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Devekut 
Rabbi Walter S. Wurzburger, an eminent 

student of Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, related 
that he spent the seder with the Rav and 
the Rav’s family on many occasions. What 
impressed him most, he said, was not the 
Rav’s elaborate and brilliant excursions on 
the Haggadah, but the way the Rav would 
break down in uncontrollable weeping 
while reciting the second portion of the 
Hallel. “Witnessing the Rav’s overwhelming 
emotional depths was a most inspiring and 
unforgettable experience. It taught me the 
importance of ta’amu u’reu (“taste and see”), 
of experiencing God with one’s heart, and 
not just with one’s mind.” (Noraot HaRav, 
Shreiber, Vol. 15).

With this backdrop in mind let us exam-
ine the Rav’s unique perspective on the 
Torah’s imperative of devekut. Firstly, the 
Rav asserts that devekut is a mitzvah. The 
Rambam decisively includes devekut as part 
of his enumeration of the six hundred and 
thirteen mitzvot. This being the case, it is 
even more compelling that we define how 
one fulfills this mitzvah.1

Unlike the Ramban
A multiplicity of commentaries offer their 

1  The imperative to attain the level of deve-
kut is repeated in the Torah numerous times: 
Devarim 10:20, 11:22, 13:5, 30:20.

definitions of devekut. For example, the 
Ramban describes the idea of devekut this 
way: “To remember God and his love always, 
when you sleep and arise, until one speaks 
with human beings with one’s mouth and 
tongue, but his heart is not with them but 
before God” (Devarim 11:22). The Rav, who 
often is drawn to the interpretations of the 
Ramban does not adopt his approach. 2

Perhaps the Rav was not attracted to this 
perspective because it remains a contempla-
tive state, one which is difficult to determine. 
Furthermore, it is an approach which dis-
tances the man of God from the world; it is 
abstract and the Rav, seemingly, prefers a 
definition that is more grounded. Addition-
ally, the Ramban’s description of devekut as 
being an unceasing heightened conscious-
ness would seem to be only attainable to a 
select few. Should we accept the thesis that 
this mitzvah is relegated to a select group of 
spiritual elite? (See Tradition 41:2, Carmy, p. 
109).

Devekut: The Highest Rung
How then does one attain - devekut - this 

highest level of relationship between man 
and God? The Rav points our attention a 

2  The Ramchal in Mesillat Yesharim 
appears to adopt this same path; Devekut 
means that one’s consciousness is elevated 
above one’s worldly affairs and concentrates 
on the Divine. (Mesillat Yesharim, “The Divi-
sions of Saintliness”, Feldheim, p.248)
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poignant pasuk in sefer Devarim:
“If, then, you faithfully keep all this 

instruction that I command you, to love 
the Lord your God, walk in all His ways, 
and cleave to Him…”(Devarim 11:22). One 
should read this verse, the Rav proposed, as 
a three step process. One is climbing a lad-
der and is aiming to attain the loftiest rung. 

The first rung depicts the commitment of 
a person in observing the mitzvot as a fulfill-
ment of a divine command - with awe and 
a sense of duty one dedicates themselves 
to Torah law. The second rung represents 
a higher form of worship. Here, one seeks 
to emulate the Divine ways. One inculcates 
Godly characteristics in one’s persona such 
as kindness and compassion. One emulates 
Godly actions, for example, by providing 
clothing for the poor, companionship to the 
sick and assisting with burying the dead. But 
here too, argues the Rav, one is ultimately 
surrendering one’s will to the higher will of 
God. Emulating God is an expression of love 
but there remains the underlying element of 
“fear of God.” God sets the bar high and the 
servant of God must muster their strength to 
live up to these standards. (And From There 
You Shall Seek, p. 81)

Following the two aforementioned stages 
we arrive at the loftiest level of the religious 
experience. This stage surpasses the other 
levels. This the Rav describes as devekut: “A 
wave of pure love, ablaze with the fire of 
longing, [it] surfaces and expels the anxiety 
and dread…the individual who is fleeing 
(from the Almighty) suddenly senses the 
hand of the Shechina caressing him like a 
gentle, compassionate mother. He turns 
around, trembling and dumbstruck, covers 
himself with his cloak, and then uncovers a 
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little of his face. He looks with amazed eyes, 
full of fear and astonishment, until his gaze 
encounters the smile of the Shechina, who 
is revealing herself and running after him. 
(Ibid., pp. 91-92)

Achieving This Exalted State
1. Torah Learning: The Rav cited a les-

son that has been promulgated by two 
historical figures. Both personalities had 
an immense influence on the Rav’s own 
hashkafa: Rabbi Chaim Volozhin and Rebbe 
Shneur Zalman of Liadi. Although they 
both represented different approaches, 
regarding the following they saw eye to 
eye. Both Rabbi Chaim’s Nefesh Hachaim 
(6:4) as well as the Tanya (Chapter 2) cite 
achdut ha-maskil ve-ha-muskal as the path 
to achieve devekut. This concept is trans-
lated as “the unity of the Knower and the 
Known.” Put simply, there is a kind of 
knowledge of a concept or a  thing that 
remains quite distant from one’s essence. 
In contrast, there is the kind of knowledge 
of an idea or thing in which one feels a 
direct bond and is even drawn to it. 

