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 Now that we have seen how giving when commanded makes the highest level of union possible, 
we can begin to understand the Jewish system of spiritual practices.  Keep in mind the two factors that 
regulate intimacy, from the last lesson. These two factors determine how close two people can become 
through any act of giving.  The first is the Law of Affinity.  It teaches that people are attuned to each 
other when they share the same thoughts, feelings, or physical space.  And we learned that the closeness 
that comes when two wills unite is the deepest intimacy of all.  Secondly, an additional opportunity for 
bonding arises when one (or both) of them responds to a specific request from the other.  This is because 
they must put aside their natural resistance to being told what to do.  This dissolves certain ego barriers 
and enables a deeper level of closeness. 

 The same dynamic operates in the human being’s relationship to G-d.  To the extent that a person 
willingly does the will of G-d, she creates union with the Divine on the deepest possible level.  But how 
can we really know the particulars of G-d’s will?  Human beings love to project their own desires onto 
Divinity.  In every war, both factions claim that “G-d is on our side.”  Thus, the first step is to figure out 
what G-d truly desires of us.  

 As stated previously, the Jewish system of spiritual practice consists of 613 commandments.  
These are derived from the 613 times the Primal Will to Good states in the Torah:  “You shall do this,” 
or “You shall not do that.”  The Torah is a transcript—a document that records G-d’s revelation to the 
Jewish people.  The Cosmic Mind reveals Its truths and secrets in many ways to many people, both 
individually and collectively.  Yet the Torah is unique in history.  It was revealed through a group 
samadhi,1 a mass awakening.  Two million people simultaneously experienced the revelation of the Torah 
at Sinai.  The entire nation of Israel “saw” the Presence of G-d and perceived His truths at the same time. 

 And it came to pass on the third day in the morning, that there were thunders and lightening, 
and a thick cloud upon the mountain, and the sound of a shofar exceedingly loud; so that all the 
people in the camp trembled.  And Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet with G-d; 
and they stood at the foot of the mountain.  And Mount Sinai smoked in every part, because the 
Lord descended upon it in fire; and the smoke of it ascended like the smoke of a furnace, and the 
whole mountain quaked greatly.  And then the voice of the shofar sounded louder and louder; 
Moses speaks and G-d answers him by a voice. . . And G-d spoke these words saying, “I am the L-
rd your G-d, Who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.  You shall 
have no other gods beside me . . . [and the rest of the Ten Commandments] . . . And all the people 

                                                           
1 This is a Sanskrit word that in its highest expression indicates the direct experience of G-d, also called "realization," and 
sometimes "prophesy." 
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perceived the thunderings, and the lightening, and the sound of the shofar, and the mountain 
smoking: and when the people saw it, they were shaken, and stood afar off.  (Exodus 19:16-20:15). 

 No other religion began this way.  Always there was one person who experienced a prophetic 
revelation which he then communicated to his disciples, and the “word” spread from there.2 Here we 
have an entire nation experiencing the same event.  The amazing corroboration of this occurrence is that 
there are no historical accounts of Jews or other people claiming that the revelation at Sinai did not take 
place exactly as it is recorded in the Bible.  This level of consensus, where millions of people agree that 
an event happened as recorded—without dissenting opinions for hundreds of generations and 
thousands of years—is truly astounding.  There is nothing comparable to it in history.  This consensus is 
particularly astonishing when one considers the Jewish proclivity toward dissent and criticism.  The Oral 
Tradition (Mishna, Gemara, Midrash, etc.) records prolific conflicting opinions about the proper 
interpretation of hundreds of points of law.  Indeed, many would say that the essential characteristic of 
the Jewish temperament is contentiousness.  As the old saw goes, “If you have four Jews, you’ll have five 
opinions.”  One classic joke about this quintessential trait goes like this: 

 A Jew managed to survive a shipwreck and ended up alone on a desert island.  When  a rescue 
team found him many years later, they were surprised to discover that he had built two small 
synagogues for himself.  “Why two?” they asked.  He replied, “This is the one I pray in, and that 
is the one I don’t approve of and won’t step foot in.” 

Yet regarding the revelation at Sinai, Jews were mysteriously in agreement.  Throughout over 3000 years 
of history, the events recorded in the written Torah (the first five books of the Bible) remained 
uncontested.  Nor do the more modern religions, Christianity and Islam, impugn its authenticity.  It is 
only in the past 150 years (over 3000 years after the fact) that anyone has presumed to reinterpret the 
historical events of the Bible as myth.  All of these attempted disputations have serious flaws, both 
logically and empirically, though we will not delve into that now. 

 The point we are making is this: The 613 mitzvot revealed to the Jewish people at Sinai are explicit 
articulations of Divine will.  The Hebrew word mitzvah (מצוה) comes from the root  which means "to   צוה 
command or express imperative will."  In this sense they reveal in exquisite detail—along with their 
explication through the Oral Law—precisely what the Eternal wants from His creatures and how they 
can please Him.  This is a blessing beyond belief, for it enables a level of union with the Creator that 
would not be possible had His will remained hidden. 

 One thing is certain: all things express the will of the Creator.  Nothing in the universe could ever 
be that was not willed into existence by the Divine Source of all.  If there is one G-d, then all things must 
come into being by His will alone.  Tradition teaches that HaShem spoke the universe into existence with 
ten statements of “Let there be . . .” Yet in this communication, whereby HaShem revealed His will on the 
canvas of creation, He spoke in metaphor and symbol.  He does not tell us why each creature is here, 
and to what end He willed its existence.  The deeper purpose of nature is hidden from the cognitive 
mind.  Only those with penetrating insight can see into the heart of things and discern the Divine will 
and point of purposefulness that lies hidden there. 

