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This article proposes a comparative theological reading of the Lurianic doctrine
of tzimtzum (divine contraction) and shevirat ha-kelim (breaking of the vessels)
alongside the Rigvedic NasadTya Stkta (RV 10.129), arguing that both traditions
articulate structurally homologous accounts of cosmogenesis through observation.
Drawing on Hayyim Vital's Etz Hayyim, Sha'ar HaKlalim, Stephanie W. Jamison and Joel
P. Brereton’s critical edition of the Rigveda, Elliot R. Wolfson’s apophatic reading
of tsimtsum, and Sandra Valabregue-Perry’s analysis of Ein Sof as “integrative
multiplicity,” the article advances a framework termed “observer-instantiated
cosmology,” in which reality emerges through the recursive relation between
witness and witnessed rather than through unilateral divine action. Both traditions
resist metaphysical closure, position human consciousness as cosmogonically
essential, and articulate a participatory ontology in which observer and observed
mutually constitute each other in an ongoing process with no absolute origin or
terminal endpoint. The article demonstrates how both traditions understand tikkun
(repair) and yajia (sacrifice) not as commemorative but as constitutive, bringing
into being a new configuration of reality through disciplined attention, intentional
practice, and recognition of objective patterns. Wolfson's apophatic alternative is
engaged directly as a productive complication that deepens rather than refutes the
observational framework, and the ecological and ethical implications of the analysis
for contemporary contexts of fragmentation and epistemic crisis are drawn out at
each stage.
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Introduction: The Problem of Cosmogonic Agency and the
Observer’s Role

The question of origins—Woher? Warnm? (Whence? Why?)—has preoccupied
religious thought across traditions, from Augustine’s meditations on creation ex
nihilo to the Daoist contemplation of the Dao that cannot be named. Yet the
presumption underlying most cosmogonic narratives—that creation requires
an anterior creative agent possessing full intentionality and causal efficacy—
may itself constitute a category error rooted in substantialist metaphysics. Both
the Lurianic Kabbalistic tradition emerging from sixteenth-century Safed and
the Rigvedic hymns of the second millennium BCE propose something more
radical: that creation is not produced by a fully determinate preexisting deity but
rather generates its conditions through a process in which observation plays an
ontologically constitutive role.

This article examines two textual moments of cosmogonic uncertainty:
Isaac Luria’s doctrine of #umtzum (divine contraction) and shevirat ha-kelim
(breaking of the vessels) as transmitted through Hayyim Vital’s E#z Hayyim,
Sha’ar HaKlalim, and the Nasadiya Sukta of the Rigveda (RV 10.129), which
famously concludes with epistemic doubt regarding the origins of creation. Both
texts resist the metaphysics of substance in favor of what I term “observer-
instantiated cosmology”’—a framework in which reality emerges through the
recursive relationship between witness and witnessed rather than through
unilateral divine action.

The comparative project undertaken here follows the methodological
insights of comparative theology as articulated by Francis Clooney (2010,
12-15) and Robert Neville (2001, 89-92), seeking “structural resonances” that
illuminate how different traditions address similar existential and metaphysical
problems through distinct but functionally analogous conceptual frameworks.
No claim of historical contact or doctrinal identity between Lurianic Judaism
and Rigvedic Brahmanism is advanced or required. What the comparison does
claim is that both traditions independently articulate what might be called a
participatory ontology—the recognition that observer and observed mutually
constitute each other in an ongoing process with no absolute origin or terminal
endpoint. This recognition is not merely theoretical; both traditions build from
it an ethic of attention and an account of human responsibility that have urgent
resonance in contemporary contexts of ecological crisis, social fragmentation,
and epistemic polarization.

A significant complication must be addressed at the outset. Elliot R.
Wolfson’s apophatic reading of simtsum (his spelling of #zimtzum)—developed
atlength in Hezdegger and Kabbalah (2019) and Apophasis and Envisioning the Invisible
(2026)—offers an interpretation that both enriches and challenges the present
analysis. On Wolfson’s account, fszztsum is not primarily an act of withdrawal
that creates observational distance but an apophatic gesture in which divine
presence becomes manifest precisely through its concealment—a “bestowing
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refusal” (schenkende 1erweigerung) in which the infinite grants the condition
for finite appearance by withholding itself. I engage this challenge directly
throughout, arguing that the apophatic and observational readings address
different registers of the same event: the apophatic characterizes the divine side
of the cosmogonic relation; the observational characterizes its epistemic and
cosmogonic function from the creaturely side. Both converge on the central
claim that #szmtsum makes knowledge and observation structurally necessary
rather than incidental to creation.

