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Abstract 

This essay examines Rabbi Rami Shapiro's theology of surrender as articulated in Surrendered—The 

Sacred Art (2019) and Recovery—The Sacred Art (2009) in dialogue with the Kabbalistic dialectic of 

being (yesh) and non-being (ayin). Drawing upon the author's published work on powerlessness as onto-

logical revelation, therapeutic tzimtzum, and the yechida as Higher Power, this analysis argues that 

Shapiro's "uncovery" framework and his Taoist-inflected understanding of surrender find both reso-

nance and productive tension with the specifically Kabbalistic vocabulary of bittul (self-nullification), 

ayin (sacred nothingness), and the five-fold soul structure of Jewish mystical anthropology. While both 

approaches reject naive theism and locate the ground of recovery in interior depths rather than external 

intervention, they diverge on questions of theological particularity, practical methodology, and the rela-

tionship between surrender and recognition. The essay concludes by proposing a synthetic framework 

wherein surrender constitutes not merely a psychological relinquishment of control but an ontological 

revelation—the collapse of the illusory yesh of constructed selfhood into the generative ayin from which 

authentic being emerges.  

Keywords: surrender; recovery; Twelve Steps; Rami Shapiro; Kabbalah; yesh; ayin; yechida; bittul; 

tzimtzum; non-dualism; Higher Power; addiction; ontology; perennial philosophy; Hasidism; mysti-

cism; selfnullification; uncover. 

Introduction: The Lost Art of Letting Go  

Rabbi Rami Shapiro's theological contribution to 

addiction recovery literature represents one of the 

most sophisticated contemporary attempts to bridge 

the spiritual language of the Twelve Steps with the 

insights of world mystical traditions. His 2019 

work Surrendered—The Sacred Art: Shattering the 

Illusion of Control and Falling into Grace with 



Twelve-Step Spirituality builds upon his earlier 

Recovery—The Sacred Art (2009), deepening his 

analysis of what he considers the fundamental hu-

man addiction: the compulsive need to control. As 

Shapiro writes, surrender has become "a lost art"—

a practice once central to human spiritual develop-

ment that modernity has systematically devalued in 

favor of mastery, management, and manipulation.  

 

This essay brings Shapiro's recovery theology into 

dialogue with the author's published work on the 

yechida as Higher Power and on powerlessness as 

ontological revelation through the Kabbalistic dia-

lectic of yesh (being) and ayin (non-being). The 

convergences between these approaches are strik-

ing: both reject external, interventionist models of 

divine power; both locate the ground of recovery in 

an interior dimension that addiction obscures but 

cannot destroy; both understand the spiritual path 

as fundamentally one of recognition or uncovering 

rather than acquisition. Yet they also diverge at 

crucial points—in their religious syntax, their rela-

tionship to tradition, and their understanding of 

what precisely occurs when the addict 

"surrenders."  

 

The stakes of this comparison extend beyond aca-

demic theology. For the millions of individuals in 

Twelve-Step recovery, the concept of "Higher 

Power" remains a stumbling block—too theistic for 

secular participants, too vague for traditionally reli-

gious ones, too external for those whose experience 

of recovery has been one of interior transformation. 

By examining how both Shapiro's perennialist ap-

proach and the author's Kabbalistic framework re-

interpret surrender, this essay offers resources for 

practitioners seeking to deepen their understanding 

of what actually happens when control is released 

and something else—call it God, Aliveness, 

yechida, or simply Reality—takes its place.  

 

Shapiro's Theology of Surrender  

A. Uncovery Rather Than Recovery  

The signature move in Shapiro's recovery theology 

is the reframing of "recovery" as "uncovery." For 

Shapiro, the problem is not that we have lost some-

thing that must be regained from outside, but that 

we have covered over a reality that was always pre-

sent. As he writes in Recovery— The Sacred Art: 

"The genius of the Twelve Steps is not that it re-

covers reality with the blanket of delusion but that 

it continually uncovers reality." This reframing has 

profound theological implications. If recovery is 

uncovery, then the addict's problem is not the ab-

sence of something (sobriety, sanity, spiritual con-

nection) but the presence of obstructions (denial, 

delusion, the illusion of control) that prevent recog-

nition of what has always been there.  

