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“How a Jewish Mother Doodled Her Way to G-d”

An Interview with Rachel Malkin and Rae Shagalov

Everyone doodles.  It’s just that Rae Shagalov does it better than most.  This Los Angeles-based artist, Life Coach, and educator developed her own very unique way of taking notes in lectures that is both beautiful and informative.  After each class, most of us have scribbled notes.  Rae has a gorgeous piece of art that can help her easily remember the main points and cherish them forever.  And she has it each and every time she attends a class or lecture – hundreds of lectures – in fact, Rae has more than 2,300 pages of art notes from Torah classes given by the leading Jewish masters of our time. I wanted to interview Rae to find out how she found her special talent.

Rachel: How did you learn how to make such fantastic notes?
Rae: About 16 years ago I made the best decision I ever made in my life when I began to explore my Jewish heritage from the inside. I have always been a seeker of truth. I always felt that there is a spiritual solution to every problem – if only I knew how to find it! I knew there was something important I was meant to do, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.
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I was a single parent with two children, very depressed, under-employed and deeply in debt. I felt stuck and at a dead end. I knew I had a lot of talent, but I couldn’t figure out how to use it to enrich my life and the lives of others. I just kept spinning my wheels, feeling lost and alone. Then, one day, I was reading notices on a bulletin board at Humboldt State University where I was a student. A flyer with Hebrew writing on it caught my eye. “Oh, I used to know how to read Hebrew,” I thought, but when I tried, I found that I had forgotten how. Tears started rolling down my cheeks as I realized that I had lost something very precious. I yearned to grow spiritually and feel connected to my faith, but I felt so far away from G-d!
Rachel:  So, you had some Jewish background already?

Rae:  Yes, a little bit. I had gone to Hebrew school as a child and learned how to read the alef bet, but we weren’t very good students. Every year we learned the alef bet over again as if we were reading Hebrew for the first time.

Just at that time, I finished my first course in calligraphy at the university and I asked my professor if I could do an independent study in Hebrew calligraphy. He agreed, even though he knew nothing about Hebrew, and I began to read every book I could find in the university library on the Hebrew alphabet. I studied deep kabbalistic texts, and copied prayers and blessings from the prayer book. I read thousands of Jewish stories. 

I began to uncover an amazingly profound Judaism I had never known before.
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I wanted a connection, a personal dialogue with G-d. I learned from the texts of 
Rebbe Nachman of Breslov how to walk through the magnificent redwood forests and do 
Hitbodedut, a profound Jewish meditation practice of talking to G-d. I studied the extraordinary teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson and decided to try to live according to Jewish law and Torah wisdom. I began to keep Shabbat (the Sabbath) and to eat only kosher food. I was amazed at the awesomeness of Torah – and WOW, did my life change!
Rachel: How did your life change?
Rae:  As I began to learn about the amazing and profound inner wisdom of Torah Judaism and how to connect to G-d, my life began to change in astounding ways. I was able to emerge from my deep depression and found a passion for life. My spiritual search led me to discover my unique purpose and talents.
From the very beginning of my Torah learning I discovered my talent as Jewish artist. I realized that what I was learning was so profound, I wanted to be sure to review my notes over and over again and to someday share this inspirational information with others. I began to write my notes in calligraphy. I had classical training and was already a professional calligrapher, and I began to “doodle”. Breakthrough miracles started happening in my life.
Rachel:  What kind of miracles?

Rae: I began to see miracles in my life every day. For four years I was the only person for 300 miles who kept Shabbos and kosher. It was very difficult and lonely. 
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I walked in the fields and redwood forests every day and asked G-d to bring me to the right Jewish community. Then I applied for a great job, was flown down for an interview and hired on the spot at double my previous salary. The very same day, I found my home in the heart of the Jewish community and began to study every day with many amazing masters of Torah. I made extraordinary new friends, found my soulmate, and married at age 49. Statistics say that it would be easier for a woman over 40 to be struck by lightning, G-d forbid, than get married! But thank  G-d, Torah wisdom teaches us how to live above statistics. I married Rabbi Yosef Yitzchok Shagalov, director of Enlightenment for the Blind and webmaster of www.moshiach.net and he is the Rabbinical advisor of my organization, Holy Sparks.
Rachel:  Tell us about Holy Sparks.

