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Introduction

“Four rabbis ascended into the Orchard, Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma,
Acher, and Rabbi Akiva. . . . Ben Azzai gazed and died; Ben
Zoma gazed and became demented; Acher became apostate; Rabbi
Akiva departed in peace.™

TaiMuDp, CHicAGAH 148

“Whoever veflects on four things, it were a mercy if be had never
come into the world, namely, what is above, whar is benearh, what
is before and what is after.”

MISHNAH, CHAGIGAR 2:1

“Seek not out the things that are too hard for thee, and into the
things that ave hidden from thee inquire thou not. In what is per-
mitted to thee instruct thyself; thou hast ne business with secrer
thing.”

TALMUD, CHAGIGAH 134; BEN Stkd 3:21FF

Why does the story of creation begin with the letter ber (3)? “In the
same manner that the letter ber is closed on all sides and only open
in front, similarly you are not permitted to inquire into what is
before or what was bebind, bur only from the actual time of Cre-
ation.”

TALMUD, CHAGIGAH 77¢C

erusalem is hardly a city where a young American, of Scan-
dinavian heritage, might expect to find himself, immersed
in the study of the Hebrew language and the Dead Sea
Scrolls. But such was my passion for knowledge thar I never
gave a second thought to why I was living at the American
Institute for Holy Land Studies, inconspicuously nestled
among the maze of structures occupying Mount Zion. I had
come as a student of world history, and I wanted to understand
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f the roots of western thought and culwure. The sighes and smells
of this land on the cusp of three continents are strange and for-
eign to western sensibilities. Nevertheless, Jerusalem seemed a

i ficting place to study western origins, and the Dead Sea Scrolls,
two-thousand-year-old parchments produced by a sect of pious
Jews who lived during the days of Jesus and John the Baprist,
seemed a perfect point of reference for my search.

I was a good student, dedicated and disciplined, and it took
me only about a year to learn Hebrew well enough to navigate
in modern Israeli culture, order food, and fight my way onto
crowded municipal buses. But my acquisition of Hebrew also
enabled me to read with fluency the texts of the ancient past,
including the Hebrew Bible, the Mishnah and Talmud, and the
Dead Sea Scrolls. My work with this library of ancient litera-
ture opened up new vistas of thought and understanding,
which [ rescarched and evaluated in the most rational way I
knew how, given my training as a historian. The body of liter-
ature comprising the Dead Sea Scrolls consists of poetry,

| psalms, rule books and manuals, apocalyptic epics, and escha-
tological visions of the future, in addition to the oldest copies
,‘ of the Bible in the world. There is certainly ample material to

study.

One of the scrolls, however, arrested my attention immedi-
ately. Found in a desolate cave, in a chalky marl ridge, across
from a lake of salty brine shimmering in the distance, this par-
ticular document is devoted to an entire genre of Jewish litera-
ture called Kabbalah. This unique discipline is considered the
font of Jewish mysticism, and this example of Kabbalah is
among the oldest in existence. On a personal level, I was loathe
to enter the field of mysticism. I was too rational, and Kab-
balah was too “slippery.” Whenever, during the course of my
studies, [ opened any of the mystical texts, I was baffled and
bewildered. I could find no objective yardstick by which to
measure a literature devored to theosophical speculations about
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the throne of the Almighty and a host of “emanations” from
the “Erernal” into the created universe.

I could not, however, escape the lonely voice of the Dead
Sea Scroll called The Song of Sabbarh Sacrifices, which spoke 1o
me from across the cons. My focus was further sharpened when
I realized that a single copy of the same scroll was found ac
another location in the Judean desert, far to the south, along
the shore of the Dead Sea, on top of a rocky promontory called
Masada. It was here that a group of radical freedom-fighting
Zealots made a last stand against the legions of Rome. It was
here that 960 souls committed suicide rather than surrender to
the Roman general in one of the most pathetic if not heroic
episodes in history. It was here, in the synagogue atop Masada,
that the enraged legionnaires mutilated scrolls of the Torah —
the Hebrew Bible — and the strange mystical document called

E The Song of Sabbath Sacrifices, prior to abandoning the rock to
the ravages of time. And it was here, in a massive excavation
effort in the 1960s, that the crumbled synagogue yielded its
secret cache of parchments.

As a scholar of the Dead Sea Scrolls, my drive to know our-
weighed my natural hesitation to probe the realm of Kabbalah,
and I began, slowly and carefully, to enter “the Orchard.”
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The Chariot-throne

erkavah is a Hebrew word with many connotations. In

its simplest form it means “chariot,” a horse-drawn

vehicle of war, vital to the success of military cam-
paigns. In today’s Hebrew, Merkaval is the name of the Isracli-
manufactured bactle tank that has proven to be the winning
ingredient in scores of battles during the Arab-Isracli conflict.
However, Merkavah is also the descriptive term for the earliest
layers of Jewish mysticism, dating from the days of Jesus of
Nazareth and before. It consists of meditative reflections and
ruminations on the throne of God, described by the prophet
Ezckiel as a kind of heavenly chariot.

An entire literature of Merkavah mysticism has been pre-
served in Jewish tradition, in documents dating from early
medieval times. To be sure, the contents of this literature are far
older, and were certainly passed down by word of mouth, long
before being recorded in the medieval sources. Now, thanks to
a single Dead Sea Scroll, we have a clear reference to the char-

iot-throne of God. In The Song of Sabbath Sacrifices we read:

His chariot-throne’s glorious wheels appear something like an
utterly holy spiritual fire. All around are whar appear to be
streams of fire, resembling electrum, and shining handiwork
comprising wondrous colors embroidered together, pure and

glorious.?
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The passage clearly hearkens back to the prophet Ezekiel,
whose visions and revelations are the stuff of legend. To under-
stand the Dead Sea Scrolls and the mystic writer whose work 1
found myself reading, I had to understand Ezekiel, as I had
never understood him before. Who indeed was Ezekiel, and
what were the great questions with which he wrestled?

Prophet of Exiles

Long before the Christian era, the ancient Israelite kingdom
of David and Solomon fell on hard times. The once mighty
realm came to an ignominious end, after centuries of decline
and decay, being swallowed up in the sixth century B.C. by the
mighty empire of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon. King
Nebuchadnezzar decided that the best way to emasculate what
was left of litde Judea was to deport thousands of its leaders
and their families to faraway Babylon in what became known
as the grear Babylonian captivity. Among these captives was a
young boy who was fater to be heralded as the prophet of the
exiles. His name was Ezekiel — “God is mighcy.” His warnings
were to ring out across the land, as his letters were carried from
his home in exile back to the hapless inhabitants of Zion. There
were messages of doom and disaster, of torment and woe, as
well as encouragement and hope for a people who had not
quite learned all the lessons their historical circumstances were
teaching them.

But Ezekiel is mostly remembered not for his prophetic
admonitions but for his mystical insights, his union with the
spirit of the Most High, his ecstatic visions in which he sees the
very throne of God. In one of the most profoundly enigmatic
accounts in world literature the prophec writes:

12
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As T was among the exiles by the river Chebar, the heavens were

opened, and T saw visions of God. . . . As I looked, behold, a

stormy wind came ouc of the north, and a greac cloud, with

brightness round abouc ir, and fire lashing forth continually,

and in the midst of the fire, as it were gleaming bronze, And

from the midse of it came the likeness of four living crea-

tures. ... Now as I looked ar the living crearures, [ saw a wheel

upon the earth beside the living creatures, one for each of the

four of them. As for the appearance of the wheels and their

; construcdon: cheir appearance was like the gleaming of a

i chrysolite; and the four had the same likeness, cheir conscruc-
tion being as it were a wheel wichin a wheel. When they went,
they wenc in any of their four directions withour turning as
they went. The four wheels had rims and they had spokes; and
their rims were full of eyes round about. And when che living
creatures went, the wheels went beside them; and when the liv-
ing creatures rose from the earth, the wheels rose. Wherever the
spirit would go, they went, and the wheels rose along with
them; for the spirit of the living creatures was in the wheels. . . .
Over the heads of the living creatures there was the likeness of a
firmament, shining like crystal, spread out above their
heads. . .. And above the firmamenc over their heads there was
the likeness of a chrone, in appearance like sapphire; and seated
above the likeness of a throne was a likeness as it were of a
human form. And upward from what had the appearance of his
loins I saw as it were gleaming bronze, like the appearance of
fire enclosed round about; and downward from what had the
appearance of his loins I saw as it were the appearance of fire,
and there was brightness round abour him. Like the appearance
of the bow chat is in the cloud on the day of rain, so was the
appearance of the brightness round about. Such was the appear-
ance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord (Ezek. 1:1,4,5,15-
20,22,26-28).3

13




Some have speculated that Ezekiel was recording nothing
less than an encounter with a UFO, bearing extra-terrestrial
life. But for generations of pious Jews, Ezekiel’s visions became
the seed-bed of the entite genre of mysticism called Merkavah.

What was the fundamental message of Ezekiel’s vision? In
truth, the propher was, by virtue of his divine revelations, mak-
ing a powerful, even revolutionary statement. For long cen-
ruries during che reigns of Israel’s kings it was thought that God
had a single House, a dwelling place that was the domain of
Deity, located in a city of the Deity’s choosing. The book of
Deuteronomy declares: “But you shall seek the place which the
Lord your God will choose out of all your tribes to put his
name and make his habitation there” (Ezek. 12:5). That House
was the great Temple of Solomon, and that city was Jerusalem,
called in Scripture “the city of the great King.” This is why the
so-called Wailing Wall (more properly the Western Wall) is still
venerated by Jews today; there is still the belief that the divine
presence may be found among the stones of the Wall.

Eickiel, however, was saying something new. He was
announcing that the presence of God, called in Hebrew the
Shechinah, might now be found in a new place entirely. The
divine presence might be found apart from the Temple, apart
from the city of Jerusalem, apart from the land of Israel itself.
Even in exile, even in the house of bondage, in Babylonia,
which seemed like half a world away, the Almighty could be
seen, felt, and approached by those who possessed knowledge,
wisdom, and insight. This was Ezckiels greatest contribution
— the revolutionary concept that God, ultimately, can be expe-
rienced anywhere — and everywhere. Ezekiels visions did
more than simply to provide the prophet with an authoritative
platform from which to speak. They framed the fundamental
question, persisting until this day, of how a spiritual resonance
may be attained. It is a question posed universally, by all peo-
ples of all cultures.
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The Great Question

Ac the heart of Kabbalah is this essential, universal question:
How can Infinite, Eternal Deity, whose essence is beyond the
grasp of mere mortals, be known intimately by those very mor-
tals? A kindred question is a logical extension of the fitst, on a
cosmic level: How can the Eternal, who is beyond space and
time, be intimately involved with the cosmos, in the midst of
space and time?

There is hardly a human being alive on this planet who does
not have a sense of the eternal and who does not want to come
to grips with the infinite “scheme of things.” Most people,
whatever their religious or cultural heritage, have a sense of a
Creator, an Infinite Being, whose presence energizes the uni-
verse, and us with it. The problem is how to establish a link, or
perhaps even experience a oneness or unity, with this Infinite
Being. Can mere flesh and blood know the mind of God?

On the one hand, we have an inherent sense that the Erer-
nal One is beyond knowing, and, therefore, ought to be
extolled and magnified as such. In face, from earliest human
history, we know that people spent endless hours praising the
virtues and character of omnipotent Deity. In ancient Egypr,
for example, a movement arose (called Atenism) in which the
pharaoh and his subjects became lost in the worship of the pure
disk of the sun (the Aten), arguably the earliest archetype of
genuine monotheism. The sun’s disk, however, could not be
intimately known or apprehended.

On the other hand, the mystic, from ancient times to the
present, has always been looking for a way to “break in” to the
realm of Deity. The mystic has sought a point of contact, or, in
terms of modern astrophysics, a “singularity,” through which
the infinite and the finite may meet. Ezekiel found such a
point, in which the heavens opened before him. So did the

writer of The Song of Sabbath Sacrifices.
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Three Stages of Faith

Gershom Scholem, the great modern scholar of the world of
Kabbalah, conceived the idea that biblical religion has itself
evolved through various stages.+ First there was the “primitive”
stage, in which God, or “the gods,” as the case may be, was per-
ceived as being one with the cosmos — the sun, moon, stars,
and essential elements that energize the planet. Primitive soci-
eties worshipped the forces of nature, seeing deity in every
aspect of nature. However, they most often felt helpless before
those very forces, which were as fickle as they were rhythmical.
When the rains fell, the harvest was plentiful; when the rains
were withheld, the crops failed and people died.

Next came the “creative” stage, Israel’s unique contribution
to the evolution of religion, in which God was separated from
His own created universe. This is the essence of the experience
at Mount Sinai, when the Ten Commandments were given to
Moses. More than just a jumble of laws, the overarching mes-
sage of Sinai is that Ged is above and beyond the cosmos. God
is not only all-powerful, but all-just. Human beings, as God’s
creations, are no longer at the whim of the elements or at the
mercy of a compassionless universe. In this view, God is above
and beyond flood and drought, famine and pestilence. God is
good and just. But being omnipotent, God is also well beyond
the reach of humans to grasp or to comprehend. God becomes
distant — a benevolent Father, though far removed from His
lowly subjects.

The third stage, the “mystical” stage, comes full circle to the
first. In mysticism, God’s subjects can find their way back to a
deep and intimate relationship with the Creator. God, who had
been called £l Melekk Ram — “the Mighty King” — now
becomes Yedidi — “My Dear Friend.” Kabbalah, then, is no
tangential entity; it serves an essential purpose, making possi-
ble a personal relationship between God and humans.

16




Hidden Things

Perhaps knowingly, perhaps unknowingly, the prophet
Ezekiel had opened a door to an entirely new world, rarely
glimpsed in the Hebrew Bible, rarely experienced in the days of
the Israelite kings. It was a world of special revelations and
divine encounters, experienced in mystical states of semi-
trance. It was a world of dreams and visions, of heightened
awareness of the supernatural universe. Subsequent generations
would explore Ezekiel’s link with the world of spirit, fostering
a whole genre of literature called Apocrypha. The word apoc-
rypha is the plural form of the Greek apocrypbhon, meaning
“hidden.” This is literature which expounds “hidden things,”
secrets heretofore untold. Apocrypha consists of a mini-library
of books, composed in the first two centuries B.C., most of
which never made it into the accepted “canon” of Holy Writ.
Taking cheir cue from Ezekiel, the Jewish writers of these two
centuries tell of many deeply mystical experiences. The begin-
nings of the formal mystical trend in Judaism, later called Kab-
balah, may be traced to this period. The authors of this litera-
ture are unknown but they are propelled by the idea that God
is knowable, deeply and intimately, in spite of hardship and
suffering,

Who were the faithful Sages of those days who turned to
mysticism to find solutions to the perils of their age? They were
and will always remain anonymous, but to discover more about
them, we can at least consider the tenor of the rimes.

A Tale of Woe
It was an age of persecution and terror. By the middle of the
second century B.C., little Judea had for decades been under the

occupation of cruel foreign overlords. They were the Syrians.
At their helm was King Antiochus IV, called Epiphanes, which

17
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meant “manifestation of God.” Everyone hated him — all the
Jews, that is. Even the children laughed behind his back, twist-
ing his name and calling him “Epimanes” — “madman.”

One day, an intoxicating rumor spread along the narrow
streets of Jerusalem: “He’s dead! Antiochus Epiphanes is dead!”
A general revolt broke our among the Jews. The Syrian garri-
son found itself in full retreat. The figurehead High Priest,
installed by the Syrian ovetlords, was abruptly ousted, and
another, more faithful Jew, given the holy vestments. It was a
scene of utter jubilation. There was only one problem. Anti-
ochus IV was very much alive, and in short order he appeared
in Jerusalem at the head of an army. Unfortunacely for the
inhabitants of Jerusalem, despotic tyrants don't take kindly to
being thought dead, and Antiochus responded with full fury.
He reinstalled his High Priest and vented his full fury on his
wayward subjects. Worst of all, he declared open war on the
Jewish faith. His goal was the extermination, the extinction, of
an entire religion. All who resisted would be summarily exe-
cured.

The atrocities began. Syrian troops made periodic “sweeps”
through the city, seizing and burning scrolls of the holy Torah
— the Bible — hauling the religious leaders, the “rabbis,” off
to prison, even grabbing newly circumcised infants from the
arms of screaming women and dashing them onto the stone
pavement. The penalty for defying the ban on the study of Jew-
ish religious books — crucifixion — sent shock waves through
the whole city.

All the while, the "Abomination of Desolation” hovered
over the Sanctuary like a shadowy menace, and the wrath of the
Almighty hung over the people. These were the days of what
the traitorous High Priest, Menelaus, might well have called
the “new paganism.” In the spirit of the eastern mystery reli-
gions, monuments of the cult of Antiochus Epiphanes went up
all over the city — in the marketplace, before the doors of

18
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f houses, even in front of abandoned Beter Midrash — “houses of
study.” A great slab of marble was hauled up to the Temple
Mount, and slowly, by the work of numerous sculptors, it took
the form of the Olympian Zeus, save for the head, which bore
the visage of Antiochus himself. In due time, the “graven
image” was brought within the Temple compound, and set up
proudly before the Most Holy Place. No fonger was the blood
of sacrificial animals sprinkled to the God of Israel within the
dark recesses of the Holy Sanctuary. Instead, there were sacri-
fices to Baal-Shemin, the so-called Lord of the Heavens, offered
beneath the open sky, in an enclosure, according to the Greek
ideal and the practice of the cults of Syria. Upon the altars that
now adorned the city, multiple pagan sacrifices were daily
offered, in demonstrative expression of zeal for the “new pagan-
ism.” There was particular insistence that sacrifices be offered
every month on the date corresponding to Antiochus’ birthday.

The martyrs were many. But, incredibly, a goodly number
of the city’s inhabitants sheepishly submitted to Antiochus and
his High Priest-henchman, Menelaus. A troupe of temple pros-
titutes, whom Menelaus had personally recruited from the east-
ern provinces of the Seleucid empire, were soon being kept
busy by a steady stream of curious males, young and old alike,
who had never before seen the like in the Holy City. Many oth-
ers were wooed to participate in the bacchanalian festival of
Dionysus, the celebration of the Greek god of wine. The intox-
icated participants adorned themselves wich ivy, like the Greeks
in their formal processions, opened barrels of wine by the score,
and proceeded o utter wild cries of ecstasy in honor of Bac-
chus. Furthermore, Menelaus continued to order his emissaries
into every village and town in Judea, to compel the inhabitants
to join in pagan sacrifice, in a kind of “litmus test” of who con-
tinued to hold fast to the Torah, even clandestinely. Of course,
those who refused the sacrifice and, thereby, the “new pagan-
ism,” were dealt with appropriately, generally facing crucifixion

19




or other grievous tortures. Thus, the shadow of one dark wing
descended over all the land. Never before, in the collective
memory of Jewry, had the very existence of the people of Israel
— spiritually — been so gravely imperiled.

In this climate, the faithful of the city found themselves in
clandestine gatherings, in their courtyards and confined to the
inner chambers of their homes, chanting their prayers in litur-
gical unison, their muffled hum inaudible from the streets
without. Their scrolls and loose parchments having been sys-
tematically seized, their liturgy consisted entirely of what they
had committed to memory. Underground “societies” of Haver-
im — “friends” — cropped up. They were Jewish pietists, also
known as “Hasidics,” who met together to undertake the study
of the sacred scrolls. These scrolls included not only the books
of the Hebrew Bible, but also the assorted interpretations and
legal rulings of generations of Israel’s Sages. The members of
these societies met under cover of darkness, breaking bread and
dining together on an almost daily basis, changing their loca-
tion from house to house so as to avoid detection by the Syri-
an overseers. Often they would listen to the teaching of a wise
and seasoned elder, who would lecture well into the night. It
was a form of resistance to the abominable edicts of Antiochus
IV, and it represented an escape to a world of spirit and cama-
raderie. Persecution tends to heighten spiritual devotion, and
so it was with the writers of the apocryphal literature. They saw
these days as prophesied from long ago, and they believed that
their suffering served a higher purpose.

Writings and “False Writings”
Many researchers today believe that the book of the prophet
Daniel may be dated to these terrible times. Daniel is devoted

to visions and dreams, to persecution and perseverance, to the
end of the world, and to the growing trend of mysticism. The
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mystical Sages of those days simply ascribed their own writings
to Daniel (who presumably had lived long before, in the sixth
century B.C.} to lend them more weight, more credence. The
writings they produced may be given the general title Pseude-
pigrapha or “false writings,” and include a veritable library of
ancient books, most of which never became a part of the stan-
dard biblical “canon.”

One of the most important texts of this library is the book
of Enoch, which purports to have been written by the biblical
patriarch Enoch, in antediluvian tmes. Of course, the real
writer is an anonymous mystic who simply ascribes his work to
the early Patriarch to lend it autherity. The book of Enoch is a
composite text, which recounts a trip through the heavenly
spheres to the Throne of Glory.

Throughout the book of Enoch there is a particular empha-
sis on the Watchers, a group of disobedient priests from the
heavenly Temple (the counterpart of the earthly scructure,
which stood on Mount Zion). These angelic beings, writes the
author-mystic, are the very ones described in the passage in the
book of Genesis dealing with fallen angels: “The sons of God
saw that the daughters of men were beautiful; and they took
wives for themselves, whomever they chose” (Gen. 6:2 NAS).
The result was a race of half-breeds — half-human, half-angel,
described by the book of Genesis as “Nephilim” — “fallen
ones.” This terrible crime, insists the author, accounts for the
explosion of sin upon the earth, which culminated in the great
flood of Noah. The whole earth became corrupt; and just as
corruption reigned supreme in those days, so it has become
corrupt once more. Such ideas helped explain the suffering and
persecution of the era in which the mystics lived. The only
answer is to find God in a new, intimate way. Such is the les-

son of Kabbalah.
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Angels Among Us

A dominant idea, expressed by the author of Enoch as well
as other ancient mystics, was that this infinitely powerful Deity,
while He could be experienced anywhere, could not be
approached easily and directly. He required a host of interme-
diaties to bridge the gap between the perfection of the heaven-
ly realm and the corruption of the physical universe. The mys-
tics called them malakhim, literally “workers” of the divine
will. Today, we call them “angels.” Returning to the “great
question” — How can the perfect and most holy God of the
cosmos have any form of contact with the corrupt and defiled
physical world? — the postulation of a multitude of angels
seemed to solve the problem. The Holy One does get involved
with the affairs of this world, an involvement accomplished
through the angelic host. Even if the Eternal One seemed dis-
tant during times of persecution and torment, mystical Jews
found intimate contact with the invisible world through the
unseen presence of the angels. The medieval mystic Moshe
Chaim Luzzatto wrote, “These transcendental beings . . . exist
on different levels, each having an inherent nature, depending
on its level and place in the general scheme.”s

The mystic who wrote the book of Enoch recounts: “I saw
a hundred thousand times a hundred thousand, ten million
times ten million, an innumerable and uncountable multitude
who stand before the glory of the Lord of the Spirits.” In time
angels, along with the theme of the chariot-throne, become
central to the developing world of Kabbalah. Enoch lists four
by name: Michael (Who is like God?), Raphael (God heals),
Gabriel (God is mighty), and Uriel (God is my light).

Another important angel, mentioned by the author of
Enoch, would become a central figure in the centuries to come,
as the ideas of Kabbalah were set down in the encyclopedic vol-
ume called the Zohar. He is called Metatron. According to the
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folklore, the patriarch Enoch did not live out his natural life.
The Bible itself simply states that “he was not, for God took
him” {Gen. 5:24). The book of Enoch fills in the details,
recounting how the patriarch was not just spirited away, but he
was transformed into a pure flame, literally becoming the angel
Metatron. Now in the heavenly realm, Metatron is a chieftain
of the angelic host. He ministers before the Throne of Glory,
he becomes high priest of the heavenly Temple (the perfect
holy sancruary, of which the earthly Temple is merely a copy),
and, as “minister of wisdom,” he guards the keys to the mys-
teties and secrets of the supernatural world.

What's in the Name?

Another idea, central to early mysticism and subsequently
to the whole realm of Kabbalah, has to do with the divine
name of God. Somewhere along the line, perhaps as far back as
Babylonian captivity (following the conquest of ancient Judah
by King Nebuchadnezzar in 586 B.C.), the early mystics elevat-
ed the character and the very name of God. Since God is so
great, almost unknowable, the sacred name is not w be taken
lightly.

A mystical tradition about the eatliest days of the biblical
Patriarchs recounts: “Seth also had a son, and he named him
Enosh. At that time men began to call on the name of the
Lord” (Gen. 4:26 NIV). This brief account gives us no details.
It simply leaves the sacred name in the realm of mystery.

There is a good deal of popular folklore that the biblical
name of God means “I AM” (which is, at least in English, what
the Almighty said when he first appeared to Moses), but this is
not exactly true. The actual name of the biblical Deity is
composed of four distinct Hebrew letters: /i the English
equivalent of which is Y-H-W-H.6 We transliterate these letrers
as yud — hey — vav — hey, which may best be understood as a
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combination of the tenses of the Hebrew verb “wo be.”
Specifically, if we take the letters of the word “He was™ (i),
the word “He is” (1), and the word “He will be” (%), and
combine them, searching for a common denominator, we
artive at M, the four-letter name, known as the
Tetragrammaton. If indeed che name is a combination of the
tenses of “to be,” then what we have is a statement of eternal
“being,” who was, is, and is to come.

Of course, if a name exists, one inevitably wants to pro-
nounce it. This is where Kabbalah gets sticky. A name which
connotes the very essence of the universe obviously carries great
power, and one is not to pronounce it. Indeed, to pronounce
the ineffable Tetragrammaton would be to lessen it, to cheap-
en it, to take the name in vain. “Thou shalt not take the name
of the Lord thy God in vain,” says the Ten Commandments,
and to put the Tecragrammaton upon human lips therefore
amounts to nothing less than the “desecration of the name.”

As centuries passed, the sacred name (which seems to have
been pronounced with regularity by the earliest Israelites) was
made the domain of the priests who served in the Temple only.
Eventually, only the High Priest was allowed to pronounce the
name at all, and then enly on a single day of the year — Yom
Kippur, the Day of Atonement. An awesome responsibility
thus lay on the shoulders of the High Priest, who, should he
bring offense to the Deity in his priestly duties, might be struck
dead and have to be dragged out of the most holy place by a
cord attached to his ankle. The Temple and the entire sacrifi-
cial system, however, was not to remain forever. After the Tem-
ple was razed to the ground, there was no longer a High Priest
to utter the ineffable Tetragrammaton. Wich the passing of
more centuries, the precise pronunciation of the holy name was
lost, and to this day, we may only speculate on how it was
vocalized on the lips of the High Priests of old. The more intri-
cate speculation lies in the realm of Kabbalah.
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An attempt o articulate the Tetragrammaton was made in
the early Middle Ages by the great Christian cleric Jerome. It
was Jerome who translated the original text of the Bible into”
Latin, in what is called the Vulgate version. Jerome rendered
Y-H-W-H as J-H-V-H, supplying vowels from the Hebrew
word for Lord (Adonai). The resultant error has persisted into
the current century — Jehovah. Bear in mind, the word Jeho-
vab is not the subject of kabbalistic speculation, though the
Tetragrammaton itself certainly is.

Four or Forty-Two?

Moreover, the idea developed over the centuries that the
four-letter divine name is in reality a shortened form of a much
longer name for God, consisting, not of four, but of forty-two
letters. The information regarding this name brought to its
possessor so much power that even its study carried with it the
requirement thac the individual be at least middle-aged, and
known as a person who “shuns revenge.” This latter prerequi-
site suggests that the power of the forty-two letter name of God
was so awesome that, if used w0 exact vengeance, the results

might be terrifying,
Jubilees

Another anonymous mystic of the period produced a clas-
sic work of Pseudepigrapha called Jubilees. It is presented as a
direct revelation from God via the Angel of the Presence, who
relates it to the presumed author of the book, who in turn tells
it to Moses, who writes it down. Jubilees retells che biblical sto-
ries of creation through the giving of the Ten Commandments
at Mount Sinai, dividing history into fifty periods of forty-nine
years each. hence the term Jubilees. The Hebrew word for
Jjubilee (5a1), actually signifies a trumpet or a ram’s horn, which
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was used o declare the beginning of the fiftieth year — the
year of jubilee. The book seems to teach that history is not hap-
hazard. There is a plan and purpose in everything. Conse-
quently, nothing happens by accident. Everything that happens
is designed to lead into some higher plane of existence. Though
the Almighty may seem at times unknowable and beyond
reach, his angel communicates the divinely predestined mean-
ing of things. Weaving through it all is 2 complex numerology,
which will become increasingly cencral in the unfolding tradi-
tion of Kabbalah.

Embraced by the Light

Other authors of these days begin to develop increasingly
visionary experiences. Many recount an “assumption” into the
heavenly realm — what might be referred to as an “out-of-
body-experience.” There are accounts called The Assumption of
Moses, The Assumption of Isaiah, and The Apocalypse of Baruch,
all of which expound the supposed out-of-body-experiences of
biblical characters. The mystics of this literature always
describe entering or ascending into Paradise, followed by an
overpowering spiritual experience, The Assumption of Isaiah, for
example, depicts a total of seven heavens. As the propher
ascends in the company of a guardian angel the heavens
become increasingly glorious and sublime. While in the sixth
heaven, Isaiah’s angelic guide explains, “If you rejoice over this
light, how much more will you rejoice in the seventh heaven
when you see the light where the Lord is and his beloved.” One
cannot help but be reminded of modern near-death experi-
ences, in which people relate an ascent through a narrow, dark-
ened tunnel, w encounter a very bright light at the other end.
The cradition of Merkavah, it would seem, is still alive and well.

Then there is the Life of Adam and Eve, which we can link
directly with Ezekiel's chariot:
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While we were praying, Michael the archangel and messenger
of God came to me, And [ saw a chariot like the wind and its
wheels were fiery. I was carried off into the Paradise of Right-
eousness, and I saw the Lord sicting, and his appearance was
unbearable flaming fire. And many thousands of angels were at
the right and at the lefc of the chariot.

No one is certain exactly when the Life of Adam and Fve was
first composed, but it does represent one of the earliest clear
examples of Merkavah mysticism — ruminations on the
chariot-throne,
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The Mystics of Qumran

through the fabric of the first two centuries B.C. Some-

times the thread gets lost against the complex wapestry of
ancient Judea, immersed in an ongoing struggle for indepen-
dence from foreign oppressors — the Syrians, and later the
Romans. Bur this struggle all the more accentuates the mysti-
cal threads of Jewish history, for only in mysticism can mean-
ing be found in a troubled and perplexing age.

One of the most fascinating of those threads emerged from
obscurity in a settlement of religious zealots adjacent to a series
of caves along the shore of the lowest spot on the face of the
earth — the Dead Sea. The history of this Dead Sea sect is
largely conjecture, but here is what we can piece together.

They fled the cities of Judea, Jerusalem in particular, during
the darkest days of the Syrian tyranny. They devoted them-
selves to maintaining the highest levels of ritual purity, forging
a community of shared possessions and complete submission to
the will of God, in this most inhospitable territory on earth —
a place that would be known by the Bedouin Arabs of the
twentieth century A.D. as Qumtran.

The dedication of the Dead Sea sect was astounding. They
would rise every morning an hour before dawn and begin a

T he thread of Merkavah mysticism weaves delicately
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process of meditation, to “incline the heart” toward the Deity.
Their hearts had to be pure and undefiled before they would
even begin their prayers, which were described as “spontaneous
effusions of the heart.” On their foreheads and forearms they
wore tefillin — tiny boxes containing minuscule parchments
on which were written the central declaration of the Jewish
faith: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is One!”

It was a meditative life, which focused on copying and
recopying the books of the Hebrew Bible, as well as a veritable
library of additional texts, their own compositions highlighting
their prophecies and supernatural revelations.

