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Abstract
This paper examines the treatment of bodily waste products—urine, feces, and semen—within the Jewish
tradition, tracing a trajectory from Talmudic halakhah through classical Kabbalah to Hasidic teaching,
with attention to contemporary scholarly interpretation. Beginning with the rabbinic blessing Asher Yat-
zar and halakhic discussions of bodily purity, I demonstrate how what might appear as merely hygienic
or purity-focused legislation contains profound theological anthropology. The Zoharic elaboration
transforms bodily processes into cosmic dramas, while Lurianic Kabbalah provides the conceptual ap-
paratus of tzimtzum (divine contraction), shevirat ha-kelim (shattering of vessels), and birur (sorting of
sparks) that renders the engagement with waste spiritually significant. Hasidic masters, particularly
Rebbe Nachman of Breslov and the Lubavitcher Rebbe, translate these cosmic categories into psycholog-
ical and practical wisdom. Drawing on scholarship from Elliot Wolfson, Moshe Idel, Shaul Magid, and
others, I argue that this tradition offers profound resources for reconceiving the therapeutic encounter
as a form of sacred descent (yeridah le-tzorekh aliyah), transforming the clinician's engagement with

patient suffering—including its most degraded manifestations—into spiritually meaningful labor.
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cine, tzimtzum, Asher Yatzar.

0 Introduction: The Body and Its Refuse in Jew-
. \ ish Thought
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STOOL = The human body produces waste. This simple bio-

”2 =1 logical fact presents profound theological and phil-
k < osophical challenges to any tradition that affirms
¢ st \ the body as created in the divine image (tzelem

Elohim). If the human being bears within itself

T ‘)‘\ something of the sacred, what are we to make of its

excretions—the urine, feces, and seminal emis-
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sions that mark the boundary between the living
organism and its environment? Julia Kristeva's in-
fluential analysis of abjection identifies precisely
this dynamic: the waste products of the body
threaten the integrity of the subject because they
blur the boundary between self and other, inside
and outside, life and death (1).

The Jewish tradition, from its earliest rabbinic stra-
ta through medieval mysticism to modern Hasid-
ism, engages this challenge with remarkable so-
phistication. Rather than simply cordoning off
waste as impure and profane, the tradition discov-
ers within the body's refuse occasions for theologi-
cal reflection, spiritual practice, and ultimately sa-
cred possibility. This paper traces that trajectory,
arguing that it offers profound resources for recon-

ceiving the therapeutic encounter.

The clinical relevance of this inquiry cannot be
overstated. The physician, the psychotherapist, the
pastoral counselor—all encounter human beings in
states of profound abjection. The patient with in-
continence, the analysand confessing shameful fan-
tasies, the dying person losing control of bodily
functions—these clinical encounters confront us
with the waste-dimension of human existence. How
we understand this dimension shapes how we pres-
ence ourselves therapeutically. A framework that
treats waste as merely profane will produce a clini-
cal posture of technical management, emotional
distancing, or barely concealed disgust. A frame-
work that discovers sacred possibility within abjec-

tion opens different clinical horizons entirely.

Rabbinic Foundations: The Body's Wisdom in
Talmudic Literature

Asher Yatzar: Blessing the Body's Openings

The daily liturgy includes a blessing recited after

elimination, prescribed in Berakhot 60b: "Blessed
are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, who
has formed the human being with wisdom (be-
chokhmah) and created within him many openings
(nekavim) and many cavities (chalulim). It is re-
vealed and known before Your throne of glory that
if one of them were ruptured or one of them
blocked, it would be impossible to survive and
stand before You even for one hour. Blessed are

You, Lord, who heals all flesh and acts wondrous-
ly."

This blessing (Asher Yatzar) accomplishes a re-
markable theological feat. The moment of elimina-
tion—typically associated with shame, privacy, and
the boundaries of the profane—becomes an occa-
sion for blessing God. The body's ability to distin-
guish what to retain from what to expel is attributed
to divine wisdom (chokhmah). The precarious bal-
ance between openings that must release and cavi-
ties that must contain is recognized as a continual

miracle, deserving of gratitude and wonder (2).

The Talmud's choice of language is significant. The
blessing speaks of "standing before You" (la'amod
lefanekha)—the language of prayer and divine ser-
vice. Yet this standing is made possible precisely
by the body's eliminatory functions. Without prop-
er elimination, one cannot stand before God. The
waste-producing body is thus not the obstacle to

but the condition of possibility for spiritual life.