 

Shapiro's position aligns with what Aldous Huxley, 

drawing on the Vedantic tradition, called the 

"perennial philosophy"—the conviction that be-

neath the diversity of religious forms lies a com-

mon mystical insight: that the divine ground is not 

separate from human consciousness but constitutes 

its deepest reality. Shapiro explicitly positions him-

self within this tradition, drawing freely on Bud-

dhist, Hindu, Taoist, Christian, Sufi, and Jewish 

sources alongside his Twelve-Step experience. His 

approach is intentionally post-denominational, aim-

ing at what he calls "freeing religion from the paro-

chial and for the perennial."  

 

In Surrendered, Shapiro deepens this analysis by 

focusing specifically on the first three Steps—

admitting powerlessness, coming to believe in a 

power greater than ourselves, and deciding to turn 

our will and lives over to that power. These Steps, 

AJMCRR, 2026                                                                                                                                                            Volume 5 | Issue 1 | 2 of 13 



Shapiro argues, are not merely preliminary work to 

be completed before "real" recovery begins; they 

are the entirety of the spiritual program. Everything 

else follows from the shattering of the illusion that 

we are in control.  

 

B. The Illusion of Control  

For Shapiro, the fundamental human addiction—

prior to any specific substance or behavior—is the 

"illusion of control." He defines addiction as "a 

state of mind committed to maintaining the illusion 

of control" and spirituality as "the practice of spir-

itual maturation, designed to continually cut 

through the illusion of control." The addict's rela-

tionship to their substance or behavior of choice is, 

in this reading, secondary to a more primary addic-

tion: the compulsive attempt to manage, manipu-

late, and master reality.  

 

This insight resonates with what the Twelve-Step 

literature calls "playing God." Shapiro writes: 

"Twelve Step recovery is about freeing yourself 

from playing God, and since almost everyone is 

addicted to this game, Twelve Step recovery is 

something from which everyone can benefit." The 

addict's specific substance merely reveals in 

heightened form a universal human predicament: 

the ego's compulsive attempt to secure itself 

against the uncertainty of existence through con-

trol.  

 

Shapiro's analysis here draws heavily on Buddhist 

psychology, particularly the teaching of dukkha 

(suffering or unsatisfactoriness) as arising from 

tanha (craving or clinging). The Second Noble 

Truth teaches that suffering arises from our desper-

ate grasping after permanence in an impermanent 

world. The addict's behavior represents this grasp-

ing in its most obvious form, but the underlying 

dynamic—the attempt to control what cannot be 

controlled—pervades ordinary consciousness. 

"Normal" people, Shapiro suggests, are simply ad-

dicts who have not yet been exposed.  

 

C. Wei Wu Wei: Action Without Forcing  

Shapiro's interpretation of the Third Step—"Made 

a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the 

care of God as we understood Him"— draws on the 

Taoist concept of wei wu wei, often translated as 

"action without forcing" or "effortless action." He 

writes: "When I stopped playing God and realized 

the Greater Power 'in whom I live and move and 

have my being' (Acts 17:28), my life and my will 

were effortlessly surrendered to God. Living under 

God's care is what the Chinese call wei wu wei, 

living without forcing things."  

 

This reading transforms surrender from an act of 

submission to an external power into a relaxation 

into the flow of reality. The ego does not hand it-

self over to God so much as recognize that it was 

never separate from the divine current in the first 

place. Surrender, in this model, is less like a soldier 

laying down arms before a superior force and more 

like a swimmer ceasing to fight the current and al-

lowing it to carry them.  

 

The image of surrender as flow rather than submis-

sion has practical implications for recovery. The 

addict's characteristic posture is one of tension, 

strain, and effort—the desperate attempt to manage 

the unmanageable. The wei wu wei model suggests 

that recovery involves not greater effort but the re-

lease of effort, not harder trying but the recognition 

that trying itself is part of the problem. As Shapiro 

puts it, borrowing from the Zen tradition, the way 

out of the trap is to stop struggling against the trap.  

 

D. The Pure Soul  

Shapiro draws explicitly on the Jewish morning 
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prayer Elohai Neshamah: "My God, the soul you 

place within me is pure." He adapts this into a re-

covery meditation: "My God, the soul you place 

within me is pure. And because it is pure I am free 

to live today differently than yesterday. Because it 

is free, I am free to live today without the burden 

of past habits, past fears, past mistakes, and past 

failures."  

 

This affirmation of original purity—the soul's es-

sential nature as untainted by the behaviors of ad-

diction—provides the theological ground upon 

which uncovery becomes possible. If the soul were 

genuinely corrupted by addiction, recovery would 

require the acquisition of something new; but if the 

soul remains pure beneath the accretions of addic-

tive behavior, then recovery is fundamentally a 

matter of stripping away what obscures that origi-

nal purity.  

