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Exodus 20:21 The people stood at a distance and Moses approached ha-arafel — the 
thick darkness — because there is where the Elohim is.

 וַיַּעֲמֹד הָעָם מֵרָחֹק וּמֹשֶׁה נִגַּשׁ אֶל־הָֽעֲרָפֶל אֲשֶׁר־שָׁם הָאֱלֹהִֽים׃

Deuteronomy 4:11 They approached and stood under the mountain and the mountain 
was burning with fire unto the “heart of heaven (lev ha-shamayim), darkness (hoshech), 
cloud (anan), and fog (ve-arafel).

וַתִּקְרְבוּן וַתַּֽעַמְדוּן תַּחַת הָהָר וְהָהָר בֹּעֵר בָּאֵשׁ עַד־לֵב הַשָּׁמַיִם חֹשֶׁךְ עָנָן וַעֲרָפֶֽל׃

Isaiah 45: “And I will give you the treasures of darkness, and hidden riches of secret 
places, that you may know that I, Adonai, who call you by your name, am the God of 
Israel.

  וְנָתַתִּי לְךָ אֹוצְרֹות חֹשֶׁךְ וּמַטְמֻנֵי מִסְתָּרִים לְמַעַן תֵּדַע כִּֽי־אֲנִי יְהוָה הַקֹּורֵא בְשִׁמְךָ אֱלֹהֵי יִשְׂרָאֵֽל׃

Words for “darkness” occur over 170 times in the Torah, giving us hints that darkness 
is an important part of learning and living. The above verses are just a few intriguing 
examples.

This article will point you to some ideas about how these treasures can be 
found and developed for and within our students. This is so vital in our times. 
(A separate article on “Light,” beginning with the methods advocated by Reb 
Nachman of Breslov, is under development, as these are chapters for a next 
book on Jewish spiritual education.) Rates of isolation, depression, despair and 

suicide are at record levels across the full spectrum of Jewish practice, and our young 
people are even themselves trying to mobilize on this issue.1  One in twelve teens, Jews 
equally so, experience at least one bout of severe depression per year, up from 8.7% in 
2008.2  And suicide rates are up 24% since 1999.3

As Sarah and Hagar, and Isaac and Ishmael, and Jacob and Dina and Joseph were 
traumatized, and as our ancestors were traumatized so often throughout history, so, 
too, are we and our students at various points on the sine wave of life. Dark states and 
nights of the soul can become life threatening. These states are often caused by serious 
mistakes, unfortunate decisions, abuse at home, school, work, developments in society, 
or losses of either loved ones, jobs, engagements, divorce in the family and other broken 
commitments and dashed expectations, dealing with personal or loved ones’ serious 
illnesses, and more. 

For our students to survive and thrive, studying the perspectives, principles, sacred texts, 
and methods emerging from the field of Jewish spiritual education can make a hugely 
helpful difference. We have begun ordaining Maggid-Educators, because teachers in all 
Jewish learning settings have a complementary role to fulfill. 
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 “We should recognize depression, not as a stigma, but as… a [state] entailing specific spiritual and psychological needs….   
 To the depressed person, the well of human kindness seems to have hit dry rocks; there never seems to be enough love  
 available…. At the most unexpected moments it slips people its dark poison. One scarcely notices the initial sting. Slowly,  
 insidiously, the poison spreads until the victim finds herself cut off from life by a gray veil.”
             John H. Timmerman4  

For when someone has inner darkness, without the help of an educator trained in the skills of Jewish spiritual guidance and 
development, Eichah, Lamentations, gives their spiritual condition in relation to the divine as:  

Eichah 3:44: “You have covered yourself with a cloud,  so that no prayer can pass through.”
סַכֹּותָה בֶֽעָנָן לָךְ מֵעֲבֹור תְּפִלָּֽה

This is the mirror opposite of one of the goals of a spiritual life, such as we learn of Moses 
Exodus Rabbah 45:3: “It [the relationship of] Moses (mem shin hey) 
to HaShem (hey shin mem) 
can be compared to a cave situated by the seashore 
into which the sea once penetrated, 
and having filled it, never departed, 
but was always flowing in and out of it. 
So it was that God spoke to Moses and Moses to God.” 

IMPORTANT: When someone is dangerously depressed, of course you must make a referral to a mental health professional directly or 
through the family, and, long before that and during, there are so many important spiritual seeds and supports for Jewish educators 
to plant!

