until redemption is complete.

2. The Problem of Sin and Its Resolution

Christian Natural Theology: Christianity develops
what might be called a “transactional” theology of sin

and forgiveness. Human sin creates infinite offense
against infinite God, requiring infinite satisfaction.
Only God can provide this satisfaction, but only
humans owe it—hence the necessity of God- man who
can pay the debt humanity owes. Christ’s suffering
on the cross becomes the payment, the substitutionary
atonement that satisfies divine justice. Sin is primarily
legal problem requiring juridical solution. Forgiveness
flows from Christ’s sacrifice; believers appropriate
this forgiveness through faith and sacramental
participation in Christ’s death and resurrection.

This creates what can be called the “logic of
substitution”: Christ suffers instead of humanity, takes
on humanity’s punishment, dies the death humans
deserve. The cross is God suffering for humanity but
not genuinely with humanity in the sense of shared
ontological condition. After resurrection, Christ
transcends suffering—the crucified God becomes the
glorified Lord, triumphant over death.

Jewish Mystical Framework: Jewish theology refuses
transactional substitutionary logic. The Shekhinah
does not suffer instead of Israel but with Israel. Her
pain is not payment for sin but participation in exile.
There is no satisfaction theory, no divine justice
requiring propitiation through suffering. Rather,
covenant creates ontological bond where divine and
human suffering are mutually implicated—one cannot
suffer without affecting the other.

Sin does not create debt requiring payment but
fracture requiring repair (tikkun). The Shekhinah’s
exile through seven generations of transgression is
not punishment demanding satisfaction but cosmic
dispersion demanding ingathering. Human action
in the present—Torah study, mitzvot, elevation of
sparks—participates in mending the fracture. There is
no singular salvific event that “solves” sin once and for
all; rather, redemption is progressive work requiring
human-divine partnership.

Crucially, forgiveness in Jewish thought does not
depend on divine suffering. God forgives because
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God is merciful (rachum), not because satisfaction
has been rendered. Yom Kippur effects atonement
through teshuvah (return/repentance), not through
sacrificial substitution. Even when Temple sacrifice
existed, it was not understood as appeasing angry
deity but as ritual mechanism for restoration of
relationship.

3. Descent as Setup vs. Descent as Sacrifice

The Christian Logic: Christ’s descent (incarnation,
crucifixion, descent into hell) is kenotic self-emptying
for salvificpurpose. God voluntarily limits divine glory
to become human, suffers to accomplish atonement,
descends to lift humanity up. But this descent is
instrumental-—a means to the end of resurrection and
glorification. The descent is real, but it is overcome;
suffering is genuine, but it is transcended. The logic
moves from descent through suffering to ascension
and triumph.

The Jewish Logic: As we have explored, Chabad
theology teaches that descent itself is the point—
yeridah tzorekh aliyah (descent for the purpose of
ascent), but not in the sense that descent is overcome.
Rather, the descent transforms the lower realm itself
into dwelling place. The Shekhinah’s exile into
material reality is not temporary expedient to achieve
salvation but the very mechanism by which the lowest
realms become highest dwelling places.

God desires dirah betachtonim—dwelling in the lower
worlds—notescape from them. The seven generations
of transgression that exiled the Shekhinah upward
were not unfortunate necessity requiring divine
sacrifice to fix, but rather (in the paradoxical Chassidic
reading) the setup enabling eventual dwelling in the
depths. The Shekhinah does not descend to suffer and
then ascend beyond suffering; she descends to make
descent itself into ascent, to reveal that the lowest
place was always the desired dwelling.

4. The Body and Materiality

Christian ~ Ambivalence: Classical Christianity
maintains complex, often ambivalent relationship
to materiality and embodiment. While affirming
resurrection of the body and goodness of creation,
the tradition also inherits Neo-Platonic hierarchies
valuing spirit over matter. The crucified body is
important, but primarily as vehicle for spiritual
salvation. Resurrection body is “spiritual body” (1 Cor
15:44)—transformed, glorified, transcending material
limitations. The ascended Christ no longer dwells in
fallen material realm but in heaven, returning only at
eschaton to judge and transform creation.

Sacramental theology partially counters this by
affirming real presence in Eucharist, but even here
the transformation is miraculous transubstantiation—
bread and wine becoming body and blood—rather
than affirmation of materiality as such.

Jewish Affirmation: The Chassidic theology of
dirah betachtonim radically affirms materiality. God
desires dwelling in this physical world, not escape
from it into spiritual realm. The Shekhinah’s task is
not to lift humanity out of material existence but to
transform material existence into transparent vessel
for divinity—while remaining fully material.

