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I
n his final soliloquy, Moses rec-
ollected the divine providence 
that protected us during our jour-
ney through a blistering and arid 
desert. Miraculously, God drew 

water from boulders and delivered man-
na from the sky. 

In describing the heavenly bread, 
Moses emphasized that a spectacle 
of this nature had never before been 
witnessed. Neither the current gen-
eration nor its predecessors had ever 
encountered heavenly breadfall. They 
had beheld numerous water miracles, 
such as the conversion of water to 
blood in Egypt and the solidification of 
oceans into a solid seawall at the ocean 
crossing. Having already experienced 
these miracles, they weren’t amazed by 
desert water being drawn from boul-
ders. Ready-to-eat bread descending 
from heaven, however, was completely 
unfamiliar to them, and for this reason 
it excited marvel and awe.

Anything familiar, even if supernatu-
ral, quickly becomes routine and is taken 
for granted. The familiar in life fails to 
astonish us and doesn’t stun us into dis-
belief. It is only the new and unfamiliar 
which dazzles and awes us. Where there 
is no mystery, there is no awe. For the 
heavenly manna to arouse wonder, it 
had to be fresh and mysterious.

In life, there are two different types 
of mysteries – temporary ones and en-
during ones. Temporary mysteries can 
be considered “problems” that must 
be solved or “uncertainties” that must 
be clarified. For example, a crime is a 
temporary mystery, as initially we may 
not know who committed it. Gradually, 
we gather information, solve the mys-
tery, and overcome our lack of knowl-
edge. Temporary mysteries are merely 
barriers on the path to clarity and cer-
tainty.

Enduring mysteries, however, are 
never meant to be solved. Instead, they 
envelop us, and they captivate us. These 
deeper mysteries summon us to mean-
ings that are larger than ourselves and 
connect us to the beyond. As Abraham 
Joshua Heschel (in his Who Is Man?) 
wrote, “Awe is an act of insight into 
meaning greater than ourselves.” By 
connecting us to larger meanings, deep-
er mysteries amplify our lives. Without 
awe, we shrink into indifference, and we 
fall into the apathy of sin.

Coastal sands and rivers of stars
Introducing Abraham to Jewish des-

tiny, God evoked wondrous scenes 
and dazzling metaphors. He portrayed 
Abraham’s descendants as the coastal 

sands silently bracing against the fero-
cious seas. He pointed to the endless 
rivers of stars in the sprawling heavens 
as a metaphor for the cosmic nature of 
Jewish history. God took Abraham on a 
journey of wonder, allowing his imag-
ination to leap to the great beyond of 
Jewish history. Awed by the recognition 
that his decisions would shape Jewish 
history, Abraham’s own life became 
magnified.

God is the ultimate mystery, and 
our longing for that mystery is how we 
best discover Him. The unknowable 
mystery that is God calls us to a divine 
rendezvous beyond human experience, 
beyond human logic, and beyond 
human interests. Without marveling at 
the mystery of God, we cease to long for 
Him, and His presence slowly slips out 
of our consciousness. The pursuit of the 
elusive mystery of God sits at the core of 
religious identity.

A shrinking world
The expanding effect of wonder and 

awe is even more vital in our ever-con-
tracting modern world. Ironically, as our 
world expands, human space shrinks.

Rapid urbanization has modernized 
our world, enabling greater pooling of 
resources and more cohesive sharing of 
creativity. But overpopulated cities suf-
focate us into congested living spaces. 
The contraction of our personal space 
causes wanderlust, or the overpowering 
desire to travel to faraway locations. If 
we felt more comfortable and more spa-
cious in our homes and communities, 
we would not feel an insatiable need 
for constant travel. When our personal 
space shrinks, we seek breath and air 
elsewhere.

Not only are our living spaces shrink-
ing, but our mental spaces are also nar-
rowing. The Internet has exponentially 
increased our access to information, 
but paradoxically it also limits our ex-
posure. Search engines have altered the 
rules of the game by providing direct ac-
cess to detailed information. Searching 
for information was once a meander-
ing and circuitous process. Entering 
a library in search of information, 
we combed through different rows of 
books, each representing a different 
field of knowledge. Likewise, we were 
forced to sift through different shelves 
until locating our desired book. To pin-
point the desired information, we leafed 
through the actual book. This meander-
ing process granted exposure to a broad 
range of ideas and information.