Do you know which of your students or their parents or friends are depressed and dwelling in darkness? Do the curricula you teach, 
from a young age, help to spiritually “drown-proof” your students from sinking into inner darkness to the point they can’t find the 
way out? Sending students to “the rabbi” isn’t the answer; often the primary relationship of trust a student has with a Jewish teacher 
and guide is you — the classroom teacher, or camp counselor, or JCC group worker, or Hillel or geriatric Jewish programs coordinator.

“Da lifnei mi at omedet — Know before whom/Whom you stand” — God and God’s image, each person you serve. When Jewish 
education is primarily inculcating skills and treating students like hard drives upon which all possible Jewish information must be 
inserted, the life of their soul doesn’t benefit nearly as much as when what you guide them in experiencing and learning touches 
their daily lives. And we’ve found that belief in God is not required for what you will learn below, because there is a way in which one 
comes to a sense of an interdependent “knowing of God intimately” (Hosea 2:20  וְאֵרַשְׂתִּיךְ לִי בֶּאֱמוּנָה וְיָדַעַתְּ אֶת־יְהוָֽה, I will betroth you 
to Me in faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord) through texts, stories, and approaches such as those below. 

So, how would you begin to address the different dimensions of darkness with a class or group? 

1. Let’s begin with our liturgy, where darkness appears in a very prominent daily prayer 
בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה יְיָ, אֱלֹהֵֽינוּ מֶֽלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, יוֹצֵר אוֹר, וּבוֹרֵא חֹֽשֶךְ, עֹשֶׂה שָׁלוֹם וּבוֹרֵא אֶת הַכֹּל

Ideally, a class begins in a way that encourages a rich sense of physical aliveness, release of stress, prayerful celebration of creation 
and reality, and fullness of presence… something that brings the spirit of the group together — physically, emotionally, intellectually, 
and spiritually — and introduces the topic to be covered. The professional term for this is entrainment, a practice foundational to all 
ancient wisdom traditions.

A chant for the hatimah (closing blessing) of the Yotzer Or blessing combined with some form of movement is a good example of how 
a Maggid-Educator might begin such a class. 

These classic hand motions for the Yotzer Or are one way to approach the first step of a class on darkness:
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• At the word “or,” give a circular wave like painting a sun with your hand in front of your face.
• At the word “khoshekh,” rest your head on your hands or cover your eyes.
• At the word “shalom,” make the peace sign with your first and middle finger.
• At the word “ha-kol,” bring your arms from back to front together in a large circle, or up in a circle over your head.

Rabbis Geela Rayzel Raphael and Liz Bolton have created a melody5 for the Yotzer Or that works well for a dynamic beginning of a 
class, or within a service. And you can use their lyrics in full6 or just the Hebrew and simple English meaning of the verse: “Forming 
Light, Creating Darkness, Making Peace, Creating All” with their melody.

Our Maggid-Educator Program introduces several other deep approaches to achieving entrainment, including other approaches to 
sacred song, dance, InterPlay, Zikr, and more.

2. Now, move the session forward (adjust for age-appropriateness) by inviting some reflection on the verse. What surprises or 
interests the students about it? Bring the part of it we are focusing on in this article in the life of their souls by asking them to: 
• “Share a story of one seemingly dangerous time you’ve had in darkness, and also share about a wonderful time you have spent in 
   darkness.” 

3. The #1 Holiest Thing you can do as someone who works with students of any age is eliciting and listening deeply to their stories, 
feelings, and experiences. Raise questions to help them make personal connections to Torah and Jewish spiritual practices through 
the stories of experiences from their own lives. 

Please don’t leave a student’s story lying there like a lox, as my mother would say. Spirituality happens in what Buber called 
“the between,” when you reflect the story back accurately in order to validate the student’s experience. If teachers judge or 
shove, students tend resist or go backwards behaviorally. Their telling and your active listening (and eventually that of the other 
students) lets them hear themselves and each other and become members of a community that honestly knows each other. Be 
sure to encourage students to suggest corrections when you reflect back so they feel truly cared about. Ensure they commit to 
confidentiality within the classroom.

Feeling listened to, without being corrected in any way, validates a person, and his/her spirit is somewhat uplifted to have the light 
and dark stories of the soul’s journey made visible and respected for what is and was.7  As one of my teachers of Jewish spiritual 
guidance, the founder of Focusing,8 Dr. Eugene Gendlin z”l, taught me: “Be a good friend to your life’s stories; they remain alive in 
you and need your caring, focused, loving attention.” 