Mitzvot use physical objects (leather tefillin, wool
tzitzit, grain matzah) not as symbols pointing beyond
themselves but as material acts that accomplish
spiritual elevation of matter itself. The body is not
prison for soul awaiting liberation but partner with
soul in divine service. Messianic redemption does not
mean escape from this world into heavenly realm but
transformation of this world into place of revealed
divine presence.

5. The Role of Human Agency

Christian Soteriology: In classical Protestant theology
particularly, salvation is by grace through faith alone
(sola gratia, sola fide). Human works do not contribute
to salvation, whichisaccomplished entirely by Christ’s
atoning sacrifice. Sanctification follows justification
but does not achieve it. Human action is response to
divine initiative, gratitude for accomplished salvation,
but not mechanism of redemption itself.

Catholic theology affirms greater role for human
cooperation with grace, but even here Christ’s
sacrifice remains the sole sufficient cause of salvation.
Human merit participates in but does not accomplish
redemption.

Jewish Partnership: The Kabbalistic and Chassidic
theology of tikkun makes human action constitutive
of redemption. The Shekhinah cannot gather her
scattered sparks without human participation. Every
mitzvah, every act of Torah study, every elevation of
material reality through proper intention contributes to
cosmic repair. God and Israel are partners (shutafim)
in completing creation.

The seventh generation completes what the first six
began—not by accepting accomplished salvation but
by actively drawing down the Shekhinah through
material engagement. Moses brought Torah from
heaven to earth; his spiritual descendants complete
the work by making earth itself a vessel for divine
presence. Redemption is not gift received passively
but work accomplished cooperatively.
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This is not Pelagianism (salvation by human works
alone) because human action is always response
to prior divine initiative, always participation in
divine light. But neither is redemption wholly divine
accomplishment with humans as mere recipients.
Covenant creates genuine partnership where divine
and human action are mutually necessary.

6. Theodicy and the Problem of Evil

Christian Theodicy: Christianity must explain why an
omnipotent, omnibenevolent God permits suffering
when God could prevent it. Various theodicies emerge:
suffering as punishment for sin, as soul-making trial,
as mysteriously serving greater good, as consequence
of free will, as temporary evil to be overcome
in eschaton. Christ’s suffering demonstrates
divine solidarity with human pain but also provides
solution—his resurrection promises that suffering is
not final, that death does not have ultimate victory.

The danger is that Christ’s crucifixion can become
answer to suffering—“God too has suffered,
therefore your suffering is meaningful”—which risks
sentimentalizing pain or using divine suffering to
justify human anguish.

Jewish Resistance to Theodicy: Post-Holocaust Jewish
theology particularly resists theodicies that explain
or justify suffering. The Shekhinah’s pain does not
make human suffering good or meaningful—it insists
that God is present in suffering without explaining
why suffering exists. Her tears do not justify exile but
accompany it.

The Chassidic theology of descent-as-setup risks
becoming theodicy (evil serves divine purpose of
enabling redemption from depths), but safeguards
against this by insisting the setup is visible only
retrospectively from divine perspective, never as
human justification for inflicting or accepting evil.
From human standpoint, evil remains absolutely evil,
suffering absolutely wrong, oppression absolutely to
be resisted.

The Shekhinah weeps in exile—this is not triumphant
divine suffering that overcomes pain through
resurrection but ongoing divine anguish that persists
until redemption is complete. There is no “already but
not yet” of accomplished but not-yet-consummated
salvation. Rather, redemption remains genuinely
future, genuinely requiring completion through
human-divine partnership.

7. Eschatology and the Shape of Redemption

Christian Eschatology: Christian redemption centers
on resurrection— individual resurrection of believers

and cosmic transformation at Christ’s return. The
pattern is Christ’s own resurrection: death followed
by new life, crucifixion followed by glorification. The
redeemed community becomes “new creation,” and
ultimately God creates “new heavens and new earth.”
There is discontinuity between this age and the age to
come—radical transformation that creates something
qualitatively new.

Jewish Eschatology: Jewish messianic hope envisions
this world transformed, not replaced. The same
material reality that was site of exile becomes site of
redemption. The Shekhinah returns to her original
dwelling—not a different dwelling, not a higher
spiritual realm, but this physical world made fully
transparent to divinity. Messianic age means not
escape from history but history’s fulfillment, not
transcendence of materiality but its sanctification.

The Rebbe’s teaching that we are the seventh
generation, completing the work, emphasizes
continuity over rupture. We inherit both the descent
and the ascent; both the transgression that exiled the
Shekhinah and the capacity to draw her back down.
Redemption does not negate history but redeems it,

does not overcome exile by leaving it behind but
transforms exile’s lowest point into highest dwelling
place.