Tzimtzum as Primordial Observation: The Withdrawal That
Creates Space

The Lurianic Innovation in Jewish Mystical Thought
The Lurianic Kabbalistic system, developed by Isaac Luria (1534—72) in Safed
and transmitted primarily through the writings of his disciple Hayyim Vital,
represents a radical departure from earlier Jewish mystical cosmologies. Where
classical Kabbalah, exemplified by the Zohar and the systematic exposition of
Moses Cordovero, understands creation as a progressive emanation (a#ziluf) of
divine attributes (sefiro?) from the infinite Ein Sof, Lurianic thought introduces
a founding paradox: before any positive emanation could occur, the infinite
divine presence had to withdraw to create space for the finite (Scholem 1941,
260-65; Tishby 1989, 537—42; Magid 2008, 18—45).

This doctrine of #zzmtzum (literally “contraction” or “concentration”
emerges from a theological dilemma: If God is truly infinite and fills all
conceptual and actual space, how can anything other than God exist? Luria’s

solution inverts the logic of emanation. As Vital records at the opening of Ezz
Hayyim, Sha’ar HaKlalim 1:1:

Before the emanations were emanated and the creatures were created, the
simple supernal light filled all reality. There was no empty space (chalal panui)
whatsoever, for all was filled with that boundless, simple light... When it arose
in His simple will to create worlds . . . He contracted that light, withdrawing
to the sides around the central point, leaving a vacated space (wakom panui).

(Menzi and Padeh 1999, 3)

This passage articulates several revolutionary claims. First, God’s initial
creative act is negative rather than positive—a withdrawal, an absenting, a
making-room rather than a filling-up. As Gershom Scholem (1941, 261) notes,
this represents “an act of divine self-limitation, of contraction into Himself”
that creates the logical and ontological precondition for anything other than
God to exist. The first moment of creation is thus characterized by divine
kenosis—a self-emptying that paradoxically enables the subsequent revelation
of divine creativity.
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Second, the state from which #imtzum withdraws is not a featureless,
undifferentiated unity on the Plotinian model. As Sandra Valabregue-Perry
(2010, 2012) demonstrates in her sustained study of the concept of Ein
Sof in theosophical Kabbalah, the Kabbalistic Ein Sof is better understood
as an “integrative multiplicity”—a nondifferentiated plenitude in which the
distinctions of the sefirot are already immanent, though infolded and inexplicit.
This distinguishes Ein Sof sharply from the Neoplatonic One, which achieves its
unity precisely through the exclusion of plurality. The “contraction” of #zimtzum
does not therefore move from simple homogeneity to differentiation but rather
from inexplicit to explicit plurality—from the all-encompassing “integrative
multiplicity” of the infinite to the externalized, structured differentiations of
creation. The word #zimtzum itself carries this semantic density: in rabbinic usage,
it can mean both concentration (gathering inward) and restriction (creating
limit), enacting the paradox that Ein Sof’s self-gathering is simultaneously the
act that permits otherness to appeatr.

Third, and most crucial for the present analysis, fgimtzum establishes
observational capacity as ontologically prior to substance. Before any thing
can exist, there must be a position from which that thing can be witnessed—a
standpoint external to it from which its boundaries can be discerned and
its identity established. The withdrawal of FEin Sof creates precisely this
observational capacity: a gap, a distance, a relationship of regard between
what withdraws and the space left by its withdrawal. The reshimn—the residual
trace of divine light remaining within the wakom panui (vacated space) after the
withdrawal—ensures that this space is not dead emptiness but a site charged
with potential, structured by the memory of what departed it.

Wolfson’s Apophatic Challenge and Its Productive Complication
Wolfson’s reading of fszmtsum in Heidegger and Kabbalah otfers a philosophically
sophisticated alternative that must be engaged directly. In chapter 4, “Simsum,
Lichtung, and Bestowing Refusal,” Wolfson argues that the Lurianic doctrine
is structurally analogous to Heidegger’s concept of Lichtung (clearing)—the
opening in which Being grants beings their disclosure by withholding itself from
presence. On Wolfson’s (2019, 137-96) account, fsimtsum names a “bestowing
retusal” (schenkende Verweigerung): the withdrawal is not a simple absence but the
very mode by which the infinite grants the finite its space for appearing,
Wolfson extends this argument in Chapter 4 of _Apophasis and Envisioning
the Invisible, “Metalogic of the Trace in Lurianic Kabbalah: Transcendent
Immanence and Immanent Transcendence,” where he reads simtsum through
an apophatic lens: the contracted divine does not become simply absent from
the makom panuibut is present precisely as the trace (reshimu) whose concealment
is itself a form of disclosure. The infinite becomes manifest only by rendering
itself non-manifest; the withdrawal is not prior to revelation but constitutive of
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it (Wolfson 2026). This yields what Wolfson calls the “dialetheic structure” of
the Lurianic cosmos: a reality constituted by the identity of concealment and
disclosure, presence and absence, at every level.