At cheir helm was a shadowy figure, an enigmatic character
of charismatic power who founded the group. Known only as
the “Teacher of Righteousness,” he was the prototype and
quintessence of the Hasidic masters who would later lead and
guide the mystical movement down through the ages. He
taught his followers to elevate their senses, to be in touch with
the universe and w hear the voice of the Holy One. He pro-
pounded many mysteries to them. Some of them revolved
around the Messiah to come and the end of all things. Some
had to do with special revelations surrounding the chariot-
throne of Ezekiel.

Divine Polarities

The members of the Dead Sea sect had a keen awareness of
supernatural powers of good and evil manifest in the physical
world. They were convinced that the universe, far from being
an impersonal mechanism, is energized by unseen powers
beyond flesh and blood. These powers, they believed, course
through human beings like fire and possess the ability either o
heal or destroy. Life itself is part of a great cosmic conflict
waged on the bactlefield of the heavenly spheres and foughe
equally by human beings and angels.
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Over the whole host of nefarious evil spirits mentioned in
the scrolls, we find the supernatural arch-orchestraror of evil,
called “Belial” (a name which would appear in a later writing
in the New Testament). Chief among Belial’s troupe of demon-
ic powers is the “Angel of Darkness.” According to the scrolls,
he “leads all the children of righteousness astray, and until his
end ali their sin, iniquities, wickedness, and all their unlawful
deeds are caused by his dominion in accordance with the mys-
teries of God” (Manual of Discipline, col. 3).7 Apparently, the
members of the Dead Sea sect believed that even the power of
the Evil One is ultimately subject to the will of God — to the
“mysteries of God.” They were grappling with the ages-old
problem of evil — why evil exists and why human beings suf-
fer so much. Their answer was that supernatural power —
demonic agency — leads people astray, but that even this evil
dominion is somehow in accordance with the “mysteries of
God,” and therefore redeemable. Such concepts are at the heart
of Kabbalah. Is it possible that even what is perceived as evil is
somechow a part of the greater good? The people of the scrolls
thought so. They held an unshakable conviction that nothing
is accidental. Their writings maintain:

From the knowledge of God comes all that is and shall be.
Before they ever existed, He established their whole design, and
f when, as ordained for them, they come inro being, it is in
) accord with His glorious design thar they accomplish cheir cask
| without change (Manwal of Discipline, col. 3).8

To Govern the World . ., .

il The Dead Sea sect also held that one must “gird up the
I loins™ for battle and enter a great combat, waged within one’s
soul, but expressed as part of a greater spiritual struggle in the
physical wotld. The end of it all, they believed, is nothing less
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than complete dominion over the created universe — to be
“governors,” to be “stewards” as it were, of the whole earth. The
scrolls themselves put it like this:

He has creaced man to govern the world, and has appointed for
him two spirits in which to walk until the time of His visita-
tion: che spirits of cruch and falsehood. Those born of truth
spring from a founcain of light, buc those born of falsehood
spring from a source of datkness (Manual of Discipline, col. 3).9

Typically, these words are full of mysteries and are meant
only for those with understanding, But the message is clear.
The Almighty has made His children rulers by proxy, in His
place. They are given a stewardship over everything that is —
over the carth, sea, and sky, and even over the governments of
the world. They are appointed to lead; their destiny is con-
quest. They are to be victors, not the vanquished.

As Merkavah becomes full-fledged Kabbalah, the nature of
what it means to be spiritual is redefined. There is an ever
increasing awareness of the concept of a “calling,” to be stew-
ards, protectors of the material world. There is the concept that
if the world is ever to be a place fit for God, for “His visita-
tion,” it must first be made fit for human beings. And that job
is left to those with insight. But how is dominion taken? How
is nawure rescued? How is human government to be redeemed?
According to the scrolls, the task swarts in each of the “Sons of
Light” individually. The battle between the spirits of truth and
falsehood is to be joined and the “Sons of Darkness” defeated.

For the ancient Dead Sea sect, as for the Kabbalists who fol-
lowed, everything was a process of developing a seasoned spir-
itual maturity. Moreover, the process continued over the course
of years. As an aspiring member of the sect, one did not wake
up one day and discover an intimate connection with spiritual
power, It took time — a long time — to learn the so-called
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razei El, “the secrets of God.” Consider the strict regimen to
which the aspiring member of the ancient brotherhood had wo
subject himself:

Whoever approaches che Council of the Communirty shall enter
the Covenant of God in the presence of all who have freely
pledged themselves. He shall undertake by a binding oath 1o
return wich all his heart and soul co every commandment of che
Law of Moses, in accordance with all thac has been revealed o
the Keepers of the Covenanc and Seekers of His wilt (Manual of
Discipline, col. 5).1°

Elsewhere, the scrolls require the following of new initiates:

They shall seek God with a whole heart and soul, and do what
is good and right before Him as He commanded by the hand
of Moses and alt His servants the Prophets; that they may love
all thac He has chosen and hate all that he has rejecred; that
they may abstain from all evil and hold fast to all good; thac
they may practice truth, rightecusness, and juscice upon earth
and no longer stubbornly follow a sinful heart and luscful eyes,
committing all manner of evil (Mannal of Discipline, col. 1).11

There was much to live up to. Nor did it end with a few
oaths and monumental proclamations. Each initiate had ro go
through an extensive three-year period of probation, during
which time his every action was closely scrutinized by the head
of the congregation — the so-called Overseer. As spiritual
leader of the community, the Overseer was to provide guidance
in the daily affairs of the community, to stand in the place of
the departed Teacher of Righteousness, to shepherd the litde
desere flock:
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The Overseer shall instruct all the Sons of Light and shall teach
them the nature of all the children of men according to the
kind of spirit which they possess, the signs identifying their
works during cheir lifetime, cheir visication for chastisement,

and the dme of cheir reward (Mannal of Discipline, col. 3).12
Sons of Darkness, Sons of Light

“Sons of Light.” This is how the scrolls refer to members of
the brotherhood. Those who don't belong to the community
— the oursiders — are called “Sons of Darkness.” But for all
those ruled by the “spirit of truth,” thete is a “fountain of
light.” A “fountain of light” suggests a never-ending, constant-
ly selt-renewing source of God’s eternal essence. Such is the
foundation for those foreordained to walk in the way of truth.

To be sure, the members of the sect believed that they were
the possessors of light. However, being a Son of Light did not
necessarily mean that one knew how to rule the light within.
One had to learn to master the inner well of spiritual power.
The scrolls state:

It is chrough the spirit of true counsel concerning the ways of
man chat all his sins shall be expiated . . . that he may contem-
plate the light of life. He shall be cleansed from all his sins by
the spirit of holiness uniting him to His truth, and his iniquity
shall be expiated by che spirit of uprightness and humility. And
when his flesh is sprinkled with purifying warer and sanctified
by cleansing watet, it shall be made clean by the humble sub-
mission of his souf to all the precepts of God. Let him then
order his steps to walk perfectly in all the ways commanded by
God concerning the times appointed for him, straying neither
to the right nor to the left and transgressing none of His words
(Manual of Discipline, col. 3).12
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Again, everything comes back to light — the “light of life.”
Attaining the spirit of holiness — of uprightness and humility
— is, according to the scrolls, an inward work, a transforma-
tion of heart and soul, a renewal of life. There are many aspects
of spiritual discipline that can be learned, as if by rote —
prayes, study of the Scripture, honor of the Sabbath. But holi-
ness, uprightness, humility . . . these cannot be learned. They
are inbred. They are either present, or they are not.

In the Company of Angels

Bear in mind, the Sons of Light are not about 1 be left
alone in the work of personal transformation that they are to
undertake. The desert congregation believes there is a whole
host of helpers — supernatural beings, ever present, but
unseen. They are messengers of God; emissaries and divine
ambassadors. They are angels. Literally, the very word angel —
the Hebrew word ma/akh — means “worker.” Angels are tran-
scendent entities, potent and vigorous, who do the works of
God. They are not, however, sovereigns. They are servants, and
they exist for no other purpose than to bring about God’s pres-
ence in the created universe. This means that they are also ser-
vants of human beings; they are attendants to the Sons of
Light. The Dead Sea Scrolls declare the following:

But the God of Isracl and His Angel of Truth will help all the
Sons of Light. For it is He who created the spirits of Light and
Darkness and founded every acdon upon them and established
every deed upon their ways. And He loves the one everlastingly
and delights in its works forever; but the counsel of the other
He loathes and forever hates its ways (Manual of Discipline,
cols, 3-4).14
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“His Angel of Truth will help all the Sons of Light”? We
wonder how the Angel of Truth and the host of other angels aid
their human lords and masters? The scroll continues:

These are their ways in the world for the enlightenment of the
heart of man, thar all the paths of true righteousness may be
made seraight before him, and that the fear of the laws of God
may be instilled in his hearz

* a spirt of humility,

* patience,

+ abundant charity,

* unending goodness,

* understanding, and incelligence;

* a spirit of mighcty wisdom which trusts in all the deeds of God;
* a spirit of discernment in every purpose,

* of zeal for just laws,

+ of holy intent with steadfastness of heart,

» of greac charity towards all the sons of truth,

* of admirable purity which detests all unclean idols,

* of humble conduct sprung from an understanding of alt
things, and

* of faithful concealment of the mysteries of truth
(Manual of Discipline, col. 4).15

Incredible, that the most basic purpose and function of the
angels, according to the scrolls, is not the working of wonders,
nor the parting of the sea, nor the crumbling of walls, but
instruction in the “mysteries of truth,” the fountainhead of
Merkavah mysticism and Kabbalah to follow. If angels do any-
thing, they whisper by a still, small voice, building character
through communicating hidden wisdom.

There are evil angels as well, say the scrolls, who inspire a
spirit of wickedness in the sons of men. What is the lot of those
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who manifest this spirit? They are to be consumed by a differ-
ent angelic host, the “destroying angels™

And the visitation of all who walk in this spirit shall be a multi-
tude of plagues by the hand of all the destroying angels, ever-
fasting damnacion by the avenging wrath of the fury of God.,
eternal torment and endless disgrace together with shameful
extincrion in the fire of the dark regions (Manual of Discipline,
col. 4).16

The problem of evil in the world is the deepest question
with which human beings have ever wrestled. Evil, say the
scrolls along with the entire realm of early mysticism, is not an
autonomous, independent agency. The Almighty created evil,
to serve His divine purposes. Therefore, evil angels are servants
of God, just as good angels. These angels are 1o serve as execu-
tors of divine wrath.

Life on Another Level

The admonition is clear. Let these traits be laid as the foun-
dation of the person’s life by the ministering angels. Only then,
say the scrolls, do the angels bestow another fevel of blessing:

And as for the visitation of all who walk in this spirit, it shall be
healing, great peace in a long life, and fruicfulness, together
with every everlasting blessing and eternal joy in life withous
end, a crown of glory and a gatment of majesty in unending
light (Manual of Discipline, col. 4).17

Again, we come back to light, pictured here as a garment.
As the level of faithfulness among the Sons of Light increases,
so do the lengths to which the angels will go to intervene from
the realm of the supernatural into the realm of the physical
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world. We are told in ancient sources that the members of the
Essene community invited, kabbalistically, the “invasion” of
the world that is seen by the world that is unseen. The result,
say the ancient sources, was the working of miracles by Essene
hands. They were regarded, by Josephus and other historians,
as the divine healers of the ancient world. They were “doers” of
the will of God, which, say the sources, was becoming increas-
ingly manifest among their number.

Consider the fact that the old Aramaic word for doers— that
is, of God’s will — is asin (pronounced “o-seen”). It doesn’t rake
a great leap of imagination to understand how this word could

have been corrupted over the generations to a kindred word —
Essene — which is, today, the dominant theory for the identity
of the Dead Sea sect. They were the “doers” of the will of the
Almighty. And, if this theory is correct, this means that we
have, in the Dead Sea Scrolls, an entire library of the Jewish
sect called Essenes. Recall in the New Testament the apostle
James’ admonition: “Be doers of the word, and not hearers
only” (James 1:22) I suggest that James was not talking merely
about obeying the commandments, but about doing the works
of Israel’s God, including the affecting of wonders and heal-
ings, standing in proxy for God Himself, in the physical world.
Perhaps James, as another early “Kabbalist,” acknowledged
something that the Essenes of the desert also recognized — that
“inclining the heart” toward heaven (called kavanab) does
more than produce a perfected character, it actually begs the
intervention of the heavenly host for the sake of humanity, to
effectuate physical healing, mental healing, and a corporate
healing for the House of Israel.

In Jewish teaching, kavanah signifies intention, purpose,

and devotion. It involves directing one’s soul outward and is
the perfect corollary of Kabbalah, which involves the inward
process of receiving. It is related that a Tzadsk (a righteous per-
son) once said: [ Note well chat the word Kabbalah stems trom|
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babbel, 1o receive, and the word bavanab from kaven, to direct
outward. For the ultimate meaning of all the wisdom is o take
upon oneself the yoke of God’s kingdom, and the ultimate
meaning of all the art of kavanah is to direct one’s heart to
God.”18

Angels Angels Evervwhere

With the focus of Merkavah mysticism on the chariot-
throne, it is little wonder that angels should occupy the minds
and writings of the people of those times. We know the angels
of the Essenes by precise classification, as listed by the Dead Sea
Scrolls. They include:

» Ministering Angels, whose purpose is simply to attend
to the Almighty and to meet human need. Be it physi-
cal health, clothing and shelter, or peace of mind, they
exist to offer aid and succor to the Sons of Light:

Angels of wondrous strength minister unto Thee, and chey walk
at the side of the meek and of them thac are eager for right-
doing, and of all the lost and lorn that stand in need of mercy,
lifting them ouc of the pit, when their feet are mired (Pralms
Scroll, col. 5).12

» Angels of Sanctification, who stand as “witnesses” in
the affirmation of divine covenants and ordinances,
and who serve to set apart those human beings called
to holy service, especially the priestly class:

The Lord bless you from His holy abode and crown you in
majesty in the midst of the Holy Beings, and renew for you the
covenant of everlasting priesthood, and give you a place in the

holy habitation (Blessings, col. 3)20
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» Angels of the Presence, who manifest the supernatural
emanations of the Almighty to the Sons of Light. Liter-
ally, they are called Angels of the Face, for they stand
before the face of God:

For Thou will bring Thy glorious salvacion to all the people of
Thy Council, to those who share a common loc with the Angels
of the presence. Among them shall be no mediator to invoke
Thy Name and no messenger te make reply; for they shall reply
according to Thy glorious word and shall be Thy princes in the
company of the Angels (Psafms Scroll, col. 6).21

+ Cherubim, the only angels said to have wings, whose
only stated purpose is to mark the place of the chariot-
throne — designaring its precise location, and . . .

+ a hierarchy of seven archangels, who oversee the work

of all the other angels.

These angels were the subject of the author of the scroll

called The Song of Sabbath Sacrifices.
An Angelic Liturgy

We do not know precisely who was the author of The Song
of Sabbath Sacrifices or when he lived, but the document he
composed, discovered both at the caves of Qumran and che
rocky plateau called Masada, is perhaps the great “missing link”
in understanding the evolution of Kabbalah. Here we have a
transitional text, which stands between the early mysticism of
the apocryphal literature and the later flowering of the mysu-
cal tradition in medieval dmes. The author of The Song of Sab-
bath Sacrifices gives us a series of liturgical hymns, in the
mouths of the angels on high, which accompany the weekly
burnt offering in the Jerusalem Temple on the Sabbath. Each
Sabbarth sacrifice had its own special significance and its own
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name, transmitting the teachings of the Qumran sect.?2

Kabbalah teaches that everything below has a counterpart
above. The earthly reality is really just a reflection of the heav-
enly reality. It is the Hebraic equivalent of the ancient Greek
concept, expounded by Plato, called mimesis. Things on the
earth are but a copy of things in the realm of the ideal. The
craftsman, wrote Plato, fashions a copy of the ideal object,
located somewhere in the realm of the eternal. The carchly
copy is always at least “one remove” from the perfect image, in
the ideal realm.

It is an incredible phenomenon that Greek and Hebrew
philosophies, which appear on so many levels to be at odds
with each other, come rogether in the realm of Kabbalah. The
angelic host in The Song of Sabbath Sacrifices serves in a spiri-
tual Temple, of which the earthly shrine is merely a copy. Scrip-
ture itself queries, through the words of King Solomon: “But
will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the
highest heaven cannot contain thee; how much less this house
which I have build!” (1 Kings 8:27). Merkavah mysticism, even
at this early stage, solves the dilemma by positing a heavenly
Temple in the realm of perfection, at which minister the angels
— supernatural counterparts of the Jerusalemite priests of flesh
and blood. It is they whose songs are recorded in the 7he Song
of Sabbath Sacrifices.

The document goes on to describe the actual urterance of
the angels, their “song”:

While they are soaring aloft, a murmur of angel voices is heard,
and the lifting of their wings is accompanied by a clamor of
joyous song. It is the murmur of angels blessing the Chariot-
tike Throne abave the firmament of the cherubim, while they
themselves, from below the place where the Glory dwells, go
acclaiming in joyous song the splendor of that radiant
expanse.?}
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It is a vivid pictute of the unseen realm of the divine pres-
ence. It is nearly the same vision seen by the prophet Ezekiel,
centuries earlier, describing a heavenly chariot, carrying the
exalted throne of God. Ezekiel describes four angelic beings;
yet, his focus is on God and His throne. But the Dead Sea rext
fills in the blanks about the angels:

Whenever the wheels of that Chariot are in motion, angels of
sanctification dart o and fro all around it, berween its glorious
wheels. Like fiery apparitions, they are most holy spirits, look-
ing like streams of fire, in ¢he likeness of burnished metal or of
lustrous ware; clothed in luminous garments, an array of won-
drous colors, diffuse with brightness; live angelic spirits, con-
stantly coming and going beside the glorious wonderful Chari-

ot.24

The emphasis here is on the visual senses — on light and
fire, designating the presence of living spirits. Moreover, the
writer of this scroll appears to be describing something that he
has actually witnessed — a purely supernatural apparition.
Next, the writer describes in detail what he hears, audibly:

Amid all the noise of their progress, a murmured intonation of
blessings is heard, and whenever they come round, they shout
their holy hallelujahs. When the angels soar aloft, they soar in
wondrous unison; and when they alight, they stay scanding.
Then the sound of the pacan is hushed, and che murmur of
angelic benedictions pervades all the camps of those godly
beings. From the midsc of their contingent, they utter praise, as
in holy worship, each of their ranks breaks forth into joyous

song, one after another.2

Their very words have power, and seem to fall in groups of
seven, each set emphasizing a central theme: nobility, sublime
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truth, and mystical prowess. We read: “Finally, with seven

words of His mystical holiness, the seventh archangel blesses, in
the name of His holiness, all the saintly beings among those
who have laid foundations for true knowledge.”26

In the end, everything comes back to “true knowledge,” and
foundation of truth, uprightness, and exemplary character.

Who's an Angel?

Beyond their appointments in the heavenly hierarchy, the
Dead Sea Scrolls go on to spell out the precise names of par-
ticular angels. We have for example:

s The Prince of Light, who rules the spirit of the
righteous and guides them in the right paths: “All the
children of righteousness are ruled by the Prince of
Light and walk in the ways of light” (Manual of
Discipline, col. 3).27

» The Angel of Truth, who aids the Sons of Light in
discerning good and evil;

s Gabriel, meaning “God is mighty,” interpreter of
dreams and visions, and harbinger of glad tidings;

¢ Michael, meaning “Who is like God?,” the great
ptince who protects the House of Israel;

» Raphael, meaning “God heals,” who carries angelic
treatments for the sick; and

» Sariel, meaning “God is my Prince,” another defender

of the holy flock.

Several of these angels are mentioned in one striking passage
from the War Scrofl:

They shall write on the shields of their cowers: on the first,
Michael, on the second, Gabriel, on the third, Sariel, and on
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the fourth, Raphael. Michael and Gabriel shall stand on the
right, and Sariel and Raphael on the left (War Scrof, col. 93.23

Clearly, che protection of the angels in time of battle was
greatly soughe after by the desert communirty of Qumran., The
revelation of these angels, their names and their very existence,
was an integral part of ancient mysticism, Essene-style.

War in Heaven, War on Earth

Another important aspect of mysticism has always been a
near obsession with apocalypticism — the “end of the world”
— and the tumultuous warfare prophesied during the final
generation. Consider the single Dead Sea scroll devoted entire-
ly to battle, called the War Between the Sons of Light and the
Sons of Darkness, or simply, the War Scroll. Essendially, ic is an
account of seven great battes at the end of the days between
the powers of good and evil. The foes are formidable, and are
spearheaded by the wicked Kittim, 2 mysterious and warlike
tribe who come up against the Holy Land:

The king of the Kittim shall enter into Egypt, and in his time
he shall set out in great wrath to wage war againsc che kings of
the north, that his fury may destroy and cut off the horn of
Israel { War Seroll, col. 1).2°

Another Armageddon

In short, we have here another version of the Battle of
Armageddon, set on the physical plane of future history. It is all
to be parc of the dreaded “pangs of the Messiah,” the time of
testing and tribulation for the holy flock prior wo final
judgment. The entire cosmic contest is to last for some forey
years, which could be a symbolic number signifying a long and
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torturous period. Furthermore, the combat is to be waged by
both humans and angels. The first stage of the war lasts six
years. It is a time when all of the Sons of Light engage the
Kireim in mortal combat. The War Scroll declares:

The sons of Levi, Judah, and Benjamin, che exiles in the desert,
shall barctle against them when the exiled sons of light return
from the Desert of the Peoples to camp in che Desert of
Jerusalem (War Seroff, col. 1),30

What is the “Desert of the Peoples” buc the many cities in
Judea and beyond where small Essene communities were scat-
tered? And what is the “Desert of Jerusalem” bur the barren
wasteland of Qumran itsell — the headquarters of the sect,
from which come all instruction and enlightenment (the
“marching orders”). In other words, a small multitude of
Essenes will gather together at Qumran, from all the places of
their dispersion, to take their stand against the powers of dark-
ness, and their earthly agents, the Kittim.

Spiritual Warfare

The warfare depicted in the War Scrofl is more spiritual than
physical, another way of saying that every type of conflict on
carth has its counterpart on the supernatural plane. According
to the scrolls, outcomes are determined in equal measure by
uprightness, holy conduct, and action, the end of which is not,

as in most wars, carnage, but dominion and authority to rule
the world. In mystical language, the scroll states: “This shall be
a time of salvation for the people of God, an age of dominion
for all the members of His company, and of everlasting destruc-
tion for all the company of Satan” (War Seroll, col. 1}.31

The members of the sect, the Essenes, believed that up until
thar moment, the world had been under the dominion of
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forces of grear evil. Bur all wickedness is to be vanquished, in
the coming Armageddon-like conflict between good and evil.
Again, the conflict is waged on two coequal plains, in the phys-
ical dimension and in the spiritual dimension. The dominion
of the Sons of Light is to be established on both of these plains,
and rule of the Sons of Darkness, expressed through the mys-
terious Kittim, is to be obliterated: “The dominion of the Kit-
tim shall come to 2n end and iniquity shall be vanquished,
leaving no remnant; for the sons of darkness there shall be no
escape” (War Screll, col. 1).32

For the righteous — the Sons of Light — the physical vic-

tory culminates in a new age, a new dimension, a new world:

The sons of righteousness shall shine over all the ends of the
earth; they shall go on shining uncil all the seasons of darkness
are consumed and, at the season appointed by God, His exalted
greatness shall shine cternally to the peace, blessing, glory, joy,
and long life of all the sons of light {War Serofi, col. 1).33

Clothed in Light

Kabbalah, it seems, always comes back to light. Light brings
joy and long life. The Sons of Light are clothed in light, and
they themselves emanare light. They shine with radiance, and
their light is enveloped in God’s. The description sounds a
great deal like the New Testamenc description of the New
Jerusalem, in the book of Revelation (which we can also place
loosely in the category of Merkavah mysticism):

The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on i, for
the glory of God gives it lighe, and the Lamb is its lamp. . . .
There will be no more night. They will not need che light of a
lamp or the lighc of che sun, for the Lord God will give them
tight (Rev. 21:23; 22:5 NIV).

43




P

Light is cthe domain of angels. It is weightless; it has no
dimensions, no physical properties. Light itself is colotless,
though it brings illumination — and life — to every physical
thing on which it shines. So it is, kabbalistically, when the spir-
itual world invades the physical. That which is without dimen-
sion casts its luminous, redemptive properties on the things of
the material world. Light itself cannot be seen, but its effects
are breathtaking. So it is with Deity and with angels. The New
Testament sums it up: “We write this to make our joy complete
... God is light; in him there is no darkness at all ”(1 John
1:4-5 NIV).

According to the scrolls, spiritual light will bring physical
recreat to the enemies of God, during the “Armageddon” that
is forecast, as the Sons of Light take dominion over a renewed
world: “The trumpets of alarm shall sound for massacre, and
for ambush, and for pursuit when the enemy shall be smitten”
{War Scroli, col. 3).34

The Character of the Righteous

At the heart of the War Scroll is not the combar itself, but a
series of symbolic words written on ceremonial trumpets. They
tell the story of the triumph of the communicy of the right-
eous, their character and their deeds:

» On the trumpets calling the congregation they shall write,
The Called of God [each “Son of Light” must recognize and
evaluate his own calling]

¢+ On the trumpers calling the chiefs they shall write, The
Princes of God [the success of the community shall be deter-
mined by the quality of its leaders, its “Princes”]

* On the trumpets of the Levites they shall write, The army
of God [the community is more than a spiritual company; it is
a physical army, doing battle in the material world]

46



ﬁ‘i

» On the trumpets of the men of renown and of the heads
of family of the congregation gathered in the house of Assem-
bly they shall write, Summoned by God to the Council of Holi-
ness [the congregation is only as effective as its commitment to
fellowship in the holy assembly]

+ On the trumpets of the camps they shall write, The Peace
of God in the camps of His saints [the congregation shall expe-
rience the fullness of God’s peace only when assembled togeth-
er]

» On the trumpets for breaking camp they shall write, The
mighty deeds of God shall crush the enemy [to see evil van-
quished, the righteous must ler God do His part]

» On the trumpets for batle formations they shall wrice,
Formations of the divisions of God for the vengeance of His wrarh
[spiritual victory requires physical battle]

» On the trumpets summoning the foot-soldiers to advance
... when the gates of war are opened they shall write, Reminder
of vengeance in God’s appointed time [do not engage prema-
turely; before the battle is joined, the congregation must first
wait for the “gates of war” to be opened]

* On the trumpets of massacre they shall write, The mighty
hand of God in war shall cause all the ungodly slain to fall [even
though the righteous must do battle, the victory is God’s alone]

* On the trumpets of ambush they shall write, The mysteries
of God shall undo wickedness [spiritual insight is just as impor-
tant as physical strength and courage]

* On the trumpets of pursuit they shall write, God has smit-
ten all the Sons of Darkness [God’s fury will not be satisfied
until the victory is complete]

+ On the trumpets of retreat, when they retreat from battle
. . . they shall write, God has reassembled [when the victory is
complete, the congregation must assemble together again]

and . ..
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+ On the trumpets of return from batrtle . . . when they jour-

ney to the congregation in Jerusalem they shall write, Rejoicings
of God in the peaceful return [the congregation must return to
a restored and rededicated Jerusalem] (War Scroll, col. 3).%5

In the end, the Dead Sea Scrolls insist that “Armageddon” is
not a future cataclysm, to be feared and dreaded. For even the
heat of battle is a glorious opportunity to share with a compa-
ny of angels in creating a purified world. Let the rest of human-

ity quiver in fear and dread of the coming holocaust that
threatens to engulf the planet. Let them panic and quake and
look for shelter. The Sons of Light are to be quiedy confident
in the spiritual dynamic they have trained in. [They are to trust

in the force of their own righteousness, and know that the bat-
tle, ultimately, is God’s to wage — they are only instrumental-
ities.

Fighting from Heaven

The scrolls set out the course of the conflict. Three battles
are to be won by the Sons of Darkness; three are to be won by
the Sons of Light, But the final, seventh battle is to be won by
God Himself, along with His angels, who intervene on behalf
of the members of the communicy:

For Thou wilt fight with them from heaven, For the multitude
of the Holy Ones is with Thee in heaven, and the host of the
Angels is in Thy hely abode, praising Thy Name. . . . Thou
shalt muster che hosts of Thine elect, in their Thousands and
Myriads, with Thy Holy Ones and with all Thine Angels, chat
they may be mighty in battle, and that they may triumph
together with the elect of heaven (Wiar Serolf, col. 12).36
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It is a kabbalistic testimony which presages the spirit of the
New Testament, and acts as a literary bridge between the world
of the Hebrew Scriptures of old and the developing world of
Christianity. Therefore, says Paul:

Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full
armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s

schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, bur

against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of
chis dark world and against the spiricual forces of evil in the
heavenly realms. Therefore pus on che full armor of Ged, so
that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand vour
ground, and after you have done everything, to stand (Eph. 6:
10-13 NIV).

Such was the burden of the apostle, and such was the bur-
den of the little Essene community, which occupied the lowest
{1,200 feet below sea level) and most desolate tract on the sur-
face of the globe. Here, in the geographic center of the world,
and at the point where heaven above is at its highest from the
carth beneath, they brought forth what we may definitively call
Merkavah mysticism. Living two full centuries before the com-
ing of Jesus of Nazareth, cheir vision and goal was astounding-
ly similar to what the early Church would later declare as its
own — to glimpse the throne of God.
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Early Sages, Early Christians

The Circle-Drawer

Miracle workers had been many in che land of Judea. In the
first century B.C. an ancient Hasidic master came out of
nowhere to mesimerize the population. They called him Khoni
the Circle-Drawer because, during a long drought, he auda-
ciously drew a circle in the sand, stood in the center, and
declared that he would not move until the Almighty sent rain.
One does not make such demands upon the Deity, decreed the
contemporary Sages. But Khoni the Circle-Drawer was a folk
hero, and folk heroes are not easily excommunicated.

The Talmud recounts the event:

It once happened chat the people turned to Khoni the Circle-
Drawer and asked him to pray for rain. He prayed, buc no rain
fell. What did he do? He drew a circle and stood within it and
exclaimed, “Master of the Universe, Thy children have turned
to me because they believe me to be as a member of Thy house-
hold. I swear by Thy greac Name that [ will not move from
here until Thou hast mercy upon Thy children.” Rain then
began to fall. He said, “It is not for this thac I have prayed but
for rain to fill cisterns, ditches, and pools.” The rain then began
to come down with great force. He exclaimed, “It is not for this
that I have prayed buc for rain of benevolence, blessing and
bounty.” Rain then fell in the normal way.37
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This kind of intimacy with the Almighty, coupled with a
bold audacity, can be seen at the heart of Kabbalah. We mighc
simply call it “chutzpah.”l The historian Josephus goes on o
describe the ultimare demise of Khoni, at a time when two war-
ring factions of the people — priests and lay folk —
approached him to pray on their behalf. He responded with
rypical chutzpah: “Master of the Universe, these men are Thy
people, and those who are besieged are Thy priests: I beseech
Thee not to do what they ask!” Josephus records in melancholy
tones what happened next: “He was thereupon stoned to
death.” Indeed, martyrdom has been the lot of many a kabbal-|

istic master.‘

Jesus the Kabbalist

The prophet of Nazareth, known as fesus in Greek and
Yeshua in Hebrew can be seen not only as che Father of the
Christian faith, bur a Hasidic teacher in the true tradition of
Khoni the Circle-Drawer. It is difficult if not impossible to sift
through the mists of two millennia of Christian tradition to
find the “historical Jesus,” but those who embark on this jour-
ney can only imagine what the Great Galilean must have
looked like and how he would have behaved . . . .

