
INTEGRAL
JEWISH

MEDITATION
THREE PORTALS OF PRESENCE FOR SPIRITUAL AWAKENING

Brian Yosef Schachter-Brooks



 
Copyright 2017 by Brian Yosef Schachter-
Brooks 
 
Schachter-Brooks, Brian Yosef 
 Integral Jewish Meditation: Three Portals of 
Presence for Spiritual Awakening 
 
Tucson, Arizona 
 
This book may not be used in whole or in part 
for commercial purposes, nor posted or 
otherwise shared on the internet in any form 
whether for free or commercial purposes, 
without prior express written consent from the 
author.  2017 all rights reserved. 
  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction —  

Integral Jewish Meditation 
 
 
 
 



 

 

The Hidden Treasure 
Once there was a poor man named Reb Aizik, 
son of Reb Yekele, of Cracow.  
 
One night while he slept, he dreamt that there 
was a great treasure buried under a certain 
bridge in Prague. At first, he thought nothing of 
it. But when the dream recurred the next night, 
he wondered whether the dream was trying to 
tell him something. When it recurred a third 
time, Reb Aizik decided to pack his things and 
set out for Prague.  
 
When he found the bridge, he was dismayed to 
see that it was constantly under guard. Still, Reb 
Aizik waited day and night for an opportunity to 
dig. After many days of this routine, the captain 
of the guard approached Reb Aizik and 
demanded to know what he was doing. 
Resigned to failure, he revealed his dream and 
the reason for his journey. 
 



 

The guard looked at him in amazement, then 
began to laugh and said:  
 
“And because of this dream, you wore out your 
shoes trying to get rich! If I had such faith in 
dreams, I should have traveled to Cracow when 
a dream told me that there is a treasure buried 
under the stove of a Jew — Aizik, son of 
Yekele, was the name! Imagine how absurd that 
would be — I would have to go door to door, 
when half the Jews are named Aizik and the 
other half Yekele!”  
 
Reb Aizik bowed and went back home, dug up 
the treasure from under his own stove, and built 
a House of Prayer with the money.   
 
This story was told by Rabbi Simchah Bunam, 
who would add:  
 
“Take this story to heart and make what it says 
your own. There’s a treasure you cannot find by 
seeking it in the world — not even the Tzaddik 



 

(Hassidic Master) can give it to you. But there 
is, nevertheless, a place where you can find it. 
As it is written: ‘Ki karov elekha hadavar me’od 
— for this thing is very close to you!’” 
 
Have you ever felt driven to find your hidden 
treasure?  
 
From a very young age, I was driven by this 
quest. It was a nagging anxiety that would gnaw 
at me in quiet moments. I knew something was 
missing, but I had no  
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idea what I was searching for. During Passover 
with my cousins, however, I felt like I was 
getting close. The rest of the family would want 
to get on with it and eat dinner, but to me, the 
ritual seemed to glow with a mysterious light.  
 
Throughout my teen years, I devoured books on 
Judaism and Kabbalah. I was brought up in a 



 

non-religious home, but I practiced meditation, 
prayer and other mystical techniques that I 
learned from various teachers and books. Then, 
when I was eighteen, something happened that 
changed my life forever.  
 
A Story of Awakening 
It was a hot August day in New York, the 
summer of 1987. I had just graduated from high 
school. I was talking with a friend about an 
ethical dilemma, and after hours of heated 
exchange, our conversation somehow wandered 
to the Passover story of Moses and the Burning 
Bush.  
 
“Behold! A thorn bush burned with fire yet was 
not consumed. Moses said, ‘Let me turn aside 
and see this great sight’…” 
~ The Torah, Exodus 3:2-3 
 
Suddenly, something incredible happened to 
both of us at the same time. It was as if we had 



 

both accidentally caught fire from the Burning 
Bush itself.  
 
“You’ve got to live for God!” we cried.  
 
Can you imagine all the burdens of life 
disappearing — all fear, anxiety, judgment, 
and negativity — completely gone? That’s 
what happened to us. All my problems, wants, 
and complaints — they all dissolved. In their 
place, it felt like light was pouring into me, and 
everything seemed to glow with the same light. 
I was suddenly free — completely free — and I 
was on fire to simply “Live for God” alone. We 
called it “The Experience.”  
 
However, “The Experience” had happened to us 
totally by accident; I had no idea how to stay 
connected with it. And, after a few weeks, “The 
Experience” began to fade. I no longer knew 
how to “live for God” or even what that meant. 
But I knew I wanted it back! 
 



 

That was the first time I went to see Reb 
Zalman. Much of what I was to discover is 
thanks to the gentle mentorship of Reb Zalman 
Schachter-Shalomi z”l (may his memory be for 
a blessing). I am so grateful to have received the 
gift of his guidance over the years. 
 
We sat in his living room and I explained to him 
everything that had happened. He was silent for 
a moment, and then he said:  
 
“Ask me what you have come to ask me.” 
 
 “Well, I guess I want to know what I should do 
now,” I replied. 
 
 He paused, then answered, 
 
“Here’s what you should do — learn everything 
you can about traditional Judaism. Continue 
also with your meditation, only you should 
meditate with tallit and tefillin (Jewish ritual 
objects worn on the body during prayer and 



 

meditation). When you do, open yourself and 
allow them to teach you what they are about. 
You should also visit my friend who is Roshi 
(Head) of the Zen Center in Rochester (where I 
was in music school at the time). He can help 
you as well.” 
 
He then gave me some books and sent me on 
my way. 
 
After that meeting, I began to practice Judaism 
for the first time, learning mostly with the 
Chabad rabbi on campus. I also spent many 
hours meditating in the garden at the Rochester 
Zen Center, though I hardly ever went inside to 
sit with the other practitioners; formal Zen felt 
too awkward to me. 
 
After college I moved to the San Francisco Bay 
Area and continued learning the entire gamut of 
Jewish prayer on my own, because much as I 
tried, I couldn’t bring myself to connect with 
any of the Jewish communities. I also tried 



 

different meditation communities and couldn’t 
connect with them, either. All the formal 
spiritual communities seemed alien to me; I 
didn’t fit in.   
 
So, for the next eleven years, I practiced and 
learned on my own, but none of it helped me get 
back to “The Experience.” Something crucial 
was missing, and the question continued to 
gnaw at me: 
 
How could I get back to The Experience?  
 
Reawakening 
One Sunday afternoon, October 4th 1998, 
everything changed. I was ruminating in my 
bedroom, anxiously wrestling with this 
question. I had come to the end of my rope. In 
that moment, I made the decision that I was 
absolutely going to find the answer, and I would 
never give up until I found it.  
 



 

A Zen teaching I had read in a book called 
Buddhism Plain and Simple by Roshi Steve 
Hagen called to me with a searing urgency: 
“You are already enlightened. All you’ve got to 
do is stop blocking yourself and get serious 
about attending to what’s going on.” 
 
I asked myself, what is going on?  
 
~ The chirp of a little bird outside the window ~ 
the sound of the grandmother next door 
speaking Cantonese and chopping vegetables 
for her family ~ the light and shadows playing 
around the room ~ the movement of breathing 
and feeling in my body ~  
 
As I became present, my awareness seemed to 
glow with an inner brightness, and in that 
brightness the whole world seemed to radiate 
light. Could this be it? Could it be this simple? 
Was the problem that my thinking mind had 
made it into a problem, and all I had to do was 
stop thinking so much and pay attention?  