This apophatic reading creates genuine tension with an observer-instantiation
account. If #imtsum names a mode of divine self-manifestation through
withdrawal, then the “observational vacuum” is not primarily a space cleared
for creaturely observation but the very site at which the infinite undergoes its
own apophatic self-disclosure.

The tension is productive rather than fatal to our argument. The
apophatic and observational readings operate at different registers. The
apophatic characterizes the divine side of the cosmogonic relation—what
tsimtsum means from the perspective of Ein Sof’s own self-manifestation.
The observational characterizes its epistemic and cosmogonic function
from the creaturely and comparative-theological perspective—what Zszztsum
makes necessary and possible in terms of the structure of knowledge and
witnessing. Both converge on a shared insight: that #szmtsum creates the
structural conditions under which something like observation—whether
divine self-disclosure or creaturely recognition—becomes possible. On
both accounts, the makom panui is not inert emptiness but a structured
opening, a site constituted by relation rather than substance. Crucially, both
readings also imply that the cosmogonic structure demands an ongoing
practice of attentive engagement: for Wolfson, the trace must be read; for
the observational account, the sparks must be recognized. Either way, the
cosmos requires witness.

Rigvedic Negation and the Priority of Observational Capacity

The Nasadiya Sukta, the 129th hymn of the tenth book of the Rigveda, opens
with a parallel gesture of primordial negation. The first verse, in Stephanie W.
Jamison and Joel P. Brereton’s (2014, 3:1607) critical translation, reads:

Then neither being (s27) nor non-being (asa?) existed; neither the realm of space
nor the sky beyond. What enveloped it? Where? Under whose protection? Was
there water, bottomlessly deep? (RV 10.129.1)

This opening negation refuses simple presence as the ground of creation.
Neither being (sa/) nor nonbeing (asa?) existed in this primordial state—a
condition logically prior to ontological distinction itself. As Brereton (1999,
252-54) observes, the hymn “systematically excludes all the usual candidates for
primordial reality”—not only existence and nonexistence but atmospheric space
(rajas), the heavens (vyoman), death (mrtyu), and immortality (amrtfa)—leaving
not void but a state of radical indeterminacy that precedes the possibility of
predication. In the Vedic grammatical tradition, the prefix #a carries the force
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of total rather than relative negation, sharpening this point: the primordial state
excludes not just this or that being but the ontological category as such.
The third and fourth verses introduce the crucial element of observation:

Darkness was there: at first concealed in darkness, this All was
indistinguishable water. That which, becoming, was covered with the void—
that One arose through the power of heat (Zgpas). (RV 10.129.3; Jamison
and Brereton 2014, 3:1607)

Desire (kama) came upon it in the beginning: that was the first seed of mind.
The connection of being in non-being—the poets found it by searching in the
heart with wisdom. (RV 10.129.4; Jamison and Brereton 2014, 3:1607)

Tapas—often translated as “heat,” “warmth,” or “ascetic fervor”—here
functions as concentrated attention, the focused intensity of consciousness
that brings determination to the undetermined (Kaelber 1989, 3-5). The Vedic
tradition develops this insight in ritual contexts through the concept of diksa
(consecration or initiation), in which the yajamana (sacrificer) undergoes a period
of concentrated withdrawal that mirrors and enables the cosmogonic act—a
structural parallel to #zimtzum that the Vedic commentarial tradition makes
explicit in the Satapatha Brabmana’s account of Prajapati’s self-gathering before
creation (Satapatha Brabmapa 6.1.1.1-5; Eggeling 1882).

Kéma (desire) is identified as “the first seed of mind” (wanaso retah prathaman).
Bimal Krishna Matilal (1986, 56) argues that £ama should be understood not as
libidinal impulse but as “the fundamental intentionality of consciousness—the
structure of directedness-toward that establishes subject and object as distinct
yetrelated.” Jan Gonda’s (1952, 12—18) philological study of anasin Vedic usage
confirms that the term carries not merely cognitive but cosmogonic weight—
mind as the faculty through which the undifferentiated becomes articulate. The
verse credits “sages who searched with their hearts’ wisdom” (kavayo manisa)
with discovering “the connection of being in non-being”’—suggesting that
reality’s structure is not transparent but requires the interpretive activity of
consciousness, the probing attention of the £av (poet-seer), for its disclosure.