 

The pure soul teaching distinguishes Shapiro's ap-

proach from certain Christian theological models 

that emphasize original sin as a corruption of hu-

man nature requiring external redemption. For 

Shapiro, the problem is not that we are essentially 

sinful and need saving, but that we have forgot-

ten—or covered over—our essential nature. Grace, 

in this model, is not something that descends from 

above to repair a fundamentally broken creature; 

grace is the recognition of what was never broken 

to begin with.  

 

Powerlessness and the Dialectic of Being and 

Non-Being  

A. Yesh and Ayin in Kabbalistic Thought  

The author's published work on recovery theology 

employs a different but complementary vocabu-

lary: the Kabbalistic dialectic of yesh (being, some-

thingness) and ayin (non-being, nothingness). This 

dialectic, developed most fully in the mystical tra-

ditions of Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534– 1572) and 

elaborated in Hasidic thought, offers a framework 

for understanding how authentic being emerges not 

despite non-being but through it.  

 

In Kabbalistic cosmology, creation proceeds 

through tzimtzum— God's voluntary self-

contraction or withdrawal to create space for the 

world. The infinite (Ein Sof), in order to make 

room for finite existence, contracts into itself, cre-

ating a "vacant space" (chalal hapanui) within 

which creation can occur. This primordial absence 

is not mere negation but generative matrix—the 

womb from which being emerges.  

 

Drawing on the scholarship of Elliot Wolfson, Ger-

shom Scholem, and the radical theology of Jona-

than Eybeschütz, the author's work argues that the 

addict's encounter with powerlessness mirrors this 

cosmogenic process. When Step One declares "We 

admitted we were powerless," it invites not merely 

a psychological acknowledgment but an ontologi-

cal revelation. The collapse of the ego's pretensions 

to control—what Hasidic thought calls the dissolu-

tion of yeshut (selfhood as separate being)—opens 

into the sacred ayin from which genuine selfhood 

can emerge.  

 

B. Bittul: Self-Nullification as Spiritual Practice  

The Hasidic concept of bittul (self-nullification) 

provides the practical and phenomenological com-

plement to the metaphysical dialectic of yesh and 

ayin. Bittul is not the destruction of the self but the 

dissolution of the yesh—the false sense of separate, 

independent existence—that obscures our original 

unity with the divine ground.  

 

In the teaching of the Maggid of Mezritch (1704–
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1772), heir to the Baal Shem Tov, thought itself 

must undergo bittul to reach its deepest source. 

The mind must become like nothing—k'ayin—in 

order to touch the ayin that is the ground of all be-

ing. This is not nihilism but its opposite: the recog-

nition that what we took for being (the constructed 

self, the ego's projects, the illusion of control) was 

itself a kind of nothing, while what appears as 

nothing (the dissolution of egoic certainty) is the 

gateway to authentic being.  

 

Applied to recovery, bittul offers a framework for 

understanding what occurs in genuine surrender. 

When the addict "hits bottom," the constructed 

self—the one who believed it could manage its ad-

diction, control its using, maintain the charade of 

functionality—collapses. This collapse, experi-

enced as catastrophe, is simultaneously revelation: 

the kelipot (husks or shells) of false selfhood crack 

open, and the light of the yechida—the innermost 

soul that was never addicted because it was never 

separate from its source—becomes visible.  

 

C. The Yechida as Higher Power  

In Kabbalistic anthropology, the human soul com-

prises five ascending levels: nefesh (vital soul), 

ruach (spirit), neshamah (breath/soul), chayah 

(living essence), and yechida (singular one). The 

first three levels constitute ordinary consciousness; 

the fourth manifests in moments of ecstatic en-

counter; the fifth—the yechida—is revealed only 

in what the tradition calls mesiras nefesh: the will-

ingness to sacrifice the lower self for the sake of 

what transcends it.  

 

The author's work argues that the "Higher Power" 

of Twelve-Step recovery can be understood as the 

yechida—not an external deity intervening from 

above but the deepest dimension of the self, the 

point at which individual consciousness is insepa-

rable from its divine source. The yechida is what 

the Hasidic masters call chelek Eloka mi-ma'al ma-

mash: "a literal portion of God above." It is 

"higher" not in spatial terms (above rather than be-

low) but in ontological terms (more fundamental, 

more real, closer to the source).  

 

This reframing inverts the conventional topology 

of Twelve-Step spirituality. Traditional recovery 

language speaks of surrender "to" a Higher Power 

conceived as external, transcendent, other. The 

yechida framework speaks of surrender "into" a 

deeper dimension of selfhood—not up but in, not 

out but down. "When they say higher power," the 

author writes in a recent meditation, "I hear deeper 

power. When they say outside, I hear inside-out. 

