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Abstract 

e deaths of our greatest sages, like the deaths of our ancestors, can be an almost unbearable 
loss. is loss—and the attempt for reunification—is one of the themes in the Zohar, e 
Book of Radiance. e Zohar, a kabbalistic commentary on the Torah, is the most sacred 
mystical text in the Jewish tradition, now spanning about 12 volumes with commentaries. It 
is believed to have been written in the late 13th century primarily by Moses de León (1250-
1305) in Sefarad—Spain. At one level, Zohar is ‘merely’ the tale of sages in antiquity 
convening together on the road, moving between dimensions, and sharing tales of their own 
beloved teachers, while the tellers of these tales are themselves walking the path doing the 
same. As we study Zohar today, we become part of the line of walkers on the path, 
endeavoring to retrieve our own departed sages. Instead of turtles, in the Jewish tradition 
we seem to have sages all the way down supporting the world. e Zohar gives us methods 
for the living and the dead to retrieve their severed connection. is paper will examine two 
of those methods, as well as the consequences of attempting reunification. It will also 
consider the theme of concealed and revealed light that runs through the Zohar. 
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Introduction 

e deaths of our greatest sages, like the deaths of our dearest ancestors, can be an 

almost unbearable loss. is loss— and the longing for reunification—is one of the 

themes in the Zohar, e Book of Radiance. Radiance (or “splendor”) is perceived 

as divine light. us, I imagine it as the most dramatic light of all, with shining rays 

emanating out from a central point called divinity. It should be noted that 

darkness, too is seen as an element of divinity, concealing and cloaking the light 

like a garment for its protection. 

 

e Zohar, a kabbalistic treatise on the Torah, is the most sacred mystical text in 

the Jewish tradition. In the original it spans approximately 3 volumes in 

idiosyncratic Aramaic. With notes and commentaries, the new Pritzker edition—

edited and retranslated by Daniel Matt—runs 12 volumes. ese days, it is 

considered to have originated in the late 13th century and written by Moshe de 

León (1250-1305) in Sefarad—Spain. However, “traditionally” it is attributed to the 

2nd century sage, Rabbi Shim’on bar Yochai and his companions, and only 

disseminated by Moshe de León, (who himself promoted the idea of 2nd century 

attribution to lend it the patina of antiquity). 

 

At one level, e Zohar is the tale of ancient sages convening together, deep in 

discussion on each and every letter and word of Torah—the first five books that 

constitute the Hebrew Bible—but Zohar differs from all other commentaries on the 

sacred text. Words, even untranslatable grammatical forms, have mystical 

meanings describing the nature of the divine—especially the feminine divine. e 
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‘stories’ contained within the bible are no longer about human action—people (and 

gods) and land. Instead, the text contains codes to a higher purpose—describing 

attributes of the divine as embodied in the sephirotic Tree of Life.  

 

Different from all other Jewish sacred texts, the heroes of the Zohar, are sages deep 

in thought and conversation, but they are not sitting in a dusty old synagogue study 

hall with their crumbling books as they argue over meaning. No— 

 

Instead, the Sages are outside walking on a path, no books in hand, moving at times 

from place to place oen in the countryside, with the sun or the stars visible above. 

ey are experiencing the heavens above. And at the same time, they are also 

moving between cosmic dimensions (Matt, 2004, v1:xxiii).  

 

ey are on, if I may be so bold, “the path of totality” the radiance of light 

concealed behind the darkness. eir daily life consists of longing for, seeking, and 

experiencing a full-on solar eclipse (as we are doing here in our own convening, 

having traversed hundreds, even thousands of miles to seek out the light inside the 

darkness, the darkness inside the light. We wouldn’t be here otherwise). 