Comparative Analysis: Withdrawal as Observational Precondition

Both #imtzum and the Rigvedic primordial negation establish what might be
termed an “observational vacuum”—a space cleared of fully determinate
content within which the act of witnessing can occur. If Ein Sof is not simple
undivided unity but “integrative multiplicity” (Valabregue-Perry 2012, 429), then
the parallel with the Rigvedic primordial state is even closer than it first appears:
both describe not featureless homogeneity but an inexhaustible plenitude in
which distinctions are present but infolded. The creative act in both cases moves
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trom inexplicit to explicit differentiation—from possibility to actuality through
a process in which observation (Zapas, withdrawal-as-apophatic-disclosure)
plays the enabling role. Both traditions further agree that this movement is
not a fall from perfection but a necessary unfolding: the mwakom panui is not a
wound in the divine body but its productive opening; the darkness “concealed
in darkness” (Zama asit tamasa gitlham agre) of the Nasadiya Sukta is not chaos to
be overcome but the condition of #apas’s concentrated power.

Shevirat Ha-Kelim and Kama: Generative Rupture as Structural
Necessity

The Breaking of the Vessels and the Generation of Plurality
Following #zimtzum, Lurianic cosmology describes the re-entry of divine light
into the vacated space through linear emanation (£av), structured through vessels
(kelim) corresponding to the ten sefirot. A precision absent from eatrlier versions
of this argument must be registered: shevirat ha-kelin: (the breaking of the vessels)
occurs within the intra-divine emanative process, not as the production of the
differentiated material cosmos as such. The shattering takes place as the vessels
through which the primordial light flows from Adam Kadpmon (Primordial Man)
into the wotld of _A#zi/ut (Emanation) prove unable to withstand the intensity
of the light they receive. The resulting dispersion of sparks (nitzotz0?) into
kelippot (husks or shells) then becomes the substratum out of which material
creation is formed—the shattering is the precondition of material existence,
not its product (Vital, Ezz Hayyim, Sha’ar HaKlalim 1:2; Menzi and Padeh
1999, 5-7; Fine 2003, 128-57; Tishby 1989, 540—45). The ontological stakes
are significant: shevirat ha-kelimr does not create the differentiated cosmos but
discloses the structural condition—dispersion, distance, the multiplicity of
standpoints—without which differentiated existence would have no ground.
Wolfson’s (2002, 117-25) emphasis on the shevirah as indexing a form of
divine pathos is pertinent here: the dispersion of sparks “signifies not only
the fragmentation of created being but a disruption internal to divinity itself,”
such that transcendence becomes “irreversibly entangled with rupture.”” The
catastrophe is thus at once cosmogonic and theological—the condition for
material plurality and the condition for divine self-knowledge through its own
externalized fragments. This entanglement is what makes #&&un (repair) possible
and necessary: because the rupture is internal to divinity, the repair must also be—
and human action is the medium through which that interiority is re-gathered.
Daniel Matt (1995, 119) articulates the theodical significance: ““The breaking of
the vessels is not a cosmic accident but the necessary condition for the existence
of discrete, individuated beings. Without shattering, there would be no separate
existence, no human freedom, no possibility of #gkun” Lawrence Fine (2003,
135-37) emphasizes that #i&kun places humanity “at the very center of the cosmic
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drama” in a way unprecedented in earlier Jewish thought: humans are not merely
recipients of divine grace but “active agents whose every deed has cosmological
significance” through the recognition and elevation of scattered sparks.

Kama and the Relational Structure of Existence
The Nasadiya Sukta articulates a parallel structure of generative rupture through
the concept of kama (desire). Verse four states that kama “came upon it in the
beginning: that was the first seed of mind” (RV 10.129.4; Jamison and Brereton
2014, 3:1607). This is an internal differentiation—a self-rupturing of the
primordial One—rather than the action of an external agent upon inert matter.
Matilal’s (19806, 56) analysis is apt: &dama is not primarily libidinal impulse
but “the fundamental intentionality of consciousness—the structure of
directedness-toward that establishes subject and object as distinct yet related.”
Kéma introduces the relational structure (subject directed toward object)
that enables conscious experience and cosmogonic knowing. As Ananda K.
Coomaraswamy (Coomaraswamy 1941, 34-36; cf. Brbadarapyaka Upanisad
1.4.17) notes, the parallel to Upanisadic texts where the primordial Self
(atman) desires (akamayata)— ‘May 1 be many, may I be born forth™ (babu syam
prajayeya)—is illuminating. The Upanisadic commentarial tradition, particularly
Sanikara’s reading of this passage in his commentary on the Brhaddrapyaka,
treats akamayata as the primordial act of adhyasa (superimposition) by which the
non-dual ground appears to itself as dual: an ontological movement structurally
homologous to #zzmtzunr’s creation of an apparent interiority.