When they say surrender, I hear return."  

 

Points of Deep Convergence  

A. The Topology of Inversion  

Perhaps the most fundamental convergence be-

tween Shapiro's approach and the author's Kabba-

listic framework lies in what we might call a 

shared topological inversion: the spiritual geogra-

phy that conventional religious language maps as 

"above" and "outside" is remapped as "within" and 

"beneath." For Shapiro, the Higher Power is not an 

external deity but what he elsewhere calls 

"Aliveness" or the "Divine Ground within which 

all partial realities have their beginning." For the 

author, the Higher Power is the yechida—"not my 

higher power but my innermost—the spark that 

was never not God."  

 

Both approaches thus reject what might be called 

"elevator spirituality"—the model in which the ad-

dict, having sunk to the bottom, calls up to God for 

rescue and is lifted back to respectability. Instead, 
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both propose something closer to archaeological 

spirituality: the recognition that hitting bottom in-

volves breaking through the floor into a dimension 

that was always present but previously unrecog-

nized. Descent, in this model, is simultaneously 

ascent; the way down is the way in; surrender is 

not defeat but homecoming.  

 

B. Original Purity and the Uncorrupted Spark  

Both Shapiro's appeal to the Elohai Neshamah 

prayer and the author's emphasis on the yechida 

rest on a shared conviction: there exists within the 

human being a dimension that addiction cannot 

corrupt because it was never subject to corruption 

in the first place. Shapiro's pure soul, like the 

yechida, is not damaged by addictive behavior; it is 

merely obscured, covered over, hidden beneath the 

accumulated debris of denial, delusion, and com-

pulsive control.  

 

This conviction has immediate therapeutic implica-

tions. If the addict's essential nature were genuine-

ly damaged by addiction, recovery would require 

the acquisition of something new—grace from out-

side, virtue from elsewhere, a new self to replace 

the ruined one. But if the essential nature remains 

pure, then recovery is fundamentally a matter of 

recognition: clearing away what obscures the sanc-

tuary that was always holy. The work is not con-

struction but excavation, not becoming but uncov-

ering.  

 

C. Dissolution of the False Self  

Both approaches understand addiction as, at its 

root, a disorder of selfhood—specifically, of the 

constructed, controlling, grasping self that Bud-

dhist psychology calls the ego and Hasidic thought 

calls yeshut. For Shapiro, "Twelve Step recovery is 

about freeing yourself from playing God"—from 

the ego's compulsive attempt to manage and ma-

nipulate reality. For the author, recovery involves 

the dissolution of the yesh—"the recognition that 

what falls away was never the Self to begin with."  

 

This shared diagnosis suggests a shared treatment: 

not the strengthening of ego but its softening, not 

the reinforcement of control but its release. Both 

Shapiro's wei wu wei and the author's bittul point 

toward a mode of being in which the compulsive 

controller relaxes into the flow of reality. The ad-

dict's characteristic tension—the white-knuckled 

grip on substances, behaviors, and delusions—

gives way to something more like trust: not trust in 

the self's ability to manage, but trust in the larger 

reality within which the self is held.  

 

D. Recognition Over Acquisition  

Perhaps most fundamentally, both approaches re-

ject a model of spirituality as acquisition—gaining 

something we previously lacked—in favor of a 

model of recognition or disclosure. Shapiro's 

"uncovery" is precisely this: not the recovery of 

something lost but the uncovering of what was al-

ways present. Similarly, the author writes: "Not 

becoming spiritual. Uncovering what is. Not find-

ing God. Allowing God to find itself in this ves-

sel."  

 

This shift from acquisition to recognition has pro-

found implications for the phenomenology of re-

covery. The addict seeking to "get" something—

sobriety, serenity, spiritual connection—remains 

caught in the acquisitive mode that characterizes 

addiction itself. (One thinks of the "dry drunk" 

who has stopped drinking but maintains all the 

emotional and relational patterns of active addic-

tion.) Genuine recovery, in both frameworks, in-

volves a release from the acquisitive posture it-
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self—a recognition that what we sought was never 

absent, only unrecognized.  

