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“SERVICE OF GOD” AS A UNIQUE DISCIPLINE 

“If then you obey the commandments that I enjoin upon you this day, to 
love the Lord your God to serve Him with all your heart and soul” (Deut. 
11:13).

“The world stands upon three things: Torah, Divine service, and acts of 
lovingkindness” (Avot 1:2).

S ome words of introduction: In the yeshiva high school system, and 
in many yeshivot, the courses that discuss the Creator of the world 
are often referred to as Jewish thought or Emuna (Faith). Yet, 

while it is certainly laudable that these institutions choose to explore and 
teach this most important subject, it is actually a mixed blessing. This 
fi eld of study, which in essence deals with exploring and learning about 
the infi nite God, is inherently different than any other academic under-
taking. By defi nition, the Divine defi es defi nition, and He is impossible to 
grasp. In the words of the Zohar’s Petah Eliyahu, “Man’s intellect cannot 
grasp Him at all.” Therefore, the attempt to explore this subject with the 
same tools that we use to study other philosophical disciplines may, God 
forbid, leave a person feeling detached and disconnected, rather than 
close and connected. This danger is inherent, since delving into the Di-
vine necessarily prompts one to understand, in the words of the great 
Rabbis who have preceded us, that “the function of knowledge [of God] 
is that we should know that we do not know.”1 To my mind, rather than 
exploring proofs for God’s existence, it is far more appropriate to explore 
ways to feel His presence. Instead of speaking about Him, we must learn 
to speak to Him. 

The skills that we need for this subject matter are entirely different 
than the skill set used to solve math problems or to memorize different 
philosophical approaches. We need to use our spiritual intelligence, 
namely the intelligence that helps us perceive that which is hidden and 
awesome; the human intelligence that is sensitive to the notion that things 
have an inner essence and need to be deeply intuited; the intelligence that 
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helps a person use introspection to understand and perceive. Rabbi 
Nahman of Breslov dealt extensively with this issue, and wrote in one of 
his teachings: “Know that there is a light that is beyond the soul and the 
spirit and the emotions, and it is an infi nite and blessed light. And even 
though the intellect cannot perceive it, people still pursue it…. By per-
forming mitzvot in a state of genuine happiness, a person can achieve 
this… and this achievement is the purpose of everything, in the sense of 
knowing that we do not know.”2 It seems that Rabbi Yehuda Halevi also 
addressed this inner introspection when he wrote: “The Creator, blessed 
be He… endowed the choicest of His creations with an inner eye that can 
perceive everything as it really is, in its unchanging existence.”3

The proposal presented below seeks to outline a path, a road that 
ascends to the house of God by accessing the most hidden, innermost 
places of man himself, encouraging him to engage, through inner qui-
etening, within a calm atmosphere, the Divine essence within him, the 
side of him that knows how to connect to the Divine through prayer, 
listening, joy, and cleaving to God. This is an initial proposal, and its pri-
mary purpose is to engender the confi dence and belief that our religious 
skills and abilities can be enhanced and improved. Following on the fa-
mous words of the Kotzker Rebbe, “Where is God? Wherever you let 
Him in,” we therefore seek to offer Him a small opening, “like the eye of 
a needle,” so that we can enter through it. We strive to follow in the foot-
steps of the psalmist: “Open for me the gates of righteousness, I will enter 
them and praise God” (Psalms 118:19).

The commandment to worship God with all of our hearts seems to be 
one of the most basic and central mitzvot in our relationship with God. 
And yet, astonishingly, most Jews today do not set aside time each day or 
have an organized strategy for engaging in worship of the heart. It seems 
that the Sages’ observation that people tend to be fl ippant towards the 
things that are most signifi cant and basic in this world, is as true as it ever 
was, and that the “pillar of Divine service” is treated without proper seri-
ousness.4 Ramhal noted in the introduction to Mesilat Yesharim: “To the 
extent that these ideas are well known and their truth obvious to all, so is 
man’s disregard for them, and forgetfulness is prevalent…. There are but 
few who devote thought and study to perfection of Divine service, to 
love, fear, communion, and all other aspects of saintliness…. It is not that 
they consider this knowledge unessential; if questioned each one will 
maintain that it is of paramount importance and that one who is not 
clearly versed in these matters cannot be deemed to be truly wise.”