His piercing, dark brown eyes peered ahead, expressing the
quiet confidence and stubborn faith of an Israelite. His weath-
ered complexion, dark and ruddy from years under the Galilee
sun, betrayed his Middle Eastern heritage, as did his pro-
nounced features — his broad forchead, bushy eyebrows, and
thickly sculpted lips. His dark brown hair was thick and mat-
ted and tghdy curled, giving way to a full beard, neady
groomed and worn with pride. Almost hiding his ears were
long and prominent side-curls, worn in fulfillment of an

ancient commandment delivered to his ancestors, that the cor-
ners of the beard were not to be trimmed, as a perpetual sign
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of devotion to the Almighcy. He was fairly short in stature, just
over five feet, though his build was solid and muscular, almost
stocky. He was called Yeshua, from the Hebrew root Yasha,
meaning “salvation.” In the Galilean dialect, however, he was
often called Yeshu, withour the final guttural lewer, which
Galileans found difficult to pronounce. In later generations his
name would be given a Greek form, Jesus, and ultimately angli-
cized, to the name by which he is known today — Jesus.

Oxford scholar Geza Vermes writes, “Most people, whether
they admit it or not, approach the Gospels with preconceived
ideas. Christians read them in the light of their faith; Jews,
primed with age-old suspicion; agnostics, ready to be scandal-
ized; and professional New Testament experts, wearing the
blinkers of their trade. Yet it should not be beyond the capa-
bilities of an educated man to sit down and with a mind empry
of prejudice read the accounts of Mark, Matthew, and Luke as
though for the first rime,”38

Let’s face it. Varying religious backgrounds notwithstand-
ing, Jesus of Nazareth existed. He was a historical character,
and the movement he created was not only Jewish in every

respect, it was to some extent kabbalistic — another example

of ancient mysticism. | Furthermore, notwithstanding the

Christian concept of the “uniqueness” of Christianity, there

wasn't anything all that unique about it. Ninety percent or
more of what Jesus taught lined up with Pharisaic Judaism,

laced with a mystical messianic bent.|Jesus was in fact another
ancient Hasidic, in the line of the revered Khoni the Circle-
Drawer.

The prominent scholar of comparative religion at the
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, David Flusser, writes, “Jesus
was close to the world of the Hasidim (the Pious), who were in
their turn close to the world of the Sages. . . . One should men-
tion, as an example, Khoni the Circle-Drawer, who was killed
in 62 B.C. Khoni drew a circle and prayed for rain, and this
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brought about a clash between him and Simeon ben Shetakh,
who at the time represented the Establishment Sages. One
should also mention Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, who lived [at the
time of ] the destruction of the Temple. . . . According to Rabbi
Hanina, ‘wisdom is not on a par with good deeds (Avor
3:12).”7% Compare this with the words of Jesus: “In the same
way, let your light shine before men, thac cthey may see your
good deeds and praise your Father in heaven” (Mact. 5:16).

Flusser also notes,|“The Pious were regarded as sons of God.
When Khoni the Circle-Drawer had broughc about rain, Sime-
on ben Shetakh said to him: “Were you not Khoni, I would
have had you excommunicated . . . but what can I do to you,
who coax the Almighty to do your will, like a son coaxes his
facher to do his will?’ (Tzan. 23a).”

Flusser continues, “When the world was short of rain, the
Sages used to send for a Pious man called Yohanan the With-
drawn. They would send children, who would grasp at the edge
of his garment and implore him: ‘Father, father, bring us rain.
The Pious man would say: ‘Master of the Universe, do it for
the sake of those who do not discern between a father who
brings rain and a father who does not bring rain.” (Tzan. 23b)

Long ago scholars noticed the similarity between this story and
Jesus” usual address ‘Father!” They noted the parallel between
the feeling of familiaricy with God among the Pious and Jesus’
special familiarity with his Father in Heaven. Jesus felt that he
was a son of God. The Sages, wo, recognized the special famil-
iar relations of the Pious to God, a relation which originated in
their extraordinary deeds.™®

Such connectedness with God, however one conceives of
Him, is what the world of the mystics is all about. It is with a
certain audacity, not unlike that of Khoni the Circle-Drawer,
thac Jesus declares, “The knowledge of the secrets of the king-
dom of God has been given to you, but to others I speak in
parables, so that, ‘though secing, they may not see; though
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hearing, they may not understand™ (Luke 8:10 NIV). Else-
where, we read: “At that time Jesus said, ‘T praise you, Father,
Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these
things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to lictle
children™ (Matt. 11:25 NIV). Eacly Kabbalah takes pains to
discuss both the “hidden things” and the “revealed things,” and
on that score Jesus fits very well within the domain of Jewish
mysticism. Make no mistake, the essential teachings of Jesus
are on the whole far more practical than they are mystical. Jesus
should not be seen as uwterly dominated by kabbalistic weach-
ing and lore. But there is a place in his thought — in his world
— for deep and powerful mystical experience.

We should consider also the Gospel account known as the
book of John. From its first words ic is the most mystical, and
therefore the most kabbalistic, account of Jesus' life. It opens
with the classic statement:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God; all
things were made chrough him, and without him was not any-
thing made that was made {John 1:1-3).

The idea that the figure of the Messiah was in fact preexis-
tent, and present at the moment of creation is also found in the
apocryphal book of Enoch. Furthermore, the book of Jubilees
declares that God “has created everything by His Word.” And
the Wisdom of Solomon states, “By His knowledge everything
came to be . . . and without Him nothing is done.” When

modern scholars examine the evidence, it seems increasingly
clear that the notion of the Messiah as a supernawural being
(equivalent with the Divine Word and with wrue knowledge),
present in the beginning with God, is not a later addition of|
Christian theology, but reflects an early layer of Jewish thought,
in the form of Kabbalah!
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In another passage from Johns Gospel, Jesus is quoted as
saying, “If you had known me, you would have known my
Father also; henceforth you know him and have seen him”
{(John 14:7). Jewish mystics imagined an “Archetypal Man”™ —
2 “son of man” — in whose image Adam was made. This
Archetypal Man would act as the “Messiah Above.” His coun-
terpart was the “Messiah Below.” Jesus, in kabbalistic fashion,
seems to be identifying himself with the “Messiah Below,” a
true reflection of the “Archetypal Man,” and therefore, the
Father.4!

Pau! the Kabbatist

If Jesus, however, has a somewhat esoteric bent, then the
apostle who established his church, Paul of Tarsus, is a well-
defined eatly Kabbalist. Here is a man whose apostolic mission
leads him on a quest for a higher truth and a greater revelation
of spiritual realicy. Describing his personal quest for a higher
plane of truth, he writes: “When God, who set me apart from
birth and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son
in me so that I might preach him among the Genitiles, I did not
consult any man, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to see those who
were apostles before I was, but I went immediately into Arabia
and later returned to Damascus. Then after chree years, I went
up to Jerusalem” (Gal. 1:15-18 NIV). Paul has much in com-
mon with other Jewish mystics, who invariably retire to some
secretive locale to receive their special revelations. Whartever

Paul learned during those years of isolation, he seems to have
been motivated for the rest of his life by the esoteric secrets he
acquired.

In one of the most striking passages in all of his letters, he
writes:
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[ know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caughe up

to the third heaven. Whether it was in the body or out of the
body I do not know — God knows. And I know that this man
— whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know,
but God knows — was caught up to paradise. He heard inex-
pressible things, chings that man is not permitted to tell. [ will
boast about a man like char, but I will noc boast abour myself,
except about my weaknesses (2 Cor. 12:2-5 NIV).

Incerestingly, more than one commentator on this passage
believes that the man of whom Paul writes is Paul himself. In
any case, Paul’s account is similar to one from the apocryphal
book, Ascension of Isaiah (probably written by a Jewish Christ-
ian, expanding earlier Jewish texts): “Those who love the Most
High and His Beloved will go up there through the angel of the
Holy Spirit.”

Consider also that the Talmud describes “seven heavens,”

the Garden of Eden being in the third:

There are seven heavens, named respectively: Vilon, Rakia,
Shechakim, Zebul, Maon, Machon, and Araboth. Vilen performs
no other function than thar it retires in che morning and issues
forth in the evening, and renews the work of Creation daily. . . .
Rakia is that in which the sun, meon, stars, and planets are
fixed. . . . Shechakim is that in which the millstones are located
and grind manna for che righteous. . . . Zebul is that where the
Celestial Jerusalem is and the Temple in which che altar is erect-
ed, and Michael, the greac Prince, stands and offers a sacrifice
upon it. . . . Maon is thar in which are bands of ministering
angels, who ucter a song in the night bur are silent during the
day for the sake of the honor of Israel. . . . Machon s that in
which are the treasuries of snow and the treasuries of hail, the
loft containing harmful dews, the lofts of the round drops
(which injure plants), the chamber of the whirlwind and storm,
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and the cavern of noxious smoke, the doors of which are made
of fire. . . . Araboth is that in which are righteousness, judg-
ment, and charity, the storehouses of life, of peace and of bless-
ing, the souls of the righteous, the spirits and souls which are
still to be created, and the dew with which the Holy One,
blessed be He, will hereafter revive the dead (Chagigah 12a-b).42

We see from this thar, as impressive as the spiritual ascent
reported by Paul may have been, he never claims to have jour-
neyed past the third heaven (presumably Schechakim). In spite
of Paul’s familiarity with mystical lore and with the Talmud,
much of whar the self-proclaimed apostle of Christianity writes

involves a new approach to some verv old commandments.

The justification for this new approach is found in the realm of
the supernatural — the purely spiritual plane. In the overall
development of Kabbalah, Paul stands somewhere between the
carliest layers of Merkavah mysticism (the Heikbalot tradition
of the Throne of Glory) and the Sefiror tradition of subsequent
rabbis. His kabbalistic inclination is evidenced when he writes:

We . . . speak a message of wisdom among the mature, but not
the wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are
coming to nothing. No, we speak of God’s secret wisdom, a
wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our
glory before time began. None of the rulers of this age under-
stood it. . . . We have not received the spirit of the world but
the Spirit who is from Ged, that we may understand what God
has freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught
us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirir,
expressing spiritual truchs in spiritual words. The man withour
the Spiric does not accept the things that come from the Spirit
of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot under-
stand cthem, because they are spiricually discerned (1Cor. 2:6-
8,12-14).
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Note that Paul’s use of the word received echoes the precise
terminology of Kabbalah — “that which is received.”

The Pharisee mystics of Paul’s day taught, in addition to the
chariot visions of Merkavah mysticism, the “Lore of Creation,”
recounting the hidden truths of Genesis. Paul was clearly famil-
iar with this tradition, which expounded the idea of a “Heav-
enly Man,” in the image of the Almighty, who is the equivalent
of the “Messiah Above.” For everything on earth there is a
heavenly counterpart; Jesus, in Paul’s mind, is the earthly image
of the Heavenly Messiah. He also writes: “The first man was of
the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven. As was the
earthly man, so are those who are of the earth; and as is the
man from heaven, so also are those who are of heaven” (1 Cor.
15:47-48 NIV). Paul continues this theme in a later epistle:

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all cre-
ation. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and
on earth, visible and tnvisible, whether thrones or powers or
rulers or auchorities; all things were created by him and for
him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together
(Col. 1:15-17 NIV).

Just as Jesus is the physical counterpart of the “Heavenly
Man,” so the city of Jerusalem, with its great Temple, is the
earthly counterpart of a heavenly city: “But the Jerusalem thac
is above is free, and she is our mocher” {Gal. 4:26 NIV). This
Platonic concept, of perfection existing in the realm of the
ideal, and earthly things being mere copies of that ideal, is
expressed again and again in Paul’s writings, as well as in those
of the proponents of “standard” Jewish mysticism. There is, it
was theorized, a hierarchy of heavenly realms, in ascending
order, which may be approached only through the contempla-
tive disciplines of kabbalistic practice. Paul writes, “That power
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is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in
Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him ac his
right hand in the heavenly realms” (Eph. 1:19-20). Are the
“heavenly realms” of which Paul writes the same as the Sefiror

of early Jewish mysticism? The interplay of terms here is com-

pelling evidence that Paul, as progenitor of early Christianity,
must have been schooled in the ways of the Kabbalists of his

day,

John the Kabbalist

The Kabbalah of the New Testament doesn’t end with Paul.
There is a continuing stream of mysticism coursing through
the later writings of Christian canon. The apostle John is a case
in point. In the epic work of apocalyptic visions, the book of

Revelation, we find the following:

L, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and king-
dom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus, was on the
island of Patmos because of the word of Ged and the testimony
of Jesus. On the Lord’s Day I was in the Spirit, and I heard

behind me a loud veice like a rumpet, which said: “Write on a

turned around to see the voice thar was speaking ro me. And
when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and among the
lampstands was someone “like a son of man,” dressed in a robe
reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his
chest. His head and hair were white like wool, as white as snow,
and his eyes were like blazing fire. His teet were like bronze
glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rush-
ing watets. In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his
mouth came a sharp double-edged sword. His face was like the
sun shining in all its brilliance. When [ saw him, T fell a¢ his
feer as though dead. Then he placed his right hand on me and
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said: “Do not be afraid. . . . Wrire, cherefore, what you have
seen, what is now and whart will cake place later” (Rev. 1:9-17,
19 NIV),

Again, we have mystical secrets, revealed to 2 man who is
secluded and sequestered, in language hauntingly reminiscent
of the visions of Ezekiel and Daniel. Each element of the vision

carries symbolic meaning, in a code of sorts, to be appreciated
by those privy to the esoteric insights. Thus, the book of Rev-
elation can be seen as the grearest mystical text of the New Tes-
tament, But it is only one more step in the development of]
kabbalistic thought, which continued in an ascending slope
across the first several centuries of the common era.[”

The Miracle Worker

Just decades after the life of Jesus of Nazareth, another mys-
tical teacher appeared on the scene. His name was Hanina ben
Dosa, and he was renowned as a divine healer of ancient Judea.
Like Jesus and numbers of other ancient rabbis of a kabbalistic
bene, he had the idea that a truly pious person may, with an
incredible audacity, mandate the decrees of God on earth.
Ancient sources record that Rabbi Hanina would pray inde-
fatigably over those sick with various maladies. The inevitable
question was: Why are some healed and some not? Rabbi
Hanina, speaking, as it were, as God’s “surrogate,” seemed to
know. Even duting his prayers, he took to saying, “This one
will live; that one will die.” “What kind of brazen impudence
is this?” people wanted to know. “How can he presume to
know who will live and who will die?” Rabbi Hanina respond-
ed, quite mystically, that it was all a macter of how easily the
words of his prayer scemed to form upon his lips. This in turn
told him whether his petition for che sick person was “accept-
ed” in the eyes of the Almighty or not. He announced, “If my
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prayer is fluent in my mouth, I know that he is accepted; buc
if not, I know that he is rejected.”

A famous story is told of how the son of the famous rabbi
Gamaliel contracted a sickness. Gamaliel dispatched two of his
disciples to Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, asking the famed miracle
worker for prayer, thart his son might be healed. Rabbi Hanina,
on seeing the pupils of Gamaliel approaching, climbed to an
“upper room” and began to pray. Some time later, Rabbi Han-
ina came down, declaring, “Go, the fever has left him.”

Gamaliel’s disciples asked, incredulously, “Are you a
propher?”

But the miracle worker, with uncharacteristic humility,
answered, “T am no prophet nor a prophet’s son (Amos 7:14);
but so is my tradition.”

He went on to explain thar if the prayer seemed to form
effortlessly in his mouth, he knew thac the sick person had been
“accepted.” The dumbfounded emissaries of Gamaliel sat down
on the spot and made note of the time. Returning to their
teacher they explained the odd behavior of the miracle worker
and the curious response their plea had evoked. When they
related the exact time at which Rabbi Hanina had spoken his
“prophetic” remark, the great Gamaliel became stunned, in
utter amazement,

“By the Temple-service!” he exclaimed. “You have neither
understated nor overstated the time. But thus it happened; ac
that very hour the fever left him, and he asked us for water to
drink.”43 Thus, it was through an expression of mystical power
that the son of the greatest Jewish leader of the age, Gamaliel,
was restored to health.

Miracle workers being similar to one another in modus
operandi, one can hardly help thinking of a certain New
Testament story, related as follows:
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At Capernaum there was an official whose son was ill. When he

heard that Jesus had come from Judea to Galilee, he went and
begged him to come down and heal his son, for he was ac the
point of death. Jesus therefore said to him, “Unless you see
signs and wonders you will not believe.” The official said o
him, “Sir, come down before my child dies.” Jesus said to him,
“Go; your son will live.” The man believed the word that Jesus
spoke to him and went his way. As he was going dewn, his ser-
vants met him and rold him thar his son was living. So he asked
them the hour when he began to mend, and they said to him,
“Yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him.” The father
knew that was the hour when Jesus had said to him. “Your son
will live”; and he himself believed, and all his household (John
4:46-53).

Rabbi Hanina summed up his theology in a manner similar

to Jesus and his disciples: “See, my sons!” he railed. “It is not a
serpent thac kills, but racher it is sin thac kills!”# In other
words, not all sickness is the direct result of some sin the per-
son has committed; bur a life of sin certainly leads, more often
than not, to one sickness or another. If sin were the operative
factor in a person’s life, Hanina discerned it through a kabbal-
istic “sixth sense,” and his prayers for healing were ineffectual.
But for those not dominated by sin — which the Sages called
the “evil impulse” — prayer for healing was infinitely powerful.

Perhaps that is why, from that day to this, traditional Hebrew
bedtime prayers have included the pedition, “May the evil
impulse not rule over me.” It is all part of the greater stream
that Hebrew tradition calls “Pracrical Kabbalah.”

The Great Revolt

The mystically ominous words of John’s Revelation, as well

as of the Dead Sea War Scroll, found a horrifying fulfillment in
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the events of 66 A.D. and the years which followed. The entire
land was convulsed in cataclysm, a terrifying revolt fomented
by a radical element of anti-Roman militants, the Zealots, and
their cousins, the Sicarii, or “Dagger Men.” They were un-
doubtedly imbued with a sense of messianic determination to
bring about by the sword the deliverance of which the mystics
bspoke. They were poor in comparison with the riches of Rome,
but their richness in spirit would carry the day. They were
opelessly outnumbered, but the angels would fight with
them. They had no powertul allies, but they were allied with
eaven.
The revolt began in the city of Caesarea, on the Mediter-
anean coast, where anti-Jewish civic strife provided the spark
that would ignite a war. From there it spread to the great rocky
dplateau jucting our of the Judean wilderness, near the Dead Sea,
BMasada, where the Roman garrison was forcibly ejected. In
khort order the whole land was in open rebellion, from
Wlerusalem to the highlands of northern Galilee. It took more
than mere swordsmanship to drive the revolt. It took messian-
ic fervor, even in the absence of a Messiah; it took the mystical
impulse, wedded to the most violent militancy.
B The Romans for their part were unwilling to let Judea go its
fown way. The crack general, Vespasian, was dispatched, along
fvith his son, Titus, w retake this eastern flank of the empire.
he legions wasted no time in their forward march into the
Mand of Israel. First they turned on the north, spreading blood
pund fire across the whole of Galilee. A horrific battle on the Sea
f Galilee produced a carnage of floating corpses and splinters
Bbf rafts and licde boats which carried the rebels and their
Hreams. The siege of two Galilean settlemencs, Gamla and Yod-
fat, produced a series of Jewish suicides in the face of capitula-
tion — a practice unheard of in Jewish life and experience.
Next, the legions descended on litdde Qumran, on the Dead Sea
shore, where the frantic Essenes hid their precious scrolls in
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caves prior to their ultimate capture and slaughter, save for the
few who fled south to Masada.

General Vespasian returned to Rome, dhe tyrant Nero hav-
ing been assassinated, to assume the tite of emperot. His son
Titus remained in Judea, laying siege to the city of Jerusalem
and trapping her desperate inhabitants in a vice-grip of hunger
and internal strife. The brazen order to torch the great Temple
lefe the once-proud structure a mass of crumbling stone, the
gold ornamentation melting into the cracks. Jerusalem was lev-
eled to the ground, resulting in more than a million casualties.
But the gruesome task of the legionnaires was not yet complete.
The final subjugation of rebellious Judea came more than seven
months later, with the taking of Masada, whose defenders com-
mitted suicide rather than submic to the conquering Romans.
So ended the Great Revolt. Judea was laid waste, her Temple in
ruins, her people savaged. The process of rebuilding would take
decades, but the people would rebuild — their hopes and
dreams if not their Temple. Amid the smoldering embers, mys-
tical hope was badly injured, though by no means excin-
guished.

Akiva, the Mystical Master

He was a towering giant among those of his own genera-
tion, and he was revered in ages to come, honored in his death,
even as he ruled Israel in his life. His name was Akiva, and he
passed along the mystical impulse from his generation to the
next. Like so many mystics, his origins were humble. He was
but an uneducated shepherd undil the age of forty, whereupon
he began a life of study and contemplation. His saintly wife,
Rachel, urged him on, though he had to sit in class with small
children, learning the alphabet for the first time. After fifteen
long years of study, he made an incredible ascent to the throne
of authority, as adjudicator and leader of his people.
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Akiva became one of a select group of leaders who rose to
prominence in the wake of the Temple’s destruction. When
others despaired of national pride and even of life itself, now
that the seat of Israel’s pride lay in ruins, the disciples of Rabbi
Yohanan ben Zakkai, having ensconced themselves in a town
not far from the Mediterranean coast called Yavne, held forth
an intoxicating optimism. When the great rabbinical court, the
Sanhedrin, moved north from Yavne, to a town in Galilee
called Usha, Rabbi Akiva ascended to its helm. It was he who
would receive and confirm ordinances and commandments
established by prior Sages. It was he who would submit each
new and distinctive formulation of laws to the entire assembly.

Akiva was convinced that a Supreme Intelligence had com-
municated the Holy Scriptures to Israel and that this same
Supreme Intelligence had inspired every woird of the sacred
text. Not only is every word inspired, but every letter of every
word has a definitive meaning and value. Even the decorative
spurs and assorted “crownlets” adorning the letters have precise
significance. The importance of this concept was not lost on
subsequent generations of mystics, down to the present day.
The story is rold that when Moses ascended on high, he found
the Holy One Himself bent over the scroll of the Torah, adding
“crowns” to the letters. Moses asked, “Master of the Universe,
who has given You this extra labor?” God responded, “After
some generations a certain individual will rise up. He shall be
called Rabbi Akiva ben Yosef. From the crowns of these letters
he will derive heaps and heaps of laws.” Moses entreated, “Lord
of the Universe, show this man o me!” God promptly com-
plied, cransporting him — by miracle — to the rabbinical
academy of Akiva. There sat Moses, perched on a chair, eight
rows back, in Akiva’s study hall, not undersranding a word! Not
comprehending the laws being propounded by the great mas-
ter, Akiva, Moses felt faint with anguish.

A Sage must prove his mettle before entering “the Orchard”
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of the mystics, and for this reason, requirements for entering
the sphere of hidden wisdom were trifold. First, the aspiring
mystic must be over forty years of age, since (at least presum-
ably) wisdom advances with seniority. In other words, all mys-
tics must be “over the hill.” Secondly, one must be married,
matrimony being another emblem of maturity (notwithstand-
ing that some moderns consider it an emblem of insanity). Of
course, much of the symbolism of Kabbalah, even in its early
stages, is overtly sexual, and the unmarried might not be able
to comprehend its significance. Thirdly, the initiate must have,
in Talmudic terminology, “a full stomach.” This has nothing to
do with having a rotund midriff, or with participation in the
glattony of Roman banquets. It simply refers to being sated
with Jewish Law, the Torah, as with fine food. Rabbi Akiva,
hardly a glutton, was precisely such a Sage.

The story is told that when he journeyed to Rome on a
political mission, he was entertained by a certain prefect, who
threw a lavish banquet in Akiva’s honor. The long table was set
with every imaginable delicacy, from roast duck to wild boar
with an apple in the mouth. In the presence of this assortment
of non-kosher food, Akiva only nibbled on a pear and a few
other pieces of fruit. The bewildered Roman host then offered
the rabbi two of his prettiest servanc girls for 2 night of plea-
sure; but Akiva in his guest quarters chose to lay perfectly still,
sandwiched between the two, without touching either of them.
The following morning, the mortified Roman, outraged at the
rabbi’s ingratitude, demanded an explanation for this odd
behavior. Akiva explained that just as he barely touched the
banquet the night before, he did not touch the servant girls.
They, like the impressive array of food, were considered #refe
(non-kosher) and, as he put it, “God forbade me.” The Roman
considered the episode a serious breach of decorum, but it
gained Akiva a reputation of unimpeachable rectitude, prereq-
uisite to expounding his own brand of mysticism.
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Indeed, there must have been a strong miystical trend in
those days, a contagious optimism which, even in the reality of
a destroyed Temple and a land laid waste by the Roman Tenth
Legion, led its adherents to new heights of ecstasy.

It was in such a milieu that a piece of folklore arose, depice-
ing four of the towering Sages of the day — one of whom was
Rabbi Akiva — and their attempts to acquire the esoteric
secrets of mysticism. Akiva’s stature as a scholar enabled him w
counsel his fellows how to approach the Almighty. The throne
of God, the mystics held, was composed of “stones of pure
marble,” and this was the end toward which they all reached.
One must take care, Akiva admonished, not to appropriate any
of the theories of the pagan Greeks, who held that water was
the source of the universe — that the universe was formed from
this element. We read in the Talmud this classic passage:

Four rabbis ascended into the Orchard, Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma,
Acher, and Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva said to them, “When you
arrive at the stones of pure marble do not exclaim, *Water,
water!”” Ben Azzai gazed and died; Ben Zoma gazed and
became demented; Acher became apostate; Rabbi Akiva depart-

ed in peace.43

We know very little about this unusual experience or the
other Sages involved, who appear as a foil to Akiva. Clearly,
Akiva was the leader of this group of initiates into mysticism.
The story serves to teach us that Akiva the scholar, Akiva the
leader, became, in the course of time, Akiva the mystic. It also
serves to show that there are no “intermediaries” (such as water)
in the creation, as the Greeks imagined. God alone is the source
of all — in terms of later philosophers, the “First Cause” —
from whom everything in the universe emanates. This funda-
mental principle must be the starting point of every miystical
journey.
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We know equally little about whart these journeys entailed,
the precise nature of the discipline involved, whether in medi-
tation or trance or frenzied ecstasy. Such details were sup-
pressed and never found their way into the sacred records of the
rabbinic age. However, an entire book of early mysticism,
called The Smaller Book of Celestial Palaces (Heikhalot Zutartey),
takes up the story of Rabbi Akiva’s ascension into the heavenly
orchard. We can certainly imagine that mysticism must have

formed an integral part of Akivas daily life and experience.
More than studying the Scriptures, he and his disciples entered
into the text in a personal way, finding a oneness with the
Almighty via the Hebrew letters on scrolls of parchment.

Son of the Star

Akiva ruled unchallenged, his authority so universally
acknowledged that he did not hesitate to enter the forbidden
realm of estotericism, the mystical crown of knowledge. In por-
ing over the ancient scrolls of the Bible, Akiva runed his soul so
as to discover the deeper, hidden meanings. In the book of
Deuteronomy Moses had declared in a “farewell address” of
sorts to his assembled people, “The Lord your God will raise
up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your
brethren — him you shall heed” {Deut. 18:15). Who was the
mysterious person? Who would this “second Moses” be? Surely
this was a prefiguring of the Messiah to come. But when would
he arrive and in what guise? As Akiva pondered such questions,
his eyes fell upon another verse from the biblical text, one of
the most mystical and mysterious in the entire sacred canon. In
it the prophet called Balaam declares: “I see him, but not now;
I behold him, but not nigh: a star shall come forth out of Jacob,
and a scepter shall rise out of Israel; it shall crush the forehead
of Moab, and break down all the sons of Sheth” (Num. 24:17}.
Whom does the prophet behold? What, or who, is this “star”

68




——— — — -

who shall come forth from Jacob, the ancient Patriarch of
Israels twelve wibes? Surely, this is another reference to the
Messiah, the anointed King, who shall someday appear and
bring the people into a glorious redemption.

One day Akiva met his Messiah. He came not from
Jerusalem, or from any of the Israclite towns of hallowed mem-
ory, Bethlehem or Hebron, Ashkelon or Sepphoris, but from a
diminutive, out-of-the-way village called Coseba. He was
called Simon, son of Coseba — in Hebrew Shimon ben Cose-
ba. He was a rebel, an anti-Roman agitator, of charismatic per-
sonality and a fanatic’s determination. The details are sparse;
the sources are few from that distant era. Bur this we know, that
when the paths of these two — the illustrious rabbi and the
fanatical freedom fighter — crossed, Akiva knew he had found

his man. He became convinced, by a glimmer of supernacural

insight, that this Simon, from the town of Coseba, was the one
of whom the Scriptures had prophesied. He was the Anointed
One, the Messiah, and he was destined to sit as king upon the
throne of David.

Just as Akiva believed that even the decorative crownlets on
the letters of the Torah had a mystical significance, he also
believed that such meaning was to be found in people’s names.
He began to play with the name of his newly found Messiah
and decided that the town of Coseba sounds hauntingly like
another word — kochba — the Aramaic rendering of the
Hebrew kochay — meaning “star.” Akiva then made a fateful
link, recalling chat “a star (#ockav) shall come forth out of
Jacob.” Could this Simon bar Coseba be the embodiment of
the messianic “star” from the passage in Genesis? The great
rabbi decreed that his Messiah should no longer be called
Simon son of Coseba, but Simon bar Kochba -—— “son of the
star.”

What happened next was licde short of astounding. Simon
bar Kochba was a gruff and rugged commander of a Jewish
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militia. He was hardly a mystic, but in his own way he stole the

heart and soul of the nation. He became a militaristic prima
donna, a peerless leader who commanded the unquestioned
obedience of the whole of Judea. Not only was he the supreme
chieftain of a revived Judean army, but a religious firebrand as
well. With Rabbi Akiva’s blessing, bar Kochba ascended the
Temple Mount in Jerusalem, in rich messianic splendor. There,
on the most sacred turf in all the world, the new Messiah did
the unthinkable. He commanded that a sacrifice be offered, a
live animal, in accordance with the commandments of the
Torah -— only without a Temple. Yes, this was the Temple
Mount, but the edifice itself had lain in ruin ever since the fiery
destruction of the city, a full generation earlier in the year 70
A.D. The Temple may not have been resurrected, but the hopes
and dreams represented by the sacred stones were very much
alive in the soul of the people. The mystical tradition declared
that only the Messiah was fit o rebuild the Temple. Bur this
man was indeed the Anointed One, chosen by the Eternal for
this moment. Surely, one greater than the Temple was here.
Under his direction, it would not be the Temple that would
precede the sacrifice, but the sacrifice that would precede the
Temple! Bar Kochba ordered a special coin struck to com-
memorate the occasion. It depicted the Temple standing once
again on Zion’s hill.

On the political horizon things had changed. The Roman
emperor, Hadrian, eager to consolidate his realm in a unifor-
mity of peace, issued an edict destined only to rob peace from
the empire. He issued a total ban on the Jewish practice of cir-
cumcision. It amounted to an open declaration of war against
the Jews of Rome, and Hadrian’s Jewish subjects would fight it
to the hilt. Who better to raise the standard of revolt than the
prophesied “star” from Jacob? What better ideal to redeem
them than Akiva’s mystical messianic vision?
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The *Second Wind” of Revolt

There is something about the hidden world of the spirit that
cares lictle abour the realities of the corporeal world. Political
exigencies and the hard facts of foreign occupation, backed by
overwhelming military might, macter hardly at all to those who
see a higher plane, who have laid hold of a higher reality still.
The time was tipe for 2 “second wind” of rebellion in the face
of ultimate tyranny. The year was 132 a.D. when the Land of
Israel exploded in a second great revolt against the masters of
the world. As in those eatlier days of 66 A.D., when the Essenes
and their ecstatic prophecies spurred on the cause of the anti-
Roman Zealot party, the revolt of bar Kochba was doomed to
failure before it began. The rebels were ill-equipped to take on
the might of empire. Judea was still only a buffer zone border-
ing Parthia, a backwater province on the edge of the desert. If
the Judeans had any hope of success, they needed the full sup-
port of the Jews of Galilee, o the north. Bur Galilee had no
desire to suffer the wrath of Rome again, so Judea would have
to go it alone.

