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Mirrors and Veils The divine hiding behind the veil
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This paper explores the theological concept of divine concealment across 
diverse mystical traditions, examining how the metaphors of mirrors and 
veils articulate the paradoxical hiding and revealing of the divine. Draw-
ing from Kabbalistic notions of tzimtzum, Rebbe Nachman’s “double con-
cealment,” Meister Eckhart’s hidden Godhead, Simone Weil’s theology of 
absence, and Henry Corbin’s imaginal realm, we argue that divine hidden-
ness functions not as abandonment but as a profound mode of relationship. 
The study demonstrates how these traditions converge in understanding 
concealment as the necessary condition for authentic spiritual encounter, 
where the experience of divine absence itself becomes revelatory [1-10].

By analyzing primary texts and engaging with scholarship from Elliot 
Wolfson, Gershom Scholem, and Bernard McGinn, this work illuminates 
how the very barriers to direct divine perception—the veils and darkened 
mirrors— paradoxically serve as the medium through which finite beings 
may glimpse the infinite. This comparative approach reveals that across 
mystical theologies, the divine withdrawal creates the essential space for 
human freedom, spiritual maturation, and genuine relationship with the 
transcendent.

A Mystical Understanding of the Hiding of 
the Divine
In mystical traditions across various spiritual systems, particularly in Kab-
balah, the concept of divine concealment represents one of the most pro-
found and paradoxical aspects of religious thought. This notion—that the 
infinite divine presence intentionally withdraws or veils itself—creates the 
very possibility for existence as we know it while simultaneously explain-
ing the spiritual challenges humans face in perceiving ultimate reality.

The Kabbalistic tradition articulates this through the concept of tzimtzum 
(contraction or withdrawal). As explained in Lurianic Kabbalah, God’s 
initial creative act wasn’t one of expansion but rather of self-limitation. 
The Infinite Light (Ein Sof) contracted itself, creating a conceptual “empty 
space” within which finite existence could emerge. This primordial act of 
divine self- concealment establishes the fundamental pattern for all ex-
istence—presence through absence, revelation through concealment [11-
15].

This paradoxical hiding serves multiple purposes in mystical thought. 
First, it makes creation possible—for if the divine light were fully present, 
nothing separate could exist, as all would be nullified in its overwhelming 
presence. Second, concealment creates the possibility for genuine rela-
tionship and love. As the Hasidic master Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi 
taught, just as a parent might hide from a child during play to create the 
joy of discovery, the divine conceals itself to give us the profound pleasure 
of seeking and finding.

The hiding also explains the apparent absence of divine presence in times 
of suffering. The 16th-century Kabbalist Rabbi Moses Cordovero de-
scribed divine concealment as occurring through successive “garments” 
or veils, with the material world representing the densest level of conceal-
ment. The Baal Shem Tov, founder of Hasidism, taught that divine con-
cealment itself is an illusion— “there is no place devoid of Him”—but our 
perception is limited by the veils.

Mystical traditions understand that divine hiding creates the possibility 
for human freedom and moral development. If the divine presence were 
continuously and overwhelmingly evident, genuine choice would be im-
possible. The 13th-century Kabbalist Rabbi Joseph Gikatilla wrote that 
God “hides in order to be sought,” suggesting that the search itself is spir-
itually transformative.
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This dialectic of revelation and concealment creates what Martin Buber 
described as the fundamental spiritual rhythm of Judaism—periods of di-
vine presence followed by apparent absence, calling forth human yearning 
and
 
search. The mystical response to divine hiding is not despair but deeper 
seeking, finding meaning in the process of unveiling what lies beneath the 
surface of reality.

Ultimately, the most profound mystical insight regarding divine conceal-
ment may be that hiding itself is a form of revelation—revealing aspects 
of divinity that could not otherwise be known. As the Zohar states, “No 
thought can grasp Him at all,” suggesting that divine hiddenness reflects 
not absence but transcendence so complete that it appears as absence to 
our limited perception [16-20]

Rebbe Nachman of Breslov on Divine Con-
cealment
Rebbe Nachman of Breslov (1772-1810) offers one of the most psycholog-
ically nuanced and spiritually radical approaches to divine concealment 
in Hasidic thought. His teachings on this subject, found throughout his 
collected works, speak with remarkable contemporary relevance to the ex-
perience of God’s absence and the spiritual challenges of maintaining faith 
amid darkness [21].

