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IntroductIon: What Is Language?
Language is more than communication. It shapes our 
consciousness, structures our world, and mediates our 
relationship with the ineffable. Yet this seemingly self-evident 
claim masks profound disagreements about language’s 
essential nature, origins, and function. Contemporary 
theories of language offer divergent views; each rooted 
in specific disciplinary assumptions and philosophical 
commitments that reveal as much about their proponents’ 
worldviews as about language itself.

The question “What is language?” admits no simple answer. 
Is language primarily a biological endowment, as Chomsky 

suggests, encoded in neural circuits that unfold according 
to genetic programming? Is it fundamentally a social 
practice embedded in forms of life, as Wittgenstein’s later 
philosophy maintains? Or does it represent something more 
profound—a neurological manifestation of humanity’s 
divided consciousness, as McGilchrist argues, where different 
hemispheric modes of attention create fundamentally 
different relationships to meaning itself?

These are not merely academic disputes. How we 
understand language shapes how we practice medicine, 
conduct therapy, engage in education, and navigate the most 
intimate dimensions of human relationship. If language is 
computational, as Chomsky’s generative grammar implies, 
then communication becomes a matter of encoding and 
decoding information with maximal efficiency. If language 
is use within forms of life, as Wittgenstein suggests, then 
meaning emerges contextually through shared practices 
that cannot be reduced to propositional content. If language 
reflects hemispheric asymmetry, as McGilchrist contends, 
then our current linguistic predicament may represent a form 
of cultural pathology—an overemphasis on left-hemisphere 
analysis at the expense of right-hemisphere relationality.

The Chomskyan Revolution and its Discontents

Noam Chomsky’s linguistic revolution of the 1950s 
fundamentally altered how scholars conceptualize language. 
Against behaviorist accounts that viewed language as 
learned response patterns, Chomsky proposed that humans 
possess an innate Language Acquisition Device—a biological 
endowment that enables children to master grammatical 
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complexity far exceeding their linguistic input¹. This “poverty 
of stimulus” argument suggested that syntax operates 
according to universal principles encoded in the human 
genome, making language acquisition possible despite the 
apparent inadequacy of environmental data.

Chomsky’s Universal Grammar posits that beneath 
surface differences among world languages lies a deeper 
computational system characterized by recursive structures, 
transformational rules, and modular organization. Language, 
in this view, represents a species-specific cognitive capacity 
as distinctive to humans as echolocation is to bats². The 
elegance of this theory lies in its explanatory power: 
it accounts for the speed and uniformity of language 
acquisition, the creative potential of linguistic competence, 
and the apparent existence of grammatical universals across 
cultures.

Yet Chomsky’s framework comes at a theoretical cost. By 
treating language as an internal computational system, 
it systematically brackets questions of meaning, context, 
and relational function. Semantics and pragmatics become 
secondary phenomena, interesting perhaps but peripheral 
to language’s essential nature. Communication itself appears 
almost accidental—a byproduct of cognitive mechanisms that 
evolved for other purposes³. The lived, embodied, contextual 
dimensions of speech recede into the background, replaced 
by abstract syntactic structures that exist independently of 
their social and phenomenological contexts.

McGilchrist identifies this theoretical move as characteristic 
of left-hemisphere thinking: the tendency to abstract, 
systematize, and manipulate rather than to engage 
relationally with phenomena as they present themselves⁴. 
From this perspective, Chomsky’s linguistics exemplifies 
precisely the kind of reductive analysis that modern Western 
culture has elevated to the status of ultimate truth, while 
losing sight of what language actually does in human life.

Wittgenstein’s Transformation: From Logic to Life

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophical development represents 
one of the most dramatic intellectual transformations in 
modern thought. The early Wittgenstein of the Tractus 
Logico-Philosophicus sought to establish the logical structure 
that language and reality must share if meaningful discourse 
is to be possible⁵. Language, in this austere vision, functions 
as a logical calculus that mirrors the atomic structure of 
reality. Propositions picture possible states of affairs through 
their logical form, and the limits of language coincide with 
the limits of meaningful thought.

This early position shares important features with Chomsky’s 
later generative grammar: both seek to identify the essential 
structural principles that make language possible, both 
privilege syntax over semantics, and both treat language as 
a formal system operating according to discoverable rules. 
Where they differ is in their respective attitudes toward 
the relationship between language and thought—Chomsky 

emphasizing biological endowment, early Wittgenstein 
focusing on logical necessity.

The later Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations 
abandons this entire framework. Language games replace 
logical analysis; meaning becomes use within forms of 
life rather than correspondence to reality; and the dream 
of a perfect logical language gives way to attention to the 
rough ground of ordinary discourse⁶. This transformation 
represents more than a change of philosophical opinion—
it constitutes a fundamental shift in how Wittgenstein 
understands the nature of meaning itself.