The Beit Ha-Kisei: Halakhic Topology of the
Latrine

Tractate Berakhot (62a-b) devotes considerable at-
tention to conduct in the latrine (beit ha-kisei). Te-
fillin must be removed; prayer is forbidden; modest
conduct is required even in private. Rabbi Akiva

reports following Rabbi Yehoshua into the latrine
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to learn proper practices—"and I learned three
things from him." When challenged about the pro-
priety of such intimate observation, Rabbi Akiva

replies: "It is Torah, and I must learn."

This remarkable passage establishes several princi-
ples. First, there is Torah—divine teaching—to be
learned even regarding the most private bodily
functions. Second, the latrine is a space requiring
particular halakhic attention, not simply a zone out-
side the law's concern. Third, the proper conduct of
elimination is a matter of religious significance, not

merely hygiene or etiquette (3).

The Talmud elsewhere (Berakhot 25a-26a) discuss-
es the halakhic problem of praying in proximity to
feces or urine. The Shekhinah—the divine pres-
ence—is said to withdraw from such spaces. Yet
this very withdrawal generates theological interest.
If the divine presence departs from the place of
waste, what sustains existence there? The absence
of the Shekhinah in the latrine becomes, paradoxi-
cally, a form of presence—the presence of with-
drawal, the active maintenance of a space where

holiness is temporarily occluded.

Zera Le-Vattalah: The Rabbinic Horror of
Wasted Seed

No bodily emission receives more sustained rab-
binic attention than semen. Tractate Niddah (13a-b)
contains the famous statement that one who delib-
erately causes seminal emission "is as though he
sheds blood." The passage elaborates: "Concerning
one who emits seed in vain, Scripture says: "Your
hands are full of blood' (Isaiah 1:15)." This hyper-
bolic comparison—equating masturbation with
murder—indicates the seriousness with which the

rabbis viewed the "waste" of generative potential

(4).

The underlying logic deserves examination. Semen
carries the potential for new life; its emission out-
side the context of procreative possibility "wastes"
that potential. But the comparison to bloodshed
suggests something more: the seed is understood to
contain, in some sense, the life it might have gener-
ated. To waste it is to destroy that life before it be-
gins. The waste-product (emitted semen) is thus
not merely refuse but unrealized possibility, poten-

tial life that has been foreclosed.

This rabbinic anxiety about seminal waste would
receive extensive elaboration in mystical literature.
But even at the rabbinic level, we can observe the
seeds of a theology of waste: the recognition that
what the body emits is not merely refuse but carries

significance, potential, and spiritual weight.

Cosmic Dimensions of Bodily Waste

The Body as Microcosm

The Zohar, the masterwork of medieval Jewish
mysticism, develops an elaborate homology be-
tween the human body and the divine structure (the
sefirot). As Elliot Wolfson has demonstrated, the
Kabbalistic imagination is fundamentally embod-
ied: the sefirot have bodies, genders, sexual organs;
they couple, produce offspring, experience pleasure
(5). This is not merely metaphorical; for the Zohar,
the human body genuinely mirrors the divine con-

figuration.

This microcosm-macrocosm correspondence has
implications for understanding bodily waste. If the
human digestive system produces refuse, the cos-
mic order must have analogous processes. The di-
vine effluence (shefa) that flows through the sefirot
generates, at its lower extremities, something anal-
ogous to waste—the kelipot or "husks" that consti-

tute the realm of the "other side" (sitra achra). Hu-

AJMCRR, 2026

Volume 5 | Issue 1|3 of 15



man elimination thus participates in cosmic pro-

cesses of separation and discharge (6).

The Sitra Achra and the Fate of Waste

The Zohar associates bodily waste with the kelipot
and the sitra achra. In the digestive process, the
body extracts nourishment—the "holy sparks" of
the food—while relegating waste to the realm of
impurity. This mirrors the cosmic drama of birur
(clarification or sorting) that the mystics under-
stood as the fundamental work of creation and re-

demption (7).

Isaiah Tishby's analysis of Zoharic demonology
reveals that the sitra achra is not simply evil but
rather the realm of unintegrated divine energy—
power that has been separated from its source and
now operates autonomously (8). Bodily waste, by
analogy, is not simply "bad" but rather that which
the organism cannot integrate, that which must be
expelled for the organism to maintain its integrity.
The parallel illuminates both poles: the demonic
realm is cosmic waste; bodily waste participates in

demonic dynamics.