 

Points of Productive Divergence  

A. Perennial Universalism vs. Kabbalistic Par-

ticularity  

The most significant divergence between Shapiro's 

approach and the author's lies in their relationship 

to religious particularity. Shapiro explicitly posi-

tions himself within the "perennial philosophy" tra-

dition, drawing freely on Buddhist, Hindu, Taoist, 

Christian, Sufi, and Jewish sources. His approach is 

intentionally syncretic, seeking the common mysti-

cal core beneath diverse religious expressions. As 

he writes, he aims at "freeing religion from the pa-

rochial and for the perennial."  

 

The author's work, while capable of translation into 

perennialist categories, remains more deliberately 

rooted in specifically Kabbalistic vocabulary and 

conceptual architecture. The five-fold soul struc-

ture, the concept of chelek Eloka mi-ma'al ma-

mash, the emphasis on bittul as a specifically Ha-

sidic practice, the dialectic of yesh and ayin—these 

situate the work within a particular tradition while 

remaining available for wider conversation.  

 

This is not merely an aesthetic preference but a the-

ological claim. The author's work on heretical Kab-

balah and therapeutic mystical vision argues that 

traditions carry not only conceptual content but al-

so what might be called "spiritual technology"—

practices, vocabularies, and frameworks refined 

over centuries for navigating specific territory. The 

Kabbalistic vocabulary of tzimtzum, shevirah 

(shattering), and tikkun (repair) offers a precision 

of analysis that perennialist generalities may ob-

scure. The question is not whether all mystical 

paths lead to the same summit— perhaps they do—

but whether the particular path one walks shapes 

what one discovers there.  

 

B. Surrender as Flow vs. Surrender as Recogni-

tion  

Shapiro's wei wu wei model understands surrender 

primarily as release into flow—ceasing to fight the 

current and allowing it to carry one. The emphasis 

is on how one lives: without forcing, without 

straining, without the compulsive effort to control 

outcomes. The author's yechida model, while not 

incompatible with this reading, emphasizes some-

thing different: surrender as recognition—the dis-

covery that the self one surrenders to and the self 

one surrenders from are not, ultimately, two.  

 

In the wei wu wei model, there remains a dual-

ism—the swimmer and the current, the self and the 

flow it relaxes into. In the yechida model, this dual-

ism collapses: "Not surrender to another. Return to 

Self." The Higher Power is not another to whom 

one surrenders but the deeper dimension of oneself 

that one finally recognizes. This is not pantheistic 

inflation ("I am God") but non-dual recognition 

("The deepest I is not separate from its source").  

 

The practical difference may be subtle but signifi-

cant. Shapiro's model invites the addict to release 

control and trust the flow; the author's model in-

vites the addict to recognize that the one who was 

trying to control was never the true self in the first 

place. Both lead to release, but through different 

phenomenological routes: one through trust in pro-

cess, the other through recognition of identity.  

 

C. The Question of Practice  

Shapiro offers extensive practical exercises drawn 

from multiple traditions: vipassana meditation, 

Centering Prayer, various forms of contemplative 
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practice. His approach is deliberately eclectic, of-

fering readers a smorgasbord of techniques from 

which to construct their own spiritual program. 

This eclecticism follows logically from his peren-

nialism: if all traditions point toward the same real-

ity, then practices from any tradition should be 

equally serviceable.  

 

The author's work is more reticent about practice, 

though practice is implied: "I practice recognizing 

what was never lost." There are gestures toward 

bittul, toward "prayer" and "silence," toward "the 

refusal to cling"— but no elaboration of systematic 

method. This reticence may reflect a Hasidic suspi-

cion of technique as such, a sense that practice is 

less about achieving something than about recog-

nizing what is already the case.  

 

There is also, perhaps, a theological reason for this 

reticence. If recovery is fundamentally recognition 

rather than acquisition, then technique becomes 

paradoxical: one cannot do something to recognize 

what was never lost. One can only—to use a phrase 

the author borrows from Meister Eckhart—"let 

God be God" in oneself, which is less a technique 

than a release of all techniques.  

 

D. Theological Vocabulary  

Shapiro is comfortable speaking of "God" in rela-

tively conventional terms, even while reinterpret-

ing the concept non-dually. He writes prayers, ref-

erences "God's will," and uses traditional theistic 

language—albeit with a twist that empties it of its 

conventional referent. The author's work is more 

hesitant: "I cannot say Ein Sof, cannot rehearse the 

metaphysics of tzimtzum, the dialectic of yesh and 

ayin that fills essays with footnotes and quenches 

no thirst."  

