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ABSTRACT

This essay undertakes a systematic genealogy of the concept of time across four interconnected intellectual traditions: Greek philosophical cosmology,
the Hebrew Bible, rabbinic halakhic and aggadic literature, and Jewish mystical thought culminating in Lurianic Kabbalah. The trajectory moves
from the cyclical and ateleological temporality of Platonic and Stoic cosmology through the covenantal and eschatological time of the Hebrew
prophets, through the liturgically structured sacred time of the rabbinic imagination, and into the theosophic temporality of the Zohar and the
Lurianic mythic drama of tzimtzum, shevirat ha-kelim, and tikkun. Central to this analysis is the monumental scholarly contribution of Elliot R.
Wolfson, whose essay ‘From Sealed Book to Open Text: Time, Memory, and Narrativity in Kabbalistic Hermeneutics discloses the profound manner
in which kabbalistic textuality and temporality are co-constitutive: time, for the kabbalist, is not a neutral container of events but a dimension of
the divine life itself, structured by the erotic dialectic of concealment and disclosure, and opened through the interpretive act. The essay concludes
with a synthetic account of what might be called ‘spiral temporality’—a distinctively Jewish hybrid of the linear and the cyclical in which memory,
narrative, and messianic hope converge.
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Introduction: The Question of Time

The question of time is among the most profound and intractable
in the history of philosophy, theology, and science. Augustine's
famous confession—'What then is time? If no one asks me, I know
what it is. If I wish to explain it to him who asks, I do not know'
[1]—captures a paradox that has attended human reflection on
temporality from antiquity to the present. Yet the philosophical
traditions of the ancient world were far from silent on the matter;
they produced rich, divergent, and deeply consequential accounts
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of time's nature, origin, and meaning.

The present essay traces a genealogy of sacred temporality through
four intellectually distinct but historically interrelated traditions.
Beginning with the Greek philosophical world—particularly Plato,
Aristotle, the Stoics, and Plotinus—it proceeds through the Hebrew
Bible's revolutionary reframing of time as covenantal history,
through the rabbinic transformation of time into liturgical and
mnemonic structure, and into the theosophic world of medieval
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Kabbalah and its Lurianic elaboration. Throughout this trajectory, a
central question guides the inquiry: how does the understanding of
time's nature—cyclical or linear, cosmic or personal, ateleological
or redemptive—shape the religious and ethical dimensions of
human existence?

The culminating focus of this essay is Elliot R. Wolfson's
groundbreaking analysis of kabbalistic temporality in his essay
'From Sealed Book to Open Text: Time, Memory, and Narrativity
in Kabbalistic Hermeneutics' [2]. Wolfson demonstrates that for
the kabbalists—and especially for the Gaon of Vilna (R. Elijah ben
Solomon Zalman, 1720-1797) whose writings form his primary
case study—time and textuality are structurally isomorphic: both
are organized by the dialectic of hiddenness and disclosure that
characterizes the divine emanative process itself. This insight
provides a powerful hermeneutical key not only for kabbalistic
scholarship but for a broader Jewish theology of sacred time.

“Come out of the circle of time and into the circle of love”
Rumi

The methodological orientation of this essay is at once historical,
phenomenological, and constructive. It draws on primary sources
in their original languages where pertinent, engages with the major
secondary literature, and moves toward a constructive synthesis
that honors the internal diversity of Jewish thought on time while
identifying the threads that bind these traditions together.

Greek Philosophical Conceptions of Time

Pre-Socratic Anticipations

The pre-Socratic thinkers bequeathed to subsequent Greek
philosophy two seminal—and in many ways opposed—intuitions
about time. Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 535-475 BCE) articulated
a vision of reality as perpetual flux: “You cannot step into the
same river twice’ [3]. For Heraclitus, time is the very medium of
becoming, the river of change in which all things are dissolved
and reconstituted. The logos—the rational principle ordering this
flux—is eternal, but the phenomena it governs are ever-shifting.
This is a genuinely temporal ontology, in which change is not an
illusion but the fundamental mode of existence.

Parmenides of Elea (c. 515-450 BCE), by contrast, argued that true
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being is eternal, unchanging, and atemporal [4]. What appears as
change is illusion; only the One, timeless and undifferentiated,
truly exists. This Parmenidean impulse—the devaluation of
temporal becoming in favor of atemporal being—would exert an
enormous influence on subsequent Greek philosophy, finding its
most influential expression in Plato’s theory of Forms.

Time as the Moving Image of Eternity

Plato’s most sustained account of time appears in the Timaeus, one
of the most influential philosophical texts in the Western tradition
[5]. There, time is created by the Demiurge as ‘a moving image
of eternity’ (chronos eikon aidios) [6]. The Demiurge, wishing
to make the cosmos resemble as closely as possible the eternal,
unchanging realm of the Forms, creates time as an ordered,
numerical movement of the celestial spheres. Time, in this account,
is dependent on and derivative of eternity; it participates in eternity
through its regular, mathematical motion, but it never attains the
full being that belongs to the eternal realm.

Several features of Platos temporal theology deserve emphasis.
First, time has a beginning: it is created together with the cosmos
and does not pre-exist it [7]. This distinguishes Platonic temporality
from pure cyclicism; the cosmos has an origin, even if that origin
is mythically rather than historically conceived. Second, time is
ordered by number and ratio—it is intrinsically mathematical and
intelligible [8]. Third, and most significantly for our purposes, time
is oriented toward eternity as its archetype and goal: the cosmos
strives to imitate the eternal through its temporal regularities. This
creates a subtle teleology—not in the Hebrew sense of a covenantal
goal toward which history moves, but a metaphysical aspiration
toward the timeless.

Platos account of time in other dialogues—particularly the
Republic and the Phaedrus—reinforces this basic structure. The
soul’sjourney, as narrated in the myth of Er in the Republic, involves
a cosmic cycle of incarnation, judgment, and rebirth that unfolds
through successive temporal epochs [9]. Time here is the theater
of moral striving, but it is a theater whose ultimate resolution lies
beyond time, in the eternal realm of the Good.

Time as the Number of Motion

Aristotle’s account of time in the Physics represents the most
rigorous philosophical analysis in the ancient world [10]. For
Aristotle, time is ‘the number (or measure) of motion with respect
to before and after’ [11]. Time is not motion itself—for motion is
in a particular thing, whereas time is everywhere and always—
but the measure of motion as registered by a mind capable of
distinguishing a ‘before’ and an ‘after’ Without a soul to perceive
and count, Aristotle wonders whether time would exist at all [12].

Aristotle’s account is explicitly anti-Platonic in several respects.
Time does not have a beginning or an end; the universe is eternal,
and with it time [13]. There is no cosmic creation event, no
demiurgic act that brings time into being. Moreover, for Aristotle,
time is not derivative of eternity in Plato’s sense—it is a fundamental
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feature of the natural world, not an imitation of something higher.
Motion and time are co-eternal with the cosmos; to ask what was
‘before’ time is meaningless.

Despite these differences, Aristotle shares with Plato a
fundamentally cosmological orientation to time. Time is the
measure of cosmic motion, and its most perfect expression is
the circular motion of the celestial spheres—motion that is most
uniform, most continuous, and therefore best serves as the standard
of temporal measurement [14]. The circle, returning to its origin,
is the temporal figure of perfection. This circular imagery would
resonate throughout Greek thought.

Eternal Recurrence and Ekpyrosis

The Stoic philosophers developed perhaps the most radical version
of cyclical time in the ancient world [15]. For the Stoics, the
cosmos undergoes periodic conflagrations (ekpyrosis), in which
the entire universe dissolves back into primordial fire, only to be
reconstituted in exactly the same form and sequence of events [16].
This eternal recurrence—what Nietzsche would later resurrect as
a philosophical challenge—means that history repeats itself with
absolute precision: Socrates will drink hemlock again, Alexander
will conquer again, and every individual will live out precisely the
same life in every cosmic cycle.

The Stoicaccount of timeis therefore both cyclical and deterministic.
The logos or divine reason that orders the cosmos ensures that each
cycle is an exact replica of every other [17]. Providence (pronoia)
governs the whole, but it is not a providence that moves history
toward a new or unprecedented goal; it is a providence of eternal
repetition. Human freedom consists not in shaping the course
of events—which are fixed by fate—but in choosing one’s inner
attitude toward what inevitably occurs.