It is important to emphasize that though many people devote time to 
studying emuna, Jewish thought, musar, and aggada, this is not the 
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solution. “God wants the heart.” He seeks and demands our Divine ser-
vice. And the gulf that separates “You shall know this today” and “You 
shall take to your heart” (Deut. 4:39) is immense.

“This is the gate of God, the righteous will enter through it” (Psalms 
118:20)
I would like to propose the beginnings of a solution, an approach that can 
create a framework for restoring Divine service to its proper place as a 
central element of our religious experience and of our connection with 
God, in a manner which will enable us to construct a sanctuary within our 
hearts to His Glory. 

What are the central components of this discipline of Divine service? 
Or, in the words of Rambam: “How can one come to love Him and fear 
Him?”5 I would like to suggest four different focal points that comprise 
the basis of this proposal. Each of these elements is important in its own 
right and can be greatly deepened and expanded, and yet, synthesizing 
these different focal points can open man and his heart to an ever-
deepening relationship with the Source of All Life. As indicated, this 
approach does not seek to teach philosophical ideas and thoughts from 
the source of “the tree of knowledge”; rather, it is an attempt to cleave 
to “the tree of life.”

The fi rst focal point is the initial and intimate meeting between man 
and himself—his body, his emotional world, his soul, and everything that 
derives from there. This meeting has the capacity to stimulate a person to 
become more present, and thereby to become more sensitive to, in the 
Rambam’s terminology, “the truth of existence”;6 to a deep realization of 
the presence of all that exists.

When one has learned to truly recognize the presence of his fellow 
human being, man can learn to communicate with those who exist beside 
him in a manner which is accurate and optimal. This comprises the sec-
ond focal point. Connecting with his fellow, and cultivating this connec-
tion to form a group that is committed to ongoing growth, will enable 
the Divine presence to appear among those friends who are involved in 
authentic and open discourse. 

The third focal point is connecting with God. Once a person has 
learned to approach his fellow, he will discover that this act also enables 
the possibility of approaching the One whose favor and countenance we 
continually seek. When the act of approaching God is predicated upon a 
capacity for dialogue that is attentive and receptive, it generates deep 
awareness on the part of the petitioner to God of His requests of him, 
elevates the entire relationship between him and God to a relationship 
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marked by genuine intimacy and dialogue, and makes God’s presence 
more palpable in reality. 

The fourth focal point is cleaving to God. The act of drawing close to 
the One God opens the possibility of cleaving to God, a reality where I 
and Thou are so deeply attached that the sense of separateness that di-
vides us dissipates and fades away—in the spirit of “And they will become 
one fl esh” (Gen. 2:24). Everything is transformed into one; words, feel-
ings, indeed all of existence. The gaps, the separateness, the limitations, 
the tzimtzum, and differentiation that enabled the Creation of the 
world—all of these things revert to their original source, before the cre-
ation of separate beings. These are the moments that R. Yehuda Halevi 
calls “the kernel of time that gives life to all.”7 This connection revitalizes 
the rest of our time, our behaviors, how we choose to behave, speak and 
interact, and our personalities. 

The proposal presented here is a preliminary outline of a possible ap-
proach, as well as an invitation to engage in the process described.

“From my fl esh I can see the Divine”—For I know
Rabbi Nahman opens his treatise with a quote from the book of Psalms: 
“‘For I know that the Lord is great, that our Lord is greater than all gods’ 
(Psalms 135:5). King David here asserts ‘For I know’—he specifi cally 
states ‘I know,’ because the greatness of the Creator, blessed be He, can-
not be articulated to another, and even within oneself it is impossible to 
articulate each day what sparkles and beckons to him on that particular 
day. One cannot express to himself on the morrow the shining and spar-
kling nature of the greatness of God that he perceived yesterday, and 
therefore he [King David] said: ‘For I know,’ specifi cally ‘I know,’ 
because it defi es communication.”