The rebels scored some early victories, to be sure. The
Roman Twenty-second Legion poured into the land from
Egypt, only to be utterly wiped out. But the desperate rebels
were no match for the well trained, well-armored, red-plumed
legionnaires who filled the Roman ranks. Within three years it
would all be over. Swooping down on little Judea, the legions
gave no quarter to the beleaguered bar Kochba. The Jewish
general deposited his frantic correspondences in a cave along
the western shore of the Dead Sea, where they would be dis-
covered nineteen centuries later, along with the remains of the
ancient Essene library, known collectively as the Dead Sea
Scrolls. The last stand of the freedom fighters took place ar a
town in central Judea called Beitar. The rebels fought bravely to
the end, only to be overwhelmed in a sea of blood. Among the
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dead was Simon, son of Coseba — Simon bar Kochba. The
Roman victory was purchased at horrific cost. Sometimes what

is recounted in the historical record is not as important as what
is not recounted. In this case, the carnage was so awful that the
emperor Hadrian, in reporting back to the Senate, deleted the
usual salutation, “I trust you and your children are well; I and
my legions are well.” Clearly, though victorious, the troops
were not well. So ended the final hope for messianic deliver-
ance from Rome, intensely fueled by the carliest layers of Kab-
balah.

Beyond the fate of bar Kochba, the enduring memory from
this sad era relates ro the fate of his chief adherent, Rabbi
Akiva. The venerable Sage survived the din of battle, only to be
captured by his Roman enemies. Determined to make an
example of this spiritual icon, the Romans stretched ouc his
body on the rack and proceeded to tear off his flesh with meral
tongs. In his final agony, Akiva did not flinch with pain, nor
succumb to the temptation to curse his torturers. With all
courage, he began chanting the words of the supreme declara-
tion of his faith, the Shina: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God
is One!” The executioner, astounded at such composure,
queried, “Are you a sorcerer?” But Akiva was only a mystic,
gratified at the opportunity to display his love for the Almighty
by his glorious marryrdom. With “Hear, O Israel” on his lips,
Akiva gave up his spirit, entered “the Orchard” once gain, o
return to this world no more. A mystical legend relates thac at
the moment of his deach a voice issued forth from the heavens,
in the hearing of all, announcing, “Happy are you, Rabbi
Akiva, that your soul went out with that word ‘One! > 746

A generation of Judea’s finest scholars perished in the con-
flice. Among the Sages of that generation, some of whom
endeavored to scale the mystical heights to the throne of God,
few survived the wars fury and its dreadful aftermach. The
Romans wrapped one scholar in the very scrolls from which he

72




——‘

had studied and raught, then set him on fire, as a human torch.
They pierced another through, like a sieve. They decapitated
yet another. But Akiva’s martyrdom was the profoundest of all.
With his passing, life in Judea would never be the same. The
standard of independence would never more be raised aloft.
Never again would the mystical impulse so captivate Judea’s
population as to prompt a drive toward liberation from their
Roman overlords. But the impulse iwself would not die; it
would only seek incarnation in other ways.

What of the Romans?

Sages came and went, living out their lives under the yoke
of foreign oppressors. Two centuries of Roman rule had left a
horrific legacy. The province of Judea, now called Palestine,
had become litcle more than a desolate wasteland. The Jewish
subjects along the eastern stretches of the Mediterranean had
launched not one, but two unsuccessful revolts against the
Roman overlotds. The response of the metropolis on the Tiber
had been swift and furious. The city of Jerusalem was razed to
the ground, the great Temple of Solomon, fabulously enlarged
by King Herod the Great, reduced to a blackened ruin. Groups
of forlorn ascerics, called “Mourners of Zion,” wandered
through the land, despairing of life itself.

Arrempts were made to keep the flame of learning alive.
Academies of study had cropped up over the decades, in Yavne,
near the coast, in Tiberias, along the shore of the Sea of Galilee,
and in Sepphoris 0 the north. But in time it became increas-
ingly clear that if any hope were left at all, ic lay elsewhere. For
many the road to a new life led east, to Babylonia and the great
academies along the Euphrates River, Sura and Pumbeditha.
For those who remained in the land of Israel, life became
almost unbearable. In this crucible the next layer of Kabbalah
was born,
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The Opti-Mystic Sages
of the Talmud

cruel reality; it does not flinch in the face of hardship,
misfortune, and suffering. Mysticism, as a fleshly incar-
nation of faich itself, is ultimately optimistic. It looks forward,
upward, and beyond, to a better, brighter realm. As the second
century advanced to the third, and as the Jews of Palestine
began their endlessly steady trek eastward to Babylonia, it was
this optimism that charged and energized them. Never mind
that the Temple was destroyed, that no spiritual house stood on
the Temple Mount. A new age was dawning. It conceived of an
idealized kingdom, where the Temple stood and where the
mystical presence of God — the Shechinah — dwelled richly
among the people. The Sages of a new generation declared,
“When Israel went into exile, the Shechinah went with them.”
It is difficult to say exactly when the “Talmudic age,” as the
ensuing era came to be known, actually began, because the rab-
bis quoted in this literature lived as far back as the first few cen-
turies B.C. Moreover, the sayings of the rabbis, such as the uni-
versally revered Hillel the Elder, were, by official decree, not to
be written down bur committed to memory. In a “reversal” of
sorts of the modern science fiction tale, Farenbeit 451, in which
the books of the world are committed to memory by a devot-
ed band of disciples, lest they be forgotten, the rabbis of old

l ?aith is an extraordinary commodity. It pays no homage to
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finally wrote down the teachings of the Sages, for fear they
would be forgotten.

It fell to the early rabbinic academies, at Yavne near the
Mediterranean coast, Tiberias on the Sea of Galilee, and Sura
and Pumbeditha in faraway Babylonia, to collect and edit the
assorted maxims of the Sages. It was a process that went on for
generations, through the fifth century A.D., in the great halls of
study extending from Palestine eastward, to the Tigris and
Euphrates Rivers. A student of the sacred text would stand and
recite a passage from an carlier Sage by memory. Another
would expand and elaborate on the saying quoted, adding
more derail, which in turn would be elaborated on, in what
evolved into a spirited debate over each and every point of Law.
The work they began to assemble was a compendium of wis-
dom and lore unlike any other. It was rambling and chaotic,
but it embodied a veritable sea of folklore, in addition o innu-
merable ordinances and regulations — many relating direcely
to the Temple that was no longer standing. It was encyclopedic
in nature, consisting of sixty-three separate tractates, together
known as the Talmud.4

The edirors of this rabbinical sea of commentary were offi-
cially anti-mystical, possessed as they were by a strong rational-
ism. By the time the Talmud was officially set down in print,
around 500 A.D., its compilers frowned on the ecstatic flights
of fancy of many of their forefathers. Consequently, the mysti-
cal tones of the Talmudic age were suppressed, the lore of early
Kabbalah de-emphasized. But the thread of mysticism, while it
is sometimes lost in the greater tapestry of Jewish life, never
totally disappears. In fact many of the teachings of early
Kabbalah did find their way into the Talmud, surviving in
eme of its more obscure and esoteric passages. Especially
notable are two distince branches of study, known as “The
orks of Creation” (Ma-aseh Beresheet) and “The Works of the
Chariot” (Ma-aseb Merkavah). The particulars of these
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inquiries were only revealed in the confines of private study
sessions. Only the most elite of scholars and disciples were
allowed to partake of these secrets, and they were only to be
communicated on a one-on-one basis. The collected body of
Talmudic Kabbalah was thus passed from Sage ro Sage.

Many of the Sages of the Talmudic age, from the second
through the sixth centuries, were in fact “opti-mystic” leaders

of their wandering people, and a close lock at the pages of the
Talmud will reveal — despite later editing — the subtle splen-
dor of their lives.

Twelve Years ina Cave . ..

Early in the second century A.D., at the very beginnings of
the great migration eastward, another miracle-working rabbi
appeared on the scene, treading as it were in the footsteps of
Rabbi Akiva. His name was Simeon ben Yokhai. The most
famous story about Rabbi Simeon is recorded in the Talmud.
We are told that Rabbi Judah and his compatriots were sitting
together, when Rabbi Simeon shamed the ruling Roman
authorities:

Whatever they have done was only for their own benefit! They
made streets in order to set harlots in them; bachs in ocder to
enjoy themselves in them; bridges in oeder io collect tolls from

those who cross them.

The Romans, upon hearing these remarks, decreed death
for Simeon. The faithful rabbi and his son hid in the synagogue
for safety, while his wife brought them bread and water. But
Simeon declared, “It may be that the Romans will torture her
and she will expose us.” At this, they hid themselves in a cave.
The Talmud recounts:

76




*

A miracle occurred, and a carob tree and a well of water were

created for them. . . . Thus they dwelt twelve years in the cave.

Then Elijah che Prophet came and stood at the entrance to the

cave and exclaimed, “Who will inform ben Yokhai that the

emperor is dead and his decree annulled?” Then they left the

cave. 48

The story of Rabbi Simeon’s death adds to his authority all
the more. We are told that between the feasts of Passover and
Shavuot (Pentecost in Greek), the disciples of the illustrious
Rabbi Akiva — 24,000 in number — were killed by a devas-
tating plague, because they did not sufficienty honor one
another. Suddenly, however, the plague ceased, on the very day
that Simeon ben Yokhai died. To this day in Israel, those of
kabbalistic bent commemorate the death of Rabbi Simeon,
making procession to his burial place in the town of Meron
{near the mystical city of Safed). Amid songs, dances, and the
lighting of bonfires, an ancient liturgical hymn is chanted: Bar
Yokhai Ashreikha . .. “Blessed are you, ben Yokhai . . .” Kab-
balah, it seems, is still alive and well in Israel.

Rabbi Eliezer and the Study House Walls

The Talmudic age well illustrates how Kabbalah became a
focal point of debate among the rabbinic Sages. Whart indeed
is the role of mysticism in developing a healthy spiritual life?
What is the ground of truch? What is the basis for knowledge
...for law. .. for human conduce’ Is supernatural revelation
sufficient? Or are reason and logic alone the foundation of
ethics and morality?

The story is told of Rabbi Eliezer, who entered into a fierce
debate over a legal issue.4* He propounded all manner of proofs
before his compatriots, who nonetheless remained adamantly
opposed to his reasoning. What does a rabbinic Sage do when
reason fails? In this case Rabbi Eliezer turned to the secrets of
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Kabbalah. He thundered, “If the law is according to my view,
ler this carob tree prove it.” Amazingly, so the story goes, the
carob tree uprooted itself and moved itself a distance of a hun-
dred cubits. But for Rabbi Eliezer’s rational friends, no such
miracle was sufficient to establish a matter of law. Rabbi Eliez-
er then declared, “If the law is according to my view, may this
water channel prove it.” By another miracle, the flow of water
in the nearby aqueduct reversed itself, flowing backward. This
event, however, left the rabbi’s {riends equally unsympathetic.
Next, Rabbi Eliezer announced, “If the law is according to my
view, let che walls of this House of Study prove it.” Suddenly,
the Study House began to quake and wemble, the walls them-
selves tottering inward, to the point of collapse. Rabbi Joshua,
standing nearby, spoke directly to the unstable walls, rebuking
them for heeding the argument of bickering rabbis: “If students
of the Torah contend with one another on a point of law, what
has it to do with you?” The imperiled walls did not cave in, as
if heeding Rabbi Joshua’s rebuke. They did not, however,
straighten themselves, due to Rabbi Eliezer's command. For
this reason, Talmudic mythology explains, the walls of the
Study House are still precariously slanted.

The Talmud goes on to explain that a divine voice finally
issued from on high, saying, “What do you have against Rabbi
Eliezer? The legal decision is afways according to his view.” God
Himself, it seems, took sides, favoring one rabbi over another.

Rabbi Joshua, undaunted even by a voice from heaven, still
remained unconvinced. Another compatriot, Rabbi Jeremiah,
then chimed in, “We pay no attention to a divine voice! 3¢ The
editors of the Talmud were insisting, via the rabbinical friends
of Rabbi Eliezer, that reason, not mysticism, is the final arbiver
of the meaning of Scripture.

Did the miraculous events described actually happen? Did
the walls of the Study House really start to lean? The point of
the story may well be applicable to all mystical experience,
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summarized in the old adage: For those who disbelieve, no

proof is sufficient; for those who believe, no proof is necessary.

The Eves of Satan

Not all Kabbalists of the Talmudic age were eminent rabbis.
There are records of ordinary individuals who “entered the
Orchard,” trafficking in the supernatural realm. And this expe-
tience frequently involved “spiritual warfare” with the forces of

ickedness./The story is told of a man named Pelimo who was
accustomed to doing battle with Satan. He would be heard, on
a daily basis, to be shouting, “An arrow in the eyes of Satan,”
which clearly perturbed the spirits of wickedness.

On one occasion, on the Day of Atonement, Satan took on
the form of a beggar and came knocking at his front doot.
Pelimo, moved with compassion, gave the stranger a loaf of
bread. But the beggar (who was really Satan), asked, “On such
a day as this, when all people are in their homes, am I to remain
outside?” Pelimo then invited him in, only to be asked why, on
this of all days, he should be alone. Pelimo then bade him sit
down with his family. When Pelimo told the man, who was
covered with boils and ulcers, vo sit down properly, his devilish
guest demanded a cup. When the cup was offered, the man
spat phlegm into it, to be rebuked sternly by Pelimo for his lack
of decorum. At this point, the stranger fell down, feigning
deach.

Suddenly, a series of demonic voices were heard to cry out
from somewhere in the room, “Pelimo has killed a2 man! Pelimo
has killed a man!” In blind terror, Pelimo, the spiritual warrior,
bolted to the closet, where he hid himself behind the door. The
stranger, realizing how shaken his host was, picked himself up
from his pretense of death, rushed over to Pelimos hiding
place, and revealed his satanic identity as well as the purpose of
his visit. “Why do you use that expression, ‘An arrow in the
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eyes of Satan?” the stranger demanded. The still-cowering
Pelimo answered the question with another question.

“What, then, should I say?”

“Say this,” replied the stranger. “May the All-Merciful re-
buke Satan.”s! Ac this we are reminded of the words of the
ancient propher Zechariah, “The Lord rebuke you, O Satan!
The Lord who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you!” (Zech. 3:2).
There is also “kabbalistic” advice of the New Testament book
of Jude, “But when the archangel Michael, contending with the
devil, disputed about the body of Moses, he did not presume
to pronounce a reviling judgment upon him, but said, ‘The
Lord rebuke you™ {Jude 1:9}. In other words one should not
become overly arrogant in asserting one’s spiritual prowess, nor
one’s kabbalistic authority over the powers of darkness

Bear in mind, the general teaching of the Talmud is that
“Satan, the Evil Inclination, and the Angel of Death are all
one.”s2 The word safan means in Hebrew simply “adversary,”
and can be applied to any contrary force which bartles against
humankind, be it angelic, animal, or human. The source of evil
is perceived as a force operating within every human being,
rather than a distinct, separate power from without. But who,
in reality, is the mysterious stranger in the story of Pelimo? Is
he really “Satan,” Dark Lord of the underworld? Or is he mere-
ly the personification of the evil characteristics (the “evil incli-
nation”) that lurk in everyone — over which no one should
arrogancly presume to hold dominion? Pelimo, it seems, had
come face to face with himself. The world of Kabbalah is a
world full of demons and mysterious supernatural forces. One|
should be careful, thetefore, in every sentence uttered in doing
spiritual bacte. As Pelimo found out the hard way, there is no

m for pride.
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The Exorcists and “Practical Kabbaiah”

The age of the Talmud had relatively little to say about
Satan. The Sages believed, after all, that God is King, and they
did not want to ascribe too much power to any entity aside
from God. Demons, however, were another mauer, and the
mystical folklore of the age was replete with them. Demons, far
from being “ant-Gods,” were perceived as nuisances, who
needed to be brushed aside and occasionally swatted like flies.
These evil spirits occasionally pounce upon human beings as
well as beasts, inducing manias and madnesses. How did
demons come about? Talmudic folklore, unlike the earlier
Merkavah mysticism of the Apocrypha, makes no reference to
the idea of fallen angels. One account in the Talmud depicts
the demons as having been created by God, like all other
human souls. Before He could create their bodies, however, the
Sabbath came, and God ceased His crearive work. As a resul,
they never achieved corporeal reality, but became disembodied
souls, making their way across the universe.

Heading up the hierarchy of evil spirits, according to Tal-
mudic lore, is “the wicked angel Samael, the chief of all the
Satans.”>? As chief among female demons, the Talmud names a
certain Lilich, demon of the night, whose name is related to the
Hebrew word for night, /ailah. The Talmud forbids a man to
sleep alone at home, inasmuch as he might be apprehended by
the long-haired Lilith.54 Much later in kabbalistic lore, this
same female demon came to be regarded as a child-snaccher,
who needed to be warded off by incantations and amulets. The
use of such magic, from charms to nullify the evil eye, to pic-
tures on walls. to special formulations of blessings, is what
came to be called “Practical Kabbalah,” and it grew over the
centuries into a mystical science.

The Talmud relates a story of a certain scholar who sets off
to relieve himself by a group of caper trees. He is met by a
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female demon, whereupon he flees. The demon chases afver
him, only to become entangled in a palm tree. In the end the
palm withers and the female demon bursts.

In another incident the watchman of a certain town hap-
pens to stand not far from a sorb bush — a plant species, each
plant of which was known to be the habitat of sixty demons.
Without warning, he is actacked by all sixcy demonic spirits of
thac particular sorb bush. The watchman quickly finds a rabbi,
to write him an amulet against the demons. However, the
uninformed rabbi is unaware that a sorb bush is inhabited by
sixty demons, and he writes an amulet against only one demon,
At this point the demons begin audibly mocking the rabbi,
singing, “This person’s turban is like that of a rabbinic scholar,
but we have proved that he does not know how to pronounce
a benediction!” Finally, a rabbi comes along who realizes that
indeed sixty demonic spirits inhabit a sorb bush. This rabbi
writes an amulet against all sixty demons, whereupon they are
heard to say audibly, “Clear out from here!”ss

The Talmud also depicts evil spirits as especially active in
locales where water is present. One Talmudic rabbi tells of a
certain Abba Jose of Tzaytor, who chose to sit by a village well
while studying. Suddenly, a demonic spirit who lived there
materialized in front of him.

The spirit said, “You know how many years I have resided
here, and yet you come out and your wives in the evening and
at the new moon, but you have not been harmed. You should
be informed, however, that a cerrain evil spirit which will do
injury to human beings desires to take up irs abode here.”

“What shall we do?” Abba Jose inquired.

The spirit responded, “Go and warn the inhabirancs of the
place and say o them, “Whoever has a hoe or spade or shovel
should come here tomorrow at dawn and watch the surface of
the water.” When they notice a ripple on the water, they should
beat it with their iron implements and exclaim, “The victory is
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ours’ They must not depart until they see a clot of bloed on
the water's surface.”

Abba Jose did as the spirit warned him, He went out and
raised an alarm about the impending danger and about what
the townsfolk needed to do in response. At dawn the next day
they were out in force, hauling their iron implements with
them. At once they began beating them on the first ripples they
observed, shouting, “The victory is ours! The victory is ours!”
Indeed, the Talmud reports, a clot of blood was observed on
the surface of the water, and they knew the demon had been
killed.5¢ In this and many other examples of Practical Kabbal-
ah, Talmudic folklore emphasized the working of supernatural
forces in the physical world. On the other hand, however, it
demystified those very forces, depicting them as unspectacular
nuisances which could be driven away by a word, an amulet, or .
the ultimate power of the Torah itself.

Somewhere along the line, an entire book of Practical Kab-
balah was composed. Called the Book of Secrets (Sefer ha-
Razim), it is a basic handbook and manual for how effectively
to use potions, prayers, spells, and conjurations. Though
rationally oriented rabbis have, through the centuries, felt
somewhat embarrassed by its very existence, it nonetheless rep-
resents an increasingly serious trend in mystical thought and
practice.

“This Too ks for Good™

Kabbalah in the Talmudic age was hardly just an exercise in
esoteric trivia, On the contrary its practice deeply enhanced the
quality of the Sages™ lives, turning tragedy into triumph.
Sometimes the “opti-mystical” impulse was responsible for
incredible serenity and peace, even in the face of overwhelming
adversity. A case in point is the life of a Sage named Nahum,
from the town of Gimzo. He came to be called, however, “The
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Man of Gamzo,” which means in Hebrew “this too.” This is
because, whatever befell him in life, he had a habit of saying,
“This wo is for good.” A story is told to explain furcher this
particular designation. It seems that the rabbis came to a deci-
sion to placate the emperor by sending a gift. A discussion
arose over who should be the one to send it. In the end they
decided, “Let us send it through Nahum, the man of Gamzo,
because he is used to miracles happening to him.” Apparently
the Man of Gamzo was well acquainted with the realm of Kab-
balah.

And so, the leaders of the community purchased an exquis-
ite gift, placing it in a leather bag. As Nahum traveled on his
journey, he paused to spend an evening at an inn. While he
slept, some of the occupants of the inn came upon his bag, pil-
tered from it the gift for the emperor, and filled it instead with
dust. Unaware that he had been robbed, the Man of Gamzo
traveled on, reaching his destination and presenting the bag to
the emperor. Rarher than the expected delight, the emperor
scowled in anger when he peered into a bag filled wich dust.
“The Jews are making a laughing stock of me!” he sneered.
Thereupon he ordered that Nahum the Man of Gamzo should
be taken out and executed. But Nahum was a Sage of mystical
faith, and, bearing out the name by which he was called, he
declared, “This too is for good!”

This is when the miracle transpired. None other than the
prophet Elijah materialized, in the guise of one of the emper-
or’s attendants. He begged the emperor to reconsider, saying,
“Perhaps this dust is part of the dust of their Patriarch
Abraham. Whenever he threw some of it at his enemtes, it
wurned inte swords, and when he threw stubble it rurned into
arrows.” Inerigued by such an explanation, the emperor
ordered thar this “mystery dust” be tried in battle against a cer-
tain province which had heretofore eluded conquest. To the
amazement of all, the enemy army was defeared and the
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province subdued. In overwhelming graticude, the emperor
took his newly honored guest, Nahum, to the imperial treasury
and filled his empty bag with all manner of jewels and pearls.
Never before had a guest of the emperor been so richly honored
and rewarded. Indeed, as Nahum had proclaimed, “This too is
for good!”

Returning homeward, the Man of Gamzo stopped for the
night at the same inn where he had lodged before, when his
original gift was purloined. The occupants now queried, “What
did you vake to the emperor that such great respect has been
shown to you?”

“I only took what I carried away from here,” Nahum
replied.

The astonished thieves thereupon decided to send some of
the same dust to the emperor, imagining that they too would
be honored in like manner. This time, however, the dust
proved of no avail when hurled against the enemies of the
emperor. Rather than receiving honor and riches, the dishon-
orable occupants of the inn were rounded up and executed.
Miracles, it seems, happen only for those worthy of them.
Moreover, when entering “the Orchard of Kabbalah,” one’s
frame of mind is not the chief thing; it is the only thing. To be
able to say “This too is for good” is the pinnacle of personal
growth, and in this regard the Man of Gamzo was a true “opti-
mystic.”s7

Rabbi Joshua and Heaven's Gate

One more mystic of the Talmudic age was Rabbi Joshua ben
Levi, who was renowned also as a towering leader and teacher
of the Law during the third century of the common era. The
Talmud tells us that, aside from being a consummate polid-
cian, journeying o Rome itself on behalf of his people, he was
especially revered for his mastery of Aggadah, the rich folklore
of his people, full of tales of miracles and wonders. Confident
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of divine protection, he would make frequent visits to the sick,
with little regard for his own health or fear of contracting infec-
tious diseases. Many wondrous happenings are recorded with
regard to Rabbi Joshua, so many that the scholar of folklore
became part of the folklore himself. It was while in Rome chat
the venerated Sage encountered a statue shrouded in drapery to
protect it from the cold, while a poor beggar sat nearby, dressed
in tatrered rags. It is to this city, the “capital of the world,”
declared Rabbi Joshua, that the Messiah shall come! Indeed,
the Messiah must surely be here already, disguised as a lowly
servant among the beggars and the cripples who wander the
narrow lanes of the vast city. When the momenc is righe, he
shall make himself known and bring about the redemption of
all Israel. The teaching is clear. Do not expect the Messiah o
be born of privilege, pomp, and status. The Messiah is to be
revealed in humility, but will deliver in power and glory.

Such revelations could not be Rabbi Joshuas own inven-
tion. It was said char he held intimace and arcane conversations
with the prophet Elijah, who revealed to him the secrets of the
ages. It was said that even the powers of death had to surrender
before the spiritual might of Rabbi Joshua. Once the rabbi
wiestled personally with the Angel of Death, purloining his
sword and ascending to heaven. He calibrated the length and
breadth of the heavens. He measured the scope of Paradise and
Gehenna as well. He passed his findings down to Rabbi
Gamaliel, via the Angel of Destruction, whose comings and
goings he personally commanded.

We know littdde more about the life of Rabbi Joshua, except
he was said to be the author of a work which was not printed
until the Middle Ages — Yalkur Shimeoni — a vivid descrip-
tion of heaven itself, presumably the product of his own super-
natural experiences. What is Paradise like? According to Rabbi
Joshua, there are two ruby gates, guarded by sixty hosts of min-
istering angels. Their faces shine like the firmament. Whenever
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a new righteous saint ascends to this place, the angels exchange
the person’s burial clothing for eight different robes, woven
from the clouds of glory. Then they crown the new arrival with
two glorious crowns, one crafted of pearls and assorted gem-
stones, the other of purest gold.

Each sainc is escorted wo a resplendent chamber, assigned
according the degree of honor gained during chat person’s life-
time. Inside each chamber is a table bearing piles of peatls and
gemstones, while a group of sixty angels serve each saint. For
them there is no night, only the resplendenct glory of endless
day.

Four streams rush forth from this holy place, reminiscent of
the Bible’s description of the Garden of Eden. But in this mys-
tical Paradise the streams do not run with water. One flows
with milk, a second with wine, a third with balsam, and a forth
with the sweetest honey. In the exact center of all is the Tree of
Life, with branches overspreading the whole of Paradise. On its
leafy boughs grow five hundred thousand different varieties of
fruits. In this incredible vision, Paradise Lost becomes Paradise
Regained.

However Rabbi Joshua described the visions of glory he
beheld, his teaching about what people will be doing in the
hereafter is striking, even for modern Kabbalists. Paradise is not
a place for languid ease and eternal quietude, he declared. “The
Holy One . . . will give each righteous person three hundred
and ten worlds as an inheritance.”%8 The more moderns learn
about theories of parallel universes, the more we wonder if

Rabbi Joshua might just be right.
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Creation “By the Book”

omewhere berween the third and sixth centuries A.D., a

curious text called the Book of Creation (the Sefer Yerzirah)

surfaced. As with so many works of Kabbalah, the author
is anonymous. However, the claim was made that none other
than the biblical Patriarch Abraham wrote the Book of Creation.
Of course this claim is ridiculous, since Abraham lived some
two thousand years before the first copies of the Book of Cre-
ation appeared. But making such a claim certainly lent author-
ity to the book, and all who believed the claim ook its ideas
much more seriously. We certainly know that the Sefer Yerzirah
was an early work, since references to it appear scattered across
other rabbinic literature of a very early date. A prominent bib-
lical scholar concluded, “So ancient is this book that its origins
are no longer accessible ro historians.”s® Whoever the author
was, he writes in polished Hebrew, in a style common to the
200s A.D. His theme centers on the “paths of wisdom,” the
“heavenly books,” and the multiple names of Deity:

With thirty-two wondrous pachs of wisdom He engraved: Yah,
YHWH, Hosts, God of Israel, Living God and Eternal King, El
Shaddai, Merciful and Gracious, High and Exalted, Eternally
Dwelling, of High and Holy Name, Who creaved His universe
with chirty-two books, with number, and text [or “book”], and

communication [or “story”}.50
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Thirn-Two Paths

The wording is obscure, invariably raising more questions
than it answers. What, precisely, are the thirty-two wondrous
paths? What's so special abour the number thirty-two? What is
the significance and meaning of all the names of God? Why the
thirty-two books? What do number, book, and stery mean? Of
course the nature of Kabbalah is that it leaves one wondering.
It stretches the imagination and challenges the intellect. While
the word story implies a narration, from storyteller to hearer,
the word communication suggests a two-way relationship —
between God and human beings, The Kabbalises belicved thar
God has communicated with us through creation itself.6!

When the Book of Creation says “wondrous” it means
unknowable through the intellect alone. Reason and rationali-
ty cannot alone explain God or God’s universe. Indeed, there
has always existed a tension between “faith” and “reason,”
which goes all the way back to the ancient Greeks. Aristotle
tried to evaluate the universe on the basis of what can be
observed by the senses, and all of modern science is based on
this principle. Yer, paradoxically, science in its cold calculation
has in the last decades of the twentieth century come face to
face with the unknowable; and it sounds increasingly like the
science of Kabbalah.

Perhaps the greatest insight to be gleaned from the Book of
Creation is that multiple paths are delineated, rather than only
one. There is something eclectic about Kabbalah, resonant with
a healthy pluralism. Ideas despised by “fundamentalists” are
proclaimed by Kabbalah — there are many paths to truth. The
paths are like threads in the great tapestry which Jews called the
Torah. The Torah is God’s communication, but more impor-
tantly, His “communion,” with human beings.

Why thirty-two? Of course, a healthy pluralism demands
more than a single explanation for any particular tradition, and
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the thirty-two paths of wisdom is a case in point. As it happens,
the first lecter in the Torah (the first lecter of the book of Gen-
esis) is the Hebrew leter Ber (2), which carries the numerical
value of 2, (Bear in mind chat all Hebrew letters carry a numer-
ical value.) The lasc letrer in cthe Torah (at the end of the book
of Deuteronomy) is the letter Lamed (5), which carries a
numerical value of 30. Added cogether, we have the number 32
—- the number of paths of wisdom.

This, however, is only one explanation. Interestingly, the
Hebrew name for God (Elohim) figures thirty-two times in the
six-day creation account of Genesis 1. Another explanadon
involves the fact thac there are wwenty-two letters in the
Hebrew alphabetr. Add to chat the number ten, for the ten
distinct names of God listed in the passage, and we arrive at
thirty-two paths.

Consider also that the numerical value of the Hebrew word
for path (netiv) is 462. Then consider that when each of the
twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphaber is combined with all
the other letters, the resultant possible combinations are 22 x

21 = 462. Such is the intricacy of the art of Kabbalah.
The Ten “Spheres”

Still another explanation involves the idea that there are ten
“spheres” of the physical universe, to which the twenty-two let-
ters of the alphabet are added.

Bear in mind that in early Kabbalah, two distinct “systems”
of thought emerged, an early layer gradually yielding to a sec-
ond, more intricate layer. The earliest system, the traces of
which we find in ancient texts from Ezekiel to the Dead Sea
Scrolls, is called the Heikhalot tradition, which means “palaces”
and has co do with the abode of God — the palaces which sur-
round the Throne of Glory. This is the heart of Merkavah, the
chariot-throne on high. The subsequent system, which would
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ultimately evolve into full-blown Kabbalah, is called the Sefiroz
tradition, named for the “spheres” which emanate from the
center of the universe and represent physical creation. The Book
of Creation represents perhaps the eatliest formulation of the
system of Sefiror. Across these Sefiror — spheres — are “ema-
nations” of the divine, which course through every aspect of
the created world. In Kabbalah the Sefiror are often depicted
pictorially, as circles within circles, with the boundless essence
of God at the center. Like layers of an onion, the ten spheres
symbolize not only God’s work in creation, but the way God
has interacted with the creation down to the present day. Sig-
nificantly, the expression “God said” appears exactly ten times
in the creation account, corresponding with the ten Sefiror.

