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Some background:
From the Hebrew root 'ptz? meaning to dwell / settle down

Refers to God as immanent / present among us.

As in:

Exodus 25:8
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And let them make Me a sanctuary, that | may dwell among them.
which, in Targum Onkelos (early 2™ Century Aramaic translation) becomes
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And let them make before Me a sanctuary, and | will cause my Shekhinah to dwell among them.

Deuteronomy 12:5
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To the site that the Eternal your God shall choose among all your tribes to put the Divine Name there, God’s
habitation, shall you seek, and shall you come there.

In Targum Onkelos
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To the site that the Eternal your God shall choose among all your tribes to cause the Shekhinah to dwell there,
the House of the Shekhinah, shall you seek, and shall you come there.

How does Targum Onkelos use the idea of Shekhinah?
What theological problem is the Targum attempting to resolve? s this a problem for us?




What is special about this idea 1
Where does responsibility for divine presence lie?

Bereshit Rabbah 19:7
on Genesis 3:8 THEY HEARD THE SOUND OF THE ETERNAL GOD MOVING ABOUT (MIT’"HALECH) IN THE
GARDEN
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Rabbi Abba bar Kahana said: It is not written m’halech [walking] but mit'halech [moving to and fro] which
means that it skipped and ascended.

The real home of the Shekhinah was in the lower sphere.

When Adam sinned it departed to the first firmament; when Cain sinned, it ascended to the second firmament;
when the generation of Enosh sinned, it ascended to the third; when the generation of the Flood sinned, to the
fourth; with the generation of the separation [of tongues], to the fifth; with Sodom, to the sixth; with the
Egyptians in the days of Abraham, to the seventh.

And against these there arose seven tzadikkim: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Levi, Kohat, Amram, and Moses.
Abraham arose and descended from the seventh to the sixth; Isaac arose and it descended from the sixth to
the fifth; Jacob arose and it descended from the fifth to the fourth; Levi arose and it descended from the fourth
to the third; Kohat arose and it descended from the third to the second; Amram arose and it descended from
the second to the first; Moses arose and it descended from above to below.

Rabbi Yitzchak said: It is written THE RIGHTEOUS SHALL INHERIT THE LAND AND DWELL (VAYISHK'NU) IN IT FOREVER (Psalm
37:29). So what do the wicked do? Do they hover in the air? Rather it means that the wicked do not permit the
Shekhinah to dwell on earth.

What does Shekhinah mean in this midrash?

How has the idea of Shekhinah evolved from its use in the Targum?

How does the midrash use the idea of Shekhinah to speak about the human-divine relationship?
What emotional power does the imagery of this midrash have?




Babylonian Talmud, B’rachot 6a
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From where do we know that when ten assemble for prayer, the Shekhinah is among them?

It is stated GOD STANDS IN THE DIVINE CONGREGATION (Psalm 82:1)

From where do we know that when three sit and judge, the Shekhinah is among them?

It is stated IN THE MIDST OF THE JUDGES GOD JUDGES (ibid))

From where do we know that when two sit and occupy themselves with Torah, the Shekhinah is among them?
It is stated THEN THEY THAT REVERED THE ETERNAL SPOKE ONE WITH ANOTHER; AND THE ETERNAL HEARD AND TOOK
NOTICE, AND A BOOK OF REMEMBRANCE WAS WRITTEN AT GOD'S BEHEST FOR THOSE THAT FEARED THE ETERNAL AND THAT
CONTEMPLATE GOD'S NAME (Malachi 3:16)

From where do we know that even if one person sits and engages in Torah, the Shekhinah is with them?

It is stated WHEREVER | CAUSE MY NAME TO BE MENTIONED, | WILL COME TO YOU AND BLESS YOU (Exodus 20:21)

According to the Talmud, for what activities does the Shekhinah dwell among us?
What are the implications of this text for our behaviour?

What other activities might we describe as welcoming the Shekhinah?

Do we / how do we experience the Shekhinah among us in our lives?

| do not encounter a transcendent ‘other’ who commands, who intervenes, who judges.
| have no experience of that God, and good reasons to suggest that such a God is not active in the world,
whatever the language of the literary corpus | have inherited and so cherish.

But | do encounter Shekhinah -the possibility of divine presence.

| experience this in my religious life: in good, participative prayer, community togetherness, pastoral care; in the
experience of real thought and intellectual challenge that our Judaism promotes; in the experience of grappling
with rabbinic texts, with their extraordinary complexity and beauty. | know that something awesome can
happen in those moments.