Plotinus and Neoplatonist Eternity

Plotinus (204-270 CE), the founder of Neoplatonism, synthesized
Platonic and Aristotelian elements into a sophisticated account
of the relationship between time and eternity [18]. For Plotinus,
eternity (aion) is the mode of being appropriate to Nous (Intellect),
the second hypostasis of the Neoplatonic triad. Eternity is
not everlasting time—it is not endless succession—but the
simultaneous presence of all being in one perfect, undivided act of
contemplation.

Time, by contrast, emerges from Soul’s (Psyché€’s) restless striving to
imitate the perfection of Nous [19]. Unable to contain the fullness
of eternal reality in a single act, Soul unfolds its life sequentially,
producing the temporal series of past, present, and future. Time is
thus the life of Soul in its discursive, sequential mode—an image
of eternity produced by a fall from the perfect simultaneity of
intellectual existence.

Plotinus’s account of time is profoundly influential for later Jewish
mysticism, particularly through its emphasis on the emanative
production of temporal existence from a source beyond time [20].
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The Neoplatonic schema of emanation—from the One through
Nous through Soul to matter—will be adapted, transformed, and
sometimes subverted in kabbalistic cosmology. Yet there remains a
deep structural resonance between the Neoplatonic devaluation of
temporal existence relative to atemporal being and the kabbalistic
valorization of the eternal over the sequential.

Biblical Temporality: Covenant and Sacred History
Creation and the Beginning of Time

The opening words of the Hebrew Bible—Bereshit bara Elohim, ‘In
the beginning God created’—already inaugurate a conception of
time radically different from anything in the Greek philosophical
tradition [21]. The biblical account of creation in Genesis 1
presents a God who acts freely and sovereignly to bring the world
into existence through speech. This is not the Platonic Demiurge
contemplating eternal Forms, nor the Aristotelian Prime Mover
eternally actualizing the potential of pre-existing matter; it is a
personal God who wills, speaks, and creates ex nihilo.

The creation narrative establishes time as structured, meaningful,
and oriented toward rest. The six days of creation culminate
in the seventh day, the Sabbath, on which God rests and which
God blesses and sanctifies [22]. This rhythmic structure—six days
of creative activity followed by one day of divine rest—becomes
the paradigm of sacred time in the Hebrew tradition. Time is not
neutral duration but differentiated, structured, and shot through
with divine intentionality from the outset.

Covenantal Time and the Logic of Promise

The distinctive character of biblical temporality emerges most
sharply in the concept of covenant (berit) [23]. The covenant
between God and Abraham, between God and the people of Israel at
Sinai, and ultimately between God and all humanity (in the Noahic
covenant) establishes a relationship between divine promise and
human historical existence that constitutes a genuinely novel form
of temporality. The future is not a repetition of the past—it is the
arena in which divine promises are fulfilled, delayed, tested, and
renewed.

The prophetic literature deepens this covenantal temporality
into a full-fledged theology of history [24]. The prophets
interpret historical events—military defeats, famines, exiles—
as the consequences of Israel’s faithfulness or unfaithfulness to
the covenant. They announce divine judgment as a response to
present sin and divine promise as the horizon of future restoration.
This prophetic hermeneutic of history makes time morally and
theologically significant in a manner quite unlike anything in
Greek cosmology: individual and communal events are not merely
natural occurrences but moments in an ongoing drama between
God and people.

The Psalms and Lived Temporal Experience

The Psalter offers a phenomenological complement to the prophetic
theology of history [25]. The psalms of lament—Psalm 22, Psalm
88, Psalm 137—articulate the experience of time from below, from
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within the anguish of divine absence, exile, and suffering. The
temporal experience of the psalmist is radically different from
the cool eternity of the Platonic philosopher; it is saturated with
urgency, hope, despair, and the aching memory of better days.

The psalms of ascent and the enthronement psalms, by contrast,
affirm God’s eternal kingship as the ground of temporal hope
[26]. Psalm 90—perhaps the most philosophically sophisticated
treatment of time in the Hebrew Bible—meditates on the contrast
between God’s eternity (‘A thousand years in your sight are like a
day that has just gone by, or like a watch in the night’) and human
transience (‘Our days may come to seventy years, or eighty, if our
strength endures’) [27]. The response to this contrast is not stoic
resignation but the prayer for divine wisdom: “Teach us to number
our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdon.

Memory, Liturgy, and Sacred Time

Rabbinic Judaism, emerging in the aftermath of the destruction of
the Second Temple in 70 CE, undertook a profound reconstruction
of Jewish religious life and, with it, a transformation of the
understanding of sacred time [28]. With the loss of the Temple
cult—the primary locus of Israel’s encounter with the divine—the
rabbis transferred the weight of sacred experience to study, prayer,
and the observance of the Toral’s commandments. Time became
the primary medium of holiness.

The rabbinic term moadim—appointed times or festivals—
captures this transformation [29]. The Jewish calendar, which
structures the rabbinic life-world, is not simply a chronological
arrangement of events but a divinely ordained system of encounters
with the sacred. Each festival re-presents a moment in the sacred
history of Israels relationship with God: Pesach commemorates the
Exodus, Shavuot the giving of Torah at Sinai, Sukkot the wilderness
wandering. Time is liturgically organized so that the community is
always oriented toward the foundational events of its covenantal
existence.

The Sanctification of Time

The most influential modern articulation of rabbinic temporality
is Abraham Joshua Heschel's The Sabbath (1951), in which
Heschel argues that Judaism is fundamentally ‘a religion of time
aiming at the sanctification of time’ [30]. Against the tendency
of Western civilization to conquer space and accumulate things,
Heschel proposes that Jewish spirituality is oriented toward the
construction of ‘palaces in time—moments of holiness that are
not dependent on place or possession but on the communal and
interior transformation of temporal experience.

Heschel’s account of Shabbat exemplifies this orientation [30].
The Sabbath is not merely a day of rest in the psychological or
physiological sense; it is a day that recapitulates the divine rest
at the conclusion of creation and anticipates the messianic era of
universal peace. The Shabbat liturgy—particularly the Lecha Dodi
hymn and the Kiddush—enacts this double orientation: looking
backward to creation and forward to redemption within a single
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ritual moment.

Participatory Memory

The most radical expression of rabbinic temporal theology is the
Passover seder’s injunction that ‘in every generation, each person
is obligated to see himself as if he personally left Egypt’ (B’khol dor
vdor chayav adam lirot et atzmo Kilu hu yatza miMitzrayim) [31].
This haggadic principle does not merely recommend historical
empathy or imaginative reconstruction; it asserts a genuine
ontological participation in the founding event of Jewish existence.

The Passover haggadah thus enacts what might be called
‘participatory memory’ (zikaron mamash): a mode of remembrance
in which past and present are genuinely fused, not through the
psychological mechanism of nostalgia but through the ritual act
that collapses temporal distance [32]. This is not Greek anamnesis—
the Platonic recollection of eternal truths that the soul knew before
its embodiment—but something more concretely historical: the
activation of communal identity through the re-presentation of
formative events. Past becomes present not through contemplation
of eternal forms but through the embodied, communal enactment
of sacred narrative.

Study as Temporal Redemption

The Babylonian Talmud articulates a further dimension of rabbinic
temporality that has profound implications for the kabbalistic
tradition: the notion that Torah study transcends ordinary temporal
categories [33]. The famous aggadah in Tractate Menachot (29b)
in which Moses is transported to the academy of Rabbi Akiva
and sits in the back of the classroom unable to understand the
discussion—until Akiva says ‘this is a halakhah transmitted to
Moses from Sinai'—suggests that the Torah is a text that exists
outside ordinary historical time [34]. The Mosaic revelation and
Akivan interpretation are not merely connected by a chain of
tradition; they inhabit a shared sacred temporality that collapses
the distance between Sinai and the rabbinic academy.