Self-compassion as awareness arises in the darkness and is one of the keys to surviving and thriving. You might do as Rabbi Zalman 
Schachter-Shalomi taught for dark or difficult behaviors and stories: have students rub their chests compassionately in a circle or 
spiral, as this helps things shift more profoundly than pounding on yourself.

One way teachers can enact the message on the doorpost of our houses — Shema and the ve-Ahavta (Listen so that you will Love) —
in our classrooms is through the power and professional quality of listening, and the healthy, divine love we can radiate for all of our 
students. Your soul, and your students’ souls giving caring, listening caring presence will be a light in the darkness for students when 
you do this form of listening — even when the lamp of one of their souls is almost too dim to discern. 

4. To go ever more deeply into this holy, vital place of connection with your students’ lives that shifts you from being a teacher to 
an educator, before the questions above, or now, you might next introduce a Midrash, or other Jewish story to begin to deepen and 
reveal the nuances of darkness in its surface and metaphorical meanings. 

For this purpose, Rabbi Sandy Sasso’s book Adam and Eve’s First Sunset: God’s First Day,9 which received the award for “top spiritual 
book” when it came out, is a great resource for young students. While there are many stories about what it must have been like 
to first experience darkness when the sun first went down, Adam and Eve are the Western cultural archetype for those having this 
experience. 
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Rabbi Sasso’s book is based on a Midrash found in Bereishit-Genesis Rabba 11:2, which includes the aspect of Adam thinking, as the 
first night of his life falls on the eve of the seventh day, that he must have caused the sun to go out! He fears the new and unknown 
— the darkness of night. In the Reclaiming Judaism Maggid-Educator Training and Ordination Program, you also would learn how 
to create an original telling and version of this Midrash of your own. Live, professional storytelling is the best possible way to help 
someone to be touched by Torah.

This Midrash is a good example of the beginnings of inner darkness, that sinking feeling and fear that comes from believing oneself 
to have done damage, to have done wrong and to suffer the fear of consequences. And it has a faith component, for as that first 
Shabbat ends, Adam will receive flints from God to kindle a light in the darkness.10  

Among the questions to consider at this point, in age-appropriate ways, in the peshat, more literal meaning of the text might be: 
• “When do you like being in the dark?” 
• “When is the dark scary for you?” 
• “Who has a warm and fuzzy, awesome, or perhaps a scary story to tell about an experience you’ve had of being in the dark?”
• “Has anyone here ever been lost (and with older students, has anyone here ever felt lost?)”  [The footnote takes you to a practical  
   article on preparing students for the eventuality of getting lost.]11

• “How did having the flints change life for Adam and Eve?”
• “What other things are here for us in creation to make our lives better?”
• “If your family lights Shabbat candles at home, does this change how you are feeling inside?” 

Notice how God gives them a tool for moving through the darkness. Here is an example of how a Jewish Spiritual Educator might 
approach a young person whose soul is in darkness: 
 A couple told us at the seder how profoundly Reb Zalman affected their son when he was just out of college. The young  
 man was unemployed at the time, a violinist with a music degree, and so deeply depressed that they brought him along lest  
 he be isolated while they were attending a spiritual retreat.

 It happened that Reb Zalman noticed him sitting in back of the room while he was teaching and the young man did not  
 appear particularly engaged. At the end of the session, Reb Zalman went over to meet him. Upon discovering the young  
 man’s training in violin and that he’d brought it with him, Reb Zalman asked if he would create the sound track for the part  
 of the Shavuot gathering where Reb Zalman and Eve would imagine aloud having been souls standing at Sinai. 

 And with a renewed inner radiance palpable in his playing, so he did, to the joy of his parents and delight of all present.12  

5. Also mitigate against depression and isolation by empowering your students to teach others — like you, they can become a light 
in the darkness. Studying and acting out this Midrash and their own interpretations works well with the middle grades and up. It’s 
helpful if they engage in “hiddur, embellishing” the mitzvah of Torah study by going into younger classrooms to offer their telling or 
production, and raise the questions they’ve answered and listening to their students. L’dor va’dor. 

I strongly commend to your attention a seminal article13 by Peninnah Schram, in which she cites key studies documenting the 
important neurobiological connective functions of storytelling and gives three Jewish stories, examples of how “nonlinear and 
nonthreatening teaching can integrate shared experiences and introduce children and adults to the deeper meaning of rituals and 
performance of mitzvot. From a spiritual perspective, she writes the transcendent point for humans is that “the sharing of stories 
becomes an interactive connection that goes beyond teaching.” 
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6. Now, in age-appropriate settings, advance the Text Study. The Yotzer Or prayer originates from the earlier verse of Isaiah 45:7, 
which reads slightly differently:

יֹוצֵר אֹור וּבֹורֵא חֹשֶׁךְ עֹשֶׂה שָׁלֹום וּבֹורֵא רָע אֲנִי יְהוָה עֹשֶׂה כָל־אֵֽלֶּה׃
Forming light, creating darkness, making peace and creating evil, I, YHVH, make of all these.

