A Baby Nursing From Its Mother's Breast:
Imagines of the Divine Feminine in Hassidic Texts
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Nursing Breasts: Va'era (Noam Elimelekh)

“Elimelekh’s Pleasantness”
Elimelekh Weissblum of Lizhensk (1717-1787, Poland)

Student of Dov Ber (the Maggid of Mezeritch), along with his brother Meshulam Zusya of
Hanipol. Together, the brothers wandered in symbolic exile and poverty in their early years, to
mystically share in the suffering of the Shekhinah [the feminine, indwelling presence of the
divine]. Elimelekh gathered a group of disciples around him modeled after Dov Ber’s group of
students, who helped spread Hasidism throughout Poland, including Ya'akov Yitzhak HaLevi
Horowitz (the Seer of Lublin, Divrei Emet) and Avraham Yehoshua Heschel (Ohev Yisrael). Noam
Elimelekh, compiled by his students and published after his death, focuses on the spiritual life of
the Tzaddik, and their functioning as a conduit for connecting their disciples to God. His work
was the first to codify a “doctrine” of the Tzaddik [“Righteous One”] as a unique spiritual leader,
and the first to use the term as a sort of title for a Hasidic rebbe or leader. Though a Tzaddik
could remain entirely devoted to the spiritual realm, they instead must dwell in the lower world,
working on behalf of their disciples and ordinary Jews everywhere.

P’shat

In a tradition with so many masculine images for God, it's remarkable how this text draws on the
similarity between the divine name Shaddai referenced in this Torah portion and the Hebrew
word for breasts — shadayim — to explore the metaphor of God as the Divine Mother, whose
sustaining energy flows into our world like a nursing mother feeding her infant. Drawing on a
Talmudic passage about a husband and wife chatting during an early morning nursing session,
the text asks: How do we attune ourselves to the sacred flow of nurturing energy from God?
How do we avoid despair, distraction, cynicism, and all the other things that might take our
mindful attention away from noticing the life-force that sustains our souls and our world?
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" Exodus 6:3 | Why the emphasis on God’s name as “El Shaddai,” as opposed to any of God's
other, more common names?

2 flowing-abundance [SHePHa] | This word refers to the flow of blessing, energy, and vitality from
its source in the divine, down to us here in the physical world. It is this flow of energy that
sustains existence and that, in our better moments, we can “tap into” and experience on a
human level. In our text, the shepha is compared to the flow of milk from a nursing mother. This
passage also plays with multiple meanings of this same root. SHePha can mean abundance,
plenty, or flow; maSHPi‘a, from the same root, can mean to influence or to provide in abundance.




God was seen by them as “El Shaddai,” the One Who Gives in
Flowing-Abundance [ha-maSHPi'a] .2

One could say that this was hinted at by the Sages: “In the first watch, the
donkey brays; in the second, dogs bark; and in the third, a baby nurses from
its mother’s breast and a wife converses with her husband” (Berakhot 3a).*
Meaning, this hints at how at that moment [of the third watch], Israel
nurses from the breasts of its Mother, that being the aspect of God known
as Shaddai, the One Who Gives in Flowing-Abundance, as mentioned
above.

How could it be that a person doesn't feel fear, terror, and fright to speak
at that moment with their wife — here symbolizing the evil inclination?
Meaning, how could one engage in frivolous things, the fleeting things of
the world, at that moment? So, the Talmudic text should instead be read
as a question: “And a wife converses with her husband?!” Isn't he cognizant
of the fact that the baby is nursing from its mother’s breasts?®

The Talmud then refutes this with a question:
If he enumerated the beginning of each watch, why do | need a sign for
the beginning of the first watch, since that is when evening begins?!
If he enumerated the end of each watch, why do | need a sign for the end
of the last watch, since that is when it's daytime!® (Berakhot 3a)
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% the One Who Gives in Flowing-Abundance [ha-maSHPi'a]| The Ancestors — Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob (and we may add Sarah, Rebecca, Leah, and Rachel) — accessed God through God'’s
aspect as a divine flow of energy and sustenance, like an infant nurses from a breast or a child
receives a flow-of-influence from their parents.

