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Introduction

The debate between pantheistic and transcendent conceptions of divinity 
represents one of the fundamental tensions in religious and philosophi-

cal thought. Within Jewish mysticism (Kabbalah), this tension takes on 
particular significance as kabbalistic texts and traditions have historical-
ly negotiated complex positions between these seemingly contradictory 
metaphysical frameworks. This negotiation occurs at the intersection of 
epistemology (how we can know the divine) and ontology (the nature of 
divine being), creating a dialectical relationship that defines much of Jew-
ish mystical thought.

As Ross observes, “traditional Judaism has consistently resisted any strict 
form of deism... as well as versions of extreme pantheism, according to 
which the world and God are one”[1]. Instead, Jewish thought has oscillat-
ed between classical theistic transcendence and panentheistic models that 
position the world within God while maintaining that God exceeds the 
world. This paper examines how epistemological and ontological concerns 
influence this ongoing negotiation, drawing upon contemporary schol-
arship and situating these discussions within the broader philosophical 
frameworks established by Kant and Hegel.

Kantian Epistemology
Kant’s critical philosophy established fundamental limitations on human 
knowledge that have profound implications for religious thought. In his 
transcendental idealism, “Kant argued that space and time are mere ‘forms 
of intuition’ that structure all experience, and that the objects of experi-
ence are mere ‘appearances’. The nature of things as they are in themselves 
is unknowable to us”[2]. This epistemological boundary creates what has 
been termed the “two-aspect” interpretation, wherein “appearances are as-
pects of the same objects that also exist in themselves”[3].

For religious knowledge, the Kantian framework establishes a critical dis-
tinction between the phenomenal (the world as it appears to us) and the 
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noumenal (things-in-themselves). Religious claims about divine reality 
necessarily confront this limitation, as God would seem to belong to the 
realm of the noumenal that exceeds possible experience. “Kant’s critique 
of metaphysics specifically addresses how ‘the alleged ‘objects’ under con-
sideration’ in traditional religious metaphysics are ‘transcendent’ and thus 
‘lack objective reality [4]. This creates a fundamental challenge for any re-
ligious discourse that claims knowledge of divine reality.

Yet Kant’s approach is not simply dismissive of religious claims. As ex-
plained in his philosophy of religion, “Kant identified a boundary between 
‘anthropomorphism and mysticism,’ seeking a ‘perilous middle path’ that 
neither reduces God to human terms nor retreats into ‘an indeterminate 
fog of ineffable mysticism [5]. This position resonates with certain aspects 
of Jewish mystical thought, particularly in its negotiation between divine 
immanence and transcendence.

Hegelian Dialectic and the Transcendence-Imma-
nence Relationship
While Kant established boundaries for knowledge, Hegel’s dialectical 
approach sought to overcome such limitations through a dynamic pro-
cess that resolves contradictions into higher syntheses. For Hegel, “Abso-
lute Spirit is the ultimate form,” which manifests in a “dialectical system” 
moving through “being, nothing (or nonbeing), and becoming [6]. This 
framework offered a new way to conceptualize the relationship between 
transcendence and immanence.

“Unlike Kant, Hegel ‘seems to go beyond a transcendental deduction of 
the formal conditions of experience and thought and to a deduction of 
their material conditions [7]. This approach allows him to address onto-
logical questions that Kant had placed beyond the boundaries of possible 
knowledge. The Hegelian dialectic has particular resonance for religious 
thought, as it provides a framework for understanding how apparent con-
tradictions (such as divine transcendence and immanence) might be re-
solved in a higher synthesis.

Hegel’s engagement with Jewish thought and mysticism is particularly rel-
evant here. As noted in analyses of his reception of Spinoza, “Hegel drew 
on traditions that negotiated ‘Spinoza’s Jewishness’ and argued that ‘Spino-
za’s Jewishness consisted in a static nihilism lacking the dialectical self-ne-
gating found only in Trinitarian thinkers such as Boehme and himself [8]. 
Yet ironically, “self-negating negativity is central to the Lurianic Kabbalah 
discussed in the tradition on which Hegel draws [8]. This suggests a deeper 

connection between Hegelian dialectic and kabbalistic thought than Hegel 
himself acknowledged.