Rae:  When I sit and learn with these profound Torah and Chassidic masters, I am blown away by the WOW! of Torah and the special privilege G-d has given us as Jews. I try to fill the pages of my sketchbooks with that WOW! so that others will feel it, too. My goal has always been to share these unique calligraphic notes of the most amazing Jewish wisdom and the best kept secrets of Torah I have been privileged to learn on my fascinating journey. So, with G-d’s help I built a website to share my art and the Torah I’ve learned and we receive more than half a million visitors a year. In August, with      G-d’s help and the support and guidance of my husband, I launched a membership site www.holysparks.og where people can join for a very nominal fee and download my art. 
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Rachel: Who is your website for?

Rae:  I especially had Jewish mothers in mind when I made my new membership program. Let’s face it; Jewish women are amazing and among the hardest working people in the world. In addition to making a home and making a living, we have all of the responsibilities of cooking and preparing for the Sabbath and Jewish holidays, doing mitzvahs, learning Torah, giving tzedaka (charity), doing acts of loving kindness, praying, saying Tehillim (Psalms), taking care of ourselves and our families — and when you have little kids, just getting through the day is an accomplishment! Being a Jewish mother is the most important mission in the world, but it’s very difficult to stay mindful about the holiness of the job of wife, mother and homemaker.
It’s wonderful to learn from a sefer (holy text) or attend a Torah class, but often busy Jewish women just don’t have the time. They struggle to stay inspired in Torah and prayer, doing chesed (kindness) and mitzvahs, cooking, cleaning, carpool, and all of the mundane tasks of taking care of their family. Women tend to put everyone else’s needs first, but our souls need nurturing, too.
So, I made it easy to download my art to provide quick and easy inspirational Torah learning. Seeing the beauty of Torah through art, refreshes your learning and gives you a new burst of Torah energy. The beauty draws you in, and the Torah learning lifts you up and out of your limitations so that you can look at your situation as it is illuminated from a Torah perspective.  It’s like coming home to your own soul. 
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I know how hard it is for busy Jewish mothers to find some “Do-Something-Nurturing-for-Me” time. That’s one of the reasons my art is filled with interesting abstract graphics. Moms and their children will have a really unique and special way to have fun and learn together, too. The whole family will have fun coloring the pages together and discussing some of the simple, yet profound Torah lessons – it brings refrigerator art to a whole new level!  Coloring the pages is a relaxing, meditative way to integrate what you are learning.


Rachel:  So, this is not just art you frame?
Rae:  This is art you can put on your walls, on your mirror, in your car, at your desk – wherever you need an extra boost of light to help you remember that G-d is in charge of the world and wants only what’s best for you. Put the art pages wherever you want extra inspiration and encouragement to focus on your holy mission and elevate the holy sparks in your life, and to remember that G-d is in your life everywhere and every moment of the day. 
Holy Sparks members also get access to transcripts of the art that they can copy to use as quotes in their emails, letters, Facebook updates, Twitter Tweets, blog posts, and newsletters to spread the wellsprings of Torah and the light of  G-dliness. Some people have started study groups using Holy Sparks art as the text to learn with like-minded  people who are interested in growing in spirituality.
Rachel:  Does a person have to be Orthodox or Jewish to benefit from Holy Sparks art, books, coaching or services?  
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Rae:  You do not have to be Jewish or even familiar with the Torah to benefit from or enjoy my art or other services. The beauty, application and truth of Torah 
transcends to all!  But when it comes to coaching or artistically conveying spiritual 
teachings, quotes, or philosophies, as a Chassidic Jewish artist, I only work through authentic Orthodox Torah sources and am unable to include any religious ideas or quotes that come from other religious sources.
Rachel: Who are some of the teachers you’ve taken notes from?
Rae:  Thank G-d, I’ve had the privilege of learning from hundreds of amazing teachers over the years including my husband, Rabbi Yosef Yitzchok Shagalov, Rabbi Elchonon Tauber, Rabbi Reuven Wolf, Rabbi Simon Jacobson, Rabbi Yissocher Frand, Rabbi Paysach Krohn, Rabbi Avrohom Twerski, Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, Rebbetzins Esther Jungreis, Tzipporah Heller, Shira Smiles, and many others.
Rachel:  What are some of the themes in your art?
Rae:  Many of my art pages focus on how to be happy, bring out the good in every situation, and strengthen your faith and trust in G-d. My work covers the whole range of Jewish Spirituality, including Torah, Kabbalah  (Jewish mysticism) & Chassidus (inner secrets of Torah given to us by the Baal Shem Tov and the Chabad Rebbes), meaningful holidays, how to grow in Torah and mitzvahs, and how to bring more G-dliness into the world and feel closer to G-d. Much of my art is filled with very practical tips about how to be a whole, happy, and spiritually healthy person, how to have 
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extraordinary relationships, get married, raise amazing children, and feel calm, peaceful, centered and connected in your life. 