 

 
Although I had been practicing meditation for 
many years, I had never fully realized the Power 
of Presence until that moment. Suddenly I 
understood why Reb Zalman had instructed me 
to learn Zen. Presence brought me back to that 
simple and direct freedom I had been searching 
for. But to get there, I had to give up trying to 
understand it with my mind.  
 
Over the next week, I felt as if all the elements 
of “me”— all my memories, hopes, desires, 
fears — were coming up out of my body and 
burning away in the fire of awareness. The 
transformation went on and on for several days. 
Sometimes it was painful and, other times, 
incredibly blissful.  
 
The following Saturday evening, it all stopped. 
It was like turning off a fan, and suddenly 
noticing the silence. It was like being reborn. I 
felt totally at peace. It was a simple feeling, 



 

evoking the memory of being a small child — 
innocent and inherently good.  
 
Life went on as usual for some time, only there 
was this brightness to everything— a kind of 
spiritual “light” that shone from within me and 
from everything around me. All negativity 
simply dropped away. All my other spiritual 
practices also dropped away for some time. 
What need did I have for meditation and 
Judaism when I’d already found what I was 
searching for? 
 
I soon realized, however, that the Awakening 
had come with a price. It had stripped so much 
of me away, that regular life left me feeling 
fragile and raw at the end of each day. 
Sometimes, the “light” was almost 
overwhelming, and it was difficult to do simple, 
mundane things.  
 
One evening, as I was feeling particularly 
beaten up, it occurred to me that maybe some 



 

davening (praying) might help. I flashed on Reb 
Zalman’s enigmatic advice he had given me 
eleven years earlier — that I should meditate 
with tallit and tefillin, be present with them, and 
allow them to teach me. I knew now what he 
was talking about, because all of life had 
become like that, and everything had something 
to teach.  
 
I got out my old tallit and tefillin, put them on 
and began to chant the old Hebrew words of the 
evening prayers. Like magic, my body was 
flooded with blissful, healing energy. I soon 
realized that I had to pray and meditate every 
day — not to reach enlightenment, but to 
recover from it! As my Jewish practice grew 
stronger, I soon dropped the idea of “fitting in” 
and began connecting with the local Jewish 
community for the first time.  
 
One day I called Reb Zalman z”l and left him a 
message, thanking him for the advice he gave 
me fifteen years earlier, though I was sure he 



 

wouldn’t remember me. Later I found a message 
from him on my answering machine that filled 
me with gratitude:  
 
“Brian Lebn — I am glad to hear your practice 
has come to fruit — you have reached the 
borderlands of our country.” 
 
Hearing those words was a turning point for me. 
I soon realized that my work was no longer to 
find the “hidden treasure” for myself, but to 
help others find it. Why should anyone have to 
go through the years of confusion and seeking 
that I went through? The transformative power 
of Jewish spirituality should be available to all 
who long for it.  
 
Not long after that, I was invited by a local 
synagogue to be a musical prayer leader, and 
eventually began leading small Jewish 
meditation groups. In 2013, Reb Zalman z”l 
recognized my work with an honorary 



 

ordination as a minister of sacred music and 
spiritual teacher.   
 
That’s how Torah of Awakening began. It 
sprang from the insight that Presence (or 
Mindfulness) alone can produce a radical 
spiritual awakening, but that isn’t necessarily 
helpful without a means to integrate the 
awakening into ordinary life. Judaism as a 
spiritual path is powerful for helping that 
integration to happen.  
 
At the same time, Judaism without Presence has 
little transformative power. Unfortunately, many 
Jews have grown up with an uninspiring, non-
transformational experience of Judaism. It’s no 
wonder that so many spiritually seeking Jews 
get turned off from their own tradition. My aim, 
therefore, was to help heal this alienation that 
many Jews feel by teaching a Presence-centered 
approach to Judaism. 
 



 

The more I connected with students eager to 
receive these teachings, the more I encountered 
Jewish seekers who had little or no traditional 
background. Judaism is incredibly complex and 
takes years of learning to practice even in the 
most superficial way. So, in order to help my 
students reconnect with this powerful Jewish 
technology without having to first learn the 
“whole megillah,” so to speak, I developed a 
number of unique, easily learnable yet Jewishly 
rooted practices. This book is an entry point for 
these practices, which I now call Integral Jewish 
Meditation, or IJM.  
 
IJM is simple and can be learned by anyone, 
regardless of background. You don’t have to 
know much about Judaism or understand 
Hebrew before you begin, and you’ll even learn 
a little Hebrew along the way. If you are already 
experienced with Judaism, this meditation will 
bring greater depth to your practice and help 
you access the great transformational power 
within our tradition.  



 

 
But in the end, it doesn’t really matter if you 
know a little or a lot. In some ways it’s better 
not to know too much, so that you can approach 
this practice without all the baggage! But either 
way, if you are longing to find the “treasure” 
that is “hidden in plain sight” and integrate it 
into your life, this book is for you. I bless you 
that you should find what you seek within these 
pages.  
 
Love and all blessings, 
brian yosef   
 
  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part I: 
Offering — Portal of the Heart —  

Integral Jewish Meditation 
 



 

Kavanah 
Once, a great metallurgist trained an apprentice 
in all the complexities of the craft. When the 
training was finished, however, the apprentice 
was unable to do even the simplest of tasks. 
Then the master realized — the apprentice had 
learned everything except the first and most 
important thing — how to light the fire!  
 
In metallurgy, you can’t begin the work of 
refining the metals without first lighting the fire. 
Similarly, if you want to awaken, you also need 
a “fire.” This essential fire, without which 
spirituality is useless and even potentially 
dangerous, is the right intention. As we know 
from history as well as current events, violence 
often comes in the name of religion. The 
essence of the problem is not religion itself, but 
the intention that is brought to it.  
 
So what is right intention? 
 



 

First, it is important to understand that right 
intention, or kavanah, is not something different 
from the kind of intention that arises naturally 
when you are spiritually awake. Right intention 
is awakened intention. So then how can you 
begin with an awakened intention if you’re not 
yet awake? It seems like a contradiction. 
 
In order to understand the answer, let’s take the 
example of lifting weights. You lift weights in 
order to build physical strength. However, you 
cannot begin to lift weights unless you have at 
least a little physical strength to begin with. 
With your little bit of strength, you can lift a 
small weight. Through lifting something light, 
you build strength, and you can move on to 
heavier weights. Over time, you get stronger 
and stronger.  
 
It’s the same with any endeavor. If you want to 
learn to play an instrument, you must first be 
able to move your hands on the instrument in a 
simple way. To learn something intellectual, 



 

you must have a mind that can think to some 
degree. Whatever you seek to develop, you have 
to have a little ability to start with, or you 
cannot even begin.  
 
With spirituality, it is exactly the same. The 
ability to live from awakened intention comes 
from the fact that you already have awakened 
intention; you just need to remember it and 
choose it. But to do this, you need to have a 
grasp of what it is; you need to experience it 
within yourself so that you can bring it forth. 
Let’s begin to get a sense of right intention by 
exploring what the early sages had to say about 
it. 
 
Contemplation — “For Its Own Sake” 
The ancient Rabbis thought intention to be so 
important that it is among the first subjects in 
the classic wisdom text Pirkei Avot — “Chapters 
of the Sages.” In the third mishna, the sage 
Antiginous says,  
 



 

“Don’t be like the attendant who serves the Rav 
to receive a reward; rather, be like the 
attendant who serves the Rav not to receive a 
reward.”  
 
