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Tanach: God’s Face, Turned towards you or hidden?
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May the Eternal bless you and keep you.
May the Eternal’s face shine upon you and be gracious to you.

May the Eternal’s face turn towards you and give you peace.
Numbers 6:24-26
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Yet I will surely hide (lit., hiding, I will hide) My face on that day,

because of all the evil they have done in turning to other gods.
Deuteronomy 31:18

Kabbalah: The Doctrine of Tzimtzum

Definition (from Hayyim Vital, disciple of Isaac Luria)
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Know that before emanations were produced and creatures were
created, there was a simple supernal light that filled all existence; and
there was no empty space, like a completely empty space or vacuum, but
all was filled with that simple infinite light (or, light of the Ayn Sof, the
Infinite One). It had no aspect of beginning or end, rather all was one
simple light equally distributed, and this is called the light of the Ayn
Sof.

When it arose in [the Ayn Sof’s] simple will to create worlds and
produce emanations, to bring to light the perfection of [the divine] acts,
names, and designations — which is the purpose of the creation of the
worlds, ... the Ayn Sof then concentrated (tzimtzem) Itself in the central
point in the actual centre of that light... It concentrated the light and
removed it on all sides from around the central point. Then there was an
empty space, a complete vacuum, from that actual central point, like
this.

Hayyim Vital (1542-1620), Etz Hayyim (The Tree of Life), from
Gate 1, Branch 2 (Warsaw: 1891), p.22.

Hasidic Interpretations: I Theology

A. Shneur Zalman of Liady, student of the Maggid of Mezritch, and
founder of HaBaD/Lubavitch)
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...But, look here: it is impossible to say this at all, that the matter of
tzimtzum is literal, for that [would assign] corporeality to the Holy

Blessed One who is separated from such things a million-fold, ad
infinitum!...



Rather, the Holy Blessed One concentrated (tzimtzem) the light
and the life-force so that it might diffuse from ‘the breath of [God’s]
mouth’ [Psalm 33:6] and be clothed in the combinations of letters of the
Ten Utterances [with which the world was created, see Genesis 1], and
their combinations, substitutions and transpositions of the letters
themselves, plus their number [equivalents]. For every substitution and
transposition indicates the descent of the light and life-force from one
level to the next, so that it can create and give life to creatures the level of
whose status and quality is less that of the creatures created [directly]
from the letters and words of the Ten Utterances themselves, in which
the Holy Blessed One, in divine glory and divine essence, is clothed, for
they [the Ten Utterances] are [God’s] attributes...

Shneur Zalman of Liady (1746-1813), Ligqutei Amarim-Tanya
(Collected Sayings—It Has Been Taught) (London: Kehot
Publication Society, 1973), Sha‘ar HaYichud V’Ha’Emunah,
chapter 7, pp.165-166, 168 [Bi-Lingual Edition, pp.314-315, 319].

B. Nachman of Bratzlav
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God created the universe out of compassion, for [God] wanted to
reveal divine compassion, and if there had been no creation, to whom
would [God] have demonstrated this compassion? Therefore, [God]
created all of creation, from the beginning of the emanation process
down to the central point of the physical world, in order to demonstrate
divine compassion. When God wanted to create the universe, there was
no room in which to create it, since all was the Ayn Sof (‘The Infinite
[One]’). Therefore, [God] retracted the light to the sides and, by means

3



of this retraction (tzimtzum), an empty space was made... This empty
space was required for the creation of the universe, for without this
empty space there would have been no room for the universe, as stated
above. But this retraction is impossible to understand or comprehend
except in the messianic future, because it is [logically] necessary to say
two contradictory things about it: [namely], somethingness and
nothingness (yesh ve’ayin). The empty space came about by means of
the retraction, for, as it were, [God] retracted the divine essence from it,
so that there is no divine essence in it, as it were. If it had not been so, it
would not have been empty. All would [still] be Ayn Sof, and there would
be no room at all for the creation of the universe.