 

Seriously—this is the language of e Zohar. As if Reb Shimon bar Yochai, heroic 

protagonist and student of Rabbi Akiva himself, was head astronomer of ancient 

Judea. Of course he and his colleagues walk the paths of darkness deep into the 

night. Sitting in a stuffy Beit Knesset is better for adjudicating aspects of halachic 

law than for contemplating the splendor of the concealed radiating light of the 

divine.1  
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As they walk, the 2nd century companions of e Zohar share tales of—and attempt 

to retrieve—their beloved departed teachers. At the same time, the 13th century 

companions of Moses de León (1250-1305) are doing the same. And in our own 

era, as we study Zohar with our companions, we too become part of the lineage of 

walkers on the path, endeavoring to reveal the light behind the darkness in the 

same curious manner—and attempting to retrieve our own beloved sages from the 

past.  

 

Instead of turtles, in the Jewish tradition we seem to have sages all the way down 

supporting the world.  

 

While Judaism does not have a shamanic tradition to facilitate access to the other 

world, the Zohar does seem to provide us with specific methods for the living and 

dead to retrieve their severed connection. Below, I share two of those methods, as 

well as the consequences of attempting reunification with the sages we have lost.  

 

 

Case 1: e Grief of Rabbi Hiyya 

 

At the death of the great sage, Shimon bar Yochai, (also known as the Holy Lamp 

for the illumination he brings), the grief of his earthly companion on the path, 

Rabbi Hiyya, was so overpowering that he cried out at the dust itself that remained 

(Zohar [1:4a-b] Pritzker Vol. 1:20-25): 
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“Dust, dust, do not boast! … Rabbi Shim’on has not decayed in you!” And he wept. 

He wept and he wept some more.2 And he fasted for 40 days in order to envision 

Rabbi Shim’on.  

 

But despite his prostrations, Rabbi Hiyya was emphatically told, “You are not 

entitled to see him.” And so, yes, he then wept even more. And fasted another 40 

days. For he was not allowed into the kingdom of the dead. 

 

Yet, in the vision, he is shown Rabbi Shim’on and his son studying aloud in the 

Hereaer, with thousands listening in the Academy of Sages (of the Dead). And he 

notices many huge celestial wings. Rabbi Shim’on beckons him and they mount, 

and soar to the Academy of Heaven—for Heaven is made up of many academies of 

the learned, and they ascend to the highest one. And all those wings wait for them, 

shining more brilliantly than the sun (Matt, Vol 1:21). 

 

And in that vision, Rabbi Shim’on introduces Rabbi Hiyya to the assembled dead 

sages and honors him, and Rabbi Hiyya is now embarrassed being honored by his 

teacher. He experiences a truly ecstatic moment, rising into the concealed light of 

the Heavens and being greeted by all the luminaries who dwell there. 

 

But suddenly, a Voice issues forth and—(excuse the expression)—all hell breaks 

loose. 

 

Rabbi Hiyya, of course, is not supposed to be up there at all. For in the paradigm of 

the Hebrew sages, one cannot enter the land of the dead and still live. e Voice 
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commands him lower his eyes so that he does not behold the radiance of the 

concealed world.  

 

But then, the voice seems to relent: 

 

“O high, hidden, concealed ones, open-eyed, roaming the entire world, 
gaze and see!  
 
O low, sleeping ones, close-eyed, awake!   
 
Who among you turns darkness into light …? 
 
Who among you awaits each day the light that shines …? 
 
Whoever does not await this each day in that world has no portion 
here.” (Matt Vol 1: 21-22) 

 

With or without approval, Rabbi Hiyya sneaks a peak, and sees angels ascending 

and descending, and above them all, the Master of Wings (Metatron) is 

approaching. At first concealed, then revealed from behind a curtain, the King 

Messiah arrives—he whose task it is to visit all the Academies of the Sages in 

Heaven, from the lowest to the highest. 

 

And, in short, the King Messiah offers to kill Rabbi Hiyya, along with his progeny, 

right then and there for having trespassed on the domain of the dead. is is not a 

punishment per se. It is an offer, since he’s so keen to join his mentor above. 

 

Rabbi Shim’on bargains with the King not to spare his friend exactly, but to wait a 

while, since Rabbi Hiyya has things yet to finish down in the earthly domain of the 
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living. And the Messiah relents, with a reluctant sigh, and lets him live a while 

longer until he completes his task among the living. 