In other words, you should serve for its own 
sake, not for some future result. But how is this 
possible? Why would you serve as an attendant 
to someone unless you were going to get paid 
for your efforts? Let’s look at a hypothetical 
example to get a sense of what it means to 
“serve” for its own sake: 
 
Suppose you saw a baby crawl over to an open 
hot oven. What would you do? Probably you 
would leap up to save the baby from getting 
burned. I imagine that’s what I would do.  
 
Now if we look at this situation, what do we 
find?  
 
First, there is the quality of immediacy; there is 
no decision-making process. The instant you 



 

perceive the situation, you know what you must 
do; there is no choice. When I say there is no 
choice, I don’t mean that there is no free will. 
Of course, theoretically you could choose not to 
help the baby. What I mean is that there would 
likely be no consideration of choice — no sense 
of “What should I do now?”— just the situation 
and the immediate response.  
 
So we might say that the situation “commands” 
the response, and that actually the situation and 
the response are not separate at all. One leads to 
the other with no space for “me” to consider 
what to do.  
 
The second quality we find is that there is no 
conflict between “my interests” and “the baby’s 
interests.” The act is one of total service, but 
without any sense of “I am doing something to 
serve.” If someone came up to you afterward 
and said, “You saved the baby! What a heroic, 
saintly person you are!” — that would be 
embarrassing, right? There is nothing saintly 



 

about it. There was no choice, no sense of 
sacrifice, there was just doing the obvious, 
without thought.  
 
Finally, in the moments after preventing the 
baby from getting burned, I imagine there would 
be a sense of gratitude and relief. “Thank God 
the baby is safe!” After that, of course, there 
would probably be a host of other things: “Who 
left the hot oven door open with an unattended 
baby crawling around?” The “me” would return 
with its judgments, opinions, and commentary. 
But before that, just “Thank God!” for the 
blessing of helping the baby.  
 
Now we can begin to see what Antiginous 
meant. Saving the baby is its own reward, aimed 
not at the future but at the present. In Hebrew 
this is called doing something lishma — for its 
own sake. 
 
Practice 



 

When we begin a spiritual practice, we are often 
motivated by trying to achieve a certain kind of 
state. Perhaps we want less stress, or a feeling of 
bliss, an experience of the Divine, or any 
number of things. These are all totally valid 
motivations. But the problem is, they’re all 
rooted in the experience of “me” wanting to get 
“something.”  
 
But as we’ve seen, awakened intention isn’t like 
that. Rather, it springs from your connection 
with the moment. It’s not about achieving 
something or getting somewhere; it is simply an 
expression of your own inherent goodness, for 
its own sake. In other words, it is an act of love.  
 
In beginning meditation (or anything for that 
matter), it is helpful to first evoke this basic 
kavanah, so that your intention isn’t 
contradicting your goal. Again, this is not 
difficult, as love is an essential part of your own 
being. 
 



 

Take a moment now to connect with this simple 
quality.   
 
Place your right hand on your heart, and take the 
attitude of offering your presence to this 
moment, just as it is. Give your attention as a 
gift to whatever is arising in your field of 
awareness — sounds, sensations, feelings, 
whatever is present. Notice that all the elements 
of your experience right now are all part of one 
experience, and that this is how Reality is 
appearing to you. As you offer yourself, try 
expressing this verbally with the words, “For 
You.”  
 
Can you feel a shift when you do that? 
 
Now let’s try using the Hebrew word that means 
“For You”— L’kha. This word comes from a 
scriptural prayer that begins — “L’kha Hashem 
Hagedulah — For you, O God, are the 
Greatness...” (Chronicles 29:11). In Kabbalah, 
the word Gedulah, or “Greatness,” refers to 



 

Hesed, the great Divine quality of loving-
kindness. So when we chant L’kha, we offer our 
presence lovingly to the Divine, to Reality, to 
the present moment — all basically meaning the 
same thing. 
 
But, you might be wondering, how are the 
Divine and Reality and the Present Moment the 
same thing? 
 
For many people, the word “Divine” or “God” 
means a supreme entity — the God of the Bible 
stories. But the esoteric, or inner tradition, 
teaches differently. As the Zohar puts it, “Woe 
to those who say that the Torah contains no 
more than stories; they’re looking at the outer 
garment and no more…” 
 
The most sacred Hebrew Name of God consists 
of three Hebrew letters — Yod, Heh, and Vav, 
with the Heh repeated at the end. These letters 
come from the Hebrew verb “to be,” so the 
inner meaning of the Divine Name is actually 



 

Existence, Being, or Reality. This Name is 
considered so sacred that traditionally it is 
forbidden to pronounce the Name, or even to 
pronounce the names of the letters 
consecutively. This also hints at its inner 
meaning; Reality cannot be grasped by words or 
ideas. And yet, here It Is. 
 
So on this inner level, God is not an entity or a 
character in a story. God is Reality Itself. God 
does not merely exist, God is Existence. And, 
right now, there’s nothing but God. Everything 
you perceive, everything you feel, everything 
you think, and your consciousness itself is 
nothing but God. And your access point to God, 
of course, is always this moment. 
 
But, you may ask, if the Divine Name actually 
means “Being” or “Existence,” why use the 
word “God” at all? Why not just say Being or 
Existence?  Why confuse the issue with a word 
that implies belief in some kind of divine 
person? 



 

 
The answer is that “God” is a relational word. 
When we call someone a friend, mother or 
daughter, we are describing a relationship; a 
person is a friend or mother only in relation to 
another person. It is the same with “God.” The 
word “God” describes something that is 
supreme, ultimate, above and beyond oneself.  
 
Ordinarily, the mind tends to make its own ideas 
into gods. That is, we give supreme importance 
to our own thoughts, mistaking our ideas about 
reality for Reality. We elevate an image of the 
truth above Truth. We do this not because we 
are idolatrous sinners, but because that is how 
the mind works.   
 
The main function of the mind is to navigate the 
next moment. Without the mind’s constant 
envisioning of the future through its memories 
of the past, we would not know what to do, or 
even remember how to speak. Without past and 



 

future, we could not think at all; thought and 
time are interdependent and inseparable.  
 
The price we pay for the constant movement of 
the mind, however, is that the present moment 
becomes insignificant. The past and future, 
which really means our own thoughts about the 
past and future, become our ultimate concern. 
But important as thoughts are, their content is 
not real; it is only an image of the real. It is the 
map, not the territory; it is the menu, not the 
food. Reality is always already here; only the 
present moment actually exists. But to enter the 
present, we must cease giving so much 
importance to the activity of thought and open 
to Reality as it is. 
 
Can you remember a time when you were so 
filled with awe that the present moment filled 
you entirely? Perhaps it was a moment of 
witnessing something awesome in nature, or 
perhaps it was being in the presence of someone 
for whom you had great respect or love. In such 



 

moments, there is a sense of arrival, a sense of 
fulfillment, a sense of “This is IT.” The 
dominance of time and thought temporarily 
subsides, and you enter the fullness of the 
present.  
 
And yet, it is always this moment in which we 
encounter the Real, not just the occasional 
extraordinary moments. This, then, is the reason 
for using the word “God.” By calling Reality 
“God,” we bow to What Is, prayerfully opening 
to Reality as the One, Living Presence that is 
always present.  
 