This temporal dimension of Torah study is reinforced by the
rabbinic notion that the Torah pre-existed the creation of the world
[35]. As a primordial document that God consulted in creating the
cosmos (Bereshit Rabbah 1:1), the Torah is not simply a historical
artifact but a template of reality itself—a text whose meaning
unfolds progressively through interpretation but whose origin
is before time. This notion of the pre-temporal Torah will prove
foundational for kabbalistic accounts of sacred textuality and time.

Temporalization of the Divine

Cosmic Temporality

The enigmatic Sefer Yetzirah (Book of Formation), dated variously
between the third and sixth centuries CE, introduces into Jewish
thought a cosmological framework that will prove enormously
generative for later kabbalistic temporality [36]. The text famously
opens by declaring that God created the world by means of ‘thirty-
two wondrous paths of wisdom’—ten sefirot and twenty-two
letters—and proceeds to articulate a correspondence between the
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cosmic dimensions of space, time, and soul.

Wolfson notes, following the Gaon of Vilna’s interpretation, that
the three occurrences of the root sfr in Sefer Yetzirah’s opening
should be vocalized as sefer, sefer, and sippur—corresponding to
thought (mahshavah), writing (ketivat yad), and oral narration
(dibbur) [37]. This triadic structure maps the production of
divine meaning onto a temporal sequence moving from silent
concealment to written expression to spoken disclosure. Time,
in this framework, is already embedded in the structure of divine
linguistic self-expression.

Temporal Theosophy

The Zohar, the foundational text of medieval Kabbalah attributed to
the circle of Moses de Ledn in thirteenth-century Spain, articulates
a rich temporal theology grounded in the dynamics of divine
emanation [38]. The sefirotic system—the ten divine attributes or
powers through which Ein-Sof (the Infinite) manifests—constitutes
a temporal as well as a spatial structure. The unfolding of the sefirot
from the concealed depths of Keter (Crown) through Hokhmah
(Wisdom) and Binah (Understanding) to the seven lower sefirot
represents a movement from timeless eternity into the structures
of cosmic time.

The Zohar’s account of the relationship between Shabbat and
the sefirot is particularly illuminating for an understanding of
kabbalistic temporality [39]. The seventh day corresponds to the
seventh sefirah (in various configurations of the sefirotic tree) and
participates in the divine quality of that sefirah. The weekly cycle of
the seven days does not merely measure natural time; it enacts the
rhythmic pulsation of divine life through the emanative structure.
Human observance of the Sabbath thus participates in the divine
temporal rhythm, aligning human time with the time of God.

Lurianic Kabbalah: Cosmic Drama and Theosophic Time
The Temporal Contraction

The Lurianic Kabbalah, developed by Isaac Luria (1534-1572) and
his disciples in sixteenth-century Safed—principally as recorded by
Hayyim Vital in Etz Hayyim and Sha’ar ha-Kavvanot—introduces
perhaps the most dramatic transformation of Jewish temporality
[40]. The doctrine of tzimtzum (contraction or withdrawal)
proposes that the beginning of creation was preceded by an act
of divine self-withdrawal: Ein-Sof contracted into itself, creating
a primordial void (the tehiru) in which creation could take place.

This doctrine has profound temporal implications. Tzimtzum is
not merely a spatial event—the creation of empty space—but a
temporal one: it inaugurates a before and after within the divine life
itself [41]. Before the tzimtzum, there was only the undifferentiated
fullness of Ein-Sof; after it, there is a differentiated structure of
divine presence and absence, light and shadow, that makes possible
the existence of finite temporal beings. The Lurianic account thus
places time not merely in the created order but in the very heart of
the divine process—a move with no parallel in Greek philosophical
theology.
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The Catastrophe of Time

The second moment of the Lurianic myth—shevirat ha-kelim
(the shattering of the vessels)—deepens the temporal drama.
In the initial attempt to channel the divine light into the vessels
(kelim) of the sefirot, the vessels—unable to contain the intensity of
divine light—shattered [42]. The sparks (nitzotzot) of divine light
fell downward and became embedded in the shells of impurity
(kelipot). Creation, in its current state, is thus the aftermath of a
primordial catastrophe: a world in which divine light is scattered,
concealed, and imprisoned in alien husks.

The temporal implications of this account are immense. The
world of human experience is not a harmonious cosmos ordered
by rational principle, as in Greek philosophical theology; it is a
broken world, the wreckage of a divine experiment gone wrong
[43]. Human history takes place within this broken state; every
moment of human existence occurs in the shadow of the primordial
catastrophe and is oriented—whether consciously or not—toward
the task of repair. Time is not neutral; it is the medium of cosmic
trauma and the arena of its potential healing.

The Redemptive Work of Time

The third moment of the Lurianic drama—tikkun (repair or
rectification)—is the most significant for an understanding of
Lurianic temporality [44]. Through the observance of Torah and
mitzvot, through prayer and intention (kavvanah), through the
mystical practices taught by Luria, human beings can gather the
scattered sparks of divine light, elevate them to their source, and
thereby participate in the repair of the shattered divine structure.
Tikkun is thus the raison détre of human existence within the
Lurianic system: the world was created so that human beings could
perform the work of cosmic repair.

This Lurianic conception of tikkun transforms the understanding
of human temporality in a radical way [45]. Every moment of
human existence is pregnant with cosmic significance; every act
performed with proper intention contributes to or detracts from
the work of divine repair. Time is not simply the medium through
which human lives unfold; it is the fabric of cosmic redemption.
Human temporality and divine temporality are interwoven in the
Lurianic account in a manner that has no precedent in any prior
Jewish tradition.

The Lurianic doctrine of metempsychosis (gilgul neshamot)
further complicates the temporal picture [46]. Souls transmigrate
through successive embodiments until they have fulfilled all the
commandments and achieved their tikkun. Personal time is thus
nested within a larger transindividual temporality that may extend
over many lifetimes and generations. The individual life is a chapter
in a much larger narrative of cosmic repair that encompasses all of
creation.

A Kabbalistic Hermeneutics of Time
The Sealed Book and the Open Text
Elliot R. Wolfson’s essay ‘From Sealed Book to Open Text: Time,
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Memory, and Narrativity in Kabbalistic Hermeneutics™ (published
in Interpreting Judaism in a Postmodern Age, ed. Steven Kepnes,
1996) [2] opens with a striking tradition attributed to R. Zadoq
ha-Kohen of Lublin: “Thus I have received that the world in its
entirety is a book that God, blessed be He, made, and the Torah
is the commentary that He composed on that book’ [47]. Wolfson
uses this passage as the gateway to an exploration of the structural
homology between textuality and existence in kabbalistic
thought—a homology that proves to have profound implications
for the understanding of temporality.

The key distinction in Wolfson’s analysis, following the Gaon of
Vilna, is between the sealed book (sefer he-hatum) and the open
text (sefer she-niftah) [37]. The sealed book corresponds to the
primordial Torah in the mind of God—the concealed, undisclosed
divine thought that contains all meaning in potentiality but cannot
be read or expressed in any human language. The open text
corresponds to the written Torah, which moves from concealment
toward disclosure, from divine silence toward human speech.

Wolfson demonstrates that this distinction is not merely
hermeneutical but ontological and temporal [48]. The movement
from sealed book to open text recapitulates the structure of divine
emanation itself: from the infinite, undifferentiated fullness of
Ein-Sof through the primordial contraction of tzimtzum through
the shattering and repair of the vessels to the world of created
existence. Text and creation share the same temporal structure—
both unfold through the dialectic of concealment and disclosure
that is the fundamental rhythm of divine life.

The Triadic Structure of Disclosure

The hermeneutical framework Wolfson traces through the Gaon of
Vilna is organized around the triadic structure of sefer, sefer, and
sippur—book, book, and narration—corresponding to the three
modes of divine linguistic self-disclosure: mahshavah (thought),
ketivah (writing), and dibbur (speech) [49]. This triadic movement
is simultaneously temporal: it moves from the timeless concealment
of divine thought through the partially disclosed written text to the
fully temporal medium of oral narration.