“ Berakhot 3a | In its Talmudic context, this passage discusses the division of each evening into
three “watches” for timekeeping purposes, and for determining the proper hour for morning
prayer (in an era without alarm clocks). The signs that are used to divide up the night into
watches are quite evocative. Applying the symbolism of the “nursing” God, whose
flowing-abundance [shepha] flows into and sustains our world, our text reimagines this
late-night moment of nursing as a symbol of our “nursing” from God in times of darkness.

® Isn't he cognizant | On the one hand, the “wife” (misogynistically) represents the evil inclination,
the sexualized distraction that pulls a man away from their spiritual life. On the other hand, the
nursing wife represents the flow of God’s abundance into the world. Despite this contradictory
imagery, the text here asks: When we have an opportunity to sense the shepha, God'’s sustaining
divine flow of energy into our world, and to nurse from it like an infant, are we going to notice it?
Or will we be distracted by frivolous, unimportant things?

® Berakhot 3a | In its original context, the Talmud is asking: When are all these signs happening?
If they're all at the beginning of each watch, the first sign (the donkey braying) would be
superfluous since everyone can tell when night falls — it gets dark! There’s no need to determine
when night begins by a donkey’s bray! And if they’re all indicating the end of each watch, then
the last sign (the nursing mother and chatting couple) is superfluous, since the end of the last
watch is obvious, too — it's dawn! You don't need to check to see if your wife is nursing to know
that it's getting light outside! Our text will take this technical passage and read it metaphorically.
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I never had the experience of breastfeeding my young children. But | did feel those beautiful
moments of connection, late at night and in the early morning hours, holding the bottle for each
infant, knowing that | alone was sustaining and calming them. There were times when the
feeling was overwhelming ... and times when | just looked at my phone, listened to an
audiobook, or watched a TV show — not unlike the husband in this text who speaks of frivolous
things at the moment of sacred suckling. The confluence of, “Wow, this is the most amazing,
sacred thing in the whole world” and “Wow, I'm bored and exhausted and I'd love some
distraction” feels pretty similar here, and so | can understand the perspective of the “fool” who
misses out on sacred moments because he is distracted.

”Would a person like this exist | Our text takes the Talmudic passage’s technical question — why
would people need a sign to know the obvious start and end of evening? — and instead frames it
spiritually: Isn’t it obvious, as plain as day, that when we experience the sense of God as the
abundant flow of energy, no one would miss the opportunity to pray? Or to put it another way:
How could someone arrive at the “time to be gracious to Her,” the Divine Mother, at “the
appointed time” for prayer, and not direct their hearts to God?

8 Berakhot 3a | Ultimately, the Talmud suggests that the sign of the chatting wife and nursing
mother is not superfluous, since someone lying in a dark house might miss the beginning of
dawn. When the mother is nursing and the couple begins chatting, the husband should know
that it's time to recite the Shema, even if there’s no window in sight to see the sun. This technical
answer will also be read as a metaphor.

° cf. Ecclesiastes 2:14 | In the end, it turns out that we the readers are the “fools” when we fail to
be mindful of our constant “nursing” from the divine energy flow of God’s shepha.



I've battled with that sense of distraction on and off over the course of my prayer life — | think
most people with a committed, long-term spiritual practice have, too. There's something
beautiful about the idea that the divine flow of energy continues unabated, nursing this world
whether we are attentive to it or not.

Now my kids can run around and cause chaos! But in a safe and enclosed space I'll still find
myself zoning out, playing on my phone, or just not taking it all in. | want to be kind to myself —
parenting can have boring stretches, too, and that’s OK! But also, | want to be really present for
everything. | love these kids and want to make sure they know it, encouraging them to grow into
kind, smart, connected human beings. When my husband and | notice ourselves missing out on
a moment like this, we'll turn to one another and sing, “Cat’s in the cradle and the silver spoon,”
the line from Harry Chapin’s heartbreaking song about a father missing out on his child growing

up.

It's interesting that shepha — the divine flowing of abundance — and mashpi‘a — “to influence” —
are connected with the same Hebrew root. Mashpi‘a ruhani, for example, is the term for a
spiritual advisor or guide. To be a mashpi‘a, one who influences, is to allow your own energy and
abundance to flow outward into someone else, to have them “nurse,” so to speak, from your
wisdom or knowledge or experience. But that requires both the mashpi'a and the receiver of that
shepha to be attuned and aware. | hope to hone both my giving and my receiving capacities, as a
parent and rabbi and husband and human.