Ein Sof and the Limits of Knowledge
The kabbalistic concept of Ein Sof (the Infinite or Endless) represents a 
central point where epistemological and ontological concerns intersect. As 
Wolfson explains, “Ein Sof can be understood as ‘the indescribable noth-
ing that nihilates, the nihilation (Nichtung) that resists any attempt to affix 
nothing within an ontological perimeter, to explain nothing exclusively in 
terms of being”[9]. This description resonates with aspects of both Kantian 
transcendence and Hegelian dialectic.

From a Kantian perspective, Ein Sof represents the ultimate noumenal 
reality that exceeds the boundaries of possible knowledge. Yet the kabbal-
istic tradition does not simply posit Ein Sof as unknowable but develops 
complex symbolic systems to represent its emanations and manifesta-
tions. This reflects what might be termed a dialectical epistemology, where 
knowledge of the divine occurs through a dynamic interplay between rev-
elation and concealment.

“For Wolfson, ‘the coincidence of opposites can no longer sustain itself in-
side a transcendent other who remains other and the same simultaneously. 
The ‘en’ of panentheism shows itself to be unsustainable [9]. This insight 
points to the fundamental tension in kabbalistic thought: the attempt to 
maintain divine transcendence while acknowledging divine immanence 
in the world. The resolution of this tension is not found in a static meta-
physical position but in a dynamic process similar to Hegelian dialectic.

Tzimtzum as Epistemological-Ontological Crisis
The Lurianic concept of tzimtzum (divine contraction or withdrawal) rep-
resents perhaps the most profound example of how ontological questions 
in Kabbalah implicate epistemological concerns. “As Eli Rubin argues, the 
onset of modernity was heralded by the ‘startling idea’ that existence itself 
depends on a ‘self-inflicted ‘rupture’ in the infinite assertion of divinity 
[10]. This concept fundamentally reconfigures both the nature of divine 
being and the possibility of knowing the divine.

Tzimtzum creates an ontological crisis by introducing the possibility of 
divine absence or withdrawal, yet simultaneously establishes the episte-
mological conditions for human knowledge of the divine. “The theoretical 
debates about tzimtzum eventually transformed into ‘religious and social 
schisms, particularly shaping the development and character of Chabad 
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Hasidism,’ whose distinctive approach emerged from its ‘spirited defense 
of Hasidism’s interpretation of simsum as an act of love leading to raptur-
ous reunion [10].

From a Kantian perspective, tzimtzum might be understood as estab-
lishing the conditions for the possibility of finite experience by creating a 
space where the infinite has withdrawn. Yet from a Hegelian perspective, 
this withdrawal becomes part of a larger dialectical process through which 
divine being manifests in the world and ultimately returns to itself. This 
tension between epistemological limitation and dialectical resolution de-
fines much of kabbalistic thought.

Beyond Ontology
Elliot Wolfson’s work represents one of the most sophisticated attempts to 
navigate the epistemological and ontological dimensions of Jewish mysti-
cism. “For Wolfson, Ein Sof ‘corresponds to Heidegger’s event of thinking 
that must constantly be thought as unthought, the one true being of which 
all beings are simultaneously the manifestation of the concealment and 
the concealment of the manifestation [9]. This formulation reveals how 
the epistemological challenge of knowing the divine is entangled with the 
ontological question of divine being.

Wolfson’s analysis draws upon both Kantian and Hegelian frameworks 
while moving beyond them. Like Kant, he acknowledges the epistemolog-
ical limitations inherent in attempting to know the transcendent. Yet like 
Hegel, he sees these limitations as part of a dynamic process rather than as 
static boundaries. “Wolfson’s approach ultimately suggests that ‘the most 
philosophically accurate approach to explaining this kabbalistic conun-
drum is through a Heideggerean lens [9]. pointing to a post-metaphysical 
understanding of both epistemology and ontology.