The Gaon’s analysis of the Sefer Yezirah's opening verse—in which
three occurrences of the root sfr are read as designating three
distinct modes of divine creativity—thus yields a theory of time as
disclosure [50]. The primordial sealed book is the mode of eternity;
the open written text is the mode of creation and structured
temporal existence; the sippur or oral narration is the mode of full
temporal actualization in which meaning is communicated from
generation to generation. Time is the progressive unfolding of
divine meaning from concealment into disclosure—a process that
is never complete, always deferred, always opening onto further
depths.

Writing, and the Temporal Ground of Existence
One of Wolfson’s most striking contributions is his demonstration
that the Gaon of Vilna understands zimzum not merely as a
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cosmological event but as a linguistic and temporal one [51]. The
divine contraction creates the possibility of writing—for writing
requires the delimitation of an empty space in which signs can be
inscribed. The zimzum is thus the primordial act of writing: God
creates a void in which the letters of the Torah can be written, and
this writing is simultaneously the creation of time.

Wolfson writes: “The contraction of light, therefore, does not imply
distancing God from the concatenation of worlds but rather the
condensation of God within those worlds. Hence, when viewed
dialectically, the concealment of the divine light that ensues
from the zimzum is a form of revelation’ [51]. This paradoxical
formulation—concealment as revelation—is the key to Wolfson’s
account of kabbalistic temporality. Time is not the corruption of
eternity but the very medium through which the eternal discloses
itself; hiddenness is not the opposite of presence but its most
intimate mode.

The structural connection between zimzum and writing in the
Gaon’s thought has profound implications for understanding the
relationship between text and time in kabbalistic hermeneutics
[52]. If writing originates in the divine act of self-contraction,
then every act of inscription—including the rabbinic commentary
on the Torah—participates in and continues the divine temporal
process. The Talmudic scholar who studies and interprets is
not merely recovering a past meaning; he is participating in the
ongoing divine project of self-disclosure in time.

Temporality and Textuality as Co-Constitutional

The central thesis of Wolfson’s essay—which he argues is implied
in the aggadic orientation of rabbinic thought and reaches its
fullest development in kabbalistic writing—is that temporality
and textuality are co-constitutional: each requires the other for
its full actualization [53]. Time becomes human, as Paul Ricoeur
argued in his magisterial Time and Narrative, to the extent that it
is articulated through a narrative mode; and narrative achieves its
full meaning when it becomes a condition of temporal existence
[54]. Wolfson proposes that precisely this understanding of time is
operative in kabbalistic hermeneutics.

For the kabbalist, the Torah is not a static text to be decoded but a
living narrative that unfolds through the interpretive acts of each
generation [53]. Each commentary, each halakhic ruling, each
mystical interpretation adds a new layer to the open text, extending
its temporal horizon into the future. Interpretation is itself a
temporal act—it takes time, it changes over time, and it contributes
to the ongoing temporal unfolding of divine self-disclosure. In this
sense, the kabbalistic hermeneutic is genuinely a theology of sacred
time: to interpret the Torah is to participate in the divine drama
of concealment and disclosure that constitutes the fundamental
temporal structure of reality.

Memory, and the Erotic Structure of Time
The Phallic Dimension of Kabbalistic Time
One of the most challenging and provocative dimensions of
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Wolfson’s analysis is his demonstration that the kabbalistic
understanding of time is grounded in the phallic symbolism
of the divine androgyne [55]. Drawing on the Gaon of Vilna’s
commentary and on zoharic sources, Wolfson argues that
temporality in the theosophic kabbalah is localized in the attribute
of Yesod (Foundation)—the sefirah that serves as the ‘axis mundi’
of the sefirotic system.

This is not mere metaphor. The kabbalistic account of time’s infinity
and extension is understood as a quality of the masculine divine
potency: ‘Insofar as the six emanations together constitute the
masculine persona of the divine anthropos, it follows, therefore,
that temporality as such is localized in Yesod, the membrum virile’
[53]. Time flows from the divine phallus as semen from a generative
source—not as mere biological metaphor but as an ontological
claim about the nature of temporal existence. Time is fecund,
generative, always opening onto the novel future by retrieving and
reconfiguring the past.

Memory as Engenderment of the Future

The connection between the phallus as the locus of time and the
concept of memory (zikaron/zekhirah) in kabbalistic thought is one
of Wolfson’s most original contributions [56]. In kabbalistic texts—
already in the earliest strata of the tradition—the word zekhirah
(remembrance) is etymologically linked to zakhar (masculine), so
that memory is understood as an intrinsically masculine activity
rooted in the same divine attribute as temporality itself.

Wolfson argues that from the kabbalistic perspective, memory
is not, as Proust put it, in search of lost time, but is rather the
engenderment of the past to the future through the present.
Memory is as much the construction of the future as it is the
retrieval of the past. This dynamic account resonates with Levinas’s
account of time as constituted by the not-yet: the openness of the
future that prevents the present from closing in on itself.

The practical implication of this account is that the Jewish act of
remembrance (zikaron)—as performed in the Passover seder, in
the Yom Kippur liturgy, in the Shabbat Kiddush—is not a nostalgic
looking backward but a generative act that constructs the future
by engaging the past through the interpretive acts of the present
community [57]. To remember the Exodus is not merely to recall
a historical event; it is to actively participate in the ongoing divine
project of liberation and redemption.

Spiral Time

Beyond the Linear-Cyclical Dichotomy

The preceding analysis suggests that the standard scholarly
dichotomy between ‘cyclical' (Greek) and ‘linear’ (Jewish)
conceptions of time is too crude to capture the complexity of
either tradition, and is particularly inadequate as a description of
kabbalistic temporality [58]. Greek thought includes genuinely
linear elements (Aristotelian historical causation, Stoic fate
unfolding toward its predetermined end), while Jewish thought
includes genuinely cyclical elements (the recurring weekly and
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annual liturgical cycles, the sefirotic pulsation of divine life).

A more adequate description of distinctively Jewish sacred
temporality—and especially of the kabbalistic understanding—
might be what André Neher suggested when he wrote that ‘Hebrew
time does not start over again like Greek time; it engenders’ [59].
Jewish time is generative and directional without being simply
linear; it returns and recurs without being simply cyclical. The most
appropriate spatial metaphor is not the straight line or the circle
but the spiral: a movement that returns to similar positions but
at a higher level of development, that revisits familiar themes but
with new depths of meaning disclosed through the accumulated
experience of interpretation.

Narrative Time and Its Jewish Analog

Paul Ricoeur’s account of narrative time in his three-volume Time
and Narrative provides a powerful conceptual framework for
articulating the Jewish spiral temporality identified above [60].
Ricoeur argues that human time—as distinct from cosmological or
physical time—is constituted by the narrative act: “Time becomes
human to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode,
and narrative attains its full meaning when it becomes a condition
of temporal existence’ [54].

Wolfson explicitly invokes Ricoeur in his account of kabbalistic
temporality, suggesting that ‘precisely such an understanding
of time is implied in the aggadic orientation that reaches full
development in kabbalistic writings’ [53]. The Torah, as narrated
divine wisdom unfolding through successive generations of
interpretation, is the paradigmatic instance of narrative time in
the Jewish tradition. Its meaning is not fixed at the moment of
revelation but unfolds progressively through the interpretive acts
of the community—each generation adding its layer to the open
text, extending the narrative horizon into the future.

The messianic dimension of kabbalistic temporality completes
Ricoeur’s narrative circle. For Wolfson, following Levinas, ‘the
essential feature of time, as Emmanuel Levinas has written, is the
not yet, the openness of the future that shapes past and present’ [61].
Redemption in the kabbalistic account is not the end of time but
its fulfillment: the moment when the sealed book is fully opened,
when all the hidden sparks of divine light have been gathered and
elevated, when the narrative of creation reaches its conclusion in
the final tikkun.

Time as Divine Eros

Wolfson's most synthetic formulation presents kabbalistic
temporality as structured by what he calls the erotic dialectic of
concealment and disclosure [62]. Eros—in the Platonic sense of
the soul’s longing for the Good but transformed in the kabbalistic
account into the divine longing for self-disclosure—drives the
temporal process from sealed book to open text, from the infinite
concealment of Ein-Sof through the progressive disclosure of
creation and redemption.
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This erotic temporality is not merely subjective—it is not simply a
projection of human desire onto cosmic structure—but ontological:
the divine life itself is animated by the eros of self-disclosure, the
desire of the hidden God to be known, named, and encountered in
the temporal world. Human interpretive acts—Torah study, prayer,
mystical contemplation—are the medium through which this
divine eros achieves its temporal actualization. The scholar who
studies Torah is not merely acquiring knowledge; he is participating
in the divine self-disclosure, extending the temporal unfolding of
divine meaning through his own hermeneutical act.