Sod

e When do you feel most attuned with the shepha, the sense that there is a divine flow of
energy and care in the universe?

e When have you felt that you were the mashpia, the one providing care, and when have
you been the one receiving care?

e How do you deal with distraction in moments in important, meaningful moments? Are
you able to feel focused when those “appointed times” arrive?



The Shameless Kiss: Vayeishev — Kedushat Levi

“Levi's Holiness”

Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev / The Berditchever Rebbe (1740-1809, Poland, Belarus, and
Ukraine)

A child prodigy from a rabbinic family, Levi Yitzchak became a student of Dov Ber (the Maggid of
Mezeritch) and a “convert” to the early Hasidic movement, while still serving as a standard
community rabbi rather than as a “rebbe” of a Hasidic court. Parts of Kedushat Levi were first
published in 1798, with the full edition appearing after his death in 1811. Levi Yitzhak was
known as the “Defender of Israel,” and is remembered in many anecdotes and stories as praying
to God on behalf of the Jewish people, arguing for their merit even when they seemed to be
sinning. One version of a tale involves him encountering a Jew violating the fast of Yom Kippur
by eating in public. He asked the man if he knew that this was forbidden, and the man said,
“Yes.” Levi Yitzchak lifted his eyes to heaven and said, “Oh God, look at this righteous Jew, who
refuses to lie on Yom Kippur!”

P’shat

After many years of struggle, Jacob settles down in the land of his ancestors, only to encounter
challenges both physical and spiritual throughout the rest of the book of Genesis. Using this
fraught moment as a jumping-off point, this text explores what it means to find spiritual
meaning in both the day-to-day and in challenging times, using a number of different images.
The “lifting up” of hands in ritual hand-washing before eating represents the “lifting up” of
sacred sparks from food and physicality in general. The metaphor of a shameless, public kiss
represents the ability to discover the hidden holiness of God’s love, even in the outward, physical
realm. This same idea is expressed with the Biblical image of water flowing from a rock — the
spiritual emerging from within the physical. Ultimately, Jacob manages to discover holiness not
only in physicality, but even in life’s terrors and challenges. His ability to embrace equanimity —
accepting both good and bad with equal tranquility — is what allows him to achieve spiritual
greatness. He learns to greet each moment as an opportunity for holiness, uplifting its sparks of
holiness, kissing it openly with a pure and unabashed love.
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' When one sits to eat or drink | Hasidic thought emphasizes avodah be-gashmi‘ut, or serving
God through physicality. Through proper mindfulness and rituals (such as blessings), one can
take a physical act and uplift it to the spiritual realm. Eating, drinking, and even sexuality are
common examples of this idea. When done with holiness and mindful intent, our fully embodied
selves can be part of a meaningful and sacred life.



This World be for the honor of heaven, thereby lifting up
the holy sparks to their Root.” This is because within
everything you can find love, awe, and beauty [ahavah,
yir'ah, v’hitpa‘arut]'? in physical form; but when you
crave to eat or drink, or you have any of the other types
of cravings that come from This World, and you focus
your intent on love of the Blessed One, you lift up that
physical craving toward a spiritual craving. In this way,
you sort out the holy spark within the food, or within
whatever else. [...]

So we find that when a person walks upon the
aforementioned path, it teaches them about the fiercely
strong love they have within themselves for the
Blessed One.™ There is no greater path than this;
wherever they go and whatever they do — even with the
superficial things of This World — they serve their
Blessed Creator.

This is the secret meaning of the verse: “If only it could
be as with a brother, as if you had nursed at my
mother’s breast: Then | could kiss you when | met you
in the street, and no one would despise me.” (Song of
Songs 8:1). There is love that is concealed and love
that is revealed. Concealed love is like the love between
a person and their spouse, which is private. Revealed
love is the love of siblings, who sometimes out of their
great love will kiss one another, even in public, and
which is not shameful at all. This is the meaning of “If
only it could be as with a brother, as if you had nursed
at my mother’s breast” — meaning, “If only your love for
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" lifting up the holy sparks to their root | The metaphor of “sparks” is a common one, especially
in Kedushat Levi. It draws on the Kabbalistic imagery of the great “shattering” — God sent God's
light and energy into the cosmos in “vessels” to begin Creation, but the light overpowered the
vessels and shattered them, showering the universe with “sparks.” The sparks from this primal
shattering remain scattered throughout creation, a sign of the brokenness inherent in the
universe and also of the presence of holiness in everything, even in darkness and evil.