In our Maggid-Educator Training Program, Mindy Shapiro, a member of our Maggid-Educator Training faculty who also is the Director 
of Outreach and Madrich Development at the Center for Contemporary Mussar, teaches, much like this verse, that what comes 
across as “bad or evil” is really all part of the one same yetzer — formation of humans. Our yetzer, when witnessed dispassionately 
and taking in deeply with self-compassion — for we are created in the image of the God who self-describes as a “mashkhit 
(slaughterer),” who destroyed the world in a flood for not realizing that the yetzer of humans is inherently ra (evil) [Gen. 8:21] 

So it is only with self-compassion for being only human that the yetzer information helps us turn toward the light of the human 
purpose in the world, a mitzvah-centered life, i.e., the implementation of goodness. 

Guiding our Maggid-Educator students in the experience of self-compassion is deep and poignant, just as Reb Zalman guided me. For 
until we teachers experience our own spiritual guidance and development, there’s a limit to how much we can do for our students.

7. Think about your own life’s stories of metaphorically dark times. Have you survived a serious mishap in life, perhaps the painful 
processes of losing a job, a spouse, a parent or other dear one who was important to you; errors that led to your losing the position 
you’d wanted on a team or something like the student council; losing your breasts or a kidney to cancer; or horrific consequences 
of just one distracted moment while driving? Large and small, life is full of losses. Who prepared you? How? Was religious school 
sufficiently relevant to what you have faced so far in life, and yet likely will? 

Peninnah Schram and Miriam Oren, in A Tree in the Garden: A New Vision,14 point to the value of Jewish spiritual practices wrought 
from our wisdom tradition. Their version of the story of Eve, the snake, the tree, and the fruit is recast, providing a brilliant tale 
for introducing the importance of the kind of knowledge that helps us help our students make it through darkness and be able to 
steadily love life, respect life, and choose life.

 Isha approached the tree to examine its fruit and wondered if she would like its taste.  She wanted to know how this fruit  
 would change her.  Great-grandfather coiled himself between Isha and the tree and said, “Isha, I can tell from your eyes that  
 you have become intrigued by the hidden secret of the fruit.  But, before you decide to pick the fruit from this tree, I must  
 warn you that knowledge is not easy to obtain.  And once you have it, you have to know how to use it in good ways and not   
 in bad ways.”  

 Isha stood quietly for a moment deep in thought and wistfully asked. “How do I get this knowledge, and how will I learn to  
 use it in good ways and not in bad ways?”

 “That will be an important part of your journey.”

 Hesitantly, Isha asked.  “But, but . . . what about God?”

 Weaving his way around the exposed, gnarled roots of the tree, Great-grandfather approached the trunk, nodded toward  
 the shimmering sweet fruit and said, “Isha, God warned you about this tree for a reason.  God did not want you to taste   
 from the fruit of this tree without first thinking about what you were doing.  God wanted you to choose carefully the kind of  
 life you want to live.  Because, once you eat from this fruit, your mind will be awakened and you will no longer look at the  
 world with the innocence of a child.  You also need to know that the Garden can no longer be home to you.” 

 “How will I change and why do I have to go?  And, and where will I go to?” worriedly asked Isha.

 “You see, with knowledge comes understanding, which will give you the ability to reflect and the freedom to choose.  You  
 will see things differently and discover hidden secrets that will make it seem as if you have entered a new world.  The  
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 old Garden will seem as if you have left it a thousand paces behind.  And with passage of time you will learn that the quest  
 for knowledge is never-ending, and you will be on a journey exploring forever all of God’s wonderful creation.”

 Isha stood up stoically. “I want to have this knowledge,” said Isha decisively.  “I want to learn all that I can.  I want to be able  
 to make decisions and make God proud of me.”

 But Great-grandfather was not convinced that Isha understood the consequences of her choice, and he pleaded with  
 her, “Think one hundred and one times whether or not you really want this knowledge, and whether you are ready to  
 accept the consequences of your choice.” 