From Kronos to Keter: A Retrospective

The genealogy traced in this essay reveals a remarkable
transformation in the understanding of sacred time across four
intellectual traditions. Greek philosophical cosmology—whether
in Plato’s derivation of time from eternity, Aristotle’s analysis of time
as the number of motion, the Stoic doctrine of eternal recurrence,
or Plotinus’s account of time as Soul’s restless striving—conceives
of time primarily as a cosmological phenomenon: the measure and
medium of natural motion, derivative of and inferior to eternal
being.

The Hebrew Bible inaugurates a different account. Time is not
merely a feature of the natural world but the medium of divine-
human relationship: covenant, promise, fidelity, and betrayal.
Sacred history is not merely a sequence of events but a narrative
with divine intentionality—moving from creation through exodus
and Sinai toward the fulfillment of prophetic promise. The future
is not a repetition of the past but the arena of divine fidelity to an
unprecedented promise.

Rabbinic Judaism inherits the biblical theology of time and
transforms it through the institutions of liturgy, study, and
communal practice [63]. The Jewish calendar sanctifies time
by marking its recurring moments as encounters with divine
presence; the Seder makes the past present through participatory
memory; Torah study opens a temporality that transcends ordinary
chronological sequence. Heschel was right to describe Judaism as a
religion of time—but rabbinic time is not merely the sanctification
of present moments; it is the dynamic integration of past, present,
and anticipated future in a living community of interpretation.

Kabbalah—and especially the Lurianic system and its
hermeneutical elaboration in Wolfson’s analysis of the Gaon of
Vilna—represents the most radical development of Jewish sacred
temporality. Time is embedded not merely in the created order or
in the human community but in the divine life itself: the tzimtzum
creates temporal differentiation within the infinite; the shevirat
ha-kelim introduces rupture and trauma into the divine temporal
drama; the work of tikkun gives human beings a constitutive
role in the redemption of divine time. And the hermeneutical
temporality Wolfson discloses—in which the sealed book of divine
thought progressively unfolds through the open text of Torah and
its commentaries—gives the interpretive act a genuinely cosmic
significance: to interpret is to participate in the divine temporal
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process of self-disclosure.

The movement from Kronos to Keter—from the Greek
personification of time as devouring cosmic force to the
highest sefirah of the divine pleroma—marks the full arc
of the transformation traced in this essay. What begins as a
cosmological problem becomes a theological drama; what begins
as a philosophical analysis becomes a mystical participation; what
begins as the measure of natural motion becomes the medium
of divine eros and human redemption. In this transformation,
the concept of time achieves a depth, richness, and existential
significance that would have been unrecognizable to the pre-
Socratic thinkers who first posed the question of temporal being.

Here is a substantive addendum written as Section XIII, matching
the essay’s register and citation style.

Sacred Temporality and the Therapeutic Encounter —
Implications for the Patient Overwhelmed by Diagnosis
The genealogy of time traced in this essay — from Greek
cosmological repetition through biblical covenant, rabbinic
liturgical memory, kabbalistic theosophic drama, and contemporary
scientific reconceptualization — might appear to inhabit a world
entirely remote from the clinical encounter. Yet it is precisely in the
therapeutic space, and most acutely in the encounter with a patient
devastated by a catastrophic diagnosis, that the stakes of temporal
understanding become most urgently existential. The patient who
has just received a diagnosis of terminal malignancy, progressive
neurological disease, or irreversible organ failure is not primarily
a physiological problem to be managed; he is a temporal being
whose entire relationship to past, present, and future has been
catastrophically ruptured. How the clinician understands time
— and how that understanding is embodied in the therapeutic
presence — may be among the most consequential determinants
of whether the encounter heals or merely informs. This conviction
has animated a growing body of scholarship at the intersection
of medical humanities, palliative care, and theological medicine,
including Ungar-Sargon’s sustained body of clinical-theological
work bridging kabbalistic temporality and the contemporary
therapeutic encounter [64,65].
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The Diagnosis as Temporal Catastrophe

A severe diagnosis does not merely convey information about a
patient’s biological condition; it performs a violent reorganization
of temporal experience. Before the diagnosis, the patient inhabits
what the phenomenologist Edmund Husserl called the “living
present” — a temporal horizon in which the immediate past
(retention) and the anticipated future (protention) surround and
sustain the present moment in a continuous flow of meaningful
experience [66]. The future, though uncertain, is felt as open,
generative, and in principle hospitable to the patient’s projects,
relationships, and aspirations.

The catastrophic diagnosis shatters this temporal horizon. The
future — which had been experienced as open — suddenly
contracts to a foreshortened, menacing corridor. The past — which
had provided the narrative foundation of personal identity — may
be reinterpreted retrospectively as the prelude to catastrophe,
robbing it of its previous meaning. The present moment, instead of
flowing naturally between past and future, becomes frozen in the
amber of shock, dread, and hypervigilant symptom-monitoring.
Ricoeur observed that narrative identity — the coherent story a
person tells about who they are — is constituted precisely by the
integration of past, present, and future into a meaningful whole
[67]. The catastrophic diagnosis is above all a narrative catastrophe:
it disrupts the story the patient has been living, threatening to
replace it with a story that ends too soon, too badly, and without
redemptive meaning. Ungar-Sargon has described this disruption
as structurally analogous to the shevirat ha-kelim — a shattering of
the vessels of personal identity and temporal coherence that leaves
the patient amid scattered sparks of meaning requiring the work
of tikkun — reframing the clinical encounter with the devastated
patient not as anxiety management but as participation in a process
of gathering and repair [68].

The anxiety that attends this temporal catastrophe is therefore
not simply a psychological symptom to be pharmacologically
managed, though it may require pharmacological support. It is
an appropriate and intelligent response to a genuine ontological
disruption. Clinical approaches that treat this anxiety purely as a
chemical imbalance — without engaging its temporal and narrative
dimensions — are missing the most important thing. Early
empirical work by Ungar-Sargon and Borneman documenting the
measurable impact of diagnostic ambiguity on patient stress levels
in neurological populations established the clinical stakes of this
question four decades ago [69]; the subsequent critical literature on
chemical reductionism in psychiatric practice has reinforced the
point from multiple directions [70].

The Therapeutic Space as Tzimtzum

The kabbalistic doctrine of tzimtzum — the divine contraction
that creates space for the other — provides a profound model
for the therapeutic presence required in the encounter with the
diagnostically devastated patient [71]. The Lurianic account,
as Wolfson develops it, proposes that the infinite God must
contract, must create a void within the divine fullness, in order
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to make room for the existence of finite beings. This is not an
impoverishment of the divine but the condition of the possibility
of genuine relationship: only by withdrawing, by creating space,
can the Infinite encounter the finite without overwhelming it.

The clinician who enters the room of a patient reeling from
a catastrophic diagnosis faces an analogous imperative. The
therapeutic space must be constituted by a disciplined act of
self-contraction: the clinician’s own anxiety, urgency, need to fix,
need to fill silence, need to demonstrate competence — all of
these must be drawn inward so that genuine space opens for the
patient’s experience. Ungar-Sargon has developed this application
of tzimtzum to the doctor-patient relationship with sustained
precision, arguing that the therapeutic tzimtzum creates the void
into which the patient’s terror, grief, and confusion can pour without
being immediately redirected, managed, or prematurely resolved
— and that the dialectical structure of Lurianic contraction, in
which withdrawal is itself a form of revelation, illuminates why the
creation of space is not clinical passivity but the most demanding
form of active presence [72,73]. The interplay of chesed and gevurah
— divine mercy and divine judgment, expansion and limitation
— further complicates this picture: the clinician who contracts
too completely withholds the orienting presence the patient also
requires, and the calibration of these opposing impulses constitutes
the practical wisdom at the heart of serious illness care [74].