The complex word plays in Hebrew are of course lost on
modern westerners; bur consider the fact thar the rootr which
lay behind the words number, book, and story is sefer — the very
root of the word Sefiror. Thus, from its first sentence, the Book
of Creation is teaching, in all of its intricacies, the concept of
the heavenly spheres. In all of these enigmatic formulations,
the advice of the Kabbalists was simple: |There are many
threads, many paths which weave through divine revelation.
Do not be locked into one. Be eclectic; seek [

A corollary of the multiple paths are cthe multiple names of
the Deity mentioned in the passage — a hallmark of kabbalis-
tic thought. There is a deep sophistication here. God cannot be
put in a box, nor can His paths be summarized in just a single
thread. Each name represents another aspect of who God is and
how He acts in the universe.

Bear in mind that the Sefiroz tradition, outlined in the Book
of Creation, was, when first set down, very much secondary to
the main emphasis of Merkavah — the Heikhalot tradition of
the palaces. But over time the heavenly Sefiror would come
front and center, becoming the main focus of Kabbalah.
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Spheres of Nothing

The second paragraph of the Book of Creation gets more spe-
cific about the Sefirot and the letters of creation: “Ten ‘spheres’
of nothing, and twenty-two letters of foundation, three moth-
ers and seven doubles and twelve singles.”s2

What, precisely, are these spheres — the Sefiror — formu-
lated by the Book of Crearion — and how can they be “of noth-
ing”? Bear in mind, the ten spheres detailed here are not relat-
ed to the “seven heavens” described above, and to which the
apostle Paul apparently alludes. The kabbalistic Sefirot are not
the abode of God and the angels, but a2 metaphysical “schema’
for understanding God’s relationship with the material world.
They are aspects of God; they are spiritual “emanations” into
the physical universe.

Of course each of the Sefiror has a Hebrew name.
Arranged from highest to lowest, they are:

» “CROWN" — KFTFR — REPRESENTING
GoDp’s WiLr {ALSO CALLED “ELEVATED
HEIGHT” — Rom MA'Ai4H).

At the center of the universe is God’s unfathomable Will.
The mind of God is by nature totally beyond human beings to
comprehend. It is ultimate mystery and may never be grasped
by finite creatures such as ourselves. An investigator may probe
only so far into the origin of the universe and the mind of God.
Beyond this boundary one may not go, for Keter is the real of
ultimare divine power.

Within “Crown” there is found no individuality, no differ-
entiation, no “thingness.” “Crown” is therefore not only eter-
nal; it is co-eternal with what Kabbalists called the Ain Sof —
another euphemism for God’s divine name, meaning “He who
has no end.”

Modern science refers to a point in the universe where the
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laws of physics themselves break down and no longer apply.
Such a point is called a “black hole.” What we have in Kever
seems an ancient depiction something similar to a concept on
the cutting edge of modern astrophysics.

Furthermore, we seem to have a mystical model for the sci-
entific principle that a degree of uncertainty is built into the
very heart of the universe. On a spiritual level, there are those
individuals who believe they have certain knowledge of every-
thing, whose rigid opinions are based on this certainty. A fail-
ure to acknowledge the uncertainty in everything has led to
insidious manifestations of hatred and bigotry throughout his-
tory. Kabbalah wisely recognizes a “sphere” at the center of
evetything, called “Crown,” which we cannot fully know.

*» “WispoOM”® — KHOKHMAH — THE BEGINNING
OF CONCEPTUALIZATION,

Ar this point the mind may begin to formulate basic
notions, perceptions, ideas, and thoughts about God and His
universe. Wisdom is beyond the intellectual process; it involves
things that are “conceived,” things that are “perceived,” deeply
in the soul. Wisdom is the domain of angelic power.

There is a point where intellectual process will take us only
so far, and after which we must come to rely on sorething
higher, something greater than ourselves. A popular modern
prayer states it well: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the
things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can,
and the wisdom to know the difference.”

* “UNDERSTANDING” — BINAH — THE POQINT
AND BORDER TO WHICH THE WORLD OF
INTELLIGENCE EXTENDS,

This is the realm of racional thought, directly connected
with our cranial capacity, our gray matter. Before one can attain
true “Wisdom,” one must first acquire “Understanding” on a
rational level. Understanding involves learning, and learning
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implies study, discipline, and dedication. This sphere is also the
domain of prophetic power. In an age dominated by whatever
feels good and a “quick fix” approach to life, the concept of
understanding gained through the discipline of study and
research is all bur ignored. But the Kabbalists recognized that
mystical experience without the anchor of intelligence could
leave one adrift in a sea of confusion.

* “LOVINGKINDNESS” — HESED — FROM
WHICH THE ANCIENT HASIDICS DERIVED
THEIR NAME.

The psalmist declares of God: “Thy lovingkindness [Aesed ]
is better than life” (Ps. 63:3 NAS). This is the level on which
divine goodness penetrates into the present world order. It is
the translation of knowledge and understanding to the realm of
human need. Tt is also the domain of compassionate power.

It is, of course, one thing to learn about a world in need, all i
around us — of starving children, famine, pestilence, and dis- !
ease. It is quite another to respond to the suffering we witness, i
with our gifts of charity and in man-hours donated. “Lov-
ingkindness” is the translation of knowledge to action, to make
a concrete difference for our planet.

* “JUDGMENT"— Drn, “FEAR”— PAKHAD, OR
“POWER”— GEVURAH ... AS IN THE
ADMONITION, “THE FEAR OF THE LORD Is THE
BEGINNING OF wWispOM”™ {Prov. 9:10).

Kabbalistically, we have the idea that the awe of God is pre-
requisite to gaining true insight into spiritual things. There has
always been a rension between human intellect, striving under :
its own motivation, and “enlightened” intellect, submitted to )
the great revelation at Sinai. Autonomous intellect leads to self-
realization; the awe of God leads to the higher levels of revealed
wisdom. This is the realm of judgmental power — passing
judgment with the fear of His strength. '

— e, | Erm
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The Kabbalists had the idea that there might arise a situa-
tion of imbalance, in which too much “Lovingkindness”
(Hesed) might emanate into the universe. This would result in
criminals going {ree or tyrants unchallenged. On the other
hand, if too much “Judgment” (Din) were to emanate, the
innocent might be punished or people suffer inordinately.

*» “"BEAUTY” ~— TIFFRET — THE POINT AND
BORDER TO WHICH THE WORLD OF THE SOUL
EXTENDS.

From that which is invisible and subjective we move to that
which is visibly seen and objectively evidenced in the world. It
is the realm of the aesthetic, things which adorn the physical
creation. In this realm there is “Compassion” (Hesed), in “Fear”
(Pakhad), upon the lower worlds.

God, it seems, has two faces, one of judgment, the other of
compassion. While these characteristics appear as murually
contradictory, they are in fact meant to be in balance, in a
divine coexistence. When the opposing forces in the universe
are maintained in perfect balance, all inequities and injustices
are avoided. There is true “Beauty” in the world.

* “VICTORY” — NETZAKH — ALSO CALLED
“ETERNITY.”

The expression ol beauty in the material world must be
accompanied by action among those who labor together with
God in continuing the works of creation. Creation did nog
cease after six days. There was merely a rest, a Sabbath, after
which God formed a partnership with humanity o continug
creation, eternally. In this realm chere is a nurturing power
\which strengthens the vegesativesoul:

Whenever a person performs a positive commandment,
whenever an individual does something truly “good,” that per-
son has entered the realm of “Victory.” There is power for
goodness here, redemptive power to change the world.
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« “SPLENDOR” — H0OD — ALSO CALLED
*MAJESTY.”

Divine magnificence has a way of unsettling those who are
complacent. Thus, God works in the world not only to display
His might and His wonders, but in so doing to shake compla-
cent souls to their foundation. Often it is weakness that most
stirs those enmeshed in spiritual slumber. This is the domain of
power which weakens and enfeebles the vegertative soul.

Even in weakness, when an individual feels most vulnerable,
most fragile, even subject to collapse, this is precisely the point
when God’s majesty is most often evidenced. Our pain is there-
fore not the problem we make it out to be. It is 2 hammer blow,
1o shake us from the very complacency which robs from us the
ability to grow and to become better human beings.

1

* "RIGHTEOUS ONE,” OR “FOUNDATION OF
THE WoRrRLD,” — Tzapik, YESOD QOram,

The idea that the world has a “foundation” isn’t new; but
that “goodness” rather than capricious acts of petty deities gov-
ern that foundation is a unique element of ancient Israelite
monotheism. God, the “Righteous One,” is separated from the r
cosmos He created; yet He is still at one with it, imbuing all [
with justice and truth. This realm draws together all powers in
the universe, to bring about specific purposes in accordance I
with the divine Will. '
The universe is not to be seen as fragmented or the sum of i
capricious forces which are impersonal and purposeless. Every
force, every power in the created world works together to bring
about God’s purposes. We may not understand God’s Will, but
we see its manifestation in a thousand different ways, as the
creation unfolds around us. i
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+ "KINGDOM” — MAILKHUT, OR SHECHINAH —
THE PQINT TO WHICH THE WORLD OF THE
BODY EXTENDS.

This is the lowest of the spheres — the one closest to
human beings and human concerns. “Kingdom” contains the
lower attribute of “severity.” In order to experience the Shech-
inah {which may also be thought of as the Holy Spirit), one
must be prepared to accept God’s discipline in every aspect of
life. The measure of God’s goodness is God’s severity.

The rabbis of old had much to say about the “Kingdom of
Heaven,” which consists of the reign of God on the earth in
justice. It was said, “Whoever says, ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord our
God is One’ takes on the voke of the Kingdom of Heaven.”
This “yoke” is the severity with which God judges human char-
acter and behavior. It is the domain of the power of all the
other powers, in order to judge the “lower worlds.”

Of Stones and Stories. . .

These are the “spheres” to which the Book of Creation refers.
On a mystical level, however, there are any number of addi-
tional meanings to which the term Sefiror may refer. The
Hebrew word Sapir means “sapphire” or “gemstone,” suggest-
ing a verse in Exodus: “And they saw the God of Israel; and
there was under his feet as it were a pavement of sapphire stone,
like the very heaven for clearness” (Ex. 24:10). The verbal root
Sipper means “to tell,” as suggested by a verse in Psalms: “The
heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament pro-
claims his handiwork” (Ps. 19:1}. There is a mystical story to
recount, and the Sefiror are intent on telling it. Additionally,
the Hebrew word Sefor means “number,” which is of huge
importance to the realm of Kabbalah. The very idea signifies
the vast and complex web of mathematical relationships which
course through the universe. The science of gematria (the study
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of the numerical value of letters) thus came to occupy a central
place in kabbalistic speculation. The mystics knew, long before

modern physicists, that everyrhing in rhe created sworld is gov-

erned by precise mathematical laws. Modern scientists query

why the universe should go to all the bother of existing, simply
to satisfy a set of immutable laws and equations. The Kabbal-
ists, however, believed that the Sefiror energize the laws, which
in turn bring the universe into being. Letters, like mathemati-
cal equations, have no weight or mass or substance in them-
selves. Yet, from the likes of E = MC? the universe is. Truly, let-
ters are “of nothing,” existing entirely in the realm of the Idea.
In Plaronic terms, the Idea has greater reality than what we call
“physical reality.” It is toward this higher plane, boundless, yet
bounded in God, that the Sefer Yetzirah aspires.

Numbers, Numbers Everywhere . . .

In the realm of gemarria, there is indeed something special
about the number ten, as the designated number of the Sefiror.
The medieval rabbi, Nachmanides, was later to write about the
Book of Creation as delineating an enclosure of ten, noting that
just as there are ten Sefiros, there are Ten Commandments,
There are also only two single-digit integers, seven and three,
which happen to add up to ten. Seven is a mystical number by
nature, reserved for godly rthings associated with the end of cre-
ation (which took six days). Three represents a Jewish “trinity”
of God, Israel, and the Torah.

This helps us understand the interesting statement at the
end of the passage in question: “three mothers and seven dou-
bles and twelve singles.” In the Hebrew alphabert, there are
three letters considered “mother letters™: Aleph (x), Mem (n),
and Shin (w). They stand for Avir (air), Mayim (water), and
Esh (fire). As the Sefiror are laid out in schematic form, the
spheres on the left side (Binah, Gevurah, and Hod) symbolize
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severity and harshness — “fire.” The spheres on the right side
(Khokhmah, Hesed, and Netzakh) symbolize mercy and com-
passion — “water.” Those in the middle (Kerer, Tiferet, Yesod,
and Malkhury — “air” — are the mediators between strictness
and kindness. The “three mothers” are identified with che
uppermost of the Sefiror, Binah, Keter, and Kbokbmah, which
“give birth” to the seven lower Sefiror—the seven double letters.

The “double letters” of the Hebrew alphabet are those
which have owo different pronunciations, hard ot soft, and are
as follows: Ber (2), Gimmel (1), Daler (1), Kaf (3), Peb (), Resh
(), and Tar (n} — a wtal of seven. Just as letters may be pro-
nounced in a hard or soft fashion, so aspects of the creation
may express themselves in terms of kindness or severity. This is
why we see the world around us in terms of cruelty on the one
hand, mitigated by cords of mercy on the other. It is all an
expression of a cosmic, kabbalistic tug-of-war between artrib-
utes inherent in the universe. As God Himself declares: “See
now that I, even I, am he, and chere is no god beside me; T kill
and I make alive; I wound and I heal” (Deut. 32:39).

The twelve “single letters” which remain are those which
can only be pronounced one way. These letters symbolize vari-
ous aspects of the sphere of 7iferer. Bear in mind that the Kab-
balists attached various letters of the Tetragrammaton (1) to
the Seftror. The letter attached to Tiferet was vav (1), which,
when spelled out as a word, has a numerical value of twelve!
Furthermore, just as Jacob had twelve sons, who sired the
twelve tribes of Israel, so these twelve letters tell us of the life of
the patriarch who wrestled with an angel (the attribute of sever-
ity) — and prevailed.

The “Spheres™ and the Body

The Book of Creation continues: “Ten Sefiror of nothing, the
number of the ten fingers, five opposite five, and the single
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covenant is in between, as in the circumcision of the tongue
and the circumcision of the penis.”s4

Everything has its parallel and counterpart, the physical and
the spiritual, the world above and the world below, the natural
and the supernatural. Just as human beings have a body of flesh
and blood and bone, so God has a supernatural “body,” con-
sisting of the Sefiror themselves. One is a mirror-image of the
other. The ten fingers of the human body correspond with the
ten Sefiror. And the Sefirot are in their own righe like the hands
of God and the fingers of God. This helps explain the anthro-
pomorphic reference in Scripture to God’s hands and fingers.
We find, for example: “And {God] gave to Moses, when he had
made an end of speaking with him upon Mount Sinai, the two
tables of the testimony, tables of stone, written with the finger
of God” (Ex. 31:18). The tables of the Law of course contain
the terms of the “covenant,” which mediate between the right
hand and the left, between severity and compassion.

But how is this mediation accomplished? The Book of Cre-
ation next speaks of “the circumcision of the tongue and the
circumcision of the penis.” Just as the foreskin is removed in
the traditional ceremony of circumcision, the prophets of old
had spoken of a spiritual circumcision, in which impurity is cut
away from the hearr: “Circumcise yourselves to the Lord,
remove the foreskin of your hearts, O men of Judah and inhab-
itants of Jerusalem” (Jer. 4:4). Likewise, impurity is w be cut
away from the tongue, a sentiment reflected, kabbalistically, in
Hebrew prayer books to this day: “May God guard my tongue
from evil and my lips from speaking deceitfully. To those who
curse me let my soul be silent; and ler my soul be like dust to
everyone. 8 This prayer, composed by a fourth-century rab-
binic Sage named Mar, is very much a part of the liturgy of
modern Judaism. We are told in commentaries on the prayer
book that another Sage of old, Rabbi Simeon ben Gamaliel,

once directed his servant to purchase “good food.” The servant
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came back, having bought tongue. Rabbi Simeon next told his
servant to purchase “bad food,” whereupon the servant again
brought back tongue. The servant reportedly said, “When a
tongue speaks good there is nothing better, but when a tongue
speaks ill chere is nothing worse.”

Infinity

Another passage from the Book of Creation states: “Ten
Sefirot of nothing, their measure is ten that have no end.”

The depth of the beginning,
The depth of the end,

The depth of goed,

The depth of bad,

The depth of the heights,
The depth of che bottom,
The depth of the east,

The depth of the wese,

The depth of che north,
The depth of che south,

and one master, God faithful King, rules them all, from His

holy place till forever and ever.t

The Book of Creation is at this point trying to come to grips
with eternity — with infinity. This infinity is in turn reflected
in another mystical Hebrew term — Ain Sof — “He who has
no end.” After all, who can know God? Who can express God?
Even the word God is weak and feeble and limited. Ain Sof
therefore becomes the term of choice to describe One who can-
not be described.

There are of course ten “depths” all together, though no one
is quite sure which “depth” corresponds to which Sefirah. The
Sefirot are, in any case, like vessels, which contain a measure of
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the light of God. God’s light is certainly far too great to be con-
tained in any one vessel. God’s light, like God Himself, is infi-
nite. Only a portion of God’s light has come w0 reside in the
vessels, but even this light, declares the Sefer Yetzirah, is infinice.
The ten Sefirot, described in the passage as having a “measure”
and therefore a “limit,” have thus been called “limited infini-

ties.”

It is an apt term, incredibly akin to modern mathematical
concepts. A simple example involves the ser of all positive inte-
gers (positive numbers). It is a bounded set; yet its numbers
constitute an infinity. Another bounded set of equal size con-
sists of all negative integers. A bounded set of half the size con-
sists of all even numbers, though this set is also of infinite size.

The Sefirot are limited, whereas the Ain Sof is limitless.
Nonetheless, each Seffrah represents an attribute of God and is
an infinity unto iwsell. The Sefer Yeizirah, in speaking of
“heights” and “depths” and directions {east, west, north, south)
also implies that the Seféror are the source of dimensions in the
universe. Whereas modern ascrophysics addresses the “space-
time continuum,” the Book of Creation adds a dimension of
morality in speaking of “the depth of good” and “the depth of
bad.” It is most significant that Kabbalah goes a step beyond
astrophysics and conceives of a moral dimension to the uni-
verse. Again and again, the burden of mysticism is not merely
to ponder the mysteries of the stellar nighe, but to combine
their understanding with a positive obligation upon all human
beings, in the dimension of morality. We are given tasks to per-
form; we are admonished to act!

The Power of Silence

Another passage from the Book of Creation deals with the
positive value of quietude — the power of meditative silence:
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Ten Sefiror of nothing, shut your mouth from talking and your
hearc from thinking. Buc if your heart runs, return to the place
{(ha-Makom), for that is the reason it is said, “And the angels
run and return” [Ezek. 1:14], and on chis matcer a covenant was
cur.¥?

Meditation has always been a substantial component of
mysticism. And meditation_involves not so much doing as
refraining from doing, It involves closing the mouth and mak-
ing a decision not to speak. But it also involves something
deeply internal, in the heart. It is important to slow down, as it
were, the beat of one’s heart. The perennial problem of the stu-
dent of meditation is how to prevent the mind from wander-
ing, how to focus down and inward, how to become one with
the universe beyond oneself. Whoever meditates must learn to
bring one’s focus back to “ground zero” — to return to a spe~
cific place. For this reason, mystics throughout the ages have

recommended finding a focal point, in a word or phrase, to be
repeared over and over, all the while slowing one’s breathing
and even one’s pulse.

But the passage also contains a warning. One is not to use
meditation or mystical practice to probe subjects beyond one’s
ability to grasp. Jusc as the disciples of Rabbi Akivah fell into
trial and torment in delving into mysticism, every new student
of Kabbalah must exercise due caution before entering “the
Orchard.” There are areas of esoteric speculation which are so
far afield from human experience that they contain no value
even for the heartiest of kabbalistic souls. Sometimes the aspir-
ing mystic needs to return all thoughes to God, who is also
referred to by the euphemistic term “the Place” (ha-Makom).
Indeed, the determination not to delve into areas of specula-
tion beyond our abilities to comprehend is nothing less than a
“covenant” with God.
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The Holy Spirit

Having registered this admonition, the Book of Crearion
proceeds to delineate the Sefiror themselves. Of the sphere of
“Wisdom” (Khokbhmah), we ate told: “Ten Sefiror of nothing
... One is the spirit of the living God; blessed and blessed is
the Name of He who lives eternally. Sound and wind and
speech, this is the ‘Holy Spirie,” 768

While “Wisdom” is the second of the ten Sefirot, it is iden-
tified with the beginning of creation, and it is therefore called
“One.” The highest sphere, called “Crown” (Kezer} is unknow-
able, while the sphere of “Wisdom” represents the “being”
which came from “non-being.” It is the “something” that came
from “nothing,” and it is a non-technical means of describing
what modern scientists call “creation from nothing.” The term
“Holy Spirit” in Hebrew may also be translated “holy wind,”
since it was God’s breath — His “wind” — which gave, articu-
fated, and energized the divine letters, from which creation
came into being. The wind originates in the Sefirzh of Keter
(Crown), and “Wisdom” receives it. Creation is born,

The Book of Creation continues this theme in the next mys-
terious passage: “Two. Spiric from Spirit [or “Wind from
Wind']. He engraved and chiseled in her twenty-two letters of
foundation, three mothers and seven doubles and twelve sin-
gles, and Spirit ["'Wind'] is one of them.”®

This seems to describe the Sefirah of “Understanding”
{Binah), which is just below “Wisdom.” The Kabbalists spoke
of “Understanding” becoming pregnant from “Wisdom.” The
body of the lower Sefiror represent the flowering of the materi-
al or “lower worlds” composed of the primordial letters. We are
reminded of the second verse in the Bible: “And the Spirit [or
Wind] of God was moving over the face of the waters”
(Gen.1:2). As a child’s organs are formed within the womb, so
the breath of God forms the letters within “Understanding.”
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The Book of Creation goes on to say: “Three. Water from
Spiric {or Wind]. . . .” This seems to describe the sphere of
“Lovingkindness™ (Hesed), especially since moisture is a kab-
' balistic symbol of kindness and mercy. The next passage
declares:

Four, Fire from water. He engraved and chiseled in her the
throne of honor, the Seraphim, the Ofanim, the Holy Animals
[angels] and the ministering angels, and from the three of them
He established His abode, as it is said, “He makes his angels the
winds, His ministers flaming fire” [Ps. 104:4).70

The texr apparently describes the Sefirah of “Power” (Gevu-
rab). We ask, however, how can fire come from water? Even the
ancients understood that the sun’s rays, when refracted through
water, can produce heat, and even fire, just as telescope lenses,
when trained on the sun, can burn holes through paper. We are
told that God engraves in holy fire the following:

+ the chrone of honor (from which the Almighty reigns)

* Seraphim (angelic beings, whose very name suggests “burning”)
*» Ofanim (which appear 1o refer co the wheels of the divine
chario)

* Holy Animals (referting to the angels of Ezekiel’s ancient vision)
* ministering angels (whe tend to the needs of human beings).

There is, however, a problem with the passage. Why does
the passage say that God “established His abode” from three of
them, when in fact it lists five? The likely reference is to the
“trinity” of Spirit (or Wind), Water, and Fire, which the Book
of Creation has taken pains to discuss.

But throughout all its speculations, Kabbalah never strays
far from the angels who wend their way across the universe,
translating God’s unknowable Will {Keter} into the affairs of
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human beings. The angels, as the quoted psalm declares, are
the winds; they are the flames of fire. As Milton would lacer
write, “Thousands at his bidding speed and post o’er land and
ocean without rest; they also serve who only stand and wait.”

The Structure of Space-Time

The remainder of the Book of Creation examines all manner
of esoteric subjects, including subjects probed by modern
astrophysicists. What is the nature of space and time? We are
told: “He sealed High . . . with the letters Yud, Hey, Vav [*, 77,
1 — three of the four letters of the Tetragrammaton)]. . . . He
sealed Bottom. . . . He sealed East. . . . He sealed West. . . 77

What are the nature of the emanations of the Almighty into
the universe? What is the essence of divine justice, and the
mediation between kindness and severity?

The heavens were first created from Fire, the land was created
from Wacer, and the Air mediates bertween Fire and Water.”?

What is the nature of the heavenly realm? How many gates
does heaven have? What was the primordial chaos — “formiless
and void” — from which the carth was formed? What is the
meaning of the Zodiac? Why the distinction between the sexes?
What are the male and female characteristics of space, time,
and the soul?

He engraved them and chiseled them, combined them and
sealed with them the three mothers in the world, the three
mothers in the year, and the three mothers in the soul, male

and female.”3

It is a work of wonder, which raises as many questions as it
answers. But that is the nature of Kabbalah.
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Mystic Europe

place. The vast North European Plain stretches across
Holland, Germany, and Poland, and eastward to the bor-
ders of Russia. The land is generally flat, though pocked here
and there by interlocking hills left behind by ancient glaciers.
There are the Baltic Heights, over four hundred feet in eleva-

The continent of Europe can be a cold and forbidding

tion, and framed by flacland, coursing along the coast of the
Baltic Sea.

In the early Middle Ages, nearly a quarter of the region was
home to dense forests of pine and spruce, beech and oak, an
impenetrable thicket about which legends abounded. Diffuse
meadowlands graced the hillsides. Farmland and grazing areas
skirted the scattered towns and villages, much of it reclaimed
from the native forest cover. The soil quality lacked uniformi-
ty from one locale to the next. Many areas in the north were
sandy, mingled in places with clay. The land in general was not
very fertile, save for former marshland from which the water
had been drained. Rainfall was never terribly abundant, except
in the more hilly regions.

Even the sky, most often a patchwork of gray and intermit-
tent subdued blues, provided little relief or comfort for those
who labored on the soil below. The warmth of summer with its
long and listless days was all too short-lived, and the winter
months seemed like a quilt of darkness, penetrated by only a
few hours of light. January’s wrath was universally dreaded. The
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farther east one would travel, the more one would surely suffer
from the bone-chilling cold.
Northern Europe was home to many Jews, who had drifted

into these parts long ago, when the Romans first imprinted
their culture on the face of the continent. The culture of Rome
was driven by reason and by cold and calculating judgments.
The Romans were Stoics, chosen by fate to bear the burden of
civilizing the wotld. But when the high civilization of Rome
disintegrated, it was replaced by a different culture, a medieval
world, diffuse and decentralized, where local folk, driven by
fear, consumed themselves with spooky phantasms and with
“things that go bump in the night.” This was the wotld of a dif-
ferent stream of Jewish mysticism, spilling out of the land
called Ashkenaz in Hebrew, what we today call Germany.

An Uncommon Breed of Picty

The Hasidei Ashkenaz (Pious of Germany) were never
numerically large, but during the second half of the twelfth
century they began to exert an influence far beyond their num-
bers. At their helm was Rabbi Samuel he-Hasid (Samuel the
Pious) and his son Rabbi Judah he-Hasid {Judah the Pious).
They were virtual rabbinic aristocrats, who headed up a very
elite society. Together with Rabbi Eleazar ben Judah of Worms,
they disseminated their collected discourses, which, as in the
days of the propher Ezekiel, involved visions of the Throne of
Glory, divine beings, heavenly palaces, and of course the
Merkaval — “the Chariots of God.” God is awesome, magnif-
icent, and beyond human beings to fathom. Yet, paradoxically,
He is near; He is intimately approachable. He is, in the words
of Hebrew Scripture, Yedidi — “My Dear Friend.” Their eso-
teric doctrines were not, they claimed, of their own invention;
they were faithfully received in a direct line of transmission
from the early sages of ancient times.”
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The ideas of the Hasidei Ashkenaz developed in feverish
counterpoint with the teachings of Jewish philosophy, even
with the greatest Jewish philosopher in history, Moses
Maimonides. The approach of Maimonides was to blend the
world of Aristotle with the world of faith; the mystics of old
Germany instead reveled in che experience of God. Never mind
the long, bleak months of winter. Fret not abour the ever-
present gloom of medieval life, the relentlessly cloudy skies, the
back-breaking labor on the inhospitable land, the cramped and
narrow alleys of the towns, the tumbledown shacks they were
obliged to call home. They lived in simplicity but in joy.

They were in love with God, and they expressed that love in
deep humility, in self-denial, in relinquishing worldly posses-
sions for a higher calling. Their motivation was the fear of sin;
their modus operandi was twofold — rto be rigorous and
demanding toward their own circles, but moderate toward the
Jewish people as a whole. Their goal was not to condemn, but
to educate humanity in how to live a moral life, a good life, a
truly happy and contented life.

Those who wrote the most important work of this move-
ment, the Sefer Hasidim (Book of the Hasidim), were driven
by a major preoccupation — the manifestation of God in the
physical universe. It was one more expression of the "Great
Question™: How can infinite Deity be experienced by finite
mortals? If God is as holy as His divine name suggests, can He
have anything to do with the corrupt material world? An
unbroken mystical thread from andquity, which played with
the letters of the ineffable Tetragrammaton, had woven itsell
through the course of the centuries, sometimes almost disap-
pearing in the tapestry of Jewish thought, only to surface again
and again. The mystics of Ashkenaz linked the reasonable ele-
ments of faith with an other-worldly outlook, seeking to bal-
ance the two. They gloried in the power of words o heal and
deliver, and o confound the forces of evil, sickness, and deach.
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Long ago Jesus of Nazareth had spoken of the “keys of the
kingdom of heaven” (Martt. 16:19), metaphorically granting
them to his disciple Peter. Now, the Hasidim of Europe resur-
rected this expression, counting and numbering each letter of
the sacred Torah, looking for the keys that would unlock its
mysteries. Since each letter of the Hebrew alphabet carries a
numerical value, they looked for hidden mathematical codes,
weaving throughout the holy text. They elevated numerology
to a science, called gematria, which continues to fascinate peo-
ple down to the present day.

And what of the sages, the leaders of the movement, who
eruly understood this power and knew how to invoke the
divine name of God? A cult of personality crystallized around
them. A rabbi who rose to such stature was called a Baal Shem,
a “Master of the Name.”

A Mystical Manner of Living:
Meeting Ground of Jews
and Christians

The teachings of each Baal Shem had certain common focal
points, spinning out a more or less complete system, a “way of
life.” Don't allow the hardships of life, the pain of trafficking in
the world, to steal your zest for living. Whether you are rich or
poor, your inner self should be unaffected and therefore undis-
turbed by the suffering you expetience. Seek to live in the high-
er spheres of being. Do not fear death, for those who pass to
the world beyond never really leave our presence. Indeed, the
souls of the departed are among us, praying with us every Sab-
bath in our synagogues. For the House of Israel is one indivis-
ible body, which consists of the dead as well as the living. Those
who have gone to the grave are as much a part of Israel as those
who linger in this present world, in this vale of tears.
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This new crop of European Kabbalists sometimes sounded
like che apostle Paul, who waged war “against the principalities,
against the powers, against the world rulers of this present
darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the
heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12), and on that score, the messages
of Jewish and Christian mystics dovetailed. In fact, history
indicates that Kabbalah was a meeting ground for Christians
and Jews, who, in the realm of mysticism, put aside their
centuries-old disagreements and came together in the search
for a higher spiritual reality. At chis time, there seems to have
been a growing cultural interplay between the Hasidim of
Ashkenaz and the Christians of northern Europe, especially
Germany. Christians had long held to the idea that self-denial
(asceticism) is the key to a life of faith and devotion. Jesus had
said, “Take up [your] cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23).
In medieval Europe daily life generally involved a liberal dose
of suffering, and taking up one’s cross seemed like a realistic

admonition. Monasteries cropped up, where clerics could
devote themselves to secking a higher level of reality.