Search engines have streamlined 
the process, and our desired results are 
just a click away. We receive contoured 
information, specifically fitted to our 
inquiry, but without any unforeseen 
exposure to unintended information. 
Additionally, social media filters the 
information and viewpoints we con-

sume. Social media and Internet algo-
rithms dictate our information flow and 
filter our exposure. Urbanization has 
robbed us of living space. The Internet 
has deprived us of imaginative space. 
We are shrinking, and we need the 
stretching effects of wonder and awe, 
of mystery and astonishment. Unfor-
tunately, wonder and awe are in short 
supply.

We know too much?
Mystery is based on concealment and 

discovery. If everything is immediately 
known and every object or idea is 
transparent, there can be no mystery, 
no pursuit, and no marvel. It is true in 
every area of human passion. The less 
we know, the more curious we become, 
and the more we are drawn to a mystery.

For example, mystery is crucial for ro-
mance, and the loss of mystery in rela-
tionships is sabotaging romance. There 
is great wonder in discovering another 
person, their personality, their likes and 
dislikes, and in detecting their possible 
affection for you. Knowing too much 
about a person beforehand eliminates 
mystery, throttles our curiosity, and 
smothers any possible passion.

Just as we know too much about 
people, we also know too much about 
the world we live in. Science has deci-
phered too many of nature’s mysteries, 
thereby eliminating the awe we once 
felt at our vast, untamed world.

King David exulted, “How great are 
Your creations” (Psalms 92) and also 
reveled “How numerous are Your cre-
ations” (Ps. 104), reflecting on the 
sweep and variety of the universe. Gap-
ing at the grandeur of the universe, with 
eyes wide open in astonishment, know-
ing there are no answers, King David 

lodged rhetorical questions. Rhetorical 
questions don’t yield answers but gen-
erate wonder and amazement.

Science has lifted the veil of mystery 
from our planet, allowing us to chart 
the inner recesses of human identity 
and to map the pathways of the heav-
ens. We hardly ask rhetorical questions 
of amazement. Believing that we pos-
sess answers, we prefer to ask “why?” or 
“how?” But we rarely say “wow.” Under 
the influence of science, “why?” and 
“how?” have replaced “wow.” “Wow” is 
the voice of wonder and marvel; “why?” 
is the voice of expectation of answers. 
We need to say “wow” more and “why?” 
less.

Suspending disbelief
Additionally, we struggle to be awed 

because it expects us to submit to an 
unprovable mystery. Unfortunately, 
our age is too cynical for blind submis-
sion. Protecting ourselves against deceit 
and manipulation, we have barricaded 
ourselves in fortresses of distrust. Our 
only manner of defense against dishon-
esty and exploitation is distrust and dis-
belief. But awe demands the suspension 
of disbelief. Cynicism is contagious, 
and disbelief in people bleeds into dis-
belief in ideas.

Wonder expects us to surrender to a 
larger mystery. But we are too afraid and 
too guarded to surrender to anything.

Life is a mystery. God is a fathomless 
mystery. Live mystery.  

The writer is a rabbi at Yeshivat Har 
Etzion/Gush, a hesder yeshiva. He has 
smicha and a BA in computer science from 
Yeshiva University, as well as a master’s 
degree in English literature from the City 
University of New York.
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ENDURING MYSTERIES envelop and 
captivate us. (Steven Wright/Unsplash)

If everything is 
immediately known, 
there can be no 
mystery, no marvel

‘Segulot’ and medicine

I
n recent years, the Jewish world has seen the 
popularization of rituals or charms, known as 
segulot, which are purported to heal those in 
need. Many of the segulot are mentioned in 
earlier rabbinic literature or popular manuals 

that were published before contemporary scientific 
norms came to dominate Western medical dis-
course. Some of these books, such as Refael Hamal-
ach, composed by my great-great-grandfather Rabbi 
Yehuda Yudl Rosenberg in 1910, have now been re-
published with glossy covers and attractive formats. 
This trend, sadly, represents a retreat from the main-
stream rabbinic view that promotes utilizing medic-
inal methods that have proven efficacy.

Classic rabbinic literature has a complex but 
generally negative attitude toward utilizing supersti-
tions and other occult practices. Before entering the 
Land of Israel, Moses warns the Israelites not to allow 
soothsayers, enchanters, witches, and necroman-
cers within their midst. “You shall be wholeheart-
ed with the Lord your God.” The primary concern 
is that such practices will draw people away from 
their fealty and belief in the one true Master of the 
Universe. While such “Amorite practices” (darchei 
ha’emori), as they are known, aren’t necessarily idol 
worship, they do not conform with a monotheistic 
worldview that recognizes one, omniscient God. 