Rupture as the Condition for Observation

Both traditions understand cosmogonic rupture as establishing the precondition
for observation. In Lurianic terms, the emanative process creates the structural
positions—including those defined by trapped sparks distributed through the
material world—from which recognition becomes possible. Without dispersion,
there would be no standpoints from which recognition could occur. In Rigvedic
terms, kama establishes the subject—object relation that makes observation
possible. Before kdama, there is only the One; after kama, there is the One as
structured by desire—differentiated into observer and observed. Both ruptures
operate as conditions of possibility for observation rather than as direct creators
of the observable world, and both are understood by their respective traditions
not as failures or falls but as creative necessities whose productive potential is
realized through human practice.

Divine Posteriority and Epistemic Instability

“The Gods Came Afterwards”: Rigvedic Inversion of Divine Priority
The Nasadiya Sukta culminates in one of the most philosophically provocative
statements in the entire Vedic corpus:
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Who really knows? Who shall here proclaim it>—whence was it produced,
whence is this creation? The gods are on this side, along with the creation of
this (world). So then who does know whence it came to be? (RV 10.129.6;
Jamison and Brereton 2014, 3:1608)

He, the first origin of this creation, whether he formed it all or did not form
it, whose eye controls this (world) in highest heaven—he surely knows it, or
perhaps he does not know. (RV 10.129.7; Jamison and Brereton 2014, 3:1608)

The clause “the gods are on this side, along with the creation of this world”
(arvag deva asya visarjanena) inverts the standard logic of religious cosmogony.
If the gods arise within creation rather than standing outside it as originators,
they cannot be its ultimate source. As Brereton (1999, 258) argues, this verse
“undermines the entire premise of divine cosmogonic agency as understood
in conventional religious thought.” The adhyaksa (supervisor, overseer) in verse
seven—“whose eye controls this world in highest heaven”—is grammatically
the one who might know (so anga veda) or might not (yadi va na veda). The
disjunction is not rhetorical hesitation but structural: a knowledge position that
1s itself embedded within what it surveys cannot achieve the closure its survey
requires. Observation is recursive and self-implicating.

Ein Sof and the Limits of Divine Knowledge

Lurianic Kabbalah articulates a parallel problematic regarding divine
knowledge and observability. The Ein Sof cannot be known or described
through any positive attributes. As Scholem (1941, 261) explains, it “remains
eternally hidden, withdrawn into itself”” and “cannot become an object of
knowledge or experience.” Yet as Valabregue-Perry’s (2010, 2012) analysis
makes clear, its unknowability is not the unknowability of the empty but
of the overfull: an “integrative multiplicity” that encompasses rather than
excludes all determination, and whose infinity can be approached only through
a logic of negation that exceeds simple apophasis. Wolfson (2026, chap. 4),
working in the apophatic idiom, describes this as the infinity “that can be
described only as indescribable” because it encompasses rather than excludes
all determination.

The #imtzum itself introduces a permanent structural gap in divine self-
knowledge. By withdrawing to create the makom panui, Ein Sof establishes a
space that is, by definition, the site of its own withdrawal. Wolfson (2019, 174—
88) argues that this creates a “kenotic epistemology” in which the divine knows
creation only through mediation—through the light that enters the vacated
space, interacts with the vessels, and disperses through the world. Human
consciousness enters this framework as the agent through which the divine
comes to know itself in its scattered form. Fine (2003, 138) emphasizes that
this positions humanity as “partners in the divine self-knowledge.” The divine
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cannot fully know itself in its scattered form without human observational and
interpretive activity.

The epistemic parallel with the Rigvedic problematic is sharp. Justas the Vedic
gods arise “on this side” of creation and cannot possess knowledge of what
preceded their arising, the Lurianic Ein Sof withdraws in #zzztzum and cannot
directly know the vacated space and its contents. In both cases, perfect divine
knowledge is structurally impossible—not as a deficiency but as the necessary
correlate of creaturely existence. The divine requires the mediation of finite,
embodied consciousness: #Z&kun in the Lurianic case, sacrificial maintenance in
the Vedic case.

Recursive Observation and the Impossibility of Final Knowledge

Both traditions inscribe epistemic instability at the heart of their cosmogonies.
The Rigvedic hymn ends with irreducible doubt; the Lurianic system insists
on the unknowability of Ein Sof and the opacity of g/ppot. In both systems,
observation is self-referential in a way that precludes epistemic closure: every
observer is also observed, every witness is also witnessed. This is not a failure
of knowledge but its proper condition—what Karen Barad (2007, 88-97),
working in a contemporary register, calls “agential realism”: the recognition
that knowledge is always perspectival, always produced from within the reality
it seeks to understand. Both the Rigvedic sages who “search with their hearts’
wisdom” (kavayo manisa) and the Lurianic Kabbalist who performs #&&un with
partial understanding refined through practice model this form of engaged,
humble, recursive knowing—knowing that acts without claiming to have fully
grasped what it acts upon.

