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Ladders of Fire

Offered in honour of King Shlomo and his beloveds, who built the House in Jerusalem
and gave Israel the Song of Songs, holy of holies among songs. This maamar is given
in their merit — on angels of wind and fire and the ladders that join heaven fo earth,

and on love as the ladder a human being climbs and no angel can.

ENGLISH

1. “He Makes His Angels Spirits”

“He makes His angels spirits, His ministers a flaming fire” (Tehillim 104:4).

In these few words the psalmist gathers the whole question into a single image: malachav ruchos, mesharsav eish
loheit. Angels are called “His”—they are not independent beings but belongings, instruments. They are “spirits,”
insubstantial as breath, and “flaming fire,” intense yet transient, consuming fuel and then gone. They are not

sources of light; they are torches lit and extinguished at the will of the One who kindles them.

Already in this verse the Torah cools the imagination. It does not say: “He is among the angels,” nor “He is served
by independent powers.” It says: He makes them. Oseh—present tense, continual. They are not eternal presences;
they are an ongoing act of making, a current of will. When there is a mission, there is an angel. When the mission

is complete, the flame returns to its root and the separate shape vanishes.

This is the simple reading that runs like a clear stream through the narratives of Chumash. Consider the dream of
Yaakov: “And behold, a ladder was set on the earth and its top reached the heavens; and behold, angels of God
were ascending and descending upon it” (Bereishis 28:12). First they go up, then they come down. They do not
roam freely; they move only on the ladder that is “set”—placed there by Another. Chazal say: these were the

angels of Eretz Yisrael who ascended, and the angels of chutz la'aretz who descended, each company replacing
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the other in its particular task. No angel crosses his boundary; no messenger invents his own journey. The whole
scene is framed by the revelation that “Hashem was standing over him,” over the ladder and over the angels. The

restlessness of the messengers is held within the stillness of the Sender.

This pattern repeats itself in the great angelic visitations of the Torah. Three “men” appear to Avraham by the
terebinths of Mamre. The text alternates without embarrassment between speaking of “Hashem” and “the men,”
revealing that what appears as human visitors are in truth malachim—each with a distinct mission: one to announce
Yitzchak’s birth, one to overturn Sodom, one to heal Avraham. Chazal crystallize the principle: “Ein malach echad
oseh shtei shelichuyos”—one angel does not perform two missions. And again: “Malach echad ein lo shnei
sheimos”—one angel does not bear two names, for his whole identity is his assignment. When the mission ends,

the name ends. There is no “career,” no private agenda. There is only shelichus.

So too with the angel who finds Hagar lost in the desert, the angel who calls Avraham at the edge of the knife on
Har HaMoriah, the angel who appears as the “Sar Tzeva Hashem” to Yehoshua near Yericho, and the angel who
ascends in the flame of Manoach’s offering. Each appears suddenly, speaks a precise word, and disappears.
There is awe, there is fear, there is trembling—but there is never worship. The fear is of Hashem whose word is
now burning in the air. The angel is like a voice thrown across a canyon; when the echo dies, no being is left to

adore.

The Rambam gathers this simple scriptural awareness and sets it as law in the foundations of Torah. In Yesodei
Halorah chapters 2—3 he describes malachim as nivra'im—created beings—"“separate intellects” that are more
subtle than fire and air, but created nonetheless, not eternal, not self-subsistent. They are called by many names—
chayos, ofanim, serafim, malachim—according to their levels and functions, but all share one truth: they are
“middle beings” whose entire essence is to carry out the will of their Creator without deviation. They have daas but

not bechirah; they know, but they do not choose. Their knowledge is their obedience.

From this follows the halachic boundary: they may not be worshiped, they may not be addressed as independent
powers. The prohibition against avodah zarah is not only against bowing to sun and moon; it includes any
reverence given to malachim as if they possessed autonomous force. The Rishonim emphasize that even to pray
“through” an angel is forbidden, for it imagines a channel other than the immediate presence of Hashem. To seek

favor from a messenger is to mistake the letter for the author, the beam for the sun.

Our daily tefillah is built as a continuous training in this clarity. Again and again the liturgy turns our eyes past
infermediaries to the Source Himself. We say: “Baruch... hamachazir shechinaso lelzion”—Blessed is He who
returns His Shechinah to Zion. Not “who sends His angel,” but He Himself, as He chooses to be present. We say:
“Hamashgiach min hachalonos u'metzitz min hacharakim”—He watches from the windows and peers through the
lattices. The watchfulness over the world is not outsourced; even when there are “windows” and “laftices,” veils
and systems, it is He who is looking through them. The poetry of windows does not grant independence to the

glass.
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This is the lived meaning of “Ein od milvado” when applied not only to physical powers but to spiritual ones as
well. The imagination easily accepts that stones and trees have no independent divinity; it is subtler to feel that
even the highest angel, blazing with vision, is nothing before Him. Yet this is the axiom: all spiritual beings, all
worlds of light and intellect, are as nothing and void compared to the simple, unbounded Being of Hashem. They
are like patterns in the breath that speaks them, letters in the mouth of the Speaker. Beautiful, ordered, powerful—

but with no standing whatsoever apart from His constant speaking.

When this axiom is forgotten, the heart slips into fantasy. It begins to populate the heavens with competing
powers, fo imagine “good forces” and “dark forces” locked in their own struggle, as though the Infinite had
stepped aside to watch His own drama. The Torah cuts this root at once: there is no such struggle. “To Hashem
belongs the earth and its fullness, the world and those who dwell therein”—and equally the heavens and those
who dwell therein. Angels cannot rebel because they have no will to oppose. They cannot aid independently
because they have no power to give. They are as an ax in the hand of the woodcutter, as the flame in the hand of
the smith. The awe we feel before them is meant to be redirected upward, to the One whose word they embody

for a moment.

Thus the revealed Torah establishes both poles at once. On the one hand, it does not erase angels from the story.
It speaks of them often, rests entire episodes upon their appearance, and records the trembling of great souls
before them. On the other hand, it is relentless in denying them autonomy: each angel is named only as a
function, appears only by command, and vanishes when the task is done. We are not permitted to imagine them

as rival wills, as parallel objects of devotion, or as independent mediators between man and G d.