McGilchrist reads this transition as a movement from left-
hemisphere to right-hemisphere modes of attention⁷. 
Where the early Wittgenstein sought to master language 
through logical analysis, the later Wittgenstein learned to 
dwell within linguistic practices as they actually function in 
human life. The Investigations repeatedly demonstrates how 
philosophical problems arise when we abstract language 
from its living contexts and treat it as a formal system. The 
cure involves returning words from their “metaphysical” to 
their “everyday” use—a therapeutic practice that McGilchrist 
would recognize as right-hemisphere engagement with 
language as relational phenomenon rather than mechanical 
system.

Yet even the later Wittgenstein stops short of recognizing 
what McGilchrist identifies as language’s most profound 
dimension. While Wittgenstein understands meaning as 
emerging through use within forms of life, he remains 
skeptical about language’s capacity to engage ultimate 
questions of meaning and value. The mystical must be passed 
over in silence, not because it lacks reality, but because 
propositional language cannot capture it⁸. This creates a 
tension within Wittgenstein’s later philosophy: language 
is simultaneously the medium through which human life 
unfolds and inadequate to its deepest realities.

McgILchrIst’s synthesIs: heMIspherIc 
asyMMetry and the dIvIded BraIn
Iain McGilchrist’s contribution to linguistic theory emerges 
from neuroscientific research on hemispheric asymmetry, 
but its implications extend far beyond empirical findings 
about brain function. McGilchrist argues that the two cerebral 
hemispheres represent fundamentally different modes of 
attention and engagement with reality—what he terms 
“ways of being in the world”⁹. The left hemisphere excels at 
focused, analytical attention that grasps and manipulates; 
the right hemisphere provides broad, contextual awareness 
that integrates and relates.

Applied to language, this hemispheric asymmetry reveals why 
both Chomsky’s and early Wittgenstein’s approaches, despite 
their sophistication, remain incomplete. Left-hemisphere 
attention naturally gravitates toward systematic analysis, 
rule-governed operations, and abstract manipulation—
precisely the qualities that characterize both generative 
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grammar and logical analysis. Such approaches excel at 
identifying patterns and structures, but they systematically 
miss what language actually does in lived experience.

Right-hemisphere attention, by contrast, is sensitive to 
context, metaphor, emotional resonance, and relational 
meaning¹⁰. When we hear a poem, engage in intimate 
conversation, or experience the ritual language of religious 
tradition, we are primarily drawing upon right-hemisphere 
capacities. The meaning emerges not through grammatical 
analysis but through embodied engagement with language 
as living presence.

McGilchrist’s genius lies in recognizing that this is not 
simply a matter of different analytical approaches to the 
same phenomenon. Rather, the two hemispheres literally 
inhabit different worlds, and language functions differently 
within each¹¹. Left-hemisphere language operates through 
signs that point to discrete referents; right-hemisphere 
language engages symbols that participate in the realities 
they represent. The former is instrumental; the latter is 
sacramental.

This framework illuminates why contemporary culture 
experiences what McGilchrist calls “the matter with things”—a 
systematic disconnection from the integrative, relational 
dimensions of experience¹². Our educational, technological, 
and institutional systems privilege left-hemisphere modes 
of attention while neglecting right-hemisphere wisdom. In 
linguistic terms, we have become expert at manipulating 
language as a formal system while losing the capacity for 
language as communion.

The Mystical Dimension

Yet even McGilchrist’s hemispheric framework, profound as 
it is, requires supplementation from sources that explicitly 
recognize language’s sacred dimension. Jewish Kabbalistic 
tradition offers precisely this supplement, viewing language 
not as human creation but as divine instrument through 
which reality continuously unfolds¹³. The letters of Hebrew 
are not arbitrary signs but cosmic forces; the words of Torah 
participate in the very structure of creation.

This mystical understanding of language provides the missing 
element in secular linguistic theory. Where Chomsky sees 
biological endowment, Wittgenstein sees social practice, 
and McGilchrist sees hemispheric asymmetry, Kabbalah 
recognizes divine creativity working through human speech. 
Language becomes theurgical—a form of sacred action 
that participates in the ongoing creation and repair of the 
world¹⁴.

Such a perspective might seem to belong to pre-modern 
cosmology, irrelevant to contemporary linguistic science. 
Yet McGilchrist’s work suggests otherwise. If the right 
hemisphere is indeed sensitive to dimensions of meaning 
that transcend propositional content, and if our culture’s 
pathology involves systematic neglect of right-hemisphere 
wisdom, then mystical traditions may preserve essential 
insights about language that secular theory has forgotten.

Language as Threshold

By juxtaposing McGilchrist’s neuroscience, Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy, Chomsky’s linguistics, and Kabbalah’s 
mysticism, we find striking convergences beneath apparent 
contradictions. Each framework grasps essential aspects of 
language while remaining blind to others. Chomsky’s Universal 
Grammar captures something real about linguistic structure 
while missing its contextual and relational dimensions. 
Wittgenstein’s language games illuminate meaning as use 
while stopping short of recognizing language’s creative 
power. McGilchrist’s hemispheric asymmetry explains why 
previous approaches remain partial while pointing toward 
more integrative possibilities.