Identity as Ontology
“In his work ‘The Conversion of the Jews: Identity as Ontology in Modern 
Kabbalah,’ Jonathan Garb explores how Jewish identity itself becomes an 
ontological question within modern Kabbalistic thought [11]. This sug-
gests that the epistemological question of how one knows oneself as Jew-
ish becomes entangled with the ontological question of what constitutes 
Jewish being.

Garb’s extensive work on the history of Kabbalah reveals how these ques-
tions have evolved over time. “As noted in reviews of his work, Garb’s ap-
proach is ‘methodologically innovative’ in showing how ‘kabbalah became 
a major factor in the religious life of Jews in the modern age due to print 
and others forms of rapid communication [12]. This historical perspective 
highlights how epistemological conditions (the means by which knowl-
edge is transmitted) shape ontological understandings (conceptions of 
divine and human being).

Eli Rubin’s analysis of tzimtzum provides a particularly clear example of 
how epistemological and ontological concerns intersect in Jewish mystical 
thought. “His work ‘Kabbalah and the Rupture of Modernity’ argues that 

the concept of tzimtzum has profound implications for understanding ‘ex-
istence itself,’ which he describes as being ‘predicated on a self-inflicted 
‘rupture’ in the infinite assertion of divinity [10].

Rubin’s analysis connects kabbalistic thought to broader philosophical 
questions about the nature of being and knowledge in modernity. The 
concept of rupture suggests both an ontological crisis (a break in divine 
being) and an epistemological one (a reconfiguration of how the divine 
can be known). This dual aspect makes tzimtzum a central concept for 
understanding how Jewish mysticism navigates between pantheism and 
transcendence.

Shift from Ontology to Epistemology
A crucial aspect of this discussion is how Jewish mystical traditions have 
navigated the transition from ontological to epistemological frameworks. 
“Kabbalistic models include ‘a unique mix of realism and non-realism that 
transfers the question of God’s relationship to the world from the realm 
of ontology to that of epistemology [1]. This shift reflects the Kabbalists’ 
struggle to acknowledge the mediating role of human perception while 
maintaining claims about how faith in God should be practiced.

This transformation is particularly evident in how Jewish mystical thought 
responded to modernity. Earlier Kabbalists were careful to avoid discuss-
ing processes within Ein Sof itself (maintaining its transcendence), but “in 
the 16th century, Isaac Luria introduced a significant new dimension by 
suggesting that ‘just as any living organism must inhale before exhaling, or 
break open its shell in order to reveal the kernel of fruit within, so too must 
the emanative process of creation be preceded by an act of contraction on 
the part of the Ein sof in order to create space [1]. This innovative concep-
tualization reconfigured both the ontological status of God and the epis-
temological possibilities for understanding the divine-world relationship.

The movement from ontology to epistemology in Jewish mysticism par-
allels similar shifts in Western philosophy, particularly in the transition 
from pre-critical metaphysics to Kantian critical philosophy. However, 
where Kant established firm boundaries between the phenomenal and 
noumenal realms, Jewish mysticism developed approaches that continu-
ally negotiate and renegotiate these boundaries.

Kantian Boundaries and Mystical Knowledge
Kant’s epistemological framework establishes clear limitations on religious 
knowledge that have significant implications for understanding Jewish 
mysticism. “From a ‘Kantian epistemology and metaphysics, no rational 
or intelligible system can be built from mystical intuitions,’ since such in-
tuitions cannot be verified through the structures of possible experience 
[13]. This would seem to place Jewish mystical claims beyond the realm of 
legitimate knowledge.
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However, Jewish mysticism does not simply claim direct, unmediated 
knowledge of the divine in violation of Kantian boundaries. Instead, it 
develops sophisticated symbolic systems that acknowledge the mediated 
nature of divine knowledge. “In Jewish thought, ‘ideas in Jewish thought 
are given a variety of ascending meanings’ through the interplay between 
revealed (Nigleh) and hidden (Nistar) approaches [14]. This multi-leveled 
approach to meaning suggests a recognition of epistemological limitations 
similar to Kant’s, while still pursuing knowledge of the divine through 
symbolic and interpretive frameworks.