And yet, a question quietly ripens beneath this clear surface. If angels are only messengers, without choice,
without story of their own, why does the Torah speak of them with such frequency and care? Why does Yaakov
see a whole ladder of them? Why do the forefathers and prophets encounter them at the turning points of

history? What is this layered world of “spirits” and “flaming fire” through which the Divine command moves?

To say merely that they are “mailmen” would not justify the weight of their presence in Scripture or the intricate
descriptions of them in the words of the Nevi'im. It is evident that within their very lack of autonomy lies a deep
structure—a patterning of Divine will, a fixed choreography of love, awe, and harmony—that the Torah wants us to
glimpse. The imagination must be cooled from fantasy, but not frozen against wonder. Once the boundary of pure
monotheism is secured—that there is none besides Him, and all angels are but the breath of His speech—we can
begin fo ask: what do these breaths reveal about the inner order of creation, about the worlds of fire and wind

through which His word descends to us?

2 - Worlds of Fire and Breath

To approach that inner order, the sages of sod do not begin with the angels themselves, but with the worlds that
cradle them. For where the revealed Torah speaks in the language of story—messengers traversing space, voices

heard, flames seen—the hidden Torah draws a map of consciousness: Atzilus, Beriah, Yetzirah, Asiyah; thought,
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feeling, formation, deed. Angels are not placed upon this map as wandering figures, but as fixed currents in its

rivers.

i

The Zohar teaches of “chayayos,” “ofanim,” and “serafim” as distinct orders of malachim, each rooted in a
different plane of existence. The “chayayos hakodesh,” living beings of blazing awareness, belong to Beriah, the
world of intellect and conception, where G dly ideas first take the form of discernible “somethings.” “Ofanim,”
the wheeling, turning forces, are associated with Yetzirah, the world of formed emotion, of loves and fears that
revolve around their Source. “Serafim,” burning ones, are linked by our sages to Asiyah, the lowest spiritual world

and its border with the physical, where the Divine word sears its way into concrete action and burning zeal.

These are not three species of supernatural creature competing for our aftention. They are three stable expressions
of G dly vitality as it descends: the clarity of perception (chayah), the circling movement of feeling (ofan), the
consuming fire of implementation (saraf). When the prophet beholds them, he is not discovering independent
beings, but seeing with opened eyes what is always already happening inside the fabric of reality—the holy

combustion of the Divine will as it thinks, feels, and enacts a world.

Sefer Yetzirah, that slim and bottfomless work at the root of Kabbalah, speaks in another language of the same
truth. It declares that the universe was formed through “Sefarim, Sipur, and Sefar”—numbers, story, and letter. Ten
Sefiros and twenty two lefters: measure and articulation. In that view, everything that exists, from the highest angel
down to the smallest grain of dust, is a particular arrangement of these ten qualities and these twenty two sounds
of G d's speech. Angels, then, are not exceptions to the rule of creation; they are its purest exemplars. They are

configurations of Sefiros and letters that have no mixture of coarseness to blur their contour.

In Tanya, in the gate of Unity and Faith, this is opened further. There it is explained that the creation of all worlds,
and of all the hosts within them, is not a one time event, but an ongoing speaking. “Forever, O G d, Your word
stands firm in the heavens”—the “word” that brought the heavens into being is still standing in them, continuously,
as their very reality. The same is true of all: if the Divine speech that now animates a created thing were fo
withdraw for even an instant, that thing would disappear entirely as though it had never been. Angels are likewise

nothing but the present articulation of the Divine will in a precise form.

What differentiates one angel from another, then, is not some private essence or selfhood, but the particular
combination of Sefiros and letfters that constitute its being in this moment. An angel of kindness is the Divine
middah of chesed, love and giving, clothed in the letters that define its task. An angel of severity is gevurah, the
power of restraint and boundary, similarly clothed. Each is a stable equation in the cosmic calculus of G d's

speech.

This is why the classic Kabbalists speak of the great archangels by names that transparently reveal their middah:
Michoel, the right side, is chesed; Gavriel, the left, is gevurah; Refael channels the tender compassion that heals
and restores; Uriel is linked to light and knowing, or daas. These are not personal biographies, but archetypal

channels. When the world requires an increase of revealed kindness—rain in its season, unexpected reprieve, a
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softening of harsh judgment—the Divine will is expressed through the angelic order associated with Michoel.
When constraint, discipline, or awe must be awakened, the will flows through Gavriel. Yet all of them are but

garments of the One who is beyond all right and left, all expansion and contraction.

From this vantage, the Torah's occasional mention of a “sar shel Eisav” or “sar shel Mitzrayim”—a ministering angel
of Esau, a spiritual root of Egypt—is no longer mythic embellishment but exact description. Nations too are not
only bodies and politics; they are sustained by a certain pattern of Divine life, a fixed constellation of middos that
defines their character and mission in history. That inner pattern is what Chazal call their “sar.” Esau'’s sar is a
configuration in which gevurah, strength and firmness, is dominant and coarse; Egypt's sar is rooted in
constriction and self worship. These “princes” are not independent gods defending their peoples against G d,
but spiritual programs through which the One sustains even those cultures that oppose His revealed will. They are
as dependent and obedient as any other malach; their “rebellion” lies only in how human beings receive and

express their influence.

We can now sense why the prophets describe angels as “standing,” while the soul of man is called a “walker.” In
Zecharyah, the navi is told that if Yehoshua the High Priest will walk in G d's ways, “I will give you walkers among
these standing ones.” Chassidus explains: angels are called “standing” because their level is fixed. They embody a
certain middah fully and without deviation, and they do not ascend or descend in essence. Their song is one clear
note, repeated without fatigue yet without surprise. Souls, by contrast, are “walkers” —beings of journey, of
perpetual becoming. A soul can rise from one spiritual world to another, from one state of consciousness to a
higher, through Torah, tefillah, and teshuvah. Even when it falls, its fall is not final; it can turn the descent into a

new ascent, something an angel can never do.

The Chassidic masters gave a simple, burning image for this distinction. Angels, they said, are like flames attached
to a wick: always straining upward, flickering with yearning, yet bound to their source and unable to move from
their appointed place. Their desire is pure but predictable; they do not choose it; it is what they are. Human
beings are like coals. A coal, too, can glow with fire and radiate heat; but it can also darken, cool, and appear
dead. Touch it with a breath, stir it with a stick, and hidden embers flare again info bright flame. The coal contains
the potential for many states, for genuine change. That is the drama of bechirah, of free choice, which belongs

only to man.