The Kabbalistic tradition provides the theological framework 
within which these partial insights might be synthesized. 
If language is indeed divine creativity working through 
human consciousness, then its computational, social, and 
neurological dimensions represent different aspects of a 
more fundamental reality. Chomsky’s syntax, Wittgenstein’s 
games, and McGilchrist’s hemispheres all point toward 
language as threshold—the boundary where finite human 
consciousness encounters infinite creative possibility.

This threshold quality of language helps explain why 
linguistic theory remains so contentious. Language exists 
simultaneously as biological endowment, social practice, 
neurological function, and sacred activity. Different 
theoretical frameworks illuminate different aspects of 
this multidimensional reality, but none captures its full 
significance. The challenge is not to choose among competing 
theories but to understand how they might complement one 
another within a more comprehensive vision.

Such integration requires what we might call “stereoscopic 
thinking”—the capacity to hold multiple perspectives 
simultaneously without collapsing them into premature 
synthesis¹⁵. Just as stereoscopic vision depends upon the 
slight difference between left and right eye perspectives to 
generate depth perception, understanding language may 
require maintaining creative tension among neurological, 
philosophical, linguistic, and mystical approaches.

McGilchrist’s core thesis, articulated in The Master and His 
Emissary (2009) and The Matter with Things (2021), is that 
the brain’s two hemispheres have radically different ways of 
engaging with the world:

The left hemisphere•	 : Abstract, analytical, focused on 
control, manipulation, and propositional language.

The right hemisphere•	 : Holistic, relational, context-
sensitive, attuned to metaphor, emotion, and meaning.

For McGilchrist, the left hemisphere prefers signs, while 
the right engages symbols. He critiques the modern world’s 
overreliance on left-hemisphere thinking—treating language 
as a detached system—while forgetting its right-hemisphere 
roots in embodied, living speech.
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The implications of this hemispheric asymmetry extend far 
beyond neuroscience into fundamental questions about the 
nature of reality itself. The left hemisphere’s world is one of 
static objects, clear boundaries, and mechanical causation—a 
world that can be grasped, manipulated, and controlled. 
The right hemisphere’s world is dynamic, relational, and 
mysterious—a world that must be approached with what 
McGilchrist calls “sustained attention” rather than focused 
grasping¹⁶.

Language participates in both worlds, but contemporary 
culture has systematically privileged left-hemisphere 
linguistic modes. We excel at technical discourse, logical 
argumentation, and information processing, while losing 
fluency in the language of metaphor, symbol, and presence. 
This represents not merely an intellectual limitation but a 
form of spiritual impoverishment—a disconnection from 
language’s capacity to mediate encounters with the sacred.

Wittgenstein’s two major works represent a philosophical 
shift of profound significance:

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921)•	 : Language as 
a mirror of reality; logical atomism.

Philosophical Investigations (1953)•	 : Language as a 
tool embedded in human life; “meaning is use.”

McGilchrist reads this shift as a movement from a left-
hemisphere epistemology to a more right-hemisphere 
attunement. Where early Wittgenstein sought certainty, the 
later Wittgenstein embraced ambiguity, context, and the 
unsayable.

The Tractatus attempts to establish the logical scaffolding 
that must underlie any meaningful language. Reality consists 
of atomic facts; language consists of elementary propositions; 
and meaningful discourse requires logical correspondence 
between linguistic and ontological structure¹⁷. This austere 
vision seeks to eliminate ambiguity, context-dependence, and 
what early Wittgenstein dismisses as “pseudo-propositions” 
about ethics, aesthetics, and religion.

The Philosophical Investigations dismantles this entire 
framework through what Wittgenstein calls “grammatical 
investigations”—detailed attention to how language actually 
functions in concrete situations¹⁸. Rather than seeking the 
essential logical form underlying all meaningful discourse, the 
later Wittgenstein discovers countless overlapping language 
games, each with its own rules, purposes, and criteria of 
success. Meaning emerges not through correspondence to 
logical structure but through use within specific forms of 
life.

This transformation has profound implications for 
understanding language’s relationship to the ineffable. 
Where the Tractus declares that “whereof one cannot speak, 
thereof one must be silent,” the Investigations suggests that 
the boundaries between sayable and unsayable are far more 
porous and context-dependent than early Wittgenstein 
imagined¹⁹. Religious language, poetic language, and 

therapeutic language each constitute legitimate language 
games with their own internal logic and criteria of 
appropriateness.

Yet even the later Wittgenstein maintains a certain skepticism 
about language’s capacity to engage ultimate questions 
directly. The therapeutic dimension of his later philosophy 
involves curing us of the illusion that philosophical problems 
can be solved through better theories rather than through 
attention to language’s actual functioning. This represents 
progress beyond the Tractus, but it stops short of recognizing 
what McGilchrist and the mystical traditions identify as 
language’s creative and sacred potential.