Rebbe Nachman’s most distinctive contribution to understanding divine 
hiddenness is his concept of the “double concealment” (hester shebetoch 

hester). In Likutei Moharan I:56, he distinguishes between two levels of 
divine hiding:

In the first level of concealment (hester panim), God’s face is hidden, but the 
person is aware that it is God who is concealing Himself. This represents a 
painful but still spiritually productive state where one recognizes divine ab-
sence as a form of relationship.

In the second, deeper concealment (hester shebetoch hester), the very fact of 
concealment itself becomes concealed. The person no longer recognizes that 
God is hiding but experiences a world where divine absence appears as mere 
emptiness or meaninglessness. Rebbe Nachman considered this the most spir-
itually dangerous state—when one no longer even perceives the absence as 
an absence.

What makes Rebbe Nachman’s approach particularly powerful is his in-
sistence that divine presence can be found within this very experience of 
absence. In Likutei Moharan II:12, he teaches that “there is no place devoid 
of Him”— even in the darkest concealment, God is present in the form of 
absence.

Rebbe Nachman developed specific spiritual practices for navigating di-
vine concealment. Central among these is hitbodedut—intimate, sponta-
neous personal prayer conducted in one’s native language. In Likutei Mo-
haran II:25, he advocates crying out to God from within the experience of 
absence, transforming the void itself into a space for encounter.

Rebbe Nachman’s famous teaching that “the whole world is a very narrow 
bridge” speaks to the experience of traversing the void of divine conceal-
ment. The void (challal panui) becomes both the greatest spiritual danger 
and the site of the most profound faith. In Likutei Moharan I:64, he sug-
gests that authentic faith emerges precisely when all supports have been 
removed— when one stands in the empty space where God seems absent.
This leads to his radical understanding of faith (emunah) not as cognitive 
belief but as existential trust maintained despite the absence of evidence or 
feeling. For Rebbe Nachman, the highest faith is that which persists in the 
face of divine withdrawal.

Rebbe Nachman integrates divine concealment into a broader spiritual 
pattern he calls “descent for the purpose of ascent” (yeridah tzorech ali-
yah). In Likutei Moharan I:22, he explains that spiritual growth necessarily 
involves periods of fall and darkness that prepare one for higher levels of 
consciousness.
 
This reframes divine concealment not as punishment or abandonment but 
as a necessary stage in spiritual development. The darkness becomes peda-
gogical—God conceals Himself to create space for human spiritual growth 
and genuine relationship.

Rebbe Nachman’s approach to divine concealment speaks with particular 
power to contemporary spiritual seekers navigating experiences of divine 
absence. His psychological acuity in describing the experience of emp-
tiness, combined with his unwavering commitment to finding meaning 
within that very emptiness, offers a remarkably modern spiritual psychol-
ogy. His teachings suggest that the experience of divine absence can itself 
become the ground for the most authentic spiritual life—not by denying 
the reality of the concealment but by transforming it into a new mode of 
presence [22-30].
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Elliot Wolfson’s Understanding of Divine 
Concealment
Elliot R. Wolfson stands as one of the most significant contemporary 
scholars of Jewish mysticism, offering profound and nuanced perspec-
tives on divine concealment that both build upon and transform tradi-
tional kabbalistic understandings. Unlike more conventional academic 
approaches, Wolfson’s work is characterized by phenomenological depth 
and philosophical sophistication that engages directly with the paradoxes 
of revealing/concealing that lie at the heart of kabbalistic discourse [36].
 