This does not diminish the holiness of angels; it situates it. Their perfection is the perfection of a line in a
symphony that never deviates from its score. Our perfection is the perfection of a musician who must learn, forget,

err, listen, and then choose anew to align with the music.

Once we understand angels as fixed configurations of Divine middos, we can see why Chassidus also speaks of
the “angels” within the human nefesh. For the soul, too, is structured by Sefiros. Within each of us there are
established patterns of love and awe, of compassion and strength, of confidence and humility. Some of these
patterns are bright and healthy, naturally directed toward G d and goodness. Others are distorted, attached to
unworthy objects. But in all cases, they function as “standing” forces in our inner life: a particular reaction that

recurs, an emotional style that feels given.
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When a person has a habitual kindness that flows easily, without calculation, that current of chesed in his animal
soul resembles the angel Michoel in miniature. When another has an instinctive severity—quick to judge, to draw
lines—that gevurah is like Gavriel's echo, expressed in a narrow vessel. When we experience a sudden insight that
illuminates and orders many confusions at once, there is a whisper of Uriel’s light. These are not mere metaphors.
They are the way in which the same Sefirotic energies that structure the worlds above are replicated within the

microcosm of the human psyche.

Yet above all these inner “angels” stands the neshama, the G dly soul, which is rooted higher than the Sefiros
themselves. From that root flows our capacity to choose: to redirect a given pattern, to refine a crude love into
holy chesed, to soften a harsh gevurah into disciplined compassion. In this way, the soul acts toward its own inner
angels somewhat as G d acts toward the cosmic ones: not by struggling against them as enemies, but by

assigning them their tasks, sweetening their edges, and teaching them a new song.

We begin to glimpse, then, a vast, ordered cosmos of fire and breath. Above, in the supernal worlds, are ranks of
malachim, each a steady flame of a particular middah, each a letter in the Divine speech. Below, in the human
heart, are corresponding forces, echoing their structure in miniature. In between, nations and epochs rise and fall
under the sway of their spiritual “princes,” those composite patterns that shape collective character. Through it all,
the One speaks and sustains, moment by moment, as Tanya teaches: His word standing in all of them, “giving life

to them all.”

And yet a further question now presses itself forward. If the angelic orders, above and within, are so fixed—if
Michoel will always be chesed, if Gavriel will always be gevurah, if the “standing ones” never cross their boundary
—whence comes the experience of chaos in the world? How do we account for sin, for misdirected passions, for
the imagery of angels that seem to oppose, accuse, or descend into darkness? What does it mean to speak of
“falling” in a realm of beings whose very nature is to stand? The answer to this paradox will draw us deeper still,

info the mystery of distortion and descent within the very currents of Divine light.

3 - The Enigma of the Fall

The Torah itself leads us into this question with an obscure, troubling passage, like a sudden depth in a river

whose surface had seemed smooth.

“Vayehi ki heichel ha'adam larov al pnei ha'adamah uvanos yuldu lahem. Vayiru bnei ha'Elokim es bnos ha'adam ki
tovos hein, vayikchu lahem nashim mikol asher bacharu... HaNephilim hayu vaaretz bayamim hahem...” Before the
Flood, when man multiplied, “the sons of G d” saw that the daughters of man were good and took them as wives;

giants were in the land in those days.

These verses in Bereishis have become a seedbed for many fantasies about fallen angels, cosmic rebellions, and
hybrid beings. Yet precisely because they are so enigmatic, the way our sages read them becomes a window into

the Torah's own boundaries: what it does and does not mean when it speaks in such a voice.
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The classical commentators linger here with great care. Rashi, gathering the words of Chazal, explains that “bnei
ha'Elokim” refers not to angels but to human judges and nobles, men of power who should have embodied
Elokim as “Judge of all the earth” but instead corrupted that likeness. They used their position to seize any women
they desired, married or unmarried. The “Nephilim,” in this reading, are those who “fell” others and caused them

to fall—tyrants whose physical might and moral collapse prepared the world for the decree of the Flood.

lbn Ezra, sensitive fo the term “Elokim” as a title of authority, likewise leans toward understanding “bnei ha'Elokim”
as princes, people of elevated status. Radak, in his commentary, brings both approaches: some say judges, others
nobles; either way, they are human beings whose exalted station becomes a vehicle for intensified corruption. The
Torah calls them “sons of Elokim” not to grant them divinity but to indict their betrayal of a Divine image that should

have guided them.

The Ramban opens, for a moment, a different door. He acknowledges the possibility, cited from earlier sources,
that “bnei ha'Elokim” might allude to angelic beings who “descended” and took human wives. Yet even he, who
knows well the language of sod, hastens to set a fence: if such a reading is entertained, it must be understood
according to hidden wisdom, not in the crude sense of celestial beings with autonomous lusts defying G d. He
concludes that the plain meaning concerns human rulers, and any deeper mystery belongs to the inner Torah, not

to the imagination.

Already in this brief survey, a pattern emerges. Where the verses might invite a literal drama of angelic rebellion,
the mesorah draws us back toward the human horizon. The “sons of G d” are those entrusted with Divine authority
in this world; their “fall” is the moral collapse of men who have misused a lofty likeness. The Torah's concern is not

with a war in heaven but with the desecration of holiness in flesh and time.

And yet, in the Midrashic literature, we do find a more mythic language, as if the Torah's brief allusion had cast a
shadow that demands its own story. The Yalkut brings the tale of Shemhazai and Azael: mighty angels who, seeing
the corruption of mankind, argued that man should never have been created. “We are pure,” they implied, “we
will not sin.” The Holy One said to them: if you were placed in the world of flesh, among passions and
concealments, you would fall even further. They insisted, and they were given their wish—"descending” into the
human plane, where indeed they stumbled, took women, and became ensnared in the very corruption they had

condemned.

This narrative is powerful in its moral force: it exposes spiritual arrogance, the illusion of superiority over the
struggling human being. But it, too, must be read through the clear glass of our earlier foundations. The Midrash
is not teaching that actual angels, as defined in halachah and philosophy, suddenly grew independent appetites
and mutinied against their Creator. Rather, it uses the language of angels to dramatize a different descent: the way
exalted spiritual potentials, when drawn into the field of human ego and desire, can be inverted and dragged

downward.