However, the absolute truth is that there is certainly, nevertheless,
also divine essence within, for nothing can exist without [God’s] life-
force. Therefore, it is impossible to comprehend the aspect of the empty
space at all, until the messianic future.

Nachman of Bratzlav (1772-1811), Ligqutei MoHaRaN (Collected
Sayings of Our Teacher, the Rav, Rabbi Nachman) (Jerusalem:
Meshech HaNachal, 1986), pt. I, §64:1, p.78a.

Hasidic Interpretations: II Parables

Dov Baer, the Maggid of Mezritch
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... It is like a parent who contracts their mind and intellect for the
sake of their child, and engages in childish activities for the sake of their
child’s pleasure. Why do they engage in childish activities? Because the
child cannot comprehend their [comparatively] greater intellect.
Similarly, the Blessed One contracted the divine self in order that we
have pleasure.
Dov Baer of Mezritch (died 1772), Maggid Devarav LeYa‘akov

(Telling His Words to Jacob [Psalm 147:19]) (edited by Rivka
Schatz-Uffenheimer) (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1976), pp

252-253.




Simchah Bunam of Otvotsk
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‘T will surely hide My face...’
Deuteronomy 31:18
... He said: It is like children playing hide-and-seek. The child who
is hiding cries out ‘I am hiding!” and the child that possesses
understanding, following the sound that has gone forth, looks until he
finds [the hidden child]. It is the same here. The Blessed One cries out ‘I
am hiding!’, and in those of understanding, the voice of the Blessed One
arouses them until they seek and find [God].
Simchah Bunam of Otvorsk (d. 1907), son of Menachem Mendel of
Vorki in Anon. (ed.), Gedulat Mordechai uGdulat HaTzaddikim
(The Greatness of Mordechai and the Greatness of the Righteous)

(Warsaw, 1934), pt. 2, §49, p. 18.

Hasidic Interpretations: III Psychology

Moshe Hayyim Efraim of Sudylkov
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I heard [the following] from my grandfather, my elder [the Ba‘al
Shem Tov]: ‘Hiding, I will hide My face....” [Deuteronomy 31:18] For
when a person is unaware that there is a hiding, that is certainly not
good, for then one thinks that one is perfectly righteous and does not
return in repentance. However, when one knows that there is a hiding,
and feels it in one’s soul, then one may submit to the Blessed One and

seek [God]...
Moshe Hayyim Efraim of Sudlykov (d.1800), Degel Mahane
Efraim (The Flag of the Camp of Efraim [Numbers 2:18])
(Jerusalem, 1963), p. 162. (Quoted in Shim‘on Menachem Mendel
of Govarchov (ed.) Sefer Ba‘al Shem Tov (Jerusalem, n.d.), v. II, p.

234.)




Pinchas of Koretz
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On the first day of Chanukah in that same year [?] In
Chotschovotin, I [Raphael of Bershad, died between 1816 & 1826]
complained to [my teacher] about a lack of faith in God’s providence
with regard to individuals (hashgachah p’ratit). When there is a period
of economic distress (dochek parnasah) it seems as if there is a hiding of
the Face. I asked him for words to strengthen my faith, but he replied:
That is what you have to say to young people, but a [fully-grown] Jew
should be ashamed to have to speak in that way. Moreover, you should
have strong faith in your heart, and he urged me to remember that when
you know that it is a hiding, it is not really a hiding.

Pinchas of Koretz (1726-1791), Midrash Pinchas (Pinchas’

Interpretation) (Jerusalem, 1971), §24, p.30a.

(A similar view is credited to the Ba‘al Shem Tov. See Ya‘akov

Yosef of Polonnoye (died c.1782), Toldot Ya‘akov Yosef

(Jerusalem, 1973), v. I, p. 22. Or, Keter Shem Tov (Brooklyn:

Kehot Publication Society, 1972), § 85, p. 12.)
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