The sages were sensitive to the misconception 
created by a well-known biblical passage in which 
Moses holds up a copper serpent wrapped around 
a staff to help heal plague victims. “But is a snake 
the source of life and death?” the sages ask. “Rather, 
the verse means that when Israel looked up and 
submitted their hearts to their Father in Heaven, 
they were healed; but if they did not do so, they per-
ished.” The biblical Israelites, regretfully, turned the 
serpent into a source of idol worship (II Kings 18:4). 
For this reason, king Hezekiah ground the serpent 
into dust, for which he was praised by the sages.

In line with this concern, Maimonides was ad-

amant that Judaism only permits therapies that 
operate through “natural” means. He defined 
this as interventions dictated through reason and 
experience. Thus he praised the sages for banning 
the consumption on Yom Kippur of a dog’s liver 
lobe to heal someone who was bitten by a rabid dog. 
We violate Shabbat, Yom Kippur, and other prohibi-
tions to heal those in danger, but only through prov-
en means (what later scholars called “refua beduka,” 
or tested therapies). Inversely, if the intervention 
is proven to work, then it cannot, by definition, be 
within the prohibited category. As the sages taught, 
that which heals cannot be darchei ha’emori. We 
sometimes allow an experimental therapy, but only 
in cases where there is a rational basis to the trial, 
and the risk is either limited or the patient is already 
in a life-threatening situation with little alternative. 

Other scholars, however, believed in the efficacy 
of more mystical-type interventions, even though 
they cannot be proven or explained. Some went so 
far as to assert that certain occult rituals are effec-
tive but nonetheless prohibited because they chal-
lenge our loyalty to God. As such, some only pro-
hibited therapies that were tied to pagan worship. 
Others limited the “darchei ha’emori” prohibition 
to things listed by the sages. Beyond that closed list, 
anything else is permitted. A few added that we are 
less concerned today with practices whose connec-
tion to paganism has been long forgotten. Whatever 
the argument, it’s clear that some Jews over the ages 
utilized many mystical elements for healing. These 
include amulets, red strings, astrology, charms, 
and other invocations of mystical or metaphysical 
powers. Popular belief in certain incantations could 
be so widespread that even Maimonides permitted 
their use for sick people whose mental and physical 
health might be harmed from their fear of not 
having these means available. The positive placebo 
effect, as it were, justified the otherwise problematic 
interventions. 

THERE IS no point in denying the historical acceptance 
of such segulot therapies throughout the ages. Certain 
strands of Jewish thought accepted their powers. Yet 
what’s critical to note is that their understanding of 
the physical order led them to believe in the medical 
efficacy of these interventions. We now have a vast-
ly improved knowledge of the human body based on 
an empirical scientific method. Just as we have long 
rejected elements of Talmudic medicine that have 
been found to be incorrect, so, too, we must reject in-
terventions that today are known to be pointless and 
even harmful, especially when they border on the he-
retical.

Let’s take one popular example: a “treatment” for 
jaundice by placing a pigeon on the navel of the 
person to “transfer” the jaundice to the bird, there-
after killing it but saving the patient. As Prof. Marek 
Tuszewicki has argued, this was based on the belief 
that excess bile was the cause of jaundice. Since an-
tiquity, pigeons were believed to have no bile, as 
evidenced by their benign disposition. Thus, by 
pressing the pigeon’s anus to the patient’s body, one 
could “draw out” the unnecessary bile. Such a meth-
od “made sense” in previous generations. Yet in our 
era, we know that this has no proven efficacy, as Dr. 
Fred Rosner has shown. Continued use of such “ther-
apies” is mere quackery in our times. The same can 
be argued for therapies relying on astrology and other 
mythical ideas. The fact that such interventions can 
be found in historical rabbinic sources is irrelevant to 
their inefficaciousness. 

The proper Jewish approach to healing is to uti-
lize the remedies proven to be efficacious under the 
scientific method, while supplementing these natural 
efforts with prayers and good deeds. This combination 
is the best segula for physical and spiritual health. ■

The writer is executive director of Ematai, which helps 
Jews navigate their healthcare journey with Jewish wis-
dom. www.ematai.org
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