Chomsky’s theory of Universal Grammar posits that all 
humans are born with a biological capacity for language. Key 
features include:

A modular language faculty.•	

Syntax as primary; semantics and pragmatics •	
secondary.

Language as an internal computational system.•	

McGilchrist critiques this as an example of left-hemisphere 
overreach—detaching language from body, context, and 
relational presence.

Chomsky’s generative grammar represents one of the most 
influential intellectual achievements of the twentieth century, 
fundamentally altering how cognitive scientists understand 
the relationship between biology and culture. The core 
insight—that children acquire grammatical competence 
far exceeding their linguistic input—suggests that human 
beings are genetically endowed with specialized cognitive 
mechanisms for language learning²⁰. This biological 
endowment, Universal Grammar, provides the computational 
principles that make language acquisition possible despite 
what Chomsky terms the “poverty of stimulus.”

The elegance of this framework lies in its ability to explain 
both linguistic universals and linguistic diversity. All human 
languages share certain structural features (recursion, 
transformational rules, modular organization) while 
manifesting these features in culture-specific ways. Children 
can acquire any human language with equal facility because 
they possess innate knowledge of the abstract principles 
that constrain all possible human languages²¹.

From McGilchrist’s perspective, however, Chomsky’s 
emphasis on computational syntax exemplifies precisely 
the kind of left-hemisphere thinking that characterizes 
modernity’s intellectual pathology. By treating language as 
an internal formal system operating according to algorithmic 
rules, generative grammar systematically excludes the 
contextual, relational, and embodied dimensions that 
constitute language’s living reality²². The computational 
metaphor reduces human speech to information processing, 
thereby missing what is most essentially human about 
linguistic communication.
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Moreover, Chomsky’s framework treats communication 
itself as peripheral to language’s essential nature. In the 
most recent versions of generative theory, language evolved 
primarily as a computational system for thought rather 
than communication²³. This theoretical move, whatever its 
empirical merits, reflects what McGilchrist would identify as 
left-hemisphere bias—the tendency to treat formal, abstract, 
and systematic features as more fundamental than relational, 
contextual, and embodied ones.

The result is a linguistic theory of extraordinary technical 
sophistication that nonetheless remains blind to language’s 
most profound dimensions. Chomsky’s Universal Grammar 
illuminates the computational infrastructure that makes 
human language possible while remaining silent about what 
makes language meaningful, healing, or sacred.

Kabbalah: The Language of Creation

Kabbalah views language not as a human construct but as a 
divine instrument:

Sefer Yetzirah: Letters as elements of creation.•	

Lurianic Kabbalah: Divine speech as continuous emanation.•	

Hasidic thought: Speech is co-creative with God.•	

The letters of the Torah are both concealed and revealed 
presences. Speech in Kabbalah is not about representation 
but manifestation.

The Kabbalistic understanding of language as divine 
creativity working through human consciousness provides 
the theological framework that secular linguistic theories 
lack. In the Sefer Yetzirah (Book of Creation), the twenty-
two letters of the Hebrew alphabet function as cosmic forces 
through which God creates and sustains reality²⁴. Language 
is not a human invention for describing pre-existing reality 
but the ongoing divine activity through which reality 
continuously comes into being.

This cosmological vision transforms our understanding of 
human speech. When we speak authentically—whether 
in prayer, study, or ethical action—we participate in the 
divine creativity that sustains the world. Conversely, when 
we speak falsely, carelessly, or destructively, we participate 
in what Kabbalah calls the “breaking of the vessels”—the 
fragmentation and concealment of divine presence²⁵.

Lurianic Kabbalah develops this understanding through 
the doctrine of tzimtzum—divine contraction or self-
limitation that creates space for finite existence²⁶. Before 
creation, infinite divine light filled all reality, leaving no 
room for anything else. Creation requires God’s voluntary 
self-concealment, creating the “empty space” within which 
finite beings can exist. Yet this concealment is paradoxical: it 
simultaneously hides and reveals divine presence, creating 
the conditions within which relationship between finite and 
infinite becomes possible.

Human language participates in this dialectic of concealment 
and revelation. Our words can either increase the world’s 

transparency to divine presence or contribute to its opacity. 
The goal of spiritual practice involves learning to speak in ways 
that serve tikkun olam—the repair or healing of the world 
through restoration of divine presence to manifestation²⁷.

McGilchrist’s view of language as presencing aligns 
remarkably with this Kabbalistic understanding. The right 
hemisphere, like the mystic, senses the world in and through 
language, not outside it. Both recognize that authentic speech 
participates in the reality it articulates rather than merely 
pointing toward it from a position of external detachment.

Theological Silence and the Ineffable
Both McGilchrist and the Kabbalists emphasize silence as 
generative:

Wittgenstein: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one •	
must be silent.”

