Do we really exist?
Rabbi David Sedley

“To be, or not to be: that is the question”
William Shakespeare - Hamlet 3: 1

Early Philosophy

1. Moreh Nevuchim 1: 71

When the Muslims caused Arabic translations of the writings of the
Philosophers to be made, those criticisms were likewise translated. When the
opinions of John the Grammarian, of Ibn Adi, and of kindred authors on those
subjects were made accessible to them, they adopted them, and imagined
that they had arrived at the solution of important problems. Moreover, they
selected from the opinions of the ancient philosophers whatever seemed
serviceable to their purposes; although later critics had proved that those
theories were false; as, e.g., the theories of atoms and of a vacuum.

2. Moreh Nevuchim 1: 71

Having studied the works of these Mutakallemim, as far as | had an
opportunity, just as | had studied the writings of the philosophers according to
the best of my ability, | found that the method of all Mutakallemim was the
same in its general characteristics, namely, they assume that the really
existing form of things proves nothing at all, because it is merely one of the
various phases of the things, the opposite of which is equally admissible to
our minds. In many instances these Theologians were guided by their
imagination, and thought that they were following the dictates of the intellect.
They set forth the propositions which | shall describe to you, and
demonstrated by their peculiar mode of arguing that the Universe had a
beginning. The theory of the creatio ex nihilo being thus established, they
asserted, as a logical consequence, that undoubtedly there must be a Maker
who created the Universe. Next they showed that this Maker is One, and from
the Unity of the Creator they deduced His Incorporeality. This method was
adopted by every Islamic Mutakallem in the discussion of this subject, and by
those of our co-religionists who imitated them and walked in their footsteps
Although the Mutakallemim disagree in the methods of their proofs, and
employ different propositions in demonstrating the act of creation or in
rejecting the eternity of the Universe, they invariably begin with proving the
creatio ex nihilo, and establish on that proof the existence of G-d. | have
examined this method, and find it most objectionable.

3. Moreh Nevuchim 1: 71

In addition you will find that in the few works composed by the Geonim and
the Karaites on the unity of G-d and on such matter as is connected with this
doctrine, they followed the lead of the Islamic Mutakallemim, and what they
wrote is insignificant in comparison with the kindred works of the Muslims.
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"Cogito, ergo sum" "Je pense, donc je suis" ("l think, therefore | am")
René Descartes

4. Meditations on First Philosophy beginning of Second Meditation.

But | have convinced myself that there is absolutely nothing in the world, no
sky, no earth, no minds, no bodies. Does it now follow that | too do not exist?
No: if | convinced myself of something [or thought anything at all] then |
certainly existed. But there is a deceiver of supreme power and cunning who
is deliberately and constantly deceiving me. In that case | too undoubtedly
exist, if he is deceiving me; and let him deceive me as much as he can, he will
never bring it about that | am nothing so long as | think that | am something.
So, after considering everything very thoroughly, | must finally conclude that
the proposition, I am, | exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by
me or conceived in my mind.

Tzimtzum
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You should know that before His exaltedness rested and before the creatures
were created, there was simple supernal light filling all of existence. There
was no empty place or void vacuum because everything was filled with the
simple infinite light, and there was no aspect of beginning or end. Everything
was simple and even with complete evenness, and this is called the infinite
light. When it arose in His simple Will to create the worlds and to rest

his exaltedness to bring to light the completeness of His Actions,

and His Names and His Descriptions which was the purpose of

creation of the worlds, as we have explained... Then he

contracted (tzimtzum) His infiniteness into a middle point which

was in the absolute middle of His Light. He contracted this light

and distanced it from the edges around this middle point. Then a

space remained of empty space and void vacuum in the middle point

like this:
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Chasidim vs. Mithagdim

6. Asarah Clalim (Vilna Gaon): Clal 1.
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This original contraction (tzimtzum) is called Atik. This word has two
meanings. Firstly it means ‘old’, and secondly ‘removed’. It is called ‘old’
because it is first of all the contractions, therefore it is called Atik. This
contraction was also the removal [of G-d from the world], and this is the other
meaning of the name Atik.

7. Likutei Amarim Tanya Shaar Hayichud ve-Ha-Emunah Chapter 3
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Now, following these words and the truth [concerning the nature of the
Creation], every intelligent person will understand clearly that each creature
and being is actually considered naught and absolute nothingness in relation
to his Activating Force and the “Breath of His mouth” which is in the created
thing, continuously calling it into existence and bringing it from absolute non-
being into being. The fact that every creation and act appears to us to exist
and have substance is only because we are unable to perceive and to see
with our eyes of flesh the power of G-d and the breath of His mouth. But were
we able to see and perceive the life force and spirituality that is in each
creation which is sustained from the mouth of G-d and breath of His mouth,
there would be no physicality to creation or substance or reality apparent to
our eyes at all. It is nullified in actuality when compared to the life and
spirituality which it contains, since without the spirituality it would literally be
nothing and nought like before the six days of creation. The spirituality which
flows into it from “That which proceeds out of the mouth of G-d” and “His
breath” —that alone continuously brings it forth from naught and nullity into
being, and gives it existence. Hence, there is truly nothing besides Him.