 

There is a deliberate resistance in the author's work 

to theological systematization, a preference for the 

apophatic over the kataphatic, for gesture and evo-

cation over definition and explanation. This prefer-

ence aligns with the Kabbalistic teaching that the 

deepest reality—Ein Sof, the infinite—cannot be 

captured in positive predication. What can be said 

about God is not God; the divine exceeds every 

formulation. Recovery, in this light, may similarly 

exceed theological articulation—may be something 

that can only be gestured toward, evoked, wit-

nessed, but never fully explained.  

 

Avraham Sutton and the Perception of Divine 

Oneness  

A third voice enters this dialogue through the work 

of Rav Avraham Sutton, whose The Book of Di-

vine Oneness: Revealing God’s Absolute Unity 

(2024) offers a complementary framework for un-

derstanding the relationship between surrender, 

consciousness, and divine presence. Sutton, an Or-

thodox Torah scholar who has spent over forty 

years teaching prophetic Torah and Kabbalah in 

Jerusalem, approaches these questions from within 

an explicitly traditional framework while maintain-

ing remarkable accessibility and pastoral concern. 

His work on divine unity provides an important 

bridge between the perennialist vocabulary of 

Shapiro and the author’s more technical Kabbalis-

tic apparatus.  

 

A. The Interface of Human and Divine Con-

sciousness  

Sutton’s central contribution to this conversation 

lies in his sustained exploration of what he calls the 

“interface between human consciousness and di-

vine consciousness.” In the opening chapters of 

The Book of Divine Oneness, particularly in Chap-

ters 2 through 5, Sutton develops a phenomenology 
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of how finite human awareness can apprehend—or 

more precisely, participate in—the absolute unity 

of the Ein Sof. This is not merely a theological ab-

straction but what Sutton calls “perceiving the Di-

vine light of unity in your own life”—a practical 

spirituality aimed at transforming how one experi-

ences reality moment by moment.  

 

The connection to surrender becomes explicit when 

we recognize that for Sutton, the primary obstacle 

to perceiving divine oneness is the same yeshut 

(sense of separate selfhood) that this essay has 

identified as the core of addiction. The illusion of 

separation—the conviction that “I” exist as an in-

dependent entity over against God and world—is 

precisely what prevents the recognition of unity 

that Sutton describes. Surrender, in this light, be-

comes the dissolution of the perceptual barrier be-

tween self and divine, the collapse of the illusion 

that maintained the fiction of fundamental duality.  

 

B. Inner Work and the Topology of Trans-

formation  

Sutton consistently emphasizes that “the changes 

we are looking forward to are not going to happen 

‘out there’ on the outer stage of history until they 

happen ‘inside’ each and every one of us.” This 

formulation precisely echoes the topological inver-

sion that both Shapiro and the author identify as 

central to authentic spirituality. The conventional 

religious imagination pictures transformation as 

coming from without—divine grace descending, 

external circumstances shifting, redemption arriv-

ing. Sutton, like the author’s treatment of the 

yechida, insists that the direction must be reversed: 

the outside changes only when the inside changes 

first.  

 

This “inner work” that Sutton champions is not 

merely psychological self-improvement but onto-

logical realignment. He teaches “the importance of 

knowing who we are, and why we (our souls) have 

been born at this momentous time.” The parenthe-

tical—“our souls”—is telling. Sutton, like the au-

thor, distinguishes between the surface self (what 

might be called the nefesh in its habitual patterns) 

and the deeper identity of the soul. Knowing “who 

we are” is not discovering new information about 

the personality but recognizing the soul’s true na-

ture—which is precisely what the author describes 

as the revelation of the yechida.  

 

C. Yichud HaShem and the Recovery of Unity  

The concept of yichud HaShem—the unification or 

declaration of divine unity—lies at the heart of Sut-

ton’s work and provides perhaps the most signifi-

cant point of convergence with recovery theology. 

The Shema— “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, 

the Lord is One”—is not merely a statement of 

monotheism but what Kabbalistic tradition calls a 

yichud—a unification of divine names and aspects 

that reflects back into the consciousness of the one 

who recites it.  

 

In Sutton’s reading, to truly affirm that God is One 

is not simply to assert a theological proposition but 

to participate in a transformation of perception. 

The final word of the Shema—echad (“one”)—is 

traditionally expounded through its constituent let-

ters: aleph (numerical value 1) represents the sin-

gular divine essence; chet (8) represents the seven 

heavens plus earth through which this One extends; 

dalet (4) represents the four directions in which 

divine presence spreads throughout the world. The 

one who recites echad with proper intention experi-

ences—if only for a moment—the unity that under-

lies apparent multiplicity.  
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The implications for recovery theology are pro-

found. The addict’s experience is fundamentally 

one of fragmentation—divided against self, alien-

ated from others, separated from any sense of 

transcendent meaning. What Sutton calls 

“perceiving the Divine light of unity” is the anti-

dote to this fragmentation. Recovery, in this light, 

is not merely the cessation of substance use but the 

restoration of an experience of unity—within the 

self, with others, and ultimately with the divine 

ground. The yichud that Sutton describes becomes, 

for the recovering addict, a daily practice of re-

membering wholeness in the midst of a condition 

defined by brokenness.  