The “names” Shemhazai and Azael, in this light, do not designate free-willed gods but particular configurations of
heavenly middos—Tlights of intense clarity and judgment—that, when entrusted to human hands without humility,

become agents of destruction. Their “plea” before G d is our own inner voice that says: “I would never fall; | am
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above this.” Their “fall” is the inevitable humbling of that voice when it meets the thickness of the world.

A similar reorientation is required when we meet other fearsome figures in Scripture, such as the “malach
hamashchis” in Egypt. On the night of the Exodus, Israel was commanded to remain indoors and to mark their
doors with the blood of the korban Pesach, “for the destroyer will not be allowed to enter your houses to smite.”
Here is a destructive angel, moving through Egypt, striking the firstborn. Yet our sages emphasize that this
“destroyer” has no independent permission; he is but an instrument given momentary license by the Divine
decree. The same tradition teaches that once unleashed, such an angel does not distinguish between righteous
and wicked unless restrained by explicit command. Destruction, as a mode of Divine gevurah, is blind in itself;

only the One who sends it can set its boundary.

So too in lyov we encounter Satan, who appears “among the sons of G d” presenting themselves before Hashem.
He is the accuser, the prosecuting angel, who challenges lyov’s righteousness and requests permission to test him.
Here again, the fext is explicit: Satan can do nothing without Divine consent. He comes and goes only by
appointment, bound by the precise limits Hashem sets. There is no hint of a rival power contending with G d;
there is only a severe function within the Divine court, a mode of judgment whose task is to probe the depth of

human integrity.

Taken together, these strands form a clear doctrine: whenever Torah speaks of destructive angels, of accusing

forces, even of “sons of G d” that seem to err, it never grants them autonomous will against Hashem. They are
either human beings misusing a Divine likeness, or angelic functions described in human metaphor, or spiritual
energies that, once invested in a lower realm, can be misdirected. But the ax is never more than an ax; only the

Hand that wields it has true freedom.

Kabbalah and Chassidus give us a vocabulary to understand this in more inward terms. The Zohar teaches of
“nitzutzim,” holy sparks scattered throughout creation, and of “sheviras hakeilim,” the shattering of primordial
vessels in the world of Tohu. In that concealed history, intense lights could not be contained by their vessels and
“fell,” descending into lower worlds, becoming the hidden cores of all beings. This “fall” is not a rebellion of
creatures against their Source, but a crisis of overflowing infensity: Divine energies that, for the sake of a deeper

purpose, enter states of concealment and fragmentation.

From this perspective, what people call “fallen angels” are, in truth, fallen sparks—high lights that have descended
info domains where freedom and ego operate. When those lights are received by a purified vessel, they become
channels of holiness: a strong middah of gevurah becomes disciplined courage; a fiery love becomes selfless
chesed. But when they enter a vessel ruled by self, they are misused, and their very greatness magnifies the
distortion: spiritual passion turns to fanaticism, penetrating infelligence to cynicism, disciplined strength to cruelty.

The light itself has not changed; only its clothing has.

Chassidus therefore speaks of “high lights in low places.” A mighty angelic middah, in its own world, is a
“standing” flame, fixed in its devotion. When that same quality is refracted through the prism of human
consciousness, it gains access to the arena of choice. There, it can be elevated or profaned. What looks from

below like an angel that has “fallen” is, from above, a spark that has been entrusted to human hands.
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This is how we must also hear the language of the Midrash about Shemhazai and Azael and the more mythic
themes later elaborated in extra canonical texts. They are not chronicles of rival gods, but symbolic accounts of
what happens when intense heavenly currents are drawn into a world where the neshama must struggle against its

own garments. The angels themselves do not sin; their reflections in human consciousness can be twisted.

Once this is understood, a further clarification becomes possible. Normative Torah denies the existence of any
independent evil being with a will that can oppose Hashem’s. All that we call “evil” is either a concealment—a
place where the Divine light is hidden from view—or a misdirection of that light through a distorted vessel. The
prosecuting angel, the destroying angel, the tempter: these are all functions within a single, seamless providence,
each one a mask worn by the One who sustains them at every instant. They are severe faces of the same Light that

heals and blesses.

This does not minimize the reality of suffering or the depth of human responsibility. On the contrary: it intensifies
them. For if there were another power, we might locate the source of cruelty elsewhere and despair. But if “ein od
milvado” remains absolute even in the presence of Satan and the malach hamashchis, then every encounter with
darkness becomes a meeting with hidden light—a summons to reveal, through our choices, the unity that has

never been broken.

We can now return to the paradox with which we began. Scriptural hints, Midrashic tales, and later legends about
fallen angels are not invitations to imagine cosmic wars beyond G d's control. They are mirrors held up to our
own condition. The true “fall” occurs when high potentials descend into the world of bechirah and are not
received in humility. The true “giants” are those towering energies—of love, strength, beauty, knowledge—that,

when unmoored from their Source, stride across the earth tframpling what is holy.

In this light, even the notion of “two hundred” fallen angels, which will concern us later, can be re read as an
image of multiplied distortions: many facets of a few core forces, scattered and fragmented in the human and

cosmic arena. The counting is symbolic of proliferation, not of independent thrones in heaven.

But this understanding still leaves one last, pressing question: why is it that only in the human realm can such a
drama unfold? Why are the angels “standing” while we are capable of falling—and therefore of rising higher than
them? What is it about the root of the human soul that allows it to hold and heal these shattered sparks, to

transform “fallen angels” back into songs of praise?

To answer that, we must step back from the worlds and their angels altogether, and contemplate the mystery of
before: before creation, before time and story, when only His simple will filled all. There, in that hidden

beginning, lies the secret of free will and of the unique covenant between Hashem and the human soul.

4 - Before the Beginning: Will, Time, and the Human Exception

When we speak of “before creation,” language itself begins to tremble. For all speech is woven from time: before
and after, cause and effect, higher and lower. Yet the sages, with a daring born of revelation, disclose a glimpse

of that untime: “Yisrael alah b'machshavah” — Israel rose first in Divine thought.
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This does not mean that there was once a moment when Hashem “thought” of Israel, as though a new idea
occurred to Him. Rather, in the simple, undivided will of the Infinite, prior to any distinction of worlds or beings,
the root of the Jewish soul is treasured as the inner intention of all that would ever be. Before there are heavens
and earths, before there are angels, before there is even the measure we call “before,” there is only Him and His

will that there be a relationship — a partner — through whom His oneness would be revealed in a finite world.