 He warned Isha, over and over again.  “Getting knowledge takes a lot of hard work, and sometimes it is difficult to choose  
 between what is good and what is bad.  However, if you choose knowledge, the rewards would be endless.”

 Leaning against a tree with her eyelids shut, Isha pondered about what Great-grandfather had said.  She understood that  
 in choosing knowledge, there would, at times, be pain and hard work, but something in her heart told her that the gift of  
 choice and the joy of knowledge were worth it.  Although she had been content with her life in the Garden, she was curious  
 about what lay beyond.  For the first time, Isha looked at the Tree of Knowledge as never before, thankful for having been  
 told the secret it held.  In her heart, Isha knew that the future was in her hands, and she was ready to accept the  
 consequences of her choice. 

 She whispered, “I have made up my mind.”

 Cautiously, Isha approached the bent branch, laden with the sweet, sunbathed fruit, and plucked one.  Carefully, she studied  
 its vibrant colors, her whole being filled with its sweet aroma.  She hesitated for just a moment and then slowly bit into it.   
 With the sweet juice dripping down her chin, Isha murmured, “I did not know that knowledge could be so delicious.”

A story for elders through B’nai Mitzvah age, perhaps younger in some cases, this story above facilitates the educator’s ability to take 
the all-important step of eliciting your students’ stories. In this case you might ask, with the promise that “what is shared in today’s 
class, stays in today’s class”: 

8. Having laid the ground work for a caring community, by this point it is safe to ask more metaphorical, ever deeper questions:

“Who can share a story about something you learned the hard way?” 
• “When did you first think to yourself that you aren’t a child anymore? When did you realize that your time in the Gan, the Garden  
   of Eden of childhood, has mostly ended and that you had become more of a responsible, wiser young adult. 
• “Who will share a personal story about when you decided to do something differently, and perhaps better the next time?”
• “When did knowledge of how to handle something better, applied to yourself in terms of hard work, first pay off in your life?”

9. Another session you can create is about the ninth plague — the plague of darkness. Brainstorm with your students and faculty 
how to create an experience of darkness sufficient to better appreciate what it was like for the Egyptians to experience that huge 
time-out they were given:

Exodus 10:21-23: “YHVH15 said to Moses, ‘Extend your hand toward the sky and it will become dark upon the land of Egypt, palpable 
darkness. Moses extended his hand toward the sky and it became densely dark throughout the land of Egypt for three days. No one 
could see their sibling, nor could any person rise from their place, for three days; with the exception of the children of Israel, there 
was light in all their dwellings.’”
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10:21: וַיֹּאמֶר יְהוָה אֶל־מֹשֶׁה  
נְטֵה יָֽדְךָ עַל־הַשָּׁמַיִם וִיהִי חֹשֶׁךְ עַל־אֶרֶץ מִצְרָיִם

                                                                            וְיָמֵשׁ חֹֽשֶׁךְ׃
  10:22: וַיֵּט מֹשֶׁה אֶת־יָדֹו עַל־הַשָּׁמָיִם וַיְהִי חֹֽשֶׁךְ־אֲפֵלָה בְּכָל־אֶרֶץ   מִצְרַיִם שְׁלֹשֶׁת יָמִֽים׃

10:23: לֹֽא־רָאוּ אִישׁ אֶת־אָחִיו וְלֹא־קָמוּ אִישׁ מִתַּחְתָּיו שְׁלֹשֶׁת יָמִים וּֽלְכָל־בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיָה אֹור בְּמֹושְׁבֹתָֽם׃

Note that Rashi (10:22) cites Midrash Rabbah, Shemot 14:4 that the plague of darkness endured for two three-day periods. In the 
first, the Egyptians merely “could not see one another”; in the second, there was a “double darkness” of absolute immobility — 
those who sat could not stand, those who stood could not sit….

When the Egyptian forces pursue the Israelites into the sea and do not use the blanket of darkness for the kind of reflection that 
leads to teshuvah, the consequences set in further — hafokh — God turns the sea over onto them. When has the “sea of life” turned 
on you? Why? How did you get through?

Other relevant stories are that of Jacob fleeing after stealing the birthright and having a stone under his head for a pillow, a perfect 
tale for teaching the powerful role of metaphor in Torah, and for considering the “long dark night of the soul” that he experienced 
and his ascent upon the ladder to a broader perspective. 

Study of this story gives you the opportunity to invite stories from your students of when they had trouble sleeping because of 
something they’d done, or had happen to them, and how they, too, made it through to a new day and season of life.16 Another 
possibility is the story of Hagar and Ishmael being sent out by Sarah and abandoned in the wilderness by Abraham. 