This is not passivity; it is the most demanding form of active
presence. Balfour Mount, the pioneer of palliative care, described
the healing encounter as requiring the clinician to “be with” rather
than merely “do for” the patient [75]. Rachel Naomi Remen has
written extensively about the difference between fixing and serving
in the clinical encounter — a distinction that maps closely onto
the kabbalistic distinction between technical repair performed by
a competent technician and the sacred act of witnessing performed
by one who has contracted the self to create space for the other’s
suffering [76]. The tzimtzum model provides a theological
grounding for what this palliative care literature has struggled to
articulate in purely secular terms: not merely a recommendation
for presence but an ontological account of why the creation of space
is itself a redemptive act. Ungar-Sargon has termed this the sacred
space of surrender — a transformation of clinical vulnerability into
healing power through the willingness to relinquish the defensive
postures of technical mastery [77].

Reframing the Temporal Horizon

Wolfson’s central image — the movement from sealed book to open
text — offers a therapeutically potent reframe for the patient whose
diagnosis has sealed the future into a fixed, menacing narrative.
The sealed book represents the patient’s experience immediately
after diagnosis: a story whose ending appears determined, whose
meaning appears foreclosed, whose future pages appear already
written in the language of suffering and loss. The therapeutic
task — understood in light of Wolfson’s hermeneutical account
and its clinical elaboration by Ungar-Sargon — is to participate in
the opening of that sealed book: not by denying the diagnosis or
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offering false consolation, but by restoring the patient’s experience
of the future as genuinely open, genuinely interpretable, genuinely
his to author [78,79].

This hermeneutical reframing has direct clinical operationalization.
To approach the patient as a sacred text — as the primary
commitment of what Ungar-Sargon has termed hermeneutic
medicine demands — is to bring to the patient’s history,
symptoms, fears, and hopes the same quality of interpretive
attention that the kabbalist brings to the Torah: recognizing that
the surface presentation conceals deeper layers of meaning, that
the presenting complaint is never the whole story, that the work of
healing requires the slow, patient process of opening a sealed book
rather than the efficient extraction of diagnostically relevant data
[80,81]. Rita Charon’s narrative medicine program at Columbia
has independently converged on a structurally similar insight —
that the act of close, attentive reading trains clinicians to hear what
patients are actually saying beneath and between the words of
their presenting complaints [82] — but the kabbalistic framework
situates this hermeneutical act within a cosmic temporal drama
that gives it a depth and urgency that purely literary accounts do
not capture.

Viktor Frankl, whose logotherapy was forged in the temporal
extremity of the concentration camp, argued that the last and
most inalienable human freedom is the freedom to choose one’s
attitude toward unavoidable suffering [83]. Ungar-Sargon has
deepened this insight by grounding it in the kabbalistic theology
of concealment and disclosure: the sealed book of biological fate
does not determine the open text of lived temporal experience,
because the divine creative process of which human existence is
an instance is itself never fully sealed [84]. The diagnosis cannot be
unread; the prognosis cannot be wished away. But the meaning of
the remaining time — its texture, its orientation, its relationship to
the patient’s deepest values and relationships — remains genuinely
open.

Participatory Memory and the Reconstitution of Identity
The rabbinic concept of participatory memory — zikaron mamash,
the genuine re-presentation of the past within the present — has
direct clinical applications for the patient whose diagnosis has
fractured his sense of continuous personal identity. One of the most
consistently reported experiences of patients facing catastrophic
illness is the sense that the diagnosed self is discontinuous with the
pre-diagnosis self: “I don’t recognize myself anymore”; “My whole
past feels like it belonged to someone else” [85].

Therapeutic approaches grounded in narrative medicine —
particularly those developed by Rita Charon at Columbia —
recognize that the restoration of narrative continuity is a central
therapeutic task in serious illness [82]. But the rabbinic model of
participatory memory adds a dimension that narrative medicine
has not fully articulated: the past is not merely a reservoir of
memories to be recovered and integrated but a living presence that
can be genuinely re-activated in the present moment. The Passover
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principle — that each generation must experience the Exodus as
its own — suggests that the patient’s pre-diagnosis self, his history
of resilience and meaning-making, can be made genuinely present
in the current moment of crisis, not merely remembered from a
distance.

Ungar-Sargon has developed this clinical application of
participatory memory within his account of sacred listening —
receiving the patient’s narrative not as anamnesis in the medical-
functional sense but as zikaron: a genuine making-present of the
patient’s history in which past resilience and past relationship are
activated as real resources in the current crisis rather than recalled
as distant comfort [86,87]. The question “Tell me about a time
when you faced something that seemed impossible and found your
way through it” does not merely gather clinical history; it enacts
a therapeutic zikaron that re-activates the patient’s own resources
and makes them present as genuine resources in the current crisis.
The post-Holocaust dimension of this framework — the dialectic of
divine absence and presence, the theology of the dark Shekhinah,
the Lurianic insistence that rupture is one of the necessary moments
of the divine story rather than its end — speaks to the situation of
the catastrophically diagnosed patient with a directness that purely
secular therapeutic frameworks cannot fully match [88].

The Spiral Structure of Therapeutic Time

The concept of spiral temporality developed in Section IX —
time that returns and recurs but at progressively deeper levels of
meaning — provides a model for understanding the therapeutic
process with the seriously ill patient as it unfolds over time. The
patient’s encounter with a catastrophic diagnosis is not a single
event to be processed and moved past; it is a recurring motif that
will be encountered again and again, at each new clinical threshold,
each new symptom, each new confrontation with limitation. The
therapeutic process is not linear — moving from denial through
acceptance to resolution as the Kiibler-Ross model, for all its
clinical usefulness, suggests [89]. — but spiral: the patient returns
to the same fundamental questions at different levels of depth,
integration, and understanding. The skilled clinician recognizes
this spiral structure and does not become impatient when the
patient appears to revisit already-processed terrain; the revisiting is
not regression but the natural movement of temporal integration at
work, each revolution disclosing new layers of meaning inaccessible
at the previous level.

This spiral model has direct implications for the structure of clinical
follow-up. Rather than organizing follow-up encounters primarily
around biological markers and treatment protocols — important as
these are — the spiral model suggests that each clinical encounter
is an opportunity to re-engage the fundamental questions of
meaning and temporal orientation at a new level of depth. Ungar-
Sargon has developed this framework most systematically in
his account of age-responsive spiritual care, tracking how the
patient’s temporal horizon is transformed across the life course
and identifying the distinctive spiritual and clinical challenges that
arise when biological time comes into tension with narrative time,
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relational time, and sacred time [90]. The clinician who remembers
what the patient said six months ago, who can say “You told me
then that what you most feared was losing your ability to be present
for your grandchildren — how is that going now?” — performs
a therapeutic act that the spiral model illuminates: gathering the
scattered threads of the patient’s temporal experience into a more
integrated and meaningful narrative.

The Clinician as Witness to Sacred Time

The deepest implication of the temporal theology developed in this
essay for the therapeutic encounter is perhaps the most difficult
to articulate and the most resistant to reduction to technique or
protocol. Wolfson’s account of kabbalistic temporality culminates
in the claim that time — at its most fundamental level — is the
medium of divine self-disclosure: the sealed book opening into the
open text, the infinite contracting to make room for the finite, the
scattered sparks of divine light being gathered and elevated through
the interpretive acts of a community oriented toward redemption.

The clinical and palliative care literature has begun to develop
frameworks for this dimension of practice. Harvey Chochinov’s
dignity  therapy, William  Breitbarts  meaning-centered
psychotherapy, and the growing literature on spiritual care in
serious illness all gesture toward the recognition that the clinical
encounter at the boundary of life and death is not merely a medical
or psychological event but an existential and potentially sacred one
[91-93]. Ungar-Sargon’s concept of Shekhinah consciousness in the
therapeutic space — the cultivation of a quality of divine feminine
presence that holds suffering without resolving it, that witnesses
without judging, that remains present precisely in the moments of
greatest darkness and apparent divine absence — articulates the
spiritual formation required for this quality of clinical witness with
a theological precision that this broader literature approaches but
does not fully achieve [94]. It is not a technique to be learned in a
skills workshop; it is a mode of being cultivated through sustained
interpretive engagement with sacred tradition of the kind this essay
has attempted to model.