Kabbalah: Creation begins with tzimtzum, the silence of •	
God.

McGilchrist: Right-hemisphere knowing begins where •	
speech ends.

This aligns with thinkers like Martin Buber and Abraham 
Joshua Heschel, who saw true speech as response to divine 
address.

The relationship between language and silence emerges 
as a crucial theme across all these frameworks, though 
each understands this relationship differently. For early 
Wittgenstein, silence marks the boundary of meaningful 
discourse—the recognition that ultimate questions about 
ethics, aesthetics, and religion cannot be addressed 
through propositional language²⁸. This generates a kind of 
philosophical humility: we must remain silent about what is 
most important because language cannot capture it.

Kabbalistic silence operates differently. Tzimtzum represents 
not the absence of divine presence but its voluntary self-
concealment for the sake of relationship²⁹. Divine silence 
creates the conditions within which divine speech becomes 
audible to finite consciousness. The silence is pregnant with 
possibility rather than marking the limits of meaningful 
discourse.

McGilchrist’s understanding of silence emerges from 
his analysis of right-hemisphere attention. The right 
hemisphere’s broad, contextual awareness includes what he 
calls “the implicit”—the background of meaning that must 
remain tacit for explicit content to be meaningful³⁰. Right-
hemisphere knowing begins where explicit articulation 
ends, not because it encounters the meaningless but because 
it engages meaning that exceeds propositional formulation.

This suggests that authentic speech emerges from silence 
rather than breaking it. Poets, mystics, and therapists know 
that the most important communications often occur in 
the spaces between words, through what Heschel calls the 
“barely audible”³¹. Learning to speak well involves learning 
to listen to the silence from which speech emerges and to 
which it returns.
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Contemporary culture’s discomfort with silence reflects its 
left-hemisphere bias toward explicit articulation and control. 
We fill silence with noise, uncertainty with information, 
and mystery with explanation. Yet the traditions explored 
in this essay suggest that such strategies systematically 
miss what is most essential in human experience. The cure 
involves learning to dwell in silence not as absence but as 
pregnant presence—the source from which authentic speech 
emerges.

Language as heaLIng and reLatIonshIp
McGilchrist’s work suggests that the loss of right-hemisphere 
presence is a pathology—a disconnection from the fullness of 
being. In Kabbalistic and Hasidic terms, this is akin to the exile 
of the Shekhinah, the fragmentation of divine language.

Wittgenstein’s later work can be read as a philosophical 
therapy to reconnect us to the living flow of words.

The therapeutic dimension of language represents a 
crucial convergence among these different frameworks. 
McGilchrist’s analysis of hemispheric asymmetry reveals that 
contemporary culture’s left-hemisphere dominance creates 
systematic disconnection from the relational, contextual, 
and integrative dimensions of experience³². This cultural 
pathology manifests in individual symptoms: anxiety, 
depression, and what McGilchrist calls “spiritual autism”—
technical competence combined with relational poverty.

Language plays a central role in both the pathology and 
its potential cure. Left-hemisphere language treats words 
as tools for grasping and manipulating reality, leading to 
instrumental relationships with both language and world. 
Right-hemisphere language engages words as invitations to 
relationship, creating the possibility for what Martin Buber 
calls “I-Thou” encounter³³.

The Kabbalistic concept of the Shekhinah’s exile provides 
a theological interpretation of this same phenomenon. The 
Shekhinah represents divine presence dwelling within 
creation, particularly within human community and speech³⁴. 
When human beings speak and act with authentic intention, 
they create conditions for the Shekhinah’s manifestation. 
When they speak falsely or destructively, they contribute to 
the Shekhinah’s exile—the concealment of divine presence 
from ordinary experience.

Healing, in this framework, involves learning to speak in 
ways that serve the Shekhinah’s return. This requires what 
Hasidic tradition calls kavanah—the intention to serve divine 
presence through one’s words and actions³⁵. Such speech is 
simultaneously therapeutic and theurgical—it heals both 
speaker and listener while participating in the cosmic repair 
of fragmented reality.

Wittgenstein’s later philosophy can be read as secular 
therapy for philosophical confusion caused by language’s 
misuse. The Philosophical Investigations repeatedly 
demonstrates how traditional philosophical problems arise 
when we abstract language from its living contexts and treat 

it as a formal system³⁶. The cure involves what Wittgenstein 
calls “bringing words back from their metaphysical to their 
everyday use”—a therapeutic practice that reconnects us to 
language’s actual functioning in human life.

This therapeutic dimension suggests that learning to use 
language well is not merely an intellectual achievement 
but a form of spiritual practice. Whether in psychotherapy, 
education, or intimate relationship, the quality of our speech 
directly affects the quality of our connection to reality and to 
one another. Language becomes a medium for healing when it 
serves relationship rather than control, presence rather than 
manipulation, and integration rather than fragmentation.