Christian mystics became increasingly fascinated by Jewish
mysticism. A common bond of suffering drew these Christians
to their spiritual kinsmen, the Jews. Both ancient Jews and
carly Christians represented a counterculture in stark contrast
to the pagan world in which chey lived. The concept of mar-
tyrdom was one of the common elements. For just as the ecarly
Christian Church had been born in blood, in the crucible of
persecution, so had the Jewish people suffered from the wrath
of conquering empires, from the Romans to the armies of Islam
to the marauding Crusaders. The Scriptures had called them
the “Chosen People,” but chosen for what? For dispersion and
anguish, wandering across the face of continents in search of a
hospitable habitac, only to find themselves treated as sociery’s
lepers. There was good reason for the Hasidim of Europe to
develop an asceticism of their own, not unlike that of che
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monastic movement in Christianity. True joy would be found
in simplicity, in a basic and uncluttered lifestyle. Behind the
walls of their ghettoized communities they would find solidar-
ity and warmth and a camaraderie of suffering.

There was a major difference, however. Unlike the celibate
Christian monastics, some of whom (the “Flagellants™) so
despised their own flesh as to beat and Hlagellate themselves, the
Hasidim took their asceticism only so far. Celibacy was
unthinkable, no martter what their ancient counterparts the
Essenes might have practiced. Their doctrine taught them that
people are born good, not evil, that humanity is commanded
to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:28), and that family life
must take precedence over the denial of self. Hasidic thought
made much of sexual imagery, deriving some of its mystical
power from the sex drive itself. Though replete with warnings
about this aspect of one’s “evil inclination,” heterosexual love
was highly praised in the Hasidic tradition. The Hasidim made
much of a passage in the Talmud which declares thar in the
final judgment, each person will be asked to give an account of
every good thing that he might have done, but did not.

Sanctifying the Name

Nonetheless, in Hasidic circles a certain theology of mar-
tyrdom developed. It was not a surprising development, given
the events of those days; for terrible forces had unleashed them-
selves across Europe. While some Christians plunged into the
study of Kabbalah, the great bulk of Christendom unleashed
during the Middle Ages what can only be described as an anti-
Jewish rampage. Again and again, Jews were targets for conver-
sion to Christianity, if not by persuasion, by force. During the
Crusades, armies of marauding Christian soldiers vented their
wrath on Jewish communities across Europe, as they made
their bloody way to the Holy Land. Many thousands of Jews
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who refused to be converted were murdered. During the
Bubonic Plague, the “Black Death,” which obliterated fully a
quarter of Europe’s population, the ignorant masses blamed the
Jews, whom they accused of poisoning the water wells. In
revenge, thousands more were murdered. Later, another vil-
lainous accusation surfaced — that Jews systematically kid-
napped Christian children, killed them, and used cheir blood
in the manufacture of matza crackers for Passover. Called
“Blood Libel,” it was used as an excuse for the murder of yet
more Jews. Then, there was the charge of “Desecration of the
Host,” in which it was alleged that Jews stole into cathedtals,
pilfered the consecrated wafets of the Eucharist, and mutilated
them, as a way of crucifying, once again, the body of Christ. In
rage, mobs of Christians demanded of their Jewish neighbors,
“Choose Christ or die!” In such a climare, Kabbalah and its
Hasidic adherents thrived all the more.

Some Jews did indeed convert to Christianity — at least
outwardly — while continuing to practice Judaism in secret.
But many chose death rather than submission to the insanity
around them. Many more, encouraged by the Hasidic doctrine
of martyrdom, chose to take their own lives. The Hasidim
called it Kiddush ha-Shem (Sancrification of the Name). [t was
not to be thoughc of as suicide, not a morbid act of despera-
tion, but as a sacrificial offering, sanctifying the name of God.
A legend arose, expressed by a medieval poem, that when the
time came for Abraham to “sacrifice” his son I[saac, the angel
who stayed his hand spoke too late, and Isaac was acrually
killed. Bur the cherished son was transported to the Garden of
Eden for three days, after which he was restored to Abraham in
miraculous resurrection. The story circulated to comfort those
who had lost loved ones by acts of Kiddush ha-Shem. Fret noy;
those who have taken their lives will not be judged for having
committed suicide. They have done a noble thing, an honor-
able thing, making holy the very name of God. Like Isaac, they
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have died as a sacrificial offering. And like Isaac, they have gone
on to Eden. They will live again, in resurrection! Such was the
contribution of Kabbalah during some of the darkest days in
history.

The Book of Brightness

The creative genius of the mystics was to transform
medieval darkness wto a supernatural light. They did chis
through yet another book, called the Sefer ha-Babir, which
means, literally, “Book of Brightmess” or “Book of Brilliance.” As
with most works of Kabbalah, it abounds with mysteries. Who
wrote the Book of Brightness and when exactly it was written are
matters of conjecture. It first surfaced during the Middle Ages
in southeastern France on the Mediterranean and the river
Rhone in the rabbinic academies of Provence. Most scholars
therefore assume that its origin is medieval.”s But the language
is Hebrew, intertwined with traces of Aramaic, and its style
resembles ancient texts of Hebrew commentary, called
Midrash. A prominent Sage of old, such as the venerable Rabbi
Akivah, introduces each section of the book, although its struc-
ture as a whole is chaotic ac best. Some literary critics even posit
that the leaves of the original manuscript were somehow scat-
teted in the wind and rudely patched together again!

Sources for the Bahir, Book of Brightness, appear to be mul-
tiple, including the Book of Creation (Sefer Yerzirah), the
Merkavah (chariot-throne) and Heikhalot (heavenly palaces)
literature, as well as the writings of the medieval German mys-
tics, the Hasidei Ashkenaz. Another book of hoary antiquity,
The Grear Secret (Raza’ Rabbah), also seems to have inspired the
book called Babir.

But whatever its sources, the Bahir, Book of Brightness, rep-
resents a quantum leap in mystical teaching. The goal of the
book is the concept of “fullness” or “completeness,” a theme
emphasized in its commentary on the Hebrew prophet, Isaiah:
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And what is “The whole earth is full of His glory” {Is. 6:3)2 It is
all chat land which was created in the first day, which is above,
corresponding to the Land of Israel, full of the Glory. And what
is ie? Wisdom, as it is written: “The wise will inherit glory”
[Prov. 3:35].76

As the Land of Israel is “full” of glory, so are individual lives
to be filled with wisdom. In a wechnique similar to thac utilized
by the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Book of Brightness seizes on a par-
ticular Biblical verse and comments on it by means of citing
other verses, out of context, yet linked through mystical
insight.

A Royal Family

Another technique used by ancient rabbis (as well as Jesus
of Nazareth) involves the use of imaginative stories — parables
— to convey a message. The parables involve classic images. . .
of an ecarthly king “of flesh and blood,” his royal palace, his
courtly family, and his many subjects, both loyal and disloyal.

And what is this divine “Glory™? This can be explained by a para-
ble. A king had a great lady [a matronita) in his room. She was
loved by all his kaights, and she had sons. They all came every
day 10 see the face of the king, and they blessed him. They asked
him: “Our mother, where is she?” He said to them: “You cannot

see her now.” They said: “Blessed is she, wherever she is.”77

Bear in mind, in considering this passage, that there is a
great deal of sexual imagery in Kabbalah, and that God is fre-
quently depicred in feminine terms. Characters include, in

addition to the “Queen,” the “Bride,” the “Wife,” the “Sister,”
and the “Daugheer.” There is even a “Daughiter of Light,” who
came from “a far away country.” Bur who is the “grear lady,”
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the matronita, in the parable? She is the Glory, the Matron,
who stands at the side of the king — who in turn represents the
male aspect of the divine nature. She is also equivalent to the
Shechinah, the female aspect of Deity. The “knights” in the
parable are symbols of the angels on high, who, in the same
passage of Isaiah’s vision, chant in unison, “Holy, holy, holy is
the Lord of hosts” {Is. 6:3). The “sons” symbolize the praying
[sraelites, who join the angels on high in the divine licurgy. In
kabbalistic imagery, there is Israel above and Israel below, the
heavenly Jerusalem and the carthly Jerusalem, the angels above
and the Israelite congregants below. Neither the angels above
nor the people below can say exactly where divine Glory
resides. Yet, they praise and bless her, wherever she is.

The Unseen World, “The Force,” and “The Dark Side”

In the world of the Book of Brightness, the unseen realm is
depicted much like a grear, growing tree. The part of the tree
that is unseen — its large and complex system of intermingled
roots — supports the part of the tree that is visible — its trunk,
branches, leaves, and sprouts:

And what are “Holy, holy, holy . . .” and then “the Lord of
hosts whose Glory fills the earth”([Is. 6:3]? They are “Holy” —
the Supreme Crown, “Holy” — the root of the tree, “Holy” —
united and special in all of them.”s

There s to be harmony between the physical and supernat-
ural worlds, the visible universe and the unseen universe. There
is also to be harmony between masculine and feminine attri-
butes in the divine world.

Like the Book of Creation (Sefer Yetzirah) before it, the Book
of Brightness presents a series of ten “spheres” or “emanations”
of divine power (Sefirof), arranged, in descending order, from
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“Crown” (Keter) to “Kingdom” (Malkhut). The Book of Bright-
ness asks, “Whar are these een utterances with which the world
was created?” It also queries:

And what is the reason for the raising of the hands and blessing
them wich a benediction? This is because there are ten fingers
on the hands, a hine to the ten Sefiror by which the sky and che
earth were sealed. And chose ten correspond to the Ten Com-

mandments.”?

Through understanding the delicate interrelationships
berween the Sefirot, one can also get a sense of two distinct
realms, one completely good and the other completely evil.
One can think, in science-fiction terms, of a “Force” energizing
the universe with goodness. There is, however, a “Dark Side,”
which perverts and distorts goodness, turning it to evil. But the
evil inhabiting both the “upper world” and the “lower world”
is hardly an autonomous power, over which God has no con-
trol. The elements of evil are merely agents of the divine will,
acting out the orders of the Almighty. Nor are these agents evil
in their core and essence. For what human beings call “evil”
ultimately serves the unseen purposes of God. “Evil” is there-
fore redeemable. The “Dark Side” has a silver lining. Good and
evil really are two sides of the same coin. And the coin belongs

to God.
Mystic Spain

The verdant hills of cencral Spain bask in dazzling sunlight.
It is a region called Castille, meaning “castle.” By its very nature
Spain is a castle, a fortress of grandiose proportions, washed on
three sides by the Atlantic and the Mediterranean. There are
tall mountains, comparable to the Swiss Alps, and natrow
valleys which make their way inexorably to the coasts. The land
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is full of splendor, an enchanted realm of mystic wonder. It is
the birthplace and home of countless dreamets and visionaties,
nureured by the brilliance of the turf itself. There was Saint
John of the Cross, whose mystical poetry has inspired
Christians down to the present day. There was Saint Teresa of
Avila, the famed Spanish mystic of the sixteenth century. There
was also, in the realm of Jewish mysticism, Isaac the Blind.

“Father of Kabbalah™

At the close of the twelfth and beginning of the thirteenth
century lived a Franco-Spanish scholar named Isaac. Born the
son of a great medieval teacher of Jewish Law, Rabbi Abraham
ben David of Posquieres (who had written several important
commencaries on the Talmud) Isaac had an enormous legacy to
live up to. His Aramaic name was Saggi-Nehor, meaning “Full
of Light.” Living up to his name, if not his father’s legalism, he
devoted his energy and inspiration to the scudy of Kabbalah.
Widely regarded as one of the carliest mystics in Spain and
Provence, he passed along most of his maxims by word of
mouth. But he wrote a major commentary on the Book of Cre-
ation (the Sefer Yerzirah) called The Mystical Torah — Kabbalis-
tic Creation. In it he presented a mystical understanding of the
creation event and of divine providence over the universe. He
wrote in a style that was as crypric as it was concise, which
made it the subject of many later interpretations. It was Isaac
the Blind who gave clear kabbalistic exposition to the idea of
“cleaving” to God — Dvikur.

While he was said to have been blind from birth, his work
is brimming with images of color. It was also said thar,
although he could not see, he perceived things thac the eye
could not behold, including the true nature of each soul with
whom he came in conract. Isaac’s legacy was such that he came

to be called the “Father of Kabbalah,”s0
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The Gerona “Corona”

Rabbi Isaac’s “light” fanned our like a solar corona to a new
generation of mystics. They were headquartered in a small
town in Catalonia, near Barcelona, called Gerona. Two promi-
nent writers came forth from this circle, Rabbi Ezra ben
Solomon and Rabbi Azriel. It was they who formulated many
of the concepts which were to prevail in mysticism during the
centuries to come. It was they and their disciples who trans-
formed what had been an isolated and marginal element in
Jewish thought into a dominanc theme in medieval Jewish life.

So popular and widely read did the works of the “Gerona
Circle” become that Rabbi Isaac once wrote an episte to the
two rabbis, Ezra and Azriel, insisting that the precepts of Kab-
balah not be distributed to the public, and scolded that “a book
which is written cannot be hidden in a cupboard.”i In wake of
Isaac the Blind’s angry letter, the Kabbalists of Gerona appear
to have made a sincere alteration in their modus operandi. No
longer did they write down their mystical revelations, and they
even went so far as to conceal some works which they had
already composed.

While works of Kabbalah lessened in output, they by no
means ceased. In the province of Castille, two brothers, Rabbis
Jacob and Isaac Kohen, created their own circle of thirteenth-
century mystics. Their writings focused on the characteristics
of evil, which they wove together with the symbols of Kabbal-
ah. They expounded a veritable hierarchy of demons, who rule
in the invisible realm, including such notable names as
Asmodeus, Satan, and Lilith, These demons emanate from the
left side of the system of Sefirot, and they personify the all-woo-
human traits of lust, dominance, greed, and envy. It is their
activities which are transmitted w0 unsuspecting individuals in
the realm of flesh and blood. Moreover, the cosmic struggle
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between the forces of good and evil will find expression in the
final battle, at the end of days, between Satan and the Messi-
ah.82 The Messiah, of course, will triumph in the end. In Kab-
balah, it seems, nice guys finish first.

The Nomad, the Pope, and Yoga Instruction

One of the most fascinating figures to emerge from Spain’s
mythic splendor was born in Sargossa in the year 1240. His
name was Abraham ben Samuel Abulafia, and he became
known as a young man whose mystical ambition was perfectly
matched by his inherent wanderlust. He was eighteen years old
when his father died and he commenced his wanderings. He
was looking for the mythical river of Sambatyon, where, legend
had it, the ten lost tribes of Israel might be found. His search
broughe him, in the year 1260, to the Land of Israel. However,
he came face o face with frustration, finding the Holy Land
engulfed in the bloody Crusades and himself unable to venture
beyond the coastal city of Acco. He never found his mystical
river, but he never gave up his life of wandering.

He settled for a time in Greece, taking a wife, but purpos-
ing to continue his nomadic ways. He journeyed to Capua, in
ltaly, and finally to Barcelona, in his native Spain, where he
devoured the Sefer Yerzirah for an entire year. He gathered a cir-
cle of disciples around him and began to proclaim to them the
secrets of his prophetic inspiration. Wandering through Iraly
and Sicily, he returned o Greece, writing kabbalistic tractates
and disseminating his ideas among more rational souls. In time
he found himself back in Capua, where his speculations enticed
a sizable following.

Surprisingly, some of his ideas bore striking similarity to
certain Christian concepts, to the extent thac 2 number of his
disciples were baptized as Christians! To be sure, an interplay
between Kabbalah and Christianity has long been evident
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(some kabbalistic notions sounding surprisingly like the con-
cept of the “Holy Trinity), and Abulafia may simply have been
giving expression to pre-existing trends in mystical thought.
Conversion to Christianity was not, however, what Abulafia
had in mind for his followers. Instead, he embarked on a per-
sonal pilgrimage to Rome, following his “inner voice,” to con-
front the pope himself about the sufferings his people had
experienced at the hands of Christians. Pope Nicholas I1I was
not impressed. On the contrary, he decreed the death penalty
for Abulafia, which, happily, was never carried out, due to the
pope’s timely death.

Following Abulafia’s release from prison, he settled in Sicily,
composing his tractates, The Light of Wisdom and Treasury of
the Hidden Eden. He heralded the onset of the Messianic Age,
and even hinted at his own messiahship. Many of his devotees
began preparing for the journey to the Holy Land, which is to
accompany messianic redemption. Opposition, however, was
destined to arise. A clamor was heard, denouncing Abulafia as
a demented fraud and a deliberate hoaxter. When the tide of
criticism grew too strong, he fled to a barren island near Malta
called Comino, where, in splendid isolation, he produced the
greatest of his works during the years to come.?

Abulafia’s mysticism, while based on the ten Sefiror, was
unique in focusing on the combinations of letters of the
Hebrew alphabet —— called rziruf — as well as the numerical
value of those leters — called gematria.8? He further contem-
plated the mysteries of the divine name of God, the Tetra-
grammaton, as well as the legendary seventy-two letter name of
God, which had never been revealed to flesh and blood. But
ecstasy, he declared, is to be based on reason, and in this point
similarities also exist with the doctrines of Islam. He even pro-
duced an engaging system of meditation, which, down to the
present day, continues to fascinate practitioners of yoga and
modern psychologists alike.
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His meditative principles included the following points:

* The soul is circumscribed by knots and seals, by which it
operates in the material universe, bound by time and space.

* It is these knots and seals which keep the stream of the
divine light — which is far 100 grear for human vessels to
handle — from inundating and blinding the soul.

*» The meditative task is to loosen the knots, withdrawing
from the universe of muldplicity and complexity into the uni-
verse of unity.

* All images from the senses are to be dissolved.

* One must concenttate deeply, to organize, weigh, and
modulate the letters of the alphabet, as a composer orchestrates
individual notes.34

¢ Only then may one experience true communion with
God, called by the important term: Dvikur.

Abulafia’s legacy, in spite of the ardent opposition, was to
dovetail with the broad stream of Spanish mystical esotericism,
culminating in the next layer of kabbalistic expression . . .

"Man of Leon™ A Jewish Don Quixote

Of all the greac Sages down through history, none played
such a key role in the development and transmission of Jewish
mysticism as one Spanish Kabbalist of the thirteenth and early
fourteenth centuries. Born around the year 1240 in Leén, in
the province of Castille, he was known as Moses Shem Tov of
Ledn. The designation “Shem Tov” (Good Name) simply indi-
cates his overwhelming popularity with the common folk, who
became enamored with his writings. As might be expected of
an individual of mystical bent, little is known about his early
life, his tucors, or the nature of his education. Bur he seems to
have been enticed by the study of philosophy and religion.




The printing press had yet to be invented, and books had to
be copied laboriously by hand. He therefore counted himself
fortunate to procure, in the year 1264, a copy of the greatest
work of Jewish philosophy since the Bible, the Guide for the
Perplexed, by the preeminent figure of medieval Judaism,
Moses Maimonides. However, the Guide for the Perplexed, with
its practical, down-to-earth approach to daily living, was too
rational a methodology for him. He possessed an inner fire and
a contagious enthusiasm. He began a life of wandering through
the [ush hills and fertile valleys of rustic Spain. Was he a Jewish
version of Don Quixote, chasing imaginary windmills in search
of the impossible dream? Or was he far more calculating in his
desire to create an enduring legacy that would long outlive
him?

Whatever his intentions, we know that during the seventh
and eighth decades of the thirteenth century, he became
friendly with the Spanish and Genoese Kabbalists of his day,
living for a time in picturesque Guadalajara. Among his
acquaintances and teachers were certain Gnostics, such as the
spiritual leader of the Jewish community in Castille, Rabbi
Don Todros Abulafia. Also called the “head of the Spanish
exile,” chis Abulafia proclaimed that God may be found only
through personal experiences of great ecstasy. During the
course of his wanderings, Moses de Ledén turned to writing,
producing the first of his works around 1285. He would
produce many books during his long and illustrious career;
however, his writing yielded little fame and even less income.
He ran into the perennial problem for writers from ancient
times to the present: How does an aspiring author get noticed?
His answer was simple: Pretend to be somebody else! Like
many authors, he resorted to a pen name; but in his case the
nom de plume was that of a famous figure of antiquity. His
claim for the voluminous work he set to writing was that he
hadn’t written it. Rather, it was the work of none other than
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Simeon ben Yokhai, the famous mystical Sage of the second
century A.D. Moses de Leén had only found it, The time for its ‘
reveladion to the world had come, because the Messianic Age
was drawing near. The work was to be called the Zphar —
meaning “Light” and connoting “Splendor.” In centuries to
come this one book would come to be regarded as virrually
synonymous with the science of Kabbalah.

We can rightly consider this masterwork in the category of
Pseudepigrapha (false writings), like the ancient books of
Enoch and Jubilees. The language of the Zobar was not
Hebrew, but Aramaic, which was, supposedly, the language
increasingly spoken in the days of Simeon ben Yokhai. The
Zohar was enormous in size, consisting of several thick vol-
umes. Its contents were largely based on Moses de Ledis
Midrash ha-Neelam (Hidden Commentary), now re-released
as part of a colossal hoax. But hoax or not, the teachings of the
Zohar, which fall somewhere between a running commentary
on the books of Moses and a compendium of kabbalistic lec-
tures, were widely received and believed. Medieval Kabbalah
was on a course of explosive growth, and the Zohar, the “Book
of Splendor,” was to profit from the resulting mania,

For a number of years, he labored to circulate the Zohar,
which he accomplished from his own home in Guadalajara.
Moses de Leén’s “home business” became his full-time career,
spanning several decades, as his sojourns led him to the cites
of Viverro, Valladolid, Avila (which the Christian mystic Saint
Teresa would later call home). This stunningly beautiful cicy,
large and prosperous, was located high in the Avila Mountains
of Castille-Leén, and was surrounded by an eleventh-century
wall, bearing nine gates and ecighty-eight cowers. Having been
founded in the Roman times, it became an important city in
the kingdom of Castille, into which it was incorporated in the
year 1088. It was the perfect locale for Moses de Ledn to con-
tinue his literary career.
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Persisting with the genre of Pseudepigrapha, he wrote sever-
al works in Hebrew, on the subject of what we might call “the
care of the soul.” Later, he attempted to produce a new book of
Enoch, though it was never released as such. Part of the work
ultimately found its way into his Mishkanha-Eduz (The Taber-
nacle of Witness), which describes whar becomes of the soul
after death. Moses de Ledn’s other writings, twenty-four in all,
include:

* Sefer ha-Rimmon (The Book of the Pomegranate) — a dis-
cussion of the commandments of the Bible, the reasons behind
them being based on Kabbalah, after the fashion of the Zohar;

* On the Act of Creation — a mystical look at the first six
chaprers of Genesis;

* Ha-Nefesh ha-Hakbamab (The Soul of Wisdom) — a long
and rambling discourse on the ten Sefiror (Spheres} of the uni-
verse; and

o Mashal ha-Kadmoni (The Ancient Parable) — rumina-
tions about the Biblical prophet Elijah, observations on the
“Song of Solomon,” and z fierce argument against the ancient
Sadducees.

Nevertheless, it was the Zohar that gained the greatest mea-
sure of popularity, and it was for the Zohar that he would be
remembered.

The Zohar and the “Shroud of Turin”

The many Kabbalists of the enchanted provinces of Spain
gloried in the new waork, and Moses de Le6n was inundared
with orders. His literary carcer was at last becoming a splendid
success. Nevertheless, questions about the origin of the Zohar
inevitably arose, begging a logical explanation.
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Whence did this previously unknown dissertation arise?
What was the history of its transmission? Why had no one ever
heard of it before? The theory, given in answer, was fantastic,
but befitting the medieval wonderland that was Spain, It was
alleged that the owering Spanish rabbi, Moses ben Nachman,
or “Nachmanides,” had dug it up after his journey to Palestine,
in the year 1265. He in turn sent it back to his son, who lived
in Catalonia. From there it was whisked away by a magical
whitlwind to Aragon, descending into the waiting arms of
Moses de Leén. He and he alone now guarded the original text,
copying and distributing its secrets.

It was during his residence in Avila, in the year 1305, thac
Moses de Ledn journeyed to Valladolid, in the hills of north-
central Castille. Valladalid was home of one of Moses ben
Nachman’s disciples, Isaac of Acre. This prominenc Kabbalist
had grown up in Palestine, in a Mediterranean coastal city, in
the intimate circle of Nachmanides’ pupils. However, he had
never heard any mention of the Book of Splendor. When the
Jews of Acre were massacred, lsaac miraculously escaped,
making his way westward to Spain. Only then did he hear of
the Zobar. Only then was he shown copies of the work, Only
then was he met by Moses de Ledn, who solemnly swore that
he possessed, in his own home, a text written by the actual
hand of Simeon ben Yokhai. He invited Isaac of Acre back o
Avila to see what he called the “ancient original manuscript” of
the Zohar. Did Moses de Ledn acually possess some kind of
artifact, an ancient manuscript of some sort, which he
purported to be the earlier copy of the Zohar? One wonders
what manner of sleight-of-hand or “smoke and mirrors” he
intended to use to display for a discerning soul such as Isaac of
Acre the kabbalistic equivalent of the Shroud of Turin. Of
course, the Middle Ages were replete with Christian artifacts,
from pieces of the “true cross” to Mary’s tooth to St. Veronica’s
hair. To be sure, the Shroud of Turin, which first surfaced in
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1354, was only one example of multiple forgeries. Holy relics
were never as important to Jews, but an ancient copy of the
Zobar, written by Simeon ben Yokhai himself, must have
tantalized even the most skeptical of rabbis.

In any case, Moses de Le6n’s oath would never be put to the
test. On his way back to his home in Avila, in the year 1305,
he became ill and died. Furthermore, his widow and daughter
came forward with a stunning reveladon. There never was an
original manuscript of the Zobar. No such artifact existed. In
fact, Moses de Ledn had written the work by himself and in his
own hand, pulling the contents from the complexity of his own
mind. His widow furcher insisted that she had repeatedly asked
him why he was essendally “forging” a text he claimed to have
been written by an illustrious Sage of antiquity. He answered
that had he continued to write under his own name, he would
have gained little notoriety and eveit less income. However, the
very name Simeon ben Yokhai, attached to his masterpiece,
would assure that it be hailed widely and become an instant
success. Thus, a hitherto unknown writer gained acceptance
and proved his mettle by the power of a pen name.

Nonetheless, once the “frand” had been perpetrated, it cre-
ated a momentum of its own. Spain’s mystics did not believe
that the Zohar was a colossal hoax because they did not want to
believe it. It was too comfortable to believe that the work was
authentic. The wonderstruck adherents of Kabbalah virtually
went into denial about the prospect that the Zohar was a clever
forgery. Kabbalah had been around for many centuries, indeed
for a millennium or two, but, aside from a few short tractates,
it had mostly been the domain of oral teachings and private
communication. A comprehensive, multi-volume work like the
Zobar gave the study of Kabbalah the literary grounding it
needed. Moreover, the Zohar should have the same status of
inspiration and authority as the Talmud and the Bible icself,
perhaps even a higher standing!
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The damning charges of fraud simply could not be true. It
was the widow and daughter who were deceived, not Moses de
Leén himself.

If there had ever been an original manuscript of the Book of
Splendor, what became of it? Where was i Indeed, if ever it
had existed, Moses de Ledn took the secret to the grave with
him. Yet, so persistent was the lore surrounding the “Man of
Leén” that attempts were made, even into the twentieth cen-
tury, to demonstrate that at least portions of the Zobar do
indeed go back to the days of Simeon ben Yokhai. The great
modern scholar of Kabbalah, Gershom Scholem, investigated
such a theory, only to conclude, based on the language and
syntactical structure of the work, that it was written entirely by
Moses de Ledn. In the final analysis, what we are enticed to
believe must bow before the facts.s

The Impossible Dream

Burt what of the legacy of the Zohar ? Whoever the original
author was, is not the value of a work determined by its con-
tents, not by its writer? Is not the message more important than
the messenger? Does invalidating the author invalidate the
book? The fact remains that the Book of Splendor created noth-
ing that was essentially new. It gave voice, in a thoroughly
unsystematic way, to a discipline that had always defied codifi-
cation. It became a textbook for practitioners of the mystical
lifestyle. The book itself proclaims, supposedly chrough the
mouth of Simeon ben Yokhai, “Many will range themselves
round the book Zebar, when it becomes known, and nourish
their minds with it at the end of days.”8¢ This prophecy, who-
ever first may have uttered it, has certainly come to fruition.
The Zobar is more widely read and studied than ever, and its
impact has spread far beyond Jewish circles.
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Many of the questions surrounding Moses de Leén have
never been resolved. How, in hindsight, shall we understand
this Quixotic man, obsessed as he was with his vision of the
unseen world, with dreaming his impossible dreams? Was he
insane, or was his idealistic faith 2 measure of the insanity of
the world about, seeking and struggling in vain for things chat
have no lasting weight of glory? Perhaps, like Don Quixote de
la Mancha, hero of the Miguel de Cervantes classic, Moses de
Ledén was really the sane one . . .
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The Book of Splendor

In the Beginning . . .

When the King conceived ordaining

He engraved engravings in the luster on high.

A blinding spark flashed

wichin the Concealed of the Concealed

from the mystery of the Infinite,

a cluster of vapar in formlessness,

set in a ring,

not white, not black, not red, noc green,

no color at all.

When a band spanned, it yiclded radiant colors.

Deep within the spark gushed a flow

imbuing colors below,

concealed within the concealed of the mystery of the Infinie,
The flow broke through and did not break through its aura,
It was not known at all

until, under the impact of brezking through,

one high and hidden poinc shone.

Beyond that point, nothing is known.

So it is called Beginning,

the first command of all.87

So states the classic mystical commentary on the Bible, the

Zohar, the Book of Splendor. To call the Zohar a difficult and
enigmatic text would be a gross understatement; for the Zohar
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is deliberately obscure, intentionally ambiguous. Can sense be
made of such a book, which cloaks its meaning behind a jum-
ble of kaleidoscopic images?

The Mystical Universe

To begin we must understand that the true purpose of the
Zohar is to explain the Sefiror, the ten spheres of the mystical
universe. The highest of the Sefiroz is called Keter, or “Crown.”
It is the unfathomable Will of God, quite beyond human
understanding, Within this sphere the creation began. God did
not, however, simply start creating physical matter. He con-
ceived; He ordained. What physicists call the essential laws of
the universe Kabbalists referred to as the letters of creation. Are
these letters what the Zohar refers to as “engravings in the lus-
ter on high™

And what about the “blinding spark” that flashed? A kab-
balistic expression of the “Big Bang,” perhaps? However, just as
astrophysicists have yet to fully grasp the laws which brought
about the creation, the Zohar maintains that the spark occurred
within the “Concealed of the Concealed,” thar is, the Sefirah of
Keter — which is, after all, unknowable.

“A cluseer of vapor in formlessness, set in a ring.” The words
hearken back to the second verse of the book of Genesis: “And
the earth was without form, and void” (KJv}.On the one hand,
it is another picture of the circular orb of the Sefirah of Keter,
and on the other hand, it is an image of how astronomers
would later define the formation of galaxies and of our own
solar system.

Of note is the fact that some of the lower Sefiror — among
the system of ten — bear distinct colors. Gevurah is red, Hesed
is white, Tiferet is green and purple, and Sheckinah is blue and
black. But Kezer, being primordial and co-cternal with the Ain
Sof (He who has no end), has no color at all. As the lower
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Sefirot came forth from the “womb” of Binabh (Understanding),
so were birthed the colors we associate with light. Binab yield-
ed 2 flow of radiant colors: bur the flow was not known, not
seen, until “one high and hidden point shone.” This is the Sefi-
rah of Khokhmah (Wisdom) — the point of beginning, which
“impregnates” Binah, which in turn conceives the lower seven

Sefirot.
World Above, World Below

‘The Zohar consists of three massive volumes in Aramaic,
recounting esoteric conversations supposedly held between the
ancient rabbi, Simeon ben Yokhai, and his disciples. The first
volume covers the narrative of the book of Genesis, elaborating
mystically on the story of creation and on the lives of the Patri-
archs. A second volume covers the book of Exodus, recalling in
mystical terms the flight of the children of Israel out of Egypt.
A third volume covers the three remaining books of the Torah:
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Throughout its mulu-
faceted commentary, the Zohar develops a central theme —
that God in His mystical essence is both hidden and revealed
in the text of the Torah — for, according to mystic lore, the
fullest and most complete of God’s names is the Torah ieself,
from beginning to end. Consequently, whoever meditates on
the Torah is in fact meditating on the divine name.