Let’s try the practice again, invoking this 
attitude of prayerfulness with the word L’kha. 
 
Place your right hand on your heart, imagining a 
light shining from your heart center. Offer your 
yourself — your attention and presence — 
lovingly to this moment, to Existence as this 
moment. Take a nice deep in-breath, and chant 
“L’kha____” with a long out-breath. 



 

 
This practice of simply opening to this moment 
as it is, offering your attention as a gift from the 
heart, is the beginning of meditation.  
 

~ 
 

In the example mentioned above of saving the 
baby, the situation itself has the power to bring 
you into the present. You wouldn’t be 
daydreaming or thinking of something else 
while leaping up to save the baby! The situation 
itself commands your attention.  
 
But the power of attentiveness is always already 
within you. Evoke this intention of attention and 
you can awaken, at any moment, into the 
fullness of this moment. With practice, this open 
quality of loving-kindness, of Hesed, is 
gradually uncovered as your natural state.  

~ 
 



 

The classic Hassidic text by Rabbi Sheur 
Zalman, called the Tanya, talks about this 
through a different extraordinary example — 
that of Jewish martyrdom. The author points out 
that, throughout Jewish history, even the most 
unspiritual individuals were willing to suffer 
martyrdom rather than betray their people and 
sense of what is right. The reason, says the 
Tanya, is that it often takes an extraordinary 
situation to awaken this potential.  
 
But if we know this, we can choose to awaken it 
within ourselves, even without an extraordinary 
situation.  
 
Right now, in this moment, the baby is reaching 
for the hot oven. The “baby” actually is this 
moment; your task is to rescue it from being 
burned by an imaginary past and future, or by a 
noisy mind, or the many other ways we become 
disconnected from the openness and wisdom of 
our own hearts. This moment is asking 
something of you — but you can only truly 



 

respond if you are present, if you open yourself 
to it.  
 
When should you open yourself to it?  
 
The answer, of course, is “now.” The time for 
practice is always this moment, in every 
moment that you are able. However, if you take 
this invitation to practice constantly, you will 
probably notice that it’s not so easy. At some 
point, something will come along — a thought, 
a feeling, a memory, an experience or even just 
tiredness — that will topple you from this high 
place. 
 
If right intention is so natural and simple, why is 
it so difficult to maintain? There appears to be a 
counter force, an opposite tendency that is also 
operating. So if we are to practice right 
intention, we need to understand the source of 
wrong intention. That source is sometimes 
called “ego.”  
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part II:  
Knowing — Portal of the Body —  

Integral Jewish Meditation 
  



 

Ego 
There’s a Hassidic story about a certain rabbi 
who was leading services for Yom Kippur, the 
Day of Atonement. Yom Kippur services are 
very long and intense, filled with language of 
remorse and repentance for one’s sins. Yom 
Kippur is also a twenty-five hour fast, so the 
effect is to really bring one to a state of bittul — 
a deflating of ego and purification from 
arrogance.  
 
As this rabbi was davening (praying) with great 
intensity toward the climax of the service, he 
suddenly became overwhelmed with the 
realization of his own insignificance. He 
experienced, in that moment, a total dropping 
away of his self-centeredness, and realized with 
embarrassment how deluded he had become.  
 
Before he knew what he was doing, he 
spontaneously cried out, “Ribono Shel Olam! 
Master of the universe! I am nothing! I am 
nothing!”  



 

 
When the hazzan — the cantor — saw him do 
this, he too became inspired. The sincerity of the 
rabbi’s cry combined with the intensity of the 
holy day shot through him, and he suddenly 
realized the same thing. “Ribono Shel Olam! I 
am nothing! I am nothing!” cried the hazzan.  
 
The truth was infectious. Suddenly, a poor 
congregant, Shmully the shoemaker, also 
became deeply moved and cried out as well: 
“Ribono Shel Olam! I am nothing! I am 
nothing!” When the hazzan saw Shmully’s 
enthusiasm, he turned to the rabbi with 
incredulity: “Look who thinks he’s nothing!” 
 
The irony of this story, of course, is that the 
hazzan becomes arrogant about being humble! 
And this is the great trick of the ego — the ego 
can turn anything into itself, even the idea of 
being egoless. That’s why it’s so important to 
understand what the ego is if we wish to 



 

uncover our right intention, which is really 
egoless intention.  
 

~ 
 

When I speak of ego, I’m talking about the 
natural, felt sense of self.  
 
Our natural sense of self is like a psychological 
version of a creature. Just as an animal wants to 
survive, protect, and perpetuate itself, so does 
our ego, only on a psychological level. Just as 
an animal is basically concerned with the 
physical body, ego is concerned with identity; 
ego is made not out of flesh but out of thoughts 
and feelings.  
 
Have you ever gotten angry about being “right,” 
or felt insulted by someone else’s opinions?  
 
Words and thoughts that go against what we 
believe are a threat to the ego; they threaten the 
thoughts and feelings that form our identity. For 



 

this reason, the Tanya calls the ego the Nefesh 
Behamit, or “Animal Soul,” and then outlines 
the qualities of the ego in terms of the “four 
mystical elements”— fire, water, air, and earth. 
These four “elements,” which take their names 
from physical phenomena, are really inner 
qualities of consciousness that have both 
negative and positive manifestations. If you can 
understand and remember these qualities in real 
life situations, you can learn to identify the 
negative qualities of ego within yourself and not 
be controlled by them. Once you free yourself 
from the control of the ego, what’s left is right 
intention. Right intention springs naturally from 
that which you are, beneath the psychological 
process of the ego. 
 
Let’s look at each of the four elements and how 
they relate to ego, according to the Tanya. 
 
Fire 
The negative quality of fire is arrogance and 
anger. The Tanya points out that arrogance is 



 

actually the cause of anger, because anger 
results from things not going how we’d like 
them to. It’s only because we arrogantly believe 
that things should go the way we want that we 
feel conflict, and from that conflict anger is 
born.  
 
So, fire represents negativity and conflict with 
“what is.” It’s related to the slang term “hot 
head,” and is the most aggressive and nasty face 
of ego.  
 
Water 
The negative quality of water is desire and 
craving for gratification. While fire is about 
what you don’t want, water is about what you 
do want. Craving for sensual pleasures, wealth, 
fame, success — these are all examples of 
water. The Tanya points out that water is the 
symbol for craving because it is the nature of 
craving to continuously grow, just as water 
causes living things to grow. When we get 
something we want, we may feel satisfied 



 

temporarily, but sooner or later there is always 
something else to want. And the more we satisfy 
a particular desire, the more we crave. The 
extreme example of this is addiction. While fire 
keeps us in conflict with what we don’t want, 
water keeps us running after what we do want. 
These two negative forces are the flipside of 
each other, keeping a person trapped in a state 
of restless discontent.  
 
Earth 
The negative qualities of earth are fear, anxiety, 
sloth and, ultimately, depression. While fire and 
water keep a person dissatisfied and restless, at 
least the person is active and functional. With 
earth, a person’s mind becomes polluted with 
constant thoughts about how bad everything is. 
Instead of getting angry, a person becomes 
anxious, fearful, and unmotivated. If something 
bad is always bound to happen, what’s the 
point? Why even try? This is the negative 
energy of earth. If a person gets taken over by 



 

this energy, one can become psychologically 
paralyzed and non-functional, God forbid. 
 