Contemporary philosophy of science has grappled with analogous problems
in the rubric of observer effects in quantum mechanics and John Wheelet’s
(1983, 182-96) “participatory universe” hypothesis (Stapp 2007, 45—67). Wheeler
(1983, 194) argues that “the universe does not exist ‘out there,” independent of
all acts of observation. Itis in some strange sense a participatory universe.” Both
Lurianic Kabbalah and the Nasadiya Sukta anticipate this insight by positioning
observation as ontologically constitutive rather than merely epistemologically
revealing—and both draw from this structural insight an ethic of attention that
treats how we witness as a matter of cosmic consequence.

Tikkun and Yajna: The Ontological Weight of Human Consciousness

Human Participation in Lurianic Cosmology: The Multilevel Structure of
Tikkun

The doctrine of fikkun olam (repair of the world) represents the culmination
and purpose of the Lurianic cosmological narrative—and it is here that the
participatory ontology the article has been tracing achieves its most precise
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articulation. Through proper intention (kavanah) in prayer and the performance
of commandments (witzvof), humans directly participate in releasing divine
sparks from their material prisons and returning them to their source (Fine
2003, 135-37; Tishby 1989, 556—61). The Lurianic literature specifies the
internal structure of this practice with remarkable precision. Kavanah (intention
or directed attention) is not vague devoutness but a disciplined focusing of
consciousness toward the specific sefirah, or divine configuration, implicated
in a given act; it is further supported by hitbonenut (contemplative self-inquiry,
the capacity to look inward in order to discern the divine element embedded in
one’s own psyche) and devekut (cleaving or adhesion to the divine), the sustained
orientation of consciousness toward its source that transforms even mundane
action into a vehicle of repait.

These three terms together specify what the article means by an “ethic
of observation.” Tikkun operates simultaneously at multiple levels that
must be distinguished to appreciate its full scope. Cosmologically, it involves
the literal elevation of divine sparks from materiality—a claim the Lurianic
tradition makes without apology or metaphorical hedging. Psychologically, it
involves the recognition and integration of fragmented aspects of the self: the
“fallen sparks” that in depth-psychological idiom correspond to unconscious
potentials, shadow elements, and dissociated experience that the practice of
hithonenut brings into the light of awareness. Theologically, it involves the repair
of the relationship between the divine and creation, between Ein Sof and the
fragmented cosmos, such that the final state (#&kwun ha-olam) is not a simple
restoration of the original but, as Fine (2003, 142) notes, “a new configuration
of reality” that incorporates the generative potential of the catastrophe itself.
The catastrophe is not undone but transfigured.

From the perspective of observer instantiation, #&kun represents the most
direct articulation of the central argument: the ontological status of observed
matter—whether a divine spark remains trapped or is elevated—depends on
human observation, intention, and action. The spark is not metaphorically but
literally released from the glippah (husk) that imprisons it and ascends toward
reunification with the divine when it is met with &avanah. Without human
participation, the sparks remain in exile; the divine cannot repair itself through
its own resources alone. Every conscious act performed with awareness of its
cosmic significance contributes to #z&kun—not in the sense of restoring some
original perfection but in bringing into being a configuration of reality that the
original catastrophe made possible and that only embodied, attentive human
action can actualize.

Yajia and the Maintenance of Cosmic Order
Vedic cosmology articulates a parallel understanding of human participation in
cosmic maintenance through the concept of yajia (sacrifice, ritual offering)—
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but with a depth and precision that goes well beyond mechanical ritual
performance. The paradigmatic text is the Purusa Sukta (RV 10.90), which
describes creation as resulting from the sacrifice of the cosmic person (Purusa).
But it is in the Brahmana literature that the performative ontology of yajia is
most fully elaborated. The Aitareya Brahmana (1.1-3) explicitly states that the one
who performs the sacrifice “constitutes both himselt and the world” (atmanan
lokam: ca samanm karoti)—a formulation that encodes the participatory ontology
of the ritual in a single compact expression. The Taittiriya Sambita (1.6.10.1-2)
extends this: “By sacrifice indeed the gods conquered the heavens; by sacrifice
let the sacrificer conquer the heavens.” The cosmogonic sacrifice is not merely
repeated in ritual but is ongoing: yajia is the mechanism by which the cosmic
order (77a) is not merely commemorated but actively sustained.