Similarly, it is written in the Zohar (1:103), “Her husband is promi-
nent in the gates”—“Each one in accordance with the estimation of his 
own heart.”8 It appears that a person can best encounter the Divine 
through the image of God that rests inside him, or in the words of the 
Zohar “in the estimation of his heart.” There are things that a person 
knows only from within himself, in a way that only he himself can under-
stand and recognize. There is no way to explain what I experience when 
I stand beneath my fi g tree in my garden. In that moment, even if my 
mouth were as full of song as the sea, I would hardly be able to commit 
to words the feelings and emotions that encapsulate everything that I 
truly am and experience in that moment. The fact that I am the child of 
Holocaust survivors is ever-present, as is the exhilaration that the prom-
ise of the prophets is being realized in our generation, as well as the 
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distinct smell of the fruit blossoming on the budding tree, and the nu-
merous prayers I have recited there, all the times I raised my hands to-
wards the heavens together with the canopy of fi g leaves above me, and 
on and on. What is important is that I cultivate inside myself the capac-
ity to experience these things from within, that I can recognize this 
unique place where I experience this feeling of connection to God’s 
creations, and I am aware of the one-time and unique nature of these 
feelings in this moment, and make a place for them in my life. The gap 
between the way that I fi rst expressed the mysterious word “I” and the 
inner feelings that stir inside me today when I say that very same word 
with proper intent, when I proclaim “I gratefully thank you” (modeh 
ani) is like the gap between myself and the One to whom I turn, and 
thank, and reveal all this to. Through this experience, I recognize that I 
have not yet completed the journey of identifying and drawing close to 
all that lies within me. 

The outline that lies before you is suitable for children and adults, 
women and men. Each one on their own path, according to their own 
place and level, on this path toward getting acquainted with that which 
lies within him and that he calls by the precious name of “I.”

The strategy for developing this perspective includes the following 
steps:

• Learning how to create an open and calm space (both in time and 
in place).

• Learning skills for relaxation, introspection, and inner attentive med-
itation.

• Intensifying our attention and awareness of our inner experience.
• Being alert and open to the inner essence of things.
• Establishing trust and accepting things as they are and at the same 

time, making space for aspirations.
• Strengthening our awareness of our inner emotional world and learn-

ing how to regulate it.

The power of the group—“Those who revere the Lord spoke to one another”
“For each and every Jew has something precious, a nekuda, that his 
friend does not have.”9 Once a man has learned to be with himself, and 
even to love this experience, it is time to reach beyond himself towards 
others. The act of reaching out and connecting to others creates the 
potential for the Divine presence to rest among them. Social interaction 
requires learning—exchanging the competition and jealousy that ini-
tially arose from our primal struggle for survival, for honesty, deep ac-
ceptance of the other, the resolute attempt to learn from another and 
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accept his unique nekuda, and the will to strengthen one another and 
help each other grow. When all of these things have been internalized 
and actualized, the group is transformed into a reservoir of healthy as-
pirations and social resilience, and becomes a never-ending resource. In 
this group, the skills that were acquired in the fi rst stage of the process are 
strengthened, and the individual learns to interact faithfully and well with 
others. 

A model for working in a group like this has developed in recent years 
in the Makor Chaim yeshiva high school in Kfar Etzion and in the Beit 
Midrash Lehithadshut. These groups operate across the country, with a 
wide and varied range of participants. The model ensures that those who 
participate do not limit themselves to a purely academic learning experi-
ence, but instead seek to engage in the type of dialogue that necessitates 
their entering into their inner worlds and into deep educational discourse, 
and engaging with the lessons and conclusions that derive from this learn-
ing. An analysis of the proposed structure10 for these groups demonstrates 
this “entering inside: Workgroups begin their analysis by learning tradi-
tional sources that have been shaped over many generations, by learning 
from the experiences of the great leaders and scholars who came before us, 
who themselves certainly lived what they taught. At the same time, learning 
must necessarily translate into hands-on and practical work, in order not to 
suffi ce with learning for its own sake or a solely intellectual experience.

The strategy for developing this perspective includes the following steps:

• Learning the proper way to speak to one’s fellow. This includes 
speaking about personal things, speaking from the heart, sharing 
truthfully, keeping secrets, listening deeply to others, refl ecting back, 
and responding appropriately.