Angels do not stand there. They cannot. For an angel, by definition, is already a relation: a this in contrast to that, a
function, a form, a name. As the Rambam writes, they are created beings, brought into being with the rest of
existence. However subtle their substance, however lofty their understanding, they are within the order of “yeish,”
of somethingness, within the flow of “and there was evening, and there was morning.” They are not eternal; they

are made.

It follows that angels are children of time. They mark its rhythms, they carry its decrees. They are like the great
currents of day and night: the rising of kindness, the setting of restraint, the turning of compassion. Each has its
hour, its orbit, its fixed obedience to the Divine wisdom that ordains the cycles of the worlds. As the prophets hint
when they speak of stars and constellations, of ministers of day and guardians of night, all these are but names for

the patterned faithfulness of the cosmos.

But the human soul, and in particular the neshama of Israel, is spoken of otherwise. Chassidus explains that all
created worlds, with their angels and intelligences, are animated by the light called memale kol almin — the Divine
radiance that enters, measures itself, and tailors itself to each vessel according to its capacity. This light is the

source of all form, all law, all inner logic. An angel is a pure, transparent vessel for one line of this measured light.

The soul of Israel, however, is rooted in a higher radiance yet: in sovev kol almin, the encompassing light that is
not bound by measure at all — and beyond even that distinction, in Atzmus, the Divine essence, which is not light
but the One who freely shines or does not shine. The words are metaphors, yet they point to a radical difference.

Angels are expressions within the story; the soul of the Jew is bound to the Author Himself.

From this vantage, we can begin to understand why only man is granted true free will. The Rambam, in Hilchos
Teshuvah, defines bechirah not as the simple fact of choosing between options, but as the astonishing gift that a
created being can stand between good and evil and, at any moment, turn himself completely one way or the
other. Nothing compels his heart. His moral axis is not preset. Even the foreknowledge of Hashem does not

coerce him, for that knowledge is of a different order than our causality.

An angel cannot stand in such a place. Its entire being is its mission; its consciousness is its function. It knows only
what it is sent to know, feels only what it is fashioned to feel. Even the highest angelic “understanding” is not a
deliberating between obedience and rebellion, but a clear seeing of the Divine truth that leaves no room for

deviation. Its awareness is luminous, but it is bounded within the pattern of memale, of measured revelation.

By contrast, the human soul, because it is rooted in Atzmus, bears within itself a faint echo of that primordial
freedom — the freedom of the One who is not compelled by anything, who creates or does not create solely

because He so wills. This is not that we possess a spark of godhood in the sense of independence — chas
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v'shalom — but that the Creator has engraved into the heart of man a point where law gives way to relationship,
where decree yields to covenant. In that point, a finite being can say “yes” or “no” to the Infinite, and the Infinite,

by His own will, will “listen.”

This difference is staged dramatically in the Talmudic account of Matan Torah. When Moshe ascends to receive
the Torah, the ministering angels object: “What is a human among us?” They wish to keep the Torah in heaven, in
the realm of pure clarity and fixed praise. And Hashem says to Moshe: “Answer them.” Moshe replies with a series
of questions that penetrate to the core of our discussion: “Do you dwell among nations that tempt you? Do you
have parents to honor, an evil inclination fo resist, a yetzer to turn?” In other words: Torah is not for beings who

stand outside of history, but for those whose very condition is struggle.

The angels’ protest reveals their own nature. Their service is chorus, not covenant. They are the music of the
worlds as Hashem composed them; they cannot change the score. But man, precisely because he is fragile,
tempted, divided, because he can weep and err and return, is the one for whom Torah was given. For only in the

realm of rupture can the depth of unity be revealed.

We can now return to the image of day and night. Angels are like the turning of the spheres, the faithful return of
dawn after darkness. Each one is a “day” or a “night” force: chesed that always flows as chesed, gevurah that
always stands as gevurah. They are the fixed calendar of creation. Man, by Torah and teshuvah, can transcend this
calendar. He can take a moment that, by all natural measures, is night — thick with concealment, sin, and distance
— and through a single cry of the heart, transform it into a higher day than ever existed before. He can turn strict
judgment into compassion, not by changing Hashem, but by changing the vessel through which the Divine light is

received.

This is what it means that Israel “rose first in thought.” The entire architecture of worlds and angels is built as a

ladder, but the purpose of the ladder is not its rungs; it is the one who climbs. The laws of nature, the cycles of
history, the vast celestial orders, all exist to furnish a stage in which a finite being, rooted in the Infinite will, will
freely choose a relationship with His Maker. Without that choosing heart, the symphony of the angels would be

like a song played to an empty hall.

Still, one might ask: if angels dwell in clarity and we in confusion, why is our path considered higher? Would it
not be better to be like them, steady and serene, without anxiety, without the terror of failure? Here Chassidus

invites us to listen more deeply to the tremor of our own hearts.

The stability of the angels is the stability of law. It is beautiful, it is necessary, but it is impersonal. Their ecstasy is
the ecstasy of a flame that has never known separation from its wick. Our anxiety, our inner conflict, is the sign that
we stand in a different kind of space: a space of encounter. When you hesitate between a selfish impulse and a
selfless act, when you feel torn between comfort and truth, in that tension the Infinite is meeting you. The very fact

that you can be otherwise, and yet turn toward Him, is the wonder before which even the angels fall silent.
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In symbolic language we might say: the angels long for our uncertainty, and we yearn for their peace. They gaze
at the trembling of a human soul about to overcome a forbidden desire, and they perceive in that moment a
revelation of Atzmus they themselves can never touch. For their love and awe are determined by their nature; ours
can be born out of darkness, out of resistance. That birth is the deepest likeness to the Creator, who brings light

out of nothing, not only from existing brightness.

When Chassidus speaks of “before creation,” then, it is not to transport us info a mythic prehistory crowded with
rival spirits. It is to remind us that behind every angel, every law, every story, stands the simple, indivisible will of
Hashem to have a dwelling below — with you, here, now. In that primordial counsel, no angel was consulted. They
are called in only later, as messengers, as supports, as garments of the Divine word that guides and tests and

sustains the human journey.