About the value of the Zohar we read the following:

Rabbi Simeon [ben Yokhai] said, “Woe to the human being who
says that Torah presents mere stories and ordinary words! . . . Buc

all the words of Torah are sublime words, sublime secrets!”
Rabbi Simeon continued, saying: “Come and see: The

world above and the world below are perfectly balanced: Isracl
below, the angels above.”
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The idea of a metaphysical world, of which the physical
wotld is a copy and a shadow, goes all the way back to Plato, It
is the common thread which weaves its way through the whole
of Kabbalah.

Of course messengers are needed, wraveling back and forth
berween the two worlds, linking them and charging them with
holy purpose:

When [the angels] descend, they put on the garment of this
world.

If they did not put on a garment befitting this world

they could not endure in this world

and the world could not endure them.

The Zohar goes on to expound that God created the Torah,
and the Torah in turn created the lower world. This is why the
Sefer Yetzirah (the Book of Creation) had declared that the
world was created with letters. They are the letters of the Torah,
as the Zohar now explains:

If this is so with the angels, how much more so with Torah
whao created them and all the worlds

and for whose sake they alt exist!

In descending to this world,

if she [the Torah] did not put on the garments of this world

the world could not endure .82

Therefore, it is insufficient to be satisfied with the plain and
simple meaning of the Torah, as carried in its many narratives.
The stories of the Bibie are merely the “garments” which make
the holy text capable of being borne. One must look beyond
the stories; one must peer under the garment. Only then may
one taste of the hidden manna. This process begins with the
Creation account.
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The Zohar on Genesis: Who Created God?

If God created the world, then who created God? This oft-
asked question consumes the author of the Zohar, juse as it con-
sumes many moderns. The Zohar ingeniously posits a radically
new interpretation of the first verse of Genesis: “In the begin-
ning, God created the heavens and the earth.”

The Hebrew of “In the beginning, God created . . .” actu-
ally reads: Bresheer barah Elohim . . . (DK 872 nwxaa). The
letcter B (3), normally translated “in the” can just as well be
translated “by,” “with,” or “by means of.” Since the word resheer
(nwxn) means “beginning,” the Zohar translates the phrase as
“With Beginning. . . .” And “Beginning” is another name for
the Sefirah called Khokbhmah (Wisdom). The Zohar also notes
that the text places the verb “created” (barah) before the noun
“God” (Elohim). The passage may therefore be read, “With
Beginning created God the heavens and the carth.” While read-
ers of English understand that word order varies in certain lan-
guages — such as Hebrew — the Zohar speculates that there is
a hidden subject, which should be inserted before the verb “cre-
ated.” We therefore have: “With Beginning created
Elobim.”®

And who is this hidden subject? The Zobar declares: “The
Concealed One, who is not known, created the palace; this
palace is called Elohim.” In other words, the Ain Sof, co-eternal
with the first Sefirah, Keter, used the second emanation,
Khokbhmah, to create the third emanation, Binabh (=Elohim),
which is as far as our human understanding will take us.

The question, “Who created God?” is never really answered.
The problem is only thruse back a generation, concealed in the
realm of Keter. In the final analysis, if we think we know God,
we know only Elohim; no one knows the Ain Sof.
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The Gender Jumble

Kabbalah has long grappled with gender and sexuality,
attempting to explain the presence of male and female attri-
| butes throughout the animate world. There must be something
I more to gender than procreation alone. The Zohar states:

“Male and female He created chem™ [Gen. 1: 27].
From here we learn: Any image thar does not embrace male

and female is not a high and true image.®

Just as the higher world must be in perfect balance with the
lower world, so male and female attributes muse be in perfect
| balance for harmony to prevail. The Zohar ‘s commentary con-
tinues:

The Blessed Holy One does not place His abode

in any place where male and female are not found together.
Blessings are found only in a place where male and female are
found, as it is written:

“He blessed them and called cheir name Adam

on the day chey were created” {Gen. 5:2].9!

The Zohar has at this point picked up on one of the most
fascinating and enigmatic passages in the entire biblical texc.
Indeed, the Bible really does not say that God created man in
His own image (Gen.1:26}. That level of sexism would take
centuries to develop. On the contrary, the account of Genesis
declares that God created, not a male, but “the Adam” in His
image. Adam, translated “man” in English, is also used to des-
ignate the name of the first man. But Adam is simply a short-
ened form of the Hebrew Adamah, which means the “ground”
or “earth,” from which the Adam was created. In truth, we
would be better advised to translate the verse: “And God said,
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‘Let us make a person — a human being, an “earth-creature”
— in our image.”” This Adam, this “earth-creature,” was to be
a reflection of everything that God is. And since God is both
male and female, according to kabbalistic lore, with masculine
as well as feminine traits, so is Adam, the “earth-creature,” both
male and female. This is why the later verse, in Genesis 5 (KJv),
states that He called their name Adam. As the Zobar explains:

It is not wricten: “He blessed him and called his name Adam.”
A human being is only called Adam when male and female are as
one.??

The lesson is that every male must find 2 balance with his
feminine attributes, and every female must find a balance with

her masculine attributes. Moreover, the purpose of sexual inti-

macy is not procreation, but rather the union of male and
female traits in created beings, as a reflection of the union of
male and female traits in God. The implications of such teach-
ings are by no means lost on modern social commentators.

Of Noah and Abraham

Many additional esoteric commentaries on Genesis are
recounted in the Zohar. Of Noah we are told that when he
came out of the Ark and “offered up offerings” . . . “a triple
aroma ascended to God: the aroma of Noah’s offering, the
aroma of his prayer, and the aroma of his actions.” The Zohar
teaches that one’s behavior must be consistent with one’s incen-
tions and one’s prayers. And yet the Zobar tells us that while the
righteous of every generation “shielded their senerations” from
the judement of God, interceding on behalf of the wicked,
Noah “did not care and did not ask for mercy.” In an apparent
rebuke of Noah, the Zohar declares, “He just built the Ark, and
the whole world was destroyed.”
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As part of its commentary on the Patriarch Abraham, the
Zohar states:

All soul-breaths of the righteous

have been carved from the bedrock of the Throne of Glory

to guide the body like a father guiding his son,

For withourt the soul-breath, the body could net conduct izself,
would not be aware of the Will,

could not actualize the Will of the Creator.

Recall the early, Heichalor mystical tradition of the heaven-
ly palaces and the Throne of Glory, here wedded to the idea of
the pre-existence of the soul. And recall that the term “Will” is
one more reference to Keter, the highest of the Sefiror. The
Zohar goes on to say: “The soul-breath directs and trains the
human being and initiates him into every straight path.”®

The Zohar proceeds to deal with the call of Abraham,
depicted in Genesis 12, in purely allegorical terms. In the bib-
lical text God speaks to the Patriarch, commanding him ro
leave the place of his birth, ancient Chaldea, and go to a new
land, to be revealed to him along the way. But the Zobar under-
stands the text in different terms, le., that the pre-existing
souls of the righteous are dispatched from the heavenly throne,
and sent to inhabit human bodies:

“To che land that I will show you”
means to such and such a body, a holy body, an upright body

Abram [that is, Abraham], the soul-breach, went forch,
facher to the body and high from the place of the highest.
“As YHVH had directed him” to enter the body that she had
been commanded to guide and train.
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With its kabbalistic stress on the duality of gender, Abra-
ham is called “father to the body” but then is referred to as
temale. The soul-breath is to enter the body thac “she” is com-
manded to guide.

However, once the soul-breath has entered a person’s body,
there is tension and conflict, as one’s “good inclination” com-
bats one’s “evil inclination.” This is what is taught as the char-
acter of Lot is introduced into the story of Abraham:

Look what is written about her once she has entered the body:
“And Lot went with him,”

This is the Deviser of Evil,

destined to enter along with the soul-breach

once a human is born, | .,

The serpent who seduced Eve was the Deviser of Evil.
We know that he was cursed, as it is said:

“Cursed are you above all animals” [Gen. 3:14]
Therefore, he is called Lot, Cursed.?

In the Zohar ‘s extended allegory, evil is not a devilish exter-
nal entity, pitchfork in hand, seeking to cast the righteous into
hell. Evil is equivalent wich one’s own “evil inclination,” having
entered the body, along with the soul-breath, the “good incli-
nation,” at birth. The temptation of Eve therefore becomes
another allegoty, of every person’s tempration by his or her own
evil impulses. The serpent represents, on a symbolic plane, the
“evil inclination,” as does Lot (a later “incarnation” of the ser-
pent), who strives with Abraham and ultimately takes up resi-
dence in a city doomed by its own wickedness, Sodom. It is all
inevitable and pre-ordained, and human beings should there-
fore not be surprised by the internal struggle they find being
waged within chemselves. For the “evil inclination” is destined
“to mislead the human being and chailenge the soul-breath.”
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So it was, in another biblical account, that when Abraham
journeyed down to Egypt, he was, figuratively, descending into
hell, into the depths of evil, in order to come forth refined and
purified:

If Abram had not gone down into Egypt

and been refined chere first,

he could noe have partaken of the Blessed Holy One.
Similarly with his children,

when che Blessed Holy One wanted to make them unique,
a perfect people,

and to draw them near to Him:

If chey had not gone down o Egypt

and been refined there first,

they would not have become His special ones,?

“Descent,” in life experiences, is therefore prerequisite to
ascent. Pain and travail is prerequisite to heights of joy. Simi-
larly, the experience of Israel's great dispersion among the
nations is 2 symbolic type of descent, which precedes a great
day of redemption. As long as Israel is in exile, the “opening of
the tent of Righteousness” is obscured and unknown.

But when Israel comes forth from exile,

all the soaring spheres [Seférof] will touch down upon this
opening, one by one.

Then human beings will perceive wondrous, precious wisdom
never known by them before %6

As the Zohar states, “It is all one mystery.”
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Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat

The Zobar goes on to speak of Isaac, the son offered by
Abraham as a sacrifice, who was “arrayed in his own sphere
alongside Abraham.” It also speaks of Jacob, who saw the heav-
ens opened and angels ascending and descending on a mystical
ladder. It was Jacob whose name was changed to Isracl, as he
wrestled with an angel — unnamed in the biblical account, but
called by the Zobhar “Sama’el” — the male consort of the female
Serpent. Sama’el is another name for the Angel of Death. Inter-
estingly, the Hebrew root word sam means “poison.” Further,
the Hebrew word smol means “left,” and may refer to the left
side of the ten Sefiror, from whence the “evil inclination”
emanates. Moreover, the Hebrew verb samay means “to blind,”
which is, after all, the role of the great Deceiver.%”

Next the Zohar speaks of Joseph, who received from his
father Jacob the nororious “coat of many colors,” for which he
became the object of his brothers™ hatred. It was Joseph who
was sold by his envious brothers into slavery in Egypt. And it
was Joseph who dreamed dreams (such as one in which the sun,
moon, and stars bowed down before him) and received their
interpretations. The Zobar speaks of another angel, Gabriel,
who is appointed over dreams. “Everything is contained in a
dream,” declares the Zobar. But the Zobar also warns: “You
cannot have a dream without false imaginings intermin-
gling. ... Therefore, parts are true and parts are false.”?

This is why it is important, on climbing into bed, first to
“accept the Kingdom of Heaven™

For when a person sleeps in his bed

his soul leaves him and soars up above. . ..

For nothing is revealed

while the person is still under the spell of che body. . . .
Rather, an angel tells the soul,
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and the soul, the person,

and that dream is from beyond.%

The story of Joseph additionally teaches that a dream
should be told only “to one who loves him,” lest the listenets
become as the brothers in the biblical tale: “They hated him all
the more” {(Gen. 37:5 NIV). But the wise are those who care-
fully guard the secrets entrusted them. A different type of mul-
ticolored “dreamcoat” will be given them:

When they leave chis world, all their days are sewn together,
made into radiant garments for them to wear.

Arrayed in that garment,

they are admicted to the world that is coming

to enjoy its pleasures, 199
Such are the lessons of the Patriarchs.
Exodus

In its running commentary on the books of Moses, the
Zohar takes up the story of Israel’s exodus from Egypt, culmi-
nating in the crossing of the Red Sea and the giving of the
Torah on Mount Sinai. Again, the Zohar reinterprets the story
on the level of allegory. The biblical account speaks of “a man”
who took to bride 2 woman of che tribe of Levi, who in turn
bore a son named Moses. But the mystical commentary speaks
of the man as the angel Gabriel, who enters a divine union with
the Shechinah, also called the “Communion of Israel.” Shech-
inah is the heavenly counterpart of Israel below. It is Gabriel
who carries the pre-existing souls of the righteous from their
abode in the heavenly Eden to bodies of flesh and blood on
earth. As for the lireral account of Moses’ birth, we are cold:
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Shechinah was present on their [Moses” parents’] bed

and their desire joined with Her.
Therefore Shechinah never left the son chey engendered.10!

In typically kabbalistic terms, sexual desire and sexual rela-
tions are seen as expressions of holiness:

A buman being who makes himself holy below

is made holy above by the Blessed Holy One.

Their desire focused on joining Shechinah;

so Shechinah joined in the very act they were engaged in.102

The Burning Bush

The baby Moses, enshrouded from birth in the divine pres-
ence, is hidden away from the wrath of the pharach, who had
decreed death for the children of the Israelites. As he grows to
manhood, he flees into the desert, to encounter God’s presence
in a new way, speaking to him from a bush which burns but is
not consumed. At this point the Zohar speculates on this enig-
matically supernacural occurrence:

One who comes close to fire is burned.

Yer Moses came close ro fire and was not burned.??

How could this be? Quoting the Sages of old, the explana-
tion is advanced that Moses was clothed with all ten of the
Sefiror. The mystical meaning of the incidenc is thac just as the
bush is blazing with fire but is not consumed, so Israel is
enslaved to wicked taskmasters in Egypt, yet is not destroyed.
On the contrary, a great deliverance is to come through Moses.

When God declares to Moses that He has in the pasc
appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, when the text might
have said “spoken 10" the meaning is that the colors of E/
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Shaddai, “colors in a cosmic prism,” were revealed to the
Patriarchs. Likewise, “The enlightened will shine like the Zobar
[the radiance] of the sky.” Who, precisely, are the “enlightened”
of our own age?

The wise one who contemplates by himself, from himself,
words thar human beings cannot mouth.1¢4

And what is the method by which they will shine?:

The secret is: close your eyes and roll your eyeball.
Those colors thae shine and glow will be revealed.

Permission co see is granted only with eyes concealed. 1

There is a difference between “seeing” and “knowing,” akin
to two mirrors, one which shines and one which does not
shine. When one looks into a mirror which does not shine, one
sees; bur when one looks into a mirror which shines, one
knows. Moses, we are told, attained “the mirror that shines.”
All of these secrets are taught by the story of the burning bush.

Angel Bread

The story of the Exodus teaches other mysteries, expound-
ed by the Zohar . What is the mystical meaning of the manna,
which was sent down from heaven to nourish the Israelites, as
they wandered in the wilderness? Each day, declares the Zobar,
dew flows in a trickle from the Ancient One into the Orchard:

Some of the dew flows to those below;
holy angels are nourished by ic,
each according to his dier,

as It ts written:

“A human ate angel bread” [Ps. 78:25).106

143




Quoting Simeon ben Yokhai, the Zo/ar proclaims, “Some
people are nourished by it even now!” Manna, then, is not
merely a miraculously provided food for the ancient people of
Israel; it is a divine sustenance for people of all ages who delve
into the wisdom of Kabbalah. The quest for such wisdom
becomes one’s portion, one’s food:

Because Torah derives from Wisdom on high,
and those who engage Torah enter the source of her roots;
so their food flows down from that high and holy sphere.197

Holy Letters, Holy Commandments

From ancient times Kabbalah had raughe that the universe
was created through the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The
Zohar, however, expounds on this concept, equating the letters
of crearion with the letters on the rablets of stone, which we call
the Ten Commandments. When the primordial letters first
appeared, they circled about, undil a spark was ignited, which
in tuen erupted as flashes. Comets burst forth, and the heavens
glowed with intensity:

Letters came forth, pure and bright

from the flowing measure of the spark . . .

All of Israel saw the letters

flying through space in every direction,
engraving chemselves on che wblets of stone. 108

Thus were carved, by the finger of God, the Ten Com-

mandments. Thus is Israel, in mystic communion with God,
the “people of the Book.”
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Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy

The remainder of the Zohar concerns itself, in a single vol-
ume, with the last three books of the Torah: Leviticus, Num-
bers, and Deuteronomy. Among the subjects of mystical spec-
ulation, the Zohar on Leviticus takes up the nature of Israel’s
sacrificial system. At the heart of the Torah is the description of
an elaborate system for the slaughter of animals, similar to the
appeasement offered by the Canaanites and their neighbors o
the many deities of the ancient Near East. What was the dif-
ference between the daily carnage of blood and sinew and
entrails conducted by pagans and that performed at the Taber-
nacle of Moses by the hands of Israel’s priests? A mystical
meaning had to be found, and the Hebrew word for “sacrifice,”
korban, provided the point of departure. Quite correctly, the
Zobar emphasizes the fact that the root of the word korban is
birer, which means “to come close” or “to draw near.” Com-
menting on the first two verses of Leviticus, “When any of you
brings korban to YHVH. . . * we read:

The drawing near of those holy crowns,

drawing near to one another, connecting with each other,
until all curn into one, complete oneness,

to perfect che Holy Name. . ..

The drawing near of those holy crowns is ©0o YHVH

so chat the Holy Name be perfected and united,

so that compassion fill all the worlds

and the Holy Name be crowned with crowns

and everything be sweetened.

From the muldplicity of the system of Sefirer, with its ten
holy crowns, perfect unity is to come. This is the true essence
of sacrifice — not the slaying of animals, but, by living a per-
fected, compassion-filled life, bringing unity from diversiry.
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God’s ateribute of compassion is emphasized in the four let-
ters of the Tetragrammaton — YHVH — emanating from the
right side of the Sefiror. By contrast, God’s attribute of judg-
ment is emphasized in the name Flohim, emanating from the

left side of the Sefiror. The Zohar continues:

All this is intended to arouse Compassion,

not to arouse Judgment.
Therefore “to YHVH,” not “to Elobim.”10?

The divine advice is proffered succinctly: “We must arouse
Compassion! We need Compassion, not Judgment!”

The Feast of Tabernacles

The Zohar also finds mystical meaning in the yearly autum-
nal feast of Judaism, called Sukkot — the Feast of Tabernacles.
Why did the Torah command that the children of Israel should,
every year in the fall, build rude huts or booths — “Taberna-
cles” — of sticks and leafy branches and dwell in them for seven
days and nights? As with so many aspects of traditional religion,
there is the ancient tradition, shrouded in the hoary past, and
there is the inner meaning, of universal relevance, across time
and space. In the case of each “booth,” the inner meaning sug-
gests a bride, equivalent with the Shechinah (also called the
“Communion of Israel™), who has followed her beloved —
God — into the wilderness. Shechinah figuratively becomes a
bride, just as each booth is traditionally “decorated, crowned,
and arrayed . . . like a bride bedecked with jewels.” Therefore,

even today:

When one sits in this dwelling, the shade of faith,
Shechinab spreads Her wings over him from above,
Abraham and five other righreous heroes come to dwell with himi110
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Playing on the meaning and significance of the word Shechi-
nah, the Zobar also notes that its root, shakban (to dwell), is
equally at the root of the word mishkan (tabernacle) and the
word mashkon (pledge). Quoting Leviticus 26:11, “T will place
My tabernacle among you, 111 the Zohar expounds the hidden
meaning: “My dwelling is my pledge!” Since the Temple of old
has long since been destroyed and the people sent into exile,
what remains for Israel?

Even though the Blessed Holy One has removed Himself from us,
He has left 4 pledge in our hands,

and we guard that treasure of His.

If He wants His pledge, let Him come and dwell among ust!12

The pledge is the Shechinab herself, equivalent with the
feminine attributes — the feminine half — of God."3 The
Sages of old had declared that when Israel went into exile, the
Shechinah went with her. Consequently, if God wants His
other half, He must come and dwell with Israel in unity.

The Age of Enlightenment

The Zohar never loses touch with the sublime image of the
Sefirot, through which God emanates His divine presence
across the universe. Out of the depths of despair, across ages of
suffering, woe, and homeless exile, redemption shall flourish,
like cthe primordial sparks themselves, in a new age of enlighe-
enment:

I have seen thar all those sparks sparkie from the High Spark,
Hidden of all Hidden!

All are levels of enlightenment.

In the light of each and every level

there is revealed what is revealed.
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All those lights are connected:
this light to char lighe, that light to this lighe,
one shining into the ocher,

inseparable, one from the other.!4

It is through deep meditarive practice that the reality of the
“High Spark” is grasped. The lights are of course the ten Sefiror,
separate and distinct, yet intimately connected, one to another.
There is unity from diversity.

The emphasis at the end of the Zohar comes full circle with
what it expounds ar the beginning — the division in the uni-
verse between things hidden and things revealed. As the Torah
herself declares: “The secret things belong to the Lord our
God; but the things that are revealed belong to us and to our
children for ever” {Deut. 29:29). The Torah has revealed her-
self, purting on “garments” of stories and narracives. Bue the
ultimate goal is to strive with all one’s might to approach the
Ain Sof, “the Erernal One’:

The light that is revealed is called the Garment of the King.
The light wichin, wichin is a concealed light.
In that light dwells the Ineffable One, the Unrevealed 115

The last bit of wisdom raughc by the Zohar is, interestingly,
a commission and a call to action: “Rabbi Hiyya rose to his feet
and said ‘Until now the Holy Spark has looked after us; now is
the time to engage in honoring him!” ”116

Honoring involves upright conduct, which in tn
demands a certain resolution of will. The reader of the Zohar is
left with something to do, and that something involves making
the world a fundamentally betrer place. Such is the message
and the mission of the mystics.
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Magical Mystical Tour

ewish life in Spain had soared, for several centuries, during
what has rightly been called a golden age. Never since the
days of Solomon’s grear Temple in Jerusalem had so many
Jews risen to such heights of prestige, power, and cultural
prominence. Everywhere one looked, there were Jews of influ-
ence, such as Hasdai ibn Shaprut, whom an Arab caliph ele-
vated to the role of court physician, director of the customs
department, advisor, and emissary. Bear in mind that with the
flowering of the Islamic world, there was greac intellectual fer-
ment, in which the Jews played a substantal role. Conse-
quently, there was much cross-fertilization between Jewish
mystics and Sufi mystics, giving rise to Islam’s own brand of
mysticism. But that was Arab Spain. Christian Spain (after the
great “Reconquest” was a very different animal. For a period
the Jews were tolerated, but in the course of time, the renor of
life was destined to change. The Christians who took back the
Iberian Peninsula from the Moslem Arabs were nor as inclined
to allow deviation from the majority faith. Their docuine was
perversely simple. Spain must be one united Catholic land.
Dissent must be quashed. How else can Christ come again?
Slowly, the golden age of Spain turned into what the
Christian mystic, Saint John of the Cross, described as “The
Long Night of the Soul.” The Christian overlords of Iberia
demanded of their Jewish subjects a high price for residence in
their golden realm — conversion. Suffering the painful stigma
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of being outside the bounds of polite society, many Jews did
indeed become “Christians,” at least outwardly. But a good
number of these continued to practice their Judaism, lighting
candles on the Sabbath and observing the festival days quietly
and in secret. Having paid the ultimate price for acceptance by
their Christian neighbors, they were, nonetheless, viciously
ostracized. The Christians of Spain called them Marranos, or
“Swine,” These Jewish “converts” to Christianity were pushed
increasingly to the periphery of society, toward final excom-

munication,
Feminist Kabbalah

Indeed, from the moment the Iberian Peninsula changed
hands — from Moslem to Christian — the position of the Jews
became increasingly precarious. In the long run, the rrauma
resulting from the persecution of the Jews of Spain was one
more example of how mystical activity and human suffering
were interconnected, and how one increased commensurately
with the other. In times when hope in the physical world
seemed elusive, the mystic elevated hope to a higher level. The
Spanish Kabbalist, Kanah ibn Gedor is a case in point. Attack-

ing the pleasures of material existence, which seemed inconsis-

tent with a saintly and spiritual life, he looked to untaveling the

“inner secrets” of the Talmud, racher than getting bogged down
with its rational dialectic. He was the author of many mystical
works, including Sefer Hakanah, which grapples with the issue
of whether the laws and ordinances of the Bible and Jewish tra-
\ dition are in effect at all in this new period of exile. The very
existence of the Jews as a people, coupled with their unique lit-
erary product, the Talmud, was proof enough that the com-
mandments remained in effect.

But something was lacking. Kabbalah had long dealt with
issues of gender, seeing the universe charged with sexuality and
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secing even God as possessing female characeeristics in equal
proportion to the traditionally masculine traits. Why, then,
had tradition placed the greatest burden of keeping the com-
mandments on men only? Indeed, of the 613 commandments
found in the Bible, women were charged with keeping only the
negative ones — the “Thou shalt nots” — and were given great
leeway on the positive ones — the “Thou shalts.” Men, on the
other hand, were obligated to keep all 613 commandments,
both positive and negative. Ibn Gedor’s kabbalistic dictums
insisted that women share equally the burden of fulfilling the
commandments. The Sefer Hakanah queries God: “Why did
you create poor woman who has neither reward nor punish-
ment because she is exempt from certain commandments
[namely, the positive commandments]?”117 Since Kabbalah
teaches that masculine and feminine characteristics must be in
balance in the universe, it stands to reason chat women, in
keeping the “Thou shalts,” should help to bring the female
teaits into their proper place in the cosmos. In essence, Ibn
Gedor created a strongly feminise demand for equality, in mys-
tical vones, centuries before ferninism itself was ever conceived.

Inquisition

In the meantime, however, Spain’s anti-Semitic drumbeat
continued unabated. In due course a mechanism was carefully
put in place, the machinery of state-sponsored tetror. It was
aimed at all deviants from the holy Catholic faith, burt it was
specifically directed against Jews. The anti-Semitism of cen-
turies past was the work of ignorant mobs of inflamed peasants.
This persecution, however, was different. Unlike previous out-
breaks of anti-Jewish violence across Europe, its authority
derived from Rome itself, by papal fiac. The Marranos must be
examined, interrogated, as to whether they still practice Juda-
ism. If need be they must be urged, even forced, to “confess”
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their non-Christian practices. They called it the “Inquisition,”
at the helm of which was a sadist of notorious infamy. He held
the title “Grand Inquisitor,” and the very mention of his name
struck terror into the souls of his Jewish victims — Thomiés de
Torquemada. No form of torture was beyond his design. The
targets of his inquisition were routinely stretched out on the
rack, their limbs being ripped ourt of their sockets, to induce
confessions.

In Fourteen Hundred Ninety-Two . ..

Many confessed, being prepared to say anything that would
ease their torment. Many more were killed, being handed over
to the civil authorities, who in turn carried out the grizzly exe-
cutions. The Spanish golden age had turned into an apocalyp-
tic nightmare. It was Thomds de Torquemada who whispered
into the ears of two of the most celebrared Spanish monarchs
of all time, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella. It was at his
urging that they signed into law a notorious edict expelling all
Jews from Spain. It was a time of woe and lamentation. It was
the effective end of more than a millennium of Jewish habita-
tion in the Iberian Peninsula. It therefore came to pass that in
1492, the very year in which three modest ships, the Nisa, the
Pinta, and the Santg Maria, set sail in a voyage which would
lead to the discovery of a “new world,” another fleet of ships,
laden with half a million Jews, set sail in a melancholy voyage
of desperation. Banished from their homes, the rtravelers
fanned out across the Mediterrean lands of North Africa and
points east, becoming the spores of new Jewish communities
everywhere they landed. Among their destinations were
Morocco, Tunis, Egypt, Turkey, and of course, the Holy Land.

Long before, the Jewish poet of Moslem Spain, Judah ha-
Levi had written:
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My hearr is in cthe East and [ am at the
edge of the Wesc. Then how can [ taste
what [ eat, how can [ enjoy ir? How
can 1 fulill my vows and pledges

while Zion is in the domain of Edom,
and I am in che bonds of Arabia? It
would be easy for me ro leave behind
all che good things of Spain; it would
be glorious to see the dust of the
ruined Shrine.!18

Now the distant dream was becoming, for many Spanish
exiles, a reality. The suffering of the ages had fueled the mysti-
cal fires which prompted the Jews of Spain to return o their
ancient home. The dust of the ruined Temple in Jerusalem at
last came within view, as thousands of Jews arrived on the
shores of Palestine.

Kabbalah had driven them, motivated them, buoyed them
up on their perilous journey. But Kabbalah also taught thar the
Messiah and the Messiah alone would restore Jerusalem to the
Jewish people. They had come to the Holy Land, but they were
not to live in Jerusalem . . . not yet. They must find another
place 1o sertle, where they would be free to study the mysteries
of Kabbalah while waiting for the imminent appearance of the
Anointed One. They would not settle in Judea. They would
settle to the north, in the rock-strewn hills in the region called
Galilee. They planted roots in a settlement built during Tal-
mudic times, protected and sequestered, where no foreign over-
lord would harass them. It was 2 town called Safed, and for
these mystics, it was a new Eden. Their mystical tour had led
them here.
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The Saints of Safed

Safed is a city lost in time. Nestled high in the hills of north-
ern Galilee, it is a tiny metropolis which has weathered the ages
without too much loss of identity. To walk its narrow streets is
to journey through centuries of tradition and lore. There are no
grand events in history for which this place is noted. No great
and mighty deeds done here put Safed on the map. The fame
of this town, this jewel of Galilee, is not worldly; it is other-
worldly. For Safed, the undisputed seat of medieval Jewish
mysticism, became during the long night of the Spanish exiles,
a gateway to the world beyond.

In the windswept stiliness of the limestone hills, one can
almost hear the chanting of the great Hasidic masters of
bygone days. The ambiance of the place, which today is the
locus of a thriving artists’ colony, leaves a distinct impression
on the soul of every visitor. The story of Safed is in many ways
the story of Kabbalah itself. For when the mystical impulse
exploded out of Spain, Safed received this impulse. It was in
every respect a Jewish city, and its only inhabitants were Jews.
During the 1500s all of Palestine belonged to the Otwoman
Turks, but the Jewish Duke of Naxos had found favor in the
eyes of the sultan, with the result that the Jews of Galilee were
left to run their own affairs, virtually independent. As the fif-
teenth century rolled into the sixteenth, the Jewish population
of the town soared from about three hundred families to seven
hundred sixteen. Many prominent Jewish Kabbalists from else-
where in the world now called Safed their home.

Among them was Jacob Berab, a towering expert in Jewish
law. He had been exiled from Spain and fled to Morocco,
becoming the chief rabbi of Fez before traveling to the Holy
Land. Now he found himself ac the helm of the scholarly com-
munity of Safed.

Somewhere along the way, around the year 1535, a mystical
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master named Solomon Alkabetz turned up in Safed. Alkabetz
quickly rose to prominence, moving to nearby Meron, where
he headed up a rabbinical yeshiva. The significance of Meron
was not lost on him, for this was the traditional place of burial
of none other than Simeon ben Yokhai, the supposed author of
the Zohar.

In the year 1536 another giant of Jewish Law and lore
appeared in the hills of Galilee. His name was Joseph Caro, and
he was destined to attain 2 monumental stature among the Jew-
ish people, rivaling even the great Sage Moses Maimonides.
Prior to his arduous pilgrimage to Palestine, Joseph Caro, like
so many of his compatriots from Spanish Jewry, had immersed
himself in the broad stream of Kabbalah. His teacher, who pre-
i ceded him to Safed, was none other than Solomon Alkaberz.
Once in the Holy Land, Caro continued to study the deep
secrets of the Zohar, receiving tutelage from Alkabetz’s brother-
in-law, Moses Cordovero. After two years of such study, Jacob
Berab officially ordained him a rabbi. In time Joseph Caro
headed up a yeshiva in Safed and ultimately succeeded Jacob
Berab as head of the entire community. He also produced a
concise yet comprehensive handbook of biblical Law, called
The Prepared Table, which s accepted down o the present day
as an authoritative guide to Jewish life. The fact that Caro was
a legal expert as well as a Kabbalist proved, in the eyes of many,

that reason and mysticism ¢ i -

ing one another.