A student, age 11, once asked about Avraham and Sarah, “I wonder whether either of them was able to sleep that that night? Did 
they realize how cruel what they’d done was?” Another student, in a role play of that story, chose to end it differently, with Sarah 
going out into desert to find Hagar to give her the gold bracelets from her arm, to bring them more food and water, to apologize and 
to hear that Hagar had heard from ha-Elohim in the darkness and learned of her son’s destiny to become the head of a great nation. 

These Torah stories will all help to confirm the Yotzer Or’s idea about u-vorei et ha-rah, in a Mussar kind of way, whereby putting 
the Egyptians into that profound kind of darkness is akin to a time-out, a higher power forcing reflection and the potential for the 
redirection of action.

10. Create another session to teach the wonderful spiritual principle: Yeridah le-Tzorekh Aliyah. There is a line in the Talmud that 
articulates what will evolve into an even more powerful spiritual principle coming to us through Hassidism:

 1. Babylonian Talmud Makkot 7b: ”Rabbi Abahu asked Rabbi Yochanan (regarding when to flee a City of Refuge): If while a  
 person is going up a ladder, a rung under him falls down and kills someone, how would this be taken? Would the death be  
 due to an upward or a downward movement? He replied: You have indeed laid your finger on a downward motion as a  
 prerequisite for an upward movement. [Yeridah le-Tzorekh aliyah] To this Rabbi Abahu objected.”
 2. Baal Shem Tov in Degel Mahane Ephraim: “Descent is for the sake of ascent…to reach a higher level [than the person even  
 was capable of appreciating and doing before].17 

 3. Shneur Zalman of Liadi: “It cannot be otherwise than this descent is for the purpose of ascent, to raise up the vital animal  
 soul”…the high peak is to the Godhead and the pit is earth and the sitra d’achra (shadow side of us all).
 4. And Jewish culture continues this wisdom in S. Ansky’s famous play “The Dybbuk,” which opens with voices behind the  
 curtain lamenting:

Al ma ve-lama yoredet han’shamah?
Mi’igra rama le-vira amikta [Aramaic]
yerida le-tzorekh aliya hi; 
yerida le-tzorekh aliya hi
Why oh why does the soul plummet from on high into the deepest pit?
This is the descent that enables the arising! 
This is the descent that enables the arising
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The music of Kobi Oz is also an important teaching resource here, for example the songs “Zalman” and “Prayer of the Secular,” 
and many more; these would be appropriate for B’nai Mitzvah age through elders.18  Another resource, which could be used for 
discussion with parents is the song video “This Too Shall Pass” from the Idan Raichel Project.19  

This principle of “yerida le-tzorekh aliyah” is a talisman for surviving our mistakes, wrongdoings, and losses. It is a perfect topic to 
create intergenerational sharing around the Passover table about the meytzarim — the narrow places those present, the dark pits, 
and dark nights of the soul that transform our awareness and, eventually, over the years, turn the pain of dark behavior and dark 
times into wisdom for greater goodness. The trend of keeping such stories behind the therapist’s closed door deprives generations 
of the wisdom of the many times we all go through the meytzar, birth canal, of rebirth after traumas. For birth begins our sacred 
narrative where Elohim is, in this primordial womb metaphor long before the waters of Egypt break and the Israelites are reborn into 
the Torah of Jewish civilization at Sinai.

The ability to sit with someone in a state of yerida, as they marinate in the pain of the decay of their sense of self, is part of the 
Haspa’ah component of becoming a Maggid-Educator. You are being a holy midwife, as we learn:
Genesis 1:2:  And the land was formless and empty and darkness was over the depths and the Ruach Elohim fluttered on the surface 
of the waters.

וְהָאָרֶץ הָיְתָה תֹהוּ וָבֹהוּ וְחֹשֶׁךְ עַל־פְּנֵי תְהֹום וְרוּחַ אֱלֹהִים מְרַחֶפֶת עַל־פְּנֵי הַמָּֽיִם׃

A core text for our topic is the following translation from page 207 of the most profound collection of brief sacred texts that I’ve ever 
encountered: Where Heaven and Earth Touch, by Danny Siegel (Jason Aronson 1989):