Seminal Emission and Cosmic Catastrophe

The Zohar intensifies the rabbinic concern with
wasted seed to cosmic proportions. Seminal emis-
sion outside marital intercourse is understood not
merely as personal sin but as literally feeding the
demonic realm. The holy sparks contained within
the seed—for the mystics, semen carries spiritual
as well as biological generative potential—become
trapped in the kelipot when emitted "in vain." The

sitra achra is nourished by this misdirected creative

energy (9).

Moshe Idel has traced this anxiety to earlier magi-

cal traditions that understood semen as a substance

of extraordinary power (10). The Zoharic elabora-
tion systematizes this intuition: the male seed car-
ries within it the potential for new life, which is to
say, it carries sparks of the divine creative power.
Its "waste"—emission outside the containing vessel
of the female partner—releases this power into

realms where it cannot be properly received.

Yet the very intensity of this concern points toward
its dialectical reversal. If waste-seed carries such
destructive power when misdirected, it carries
equally potent redemptive power when properly
channeled. The mystic who masters the sexual
drive—who contains and redirects seminal ener-

gy—performs cosmic work of the highest order.

The Conceptual Framework

Tzimtzum:

Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534-1572) developed the con-
ceptual apparatus that would become normative for
subsequent Jewish mysticism. Central to his system
the of

"contraction" or "withdrawal" that creates space for

1s concept tzimtzum—the  divine
the world to exist. Before creation, the Infinite (Ein
Sof) filled all reality; there was no "space" for any-
thing other than God. For creation to occur, God
must withdraw, contract, create a vacated space

(tehiru) in which finite existence becomes possible

(11).

Lawrence Fine's definitive study of Luria reveals
the psychological and spiritual implications of this
doctrine (12). The creative act begins not with as-
sertion but with withdrawal. God makes room for
the other by contracting the divine self. This has
profound implications for human creativity and re-
lationship: true creation requires self-limitation, the

making of space for that which is not oneself.
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The tehiru—the vacated space—is not neutral emp-
tiness. A "trace" (reshimu) of divine presence re-
mains, like the residue of oil in an emptied vessel.
This trace provides the raw material for subsequent
creation but also for the emergence of the kelipot.
The space created by divine withdrawal is thus am-
biguous: the site of potential creation and potential

corruption, of holy sparks and demonic husks.

The Shattering of Vessels

Following the tzimtzum, divine light enters the va-
cated space to form the vessels (kelim) that will
constitute the structure of creation. But the vessels
prove too fragile to contain the intensity of the
light; they shatter (shevirat ha-kelim), and their
fragments, along with sparks of the light they brief-
ly held, fall into the abyss. This cosmic catastrophe
explains the existence of evil: the kelipot are the
shattered fragments of vessels, and the trapped

sparks within them are the source of their power

(13).

Shaul Magid has explored how this doctrine func-
tions as theodicy and as framework for understand-
ing human suffering (14). The world is broken; suf-
fering is not anomalous but constitutive. The task is
not to explain why suffering exists but to partici-
pate in its repair. The shattered vessels await
tigqun—mending, restoration, the liberation of the

sparks trapped within the kelipot.

Birur: The Sorting of Sparks

The human task, in Lurianic Kabbalah, is birur—
the sorting or clarification of the sparks trapped in
the kelipot. Through prayer, study, mitzvot, and
conscious intention (kavvanah), human beings lib-
erate the holy sparks and return them to their
source. Every human action has cosmic signifi-

cance; every encounter with the material world of-

fers opportunity for redemptive work (15).

The digestive process becomes, in this framework,
a paradigm of birur. Eating with proper intention
extracts the holy sparks from food, elevating them
through the blessing and the metabolic energy de-
voted to Torah and mitzvot, while the kelipot—the
waste—are expelled. Proper elimination is thus not
merely biological necessity but spiritual accom-
plishment: the completion of the birur process that

began with eating.

The Psychological Turn

Finding God in All Things

Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov (c.
1700-1760), founder of Hasidism, taught that di-
vine sparks are present everywhere, even in appar-
ently profane or impure realities. The famous
teaching that "there is no place empty of Him" (leit
atar panui minei) implies that even the waste-realm
contains divine presence awaiting recognition and

elevation (16).

This teaching democratized the Lurianic project of
birur. Where Luria addressed an elite of mystics
engaged in complex meditative practices, the Baal
Shem Tov extended the work of spark-liberation to
ordinary Jews performing ordinary activities. Eve-
ry meal, every business transaction, every encoun-
ter with the material world became an opportunity
for redemptive work. By implication, engagement
with the body's waste functions—properly under-
stood—could also participate in this cosmic pro-

ject.