Air 
The negative quality of air is meaningless 
activity. It is the tendency to always be busy 
with something, to not know how to relax. 
Externally, this could manifest as constant 
chattiness or jokiness, gossip, boasting, and 
general discomfort with silence. Internally, it 
manifests as a busy mind, always churning with 
thoughts about this and that. It is related to the 
slang term “air head,” because it is the craving 
for superficiality, for constant entertainment. 
Imagine someone talking incessantly with the 
television on in the background — that is air. 
 
This air quality is unique among the four 
elements. On one hand, it doesn’t carry much of 
an emotional charge with it, as the other three 
do. In this sense, it is easier to experience a taste 
of freedom from a busy mind than it is to rid 
yourself of an emotion once it has manifested. If 



 

you are angry, craving something, or depressed, 
it usually takes time for these feelings to 
subside.  
 
A busy mind, however, can often be cleared 
almost completely by taking a few deep, 
conscious breaths — at least for a few seconds. 
While the cultivation of a quiet mind over time 
certainly takes more practice, clearing the mind 
for a brief time is almost effortless. In this 
sense, freedom from the air quality is easier to 
experience right away.  
 
Easier, however, does not mean less important. 
In fact, mastering the air quality has profound 
consequences for all four elements. In a sense, it 
is the gateway to mastering them. This is 
because all of the qualities are fed by thought; 
thought is the “food” which causes them to 
grow. If you can free yourself from thought, you 
have the master switch to create some space 
from all four of the elements. In the Tanya, this 
is expressed in the phrase, “The mind controls 



 

the heart.” When you direct your mind to watch 
your own thoughts, to watch your own feelings 
and to watch everything that your senses 
perceive, the negative energies of the ego are 
powerless to seduce you. You can then choose 
thoughts that nourish positive qualities instead. 
 
Mastering the Elements 
Different people tend toward one or more of the 
negative qualities; you may notice that some of 
these qualities are stronger in your personality 
while others are weaker. However, all of these 
qualities are actually expressions of the same 
root: resistance to what is.  
 
It’s easy to see this in the case of anger — 
something happens that you don’t like, so you 
become angry. The anger is a direct expression 
of resistance. But desire and craving are also 
resistance to what is: rather than be satisfied 
with what you have now, you want something 
more. Similarly, anxiety and depression are 
resistance to one’s lack of control; rather than 



 

simply accepting how things are, the mind 
comments with negative and judgmental stories 
about it — more resistance to what is. This 
resistance, in turn, gives the ego its feeling of 
identity; without resistance, the ego cannot 
perceive itself as separate.  
 
As we’ve seen, the ego is like a psychological 
version of an animal, which is why the Tanya 
calls it the “Animal Soul.” Just as a creature 
naturally wants to preserve itself and will do 
almost anything to stay alive, so too the ego 
wishes to stay alive. If your mind is calm, your 
thoughts no longer resist, and the ego dies — at 
least temporarily. So the tendency of the mind 
to be incessantly thinking is also an expression 
of resistance to what is. The noise of the mind 
keeps the ego and its resistance alive. 
 
Freedom, in the spiritual sense, means freedom 
from the ego, from these four egoic qualities 
and their root, which is resistance to what is. 
Awakening to this freedom is to realize that the 



 

ego is not who you really are. Yes, these 
qualities may be very strong at times, seemingly 
irresistible. They are part of you, but they are 
not essentially you.  
 
What is the difference between being part of 
you versus essentially you? 
 
Let’s look at the example of your physical body. 
Your hands are part of you. But what happens if 
you were to lose your hands? Would you cease 
to be you? Of course not — you are still 
essentially yourself, even without your hands. 
What if you lost your arms? Your legs? The 
truth is, your body is not essentially who you 
are. As long as there is enough body to keep you 
alive, you remain yourself. 
 
Analogously, when we speak of the ego, we are 
talking about particular qualities in your 
personality. Just like the physical body, these 
qualities are not the essential you. The proof of 
this is that they come and go. Another proof is 



 

that you can perceive them; you can notice, 
“Oh, there is a feeling of anger,” or “There is a 
desire for something.” If you can perceive it, it 
is external to you.  
 
So what is the real you?  
 
The real you is the one perceiving everything 
else; the real you is awareness itself. Through 
the awakening of awareness as your true self, 
separateness melts away, and a totally different 
experience of being can unfold. It is impossible 
to fully describe this experience in words, other 
than that it is freedom from the ordinary, ego-
based experience.  
 
Contemplation- “The Mind Rules the Heart” 
The Tanya describes the process by which the 
ego takes over: 
 
“The abode of the animal 
soul (nefesh habahamit)… is in the heart… 
hence all lusts and boasting and anger and 



 

similar passions are in the heart, and from the 
heart they spread throughout the whole body, 
rising also to the brain in the head, so as to 
think and meditate about them and become 
cunning in them…” (Tanya, chapter 9) 
 
In other words, the egoic emotions that arise as 
feelings in the body tend to “move upward” into 
the brain, where they can take over your 
thinking. Once your thinking has been coopted, 
the ego has taken control.  
 
But you can reverse this process and “dethrone” 
your “Animal Soul” by waking up your “Divine 
Soul” (awareness).  You do this by bringing 
your awareness down into your body, becoming 
conscious of any negative emotions. As you 
become present with these feelings, they lose 
their negative power and are ultimately 
transmuted into positive qualities such as 
gratitude, loving-kindness, joy, and so on.  
 



 

You might wonder, why do we need to have the 
ego and its negative qualities in the first place?  
 
But when you begin to experience the 
transmutation of ego through the power of 
Presence, you’ll see that the ego does have a 
purpose — to help you become more conscious. 
Just as your muscles can’t become stronger 
without tension, so too you can’t awaken 
without the ego. Seen in this way, ego is not 
really the enemy. It’s actually a gift — if you 
remember how to work with it.  Here’s an 
example of how this happened for me: 
 
Once, during that week of awakening in 1998 
that I wrote about in the introduction, I was 
sitting in my car at a red light. The light turned 
green and I started to go, when another car 
violently cut me off. I felt anger explode within 
me, and with it the violent urge to curse and 
retaliate.  
 



 

Suddenly, I heard these words in my mind: 
“This is it!”  
 
I knew what this meant — that this was the true 
moment of practice. I brought my awareness 
deep into the feeling of the anger. It burned 
within me, and it was extremely painful. Then, I 
felt it move upward through my body and out 
the top of my head. It was like a huge cloud of 
darkness left me. As the last of it left my body, 
everything suddenly looked totally different. 
The road glistened with moisture from a recent 
rain and the sound of a bird’s caw filled the sky. 
Everything seemed to be in slow motion, and 
everything seemed bright and fresh. Even more 
startling, I could see that the person who had cut 
me off had actually done me a favor! 
 
I tell this incident because it illustrates the point 
in a particularly dramatic way. Most of the time 
it’s not so dramatic for me, and you may or may 
not ever experience awakening in this way. But, 
one thing is for sure: the more you practice 



 

being present with your body and your feelings, 
the more awake you will become, and the forces 
of ego will have less and less power over you. 
 