The patient ridden with anxiety about a horrific diagnosis is not
merely a biological system experiencing a threat response. He is
a temporal being whose entire relationship to past, present, and
future has been catastrophically ruptured; a narrative being whose
life story has been violently interrupted; a meaning-making being
who stands at the threshold between the sealed book of biological
fate and the open text of whatever remains possible. The clinician
who understands this — who has been formed by the integration
of clinical experience, kabbalistic temporal theology, and the
reflective practice that the best of this literature both models
and advocates — brings to the therapeutic encounter not merely
clinical competence but something closer to what the tradition
calls chokhmah: the wisdom that knows how to read a human life
as a sacred text, and how to create the space in which that text can
continue to be written, even — especially — in the shadow of its
anticipated end [95,96].
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Conclusion

This essay has traced the transformation of temporal understanding
across four interconnected intellectual traditions, culminating
in Elliot R. Wolfsons hermeneutical analysis of kabbalistic
temporality. Several conclusions emerge from this survey.

First, the Greek philosophical tradition, despite its richness and
diversity, is fundamentally cosmological in its approach to time:
time is the measure of natural motion, derivative of eternal
being, and ateleological in its structure. The cyclical imagery that
pervades Greek accounts of time reflects a cosmos that aims not at
an unprecedented future but at the maintenance of eternal patterns.

Second, the Hebrew Bible inaugurates a genuinely novel account
of time as covenantal history: structured by divine promise and
human response, oriented toward an unprecedented future,
and morally and spiritually significant at every moment. This
covenantal temporality is not merely linear—it includes the
rhythms of Sabbath and festival—but it is directional in a way that
Greek cyclicism is not.

Third, rabbinic Judaism transforms covenantal time into liturgical
and mnemonic structure: the calendar becomes the architecture
of sacred time; Torah study becomes a temporality that transcends
ordinary chronological sequence; participatory memory makes the
foundational events of sacred history perpetually present to each
new generation.

Fourth, kabbalistic thought—and especially the Lurianic system
in Wolfsons reading—embeds time within the divine life itself.
The tzimtzum, shevirah, and tikkun constitute a temporal drama
within the infinite; human acts of interpretation and observance
participate in the divine redemptive process. Textuality and
temporality are co-constitutive: the open text of Torah unfolds
through interpretive time, and interpretive time unfolds through
the open text.

Finally, Wolfson’s analysis discloses a distinctive Jewish conception
of time that transcends the Greek linear-cyclical dichotomy: a spiral
temporality animated by the divine eros of self-disclosure, in which
past is retrieved and reconfigured through the present toward an
open, undetermined future. This is time as sacred narrative—the
narrative of concealment becoming disclosure, of the sealed book
becoming the open text, of Keter’s infinite silence becoming the
Torah’s inexhaustible speech.

In this framework, sacred time is neither merely cyclical nor purely
linear but a dynamic unfolding in which past, present, and future
converge within the interpretive life of the community and the
divine drama of creation, exile, and redemption. From Kronos
to Keter, the concept of time has undergone a transformation as
profound as any in the history of human thought—a transformation
whose full implications are still being worked out in contemporary
Jewish theology, philosophy, and clinical practice.
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The foregoing analysis would remain incomplete, however, if
it rested solely within the precincts of intellectual history and
theological speculation. We have argued that the temporal
theology developed across this essay carries its most urgent and
consequential implications in the clinical encounter — specifically
in the therapeutic space opened by a catastrophic diagnosis. The
patient overwhelmed by a devastating prognosis is not merely a
biological system requiring management; he is a temporal being
whose fundamental relationship to past, present, and future has
been shattered in a manner directly analogous to the shevirat ha-
kelim of Lurianic myth, and who stands in need not of sedation but
of a companion capable of accompanying him through the work of
tikkun. The kabbalistic doctrine of tzimtzum provides a rigorous
ontological model for the therapeutic presence this requires — a
disciplined self-contraction of the clinician that creates genuine
space for the patient’s suffering without abandoning the orienting
structure that the interplay of chesed and gevurah demands.
Wolfson’s central image of the movement from sealed book to
open text reframes the clinician’s task as hermeneutical rather than
merely technical: to participate in the reopening of a narrative
that diagnosis has threatened to seal permanently, restoring the
patient’s experience of the future as genuinely open to meaning
and authorship. The rabbinic practice of participatory memory —
zikaron mamash — offers a model for the therapeutic activation of
the patient’s pre-diagnosis self as a living resource in the current
crisis rather than a distant recollection. And the spiral structure
of therapeutic time, which returns again and again to the same
existential questions at progressively deeper levels of integration,
provides both clinician and patient with a framework for
understanding the iterative, non-linear character of serious illness
as a process of unfolding rather than decline.

Taken together, these applications constitute what might be called
a kabbalistic clinical ontology — a rigorous account, grounded
in the deepest resources of the Jewish intellectual tradition and
confirmed by the best contemporary literature in palliative care,
narrative medicine, and theological medicine, of what is actually
at stake when a human being stands at the threshold between the
sealed book of biological fate and the open text of whatever sacred
time remains.
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Addendum: Recent Scientific Theories of Time and Their
Resonances with Kabbalistic Temporality

The preceding genealogy has traced the transformation of temporal
understanding from Greek cosmology through biblical covenant,
rabbinic liturgy, and kabbalistic theosophic myth. It would be
philosophically incomplete, however, to leave this analysis entirely
insulated from the radical reconceptualization of time that have
emerged from theoretical physics over the past century. These
scientific accounts do not merely revise our understanding of the
mechanics of temporal succession; they challenge the most basic
intuitions about time’s reality, directionality, and ontological status
in ways that create unexpected and philosophically productive
resonances with the Jewish mystical tradition examined in this
essay.

The Block Universe

The first and most foundational challenge to commonsense
temporal experience comes from Einstein’s special and general
theories of relativity (1905, 1915) [97]. Prior to relativity, time was
understood — in both popular imagination and Newtonian physics
— as an absolute, universal framework: a single river flowing at the
same rate for all observers everywhere. Einstein demonstrated that
this intuition is false. The rate at which time passes is relative to
the velocity and gravitational environment of the observer; clocks
in motion run slower than stationary ones; clocks in stronger
gravitational fields run slower than those in weaker fields. There is
no privileged “now” that is simultaneously present for all observers
in the universe.

The philosophical implications of this finding are profound and
have been extensively debated [98]. The most discussed is the so-
called “block universe” or “eternalist” interpretation, associated
with philosophers such as Hilary Putnam, Roger Penrose, and
more recently with the physicist-philosopher Carlo Rovelli. On this
view, past, present, and future are equally real; they are all simply
different locations in four-dimensional spacetime. The “flow” of
time — the felt sense that the present is uniquely real and that time
moves from past to future — is, on this interpretation, an illusion
generated by the structure of conscious experience rather than a
feature of physical reality [99].

The resonance with kabbalistic temporality is immediately
striking, though the comparison must be carefully qualified.
Wolfson, following the Gaon of Vilna, argues that the kabbalistic
sealed book — the primordial Torah in the mind of God — is
characterized by a kind of simultaneity that transcends sequential
time: all of divine meaning is present at once in the concealed book,
before its progressive unfolding into the open text of creation and
interpretation. This is structurally analogous to the block universe
in which all temporal moments coexist in the four-dimensional
manifold. Yet there is a critical difference: the kabbalistic account
does not treat the sequential unfolding of time as illusory. On the
contrary, the progressive disclosure from sealed book to open
text is the very medium of divine self-revelation and human
participation in redemption. The “block” of divine simultaneity
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(Ein-Sof) is real, but so is the temporal unfolding through which it
becomes disclosed.

The Arrow of Time

The second major scientific contribution to temporal theory comes
not from relativity but from thermodynamics — specifically, from
the second law, which states that entropy (a measure of disorder or
the number of available microstates in a system) never decreases
in a closed system [100]. This asymmetry — the fact that entropy
increases toward the future and not toward the past — is the
physical basis of what Arthur Eddington famously called the
“arrow of time”: the fact that time has a direction, that the past is
fixed and the future is open, that broken eggs do not spontaneously
reassemble.