Hegelian Dialectic and Kabbalistic Process
Where Kantian boundaries might seem to limit mystical knowledge, Hege-
lian dialectic offers resources for understanding the dynamic processes 
described in kabbalistic texts. “Hegel himself noted connections between 
his philosophy and certain kabbalistic ideas, observing that ‘the primeval 
essence contains all perfection within itself, but only in potentia,’ requiring 
a process of manifestation and return [15]. This dialectical understanding 
resonates with kabbalistic descriptions of divine emanation and return.

The tzimtzum concept particularly lends itself to Hegelian interpretation, 
as it describes a process of divine self-negation that ultimately leads to a 
higher synthesis. “Lurianic Kabbalah depicts a complex process wherein 
divine ‘contraction’ creates space for finite existence, which has ‘received 
different later interpretations in Jewish mysticism [14]. These interpreta-
tions can be understood as attempting to resolve the dialectical tension 
between divine transcendence and immanence.

What makes the kabbalistic approach distinctive, however, is its refusal 
to fully resolve this tension into a stable synthesis. Unlike Hegel’s system, 
which ultimately resolves contradictions into a complete whole, Jewish 
mysticism maintains a dynamic tension between divine presence and ab-
sence, transcendence and immanence. This tension is not a failure of the 
system but its defining feature.

Beyond Kant and Hegel
While both Kantian epistemology and Hegelian dialectic provide valuable 
frameworks for understanding Jewish mysticism, neither fully captures its 
distinctive approach to the relationship between epistemology and ontol-
ogy. Jewish mysticism might be understood as offering a third path that 
incorporates elements of both while moving beyond their limitations.

“Like Levinas, who ‘subverts the traditional ‘ontology-epistemology,’ and 
creates a ‘realm of difference,’’ Jewish mysticism places ethical and rela-
tional dimensions at the center of its approach to the divine [16]. This 
creates a framework where knowledge of the divine is inseparable from 
relationship with the divine, and where ontological questions are always 
already ethical questions.

This ethical dimension appears in how Jewish mysticism conceptualizes 
divine withdrawal not primarily as metaphysical absence but as creating 
space for the other. “As Rubin notes, Chabad’s interpretation of tzimtzum 

as ‘an act of love leading to rapturous reunion’ transforms an ontological 
crisis into an ethical and relational opportunity [10]. This reframing sug-
gests that the ultimate resolution of the tension between transcendence 
and immanence lies not in metaphysical synthesis but in ethical encounter.

Alter Rebbe’s Approach to Tzimtzum
Elliot Wolfson’s analysis of Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi’s (the Alter 
Rebbe’s) position on tzimtzum offers a particularly illuminating case study 
in how epistemology and ontology interact in Jewish mystical thought. 
Wolfson identifies the Alter Rebbe’s approach as a sophisticated philo-
sophical position that transcends the simple dichotomy between literal 
and figurative interpretations. According to Wolfson, “the modality of 
thinking at play in Habad sources is one in which this polarity should be 
problematized... labeling the Habad perspective ‘figurative’ as opposed to 
‘literal’ is woefully inadequate [17]. This observation highlights how the 
Alter Rebbe navigates a complex middle ground that cannot be reduced to 
either pure transcendence or pure immanence.

In Wolfson’s view, the Alter Rebbe’s understanding of tzimtzum involves 
a paradoxical conception of divine presence that is simultaneously with-
drawn and present. The key to this apparent contradiction lies in distin-
guishing between different aspects of divinity. As explained in discussions 
of the Alter Rebbe’s teaching, the tzimtzum narrative reveals how “the 
essence of divine being is not only immanently present throughout all ex-
istence, but also entirely transcends the categories of revelation and con-
cealment [18]. This formulation allows the Alter Rebbe to maintain both 
divine transcendence and immanence without contradiction.