 

And everybody is pleased with the determination of Rabbi Shim’on, who has 

adjudicated both the living and the dead alike. 

 

And what is the unfinished task of Rabbi Hiyya?  For this we need our second case. 

 

 

Case 2: e Shade of Rabbi Pinchas, son of Ya’ir 

 

Nine volumes of Zohar later, aer the death of Reb Shim’on and the (brief) 

ascension of Rabbi Hiyya, the remaining sages are walking-the-walk and talking-

the-talk, and something they say catches the ear of Rabbi Pinchas, son of Ya’ir, 

currently deceased.3 

 

A voice calls out to two of the living sages, Rabbi Abba and Rabbi Yosse studying 

the teachings of the by now departed Rabbi Hiyya in the darkness well past 

midnight—when suddenly they hear: 

 

“Make room, make room for Rabbi Pinchas, son of Ya’ir, who is with you!” (Zohar 

[3:217b—220a] Matt, v9:527-38)—as if the ‘shade’ of Rabbi Pinchas should need 

any room! 
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e deceased sage had decided to join the chevra of the living, for what have they 

been conversing but first, rebirth—which surely concerns their own putative 

futures. And second, the suffering of the righteous for the sins of the wicked to save 

a generation from being smitten for the sins of the few—a perpetual problem.4  

 

Rabbi Abba, astonished that the “shade” of Reb Pinchas is hovering above them, 

begins telling the story of another time a shadow had joined them. e sun had 

been blazing on the road in the valley of Ono, (about a day’s journey north-west 

from Jerusalem) and they sat for a bit in the shade of a cle of a rock. ey were 

telling stories of the righteous who had been seized for sins not their own in order 

to provide healing for a generation, when the ‘shade’ of a departed sage took 

interest (v9:528-30). 

 

“We rose and walked on. e intensity of the sun was extreme, oppressing us on 

the way… [next] we sat down in the shade of a desert tree…” (v9:531). Again and 

again the living sages of the Zohar need more darkness in order to be in the 

presence of great illumination. 

 

Parashat Pinchas, which runs about 150 pages, begins with instructions for 

engaging in Torah. But the text also hints at the gis that will be awarded to those 

who succeed at innovative deconstruction of the text. No dullards need apply. 

(v9:500-501). 

 

—When the sage dies, the Shekhinah will call out, “Open the gates!” (Isaiah 
26:2) and prepare a seat for so-and-so [at the Assembly of Sages of the 
Dead]…”  Ah—at last! 
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—Gates will open in the world of the living—with many lights visible that 
were previously concealed. 
 

—e “Blessed Holy One” has no other joy than with those who engage in 
Torah… 
 
is is a god of scholars, and a Heaven made of tiered academies of dead 
faculty, situated in accordance with their contributions to the literature (if I 
may put it so bluntly). 
 

—Especially those who awaken in the middle of the night to engage with 
Torah past midnight. Even better. 
 

—All the righteous in the (upper) Garden of Eden will listen to the sage’s 
voice, and the “Blessed Holy One” will be among them. e Divine Entity will 
be listening when we present, if we’re worth it. 

 

Later on, it’s even more explicit:  

“e shade sat down and kissed [Rabbi Abba]…”  [For,] any place in 
which a righteous person innovates words of Torah, he [the sage who 
has ‘passed’] comes to visit when he is [back] in [our] world—especially 
when other righteous ones are present there, innovating words of Torah 
in that place.” ( שדחתהל  —v9:537, [3:220a]) 

 

 

Conclusions: e Gi of the Departed 

 

is is the promise of e Zohar. We can see them again—our beloved 

extraordinary teachers who have passed. And there are these two methods.  
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First, we can weep at our loss and fast. Weep without ceasing. Fast 40 days. And 

know that those forty days will not be enough. And so, we can fast 40 more, and in 

this way sneak into the Kingdom of the Dead and visit our beloved mentor for a 

brief moment in the Assembly of Sages of the World to Come. It’s a grueling 

method, and not recommended, unless of course, one’s mentor is such as Rabbi 

Shim’on Bar Yochai (or Rabbi Akiva himself) who can vouch for you, speak on 

your behalf, and give you a reprieve because your work is not finished in the 

Kingdom of the Living. 