Elimination and Spiritual Blockage
Rebbe Nachman of Breslov (1772-1810) developed
the connection between physical and spiritual elim-

ination with characteristic psychological acuity. In
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Likutey Moharan, he connects the inability to elim-

inate properly—constipation—with katnut
(constricted consciousness), the inability to release
negativity and dinim (harsh judgments). The

blocked bowel mirrors the blocked soul (17).

Arthur Green's study of Rebbe Nachman reveals a
thinker of extraordinary psychological sophistica-
tion (18). Rebbe Nachman understood that spiritual
states have bodily correlates; the body is not mere-
ly the soul's vehicle but its expressive medium. De-
pression manifests as physical heaviness; joy as
lightness and energy. Constipation—the inability to
let go—reflects the soul's attachment to what
should be released: resentments, fears, obsessive

thoughts, and destructive patterns.

Joseph Weiss's foundational studies of Breslov Ha-
sidism identified how Rebbe Nachman transformed
inherited Kabbalistic categories into psychological
insights (19). The cosmic drama of divine efflu-
ence and blockage becomes, in Rebbe Nachman's
hands, a phenomenology of depression, anxiety,
and spiritual stagnation. The person who cannot
"let go"—whether of fecal matter or of obsessive
thoughts—remains trapped in a state of con-

striction.

The therapeutic implications are immediate. The
psychosomatic unity that Rebbe Nachman as-
sumes—where bowel function and psychic state
mirror each other—anticipates contemporary inte-
grative medicine. More profoundly, his framework
suggests that the clinician attending to a patient's
eliminatory difficulties is engaged in spiritual as

well as medical work.

Sacred Brokenness

Central to Rebbe Nachman's teaching is the para-

dox of the "broken heart" (lev nishbar). Depression
and despair are spiritual dangers, but a heart broken
before God—the recognition of one's inadequacy,
the shattering of egoic pretensions—is precious.
"There is nothing as whole as a broken heart," Reb-
be Nachman taught (20).

Zvi Mark's study of Rebbe Nachman's complex
psychology explores this paradox (21). The broken
heart is not pathology but possibility; the shattering
of the false self creates space for authentic encoun-
ter with God. This reframes the meaning of person-
al "waste"—the failures, losses, and disappoint-
ments that accumulate in any life. Such waste need
not be merely discarded; it can become the raw ma-

terial for spiritual transformation.

Dirah Be-Tachtonim

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the seventh
Lubavitcher Rebbe (1902-1994), developed a com-
prehensive theology of embodiment rooted in Cha-
bad philosophy (22). Central to his teaching is the
project of making the material world a "dwelling
place for the divine" (dirah be-tachtonim). This re-
quires engagement with, not flight from, the lowest

dimensions of physical existence.

In numerous discourses, the Rebbe addresses the
meaning of the body's "lower" functions. The prin-
ciple of "descent for the sake of ascent" (yeridah le
-tzorekh aliyah) applies to the spiritual leader who
must engage with those in states of degradation,
but it also applies to the soul's engagement with the
body itself. The soul descends into a physical
body—with all its waste-producing functions—

precisely in order to elevate that physicality (23).

Elliot Wolfson's study of the Rebbe's thought ana-

lyzes this dialectic of descent and elevation (24).
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While Chabad philosophy is sometimes character-
ized as intellectualist—privileging mind over body,
contemplation over action—Wolfson demonstrates
that this characterization misses the tradition's dia-
lectical sophistication. The intellect's task is pre-
cisely to descend into and transform the material;

the "higher" serves the "lower" by elevating it.

The Recovery of the Body

The past three decades have witnessed a remarka-
ble scholarly recovery of the body in Jewish mysti-
cism. Where earlier generations of scholars—
influenced by the rationalist biases of Wissenschaft
des Judentums—minimized or allegorized the body
in Kabbalistic texts, contemporary scholars have

insisted on taking the body seriously.

Elliot Wolfson's work has been central to this re-
covery. In Through a Speculum That Shines
(1994), Language, Eros, Being (2005), and numer-
ous other volumes, Wolfson has demonstrated that
the Kabbalistic imagination is fundamentally em-
bodied (5, 25). The sefirot are not abstract emana-
tions but have bodies, genders, and erotic lives.
The apparently abstract theological language of the
Zohar encodes an intensely physical vision of reali-
ty. Wolfson's insistence on the irreducibly corpore-
al dimension of mystical experience challenges any
attempt to spiritualize away the body's presence in

these texts.