As J. C. Heesterman (1993, 24-27) argues, Vedic ritual is “not merely
commemorative but performative—it does not simply recall the primordial
sacrifice but actively participates in it, sustaining and renewing the cosmic
order (r#a) that emerged from that original act.”” The Satapatha Brihmana makes
this explicit: “Prajapati, having created the creatures, became exhausted and
the creatures departed from him. He saw this sacrifice (yajsia), this restoration
(samskara). He offered it and thereby regained the creatures. Therefore
one should offer sacrifice, for sacrifice is restoration” (Satapatha Brahmapa
1.1.1.1-3; Eggeling 1882). The sacrifice must be performed with correct
intention (sapkalpa), precise ritual awareness, and recognition of the act’s
cosmogonic significance—a complex of intentional structures that mirrors
kavanah in the Lurianic system almost term by term. Brian K. Smith (1989,
78—81) emphasizes that “humans are not peripheral to cosmic processes but
central—the sacrifice that sustains the world is a human act performed by
human agents with human intention.” Without regular sacrificial practice, the
cosmos would fragment; the 77z would dissolve back into the undifferentiated
chaos of anrta. The maintenance of order is a human responsibility and a
cognitive achievement.

Observation as Cosmic Responsibility

Taken together, the Lurianic and Vedic accounts articulate an “ethic of
observation”—the recognition that consciousness carries cosmological weight,
that how we attend to reality affects what reality is. In Lurianic terms, every act
of attention potentially elevates or degrades the divine sparks encountered. To
observe materiality with awareness of its divine origin is to contribute to #&kun;
to observe it with purely instrumental or exploitative intention is to reinforce the
glippot that imprison the sparks. In Vedic terms, human consciousness sustains
the cosmic order through properly directed attention and action. The sacrifice
must be performed with correct intention (sazkalpa), precise ritual awareness,
and recognition of the act’s cosmogonic significance. Mechanical performance
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without understanding does not achieve the desired effect; the efficacy of yajia
depends on the sacrificer’s conscious participation in the cosmogonic process.

Both frameworks reject the modern Western assumption of observation as
passive, neutral registration of independent facts. Instead, they propose that
observation constitutes reality in a strong sense—that the ontological status
of what is observed depends on how consciousness engages with it. Subject
and object are not independently existing entities that subsequently enter into
relation; they are co-constituted through the relation itself. The observer does
not stand outside what is observed; both arise together in the act of observation.
This is not solipsism: both traditions insist on disciplined practice, correct
intention, and recognition of objective patterns as the conditions of genuine
engagement. But it is an insistence that reality is unfinished, that consciousness
participates in its ongoing constitution, and that we bear responsibility for how
we observe and act within it. Catherine Keller’s (2003, 103—7) theological work
on “becoming” articulates this in a contemporary idiom: “Creation is not a
one-time event in the past but an ongoing process in which divine becoming
and creaturely becoming mutually condition each other.” Lurianic Kabbalah
and Vedic cosmology anticipate this insight with a philosophical precision that
centuries of practice have honed into its sharpest form.

Implications for Comparative Theology and Philosophy of Religion

Challenging Substantialist Metaphysics

The comparative framework developed here challenges substantialist
metaphysics—the view that reality is composed of discrete entities characterized
by essential properties that exist independently of observers. Both Lurianic
Kabbalah and Vedic cosmology articulate what might be called “relational
ontology” or “process metaphysics.” In Lurianic thought, divine sparks exist in
differentiated form (trapped) or unified form (elevated) depending on human
observational and intentional engagement; the spark’s ontological status is not
fixed but shifts based on its relation to consciousness. In Vedic thought, the
cosmos requires ongoing sacrificial maintenance to preserve its order; without
human ritual participation, reality tends toward dissolution. The being of the
cosmos is not substantial self-maintenance but processual achievement through
conscious engagement.

Alfred North Whiteheads (1978, 50) process philosophy articulates a
structurally parallel insight: ““The misconception which has haunted philosophic
literature throughout the centuries is the notion of ‘independent existence.
There is no such mode of existence; every entity is to be understood in terms
of the way it is interwoven with the rest of the universe.” This shift from
substance to relation has profound implications. If reality is fundamentally
relational, the traditional subject—object distinction becomes problematic not
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as an epistemological limitation but as an ontological description. Subject
and object are not independently existing entities that subsequently enter into
relation but are co-constituted through relation itself. Both Lurianic Kabbalah
and Vedic cosmology enact this insight not merely as philosophical thesis but
as practical orientation: the work of #gkun and yajia is precisely the ongoing
practice of co-constitutive engagement.

Observer Participancy and Contemporary Physics

The observer-instantiated cosmology articulated in both traditions resonates
with Wheeler’s “participatory universe” hypothesis and discussions of
observer-dependent collapse of the wave function. Wheeler (1983, 184)
argues that observation is not passive registration but active participation in
determining what becomes actual: “No phenomenon is a real phenomenon
until it is an observed phenomenon.” While no claim of theoretical identity
between ancient religious cosmology and quantum mechanics is advanced, the
structural parallel—that observation collapses potentiality into actuality, that
reality is participatory rather than merely given—illuminates the deep grammar
shared across these traditions. Stapp’s (2007, 52-58) extension of Wheeler’s
insight suggests that “consciousness is ontologically implicated in the structure
of reality,” a claim that both Lurianic and Vedic cosmologies can be read as
premodern articulations of that claim, worked out through centuries of
contemplative practice rather than laboratory experiment.