12 [ahavah, yir'ah, v'hitpa‘arut] | These are synonyms for Hesed [Lovingkindness], its opposite
Gevurah [Strength], and the balance between them known as Tiferet [Harmony]. These three
qualities are a key Kabbalistic triad of Sefirot. Everything in our world has aspects of these
within them; or perhaps, we can choose to relate to anything and everything in this world using
these three spiritual modalities. When we do so in holiness and intentionality, we can find the

holy sparks in any moment and uplift them.

'3 the fiercely strong blessed love they have within themselves. | This sentence might also be
translated as “it teaches them about the fiercely strong love that the Blessed One has within
God’s self,” due to the slipperiness of the generic male singular pronoun. The “fierce” love is a

reference to Song of Songs 8:6, mentioned below.
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Part of what got me interested in Jewish mysticism and Hasidut, when | first encountered it in
my early twenties, was the idea that we could bring forth “sparks” of holiness from anything and
everything, in each and every moment. And perhaps even more than that, | loved the idea that
holiness was hidden in each and every one of us, no matter what. | discovered these ideas for
the first time taking a class on this very same book, Kedushat Levi, with Rabbi Emma
Kippley-Ogman at Congregation Kehilath Israel in Boston. | was going through a tough time:
coming out of the closet, trying to find myself, and attempting to figure out what | wanted to do
with my life. The image of the hidden sparks really resonated with me, as | was looking for a
connection to divinity and a clearer purpose in myself at a time when | had a hard time finding
them. It made me feel like Judaism had something profoundly, deeply, personally helpful during
a confusing moment of my life.

| am sure that Levi Yitzhak of Berditcheyv, the author of this text, would not have thought of a
queer reading for his image of the “shameless kiss.” And yet for me, a queer sensibility feels
deeply present here: There is a hidden holiness that wants to shine forth in public but is
disparaged because it is seen as physical rather than spiritual. The shameless public kiss is
liberatory, revealing a powerful, pure love from an unexpected place. This text pushes us to
recognize that we have a deeper spiritual dimension to everything we do, even within things that
seem physical or superficial. It asks us to embrace the “shameless kiss” in public because we
know it has deep significance, even if others do not. It's on all of us, in our own ways, to discover
those sparks in unexpected moments and places. Through living them fully and with meaning,
we can lift them up to their Source.

Sod
e How can you do avodah be-gashmi‘ut? How can you engage in your everyday interactions
with the physical world in a way that brings more intentionality and holiness to each
moment?

" If only it could be as with a brother, as if you had nursed | Our text seems to be doing to this
verse from Song of Songs exactly what it asks us to do in our lives — to uplift it from the
physical into the spiritual. The graphic, erotic imagery is transformed, step by step, into a
spiritual practice. The desire to openly display one’s hidden erotic love for a lover, as siblings
may openly display their familial love for one another, becomes a metaphor for the way we try to
take hidden sparks of holiness and reveal them. The sexual subtext isn’t entirely erased, though
— our text mentions earlier that even sexuality has sacredness within it.




What are the “sparks” hidden in you, or in others, that you can help bring out? What is the
hidden love, “fierce as death,” that you would like to bring out into “the street?”

How do you find holiness and meaning even in challenging moments? Do you find
yourself able to say “this, too, is for the good?” Do you bristle against that message?



Ladies-In-Waiting: Toldot (Degel Mahaneh Ephraim)

“Flag of Ephraim's Camp” (Numbers 2:18)

Moshe Hayyim Ephraim of Sudlikov (1748-1800, Ukraine)

Grandson of the Baal Shem Tov (founder of the Hasidic movement) and student of his students
Dov Ber (the Maggid of Mezeritch) and Ya'akov Yosef of Pollonye (Toldot Ya'akov Yosef). His
teachings often include sayings from his grandfather, who died when Moshe Hayyim Ephraim
was twelve years old. He saw himself as continuing his grandfather’s legacy, but served as the
rabbi of the community in Sudlikov, rather than as a “rebbe” with a circle of Hasidic disciples.