Moshe Idel has traced this embodied imagination
to its sources in earlier magical and mystical tradi-
tions (10, 26). The Kabbalistic body is not the Pla-
tonic prison of the soul but the microcosmic reflec-
tion of divine structures. Human anatomy provides
the template for understanding cosmic architecture;

conversely, cosmic processes illuminate the mean-

the text" in Kabbalah reveals how this homology
operates hermeneutically: the Torah itself has a
"body," and interpretation involves a kind of inti-

macy with that body.

Shaul Magid has brought these scholarly insights
into conversation with contemporary theology and
ethics (14, 27). His work on American Hasidism
explores how traditional teachings about the body
have been received, transformed, and sometimes
distorted in contemporary contexts. Magid insists
that taking the body seriously requires confronting
dimensions of the tradition that make moderns un-
comfortable—including its treatment of waste, sex-

uality, and the "lower" bodily functions.

Post-Modern Theology and Sacred Brokenness

Rabbi Shimon Gershon Rosenberg (Shagar, 1949-
2007) represents a distinctive voice in contempo-
rary Jewish theology, one that brings post-modern
sensibilities into conversation with traditional
learning (28). His engagement with questions of
embodiment, brokenness, and the sacred within the
profane offers resources for thinking about waste

in the therapeutic context.

Central to Shagar's thought is the concept of the
"broken vessels" (shevivim) not as something to be
repaired and overcome, but as themselves the loca-
tion of holiness. Drawing on Rebbe Nachman's
teaching about the "broken heart" and on Chabad
discussions of bittul (self-nullification), Shagar de-
velops a theology of sacred fragmentation (29).
The broken vessel does not merely await repair; it
manifests a form of holiness unavailable to the in-

tact vessel.

This has immediate implications for thinking about

ing of bodily functions. Idel's work on the "body of bodily waste. Waste is what the body breaks down,
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what it cannot integrate, what it must expel. In con-
ventional thinking, waste represents failure—the
failure of the body to make use of what it has re-
ceived. But in Shagar's framework, this very failure

might be reconceived as a form of sacred broken-

But the connection runs deeper. The tehiru—the
vacated space created by tzimtzum—is not neutral
emptiness. It is the realm into which the "refuse" of
the divine contraction falls, the place where the

kelipot originate, the space that must be redeemed

ness. The capacity to produce waste is the mark of through the descent of holy souls. The therapist

living embodiment as opposed to static perfec-
tion—the signature of process, transformation, and

time.

Shagar's post-modern theology also offers re-
sources for thinking about the multiplicity of per-
spectives that characterize the clinical encounter.
The patient experiences their waste as shameful;
the clinician may experience it as diagnostic data or
unpleasant obstacle. Shagar's insistence that multi-
ple perspectives can be simultaneously valid with-
out synthesis into a higher unity suggests a clinical
posture of holding complexity rather than resolving
1t.

Tzimtzum as Clinical Methodology

The Lurianic concept of tzimtzum has profound
implications for therapeutic presence. The Infinite
withdraws, creating space for the finite to exist.
Without this withdrawal, the intensity of divine
presence would overwhelm and annihilate any
would-be creature. Creation requires divine self-

limitation.

The clinical analogue is immediately apparent. The

who practices tzimtzum creates precisely such a
space: a holding environment for the patient's
"waste"—their shame, their symptoms, their reject-

ed aspects, their abjection.

This is not mere metaphor. The therapeutic space
literally receives what the patient cannot inte-
grate—the traumatic memories, the unbearable af-
fects, the shameful secrets. Like the tehiru receiv-
ing the reshimu of divine presence, the therapeutic
container holds the patient's waste without being
destroyed by it, creating the possibility for eventual

transformation and integration.