Wolfson particularly emphasizes the concept of reshimu (the “trace” or 
“impression” left after tzimtzum) as central to understanding the Alter 
Rebbe’s position. According to interpretations of the Alter Rebbe’s teach-
ings, “the secret revealed by the trace is that G d’s omnipotence ‘carries the 
capacity of limitation too, the capacity to limit the revealed assertion that 
is not limited at all [18]. This notion suggests that divine limitation itself 
(tzimtzum) paradoxically expresses divine unlimitedness.

The Dancing Between Opposites
What Wolfson finds most distinctive about the Alter Rebbe’s approach is 
its embrace of paradox as a constitutive feature of divine reality. In his 
works, particularly his analysis of Chabad thought, Wolfson argues that 
the Alter Rebbe’s conception involves a “dance” between seemingly contra-
dictory positions rather than a static metaphysical stance.

Wolfson describes this as “the trace of transcendence and the transcen-
dence of the trace,” highlighting the paradoxical nature of the reshimu that 
serves as both evidence of divine withdrawal and manifestation of divine 
presence [17]. This formulation encapsulates how the Alter Rebbe main-
tains the tension between transcendence and immanence without collaps-
ing it into either pole.
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The dance between opposites is particularly evident in how the Alter Reb-
be relates the concepts of “light” (ohr) and “luminary” (ma’or) in his un-
derstanding of tzimtzum. According to this distinction, “the essence of 
divine being is depicted in even more transcendent terms” while simul-
taneously “tzimtzum is described as the disclosure of that transcendence 
[18]. This complex relationship undermines any simple division between 
divine absence and presence.

Vilna Gaon’s Position
Allan Nadler’s interpretation of the Vilna Gaon’s position presents a dif-
ferent understanding of tzimtzum that emphasizes a more traditional con-
ception of divine transcendence, though with important nuances.

According to Nadler, “Nowhere in the GRA’s [Gaon of Vilna’s] writings or 
those of his disciples is a strictly literal understanding of tzimtzum or a 
strictly transcendent conception of God proposed [19]. This interpretation 
challenges the common characterization of the Gaon as holding a purely 
literal view of tzimtzum that removes God entirely from the created realm.
Instead, Nadler suggests a more complex position. While some scholars 
argue that “the Vilna Gaon held a more literal interpretation of tzimtzum, 
viewing it as a real withdrawal in a certain sense,” Nadler emphasizes that 
even this view contains significant qualifications [20]. The key qualifica-
tion, according to Nadler, is that the Gaon’s position about divine tran-
scendence was much more nuanced than is often portrayed.

According to this nuanced view, although “the Gaon held that tzimtzum 
was not literal,” he believed that “the ‘upper unity,’ the fact that the universe 
is only illusory, and that tzimtzum was only figurative, was not perceptible, 
or even really understandable, to those not fully initiated in the mysteries 
of Kabbalah [21]. This suggests that the Gaon may have held a position 
closer to the Alter Rebbe’s than is typically acknowledged, but with a dif-
ferent emphasis on who could grasp the non-literal nature of tzimtzum.

An important distinction in the Gaon’s approach, as interpreted by Nadler, 
involves the distinction between different aspects of divinity. According 
to this view, “the Gaon and Elyashiv held that tzimtzum only took place 
in God’s will (Ratzon), but that it is impossible to say anything at all about 
God himself (Atzmus) [22]. This distinction allows for a view that recog-
nizes both divine transcendence and some form of divine presence in the 
created world.

The Philosophical Heart of the Debate
The core philosophical issue in this debate concerns whether and how 
God can be both transcendent (beyond the world) and immanent (pres-
ent within the world) simultaneously. Both the Alter Rebbe and the Vilna 
Gaon, according to Wolfson and Nadler respectively, were grappling with 
this fundamental paradox.