8. Clinical and Philosophical Implications

These theological differences have profound
implications for the hermeneutic medicine and
embodied theology we have developed:

Different Anthropologies: Christian theology of the
cross can reinforce body- soul dualism—the body
suffers and dies, but the soul is saved, awaiting
resurrection. The patient’s body becomes site of
temporary suffering to be transcended. Jewish
theology of the Shekhinah’s embodied pain insists
on integration—the suffering body is not vessel for
soul awaiting liberation but itself the locus of divine
presence, even (especially) in its brokenness.

Different Temporalities: Christian salvation offers
comfort of accomplished redemption—Christ has
already defeated death; believers already participate
in resurrection life even while awaiting its full
manifestation. This can create pressure to “already”
experience victory over suffering, to demonstrate that
resurrection power overcomes present pain.

Jewish theology refuses premature consolation. The
Shekhinah remains in exile; redemption remains
future; suffering is not yet overcome. This creates
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space for honest lament, for dwelling in difficulty
without pretending it has already been resolved. The
clinical encounter can be genuinely present to ongoing
pain rather than rushing toward resolution.

Different Ethics of Suffering: Christian theology of the
cross risks valorizing suffering—if Christ’s suffering
was redemptive, perhaps all suffering serves divine
purpose. This can lead to problematic passivity before
injustice (“take up your cross’) or romanticization of
pain.

Jewish theology of the Shekhinah’s pain refuses this.
Her suffering is not good, not redemptive in itself, not
to be sought or accepted passively. Rather, it is to be
ended through tikkun, through active repair of the
world. Presence to suffering does not mean resignation
to it but partnership in its transformation.

9. Covenantal Suffering vs. Substitutionary

Suffering

The fundamental distinction is this: Christian theology
offers substitutionary suffering (Christ suffers instead
of humanity, pays the debt, accomplishes salvation),
while Jewish mystical theology articulates covenantal
suffering (the Shekhinah suffers with Israel, shares
exile, participates in repair).

One is transactional, the other relational. One focuses
on a singular salvific event, the other on ongoing
process. One transcends suffering through
resurrection, the other transforms suffering through
progressive redemption. One makes divine suffering
the solution to human pain, the other makes divine
and human suffering mutually implicated in shared
condition requiring partnership for repair.

For the embodied theology and hermeneutic medicine
we have developed, this distinction is crucial. We
are not offering patients the consolation that God has
already suffered for them, solving their pain through
cosmic transaction. Rather, we create space where
divine presence dwells with them in suffering— not
explaining it, not overcoming it prematurely, but
accompanying it, witnessing it, partnering in its slow
transformation.

The Shekhinah’s tears do not wash away sin
through substitutionary atonement. They flow with
Israel’s tears, mingling divine and human anguish in
covenantal solidarity. Her exile does not end through
divine sacrifice but through human-divine partnership
in tikkun. Her pain is not instrumental means to
triumphant end but ongoing reality demanding
response.

Thisistheology ofthe broken vav—not the empty tomb
where death is overcome, but the broken letter within
the word shalom where peace includes fracture, where
wholeness is constituted by acknowledged brokenness,
where redemption does not erase suffering’s mark but
reveals that even the mark, mysteriously, was always
part of the dwelling.

26. Conclusion

The fundamental distinction is this: Christian theology
offers substitutionary suffering (Christ suffers instead
of humanity, pays the debt, accomplishes salvation),
while Jewish mystical theology articulates covenantal
suffering (the Shekhinah suffers with Israel, shares
exile, participates in repair).

One 1is transactional, the other relational. One
focuses on a singular salvific event, the other on
ongoing process. One transcends suffering through
resurrection, the other transforms suffering through
progressive redemption. One makes divine suffering
the solution to human pain, the other makes divine
and human suffering mutually implicated in shared
condition requiring partnership for repair.

For the embodied theology and hermeneutic medicine
we have developed, this distinction is crucial. We
are not offering patients the consolation that God has
already suffered for them, solving their pain through
cosmic transaction. Rather, we create space where
divine presence dwells with them in suffering— not
explaining it, not overcoming it prematurely, but
accompanying it, witnessing it, partnering in its slow
transformation.

The Shekhinah’s tears do not wash away sin
through substitutionary atonement. They flow with
Israel’s tears, mingling divine and human anguishin
covenantal solidarity. Her exile does not end through
divine sacrifice but through human-divine partnership
in tikkun. Her pain is not instrumental means to
triumphant end but ongoing reality demanding
response.

Thisistheology ofthe broken vav—not the empty tomb
where death is overcome, but the broken letter within
the word shalom where peace includes fracture, where
wholenessis constituted by acknowledged brokenness,
where redemption does not erase suffering’s mark but
reveals that even the mark, mysteriously, was always
part of the dwelling.
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