Several additional thinkers complement and extend the 
frameworks explored in this essay:

Eugene Gendlin: Language as felt sense—bodily, pre-
conceptual meaning. Gendlin’s philosophy of “experiencing” 
reveals how meaning emerges from bodily awareness before 
conceptual articulation³⁷. This phenomenological approach 
bridges the gap between embodied experience and linguistic 
expression, showing how authentic speech emerges from 
attention to what Gendlin calls “felt sense”—the bodily 
awareness of meaning that precedes and exceeds conceptual 
formulation.

George Steiner: The sacredness and hauntedness of language 
(Real Presences). Steiner argues that all authentic language 
carries what he calls “real presences”—traces of the sacred 
that resist reduction to purely secular interpretation³⁸. 
Language is “haunted” by intimations of transcendence that 
secular culture systematically ignores but cannot eliminate.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty: Language as gesture, incarnate 
thought. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology reveals language 
as fundamentally embodied rather than abstract³⁹. Speech 
is a form of bodily gesture that extends our physical 
presence into the world, creating meaning through incarnate 
engagement rather than detached representation.

Abraham Abulafia: Prophetic Kabbalah as ecstatic 
permutation of letters. Abulafia’s medieval mystical practice 
involves meditative manipulation of Hebrew letters to induce 
prophetic consciousness⁴⁰. This technique treats language as 
a technology for spiritual transformation rather than merely 
a tool for communication.

Each of these thinkers complements McGilchrist’s insistence 
that language is not code, but communion. Together, they 
point toward an understanding of language that integrates its 
computational, social, neurological, and sacred dimensions 
within a more comprehensive vision.

Toward a Unified Theory of Sacred Language

By integrating the neurological, philosophical, linguistic, 
and mystical perspectives, we begin to glimpse a theory in 
which:

Language arises in silence and returns to it.•	

Speech is both healing and dangerous.•	
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Meaning is inseparable from presence.•	

True understanding lies not in decoding but in dwelling.•	

In this view, the brain, like the cosmos, speaks in two voices: 
one analytic and explicit, one intuitive and hidden. The task 
is not to silence either, but to restore their balance.

The unified theory that emerges from this comparative 
analysis recognizes language as simultaneously:

Computational: Chomsky’s insights about syntactic structure 
and biological endowment capture real features of linguistic 
competence that cannot be ignored. Human language does 
indeed operate according to systematic principles encoded 
in neural architecture.

Social: Wittgenstein’s understanding of meaning as use 
within forms of life illuminates how linguistic significance 
emerges through shared practices embedded in specific 
cultural contexts.

Neurological: McGilchrist’s hemispheric framework 
explains why purely computational or social approaches 
remain incomplete while pointing toward the integration of 
analytical and relational modes of linguistic engagement.

Sacred: The Kabbalistic tradition provides the theological 
framework within which these partial insights achieve their 
full significance. Language participates in divine creativity, 
making human speech a form of sacred action.

This fourfold understanding avoids reductionism while 
maintaining theoretical coherence. Rather than choosing 
among competing approaches, it recognizes each as 
illuminating different aspects of language’s multidimensional 
reality. The computational dimension enables linguistic 
competence; the social dimension generates contextual 
meaning; the neurological dimension explains both 
competence and meaning through hemispheric asymmetry; 
the sacred dimension situates all three within the larger 
context of divine creativity working through human 
consciousness.

Such integration requires what we earlier called “stereoscopic 
thinking”—the capacity to hold multiple perspectives in 
creative tension without premature synthesis. Just as depth 
perception requires maintaining the difference between left 
and right eye perspectives, understanding language requires 
maintaining creative tension among its computational, social, 
neurological, and sacred dimensions.

The practical implications of this unified theory extend into 
every domain where language matters: education, therapy, 
medicine, law, politics, and intimate relationship. If language 
is indeed simultaneously computational, social, neurological, 
and sacred, then learning to use it well requires attention 
to all four dimensions. Technical competence alone is 
insufficient; contextual sensitivity alone is inadequate; even 
neurological sophistication and mystical awareness remain 
partial without integration with the other dimensions.

Personal Reflections: Synchronicity and the 
Formation of Therapeutic Understanding

As I reflect on the convergences explored in this essay, 
I am struck by the mysterious ways these thinkers have 
shaped my own understanding of language in therapeutic 
encounter. My clinical work with patients experiencing 
chronic neurological conditions, spiritual crises, and 
trauma that defies conventional diagnostic categories has 
repeatedly brought me face to face with the limitations of 
purely technical discourse—limitations that McGilchrist’s 
hemispheric framework helped me understand as cultural 
rather than inevitable⁴³.

Reading The Master and His Emissary while struggling 
with patients whose experiences exceeded the boundaries 
of medical language felt like encountering a theoretical 
framework that gave voice to what I had intuited but 
could not articulate. McGilchrist’s distinction between 
left-hemisphere grasping and right-hemisphere dwelling 
illuminated why some of my most meaningful therapeutic 
encounters occurred not through diagnostic precision but 
through what he might call “sustained attention” to the 
patient’s full presence⁴⁴.