• “Reprove your fellow man” – Offering feedback and being fully pres-
ent, rather than critiquing.

• “It’s all about camaraderie” – Creating a group that shares a com-
mon goal and its own inner language.

• “All of her ways are pleasant” – The work done in the group will 
impact the way that Torah is learned.

• “Occupy yourself with His Torah” – Torah study together in the 
group presents an opportunity for work on personal growth and 
growth as a group. 

The centrality of dialogue, speech, supplication, and listening to God—“And 
God listened and heard”
“When those who revere the Lord spoke to one another, the Lord heard 
and noted it, and a scroll of remembrance was written at His behest 
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concerning those who revere the Lord and esteem His name” (Malakhi 
3:16). By establishing a link between God’s attentiveness (“The Lord heard 
and noted it”) and the unique conversation that transpires among “those 
who revere the Lord,” this verse demonstrates that such a group has the 
capacity to cause God to be uniquely and especially attentive to the con-
versation that takes place in the context of such a group. Thus, the require-
ment to pray with a minyan is now understood not as a peripheral condition, 
but as a manifestation of another level of experience—a community of 
people whose members are intrinsically connected to one another. 

The two previous stages—man’s recognition of his own soul and his 
capacity to access it, and man’s honing of his ability to reach out, engage 
in conversation, and speak with the other allows them to welcome God to 
be present within their group. Public prayer services and the fact that 
prayer is formulated in the plural, demonstrate that prayer is not merely a 
self-centered opportunity to petition God for our personal needs. It is 
rather an additional stage in the process of man stepping out of his self-
focused existence, which is dedicated to his own needs for survival, and 
instead his expressing his ability to communicate with “that which lies 
beyond,” that which is sacred, and “He Who was exalted in solitude from 
before creation, Who is praised, glorifi ed and exalted from the days of 
old.”11 It is an opportunity to relate and connect to the perspective of the 
Divine on our existence, and thereby see the wondrous glory of the Cre-
ator, and thank Him for all of the good that he bestows upon us, as well 
as to suggest and ask for improvement in areas where this is possible.

The strategy for developing and improving this area includes the fol-
lowing steps:

• “Know before Whom you stand” – Engaging in proper preparations 
for prayer, including one’s dress, body, and soul, with fear and love.

• Analysis of prayer – Comprehensive knowledge of all of prayers in the 
siddur, making prayer more familiar and accessible.

“Go into the ark” – Connecting one’s thoughts to one’s speech, con-
necting to the words, become aquatinted with different styles and 
types of prayer.

• The movements of the soul during prayer – Improving the ability 
to give praise and thanks, learning what it means that one is weak, 
developing the ability to request, to plead, and to be needy.

• Prayer as listening to the word of God.
• Personal prayer – The ability to compose personal prayers for differ-

ent situations that one encounters, strengthening our connection to 
God in alignment with the changing events in our lives.
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Cleaving to God – “If, then, you faithfully keep all this instruction that 
I command you, loving the Lord your God, walking in all His ways, and 
cleave unto Him” (Deut. 11:22)

“Hence a man leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his wife, and 
they will become one fl esh” (Gen. 2:24)

“Revere the Lord your God, only Him shall you worship, to Him shall you 
cleave, and by His name shall you swear” (Deut. 10:20)

Although it seems that this quality of cleaving to God is an exalted and 
distant level, accessible only to a small number of unique individuals, I be-
lieve that it is correct to place it at the top of this pyramid, both in order to 
know what stands at the pinnacle of our aspirations, as well as to enable 
people like us to experience it, even if only partially and occasionally.

Cleaving to God means returning everything to its original source, 
when everything was in the original state of unity. At the moment of Cre-
ation, the heavens separated from the earth, the water separated from the 
land, and people separated from one another and from the rest of God’s 
creations. Tzimtzum both enabled this separation and also left us to per-
petually pine and long for a return to the original state, to the source.

“The lower waters cry and say: We want to be before the King, the 
Holy One, blessed be He” (Tikunnei Zohar, Tikkun 5 [19:2]).