In works like “Through a Speculum That Shines” and “Language, Eros, 
Being,” Wolfson develops a complex hermeneutical approach to divine 
concealment. He argues that the Kabbalah operates through a “hermeneu-
tic of concealment” where truth is deliberately hidden through symbolic 
language that simultaneously reveals and conceals deeper meanings. For 
Wolfson, this is not merely a literary strategy but reflects the ontological 
structure of divine revelation itself [37-39].

Wolfson emphasizes that kabbalistic texts mimic the divine process they 
describe—just as God reveals Himself through concealment, kabbalistic 
texts reveal their truths through deliberate obscurity. This creates what he 
calls a “poetics of secrecy” where the very act of interpreting involves par-
ticipating in the dialectic of revealing/concealing that characterizes divine 
manifestation.

One of Wolfson’s most distinctive contributions lies in his analysis of gen-
der symbolism in relation to divine concealment. In “Circle in the Square” 
and other works, he explores how the feminine dimension of divinity 
(Shekhinah) is associated with concealment, while the masculine is asso-
ciated with revelation.

Wolfson argues that kabbalistic texts often represent divine concealment 
through images of veiling the feminine, creating a complex interplay be-
tween gender, visibility, and invisibility. The female body becomes a site of 
both revelation and concealment—visible as form but concealing an inte-
rior that remains hidden from view. This gendered dynamic extends to the 

entire theosophic structure where divine hiddenness is often represented 
through feminine symbolism.

In “Through a Speculum That Shines,” Wolfson examines how visionary 
experience in Jewish mysticism operates through what he calls “seeing 
through not seeing.” The mystic’s vision of God occurs precisely at the 
point where direct vision fails—where the limitations of visual perception 
reveal a presence that exceeds visibility itself.

This paradoxical visuality is expressed in kabbalistic texts through the 
motif of the “luminous darkness” or “black light”—metaphors that cap-
ture how divine presence manifests through its apparent absence. Wolfson 
argues that true mystical vision in the kabbalistic tradition is not about 
seeing God directly but rather experiencing the boundaries where vision 
gives way to what cannot be seen [40].

Wolfson’s later work, particularly “A Dream Interpreted Within a Dream,” 
explores how divine concealment operates through complex temporal dy-
namics. He shows how kabbalistic texts understand revelation as occur-
ring
 
in multiple temporal modes simultaneously—as primordial past, present 
experience, and eschatological future.

This temporal complexity creates what Wolfson calls a “temporality of the 
between”—a liminal space where time itself becomes a veil that both re-
veals and conceals divine presence. The mystic experiences divine revela-
tion not as a continuous presence but as rhythmic alternations between 
presence and absence, manifestation and withdrawal.

Wolfson’s work stands as one of the most sophisticated contemporary en-
gagements with divine concealment, transforming traditional kabbalistic 
concepts through phenomenological analysis, gender theory, and conti-
nental philosophy. His emphasis on the paradoxical nature of revelation—
as occurring precisely through concealment—offers profound resources 
for understanding mystical experience across religious traditions [41-44].

Henry Corbin’s Contribution to Understand-
ing Divine Concealment and Visionary Expe-
rience
Henry Corbin (1903-1978), while primarily known for his groundbreak-
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ing work on Persian Islamic mysticism, provides profound insights that 
significantly enrich our understanding of divine concealment across mys-
tical traditions. His unique phenomenological approach to spiritual vision 
and his concept of the imaginal realm offer valuable perspectives that 
complement and extend Kabbalistic notions of divine veiling [45].

Central to Corbin’s contribution is his articulation of the mundus imagina-
lis (imaginal world), which he distinguishes from both the sensory world 
and the realm of abstract intellect. In works like “Creative Imagination in 
the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi” and “Spiritual Body and Celestial Earth,” Corbin 
describes this intermediate realm as the place where spiritual realities take 
on form and where visionary experiences occur.