The Rav posited that the latter is what 
happens when a Jew studies Torah. “If man 
thinks about the ideas expounded in the 
word of God..an affectionate relationship 
develops between man and God. As the 
Tanya says, when someone understands 
a halacha, ‘he grasps the wisdom of the 
Omnipresent.’” The Torah makes divine 
thought understandable to man. Learning 
this wisdom connects us to the Giver of this 

wisdom. Engagement in Talmud Torah is a 
portal in which one achieves devekut. (Shi-
urei HaRav, Torah and Humility, pp. 92-93).

Apparently, this attachment to God which 
one attains when engaged in Torah study 
often happens unknowingly. One is not 
always cognizant of the growing bond being 
developed when studying Torah. However, 
at other times the feeling of devekut through 
engagement in Torah study is palpable. 
The Rav often shared personal accounts of 
this latter kind of experience. He related 
the intimacy he felt with Hashem, as if the 
Shechina was peering over his shoulder, 
encouraging and supporting him.3

2. Grand View of the Mesorah: In an 
attempt to offer another illustration of 
the notion of devekut, the Rav described a 
memory from his childhood. “I remember 
myself as a child…I had one friend, and he 
was - please don’t laugh at me - Maimon-
ides, the Rambam. How did we become 
friends? We simply met. The Rambam was 
a regular guest in our house.” (AFTYSS, p. 
143)

The Rav discerned the following practical 
example of experiencing devekut. Namely, 
seeing and sensing oneself as being part of 
an ancient and awe-inspiring chain of tra-
dition and feeling its fervor and pulsating 
vitality. “When the Halacha discusses the 
transmission of the Torah, the receiving 

3  See ‘Torah, Chazal and Science,’ Meisel-
man, p. 711
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of the tradition (masorah), it is not dealing 
with an abstract idea, but with something 
real that  urges, yearns, and impels the indi-
vidual to activity.” (Ibid.)

The Rav argued that achieving this level of 
consciousness is attainable and quite real: 
“This experience belongs to my childhood. 
Still, it is not the golden fantasy of a little 
boy; the feeling in it is not mystical. It is a 
completely historical, psychological reality 
that is alive even now in the depths of my 
soul. When I sit down and learn Torah, I find 
myself immediately in the company of the 
sages of the masorah. (Ibid. p. 145)

In a word, devekut is the feeling one 
encounters when envisioning one’s life and 
place in the world as part of the continuum 
of Jewish history. 

3. Finding the Commandments In 
Oneself: A Jew is summoned to accept the 
commandments and surrenders to God’s 
will. However, this axiom should merely be 
seen as the foundation of our observance of 
the mitzvot. One is to strive to attain the level 
which exceeds merely the observance of the 
divine law as an act of surrender. Ideally 
one is to achieve the sensation of feeling har-
monious with the law. “The blurring of the 
gaps that separate the free personal moral 
law from the compulsory revelational com-
mand causes an experience of total freedom 
- as if the divine commandment were identi-
cal with the demand of the creative rational 
consciousness” (AFTYSS, pp. 128-129)

The Rav offered a variety of examples 

when one might feel devekut, and an ele-
vated closeness to Hashem: “Is man not 
exalted by putting on tefillin? Does he not 
feel this exaltation and take pleasure in 
it? Does man not joyfully experience his 
neshama yeterah (additional soul) on the 
Sabbath? Does he not take pleasure in the 
Sabbath peace and the holiday joy? Does 
not the fulfillment of the commandments 
constitute an experience that sweetens the 
bitterness in man’s life, purifies the indi-
vidual, and redeems him from distress, 
loneliness, and grief? (Ibid)

Most Needed Today
The Rav added this memorable medi-

tation: Judaism rests on three attributes 
signified by the head, the hand, and the 
heart. The head represents the intellect, 
the intellectual engagement with the Torah 
and knowledge of its rules. “The learning 
of Torah is… nothing less than the sancti-
fication of the mind through intellectual 
struggle.”4 The hand represents action 
and therefore performance of the mitzvot, 
which sanctifies the rest of the body. It is 
the third, the heart, he lamented, that is 
most lacking. Despite that “the Merciful 
One desires the heart”5 (ֵעי א בָּ  most ,(ַרְחָמָנא ִליבָּ
people do not feel God in their heart.6 

4  Before Hashem, 135.
5  Raya Mehemna, Ki Tetze, 281b; cf. San-
hedrin 106b.
6   Before Hashem, 134–136.  
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