P’shat

For the true Tzaddik [“Righteous One,” usually refering to a Hasidic leader], prayer is never strictly
personal — it is also about searching for ruptures in the greater, overarching spiritual structure
of the universe, and praying for their repair. Praying for greater cosmic healing and repair always
rebounds back to oneself — one’s own suffering stems from, and is mirrored in, the suffering
and brokenness within divinity itself. Instead of praying for myself, | pray for God — and when
God's suffering is relieved, the root cause of my own suffering is relieved, too. This type of
prayer is like being a lady-in-waiting for God: We try to sense God'’s own distress and then work
to fix it. In this way — and using intricate Kabbalistic wordplay — Isaac’s plea on behalf of his
barren wife Rebekah is transformed from a personal prayer for their physical needs into a
mystical prayer for reunification of disparate elements within the divine. In the process of
working to repair the rupture within God, Isaac repairs what is ruptured in his own life, too. It is
this mystical spiritual practice that leads Rebekah to finally conceive.

“Isaac pleaded with the Eternal on behalf
of his wife, because she was barren; and
the Eternal responded to his plea, and his
wife Rebekah conceived,” (Genesis 25:21).

There are deep things in this, like what my
master and grandfather, whose soul is in
heaven (may his memory be a blessing for
life in the World to Come) said: Since all
things come from the Shekhinah [the
feminine, indwelling presence of the divine]
(so to speak), then whenever a person
lacks something, they should understand
that they are (so to speak) also lacking
within the Shekhinah (blessed be God and
God’s name). As our eyes come to be
enlightened and our minds come to be
expanded to understand this fact, so, too,
do all our prayers need to be prayers for
fulfilling what the Shekhinah lacks (so to
speak), so that as a consequence whatever
one lacks in oneself is repaired. This is the
meaning of: “The Tzaddikim are the
emissaries of the Noblewoman
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[Matronita]”’® — the Tzaddikim [“Righteous
Ones," usually refering to Hasidic leaders]
discern, via what they themselves are
lacking, what is lacking in the Shekhinah,
who is Herself a model of what they
themselves lack. They work to unite her in
true union.® [...]

This is the meaning of “Isaac pleaded
[va’Ye'eTaR] with the Eternal on behalf of

[AN1 [wIIWA DT PR KN D 7" TIN nwYa XN
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[NON W'Y NT7 XNAITN NT7IN 11'RY MWK "'V AT
wIN' (N7 AN INTENY IRWAL 0N KW DY 7101
N NYYIAINYY7 0717w 1917R 1 ANN'Y 779Nnnw

his wife...”
His prayer went up and there effected
unification, coupling, and birth [...]

DY 'D NNW 0'012) DNWN D DMWY WY KINY X'VINn
Jant D'T'7In DWI NDNAN DX NNy
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2"15 ANY7 071V 7Y 1919R KINY T hanmvy

Then, immediately afterwards, “[...] and his
wife Rebekah conceived.”

Whatever happens in the upper worlds also
happens in all the worlds. Understand this
well, since this is what led to “and his wife
Rebekah conceived.” |...]
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> The Tzaddikim the emissaries of the Noblewoman | | can’t find this exact phrase anywhere, but
it seems to stem from a few similar ideas in the Zohar. See for example, Zohar 1:242a, where the
Tzaddikim [Righteous Ones] are called “maidens of Jerusalem,” serving as the Noblewoman’s
ladies-in-waiting and emissaries to the king:
“I adjure you, O maidens of Jerusalem,” (Song of Songs 3:5). These are the souls of the
righteous, who are always near the King, letting the King know the doings of the Noblewoman
[Matronita] every day.
See also Zohar 3:53b:
Come and see: What is the difference between Moses and Aaron, and which of them is higher?
Moses is the king’s counselor [shushbina d’'Malka], but Aaron is the Noblewoman’s counselor
[shushbina d’'Matronita]. A parable: There once was a king with a very exalted noblewoman.
What did he do? He gave her a counselor to help her, and to look over the affairs of the home.
When the counselor would come before the king, he would only come along with the
noblewoman.
“Matronita,” a “matron” or “noblewoman,” is frequently used in the Zohar as a symbol for the
Shekhinah, though her origins as a figure date back to the Talmud, where educated and
intelligent Roman noblewomen serve as everything from curious interlocutors to benevolent
saviors to threatening tormentors for various Sages. See, for example, Berakhot 55a, Kiddushin
39b, Rosh Hashanah 19a, and others.
' unite her in true union | The goal of the Kabbalists — and by extension, the Hasidim — is to
help reunite two separated parts of divinity. The Shekhinah or Matronita — the immanent,
feminine aspect of God — lives in exile in the lower worlds with us, much like the Jewish people
live in exile. She is meant to reunite with the King, or Tiferet [Harmony] — the masculine,
transcendent part of God — in a reunion mirroring the coming together of husband and wife. As
we'll see below, this reunion is often described using a sexual metaphor.
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So much of my own prayer life is focused on myself. | reflect on my life and my choices, | look
for peace or calm, | ask for wisdom or health or guidance. Sometimes of course my sphere of
concern will widen to my family and friends — | think of their health and the struggles they’re
facing, too!