When man succeeds in behaving in such a way that enables his soul to 
occasionally break free from the “I,” the egotistic-shell that envelops it, 
and he learns to listen to it, to communicate with his fellows in a way that 
refl ects soulful, inner attachment, and to speak with his Creator intimate-
ly and openly, it is possible that perhaps when he recites the Shema and 
declares that God is “One” he will be able to fully comprehend, beyond 
a shadow of doubt, that “there are none but Him” and that the individual 
who recites the Shema, those who surround him, as well as the sun, the 
moon, the stars, and all animate and inanimate objects—all of God’s cre-
ations are One. Even a brief moment of this awareness of ultimate unity 
reminds man of the absolute truth that all is one, that the individual is 
rooted in the whole, and that his sensitivity to the whole and his commit-
ment to act on behalf of the community, derive from his awareness of the 
truth—his understanding of things as they really are.

The strategy for developing and improving this perspective includes 
the following steps:

• Introspection – Paying close attention to different organisms that 
exist in this world, such as the human body, or an anthill, a beehive, 
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a fl ock of birds, etc. This close attention develops in one’s soul the 
awareness of the structure of oneness of all being

• Participation – Participating in experiences where the awareness 
of oneness is strongly present, such as dancing at a wedding, 
hitva’aduyot (spiritual gatherings), communal prayer, communal 
singing that is directed towards developing a sense of unity, etc. 
While participating in these events, one should sharpen one’s aware-
ness and sense of being part of a larger whole during the experience 
itself.

• Imitatio Dei –“Rabbi Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina, says: What 
is the meaning of that which is written: ‘After the Lord your 
God shall you walk’—is it actually possible for a person to follow 
the Divine Presence? But hasn’t it already been stated: ‘For the 
Lord your God is a devouring fi re’? Rather, one should follow 
the attributes of the Holy One, blessed be He. Just as He clothes 
the naked, you should clothe the naked. Just as the Holy One, 
blessed be He, visits the sick, you should visit the sick. Just as the 
Holy One, blessed be He, consoles mourners, you should console 
mourners. Just as the Holy One, blessed be He, buries the dead, 
you should bury the dead.”12 Acting out of an awareness that 
one is imitating God, and negating one’s own personal interests 
that may be at stake, overpowers the sense of personal separation 
and enables man to act from a sense of devotion to the group, to 
society, to tikkun olam, in total partnership with and in cleaving 
to God. These types of activities usually involve volunteering on 
behalf of others in society and those in need (volunteering in one 
of the many existing charitable organizations and even creating 
new charitable initiatives).

• Pleasure – “And God created man in His image, in the image of God 
He created him; male and female He created them. I have learned 
from my teacher (the Ba’al Shem Tov)… the trait of yesod is that a 
person experiences greater pleasure in Divine service than in any 
other pleasure. We know that sexual pleasure is the greatest pleasure, 
and it represents the unifi cation of male and female, and from physi-
cality we can understand spiritual pleasure, when a person clings to 
the Oneness of the Holy One Blessed be He, who is the source of all 
pleasures” (Ba’al Shem Tov, commentary to the Torah, Genesis 8). 
One of the indicators of cleaving to God is pleasure. As described by 
the Ba’al Shem Tov, cleaving to God is the source of all pleasure, and 
therefore in every type of cleaving and returning of things to their 
original state, including the pleasure of “and they will become one 
fl esh” pleasure will be present.
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In conclusion, this proposal comprises a path, a proposed strategy for 
both a beginner and one who is more advanced, as each of these stages 
can be revisited again and again, as one can set aside time to communicate 
and to reconnect with that which one calls “I,” to meet again with the 
members of one’s group, and to accept upon oneself the commandment 
of “Loving your neighbor as yourself,” and thereby attaining the level of 
“Revere the Lord your God, only Him shall you worship, to Him shall 
you cling, and by His name shall you swear” (Deut. 10:20).

“You who cling to the Lord your God, are all alive today” (Deut. 4:4).

1 Special thanks to Dr. Moshe Weinstock, my dear havruta, who helped me to 
commit these ideas to writing.
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