 Rav Chelbo became sick,
 so Rav Kahana went around announcing.
 “Rav Chelbo is sick.”
 But no one came to visit him.
 Rav Kahana then said [to the sages and the students]
 “Did it not once happen that one of Rabbi Akiva’s students became sick,
 and none of the sages came to visit him?
 So Rabbi Akiva went to visit,
 and because they swept and washed the floor, 
 the student recovered.
 Indeed, the student said,
 ‘My teacher, you have given me new life!’
 And right after that incident,
 Rabbi Akiva went out and taught,
 ‘Whoever does not perform the Mitzvah of visiting the sick--
 it is as though he spilled someone’s blood.’” –T. Nedarim 39b-40a

Online, it is easy to have very inexpensive plastic wrist bands made with the logo and name of your school or Jewish organization 
with the message: “You are not alone.” As you co-create a caring community with your students, this will become divinely true. This 
band — and the one I obtained at the United States Holocaust Museum “What you do matters” — are immeasurably important 
messages for our students.

You might invite your students to create an oneg flash dance for an appropriate parsha to some of the pieces about darkness, 
humility, the need for connection, and Jewish spirituality put together by contemporary songwriters such as the Idan Raichel Project, 
Kobi Oz, Emily Tummons, and Hana Spiro. Then, making sure the oneg is in a room where no light will shine in when you turn out 
the lights, explain that, for a few minutes to reflect the parsha, the room is going to darkness and everyone should stay where they 
are. Have your students take tiny flashlights and find each person in the room. Place the “You are not alone” bands onto everyone’s 
wrists, saying: “In our community, we care about each other. You are not alone! Shabbat shalom.”
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11. Through these explorations into the developmental nature of learning on life’s journey, we become increasingly aware that: 
 “The antidote to a darkness that is content with being dark is to peer into the dark and identify its divine root; to recognize  
 that the fact that a person at times is content to be without light is a reflection of the fact that our Creator transcends light.  
 During the second three days, while Egyptians remained trapped in the ‘place’ of contented darkness, the Jews peered  
 into dark hidden places and discovered ‘gold’ and ‘silver’ treasures. Gold and silver represent love for God. The Jews peered  
 into the darkness and discovered their love for its hidden divine roots.
  —derived from Zohar based on teachings of Ikutei Torah p. Haazinu P. 73a; Sefer HaMaamarim 5666;  
  Sefer Maamarim Melukat v. 2 p. 285. 
  See Lubavitcher Rebbe’s footnote to Shaar Hayichud V’haemunah ch. 10  

And as the Chernobyler Rebbe taught about that ha-Makom--The Place that is the “between” — the inseparable meeting place of 
our souls and Hashem’s as: 
“...the word Adonai shares a root with the words adanim or ednei, …usually translated as ‘ball-joints’ or ‘sockets,’ a mechanism for 
flexible connection. Just as the flexible adanim held the upper and lower sections of the Mishkan [travelling sanctuary] together, so 
too, Adonai holds the lower and higher worlds together.” (105-106).20 

Is there more you can do? Three years’ worth and more. Until then, also shaping your programs so that some of the lighter pro-
active components are present in addition to being prepared for darkness is also very important. Rabbi Debra Orenstein has posted a 
helpful collection of those from Reb Nachman of Breslov.21

In Conclusion: 
The opening quote from Isaiah in this article, when fully displayed, contains the deep frustration that Jewish spiritual education 
answers 
 “…Servants of Jacob and Israel, my chosen, I have called to you by your very name and you did not know me! I am YHVH,  
 there is no god other than me, I girded you, and you did not know me! So that you will know that the sun rises in the east  
 and [sets in] the west, that there is nothing other than me, I am YHVH, none other. Forming light, creating darkness, making  
 peace, creating evil, I am YHVH doing all of this. 

 Heavens, let down from above so that the skies pour down righteousness and salvation, together with righteousness  
 springing up, as I, YHVH, created it.”

So dear colleagues, may you be blessed to be the agents of such righteousness and salvation and, in the light of what Resh Lakish (BT 
Hagigah 12b) taught about night and darkness:
 “Whoever engages in Torah by night, the Holy One draws down upon that person a cord of loving-kindness by day, as it is  
 said ‘By day, YHVH commands [God’s own] loving-kindness’(Ps. 42:9). What is the reason? Because ‘And by night [God’s]  
 song [Torah] is with me’” The Talmud goes on to comment that some say that Resh Lakish elaborated and compared night to  
 this world, and day to the world to come. 