                                                           
2 To the best of our knowledge, the only exception is Hinduism, which had many "founders," i.e. the Rishis, but these men 
received their various revelations individually in meditation, and not through a collective experience. 
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 The mitzvot, by contrast, are explicit articulations of HaShem’s will.  “I want you to do this . . . I 
don’t want you to do that.”  His hidden, inner will becomes absolutely and unambiguously revealed 
through the mitzvot.  Anyone even with a minimal level of intelligence can understand what is required of 
her. 

 Is it possible to discern the cosmic will from below, without being dependent on a revelation 
from above?  Can we as human beings, through contemplation of the world around us, intuit what G-d 
wants of us?  The Midrash teaches that “HaShem looked into the Torah and created the world.”3 In this 
sense Torah represents the underlying science of spiritual law.  One could even argue that the Torah 
(i.e., this system of spiritual law), when it expresses itself through the fabric of creation, employs the 
language of art, symbol, and poetry.  It is a reverie of creative expression.  But in this form it is quite 
difficult to understand exactly what HaShem is communicating, to deduce precisely what He desires from 
His creatures, or to construct a system of values or spiritual practices that reliably reflects the will of the 
Creator. 

 It would be like trying to derive a detailed and systematic analysis of a legal code by sitting in a 
courtroom.  First of all, much happens behind the scenes that is not actually visible at all, but only 
deducible by vague and veiled allusions.  Second, many of the subtleties are nearly impossible to discern.  
Furthermore, one must be constantly alert for the less frequently applied points of law that surface only 
rarely and yet are necessary for a complete analysis of the system.  In the same way, but infinitely more 
complex, is the task of deriving Torah through simple observation of the world around us. 

 The Midrash teaches that Abraham was the exception here.  It says that he derived all the mitzvot 
by studying the natural world and plumbing the depths of his own soul.  If “HaShem looked into the 
Torah and created the world,” then all the information is theoretically there, within the fabric of creation.  
That means that one who can read the language of living symbols, and can penetrate to the heart of all 
that she studies, could thereby discover all the principles of spiritual law and derive all the practices of 
Torah. 

 Yet, even though Abraham’s service was perfect, the highest spiritual levels remained 
inaccessible to him simply because his devotions were self-initiated (except for the commandment of 
circumcision and the binding of Yitzchak).  He had no instruction on how to go beyond his self—the final 
and most subtle veil between the physical and the spiritual between himself and his Creator.  This last 
leap was only possible once the Torah was revealed.  At Sinai G-d’s explicit will illuminated every 
dimension of life, specifying not only the thought, but also the speech and deed by which daily living can 
become simultaneously an act of Divine service. 

 

*    *    *    *    *    * 

 

PRACTICAL EXERCISE 

                                                           
3 Zohar II:161b. 
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 In the last lesson you looked at your relationship to others and theirs to you.  Now look at how 
you relate to your own body.  It is alive, full of life!  How often do we stop to contemplate what it means 
be a living being— and what it feels like to have the gift of life?  It is quite incomprehensible to fully 
grasp what that is all about. 

 We eat, sleep, work, exercise, and enjoy life's pleasurable experiences, but do we really tend to 
the inherent miracle embedded in each action?  More likely than not, most of us do things automatically 
and take these things for granted.   

Here is an invitation to uncover your inherent knowledge of the basic action of eating.  Some questions 
for reflection: Why do you eat?  Does it matter to you what you eat, how you eat, or how much you eat?  
How do you know what is right?   Challenge yourself to figure out the answers to those questions, by 
experimenting with different foods or food combinations or ways of eating and noticing how you react 
to them.  In your self-discovery, notice what foods are “good” for you and in what amounts. Intuit when 
the best times are for you to eat. 

 You may or may not quickly discover that some or most of those answers can be difficult to 
perceive. Indeed, health and diet is only one of many areas where a person generally seeks the authority 
of specialists in the field, either because her own capacity to “know” is limited, or in order to avoid the 
unnecessary effort of reinventing the wheel. 

 How has scientific research contributed to your understanding of digestion, nutrition, 
circulation, disease, etc., revealing principles that you could not have discovered on your own?  How 
often have you consulted doctors or relied upon scientific research or ancient traditions to advise you 
about diet and eating habits? And yet how much does it help to be told that a particular health diet is 
the answer? How many of us actually listen to this advice?   

 What is the difference between doing your own thing and relying upon these more tried and 
true wisdoms (whether they be of science or ancient folk traditions)?  And for all our wisdom, we know 
almost nothing.  What would it be like if we really knew the laws regarding the care and maintenance of 
our physical bodies . . . if there was a revealed Torah of health and diet?  The laws of kashrut offer some 
clues, but most of these matters are not specified in the Torah at all.  Clearly there are some people who 
have a more instinctive sense of their own health, while others seem to have no intuitive awareness of 
these things at all. 

 Identify some other areas where you have consulted an “expert” (whether in person or from a 
book) and integrated their advice into your life.  This could be in relation to career, child-rearing, 
consumer questions, cooking, or spiritual practice.  List some of the benefits of having this wealth of 
empirical knowledge and expertise upon whom to rely.  What could have happened had this information 
not been available to you?   And what happens when you don’t fully understand the reasons behind their 
advice?  Do you follow it anyway, or do you ignore those areas that don’t make sense?  Sometimes yes, 
sometimes no?  Identify when for each. 

 How would it feel to have an advisor that you could trust to always be right, even when it didn’t 
necessarily make sense to you?  Would that be comforting? Threatening? Or both?  Why?  Spend the 
next two weeks exploring these questions and recording your thoughts. 
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