 

D. Sutton, Shapiro, and the Author: A Trian-

gulation  

The triangulation of Shapiro, Sutton, and the au-

thor’s approach reveals both convergences and in-

structive differences. All three share the conviction 

that spiritual transformation proceeds from within 

to without, that the obstacle to wholeness lies in a 

fundamental misperception of selfhood, and that 

recovery (or uncovery, or realization of unity) is 

finally a matter of recognition rather than acquisi-

tion. Yet they operate with different emphases and 

vocabularies.   

 

Shapiro’s approach is deliberately perennialist, 

drawing on multiple traditions to articulate a uni-

versal human predicament and its resolution. The 

author’s approach remains rooted in specifically 

Kabbalistic and Hasidic categories—the dialectic 

of yesh and ayin, the five-fold soul structure, the 

concept of bittul—while remaining open to broader 

application. Sutton occupies an interesting middle 

position: firmly Orthodox in his commitments, 

drawing primarily on traditional Jewish sources 

(the Zohar, the Arizal, the Baal Shem Tov, the 

Ramchal), yet presenting these teachings in acces-

sible language aimed at practical spiritual transfor-

mation.   

 

What Sutton adds to the conversation that neither 

Shapiro nor the author emphasizes quite so strong-

ly is the prophetic and eschatological dimension. 

Sutton consistently situates inner work within the 

context of a larger cosmic drama—“why we (our 

souls) have been born at this momentous time.” 

The addict’s journey of recovery becomes, in this 

frame, not merely a personal healing but a partici-

pation in the tikkun (repair) of the world itself. 

Each act of surrender, each moment of recognizing 

divine unity beneath apparent fragmentation, con-

tributes to the healing of a cosmos in need of re-

demption.  

 

This cosmic frame does not contradict either 

Shapiro’s perennialism or the author’s Kabbalistic 

framework; rather, it complements them by adding 

an additional dimension of meaning. For the addict 

struggling to make sense of their suffering, Sut-

ton’s vision offers the possibility that their personal 

descent and recovery participate in something larg-

er—that the work they do on themselves contrib-

utes to the healing of creation itself. The particular 

soul that struggles with addiction may have been 

born precisely to do this work, to discover through 

the crucible of suffering the divine unity that lies 

beneath all apparent separation.  

 

Toward a Synthesis: Surrender as Ontological 

Revelation  

A. Beyond Psychology  

The comparison between Shapiro's approach and 

the author's Kabbalistic framework suggests the 

possibility of a synthesis: an understanding of sur-

render that transcends merely psychological cate-
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gories. In the conventional Twelve-Step interpreta-

tion, surrender is a psychological event—the ego's 

acknowledgment of defeat, the relinquishment of 

the illusion of control. Both Shapiro and the author 

point toward something more: surrender as an on-

tological event—a transformation in the very struc-

ture of the self's being.  

 

In the author's formulation, the addict's encounter 

with powerlessness mirrors the Kabbalistic under-

standing of ayin as the sacred ground from which 

authentic being emerges. Step One—"We admitted 

we were powerless"—is not merely a confession of 

defeat but a recognition of ontological structure. 

The constructed self that believed itself powerful 

was never the true self; its collapse reveals the 

deeper dimension that was there all along. This is 

what the author calls "powerlessness as ontological 

revelation": the shattering of false yesh opens into 

generative ayin.  

 

B. The Theodicy of Addiction  

This ontological reading of surrender also address-

es what might be called the theodicy of addiction: 

the question of how a beneficent God permits such 

suffering. If addiction is merely affliction—

something terrible that happens to people—then its 

relationship to divine providence remains mysteri-

ous. But if the addict's descent serves an ontologi-

cal function— revealing through its very extremity 

what ordinary consciousness conceals—then ad-

diction becomes, in a paradoxical sense, a vehicle 

for revelation.  