Descent for the Sake of Ascent

The principle of yeridah le-tzorekh aliyah—descent
for the sake of ascent—runs through Jewish mysti-
cal literature. The soul descends into the body not
as punishment but as mission; the tzaddik descends
to engage with sinners not despite but because of
their lowliness; the divine light descends through
the sefirot to reach the material world. In each case,
the descent enables an elevation that would other-

wise be impossible (31).

therapist who enters the room with the full force of This principle offers a template for understanding

their expertise, authority, and analytic capacity
threatens to overwhelm the patient. Effective thera-
py requires a kind of tzimtzum—a withdrawal that
creates space for the patient's own process to un-
fold. The therapist must make room, must hold
back, must create a containing space rather than a

flooding presence (30).

clinical presence with patients in states of profound
abjection. The therapist, like the descending divine
light, enters the realm of the patient's waste—their
trauma, their shame, their symptoms. This descent
is not comfortable; it requires tolerance for material
that activates the therapist's own disgust, anxiety,

and defensive withdrawal. Yet the therapist goes
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nonetheless, because the patient in their abjection

remains a soul awaiting liberation.

The Kabbalistic teaching that the highest souls
must descend to the lowest places illuminates the
calling of clinical work. The effective therapist is
not one who remains above the patient's suffering
but one who can descend into it, remain present
within it, and thereby facilitate the patient's own
ascent. The waste space becomes, paradoxically,

the site of potential elevation.

The Shekhinah in Exile: Companionship in Ab-
jection
The Zohar

Shekhinah—the feminine dimension of divinity,

develops the teaching that the
the divine presence—accompanies Israel into exile.
Where the Jewish people suffer, the Shekhinah suf-
fers with them. This is not merely metaphor but
theological reality: the divine presence is genuinely
present in the places of degradation and suffering

(32).

This teaching offers a model for therapeutic pres-

exile, redemption remains possible. The waste-state
is temporary;, the sparks await liberation; the

Shekhinah will return to her place.

Hermeneutic Medicine: The Patient as Sacred
Text

The Kabbalistic tradition approaches the Torah as a
text of infinite depth, where every letter, every ap-
parent redundancy, every seeming contradiction
conceals divine meaning awaiting exegesis. The
methods of interpretation developed for sacred
texts—pardes, the fourfold method of peshat,
remez, derash, and sod—reveal layers of meaning
invisible to casual reading. The interpreter ap-
proaches the text with reverence, attention, and the

expectation of hidden significance (33).

What I propose as "hermeneutic medicine" treats
the patient's body and psyche as analogous to this
sacred text. The symptom, like the scriptural anom-
aly, conceals meaning requiring interpretation. The
patient's  waste  products—whether literal
(incontinence, diarrhea, constipation) or metaphori-

cal (shameful secrets, rejected affects, symptomatic

ence. The clinician who enters the patient's space of behaviors)—are not merely problems to be solved

abjection does not bring the sacred into a profane
realm; rather, the clinician recognizes and activates
the sacred presence already there. The Shekhinah is
already in exile with the suffering patient; the ther-
apist's task is to make that presence manifest, to
embody the divine companionship that the tradition

promises.

The image of the Shekhinah in exile is precisely an
image of divine waste—the divine presence ex-
pelled from its proper place, wandering in foreign
territory, suffering deprivation. Yet this "wasted"
Shekhinah is also the guarantee of redemption: pre-

cisely because the divine accompanies Israel into

but communications to be decoded.

This interpretive posture transforms the clinical en-
counter. Where conventional medicine asks, "What
is wrong and how do we fix it?" hermeneutic medi-
cine asks, "What is this symptom saying and how
do we listen?" The patient becomes not a malfunc-
tioning machine requiring repair but a text requir-
ing reading, a mystery requiring contemplation, a
sacred communication requiring interpretive rever-

ence.

Idel's work on the "body of the text" supports this

clinical analogy (26). The mystic's interpretive inti-
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macy with the Torah—entering its secrets, uncov-
ering its hidden dimensions—models a form of en-
gagement with the patient's body that is simultane-
ously technical and reverential. The clinician's ex-

amination becomes a form of sacred reading.

Clinical Implications: Practical Applications

The preceding theological analysis generates spe-
cific clinical implications. First, it reframes the cli-
nician's relationship to patient abjection. Where
conventional training may produce defensive dis-
tancing from waste—treating incontinence as
merely a "nursing problem," handling psychiatric
decompensation as "behavioral management"—the
Kabbalistic framework invites sacred descent. The

patient's waste space becomes a site of potential

encounter, not merely a zone to be managed.

Second, the framework offers resources for clini-
cian self-care. The work of engaging with patient
abjection is emotionally costly. Burnout, compas-
sion fatigue, vicarious traumatization—these occu-
pational hazards reflect the difficulty of sustained
engagement with human suffering in its degraded
forms. The Kabbalistic framework reframes this
work as spiritually meaningful labor, connecting
the clinician's daily struggles to cosmic processes
of redemption. The clinician who changes a soiled
diaper is not merely performing degraded labor but
is participating in the elevation of sparks from the

kelipot.