This concept resonates with Kabbalistic understandings of divine con-
cealment in several ways. The imaginal realm serves as a mediating space 
where the invisible becomes visible through symbolic forms—not unlike 
how the Kabbalistic sefirot function as symbolic manifestations of hidden 
divine attributes. Just as the Ein Sof (infinite divine) in Kabbalah cannot be 
directly apprehended but reveals itself through emanations, Corbin’s Di-
vine Reality manifests through symbolic presences in the imaginal realm.
Corbin’s exploration of theophanic vision—the manifestation of the divine 
in forms perceivable to human consciousness—adds nuance to our un-
derstanding of the dialectic between concealment and revelation. In “The 
Man of Light in Iranian Sufism,” Corbin describes how divine reality ap-
pears through veils that simultaneously conceal and reveal [46].

For Corbin, each theophany (divine appearance) is both a revelation and a 
veiling—God reveals Himself in a form while His essence remains hidden. 
This paradoxical understanding aligns with Kabbalistic teachings about 
divine self- limitation (tzimtzum) being both an act of concealment and 
the very condition that makes revelation possible.

Corbin’s emphasis on ta’wil (spiritual interpretation) as a method of un-
veiling hidden meanings provides a methodological complement to Kab-
balistic hermeneutics. In “Avicenna and the Visionary Recital,” Corbin ex-
plains how symbolic vision requires an interpretive unveiling that carries 
the soul back to the origin of the symbol.

This approach parallels the Kabbalistic practice of interpreting sacred texts 
to reveal hidden divine dimensions. Both traditions understand that di-
vine truth is necessarily veiled in symbols that require active interpretive 
participation to unlock their meaning [47-50].

Corbin’s work reminds us that across mystical traditions, the divine must 
necessarily manifest through veils, and that these very veils are not obsta-
cles but the necessary medium through which spiritual vision becomes 
possible. His emphasis on the symbolic imagination as the faculty that 
perceives divine manifestations adds a crucial dimension to our under-
standing of how humans navigate the paradox of the hidden yet revealing 
divine presence.

One of the deep teachings of Sufism is about mirrors. Everything you see 
“out there” is a reflection of your inner state. If you see darkness or nega-
tivity in the world, you notice it because it (or trace amounts of it) reside 
in your own being. Clean from within yourself and it will begin to vanish 
from your perception. You are a microcosm of the reality of Allah. The 
truth of who you are is a reflection of the holy qualities He placed inside 
the human being.
 
A veil is anything that obstructs, mists, blocks, distorts, or clouds your 
experience of the Divine Truth. Veils develop as a result of experiences that 
are painful or traumatic. Not all challenging experiences create veils, and 
it is the job of the seeker to find all of the veils within his or her own heart 
and bring them to Allah to be transformed [51-55].

Christian Mystical Perspectives on Divine 
Concealment
Christian mystical tradition offers rich perspectives on divine conceal-
ment that both parallel and diverge from Jewish and Islamic approach-
es. These Christian mystics engage deeply with the paradox of the hidden 
God who reveals Himself through veils and darkness. Perhaps the most 
influential Christian thinker on divine concealment is Pseudo-Dionysius, 
whose concept of “luminous darkness” established a foundation for much 
of later Christian mystical thought. In his brief but profound work, he in-
troduces the concept of knowing God through “unknowing” and entering 
the “divine darkness.” In his “The Divine Names.” He explores how divine 
attributes simultaneously reveal and conceal God’s essence [56].

Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) on Divine Con-
cealment
Meister Eckhart (c. 1260-1328) [57-60], the German Dominican theolo-
gian and mystic, developed one of the most radical and profound under-
standings of divine concealment in the Christian tradition. His teachings 
on the hidden nature of God push Christian mysticism to its conceptual 
limits, using paradox and negation to articulate the ineffable relationship 
between the soul and the hidden divine. At the heart of Eckhart’s theol-
ogy is his distinction between “God” and the “Godhead” (Gottheit). For 
Eckhart, “God” represents the divine as conceived through human catego-
ries and relationships—God as creator, sustainer, and personal deity. The 
“Godhead,” by contrast, represents the absolute divine reality that remains 
fundamentally hidden and beyond all conceptualizations.