This paradox is captured in the concept that tzimtzum “contains a built-in 
paradox, requiring that God be simultaneously transcendent and imma-
nent [20]. On one hand, divine transcendence is necessary for creation to 
exist as something distinct from God; on the other hand, divine imma-
nence is necessary for creation to continue existing at all.

The difference between the Alter Rebbe and the Vilna Gaon, as interpreted 
by Wolfson and Nadler, lies primarily in how they resolve (or maintain) 
this paradox. The Alter Rebbe, according to Wolfson, embraces the para-
dox as constitutive of divine reality and makes it central to his theological 
vision. His approach involves an intricate dance between transcendence 
and immanence that refuses any simple resolution.

The Vilna Gaon, according to Nadler, also recognizes this paradox but re-
solves it differently. While acknowledging divine omnipresence, the Mit-
nagdic approach associated with the Gaon emphasizes that “the Immanent 

aspect was seen as less certain, veiled, dark, except where ‘illumined,’ ‘re-
vealed,’ through the Torah, with light coming from the ‘Transcendent’ as-
pect [19]. This suggests a hierarchical relationship between transcendence 
and immanence, with transcendence serving as the primary reality.

Different Dances with the Same Paradox
What emerges from Wolfson’s analysis of the Alter Rebbe and Nadler’s in-
terpretation of the Vilna Gaon is that both rabbinic giants were engaged 
with the same fundamental paradox of divine transcendence and imma-
nence, but they choreographed different philosophical dances in response 
to it.

The Alter Rebbe’s dance, as described by Wolfson, involves a dialectical 
movement that refuses to privilege either transcendence or immanence, 
instead seeing them as mutually implicated aspects of divine reality. His 
approach makes paradox central to theological understanding and sees the 
reshimu (trace) as both evidence of divine withdrawal and manifestation 
of divine presence.

The Vilna Gaon’s dance, as interpreted by Nadler, acknowledges the same 
paradox but choreographs a movement that ultimately privileges transcen-
dence while acknowledging the necessity of immanence. His approach 
establishes a hierarchical relationship between different aspects of divine 
reality, with the transcendent dimension serving as the primary ground of 
being that is only fully accessible to those initiated in kabbalistic mysteries.
These different philosophical choreographies reflect not only theological 
differences but also different approaches to religious epistemology - how 
one can know or relate to the divine. The debate about tzimtzum thus be-
comes not just a metaphysical question about the nature of divine reality 
but also an epistemological question about how humans can comprehend 
and relate to that reality.

Application to Therapeutic Practice
The debate between the Alter Rebbe’s and the Vilna Gaon’s approaches to 
tzimtzum offers a profound philosophical framework for understanding 
the therapeutic relationship between doctor and patient. At its core, this 
debate addresses a fundamental question: how does a transcendent enti-
ty (God in theology, the doctor in medicine) enter into relationship with 
an immanent reality (creation in theology, the patient in medicine) while 
maintaining both distinction and connection?

In contemporary healthcare discourse, there is growing recognition of the 
limitations of the traditional biomedical approach and advocacy for mod-
els that “emphasize collaborative decision-making, patient autonomy, and 
considering psychological and social factors in addition to biological ones 
in the therapeutic relationship [23]. This perspective aligns with a non-lit-
eral understanding of tzimtzum, where the boundary between doctor and 
patient is seen as a relational space rather than an absolute division.
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Ontological View: Reality of Separation
The ontological approach to tzimtzum, which some associate with the Vil-
na Gaon’s perspective, emphasizes the reality of separation. In this view, 
tzimtzum creates a genuine space of otherness where divine presence is 
truly withdrawn to allow for independent existence. If applied to the ther-
apeutic relationship, this would suggest a model where:

The doctor and patient exist as fundamentally separate entities

The doctor possesses objective knowledge that is independent of the relation-
ship

The therapeutic process involves the transmission of this knowledge across a 
real boundary