Similarly, my encounter with Wittgenstein’s later philosophy 
came during a period when I was questioning the adequacy 
of scientific materialism for understanding healing 
relationships. The Philosophical Investigations revealed 
how the language games of medicine—with their emphasis 
on objective measurement and technical intervention—
systematically exclude precisely those dimensions of human 
experience that patients most need to have witnessed and 
understood⁴⁵. Wittgenstein’s therapeutic approach to 
philosophical confusion offered a model for therapeutic 
work that honors rather than reduces the complexity of lived 
experience.

The synchronicity extends to my theological studies, where 
exposure to Kabbalistic texts on divine speech and presence 
provided language for what I was observing clinically but 
could not explain within conventional medical frameworks. 
The notion that authentic speech participates in ongoing 
creation rather than merely describing pre-existing reality 
helped me understand why certain therapeutic conversations 
seemed to generate healing possibilities that exceeded the 
sum of their technical components⁴⁶.

My work on the sacred dimensions of therapeutic encounters, 
the problem of evil in medical practice, and the Cartesian 
split that continues to fragment healthcare emerged from 
the intersection of these intellectual influences with direct 
clinical experience⁴⁷. Writing about divine presence and 
concealment in therapeutic space felt like translating 
between different language games—the medical, the 
philosophical, and the mystical—in search of more adequate 
frameworks for understanding what actually happens when 
healing occurs⁴⁸.



Page | 29

Beyond Words: Language, Communication, and the Sacred Dimensions of Therapeutic Dialogue

Universal Library of Medical and Health Sciences

The convergence with Chomsky’s work came later and more 
reluctantly. Initially, his computational approach to language 
seemed to exemplify precisely the reductive thinking that 
I was critiquing in medical education and practice. Yet 
engaging seriously with Universal Grammar revealed that 
even the most systematic theoretical frameworks capture 
real features of human linguistic capacity that cannot be 
dismissed⁴⁹. The challenge became integration rather than 
rejection—finding ways to honor both the computational 
infrastructure that makes language possible and the 
relational presence that makes it meaningful.

What strikes me most profoundly is how these apparently 
disparate thinkers—neuroscientist, philosopher, linguist, 
and mystics—all point toward the inadequacy of purely 
instrumental approaches to language and meaning. 
Each, in different ways, recognizes that authentic human 
communication involves dimensions that exceed technical 
manipulation or social construction. Whether through 
McGilchrist’s right-hemisphere attention, Wittgenstein’s 
therapeutic philosophy, Chomsky’s species-specific linguistic 
endowment, or Kabbalah’s divine speech, all gesture toward 
language as threshold between finite and infinite, individual 
and universal, human and more-than-human.

This recognition has practical implications for how I 
understand my role as physician and teacher. Rather than 
simply transmitting medical information or applying 
therapeutic techniques, I find myself called to what I can 
only describe as “threshold work”—creating conditions 
within which healing possibilities that exceed my individual 
knowledge or skill might emerge⁵⁰. This requires the kind 
of integrated attention that honors both analytical precision 
and relational presence, technical competence and sacred 
awareness.

My recent work on the tzimtzum model in doctor-patient 
relationships, the problem of therapeutic absence, and the 
integration of spirituality with medical practice represent 
attempts to articulate frameworks that could support 
such threshold work⁵¹. Yet I remain aware that the most 
important aspects of this work resist systematic formulation. 
Like the mystics’ apophatic theology, the deepest therapeutic 
encounters point toward realities that can be approached 
but not grasped, served but not controlled.

The synchronicity that draws these thinkers together in my 
own intellectual development suggests something beyond 
mere academic interest. Perhaps what McGilchrist identifies 
as our culture’s left-hemisphere dominance creates a hunger 
for more integrative approaches to language and meaning 
that draws many of us toward similar sources of wisdom⁵². 
The fact that a neurologist, a philosopher, a linguist, and 
ancient mystics all point toward language’s sacred potential 
may reflect not coincidence but necessity—the need for 
intellectual frameworks adequate to the full reality of human 
communication.

In acknowledging these influences, I do not claim to have 
synthesized them successfully or to have resolved the 

tensions among their different approaches. Rather, I offer 
my own work as one attempt to think seriously about what 
it might mean to practice medicine as sacred conversation—
honoring both scientific rigor and spiritual depth, technical 
precision and relational presence. The integration remains 
ongoing, shaped by each clinical encounter that exceeds 
the boundaries of conventional medical discourse and calls 
for responses that draw upon all the wisdom traditions can 
offer.

concLusIon
Language, when fully alive, is not a tool but a threshold—
between inner and outer, self and other, heaven and earth. 
McGilchrist’s divided brain, Wittgenstein’s language games, 
Chomsky’s grammatical universals, and the Kabbalist’s 
divine speech all gesture toward this threshold in different 
ways.