In his German Sermon 52, Eckhart declares: “God is nameless, for no one 
can speak of him or know him.” This hidden Godhead is described as a 
“desert,” a “ground,” or an “abyss”—spatial metaphors that evoke its un-
fathomable nature. The Godhead conceals itself not merely from human 
perception but in some sense from itself—it is a pure nothingness (nichts) 
that precedes all determinate being.

Eckhart’s spiritual response to divine concealment centers on his concept 
of detachment (Abgeschiedenheit). In his treatise “On Detachment,” he 
presents this as the highest virtue—a radical letting-go of all images, con-
cepts, and attachments, including even attachment to God as convention-
ally conceived.
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Detachment parallels divine hiddenness itself. Just as God in the Godhead 
is detached from all determinate being, the soul must practice a similar 
self- emptying. In German Sermon 1, Eckhart writes that one must “take 
leave of God for God’s sake” and “forsake God for God”—suggesting that 
authentic relationship with the hidden divine requires abandoning all con-
cepts of God.

Despite the radical hiddenness of the Godhead, Eckhart teaches that this 
concealed divine reality reveals itself through what he calls the “birth of 
the Word” (Geburt des Wortes) in the soul. In his Christmas sermons, he 
explores how the eternal birth that occurred in Christ occurs continually 
in the detached soul.

This birth represents a breakthrough (Durchbruch) where the hidden 
Godhead manifests within human consciousness. Paradoxically, this rev-
elation occurs precisely at the point of greatest concealment—when the 
soul has emptied itself of all images and concepts through detachment. 
In German Sermon 101, he states that God’s hiding place is in the soul’s 
innermost ground that itself remains hidden.
 
Central to Eckhart’s understanding of divine concealment is his doctrine 
of the “ground” (Grund). He speaks of both the ground of the soul and 
the ground of God, suggesting that at their deepest levels, they share an 
identity. In German Sermon 15, he famously declares: “The eye with which 
I see God is the same eye with which God sees me.”

This ground represents the point where the hidden Godhead and the hu-
man soul meet in what Eckhart calls a “union without distinction” (unio 
indistinctionis). Yet this ground itself remains concealed—accessible not 
through knowledge but through unknowing, not through seeking but 
through detachment from seeking itself.

Eckhart’s theology of divine concealment remains remarkably relevant for 
contemporary spiritual seekers navigating experiences of divine absence. 
His radical embrace of negation, his refusal to domesticate the divine mys-
tery, and his insight that the deepest encounter with God occurs precise-
ly at the point where conventional God-talk fails all speak powerfully to 
modern sensibilities. His teachings suggest that divine concealment is not 
an obstacle to spiritual life but rather its very foundation—inviting a spir-
ituality of kenosis and unknowing that finds fullness in emptiness itself.

The German Dominican developed a radical theology of divine darkness 
and the concealed Godhead beyond God [57].

Simone Weil’s Theology of Divine Absence
Simone Weil (1909-1943) [58-60] stands as one of the most original theo-
logical voices of the twentieth century, offering a profound and uncom-
promising approach
 
to divine absence that speaks with remarkable clarity to contemporary 
spiritual experience. Drawing from her personal encounters with suffer-
ing, her philosophical training, and her engagement with diverse religious 
traditions, Weil developed a theology that places divine withdrawal at the 
very center of spiritual life rather than treating it as an obstacle to be over-
come.

At the foundation of Weil’s thought lies her distinctive understanding of 
“affliction” (malheur), which she carefully distinguishes from ordinary 
suffering. In works like “Gravity and Grace” and “Waiting for God,” she 
describes affliction as a total uprooting that shatters one’s relationship with 
the world and with oneself. Through her own experiences of debilitating 
migraines, voluntary factory labor, and solidarity with the oppressed, Weil 
came to recognize affliction as the purest experience of God’s absence. Yet 
paradoxically, this experience of absence becomes, in her view, the most 
authentic encounter with divine reality. In her essay “The Love of God 
and Affliction,” she articulates this paradox with striking directness: “The 
absence of God is the most marvelous testimony of perfect love.” This for-
mulation reveals her radical understanding that God’s withdrawal is itself 
an act of love—God absents himself precisely to avoid compelling our love 
through overwhelming presence.