Practice 
In the last chapter, we used the scriptural word 
L’kha (for You) to invoke the kavanah of 
offering your awareness to this moment. In this 
chapter we will use another scriptural word, 
Na’aseh, for increasing Presence in your body. 
Here’s the scriptural context for Na’aseh: The 
Israelites are about to receive the Ten 
Commandments at Mount Sinai. They all stand 
together in rapt awe, while the mountain smokes 
and quakes, engulfed in cloud and fire: 
 
“And the people said, ‘Everything that the 
Divine speaks, na’aseh v’nishmah, we will do 
and we will hear.’” (Exodus, 24:7) 
 
The ordering of the words in this verse, na’aseh 
v’nishma, is strange. You would think that the 
words should be the opposite — first you would 



 

hear the “Divine speak,” then you could do 
what It says. But the fact that the words are 
reversed — “we will do” and then “we will 
hear,” teaches a key insight: If you want to 
“hear” the “Divine Voice” — meaning, perceive 
the Oneness of Reality — you must first bring 
your awareness deep into your own body. In 
connecting with your body and with your 
physical movement such as breathing, your 
consciousness is drawn away from thinking and 
into Presence. In Presence, the underlying 
Oneness of Being can be felt directly.  
 
Let’s begin our practice as we learned in the last 
chapter, placing your right hand on your heart. 
Offer your attention and presence as a gift to 
this moment, to the Divine as this moment. 
Take a nice deep in-breath, and chant 
“L’kha____” (for You) with a long out-breath. 
 
Now, with your right hand still on your heart, 
bring your left hand to your belly. Take a 
moment to be aware of your belly, opening to 



 

whatever feelings might be felt there. Now, 
let your awareness flow downward into your 
thighs, your knees, your calves, your feet and 
toes. Let your awareness shine upward from 
your belly, into your chest, your heart, your 
lungs, and upward into your neck and 
shoulders. Let your awareness flow 
downward into your arms, your hands, your 
fingers. Let your awareness fill your skull, 
your brain, your face, and bring a little smile 
to your lips, so that your whole body is alive 
with Presence.  
 
Now, take a nice deep in-breath, and chant 
“Na’aseh____” (we will do) with a long out-
breath. Stay for some time in silent presence 
with your body, with your breathing, with 
whatever sensations and perceptions arise. 
When you notice your mind wandering into 
thought, simply accept the thoughts and 
gently bring your attention back to your 
breathing, allowing your thoughts to 
dissipate.  



 

 
~ 
 

The more you meditate in this way, relaxing 
the impulses of your thinking mind and 
simply dwelling with your body in the 
present, the more you will get a sense of who 
you are beneath your thinking mind. 
Ordinarily, we tend to experience ourselves as 
a thinking entity that inhabits our bodies. But, 
paradoxically, the more we consciously 
inhabit our bodies, the more we can realize 
that the body is actually arising within 
awareness. And even more, it’s not your 
awareness, but rather you are awareness. You 
are not in your body, but rather everything 
you experience, including your body, arises 
within the vast and borderless field of the 
awareness that you are. This field of 
awareness is not itself a thing, but rather it is 
the space within which all things appear — 
thoughts, feelings, sensations, people, 
situations — everything.  



 

 
And so, as we meditate in this way, becoming 
aware of all things arising within the field of 
awareness, so we become aware of the 
awareness itself — we awaken to the nothing 
that we are.  
 
“Ribono Shel Olam! I am nothing! I am 
nothing!” 
 
  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part III:  
Being — Portal of Awareness —  

Integral Jewish Meditation 
 

  



 

The No-Thing 
Calling a person “nothing” is often either meant 
as an insult — implying that the person is 
worthless — or as an expression of humility, as 
in — “Oh, Hashem! I am nothing!” It’s 
probably obvious that putting someone down is 
an expression of ego, as it aims to enhance one’s 
own self-image by degrading someone else’s. 
But as we’ve seen, claiming to be “nothing” can 
also be an expression of ego, when humility is 
seen as a kind of spiritual attainment to wear 
like a badge.  
 
But the realization that you are not limited to the 
identity formed by your thoughts and feelings is 
literally the realization of no-thing. Meaning — 
you are not any particular thing, because 
awareness is the space within which all things 
are perceived, and you are that awareness. 
You’re not a special somebody, nor are you a 
worthless nobody; you are the space of this 
moment — you are no-thing. Furthermore, 



 

being no-thing is no special attainment; it’s just 
a basic fact. 
 
If this seems difficult to grasp, don’t worry. The 
more you do the practice, the more you’ll 
naturally get a sense of what these words are 
pointing to, rather than trying to understand it 
through a lot of thinking. In fact, this experience 
of no-thing that’s inherent within the portal of 
awareness blossoms naturally from the first two 
portals; you don’t have to force it. Let’s review 
once again the first two portals:  
 
In Part I, we began with the portal of the heart 
by invoking the kavanah of open-heartedness, 
or Hesed. In offering our Presence to the 
fullness of what is in this moment, we invoke 
that fundamental openness of awareness, rather 
than reaching for a particular experience. In this 
way, we don’t practice for the sake of reaching a 
goal, but rather we begin with the goal. We can 
do this because the “goal” is already present — 



 

it was and is the natural state of your awareness 
all along, beneath your thoughts and feelings. 
 
In Part II, we learned about sustaining Presence 
through the portal of the body. Unlike the 
thinking mind, which tends to seduce us into the 
imaginary worlds of past, future and fantasy, 
awareness of your body provides an anchor to 
our present moment experience. And while the 
attitude of Hesed is nearly effortless to invoke, 
the sustaining of Presence in the body takes 
some mental discipline, some Gevurah 
(strength) to complement the Hesed. 
 
As you practice these first two portals, you may 
still feel a basic duality between yourself, on 
one hand, and the object of your awareness, on 
the other. If you’re aware of your breathing, for 
example, there’s that sense that “I” am aware of 
“my breathing” — two separate things. We 
might call this the experience of duality. 
Another example of duality is the experience of 
“me,” on one hand, and “my awareness,” on the 



 

other. In this dualism, there’s the sense that 
awareness is something you have rather than 
something you are.  
 
But as you deepen in Presence, a new 
experience of unity begins to emerge as you 
learn to know yourself not as your thoughts and 
feelings, but as the awareness behind your 
thoughts and feelings. This experience doesn’t 
erase the sense of duality; on the level of 
thought and feeling, duality is natural and 
necessary. But on the level of awareness, there 
emerges a complementary experience of 
Oneness in which all things are part of the 
Whole. From this point of view, the ego sense 
of the separate “me” drops away, and a new 
sense of simply Being, of no-thing, naturally 
emerges.  
 
There’s a kind of paradox here. On one hand, 
knowing yourself as awareness involves a 
radical separation, as you dis-identify from your 
thoughts, feelings, and everything else that 



 

arises within your experience. In a sense, this is 
the ultimate duality — the duality between your 
awareness, on one hand, and everything that 
you’re aware of on the other.  
 
And yet, the more you know yourself as pure 
awareness, separate from the content of your 
awareness, the more you will sense that your 
awareness and the content of your awareness 
make up a single Reality, a unified Whole. In 
this final chapter, we will discover why this is 
so, as we explore the third portal — the portal of 
awareness itself.  
 