“Hashem is here, Hashem is there, Hashem is truly everywhere”
— Uncle Moshe
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8. Likutei Amarim Tanya Shaar Hayichud ve-Ha-Emunah Chapter 7
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In the light of what has been said above it is possible to understand the error
of some, scholars in their own eyes, may G-d forgive them, who erred and
misinterpreted in their study of the writings of the Ari, of blessed memory, and
understood the doctrine of Tzimtzum, which is mentioned therein literally —
that the Holy One, blessed be He, removed Himself and His Essence, G-d
forbid, from this world, and only guides from above with individual Providence
all the created beings which are in the heavens above and on the earth below.
Now, aside from the fact that it is altogether impossible to interpret the
doctrine of Tzimtzum literally, [for then it] is a phenomenon of corporeality,
concerning the Holy One, blessed be He, who is set apart from them [i.e. the
phenomena of corporeality], many myriads of separations ad infinitum, they
also did not speak wisely, ... [since] the Holy One, blessed be He, knows all
the created beings in this lower world and exercises Providence over them,
and perforce His knowledge of them does not add plurality and innovation to
Him, for He knows all by knowing Himself. Thus, as it were, His Essence and
Being and His Knowledge are all one.

9. Letter to Chasidim in Vilna. (R’ Schneur Zalman of Liadi)

| would welcome [a discussion] in matters of faith. According to a report from
his disciples in our provinces, it is precisely in this area that the Gaon and
Hasid found objections to [my] book Likutei Amarim and other similar works.
The teachings that G-d “fills the world” and that “there is no place void of Him”
are interpreted [by us] in a literal sense, whereas in his esteemed opinion it is
pure heresy to hold that G-d, blessed be He, is to be found in the mundane
matters of our world, and it is for this reason, according to your esteemed
letter, that the book [Toledot Yaakov Yosef or zava’at ha-Rivash] was burned.
For they explain the passages “the whole earth is full of His glory” etc. in a
figurative manner, as referring to Divine Providence. Would that | might
present our case to him, so as to remove from ourselves all his philosophical
censures.
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Practical Difference

10. Takanat Hashavin (R’ Tzadok HaCohen) 5
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The beginning of a person’s entry into the service of G-d is through fear of
Heaven, which is the beginning of wisdom, meaning the beginning of a
person’s awareness of the existence of G-d. Immediately the person will be
seized with fear and subjugation.... But it is impossible to attain love [of G-d]
through a person’s endeavours. Love can only exist between similar things
(such as two people). How could an axe have the gall to claim to love the
woodcutter? Rather G-d, with His great mercy and kindness, calls Knesset
Yisrael His twin sister and love, and says “I have loved you...” (Malachi 1: 2).
When G-d loves a person, automatically the person comes to love G-d, but it
must always be preceded by a Heavenly ‘awakening’.

11. Asarah Clalim (Vilna Gaon): Clal 2
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So too, His Will was revealed twice, meaning in two ‘books’. The first is at the
time of writing when it was engraved and written, like the writing of Providence
and Will with the Light with which all creatures were created. So too, always,
His Providence comes to use through the light, which is the Good, and which
is His Will, as the verse states “G-d saw the light that it was good”. However, it
is like a sealed book from which we cannot understand G-d’s Glory and true
Will. Only the wise people who read it and delve deeply into the works of G-d
and his handiwork [can understand]. As the verse states “Raise your eyes to
heaven and see Who created these”.
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12. Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah chapter 2
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1) It is a commandment to love and fear the venerable and feared Almighty,
for it is written, "And you shall love the Lord your G-d", and it is also written,
"You shall fear the Lord your G-d".

2) What is the way to love and fear G-d? Whenever one contemplates the
great wonders of G-d's works and creations, and one sees that they are a
product of a wisdom that has no bounds or limits, one will immediately love,
laud and glorify [G-d] with an immense passion to know the Great Name, like
David has said, "My soul thirsts for G-d, for the living G-d". When one thinks
about these matters one will feel a great fear and trepidation, and one will
know that one is a low and insignificant creation, with hardly an iota of
intelligence compared to that of G-d, like David has said, "When | observe
Your heavens, the work of Your fingers...what is man, that You are heedful of
him?". Bearing these things in mind, | shall explain important concepts of the
Creator's work, as a guide to understanding and loving G-d. Concerning this
love the Sages said that from it will come to know G-d.

Please send any questions or feedback to rabbisedley@gmail.com