Epistemic Humility and Contemporary Implications

Both traditions inscribe epistemic humility at the heart of cosmological reflection.
The Nasadiya Sukta ends with irreducible doubt; Lurianic Kabbalah insists
on the unknowability of Ein Sof and the opacity of g/ippor. Neither tradition
offers epistemic closure or complete cosmological certainty. Both the Rigvedic
sages who “search with their hearts’ wisdom” and the Lurianic Kabbalist who
performs Zikkun with partial understanding refined through practice model a
form of engaged, humble, recursive knowing, This has immediate implications
for contemporary contexts of ecological crisis, social fragmentation, and
epistemic polarization. We are not spectators to an independent cosmos but
participants whose observation and action matter ontologically. The world was
not given complete and determinate but emerges through our engagement
with it. Both traditions insist on disciplined practice, correct intention, and
recognition of objective patterns as the conditions of genuine engagement—
rejecting both the passive spectator who merely observes and the solipsistic
projector who treats reality as raw material for subjective will.

Rethinking the Comparative Method
The analysis pursued here suggests a revised approach to comparative
theology and philosophy of religion. Rather than seeking historical influence
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between traditions or identifying shared ontological commitments, I have
focused on structural resonances—the ways different traditions develop
functionally analogous solutions to similar existential and metaphysical
problems. The resonance between Lurianic and Vedic cosmogonies lies not in
shared doctrinal content but in parallel articulations of observer-instantiated
reality. Both traditions understand creation as beginning with withdrawal or
negation rather than positive emanation; cosmogonic rupture as structurally
necessary for plurality and consciousness; divine knowledge as incomplete
and requiring human mediation; human consciousness as cosmologically
essential; and observation as ontologically constitutive rather than merely
epistemologically revealing.

Wolfson’s apophatic challenge has proven nota refutation but an enrichment:
by pressing us to distinguish the divine-side account of fszztsum (disclosure
through concealment) from the creaturely-side account (observational
enabling), it has produced a more precise articulation of the framework.
Valabregue-Perry’s correction regarding Ein Sof as “integrative multiplicity”
has sharpened rather than undermined the comparison: if both Ein Sof and
the Rigvedic primordial state are inexhaustible plenitudes with immanent but
inexplicit plurality, the structural parallel is more exact, and the conceptual
movement from inexplicit to explicit differentiation is shared more precisely
across the comparison.

Conclusion: Toward a Theology of Recursive Witnessing
Thisarticle has argued that Lurianic Kabbalah and Rigvedic cosmogony articulate
structurally homologous accounts of observer-instantiated reality. Both
traditions begin cosmogony with withdrawal or negation (#zzutzum, ndsadasin
no sadasit) that creates observational capacity rather than substantial content.
Both proceed through a generative rupture (shevirat ha-kelim as an intra-divine
event initiating material creation, £dza as the arising of relational intentionality)
that establishes plurality and the subject—object distinction necessary for
consciousness. Both inscribe epistemic instability within their narratives,
acknowledging that even divine knowledge is incomplete. Both position human
consciousness as cosmologically essential, participating in cosmic maintenance
(tikkun, yajia) through observational and intentional engagement specified by
practice traditions of remarkable technical precision (kavanab, hithonennt, devekut,
sapkalpa, diksa, 1ta).

More fundamentally, both traditions articulate “recursive witnessing”—the
recognition that observation is not unilateral but mutual, that every observer
is simultaneously observed, that consciousness and reality co-constitute each
other in an ongoing process without absolute origin or final completion.
This understanding challenges substantialist metaphysics, problematizes the
subject—object binary, and positions knowledge as participatory rather than
absolute. It further grounds an ethic of observation in which how we attend
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to reality—whether with the kavanah of the Kabbalist or the sapkalpa of the
yajamana—shapes what reality becomes.

The Rigveda asks: &0 addha veda—who really knows? Lurianic Kabbalah
responds: no one, finally, because knowledge is always produced from within
the fragmented cosmos it seeks to understand. Both traditions thus invite not
certainty but participation—recognizing ourselves as observers embedded
within the recursive structure of reality observing itself into being, In our
contemporary context of ecological crisis, social fragmentation, and epistemic
polarization, these ancient cosmologies offer a timely and philosophically
demanding insight: we are not spectators to an independent cosmos but
participants whose observation and action matter ontologically. The cosmos
is not complete without us; our attention is not incidental to what the world is.
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