Weil connects this understanding of divine absence to the concept of 
kenosis (self-emptying) that echoes the kabbalistic notion of tzimtzum. In 
“Gravity and Grace,” she writes with characteristic precision: “Creation is 
not an act of self-expansion but of restraint and renunciation. God and 
all his creatures are less than God alone.” For Weil, God’s act of creation 
is fundamentally an act of withdrawal—a divine self-limitation where 
God retracts to make space for something other than himself. This divine 
self-limitation extends to human freedom and moral responsibility. In 
“Oppression and Liberty,” she suggests that God withdraws to grant hu-
mans genuine liberty—a space where they can freely choose to love or 
reject the divine. The absence of compelling divine evidence becomes, in 
her theological framework, not a challenge to faith but the very condition 
for its authenticity.

Weil’s proposed response to divine absence takes shape in what she calls 
“attention,” a concept she develops with remarkable nuance. In “Waiting 
for God,” she articulates a spiritual practice centered not on filling the void 
of God’s absence but on maintaining an attentive waiting directed toward 
the absent God. “Attention,” she writes, “is the rarest and purest form of 
generosity.” This waiting attention becomes for Weil a form of prayer—
not a petition for presence but a disciplined openness to absence itself. 
She carefully distinguishes this form of attention from imagination, which 
attempts to fill the void, and from mere intellectual analysis, which tries 
to explain it away. True attention, in Weil’s understanding, maintains the 
tension of absence without attempting to resolve it, creating a receptivity 
that honors both the reality of divine withdrawal and the possibility of 
encounter [61-62].

Perhaps Weil’s most distinctive contribution to understanding divine con-
cealment is her concept of “decreation.” In contrast to the creative impulse 
to assert oneself, decreation represents the voluntary diminishment of the 
self to create space for God’s absence to speak. In “Gravity and Grace,” 
she defines it with characteristic brevity: “Decreation: to make something 
created pass into the uncreated.” For Weil, the human ego naturally fills 
all available space—operating according to what she calls the “gravity” of 
self-interest and self-preservation. The spiritual journey involves creating 
a void within oneself that corresponds to God’s voluntary self-limitation. 
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Through this decreation, the soul participates in God’s own kenotic move-
ment, establishing a profound resonance between divine and human emp-
tiness.

Weil’s theology of absence stands as one of the most rigorous and chal-
lenging responses to divine concealment in modern religious thought. By 
embracing absence rather than attempting to overcome it, she offers a rad-
ical spirituality uniquely attuned to an age characterized by experiences of 
divine silence and withdrawal. Her work continues to speak powerfully to 
contemporary spiritual seekers precisely because it does not minimize the 
reality of divine absence but finds within that very absence the possibility 
for the most authentic form of relationship with the divine [63-66]. 

Conclusion
This comparative study examines divine concealment across Jewish, 
Christian, and Islamic mystical traditions, focusing on the recurring met-
aphors of mirrors and veils that articulate the paradoxical nature of divine 
hiddenness. From the Kabbalistic concept of tzimtzum (divine withdraw-
al) to Rebbe Nachman’s “double concealment,” from Meister Eckhart’s hid-
den Godhead to Simone Weil’s theology of absence, and Henry Corbin’s 
imaginal realm, these traditions converge on a profound insight: divine 
concealment is not an obstacle to spiritual life but its very foundation. 
Drawing on primary texts and contemporary scholarship from figures 
like Elliot Wolfson, Gershom Scholem, and Bernard McGinn, the paper 
demonstrates how these diverse approaches share the understanding that 
the divine must necessarily withdraw to create space for genuine relation-
ship, human freedom, and authentic encounter. What emerges is a theol-
ogy where absence reveals presence, darkness illuminates, and the very 
experience of divine hiddenness becomes the medium through which 
finite beings can glimpse the infinite without being overwhelmed by its 
radiance.
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