This is not something original. The rabbis stated that the Shekhinah dwells with us when we gather for prayer
and for study. Like them, | have experienced a unique sense of awe at these times, not found in the mundane.

The rabbis also knew that we can crowd out the divine presence by our actions and | have experienced that as
well...

At those moments, something happens which is not the same as ‘mere’ joy, ‘mere’ accomplishment, ‘mere’
fulfilment. It is more than just the special spark that exists between human beings. Something more,
something ‘other’ is present between us, dwells among us, in our relations at those moments.

And that experience of otherness brings with it obligation: the obligation to create the space for God - through
the way that we behave to one another, the way that we approach the world and our religious lives.

Rabbi Josh Levy, June 2013




What is special about this idea 2
Shekhinah is with us wherever we are

Mechilta d’Rabbi Ishmael, Tractate Shirata
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When Israel went down to Egypt the Shekhinah went with them, as it is said

| MYSELF WILL GO DOWN WITH YOU TO EGYPT (Genesis 46.4).

When they came up from Egypt the Shekhinah came up with them, as it is said

AND | MYSELF WILL ALSO BRING YOU BACK (ibid.).

When they went into the sea, the Shekhinah was with them, as it is said

THE ANGEL OF GOD, WHO HAD BEEN GOING AHEAD OF THE ISRAELITE ARMY, NOW MOVED AND FOLLOWED BEHIND THEM
(Exodus 14.19).

When they went out into the wilderness the Shekhinah was with them, as it is said

THE ETERNAL WENT BEFORE THEM IN A PILLAR OF CLOUD BY DAY, TO GUIDE THEM ALONG THE WAY (Exodus 13.21)

Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 29a
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It has been taught (in a baraita)

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai said: Come and see how beloved are Israel in the sight of God. To every place to
which they were exiled the Shekhinah went with them.

They were exiled to Egypt and the Shekhinah was with them, as it says, WAS | NOT REVEALED TO THE HOUSE OF
YOUR FATHER WHEN THEY WERE IN EGYPT (1 Samuel 2:27).

They were exiled to Babylon, and the Shekhinah was with them, as it says, FOR YOUR SAKE | WAS SENT TO BABYLON
(Isaiah 43:14 ish).

And when they will be redeemed in the future, the Shekhinah will be with them, as it says, THEN THE ETERNAL
YOUR GOD WILL RETURN [WITH] YOUR CAPTIVITY (Deuteronomy 30:3). It does not say here v’heishiv [God shall bring
back] but v'shav [and God shall return]. This teaches us that the Holy One will return with them from the places
of exile.

Blessing for travel
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Blessed are You, our Living God, whose presence journeys with Your people.

How do these texts use the imagery of Shekhinah?

What are the implications of this for our religious lives (compare it to Exodus 25:8)?
What does it say about our present situation?

What is the emotional power of this imagery?




What is special about this idea 3
Shekhinah suffers with us:

Mishnah Sanhedrin 6:5
From a text describing the carrying out of executions
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Rabbi Meir said: When a human being is in distress, what does the Shekhinah say (ki-v’yachol - if it were
possible to say such a thing)? "My head is heavy, My arm is heavy."

If this is so, and HaMakom feels distress over the blood of the wicked that is spilled; how much more so over
the blood of the righteous.

What theological idea is being expressed by this text?

What is the emotional power of this imagery?

The word ki-v'yachol is used to express the idea that what comes next can hardly be said, that it is a statement
of metaphor or a radical idea. What is radical here?

What is special about this idea 4
We can encounter Shekhinah - as nourishment, protection, inspiration.

Babylonian Talmud, B’rachot 17a
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A common saying of Rav:
The World to Come is not like this world. In the World to Come there is no eating or drinking, or procreation or
business, no jealousy or hatred or competition; Rather, the righteous sit with their crowns on their heads, and
feast on the radiance of the Shekhinah. As it says AND THEY GAZED AT GOD, AND ATE AND DRANK (Exodus 24:11).

Midrash Tehillim 17:14
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| SHALL BEHOLD YOUR FACE WITH JUSTICE/ TZEDAKAH (Psalm 17:15)
Come and see how great is the power of tzedakah, that because of one perutah that someone gives to the poor,
one merits to experience the face of the Shekhinah.

Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 31a
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Some time later, the three met in one place. They said: The impatience of Shammai sought to drive us from
the world, the patience of Hillel brought us under the wings of the Shekhinah.

What do these texts suggest that we can do to experience Shekhinah? What might it feel like?
Do we ever merit this in our lives?
How has this imagery radically departed from our first encounters with the idea?