Rachel:  It’s amazing to watch you create an artwork while you’re listening to a speaker.  How do you do that? 
Rae:  I am blessed that G-d has trusted me with this beautiful gift. I was trained in traditional calligraphy and after decades of study and writing, it is now my natural handwriting. When I listen, I use a special meditative technique of “emptying self of self,” so that my mind can be a clear vessel for receiving.  By connecting to G-d and clearing my mind of my own thoughts, I am able to listen for what resonates with me as truth and draw it on the page. I teach this meditation in my e-book, “What’s a Soul Like You Doing in a World Like This?”
Rachel:  Tell us about your e-book, “What’s a Soul Like You Doing in a World Like This?” That’s an intriguing title. What is it about?
Rae:   The world is rapidly moving toward Geulah (the Messianic Era) – the end of the exile of this world and the beginning of the amazing world to come filled with the revelation of G-dliness in every aspect of Creation. The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson has told us as a prophecy that we are the last generation of Exile and the first generation of Redemption. It is urgent that we each do our utmost and use our special talents to bring Moshiach now, and do everything we can to understand how to prepare ourselves and the world for Geulah - the time of peace and abundance we have all been waiting for. 
Page 8 of 10
“What’s a Soul Like You Doing in a World Like This?” is a 42 day program to help you prepare for Moshiach by getting really clear on your mission in life. It guides 
you step-by-step to create your own Torah Based, G-d Centered, Soul Development Plan designed to help you nurture your soul and develop a clear vision and inspired action plan for your life. It shows you step-by-step how to manage your time and energy to accomplish your goals, stay focused on what’s most important to you, and get crystal clear on your talents and unique, G-d centered mission.  It helps you develop strategies for overcoming your obstacles and shows you how to transform the many disguises of the yetzer hara (evil urge), including the Inner Critic, Inner Brat, perfectionism, overwhelm, fear, guilt, envy, procrastination, and discouragement, into your greatest allies 

 What makes my program unique is that it integrates beautiful art with the inspiration of the deep, inner wisdom of the Torah and chassidus through very practical joy-based action steps for infusing authentic Jewish spirituality into your daily life. 

Rachel: Do you also do life coaching?
Rae:  Yes, I do a special form of Transformational Art Coaching that I call, “Coaching with Calligraphic Maps.” G-d has blessed me with a special ability to tap into the truth and essence of people, situations, relationships, organizations, and processes.  Based on the profound wisdom of the Torah, Kaballah, and Chassidus, and my 18 years of experience as a Talent Specialist, I literally draw out of you your most essential truths, mission, your passion, direction, goals and vision. With my questions,
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your inner wisdom, and G-d’s help, I capture them on the page as a Calligraphic Map, 
a work of art to inspire you to stay focused on your dreams and vision.  I combine 
calligraphy and coaching to help you uncover your deepest truths and your finest talents so that you can use them to live an inspired G-d centered life. 
I also offer a 30 Day Rapid Creation & Transformation Package for personal or business development for women. When you are starting something brand new, or ready for rapid transformation in a particular area of your life or work, I can provide intensive support to help you brainstorm, clarify, set your intention, work out the details, strategize your challenges and obstacles, receive encouragement and inspiration, and celebrate your success. We process and document your insights with Calligraphic Maps to give you a beautiful record of your inspirational journey.

Rachel:  How can someone buy your e-book, become a member of Holy Sparks, or contact you for coaching or art commissions?

Rae:  All of that is available on my website: www.holysparks.org 
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