Contemplation: “Filling All Worlds and 
Surrounding All Worlds” 
Before we get into the paradox, let’s look at 
some traditional sources that offer methods for 
connecting with this underlying unity of Being. 
The very first paragraph of the first chapter of 
the Shulkhan Arukh, the classic guide to Jewish 
practice, begins by quoting Psalm 16:8: “I set 
the Divine before me constantly — sh’viti 



 

Hashem l’negdi tamid.” It then goes on to 
explain (paraphrased): 
 
“… for there is no comparison between one who 
is amongst family or relatives and one who is in 
the presence of a king. How much more so when 
you contemplate (that you are in the presence 
of) the Holy One Whose glory fills all creation… 
as it is said ‘Do I not fill the heavens and 
earth?’ (Jeremiah 23:24) Bearing this in mind, 
one will acquire a sense of reverence and 
surrender before the awesomeness of the 
Divine…”   
 
Similarly, in chapter 3 of the Tanya, it says: 
 
“…When the intellect deeply contemplates and 
immerses itself in the greatness of the Divine, 
how It fills all worlds and encompasses all 
worlds, and in the Presence of whom nothing 
separate exists, there will be born and aroused 
in the mind and thought a feeling of awe before 
the Divine majesty — to be humbled before the 



 

Blessed Greatness, which is without end or 
limit, and the awe of God will be born in the 
heart. Next, the heart will glow with intense 
love, like the burning of coals, with a passion, 
desire, longing and yearning towards the 
greatness of the blessed Infinite (Ayn Sof).” 
 
Although these two pieces use different 
language, their essence is the same: they are 
aimed at shifting our focus from a world of 
separate beings and things into the underlying 
unity of Being. It achieves this through 
cultivating "radical amazement" — a term 
introduced by Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel. 
Behind our usual, mundane and fairly 
comprehensible experience of things, there is an 
“awesomeness” and a “blessed greatness” of 
Existence Itself that “fills all worlds and 
encompasses all worlds, and in the Presence of 
which nothing separate exists.” 
 
Today, the metaphor of the Divine as a “king” 
may not work so well for everyone, but you can 



 

arrive at the same place simply by noting the 
supreme Mystery of everything. You may 
understand how to brush your teeth or wash the 
dishes, but the mind can never fully understand 
why there are teeth, why there are dishes, or why 
there is anything at all for that matter. If you try 
to solve this question of existence with your 
mind, you may end up just feeling contracted, 
frustrated, or worse. (The great Jewish 
philosopher Martin Buber said that when he was 
young, the question of existence almost led him 
to suicide, God forbid.) 
 
The message here is, don’t get stuck in your 
thinking mind! Don’t try to understand the 
Mystery of Being, behold the Mystery of Being. 
Because in the beholding, in the awareness of 
Reality rather than thinking about reality, you 
will naturally transcend identification with your 
mind and feelings and experience the 
spaciousness of awareness, separate from 
content of your awareness. 
 



 

This brings us back to the paradox mentioned 
above. Once you begin to know yourself as 
awareness, separate from any particular content 
that you’re perceiving, you can also begin to 
notice something remarkable about the content 
as well: When you see the sky or hear a bird, 
you tend to think that you’re perceiving 
something external to you. And on one level, 
that’s perfectly reasonable.  
 
But at the same time, whatever you perceive, 
whatever is part of your experience, is literally 
made out of consciousness. That’s not to say 
that the actual sky or bird is made out of your 
consciousness, but only to say that your 
experience of the sky and the bird is made of 
your consciousness. This means that you’re 
never really experiencing anything except 
different forms of consciousness, because all 
experience is, by definition, made out of 
consciousness.  
 



 

So in this sense, your awareness is literally 
filling everything within the world of your 
experience, because everything within the world 
of your experience is literally made out of your 
awareness. This is hinted at in the expression of 
the Zohar quoted above in the Tanya — 
“Mimalei kol almin — Fills all worlds.” 
 
At the same time, when you stop perceiving the 
sky or the bird or whatever, the awareness 
remains. Your awareness is never limited to 
whatever you perceive, because it’s the open 
and borderless field within which you perceive 
everything. So your awareness is also “Soveiv 
kol almim — encompassing or surrounding all 
worlds.” 
 
This is why the act of separating your 
awareness from all forms — from your 
thoughts, feelings, and sensations — actually 
leads to the realization of the unity behind 
everything. As long as you’re identified with 
your mind and thinking, you tend to see things 



 

in a dualistic way, in which there’s a separation 
between you and everything else. But when you 
know yourself as awareness, you can also see 
that everything arising in your awareness is 
literally made out of awareness, and a sense of 
non-duality emerges. There is one Experience, 
One Reality, and you’re not separate from the 
One at all.    
 
Listen 
According to the Tanya, a particularly 
auspicious time for opening to this realization is 
during the recitation of the Sh’ma: 
 
Sh’ma Yisrael, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Ekhad!  
 
The Sh’ma is a piece of text from the Torah that 
is often translated, “Hear O Israel, The Lord is 
our God, the Lord is One.” This line is taken to 
be the credo of Judaism, declaring the 
monotheistic tenet of one God. If we look at the 
words more deeply, however, we can begin to 
see how this short verse is not merely an 



 

intellectual idea or belief, but is actually an 
invitation to awaken and experience this Reality 
for yourself. 
 
First is the word Sh’ma — “listen” or “hear.” 
This is the instruction to become aware — 
listening not only with our ears, but with all our 
senses — becoming attentive to the fullness of 
everything arising in this moment.  
 
The second word, Yisrael — “Israel” — is 
actually composed of two words. The first is 
yishar, which means “straight” or “upright.” 
The second word is El, which is the generic 
word for “God.” Together, they mean something 
like “straight to God.” To be Yisrael, then, is to 
see straight through the dualistic screen of the 
mind to the underlying unity of everything.  
 
Another way of seeing this word connects it not 
with “straight” but with “wrestle,” as in the 
story of Jacob wrestling with the mysterious 
being who gives him the name Yisrael. Seen this 



 

way, Yisrael is then one who wrestles with God; 
that is, a seeker. When these two meanings are 
put together, we have the totality of the spiritual 
path. First, one is a seeker. Like Reb Aizik in 
the opening story, a seeker is driven by the 
desire to find that Oneness. The seeker is 
wrestling, trying to find something externally. 
Eventually, the seeker comes to see that God 
can’t be found by seeking, because seeking 
comes from the mind that imagines the Oneness 
to be elsewhere. To notice this, the wrestling of 
the mind must relax. That brings us to the next 
two words.  
 
The third word, Adonai — is actually a 
substitute for the unpronounceable four-letter 
Name described in the first chapter that we 
translated as “Being,” “Existence,” or “Reality.” 
This Name is never pronounced as written. 
During prayer, this Name is traditionally 
vocalized as Adonai, which means “My Lord.” 
The fourth word, Eloheinu, literally means “Our 
God.” But a whole other dimension opens up 



 

when we understand Eloheinu not as an external 
entity that is our object of worship, but rather as 
our inner Godliness — meaning, our awareness. 
 
When we understand it this way, these two 
words Adonai Eloheinu point to the realization 
that everything arising within our experience — 
not just our thoughts, feelings, and sensations, 
but the entire world around us and every being 
we meet — are not separate from your 
perception of them. Adonai — all Existence — 
is not separate from Eloheinu — our own 
awareness.  
 
This brings us to the last two words. The fifth 
and sixth words are, Adonai Ekhad- “Being is 
One.” Now the mind can relax, because if 
everything is part of your own awareness, and 
you are your awareness, why would you resist 
yourself? Why would you be in conflict with 
yourself? That would be insane, right?  
 