Becoming a congregational rabbi, though, felt like a challenge to widen that sphere in an even
larger way: Could | honestly and genuinely hold in my consciousness all these people in
synagogue, to pray on their behalf and not just my own? Could | elevate my concern beyond
myself and my closest people to the needs of the entire community? This is the sort of spiritual
power that Hasidic masters — rebbes and Tzaddikim — were purported to have. They carried the
spiritual weight of their followers on their shoulders in prayer. And though Jewish prayer
services are admittedly already quite long, | feel like there’s not always the time in shul or space
inside my own head and heart to do that consistently, especially when I'm filled up with my own
concerns.

This text, though, imagines another model for prayer — it's not about praying for myself or my
family or even all the members of my community. It's about serving as the servants, or
ladies-in-waiting,"” of the Shekhinah, the feminine element of the divine that dwells with us and
suffers with us. She is both a part of God and is also the collective symbol of all her people.
When we pray for her healing, for her redemption, for her peace, we are in fact praying for
ourselves, too — but for ourselves as part of something larger than ourselves. Instead of
thinking only about my own private sorrows, | can think of them as reflective of something with
cosmic significance: the collective sorrow of the world, the brokenness inherent in creation,
God’s own suffering at the fact of our suffering.

In my own experience I've found this a very powerful way to pray, expanding my mindful
attention and consciousness to embrace something much bigger than myself. If my suffering is
a part of the universal, divine suffering of existence, then it means that | am not alone — my
suffering has meaning beyond myself, making it both more and less important than | thought.

Sod

e How much do you focus on your own needs, wants, and desires in prayer and spiritual
practice? How much do you focus on the broader needs of your family, your community,
or the broader world?

e Does your own suffering ever feel like it's part of something bigger? Does it cut you off
from empathy with others, or join you to them?

7 As a side note, I'll admit that this particular text doesn’t specifically say that we are
ladies-in-waiting, but simply “emissaries,” using the masculine plural that can refer to either a
group of men or a group of people of mixed gender. However, this text is drawing on earlier
expressions of this same idea, one of which comes from Zohar 1:242a, imagining the righteous
in prayer as the “maidens of Jerusalem” (Song of Songs 3:5), who share their Noblewoman'’s
concerns and needs to the King.
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How does the image of a vulnerable God, suffering with us and in need of our help,
resonate with your spiritual life?

13



	Nursing Breasts: Va’era (Noam Elimelekh) 
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	The Shameless Kiss: Vayeishev — Kedushat Levi 
	A child prodigy from a rabbinic family, Levi Yitzchak became a student of Dov Ber (the Maggid of Mezeritch) and a “convert” to the early Ḥasidic movement, while still serving as a standard community rabbi rather than as a “rebbe” of a Ḥasidic court. Parts of Kedushat Levi were first published in 1798, with the full edition appearing after his death in 1811. Levi Yitzḥak was known as the “Defender of Israel,” and is remembered in many anecdotes and stories as praying to God on behalf of the Jewish people, arguing for their merit even when they seemed to be sinning. One version of a tale involves him encountering a Jew violating the fast of Yom Kippur by eating in public. He asked the man if he knew that this was forbidden, and the man said, “Yes.” Levi Yitzchak lifted his eyes to heaven and said, “Oh God, look at this righteous Jew, who refuses to lie on Yom Kippur!”  
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