Healing occurs when the doctor’s knowledge is successfully applied to the pa-
tient’s condition

This ontological perspective aligns with what medical philosophy de-
scribes as the biomedical model, where “René Descartes’ ontology made 
space for modern medicine by separating body from mind and treating the 
body as machine [24]. This creates a clear distinction between the doctor 
(as possessor of medical knowledge) and the patient (as bearer of disease).
The challenge with this purely ontological approach to medicine is similar 
to the challenge of a purely literal understanding of tzimtzum: it struggles 
to account for the interconnectedness that enables healing. If the doctor is 
truly separate from the patient, how does the doctor’s knowledge effective-
ly reach and transform the patient’s experience? This leads to a mechanis-
tic understanding of healing that may neglect the relational aspects of care 
that contemporary therapeutic models emphasize.

Epistemological View: Knowledge Through Rela-
tionship
The epistemological approach to tzimtzum, which aligns more closely 
with the Alter Rebbe’s perspective, focuses on how separation is a matter 
of perception rather than absolute reality. The divine is not truly absent but 
appears withdrawn to allow for the experience of otherness. Applied to the 
therapeutic relationship, this suggests:

The doctor and patient are fundamentally interconnected beings

Knowledge emerges within the relationship rather than existing prior to it
The therapeutic process involves co-creation of understanding

Healing occurs through a transformation of consciousness that recognizes 
connection

This epistemological perspective resonates with what medical philosopher 
Olivier Bodenreider and colleagues describe as understanding that med-
ical terminology reflects “not only invariant features of biomedical reali-
ty” but also “how this reality is perceived, measured, and understood by 
health professionals [25]. In this view, the doctor’s knowledge is not abso-
lute but emerges through the process of clinical encounter.

A more epistemological understanding of therapeutic practice emerges 
when we recognize how “the act of listening extends beyond a commu-
nication skill” and “requires presence, engagement and has therapeutic 
effect, through acknowledging the dignity and personhood of the person 
speaking [23]. This suggests that the therapeutic relationship itself is con-
stitutive of healing, not merely a channel for the delivery of treatment.

The Dance Between Transcendence and Immanence
What Wolfson describes as the Alter Rebbe’s “dance” between transcen-
dence and immanence offers a particularly rich model for understanding 
the therapeutic relationship. Just as the Alter Rebbe maintains divine tran-
scendence while acknowledging divine immanence, the doctor-patient 
relationship must navigate a similar tension:

Transcendence of expertise: The doctor brings specialized knowledge and 
skills that transcend the patient’s immediate experience.

Immanence of presence: The doctor must also be fully present to the pa-
tient as a fellow human being.

Reshimu in relationship: The “trace” or “impression” left in the clinical en-
counter is both evidence of the doctor’s distinct role and a manifestation of 
their caring presence.

This view aligns with what research has identified as the “connexional di-
mension” of medical care, where “therapeutic contact takes place within 
a connexional, or transpersonal, dimension of human experience, within 
which basic human needs for connection and meaning are met [26]. The 
therapeutic space is neither absolute separation nor complete unity, but a 
dynamic interplay of distinction and connection.

The difference between ontological and epistemological approaches to the 
therapeutic space has profound implications for medical practice.
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Communication Patterns
Research shows that “paternalism/overprotection limits communication 
between healthcare professionals and patients and does not promote 
shared therapeutic decision-making [27]. A purely ontological view that 
emphasizes the doctor’s transcendence may foster paternalism, whereas an 
approach that recognizes the epistemological dimension of the relation-
ship creates space for shared decision-making.

Studies of healing spaces indicate that patients define healing as including 
“being cared for,” which evokes “a sense of being cared for and included 
the attentive support that they received from family and hospital staff [28]. 
This suggests that healing environments must facilitate not just medical 
treatment (the ontological dimension) but also caring relationships (the 
epistemological dimension).