And in our Jewish Spiritual Education Mussar classes, we learn that the world to come is how it feels to engage in mitzvah-centered 
living and creating. So it was that four years ago, without compensation for their time, six leaders in the field of Jewish education 
came to my home to plan a two-year certification and three-year ordination training in the field of Jewish Spiritual Education — Batya 
Podos, Cassandra Sagan, Peninnah Schram, Cherie Karo Schwartz, Mindy Shapiro, and Danny Siegel. Peninnah now focuses on our 
alumni, and Judith Black has joined our teaching team.

We have titled the program Maggid-Educator training, and we weave methods and repertoire of storytelling wrapped around 
over fifty mitzvot and the eighteen Mussar Middot, and methods of curriculum development and Haspa’ah, spiritual guidance 
and development. Within a year, thanks to the opportunity to pilot sessions at NewCAJE and Limmud Boston, our first class filled. 
Between June and August of 2017, we ordained the first class of Maggid-Educators who are now serving congregational and day 
schools, new paradigm organizations, Hillels, JCCs, summer camps, geriatric settings, and beyond — all of whom are gainfully 
employed, experiencing deep respect for their accomplishment, and being welcomed across the spectrum of Jewish life as a needed 
evolution in the field of Jewish education. 
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Our next Maggid-Educator Certification and/or Ordination class begins with a required retreat week based at Camp Young Judaea 
near Austin, Texas, from August 9 to 16, 2018 and continues with weekly live video-conference learning, one-to-one story coaching 
and Jewish spiritual guidance and development for Jewish educators across the spectrum of settings and approaches to Jewish 
practice world-wide. For more information please visit www.reclaimingjudaism.org and for applications with queries, please contact 
our Dean, Batya Podos, batsongs@gmail.com. 

FOOTNOTES:
1. http://jewishweek.timesofisrael.com/once-shrouded-in-silence-now-young-jews-are-demanding-openness-about-mental-health- 
   disorders/; https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/02/13/514353285/depression-strikes-todays-teen-girls-especially- 
   hard.
2. https://www.livescience.com/56899-depression-increasing-teens-united-states.html
3. https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db241.htm
4. https://www.religion-online.org/blog/article/shedding-light-on-the-darkness-of-depression/
5. https://www.ritualwell.org/sites/default/files/imce_uploads/rw4.mp3
6. https://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/yotzer-yotzeret-or-creating-light
7. In the Maggid-Educator Training Program, we draw from the approaches of Jewish spiritual guidance and development ,  
     Compassionate Listening,™ and FocusingTM because none of us are born knowing how to be a spiritual friend — a deep, great, 
     holy listener.
8. http://www.focusing.org/spirituality/judaism.html
9. https://www.amazon.com/Adam-Eves-First-Sunset-Gods/dp/1580231772
10. This midrash also teaches this moment of the two flints as the origin of the blessing over the Havdalah flames, for the gift of the  
     flints and ability to create the sparks comes as the first Shabbat ends.
11. This article on how to prepare children to respond well to being lost on a hike is well-done and idea-rich for educators: 
     http://abcnews.go.com/GMA/Travel/story?id=886376&page=1
12. Write to the author of this article, rebgoldie@gmail.com, for a list of such roles to help guide your work with students.
13. Peninnah Schram, “Storytelling and Spirituality: Sacred and Shared between the Generations,” CCAR Journal: The Reform Jewish 
     Quarterly, Winter 2011.
14. Miriam Oren and Peninnah Schram, A Tree in the Garden: A New Vision, NY: Nora House, 2004. Copies are available by emailing  
     peninnah1@aol.com.
15. From the Hebrew letters for is, was, and will be making a possible interpretive translation for this name, at least in my eyes, 
     “The Infinite Potential for Change,” which is a perfect name for study on this topic. 
16. While the story of Job might appeal here, I do not recommend it, as it’s too complex and time-consuming within this type of  
     lesson plan.
17. Similarly interpreted by the Maggid of Mezrich in Sefer Tzvaat Harivash.
18. Among many useful pieces for educators by Kobi Oz: Zalman: http://makomisrael.org/blog/album/mizmorei-nevuchim-psalms- 
     for-the-perplexed/ - zalman; Prayer of the Secular: http://makomisrael.org/blog/album/mizmorei-nevuchim-psalms-for-the- 
     perplexed/ - prayer-of-the-secular; and Yediday: http://makomisrael.org/blog/album/mizmorei-nevuchim-psalms-for-the- 
     perplexed/ - yediday-o-my-friend-ידידי
19. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eLRRkyGHCPs
20. One might, then, imagine God somewhat like dark matter, holding the world/s of our souls together.
21. http://www.rabbidebra.com/quotes-on-joy.html