Third, the framework suggests attending to one's
own eliminatory functions as a dimension of clini-
cal self-awareness. Following Rebbe Nachman's
insight that physical and spiritual elimination mir-
ror each other, the clinician might ask: What am I
holding that I cannot release? What blocked chan-

nels in my own system might be affecting my ca-

pacity to receive the patient's material? This is not
mystification but recognition that the clinician's
embodiment is the instrument through which thera-

peutic work occurs.

Fourth, the framework reframes the meaning of
patient improvement. Where conventional medi-
cine measures success by elimination of symptoms,
hermeneutic medicine asks whether the symptom's
meaning has been received, whether the spark
trapped in the kelipah has been liberated. A patient
might continue to have symptoms while experienc-
ing profound transformation in their relationship to
those symptoms; conversely, symptom elimination
without meaning-making might represent incom-

plete treatment.

Sacred Wounding in the Healer

The Masoretic tradition notes that in Numbers
25:12, the word "shalom" (peace) is spelled with a
broken vav (vav ketia)—a letter written with a visi-
ble break or gap. This orthographic anomaly has
generated extensive interpretation. The Zohar and
subsequent commentators understand the broken
vav as indicating that true peace incorporates bro-
kenness, that wholeness includes fragmentation
(34).

This image illuminates the wounded healer motif in
clinical work. The effective therapist is not one
who has transcended woundedness but one whose
wounds have been integrated and made available
for therapeutic purposes. Like the broken vav that
spells peace, the clinician's broken places become
the medium through which connection with the pa-

tient's suffering becomes possible.

The connection to waste is not incidental. The cli-

nician's own waste—professional failures, personal
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limitations, accumulated losses and disappoint-
ments—becomes, in this framework, not merely
baggage to be managed but potential resources for
empathic connection. The clinician who has known
their own abjection can presence themselves in the
patient's waste space without defensive withdrawal

or compensatory superiority.

Beyond Theodicy: Presence Without Explana-
tion

The theological treatment of waste in Jewish tradi-

The Kabbalistic treatment of waste offers resources
for this post-theodicy clinical posture. It neither
explains away suffering nor despairs of meaning. It
holds open the possibility that even in the waste
space—even in the realm of the kelipot, even in
states of profound degradation—divine sparks
await liberation. This is not theodicy but commit-
ment to presence in the face of what cannot be ex-

plained.

Asher Yatzar Revisited: A Clinical Blessing

tion cannot be separated from the larger question of We return to where we began: the blessing Asher

theodicy—the problem of evil and suffering in a
world governed by a benevolent God. The Lurianic
doctrine of shevirat ha-kelim provides one frame-
work: evil results from cosmic accident, from struc-
tural failure, and it awaits repair through human
spiritual labor. But this framework has been severe-

ly tested by the catastrophes of modernity (35).

Post-Holocaust theology has moved in various di-
rections. Some have intensified traditional theodi-
cy; others have abandoned it entirely, finding the
attempt to explain suffering obscene. A third
path—what might be called "post-theodicy" theolo-
gy—neither explains suffering nor abandons theo-
logical reflection but holds the question open, re-

fusing both justification and despair (36).

This post-theodicy posture has clinical implica-
tions. The patient who presents with catastrophic
suffering does not require from the clinician an ex-
planation of why this happened. Such explanations
typically function to distance the clinician from the
patient's pain. What the patient requires is pres-
ence—a willingness to remain in the space of unan-
swered questions, to accompany them in their
waste space without fleeing into reassuring formu-

las.

Yatzar, recited after elimination. The trajectory of
this paper—from Talmudic halakhah through Zo-
haric mysticism, Lurianic cosmology, and Hasidic
psychology—has revealed depths in this simple

blessing that its plain meaning barely suggests.

The
(chokhmah) in the body's design. It recognizes the

blessing acknowledges divine wisdom
precarious balance between openings and cavities.
It concludes with the affirmation that God "heals all
flesh and acts wondrously" (rofei khol basar u-
mafli la'asot). The clinician who attends to patients'
eliminatory functions—whether physician manag-
ing incontinence, nurse changing dressings, or psy-
shameful confessions—

chotherapist receiving

participates in this healing and wonder-working.