 

And yet, that is the normal condition created by 
the mind — to be in conflict with oneself. These 
six words of the Sh’ma are a reminder to let go 
of this conflict and return to sanity. With this 
understanding, we can now translate the Sh’ma 
thus: 
 
Be Aware — Existence is not separate from 
Awareness — Existence is One. 
 
Practice 
In the first chapter, we invoked the kavanah of 
offering our awareness as a gift. In the second 
chapter, we learned about sustaining awareness 
in the body using the first word of the scriptural 
phrase, “Na’aseh v’nishmah — we will do and 
we will hear” (Exodus, 24:7). Na’aseh is an 
action word, reminding us to embody awareness 
in the movement of our breathing.  
 
Now, let’s bring in the second word of this 
phrase, V’nishma. You may notice that this is a 
different form of the word, Sh’ma. In this form 



 

it means, “We will hear.” After we enter the 
first and second portals of the heart and the 
body, we will use v’nishma to invoke the third 
and final portal — the portal of awareness itself. 
Let’s try it. 
 
Begin by placing your right hand on your heart. 
Offer your attention and presence to whatever is 
arising in your field of experience, granting 
freedom to everything to be just as it is. Take a 
nice deep in-breath, and chant L’kha____ (“for 
You”) with a long out-breath. 
 
Now, with your right hand still on your heart, 
bring your left hand to your belly. Take a 
moment to be aware of your belly, opening to 
whatever feelings might be felt there. Let 
your awareness flow downward into your 
hips, into your thighs, your knees, your 
calves, your feet and toes. Let your awareness 
shine upward from your belly, into your 
chest, your heart, your lungs, and upward into 
your neck and shoulders, moving downward 



 

into your arms, your hands, your fingers. Feel 
upward into your skull, your brain, and your 
face, bringing a little smile to your lips, filling 
your whole body with Presence, and resting 
your awareness on the flow of your breathing. 
Take a nice deep in-breath, and chant 
Na’aseh____ (“We will do”) with a long out-
breath, and rest your awareness on the flow of 
your breathing.  
 
Now, keeping your left hand on your belly, 
bring your right hand up from your heart and 
touch your fingers lightly to your forehead. 
Notice the borderless space of your 
awareness, within which everything is now 
arising — every perception, every feeling, 
every thought. Now bring to mind that 
everything you are perceiving is also nothing 
but your awareness; everything in your 
experience — all different forms of the one 
consciousness that you are. Take a nice deep 
breath and chant, V’nishma___ (“We will 
hear”).  



 

 
Presence 
You can use these three portals any time you 
wish to return to Presence. With practice, you 
will be able to return almost instantaneously, 
wherever you are and whatever you are doing. 
But to really tap more and more deeply into 
the transformative power of Presence, it’s 
helpful to spend some extended time in 
meditation daily.  
 
After using these three portals to open your 
meditation, kiss your fingers and relax your 
hands in your lap. Let your body be still in a 
comfortable position, such as seated, standing, 
or lying on your back. As you rest your attention 
on the flow of your breathing, begin mentally 
repeating the sacred phrase, Atah Hu.  
 
The word Atah means, “You.” But spelled a 
little differently, with an ayin instead of an 
aleph, Atah means, “Now.”   
 



 

Hu means “It,” or “He,” but it’s also a Divine 
Name in its own right. The first letter, Heh, with 
its breathy H sound, symbolizes the breath of 
life. The second letter is Vav, which means 
“and” — hinting that our experience during 
meditation must be actively inclusive. One 
moment you may be in harmony, then a car 
alarm goes off nearby, and you may feel some 
resistance. At that point it’s vital to remember: 
the car alarm is arising in awareness, the feeling 
of resistance is also arising in awareness. The 
idea is to relax and open yourself to whatever 
appears in your consciousness — even feelings 
of resistance! The third letter, aleph, is also the 
number one, reminding us that our 
consciousness and everything arising within 
consciousness are always one.  
 
When you put all these meanings together, Hu is 
a powerful code, reminding us to connect with 
our breathing, open to what is, and know that 
you are having only one experience of the One 
Reality.  



 

 
When you put both words together, Atah Hu can 
mean, “You are It, Now is Divine.”   
 
The purpose of repeating Atah Hu in your mind 
is to sustain Presence as you meditate, guiding 
your mind away from thinking, and into 
awareness. When your mind wanders from the 
words, just gently bring your mind back to Atah 
Hu, without judgment. And at some point, if 
your mind wants to let go all together, let the 
words cease and just rest your attention on the 
flow of your breathing. When thoughts arise, 
simply return to repeating Atah Hu, and when 
you’re ready, again let go of the words, and just 
be. 
 
Living Presence 
This is what I call Integral Jewish Meditation. It 
is simple, but also profoundly transformative, if 
you take it deeply into your life. I recommend 
that you meditate every day at least once, more 
if you can. Begin with the Three Portals, 



 

chanting L’kha, Na’aseh V’nishma, using the 
hand motions we learned to connect with each 
portal. Then, spend some time in meditation, 
repeating Atah Hu in your mind. When your 
mind wanders, simply and gently bring it back, 
without judgment. That’s all. After your 
meditation, you can again do the Three Portals 
to invoke Presence as you move back into your 
activities. Then, as you go through your day, 
you can practice the Three Portals many times 
to bring yourself back to Presence in whatever 
you’re doing, as often as you like.  
 
How long should your meditation be?  
 
There is no universal rule. The most important 
thing is that you do it, so if three minutes is all 
you can absolutely commit to, then do that. If 
you can sit for forty minutes, you’ll reap more 
benefit. It all depends on your individual 
situation. But remember — even if you can’t 
practice for very long, you can probably do 
many short returns to Presence through the 



 

Three Portals throughout your day, and this by 
itself can be very powerful.  
 
If you take on the invitation of this book and do 
the practices outlined here, you will likely feel 
some powerful effects, and that will motivate 
you to continue. However, that’s when the real 
challenge comes. After you’ve been practicing 
for some time, there can be the tendency to 
stagnate, let the practice go, and maybe move on 
to whatever catches your interest next. That’s 
why, for most people, it’s essential to be 
connected with a teacher and a community, so 
that your practice has a context and a support to 
continue growing.  
 
There are many ways to connect. You might 
explore your local synagogues, looking out for 
rabbis, teachers and groups that might support 
your spiritual growth. You might connect more 
with Shabbat and holidays, either with friends or 
local communities. You might do some more 



 

Jewish/spiritual learning on your own. The key 
is to reach out and stay involved.  
 
And, if you’d like to learn more with me, I 
invite you to join my Torah of Awakening 
online program. Members receive weekly 
lessons from me on the Jewish Path of Presence 
with teachings, chanting, and guided meditation. 
You’ll receive these as video, audio recordings, 
and texts, so you can use whatever medium 
works best for you. You’ll also be able to 
schedule free check in calls with me to support 
your practice, as well as many more benefits 
you can check out online at 
www.torahofawakening.com .  
 
I wish you all blessings, success, and ever 
unfolding realization of the One!



 

 
If you want to deepen your journey into The 

Jewish Path of Presence,  
here are more resources for you to explore: 

 
More teachings and resources are available at 
www.TorahOfAwakening.com 
 
You can try a free month of membership in the 
Torah of Awakening online learning community 
by going to www.torahofawakening.com/join--
free-trial 
 
To watch weekly videos and receive event 
updates, like and then follow the Torah of 
Awakening Facebook page at 
www.facebook.com/www.brianyosef 
 
 
Love and all blessings, 
brian yosef 
 