All angelic drama, all talk of ascent and descent, of accusation and defense, is thus re-situated. It is scenery and
choreography for the central action: the free response of a soul that remembers, in its depths, that it was known
and loved “before the world was.” When you choose a mitzvah over a momentary urge, when you return after a
fall, you are not only correcting a detail in your life; you are fulfilling the very thought that preceded angels and

worlds.

This is the lens through which we must regard every narrative that seems to center angels — whether in Torah,
Midrash, or later writings. If we forget that the human soul is the partner envisioned in the “before,” we will
misread those stories as competitions between heaven and earth, as though the main question were what happens
among the watchers above. But when we hold fast to the teaching that “Yisrael alah b’'machshavah,” we can
approach even the most elaborate angelologies with calm: they are ornaments around a single, simple point — the
covenant between Hashem and His people, the dialogue of freedom and love that unfolds within time but is

rooted beyond it.

With this clarity, we are prepared to turn fo those extra-canonical tales that seem to grant angels a fearful centrality,
to examine how they can be interpreted in the light of Sinai, so that they illuminate, rather than obscure, the dignity

of the human soul and the oneness of Hashem.

5 . Reading Enoch Through Sinai

From within this clarity, we may now allow ourselves to look, briefly and carefully, at that book which has so
fascinated many seekers: the writings aftributed to Chanoch, known in other tongues as Enoch. We approach it as
one stands at the edge of a great forest at night: with curiosity, but also with a lantern in hand. Our lantern is Sinai.

Without that light, one easily mistakes shadows for beings and echoes for voices.

Historically, what is called the Book of Enoch (or more precisely, several books woven together) arises in the late
Second Temple period. It did not enter the canon of Tanach, was not preserved in the language of our mesorah,
and is cited neither by Tannaim nor Amoraim as a source of halachah or ikarei emunah. Its survival in full belongs

mainly to other religious communities. From the perspective of Torah, this absence is itself a teaching. The same
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generations of prophets and sages who transmitted to us Shir HaShirim and Koheles with all their mystery, who
preserved Yechezkel's Merkavah and Daniel’s visions, did not hand down Enoch as a sefer kodesh. This means:
whatever sparks of insight it may contain, it carries no authority to define what we believe, how we pray, or what

we do.

At the same time, it is not surprising that such writings emerged precisely then. The Second Temple era was a time
of intense spiritual anxiety: prophecy had withdrawn, foreign empires rose and fell, and the Jewish heart sought to
understand invisible forces shaping history. In that emptiness, imagination began to embroider around the terse
hints of Torah—the brief mention of “bnei haElokim,” the mysterious figure of Chanoch who “walked with G d
and was no more,” the silence around the inner mechanics of the Flood. Enochic literature can be read as a
poetic attempt to fill these silences with narrative, to dramatize in story what the soul intuits: that there are watchers,

courts, journeys, and judgments behind the visible world.

lts core motifs are well known. Two hundred “watchers,” a host of heavenly beings, descend to earth, bind
themselves by an oath, and take human wives. From these unions come mighty and violent offspring. The watchers
teach humanity secret arts—metallurgy for weapons, cosmetics for seduction, astrology for manipulation of fate.
Their corruption spreads until the earth cries out, and the heavenly court decrees destruction. In parallel, Chanoch
is taken up through the heavens, escorted by angels, shown the places of punishment and reward, the courses of
the stars, the orders of the angels, and the throne of glory. In some strata of the work he himself is transformed

info a fowering angelic being, a scribe of heaven.

Compared to the severe brevity of the Torah’s own account of the pre Flood world, this is an extraordinary
expansion. Where the Chumash uses a handful of verses to hint at a mysterious corruption—"And the earth was
filled with violence”—Enoch lingers over scene after scene, names the watchers, counts them, assigns them roles,
elaborates the heavenly litigation and the details of their sin. Where the Torah simply says, “Chanoch walked with

G d, and he was no more, for G d had taken him,” Enoch unfolds long itineraries through many heavens.

This contrast is not accidental. The Torah's restraint is itself a boundary, a fence guarding pure monotheism. By
refusing to dramatize spiritual beings beyond what is needed for avodah, the written Torah protects us from
turning messengers info protagonists. Enoch, by stepping beyond that restraint, risks obscuring the simple axis of

creation: Creator and free human soul. It is for this reason that our sages did not sanctify it.

Yet, if one approaches such a book not as scripture but as mythic midrash—a human meditation—some of its
images can be re read in the light of the teachings we have received. Then, instead of dragging our faith

downward into dualism, they can be elevated as parables of inner work.

Take, for example, the “watchers.” The term itself appears in our Tanach, in Daniel’s visions of Babylon: “a watcher
and a holy one (ir v'kaddish) descended from heaven.” Chazal, and the classical commentators after them, explain
these “watchers” in line with the general doctrine of malachim: they are forms of Divine supervision, emissaries of
judgment, not independent gods who spy on G d's behalf. They “watch” only because Hashem chooses to gaze

through them; their eyes are His will clothed in image.
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Read through this lens, the 200 watchers of Enoch need not be taken as a literal heavenly rebellion. Rather, they
can be seen as a multiplied image of what we have already called “fallen lights.” A watcher is a mode of
awareness, a way the Divine gaze is refracted into the worlds. When such a gaze enters the human heart and is
seized by ego, it becomes distorted self consciousness: the eye that watched for G d now watches for itself, for
its own advantage, its own pleasure, its own power. Two hundred is then not a census of angels, but a symbol of
proliferation. Where there was once a unified, simple awareness of the One, there are now countless fragmented

perspectives, each claiming to know, to see, to judge.

So too with the “forbidden knowledge” taught by the watchers. The book lists skills: smelting metal, making
weapons, adorning the face, reading the stars. In themselves, these are not evil. Chochmah in the world—
technology, beauty, astronomy—is a gift. The prohibition is not on knowledge as such but on knowledge torn from
its root, used to inflate violence, lust, and the illusion of control. In Chassidic terms: chochmah without bittul,
wisdom without humility, hardens into klipah. The same Divine light that could be harnessed to build a sanctuary is
diverted to build an idol or a sword. The midrashic imagination clothes this danger in the garments of angelic
instruction: as if to say, “Even the highest patterns, when received into unrefined vessels, become weapons in the

hands of giants.”