The tension between ontological and epistemological approaches is evi-
dent in medical terminology itself, where some terms represent “invari-
ant features of biomedical reality” while others reflect “how this reality 
is perceived, measured, and understood by health professionals [29]. A 
balanced approach recognizes both the objective reality of disease and its 
subjective experience.

What emerges from this analysis is the value of what some philosophers 
call a “relational ontology” for healthcare. This perspective suggests that 
the concept of “relationality and its attendant idea of personality” is “es-
sential to humane physician-patient interactions [30]. Rather than seeing 
ontology and epistemology as competing frameworks, a relational ontol-
ogy integrates them by recognizing that being itself is constituted through 
relationship.

This aligns remarkably well with the Alter Rebbe’s conception of tzimtzum 
as described by Wolfson, where the divine withdrawal is simultaneous-
ly a gesture of absence and presence. The space created is not empty but 
filled with the “trace” (reshimu) that enables relationship. Similarly, the 
therapeutic space between doctor and patient is not a void but a field of 
potential connection that makes healing possible.

The Therapeutic Space as Sacred Encounter
The exploration of spirituality in healing and the mind-body connection 
suggests that the therapeutic relationship is more than a clinical trans-
action. The debate about tzimtzum offers a powerful framework for un-
derstanding this relationship as a kind of sacred encounter, where the ap-
parent separation between doctor and patient creates the possibility for a 
deeper connection.

The ontological-epistemological tension in tzimtzum parallels the chal-
lenge of modern medicine: how to honor both scientific objectivity and 
human intersubjectivity. When doctors approach this tension not as a 

problem to be resolved but as a creative space to be navigated—a dance 
between transcendence and immanence—they create the conditions for 
genuine healing.

In this view, the therapeutic space is neither purely objective (as a strict on-
tological approach would suggest) nor purely subjective (as a radical epis-
temological approach might imply). Instead, it is intersubjective—a shared 
reality that emerges through the relationship itself. This intersubjectivity, 
like the reshimu or “trace” in tzimtzum, is what makes healing possible in 
the space between separation and connection.

A holistic approach to healthcare that integrates spirituality with pain 
management appears to embrace this intersubjective understanding. By 
acknowledging both the objective reality of medical conditions and the 
subjective experience of illness, practitioners can create a therapeutic 
space that honors the complex interplay between doctor and patient—a 
space where healing can emerge not despite but because of the creative 
tension between transcendence and immanence.

Conclusion
The discussion of pantheism versus transcendence in Jewish mystical 
thought reveals that epistemology and ontology are inextricably linked. 
The question of how we can know God (epistemology) cannot be separat-
ed from questions about the nature of divine being (ontology). The various 
Kabbalistic approaches examined here all grapple with this fundamental 
tension.

Kant’s epistemological boundaries highlight the challenges inherent in 
claims to knowledge of the divine, while Hegel’s dialectical method offers 
resources for understanding the dynamic processes described in kabbalis-
tic texts. Yet Jewish mysticism ultimately offers a distinctive approach that 
maintains a productive tension between these frameworks. Its refusal to 
settle definitively on either pure transcendence or pure immanence cre-
ates a dynamic space where divine knowledge becomes possible precisely 
through acknowledgment of its limitations.

The unique contribution of Jewish mystical thought to this philosophi-
cal problem is its refusal to resolve the tension between epistemology and 
ontology into a stable synthesis. Instead, it maintains a dynamic dialectic 
between these poles, creating conceptual frameworks (like tzimtzum) that 
allow for both divine presence in and withdrawal from the world. This 
approach suggests that the most profound insights into the divine-world 
relationship emerge not from resolving this tension but from dwelling 
within it.

When applied to the therapeutic space between doctor and patient, this 
philosophical framework offers valuable insights for healthcare practice. 
The tension between the doctor’s transcendent expertise and immanent 
presence creates a dynamic relational field where healing can occur. By 
embracing both the ontological reality of medical conditions and the epis-
temological dimension of the healing relationship, practitioners can create 
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therapeutic spaces that honor the complexity of human experience and 
foster genuine healing.
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