 

And what is the work Rabbi Hiyya had to return to complete? He had to teach. He 

had to share his wisdom with his chavruta, his companions in learning. One is not 

allowed to return to the Great Assembly until one has completed this service. 

 

Second, instead of sneaking in upstairs to watch the grownups engage in elevated 

discourse, one can entice them to return to the land of the living and sit in on the 

lessons below. 

 

But not just for any teaching, or any wisdom—not even just for Torah. No, the way 

to hold the attention of our dear departed Sages, is to have something interesting to 

say. Build something new that’s worthy, and they will come. No weeping. No 

fasting. But instead, we can entice them with the delight of our own continued 

engagement! Our own ability to still be inside the conversation with our 

companions, walking many paths, questioning the text, finding new meanings, but 

most of all, walking in darkness and finding the light.  
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Zohar is, aer all, all about radiance. Splendor. And the original—primordial light, 

which emerged on the first day of Creation—is deemed simply good: Light is the 

first thing that is good in the universe (Bireishit 1:3) without any qualifications at 

all (Matt, v5:190 n16). Before Creation, the light was concealed, and now it 

continues to be revealed—in new ways—for those who are paying attention.  

 

Is that it? So simple? 

 

No, not exactly. “Rabbi Shim’on says, he who attains this, attains all.5 He is worthy 

of sitting in the comfort of the shade …” (v5:2:128a] p198) the comfort, that is, of 

the ‘Shade’… of our departed ones. 

 

==== 

So.  Walk in the darkness, find the light—and they will come… (I think there’s a 

kabbalistic baseball movie that says pretty much the same…) 
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Notes 

1Even the letters of the Aleph-Bet, in the blackness of their ink, reveal or conceal 
divine light, with two letters completely encapsulating it (Zohar v5:190-198). 
And—a note inside this note: the text of the Torah scroll is considered to constitute 
‘black fire’ upon ‘white fire’—that is, the revealed darkness of the letters written 
upon a background of unreadable concealed divine light. e question pondered 
from time to time is—how can we access the white fire directly? 
 

2Weeping as a mechanism to achieve vision is the one methodology that eluded 

Michael Murphy when writing his tome, e Future of the Body. He had only 
discovered this practice the day aer publication—and so he wept, Murphy wept, 
that he had missed including in his book this ancient revelatory practice. It rankles 
still. 
 

3(and, curiously, Rabbi Shim’on’s esteemed father-in-law) 

 

4is takes us back to the original Pinchas, grandson of Aaron of biblical repute, 
who takes the law into his own hands, literally, and with his spear stabbed to death 
the Israelite Zimri and his lover, Cozbi, a Midianite woman for having sex together 
(or planning to) in the Israelite encampment (Numbers, 25:7-11). us, in his 
zealous rage and public act of double homicide saves all of the Israelites from a 
plague their god threatens would wipe them out for the wickedness of cavorting 
with ‘foreign’ women and worse, their gods. As a lover of ‘foreign’ women myself—
I detest the original Pinchas and his god, and I believe we are blighted today by the 
continued paranoia over defilement by the forbidden Other.  
 
5e attainment of “attains all” is more complicated: “in an act of desire, passion, 
joy, and the perfection of above and below” all concealed supernal light in the 
higher nine sephirot flow or rush into the sephirah of yesod and from there shoot 
(ejaculate) into the lowest sephirah—the Shekhinah—bringing light into the 
manifest world of malkhut. According to Reb Shim’on, one who “attains all” is 
“worthy of sitting in the comfort of the shade of the blessed Holy One”—that shade 
being the ‘pavilion’ of the Shekhinah herself. Which is where our beloved departed 
sages are sitting, in her presence, in the highest Academy of the Dead. Quite a 
prize! (Zohar v5, [2:128a] p198). 
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