Chanoch’s ascent, too, can be read this way. Our mesorah knows of journeys of the soul through heichalos, of
heavenly yeshivos where tzaddikim learn Torah after their passing, of the Merkavah seen by prophets. Chassidus
often speaks of aliyos haneshamah—moments when, even in this life, the soul is lifted to perceive higher orders of
reality through Torah and tefillah. The Zohar describes how, when a person learns Torah lishmah, his words rise

and are crowned in the worlds above, and he is joined to the supernal chaburah.

Enochic literature takes the terse phrase “G d took him” and paints it as a long initiation into such worlds. If we
strip away the foreign elements and hold it up to the light of Sinai, we can allow ourselves to hear in it a parable:
that a human being, through walking with G d, can become so transparent to the Divine will that his
consciousness is more at home in heavenly courts than in the corruption of his generation. In this sense,
“Chanoch became like an angel” is not a doctrine but a poetic way of saying what Chassidus teaches explicitly:
that a Jew, cleaving to Torah, can refine his animal soul until it sings in harmony with the “standing” lights above,

while yet remaining a free “walker” below.

But for such readings to remain holy, one must constantly distinguish between symbol and creed. This is the
methodological principle: writings outside our canon may be mined for imagery, for echoes that stir the heart, but
they do not establish realities for us. They are to be filtered through the complete system of Torah as transmitted by
Chazal, poskim, and the masters of pnimiyus halorah. Where they contradict that system—by suggesting
independent celestial rebels, angelic unions that override Divine decree, or a cosmos in which human choice is

marginal—they are simply set aside, as one closes a book that does not lead to yiras Shamayim.

The danger of literalizing such texts is not only intellectual; it is spiritual. When a person fills his imagination with
named ranks of angels, fallen and unfallen, with defailed maps of heavens not sanctioned by our mesorah, he

subtly shifts the axis of his fear and hope. Instead of standing naked before Hashem and His Torah, he begins to
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negotiate with imagined powers, to blame “forces” for his impulses, to attribute his suffering or success to hidden

dramas among watchers. This is a refined form of avodah zarah: not bowing to stone, but to stories.

Therefore, even when we allow ourselves to read, it must be as one looks into a mirror of the soul, not a window
info a rival heaven. The 200 watchers become the many voices within us that observe but do not surrender; the
“giants” become inflations of ego that trample the humble; the forbidden knowledge becomes every time we use
a Torah insight or a psychological tool to dominate another instead of to serve Hashem. And Chanoch’s ascent
becomes the possibility that, in each generation, there are those whose walking with G d refines the atmosphere

of the world, even if their names and journeys are known only Above.

Seen so, Enoch returns fo its proper place: not as scripture, not as a secret manual of angels, but as a human
midrashic tapestry that can, when read through Sinai, remind us of truths we already know from Torah and
Chassidus. That the misuse of high light breeds violence. That there is a court Above which weighs every deed.
That there are paths of ascent open to the soul. And that all of this exists only to deepen our awe before the One

who needs no watchers to see, no intermediaries to judge, no myths to be real.

From here, the question turns from books to life. Granted that angels are functions, that extra canonical tales are at
best symbolic, how then shall a Jew actually walk among these images? How should one think and speak about
angels in daily avodah, so that even the most vivid stories become ladders for the heart and not distractions from

the One who stands above the ladder? To this we now turn.

6 - Walking Among Angels
To walk among angels in a Jewish way is first of all to walk simply with G d.

The halachah, which is the revealed will of Hashem, guards this simplicity with great jealousy. It does not allow the
heart to lean, even a litfle, toward any intermediary. Therefore the prohibition of praying to angels is not merely a
technical point of law; it is the fence around the innermost garden of emunah. One may not request from an
angel, nor address supplication to any spiritual force, even as a “go between.” For the essence of prayer is the
meeting of the finite “I” with the Infinite “You” —"Atah” —without anything placed in between, whether stone or star,

sefirah or seraf.

From this root the halachic discussions of our liturgy are illuminated. When some communities recited “Machnisei
Rachamim,” calling upon the bearers of mercy to carry prayers upward, the question arose: does this not bend
the soul away from the pure line of “Baruch Atah Hashem”? Many authorities therefore excluded or reinterpreted
these words, insisting that even poetic hints must not be heard as petition to angels, only as description of the
higher order that serves Hashem. The sensitivity itself is our teacher: even where the language is ancient and
sweet, if it risks planting in the heart a sense of reliance on something other than Hashem, it is set aside or

explained away. Better fo lose a stanza than to lose the straightness of the soul.
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So too the cherished song of “Shalom Aleichem” on Friday night. We welcome the “ministering angels” who
accompany a Jew from the synagogue to his table of Shabbos peace. Yet here too the sages and teachers have
been careful with our words. We greet them, we acknowledge their presence as witnesses and attendants to the

"o

sanctity of our home, but we do not pray to them. When we say “Barchuni leshalom,” “bless me with peace,” the
inner intent is not that an angel bestows blessing by its own power. Rather, in the language of the masters,
blessing means revelation of a light already decreed Above. We ask that the peace of Shabbos which Hashem
ordained should be revealed and rest upon us in the manner that even the attending forces will agree and attest to
it. And many are careful to conclude swiftly with “Tzeischem leshalom,” sending them on their way, for our

deepest companionship on Shabbos is with the Shechinah Herself.

From here the path turns inward. It is not enough to avoid forbidden speech; we must also shape our instinctive
reliance. The sages taught: “If you encounter a wicked person, drag him to the beis midrash.” There is no hint of
appealing to angels, of invoking unseen guardians as one might summon warriors in a tale. The advice is painfully
simple: bring him, or your own inner rasha, into the light of Torah. For “Hakol bidei Shamayim chutz miyiras
Shamayim”—everything is in the hands of Heaven except the awe of Heaven. The entire celestial hierarchy, with all
its forces and measures, lies within the Divine hand; only your own turning tfoward or away from Hashem is placed

in yours. That is the one space where no angel can walk for you.

Chassidus then reveals a gentle paradox. Even as we are forbidden to pray to angels, we are told that angels
accompany a Jew in his ways. When one goes on the road for a mitzvah, speaks words of Torah, guards his eyes,
bends in kindness, the texts describe bands of “malachei hashareis” that go with him. The Baal Shem Tov and his
disciples taught that every mitzvah creates an angel, a living current of light, formed from the deed itself. Every
word of Torah is a subtle being that lives in the upper worlds. Even thoughts and speech create subtle formations;
holy thoughts give rise to ministering forces, and the opposite, Heaven forbid, thickens the air with accusing

forms.