 

This is not to romanticize addiction or to suggest 

that suffering is "good." The Kabbalistic frame-

work of shevirah (shattering) and tikkun (repair) 

acknowledges that the breaking is real breaking, 

the pain real pain. But it also recognizes that pre-

cisely through the shattering, light becomes availa-

ble that would otherwise remain concealed. The 

addict who hits bottom and finds there not despair 

but a "Higher Power"—or rather, recognizes there 

the yechida that was present all along—has under-

gone not merely psychological transformation but 

ontological revelation.  

 

C. Implications for Therapeutic Practice  

The synthetic framework proposed here has imme-

diate implications for clinical practice with addict-

ed individuals. If surrender is ontological revela-

tion rather than merely psychological capitulation, 

then the therapeutic task shifts. The clinician be-

comes less a problem-solver helping the patient 

regain control and more a witness to an unfolding 

recognition— what the author, in his work on ther-

apeutic tzimtzum, calls "creating the conditions for 

revelation."  

 

This reframing aligns with the author's broader 

project of "hermeneutic medicine"—an approach 

that treats the patient as sacred text requiring inter-

pretive engagement rather than merely diagnostic 

intervention. The addict's story, including the nar-

rative of collapse and surrender, becomes legible 

as a spiritual autobiography: the tale of a yechida 

seeking recognition through the only means availa-

ble—the destruction of what prevented that recog-

nition.  

 

D. The Common Ground  

Shapiro's work and the author's reflection represent 

two distinct but complementary responses to the 

spiritual challenge posed by addiction and recov-

ery. Both reject a naive understanding of "Higher 

Power" as an external deity who intervenes from 

above; both locate the ground of recovery in an 

interior dimension that addiction obscures but can-
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not destroy; both understand the spiritual path as 

primarily one of recognition or uncovering rather 

than acquisition.  

 

Yet they differ in their religious syntax: Shapiro's 

is perennialist and pragmatically eclectic, drawing 

on whatever sources prove useful for the task at 

hand; the author's is more specifically Kabbalistic 

and Hasidic, mining a particular tradition's depths. 

Neither approach is superior; they address different 

spiritual temperaments and needs. Some will find 

Shapiro's universalism more accessible; others will 

find the particular vocabulary of yechida and bittul 

more resonant with their experience.  

 

What both share, finally, is the conviction that the 

God we seek has been seeking us from within. 

"When I stopped playing God," Shapiro writes, 

"and realized the Greater Power 'in whom I live 

and move and have my being,' my life and my will 

were effortlessly surrendered." "Not finding God," 

the author writes, "Allowing God to find itself in 

this vessel." These are different formulations of the 

same insight: that surrender is not submission to an 

external power but recognition of the power that 

was within us all along, waiting—with infinite pa-

tience—to be discovered.  

 

Conclusion: The Art of Falling  

Surrender is indeed a "lost art," as Shapiro ar-

gues—lost to a culture that valorizes control, man-

agement, and mastery above all else. But it is also 

an art that can be recovered, or rather, uncovered—

recognized beneath the accumulation of modern 

assumptions about the self's sovereign independ-

ence. Both Shapiro's perennialist approach and the 

author's Kabbalistic framework contribute to this 

recovery by showing that surrender is not what it 

appears to be: not defeat but liberation, not the end 

of the self but its true beginning.  

 

In a lecture on the Twelve Steps, Shapiro reported-

ly said: "Gravity is your friend here. You start at 

Step One and tumble down to Twelve." The image 

is apt: recovery is less like climbing a ladder than 

falling—falling through the floor of the ego's pre-

tensions, falling into the abyss that turns out to be 

the ground. The author's Kabbalistic framework 

adds a dimension to this falling: it is a fall into 

ayin, into the sacred nothingness from which all 

being emerges, into the yechida that was never sep-

arate from its source.  

 

For the addict in early recovery, struggling with the 

concept of "Higher Power" or the demand to 

"surrender," this reframing may offer a new possi-

bility. The Higher Power need not be conceived as 

an external deity to whom one submits; it can be 

recognized as the deepest dimension of the self—

"higher" only in the sense of more fundamental, 

more real. And surrender need not feel like capitu-

lation to an alien force; it can be experienced as 

homecoming, as return, as the recognition of what 

one always was beneath the layers of addiction and 

denial.  

 

In the end, both approaches converge on a single 

insight: that the solution to addiction is not more 

control but less; not greater effort but surrender; 

not the acquisition of something new but the recog-

nition of what was always present. Recovery is un-

covery. Surrender is return. And the God we 

seek—whether called Aliveness, Ein Sof, or 

yechida—has been waiting for us all along, not 

above but within, not elsewhere but here, in the 

very depths where we feared to look.  
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