The blessing transforms the moment of elimination
into an occasion for gratitude and theological re-
flection. By extension, the clinical encounter with
waste can be similarly transformed. The patient's
incontinence, the analysand's shameful secret, the
dying person's loss of bodily control—these be-
come not merely clinical challenges but occasions
for wonder, for recognition of the body's fragile

integrity, for gratitude that the systems work at all.
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Conclusion: Toward a Theology of Clinical Pres-
ence

This paper has traced the treatment of bodily waste
through the Jewish tradition, from Talmudic hala-
khah through medieval mysticism to Hasidic teach-
ing and contemporary scholarship. The trajectory
reveals a consistent pattern: what appears as merely
profane is discovered to contain sacred possibility.
The waste space that conventional religious sensi-
bility cordons off as impure becomes, for the mys-

tic, a site of potential encounter with the divine.

This theological trajectory has profound implica-
tions for clinical practice. The physician, the psy-
chotherapist, the pastoral counselor who enters the
patient's waste space—whether literally or meta-
phorically—is engaged in spiritually significant
work. The Kabbalistic framework transforms this

work from degrading necessity to sacred vocation.

The key concepts for clinical appropriation include:
tzimtzum (the therapeutic withdrawal that creates
space for the patient's process), yeridah le-tzorekh
aliyah (descent for the sake of ascent), birur (the
sorting of sparks from kelipot that therapeutic inter-
pretation performs), the Shekhinah in exile (divine
presence in the place of suffering), and the broken
vav (the integration of woundedness into healing
presence). Together, these concepts constitute the
framework I have called "hermeneutic medicine"—
an approach that treats the patient as sacred text,
their waste products and symptoms as encrypted
communications, and the therapeutic encounter as a

form of interpretive reverence.

The practical implications are significant. Clini-
cians informed by this framework will approach
patient abjection differently—not with defensive

distancing but with attentive presence. They will

understand their own embodiment, including their
own eliminatory functions, as instruments of thera-
peutic work requiring attention and care. They will
experience the daily labor of clinical work as partic-

ipation in processes of repair and redemption.

None of this requires that the clinician accept the
metaphysical claims of Kabbalah. One need not be-
lieve in sefirot, kelipot, or cosmic repair to find
clinical value in this framework. What the frame-
work offers is a way of seeing—a hermeneutic lens
that transforms the meaning of clinical encounter.
The patient covered in their own waste is not mere-
ly a body requiring hygiene intervention but a sa-
cred text awaiting interpretation, a fallen spark
awaiting liberation, a site of possible encounter

with the holy.

In the end, the Jewish tradition's engagement with
bodily waste teaches us that nothing is excluded
from the project of sanctification. If this is true of
the cosmic order, it is true also of the clinical en-
counter. No patient is too degraded, no symptom
too shameful, no abjection too profound to be re-
ceived with interpretive reverence. This is the gift
that the tradition offers to the clinician: a frame-
work for discovering the sacred in what appears
merely profane, for presencing oneself therapeuti-
cally in the patient's waste space, for finding in the

work of healing a form of sacred repair.
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Addendum: a poem
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After the Passage
I was constipated

the way a man is constipated

when he mistakes accumulation for worth.

Days of holding—

not food,

but judgments,

half-read arguments,

moral cautions sharpened into weapons

I never had the courage to use.

[ told myself I was careful.
I was hoarding.
I told myself I was deep.

I was afraid of waste.

My mind became a colon of citations:
everything retained,

nothing digested,

ideas fossilized before they could nourish.

Even my virtues hardened—
ethics as impaction,

principle as obstruction.

I walked around like this for years
calling it scholarship,
calling it seriousness,

calling it faith.

Meanwhile the body kept score.
It always does.
It said: you cannot think your way

out of rot.

When it came, it was not catharsis.
No music.
No metaphor gentle enough to save me.

Just pain,

sweat,
the obscene knowledge
that what I had guarded

was shit.

And when it left me—
heavy, sour, undeniable—
I did not feel clean.

I felt exposed.

Because the relief revealed the lie:
I had believed retention was holiness,
that nothing passing through me

meant nothing could accuse me.

But what remains when nothing moves
is not purity.

It is decay with good posture.

I sit now in the aftermath,
emptier,
less impressive,

no longer armored by my own blockage.

My life is not fixed.

My mind is not redeemed.

My morals are still compromised—
but at least

they are moving again.

And maybe this is what repentance is:
not elevation,

not insight,

but the humiliating willingness

to let what is dead

leave you

before it poisons

everything else.
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