These teachings are not to frighten but to dignify. They mean that the world around you is not empty. Your day is
not a series of disconnected acts but the weaving of garments, the birth of emissaries. When you say a blessing
over bread with attention, an angel is formed that carries that moment of gratitude upward. When you speak kindly
against your irrifation, a messenger of compassion is born. When you allow anger or cruelty to harden, a coarser
form arises that testifies to that constriction. The courts Above do not need watchers from alien stories; they are

populated by the very children of our choices.

Here Yaakov's ladder returns, not as ancient vision but as present map. The ladder is prayer and Torah and
mitzvos. Its feet are in the earth of our ordinary life—kitchen, office, street—and its head reaches the heavens of
understanding and delight. Our actions send angels ascending; Hashem sends shefa, abundance and
illumination, descending. In every mitzvah there is an “ascending” aspect—the bittul and yearning that rise—and a
“descending” aspect—the Divine will that clothes itself in the deed and flows into the world as blessing. To live
with this image is to know that every small act is a rung; every “Amen,” every coin of tzedakah, is a step on the

ladder, even if the climb is too gradual for our eyes.
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Practically, this rescues us from two distortions: fear of unseen forces and fascination with them. Fear is healed by
returning to “Hakol bidei Shamayim”—all forces are His servants. The only thing not in His hand is your own awe
of Him. Therefore, when you feel anxiety about spirits or curses or angels in rebellion, turn that same trembling
info yiras Shamayim: “Master of all worlds, You alone rule; let my fear be only of failing to do Your will.” The

energy of fear is then elevated from scattered ghosts to the living G d.

Fascination is healed by channeling the imagination back into Torah. If your soul is drawn to angelic images, to
ladders and chariots and watchers, do not suppress that desire; refine it. Study the passages of Chazal and the
holy books that speak of Merkavah, of the songs of the seraphim, of the angels formed by mitzvos. Let your
contemplations be fed by sources rooted in Sinai, not by tales that awaken taste for spiritual spectacle. In
davening, when you speak of “malachim” and “ofanim,” use these as mirrors of your own inner states. Malachim
are your fixed loves and fears; seraphim your burning yearnings; ofanim the grinding wheel of habit that can be

turned either for holiness or for self.

Here the psychological dimension reveals itself as an inner orchard. Every recurring emotion, every habitual
thought, is an “angel” of the nefesh—a messenger carrying a cerfain message again and again. Your tendency to
kindness is an inner Michoel; your instinct for boundaries and holy severity is an inner Gavriel; your wish to heal
and harmonize is an inner Refael; your clarity and insight are an inner Uriel. When these capacities are aligned
with Torah, they stand upright—angels of light. When they are twisted by ego, they appear as “fallen”: love
becomes addiction or flattery; strength becomes rage or cruelty; beauty becomes vanity; wisdom becomes

manipulation. The same forces, corrupted, are the “bnei ha Elokim” that descend into the daughters of earth.

Teshuvah, then, is the raising of fallen angels within. When you take that same power of love and redirect it from
self indulgence to chesed; when you take that same intensity of anger and redirect it against your own laziness;
when you take that same aesthetic sense and devote it to hiddur mitzvah, you are lifting distorted messengers back

onto the ladder. You do not create new powers; you return each angelic middah to its true Sender.

In this light, the Jew walking in the world is more than a protected traveler; he is a bearer of light for the worlds
themselves. Angels sing a single note forever; a human being can change the melody. Each time you choose to
say “Shema Yisrael” with attention, to put on tefillin, to guard Shabbos, to forgive, you surpass the angels not by
power but by likeness to the Divine freedom. You echo, in miniature, the One whose will is not compelled by any

law, who chose to create and to covenant in love.
Let us gather these threads in a quiet meditation.

Imagine once more Yaakov's ladder set upon the earth of your own life. All the angels you have ever created by
mitzvos are there, ascending, descending, carrying the fragrance of your deeds. The highest archangels of love,
strength, beauty are not far away in some alien heaven; they glow as your highest capacities, waiting to be enlisted
for Hashem. Even the “fallen” ones—the misused passions, the broken habits—hover near the rungs, longing to

be lifted through one honest act of teshuvah.
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Around the ladder are the stories you have heard and read—of watchers, of courts, of journeys through realms.
Some are from Torah, some from midrash, some from human imagination. See them now as garments, as parables
that may help the heart picture the unseen but have no life of their own. Their colors are beautiful, but they are not

the walker and not the One who stands above.

Now lift your inner gaze. Above the ladder, beyond the angels, beyond all images, stands the One. No form, no
measure, no name truly grasps Him. The angels are spirits; He is the breath of their being. The sefirot are lights;
He is the darkness that is not absence but infinity. All the worlds are ladders; He is the ground and the sky and the

climber and the climb.

In that awareness, the soul whispers: Ein od milvado—there is nothing besides Him. Not that angels do not exist,
nor that worlds are illusion, but that in their very existence they are nothing but His speaking, His willing, His
presence. To live with this is to walk among angels without bowing to them, to hear their songs without being

distracted from the Singer.

And then the avodah is simple. When you wake in the morning, say “Modeh Ani” not to any force but to the living
King who returns your soul. When you fear, turn your fear into awe of Him. When you are drawn fo spiritual
spectacle, return to the clarity of Sinai, to the straight words of Torah and Chassidus. When you say “Kedushah”
and imagine the angels calling “Kadosh,” feel your own heart becoming their companion in praise. When you fail,

know that the angels formed from that failure can be transformed through teshuvah into deeper light.

So a Jew walks: not above angels in arrogance, not beneath them in superstition, but among them in humble
partnership, knowing that all of them, from the highest archangel to the smallest messenger formed by a single
word of Torah, are only garments of the One light. And he knows, with a quiet certainty that deepens with every
mitzvah, that beyond all garments, beyond all ladders, beyond all flames and rivers and songs, there is only

Hashem, and the soul cleaving to Him in the midst of an ordinary day.
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Ladders of Fire - for King Shlomo and his Beloved's
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