To cross it is not merely to speak—but to be spoken through.

The threshold metaphor captures something essential 
about language that purely analytical approaches miss. 
Thresholds are liminal spaces—boundaries that separate 
while simultaneously connecting. They mark transitions 
between different modes of being rather than static locations 
within a single ontological framework. To cross a threshold 
is to undergo transformation rather than merely to change 
position.

Language functions as threshold in multiple senses. 
Developmentally, language acquisition marks the transition 
from purely embodied to symbolic consciousness, opening 
new possibilities for self-reflection, relationship, and 
cultural participation. Phenomenologically, authentic speech 
involves crossing from private experience to shared meaning, 
requiring risk, vulnerability, and faith in the possibility 
of understanding. Therapeutically, healing language 
enables transitions from fragmentation to integration, 
isolation to relationship, despair to hope. Spiritually, sacred 
speech facilitates encounters between finite and infinite 
consciousness, creating possibilities for transformation that 
exceed purely human capabilities.

The threshold quality of language explains why it has 
proven so difficult to theorize adequately. Language exists 
at the boundary between nature and culture, individual and 
community, finite and infinite consciousness. Theoretical 
approaches that privilege one side of these polarities 
inevitably miss essential features of linguistic reality. 
Chomsky’s biological naturalism captures the individual 
and finite dimensions while missing the cultural and infinite 
aspects. Wittgenstein’s cultural emphasis illuminates 
community and practice while remaining skeptical about 
individual consciousness and transcendent meaning. 
McGilchrist’s neurological framework integrates individual 
and cultural dimensions while pointing toward but not fully 
articulating the sacred dimension that Kabbalah explicitly 
thematizes.
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The integration attempted in this essay suggests that 
language’s threshold character requires theoretical 
approaches that can think boundaries without collapsing 
them into false unities. Language is simultaneously natural 
and cultural, individual and communal, finite and infinite. 
Understanding it requires what we might call “boundary 
thinking”—intellectual practices that can dwell at thresholds 
without premature resolution into simpler conceptual 
schemes.

Such boundary thinking has profound implications for how 
we understand human existence more generally. If language is 
indeed the medium through which consciousness encounters 
reality, then the character of linguistic engagement shapes 
everything else: our relationships, institutions, spiritual 
practices, and most intimate experiences of meaning. 
A purely instrumental approach to language produces 
technological solutions to existential problems. A purely 
social approach reduces meaning to cultural construction. A 
purely neurological approach treats consciousness as brain 
function. A purely mystical approach may lose connection 
with empirical reality.

Only by recognizing language as threshold—simultaneously 
instrumental and sacramental, social and individual, 
neurological and spiritual—do we begin to glimpse 
possibilities for forms of life that honor rather than fragment 
human existence. In this vision, learning to speak well becomes 
a comprehensive spiritual discipline requiring attention to 
language’s computational precision, social appropriateness, 
neurological integration, and sacred potential.

The stakes of such learning extend beyond individual 
flourishing to the possibility of cultural healing. McGilchrist’s 
analysis suggests that contemporary civilization suffers from 
systematic left-hemisphere dominance that creates technical 
competence combined with relational poverty⁴¹. The cure 
requires not the rejection of left-hemisphere achievements 
but their integration within more comprehensive forms of 
attention that include right-hemisphere wisdom.

Language serves as both symptom and potential cure for this 
cultural pathology. Our current linguistic practices reflect 
and reinforce left-hemisphere bias through emphasis on 
information processing, technical discourse, and instrumental 
manipulation. Yet language also preserves possibilities 
for right-hemisphere engagement through poetry, ritual, 
contemplative practice, and authentic dialogue.

The comparative synthesis attempted in this essay points 
toward forms of linguistic education and practice that could 
serve cultural healing. Such approaches would integrate 
Chomsky’s insights about syntactic competence with 
Wittgenstein’s attention to contextual meaning, McGilchrist’s 
understanding of hemispheric integration, and Kabbalah’s 
recognition of language’s sacred potential. The result 
would be speakers capable of crossing the threshold that 
language represents—moving fluidly between analytical 
and relational modes of attention, technical precision and 

contextual sensitivity, individual expression and communal 
meaning, finite articulation and infinite mystery.

In this vision, every authentic utterance becomes an 
opportunity for what the mystics recognize as theophany—
divine manifestation through finite media⁴². Language 
becomes a spiritual practice through which human 
consciousness participates in the ongoing creation and 
repair of reality. To speak authentically is not merely to 
convey information but to serve the manifestation of truth, 
beauty, and goodness in a world that desperately needs such 
manifestation.

The threshold awaits. To cross it requires not merely 
technical linguistic competence but the courage to allow 
ourselves to be spoken through by sources of meaning that 
exceed our individual comprehension. In this surrendering 
of linguistic control, we discover language’s true power—not 
as instrument of human will but as medium through which 
divine creativity continues to unfold in and through human 
consciousness.
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