The puzzle, first articulated by Ludwig Boltzmann in the nineteenth
century and still unresolved, is that the fundamental laws of
physics (both classical and quantum) are time-symmetric: they
work equally well in both temporal directions [101]. The arrow
of time therefore cannot be derived from the fundamental laws
themselves but must be explained by the special initial conditions
of the universe — specifically, the extremely low entropy state of
the Big Bang. The cosmologist Sean Carroll has argued that the
arrow of time is ultimately a cosmological rather than a physical
fact: it reflects the boundary conditions of the universe rather than
the intrinsic asymmetry of natural law [102].

This insight — that temporal directionality is a function of
boundary conditions rather than intrinsic physical law — resonates
in a suggestive way with the Lurianic account of time. The
primordial tzimtzum functions precisely as a boundary condition:
it establishes the initial state from which the temporal drama of
creation, shattering, and repair unfolds. The directionality of cosmic
time in the Lurianic system — moving from the primal fullness
of Ein-Sof through rupture toward tikkun — is not simply given
by the nature of being but is established by the initiating divine
act of self-contraction. In both accounts, temporal directionality is
cosmogonically rather than physically grounded.

The Problem of Temporal Passage

Quantum mechanics deepens the puzzle of time in ways that are still
actively contested [103]. In standard quantum theory, the evolution
of a quantum system is governed by the Schrodinger equation,
which is perfectly time-symmetric and deterministic. Yet the act
of measurement — the “collapse” of the quantum wave function
— 1is irreversible and introduces a genuine asymmetry between
before and after. The measurement problem, still unresolved after a
century of debate, is at its deepest level a problem about time: what
distinguishes the reversible, deterministic evolution of quantum
states from the irreversible, probabilistic act of measurement that
produces a definite outcome?

More radical still is the Wheeler-DeWitt equation, the central
equation of canonical quantum gravity, which appears to contain
no time variable whatsoever [104]. The universe, described at the
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quantum gravitational level, seems to be in a stationary state — a
timeless wavefunction. Time, on this account, is not a fundamental
feature of physical reality but an emergent phenomenon: it arises
from the correlations between subsystems of the universe as they
interact with one another and with an observer. Time, in the
Wheeler-DeWitt picture, is not something the universe is in but
something that emerges from within it.

The philosopher and physicist Carlo Rovelli has developed this
insight into a comprehensive account of relational time [105]. For
Rovelli, time does not exist independently of physical processes;
it is constituted by the relationships between changing things. In
a universe in which nothing changed, there would be no time.
Time is thus not a container — not Newton’s “absolute, true, and
mathematical time” — but a web of relations between events. At the
fundamental level, the universe is timeless; time emerges from the
thermal fluctuations of physical systems interacting with partial

observers embedded in those systems.

Rovellis relational account of time as emergent from interaction
rather than given as a cosmic framework bears a deep structural
resonance with the kabbalistic account of time as emerging
from the divine act of self-differentiation. Before the tzimtzum,
in the undifferentiated fullness of Ein-Sof, there is no temporal
sequence — only the eternal simultaneity of infinite being. Time
emerges from the act of divine self-relation: the infinite relating
to itself through the act of contraction, creating the conditions for
differentiated existence in which temporal succession becomes
possible. Both Rovelli and the Lurianic tradition locate the origin
of time not in an absolute framework but in an act of primordial
differentiation or self-relation.

The Timeless Universe

Julian Barbour’s provocative work The End of Time (1999) pushes
the implications of the Wheeler-DeWitt equation to their most
radical conclusion [106]. Barbour argues that time simply does
not exist at the fundamental level of physical reality. What we call
“time” is an illusion generated by the structure of the “Nows” —
instantaneous configurations of the universe — that populate the
timeless space of all possible configurations he calls Platonia. The
experience of temporal passage is produced by the fact that many
of these configurations contain records and memories of earlier
configurations, creating the subjective sense of a flowing past.

Barbour’s account is in many respects a contemporary scientific
version of the Parmenidean insight that true being is eternal and
unchanging, and that temporal becoming is illusion. Yet it arrives
at this conclusion not through metaphysical argument but through
the mathematics of quantum cosmology. And it creates a striking
resonance with the kabbalistic account of the sealed book: the
primordial Torah in the mind of God, containing all of reality in
a single undifferentiated simultaneity, is structurally analogous
to Barbour’s Platonia — a timeless space of all possibilities from
which the temporal world of sequential experience is generated.
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The crucial difference, again, is that kabbalah does not dismiss
temporal experience as mere illusion. The progressive unfolding
from sealed book to open text — from Ein-Sof through tzimtzum
through shevirah to tikkun — is not a cognitive error but the
very medium of divine self-disclosure and human redemptive
participation. Physical timelessness, in the kabbalistic framework,
would correspond to the state of Ein-Sof before tzimtzum; but that
state is precisely the state from which creation — and with it, time,
meaning, interpretation, and redemption — departs.

The Granularity of Time

A turther development in contemporary physics with philosophical
implications for temporal theory is loop quantum gravity (LQG),
developed principally by Rovelli, Lee Smolin, and Abhay Ashtekar
[107]. LQG proposes that space and time are not continuous but
quantized: they are composed of discrete, finite units at the Planck
scale (approximately 10** seconds for the smallest unit of time, the
Planck time). On this account, the smooth flow of time that we
experience macroscopically is an emergent approximation; at the
deepest level, time is granular, composed of irreducible discrete
quanta.

This granularity of time at the quantum scale resonates — though
again in a way that must be handled with interpretive care —
with the kabbalistic account of discrete divine sparks (nitzotzot)
as the constitutive elements of created reality in the aftermath of
the shevirat ha-kelim. Just as LQG proposes that the apparently
continuous flow of time is composed of discrete irreducible units
at the quantum level, the Lurianic account proposes that the
apparently continuous fabric of created existence is composed of
discrete divine sparks embedded in the shells of material reality.
In both accounts, what appears macroscopically as continuous and
flowing is microscopically granular and discrete.

Synthesis: Scientific and Kabbalistic Temporalities in
Dialogue

The convergences identified above are not, of course, identities. It
would be a category error — and an intellectually dishonest one
— to claim that modern physics “confirms” kabbalistic temporal
theology, or that Lurianic myth “anticipated” the Wheeler-DeWitt
equation. These are incommensurable discourses operating with
different methods, different objects of inquiry, and different criteria
of validity.

Yet the convergences are philosophically significant for at least
three reasons. First, they demonstrate that the kabbalistic critique
of naive commonsense temporality — the view that time is simply
a neutral, uniform, absolute container of events — is vindicated
by the most sophisticated contemporary physics. Both traditions
agree that time as ordinarily experienced is not time at the
fundamental level of reality, and that a deeper account reveals
time to be relational, emergent, and rooted in a more primordial
condition of undifferentiated being.

Second, both the scientific and kabbalistic accounts resist
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the reduction of temporal experience to mere illusion. The
Wheeler-DeWitt timelessness and Barbour’s Platonia describe
the mathematical structure of quantum cosmology, not the
experiential reality of embedded observers. Rovelli explicitly
argues that the emergence of time from timeless quantum reality is
itself a real and important feature of the universe — not a defect to
be explained away. Similarly, Wolfson’s reading of Wolfson insists
that the progressive temporal unfolding from sealed book to open
text is not a degradation of the timeless divine but the very medium
of divine self-disclosure and human participation in redemption.

Third and most profoundly, both the scientific and kabbalistic
accounts locate the origin of time in an act of primordial
differentiation. For theoretical physics, time emerges from the
quantum correlations between subsystems of a timeless universe;
for Lurianic Kabbalah, time emerges from the tzimtzum, the
divine act of self-differentiation that creates the conditions for
finite, sequential existence. In both accounts, time is not a given
but an achievement — something that must be generated from a
more fundamental condition of undifferentiated wholeness. The
physicist and the kabbalist agree, across the centuries and across
the incommensurable difference of their methodologies, that time
has a source beyond itself — and that understanding that source is
among the deepest tasks of human thought.
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