The Divine Rabbi

The spirit of Safed was contagious, its influence being felt
by Jews the world over. Its intoxicating ecstasy fanned out from
Galilee as far as Turkey, Poland, Germany, and Italy. Adding to
this influence was yet another arrival in this mystical paradise,
one who would be called nothing short of “divine”: Ha-elohi

I35



Terrell
Polygonal Line

Terrell
Polygonal Line

Terrell
Polygonal Line

Terrell
Polygonal Line


Rabbi Yirzhak, “The Divine Rabbi Isaac,” more propetly
known as Isaac Luria. His dedicated followers, who venerated
his memory and his spirit, developed an acrostic for his name:
Ha-Ari, “The Lion.”119

He was born in Jerusalem in the year 1534, of German-Jew-
ish stock. The death of his father orphaned him at an carly age,
whereupon he traveled to Egypt, to reside with his uncle. His
study of the Talmud in his youth left him only with dread, and
he soon turned to the world of Kabbalah. He left his young
wife at home while he went off to meditate in the empty still-
ness of the broad Nile River valley. He said litcle, and preferred
to speak in the “Holy Tongue,” Hebrew. He reveled in solitude;
he learned to hear the pain of the world in silence. He returned
to his home only for the Sabbath, after which he retreated again
to his meditative life. He took to reading the Zohar, which, due
to the invention of the printing press, was now readily avail-
able.

For years the pattern of his life proceeded in this way. He
experienced rapturous supernatural visions, encountering the
prophet Elijah from ancient Biblical tdmes. Elijah, it was
prophesied, would be a forerunner, bringing the Messiah vo the
Jewish people. Elijah, it seems, had been designated to reveal to
Isaac Luria the meaning, the “system,” of the Zohar The
methodology of mysticism would now be given voice with new
clarity and force by the “hermit” of Cairo. Through his medi-
tations, he glimpsed new meaning in the long dispersion of the
Jews among the nations of the earth. Israel’s dispersion is
designed to bring redemption to humanity, for the purified
souls of the Israclites are to combine with the souls of other
nations, thereby freeing them from impurity and evil.

Everywhere he looked he heard the whispering of spirits. . .
in the trees, the grass, the birds, the rushing of water, in the
component sparks of pure flame. Though he might well be
described as a God-possessed man, he found no favor or
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recognition in Cairo. In the words of a Hebrew proverb, “A
prophet is unrecognized in his own city.” Thus, he did what
Moses had done in ancient times. He came out of Egypt and
returned, with his wife and child, to the Promised Land. In che
year 1569, Isaac Luria arrived in Safed.

He was not particularly noticed at first. For a time he stud-
ied kabbalistic theories with Moses Cordovero. Then he turned
to an alchemist and mystic named Chaim Vital Calabrese, the
son of an Iralian “Scribe” (a copyisc of the holy Torah). As the
two collaborated, they regularly journeyed to Meron, to visit
the grave of Simeon ben Yokhai and to receive an emanation of
the ancient Sage’s spirit. They engaged themselves in combat
with the powers of darkness, with evil spirits who fled before
their righteous presence. Vital, impressed by the spiritual
dynamic of his friend, became a “publicist” of sorts for Luria,
circulating reports of his spiritual power and the divine gifts
with which he was invested. Crowds began to muster, eager to
learn of his revelations, his insights into the Zohar, the “system”
revealed to him by the prophet Elijah. To his new flock of dis-
ciples, Luria communicated his insights regarding the “trans-

migration of souls” — the prior existence of each human spir-
1t, deriving from Adam, untl coming to reside in present bod-
ies of flesh.

The Messiah Son of joseph

Coursing through all of Luria’s teaching was an awareness of
the Messiah and an expectation of his imminent arrival. He
even went so far as to set a date for this momentous event, at
the beginning of the second half of the second thousand-year
period since the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, namely
1568 (as he reckoned it). It is the shared burden and responsi-
bility of the Jewish people, he raught, to bring abour the
Messiah’s arrival through their deliberate actions of faithful
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obedience to the Law of Moses. Many centuries before, the
Talmud had made an obscure messianic statement: “Messiah
son of Joseph was slain, as it is written, “They shall look unto
me whom they have pierced; and they shall mourn for him as
on¢ moutneth for his only son.””120 Luria was privately con-
vinced that e was in fact the Messiah of the House of Joseph,
though how he reconciled this idea with the stacement that the
Messiah son of Joseph was slain is a mystery. In any case, Luria
saw himself as one sent to prepare the people for the coming of
the Messiah of the House of David. And prepare them he did.

When the Sabbath day came, his heart twrned to rapture.
He clothed himself in resplendent white garments of four cor-
ners, symbolizing the divine name of God {(Y-H-W-H, mm).
He led his disciples as they bobbed and chanted and whirled
their way across the Galilean hillsides. Every Friday, as the sun’s
bright orb began to sink below the horizon, they assembled
themselves to intone the ancient chant: Lkhab dodi likrar balah;
penei Shabbar nikabbalab. “Come, my Beloved, to meet the
bride; the face of the Sabbath we will receive.” The bride,
clothed in brilliant wedding gown, was the perfect metaphor
for the Sabbath, and the Sabbath in turn represented the soon-
coming Messiah. Lurias disciples were an exotic sight to
behold, having wrapped themselves in their long tasseled
prayer shawls. Their zefellin (the litde boxes containing the dec-
laration: “Hear, O Israel; the Lord our God is One!”) were
affixed on their left arms and on their foreheads by thin leather
straps. When the landscape surrounding their bejeweled town
of Safed grew dim in the twilight, they retreated to their syna-
gogues, where they huddled together for hours, drinking in the
divine light of the Sabbath candles, until at lase they extin-
guished themselves in darkness. It was a ritual enacted over and
over again, in seven-day cycles, as kabbalistic yearnings reached
a fever pitch.

It is related that on a particular Friday afternoon, as Luria
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was leading his flock on another venture out of town for their
festive reception of the Sabbath, he turned to them and queried
whether they wanted to take a trip, immediately, to Jerusalem,
and spend the Sabbath in the holy cicy. They replied thac it
would be a long journey, that they had wives in Safed, and that
leaving their families behind would be impractical. Luria
retorted, “Woe to us! We are unworthy; I saw that the Messiah
was about to appear in Jerusalem, and if you had agreed to
come along right away, we would have been redeemed from
our exile in Diaspora!”121

But Isaac Luria would never see the Messiah. He died sud-
denly in the year 1572, at the age of thircy-cight. In death, his
stature would only increase, to the point of near deification. A
host of disciples, followers of the Holy Ari, would inspire
future generations of mystics with the memory of the divine

rabbi.
The Lion’s Whelps

They were popularly called “Lion’s Whelps,” the young
cubs who would spread the kabbalistic message abroad and
take it to new heights — and depths. Ar their helm was none
other than Chaim Vital Calabrese, who claimed thar Luria had
appointed him successor. Full of enthusiasm, Vital now aired
abroad an astounding idea — that /¢, not Luria, was the long-
awaited Messiah son of Joseph. This declaration, while it had
only limited effect, was a harbinger of things to come. All
objections to the contrary, Chaim Vital Calabrese continued
his preaching in Jerusalem. His visions were many, his
prophesies bombastic. Some, transfixed by the mantde of
authority passed to him, claimed to have seen a pillar of fire
extending above him as he spoke. Others declared thac the
spirit of the prophet Elijah had descended upon him. Traveling
to Safed, he continued in the ways of Luria, casting ouc
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demons and visiting the grave of the beloved master, Simeon
ben Yokhai.
He proceeded to Damascus where a pocket of ancient

Essenes had once lived, taking up their mystical mantle and
prophesying that the souls of various disciples living abroad
must be joined to his. Incredibly, they began coming, from
Poland, Germany, Italy, and other lands, to play a role in the
messianic burden of redemption. Many were anxious to see the
manuscript notes left behind by Isaac Luria, which Vital
claimed he alone possessed. A scandal erupted when Vital’s
brother Moses stole into Chaim’s house at a time when he was
gravely ill and copied the notorious notes, proceeding to sell
them at a high price. Chaim, upon his recovery, announced
that these were not the authentic notes of Isaac Luria, which he
still possessed and would never circulare. Instead, he directed
that Luria’s secret documents be buried with him at the end of
his life.

Nevertheless, when Chaim Vital Calabrese died, his son
Samuel Vital — another of Luria’s whelps — published the col-
lected visions and dreams of his father in a fresh volume. As the
writings circulated, Luria’s sparks were fanned. In Holland, a
Sage of no small repute named Manasseh ben Israel carried the
torch of Lurianic mysticism, while in Germany and Poland,
Isaiah Hurwitz (called “the Holy”) and Naphtali Frankfurter
elevated Luria’s system to a new height of popularity. Circular
letters, recalling the miracles and wonders of the Lion and his
whelps, were widely disseminated. Skeptics and rationalists
notwithstanding, the onward march of Kabbalah continued
undaunced.
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Thé “Frankenstein”
of Kabbalah

mized in the city called Prague, the capiwal of what is

roday known as the Czech Republic. Splendid old Prague
sits majestically on the banks of the Vltava River, a branch of
the mighty Elbe which skirts across the heart of the city from
south to north. The river’s eastern flank is fairly flat, but off to
the west a set of steeply inclined hills rises, adorned by a mag-
nificent palace from the twelfth century, the Hrad Castle. Adja-
cent to the palace stands the great cathedral of St. Vicus, dating
back to the fourteenth century. Old Prague is equally famous
for its Mala Strana, or “Little Quarter,” whose narrow and
crooked lanes are home to multiple churches and palaces. In
the Stare Mesto, or “Old Town,” connected to the Mala Strana
by a statue-laden bridge, the great Tyn Church dominares the
skyline. A huge clock indicates both the time and the season,
and an imposing statue of Jan Hus, the martyred Protestant
reformer, still stands sentinel, bearing mute witness to the ages-
old cultural ferment of this town.

The quaint and ageless beauty of eastern Europe is epito-

Prague, very much a product of the tumule of the centuries,
was, historically, a city teeming with mystics, healers, alchem-
ists, and soothsayers of every variety. Little wonder that the
Holy Roman emperor, Rudolf II, spurred by his interesc in the
supernatural, should move his domicile from Austria (Vienna)
to this city of mystic wonder.
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Prague was also the home of 2 strong and sizeable Jewish
community, firmly rooted in this part of the world, yet forced
to live on the periphery of society. Sequestered as they were
behind the stifling walls of a ghetto, the Jews of Prague were
often the targets of bitter attacks, leaving their very lives imper-
iled. One of the most serious threats facing European Jewry in
the sixteenth century was the slander hurled by certain hate-
inflamed Christians against the Jewish people and their reli-
gion. It was the Blood Libel that Jews would kidnap and kill
Christian children, using their blood for ritual purposes. This
hideous lie had been around for some time on the European
continent, but now it took on a new dimension.

As grotesque as the lie was, even more grotesque was the fact
that it was so widely believed. In time, “Blood Libel” became
an anti-Semitic battle cry and an excuse for attacking Jews
across the continent. In many cidies, the Jewish inhabitants,
barred by law from brandishing weapons, cowered in fear of
the rabble, who were more than willing to drain blood for
blood. In Prague, however, chey often found their escape in
their own flighes of mystical fancy, otherwise known as Kab-

balah.
The Tzadik and the Legend

The year was 1580. The beloved chief rabbi of the Jewish
community of Prague, Judah Loew ben Bezalel, was himself a
renowned Kabbalist, as well a scholar and judge.’22 He wrote
prolifically on many religious matters, and he earned from a
number of Christian clerics a grear deal of respect. To Rabbi
Loew is ascribed one of the most incredible and enduring rales
of the long legacy of Kabbalah. The story is told of how the
venerable rabbi, seeing his community viciously accused of the
slander of Blood Libel, turned to the Almighty for help. After
long days of prayer and fasting, Rabbi Loew’s slecp was
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interrupted one night by a vivid and disturbing dream. In the
midst of a fiery conflagration, a luminous hand appeared which
proceeded to write a single lucent word upon the ashes and the
smoke. The word was in Hebrew: Golem.

It is an ancient, mysterious word, which connotes the idea
of a shapeless mass. According to the Talmud, the word refers
to whatever is less than perfect, or not yer complete, such as the
newly created Adam, before being brought to life by God:
“How was Adam created? In the first hour his dust was collect-
ed; in the second hour his form was fashioned; in the third he
became a shapeless mass {golem); . . . in the sixth he received a
soul; in the seventh hour he rose 2nd stood on his feet.” But in
kabbalistic folklore the word Golern meant only one thing — a
hulking giant fashioned of clay, brought to life by magical
incantation, and controlled by a truly righteous person, a
Tzadik. There wete prior tales of such a Golem, originally
ascribed to a Tzadik of Chelm in Poland named Rabbi Eli-
jah.123 Now, it fell upon the undisputed 7zadik of Prague to
breathe life into legend.

The Incredible Huik

The dream had delivered the message; a Golemr must be cre-
ated. The rest was up to Rabbi Loew. In the morning he called
for the owo individuals he could trust the most, his son-in-law
and his most outstanding disciple. He explained how he had
awakened with a start, the impression of the dream fresh in his
mind. Long ago, he explained, God Himself had created the
universe through the power of divine utterance. The time had
come, he declared, for words to be invoked once more, to ani-
mate 2 being of clay, capable of defending the Jewish inhabi-
tants of Prague. Kabbalah had taught the inherent power of the
divine name. This power must be utilized. The ineffable name

of the Almighty must be uttered.
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That night, after long prayer and ritual purification in an
immersion bath (a miékveh), they left the ghetto through a
secret hole in the wall, to find themselves walking the forbid-
den streets of central Prague. Coming to the Vltava River, the
three compatriots began digging near the banks, unearthing a

steadily growing mound of clay. Hours passed, as the men
labored into the night. Rabbi Loew took the clay in his hands
and began fashioning a sculpture, bearing human form. At the
risk of creating a forbidden “graven image,” the 7zadik contin-
ued his holy travail, unril, ar last, a giant human visage stood
upright, the wet clay glistening in the starry night.

Next, Rabbi Loew took to chanting the incanrarions — or
Tzirufim — of Kabbalah, straight from the ancient book called
the Book of Creation, the Sefer Yetzirah. As the Book of Creation
had stated, it was the letters of the Hebrew alphabet which ani-
mated the cosmos, and if that be the case, then uttering che
divine name should be able to bring forth life itself. With greac
awe and rapture, Rabbi Loew spoke the name of the Almighty.
In a holy instant the elements of the cosmos erupted in a fury
of violent wind and driving rain. A torrent of steam rose from
the great mound of clay. Both son-in-law and disciple looked
on in ucter amazement as Rabbi Loew stretched our his hand
and delicately engraved in the forehead of the figure a single
word in Hebrew: Emer — “Truth.”

It was indeed a moment of truth, as inanimate clay became
an animate, sentient being. The massive creature moved its
chest and inhaled . . . a living breath. Rabbi Loew had become
creator and “father” of a new life form. Opening his mouth, he
now spoke to the creature.

“Awaken!” he commanded. Obedient, the Golem opened
his eyes and beheld his master, his father. Now it was the
Golem’s turn to open his mouth. The creature’s first urterance
was to ask his father whether it was wise to have created him.
Rabbi Loew commanded his Golem to don a cloak which he

164




p—

had brought along and to follow him back to the ghetto. The
Golem complied, pacing deliberately after the three men back
to the synagogue, where he followed them up to the darkened
attic. Rabbi Loew next explained to the creature why he had
been created. There were evil people beyond the walls of the
Jewish communicy, intent on planting “evidence” of the Blood
Libel slander in the ghetto. There were flasks of blood, and
even the body parts, planted to “prove” chat the Jews had kid-
napped Christian children. The task of the Golem was simple.
He was o serve in the synagogue by day as a shasmash, or “cus-
todian,” while by night he was to guard the Jewish quarter,
apprehending those who sought to plant their “evidence.” But
he was not to harm anyone. He was merely to bring evildoers
to the authorities.

According to the folklore, Rabbi Loew even gave his Golem
a name — Yosef — Joseph, after the biblical patriarch who
saved his people in ancient Egypt. The Golem asked his father
how long he might live, and Rabbi Loew responded that he
would only remain alive as long as the Jews were in danger.
Then he would return to che clay from which he came. The
Tzadik of Prague next had to explain to his shocked people why
he had brought such a being to life. He declared that the
Golem would be a grear blessing and that he was not to be
feared. In keeping with time-honored tradition, Rabbi Loew
removed the life-force from the creature every Friday after-
noon, so that the Golem would have no mobility by which he
might desecrate the Sabbath,

Indeed, as time passed, the Golem proved the value of his
existence. For example, he saved a young girl from forced con-
version to Christianity, and he discovered — before it was too
late ~— that the Passover maizas had been poisoned. Every
night he strolled among the shadows of the ghetto, on the look-
out for the accusers of the Jews, whom he frequently caught in
the act of planting Blood Libel “evidence,” and brought to the
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police. The entire Blood Libel charge was being exposed for
what it was — a vicious slander with no basis in truth — Emet.
The Golem also came to experience another aspect of exis-
tence, namely, the awareness of self and the world around him.
He began to notice the sunrise and the sheer beauty of the
physical universe, which in turn caused him to begin loving life
and to cherish being alive.

Full of purpose and “mission,” the Golem was quick to
respond when the next threat presented itself. The enemies of
the Jews, frustrated by the failure of their Blood Libel charge,
presently gathered a fearsome mob to attack the ghetto in full
force. As a mass of evildoers approached the Jewish quarter, the
Golem, on Rabbi Loew’s summons, planted himself at the
gates. Hurling themselves against the great doors, and unable
to knock them down, the crowd pressed into service a batter-
ing ram. As the great siege engine progressively weakened the
wooden gates, the Golem, standing on the other side, began to
grow in size, becoming even raller and more imposing. When
the ghetro doots finally collapsed and the enraged mob poured
in through the breach, they shricked in utter horror to see the
corpulent figure of the Golem rowering over them. With an
angry gesture of authority, the Golem swiped the air with the
back of his hand, impacting the confused rioters and knocking
them off their feet. Blind terror seized them all; the mob turned
tail and fled back through the breach and out of the ghetto.
The Golem picked up the abandoned battering ram, snapped
it like a ewig, and flung it after the cowering rabble who were
stumbling over each other to get out of the way, leaving their
dead and wounded in their wake.

Rabbi Loew, his hands over his eyes for fear of seeing such
wanton havoc and bloodshed, had not imagined this. His
Golem was to protect his people, not cause death and injury.
He feared what the consequences might be.
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An Audience with the Emperor

The Tzadik was not surprised when, the next day, he
received a summons to appear at the great Hrad Castle,
perched on the hills to the west to the city. There, on February
23, 1592, Emperor Rudolf II met with the old 7zadik, Rabbi
Loew. No record of the subject matter of their meeting sur-
vives. Skeptical minds suggest that the rwo may have discussed
politics, or astrology, in which the emperor had an avid inter-
est. But folklore has it that Rudolf asked the rabbi for his peo-
ple to be delivered from the fearsome Golem. He was terrified,
as the story goes, that the Golem might subjugate Prague and
reduce her inhabitants to slavery.

To this Rabbi Loew responded that his people, the Jews,
who yearly (at Passover) celebrate their own deliverance from
cruel servitude in Egypt, would never enslave another people.
After all, the mission of the Golem was only to protect the
Jews, not to harm anyone else. When the emperor wanted to
know how long the Golem would live, Rabbi Loew replied that
he would only live as long as the Jews were in danger. When
the danger passed, the Golem would cease to exist.

At this the mighty potentate gave his solemn promise that
the Jews in his realm would be protected and that no harm
would befall them. Rabbi Loew promptly agreed that the
Golem would henceforth cease to exist; but he added a warn-
ing, thar should persecution befall his people again, the Golem
would be back, even mightier than before.

Rabbi Loew briskly returned o his community and found
. the Golem, standing in the cemetery, surveying the tombstones
with curiosity. The gentle Tzadik conveyed to him the news,
that his people had been promised safety and that the need for
the giant protector had vanished. The Golem, however, was by
now far from a mere lump of clay. He had a name. He had
experienced life. He asked his father whether he would

167




- 9

remember the beauty of the sun, and Rabbi Loew sadly told
him no. In a moment’s assertion of will, the Golem announced
for the first time that in that case he would not obey his facher.
In a test of wills berween a hulking giant and an elderly
religious leader, it was by no means certain who would emerge
victorious.

The Tzadik, however, reached out with his staff, extending
it toward the Golem’s huge forehead. Touching the very spot
on his broad brow where he had at the beginning carved the
word Emer (Truth), he now scratched out the first lecter. He
was left with a new, shorter word — Mer — “Dead.” A cry of
protest issued from the Golem’s mouth, “Father, do not do this
to me!” Bur even as he cried, his magnificently sculpted fea-
tures dried and split with myriad cracks and fissures. The giant
stumbled, tottered, and collapsed into a great mound of clay.

All that night Rabbi Loew, his son-in-law, and disciple
helped to shovel the clay onto a cart and bring it back to the
synagogue. There, in the attic of the structure, they piled the
inert matter which had been the Golem. Since there was no
such thing as a funeral for a Golem, they gingerly opened hun-
dreds of old prayer books and laid them face down upon the
clay mound, covering it completely. When their melancholy
task was complete, they reverently recited the Kaddish for
mourners, “Yit-gadal vyitkadash shmay rabba” — “May His
great Name grow exalted and sanctified.” Thereupon, they
retreated from the chamber, locking it from the rear, never to
disturb the place again.

The Legacy
The story of the Golem did not quite end, however. The
wise old Tzadik had warned that the Golem might again come

to life, should his people ever be threatened in the future. Some
commentators have speculated, figuratively, that technological
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Golems might arise in the modern age, who, once having been
created, will be unwilling to die. Others suggest that the story
of the Golem has, in a sense, repeated itself.5? Indeed, the Jews
were attacked again, not once but repeatedly. The culmination
of the legacy of anti-Semitism was, of course, the Nazi Holo-
caust of the 1930s and "40s. Glorious old Prague, like the rest
of continental Europe, was gobbled up by the German war
machine, the Jews of the continent suffering persecution,
degradation, and death. In Prague, however, the old synagogue
(the Altneuschul), an imposing landmark of the city and the
locus of the Golem story, somehow managed to survive the
Nazi terror.

The story is told that on the day after German army rum-
bled into Prague, ewo generals arrived at the synagogue. The
custodian of the building was ordered to lead them up to the 1
attic, thar they might see for themselves the place where the
fabled Golem was supposedly laid to rest. The generals barked
at the old man, that he remove the tactered prayer books from
the piled heap that lay before them.

“I cannot! I must not!” shouted the custodian.

The general then ordered one of his soldiers to uncover the
mound. Unsheathing a bayonet, the infantryman stabbed into
the grear pile of prayer books. Inexplicably, the soldier let our a
deafening shrick and fell down on the floor, inert and motion-
less. In blind terror, the Nazi generals fled from the attic, while
two other soldiers dragged the corpse from the place in full
retreat.

After this incident the Altneuschul remained unmolested,
and no German dared cross its threshold. The bayonet
remained, procruding from the pile of prayer books, as a mute
reminder of the presence of the Golem.32¢

This bic of folklore is intended to explain why, of all the
synagogues the Nazis destroyed, the Altneuschul was spared and
survives to this day. And yet, there are other levels of meaning
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in the Golem story. Some suggest that in a sense, a new Golem
has arisen, in response to the Holocaust. In 1948, the modern
State of Isracl was born. The Jewish state came into existence
from the smoke and ashes of the Nazi atrocites, and it has
proved to be a regional giant in the Middle East, more than
willing to exercise its considerable military might in defense of
Jews anywhere in the world. The State of Israel was brought to
life in a single day, by a vote of the United Nations, but, like
the Golem, it is unwilling to pass into oblivion as soon as the
danger is over. Furthermore, it is clear chat che Jewish people
are in danger today as always. The danger has not passed, and
the Golem called Israel still lives!

Golem, Golem, Who's Got the Golem?

The story of the Golem finds many levels of interpretation,
including those relating to practical modes of meditation.
Some assert that the Golem is more than just a figure of clay;
the Golem is a particular type of soul brought down from on
high by the practice of meditation. This way of thinking envi-
sions the medirative exercise of drawing down a “pure soul” —
creating within oneself a purified consciousness. After all, the
Golem has certain traits which, if they could be created afresh,
are greatly to be desired. Specifically, the Golem possesses a
pure soul, has no fleshly lusts, is incapable of sin, and is there-
fore immune from illness. Consequently, the meditative goal is
to put away impure thoughts and emotions, coming ever near-
er to God, to a point of absolute proximity. On this level one
is admonished 1o create a Golem, metaphysically, every day.
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[t Happened in Smyrna

contains a cryptic message to a certain city called

Smyrna, in modern-day Turkey, on the deeply indented
coast of the Aegean Sea: “Do not be afraid of what you are
about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in
prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution” (Rev. 2:10
NIV}. To the early Christians, Smyrna was a cauldron of ten-
sion. But perhaps Smyrna’s greatest test of faith came far later,

The New Testament’s own book of Kabbalah, Revelation,

in the seventeenth century.

Smryna is home to abundant landmarks from the classical
world, from a spectacular marketplace — the Agora — to the
ancient aqueducts of Kizileullu. Snugly sicuated on a small
delta plain, Smyrna is one of the oldest cities of the
Mediterranean wotld. Off to the cast, the great Anatolian
Plateau covering almost all of Asia Minor looms upward, to
over two thousand feet. Far to the north, the Pontic Mountains
course along the shore of the Black Sea, while, to the south, the
taller ranges of the Taurus and Anti-Taurus Mountains strerch
skyward to nearly thirteen thousand feet. As the enormous
mesa slopes westward toward the Aegean, it is transformed into
a bele of bluffs and headlands. It is a region of scattered low-
lands interlaced with hillocks. There are no active volcanoes in
this part of Turkey, but the whole peninsula is geologically
unstable and known for massive earthquakes. One earthquake
of a different variety occurred when a particular expression of
Kabbalah got out of hand, in the form of a young rabbi of piety

and sincerity, if somewhat illusory vision.
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Magical Mystery Messiah

The end was near. Surely a better day was about to dawn. It
was a hope shared by Jews as well as Christians. For the latter,
it took the form of a fervent longing for the return of Jesus —
the “Second Coming” — to put things right in a universe torn
by human waywardness. It would amount to a completion of
the process of redemption which the “First Coming” only
began. For Jews, however, the Messiah had not come ar all.
How could the Anointed One have come as long as war and
bloodshed reigned supreme, as long as the lion lay not down
with the lamb, as long as the people of Israel remained in lone-
ly dispersion, as outcasts among the nations of the earth? The
agony of the expulsion from Spain heightened and compound-
ed the longing for redemption, as did a horrific series of events
in Poland and the Ukraine that culminated in the year 1648.

The Poles had sent many of the Jews of their lands (called
Rendars) east into the Ukraine, as “colonists,” to develop an
efficiently bureaucratic system of farming and to send the pro-
ceeds back home. The Ukrainians, being Eastern Orthodox,
bitterly resented the Catholic Poles, and they took out their
rage against the visible symbols of Polish presence on their turf,
who happened to be Jewish, not Catholic. A huge uprising,
headed by a fierce and murderous Cossack named Bogdan
Chmielnicki, was launched against the Jewish Rendars, who
fled west by the thousands, across the Dnieper River and back
into Poland. Over three hundred Jewish towns and villages
were decimated in what turned into a horrific two-year tide of
bloodshed. By the time it was over, more than one hundred
thousand Eastern European Jews had lost their lives. It was by
anyone’s estimation a mini-Holocaust, as a direct consequence
of which a pallor of despair descended across the whole of
Jewry.
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The terrible suffering of these times appeared to many as a
sign that the “end of days” was finally near, that the promised
redemption was on its way. The present torment must surely be
what prophets and Sages had long spoken of as “the pangs of
the Messiah.” Just as every birth is accompanied by the pains of
labor, so the travail of the people heralds the birth of the Mes-
sianic Age. This was not a time for despondency; it was a time
for jubilation and hope that the Deliverer would come to gath-
er the exiles and sit firmly on the throne of David.

In the year 1648, on the heels of the mass slaughter in
Poland and the Ukraine, the Messiah came. The Zohar had
indeed predicted thart in this very year — a year which had in
reality produced unspeakable horror — the age of redemption
would dawn. A cryptic passage reads:

At the conclusion of the cwelve tribes (twelve hundred years)
there will be darkness over Isracl, until the Vav [a Hebrew letter
and reference to the Messiah] shall arise ax the time of sixty-six
years after twelve hundred years of exile. And after the
conclusion of the sixty-six years of the night-darkness, che
words “And I shall remember my covenant wich Jacob” will
begin to come to pass. . . . After that King Messiah shall fighe
against the whole world, aided by the Right Hand of ¢he Holy
One. At che end of another sixty-six years the letters in the

Holy Name shall be seen perfectly engraved above and below in
manner due. After a further one hundred and thirty-two years
He will begin “to take hold of the ends of the earth and shake
off the wicked.” The Holy Land will be purified, and the Holy
One will raise the dead chere and they shall rise in their hosts in
the land of Galilee. At the end of a further hundred and forty-
four years the remaining dead of Israel in other lands shall be
raised, so thac after altogether four hundred and eight years the
world shall be re-inhabited and the evil principle (the “other
side”} driven out of it. ... Then the holy spirits of the people
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of Israel at the fullness of rime will be invested with new, holy
bodies, and be called “Saints”. . . . These are the veiled

mysteries, 123

According to the Zobar, Israel’s exile began 3828 years after
the creation of the world. Adding twelve hundred and anoth-
er sixty-six years to that, the Zobar arrives at 1306 A.D. The
signs of redemption are to be manifest in another one hundred
ninety-eight (66 + 132) years, or in 1504 A.D Add to that yer
another one hundred forty-four years, and one arrives at the
year 1648 A.D, This was when the Redeemer would come.

The Redeemer’s name was only now revealed, as Shabberai
Zvi, and he would creare a phenomenon that would verge on
mass hysteria. Humanly speaking, he was a man of fine
physique, comely and wll, sporting a neatly trimmed beard,
with Cimmerian hair. His eyes had a “far-off” look of mystery
about them. His voice, both in speaking and in song, was said
to be melodious and enchanting. His enthusiasm was conta-
gious. Though of Spanish lineage, his home was the city of
Smyrna in Asia Minor. As a child he avoided the company of
others, shunning playmates and developing a solitary bent.
Like his compatriots, he studied the Talmud in school, bur he
gravitated to its more esoteric elements, turning ulrimately to
the enigmaric lessons of Kabbalah. Quite precocious through-
out his youth, Shabbetai received ordination as a rabbi when he
was just cighteen years of age.

The young mystic married a beautiful young wife, but,
being of an ascetic nature, tended to ignore her and even
shunned physical intimacy with her in search of a higher truth.
Such indiscretions are not allowed in Judaism, and in time,
Shabbetai’s wife sought a writ of divorce. A similar fate await-
ed a second marriage, which also ended in divorce. Ir was said
that he secemed to lack an instincrual ateraction to the opposite
SEX.
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He was still quite young when he found himself che leader
of a devoted band of mystical souls in Smyrna. He would sing
to them the verses of Kabbalah — the very words of Isaac Luria
— in the original Spanish. He uttered many mysteries, includ-
ing the divine name of God, which, contrary to all established
tradition he would vocalize fully. His fame and legacy began to
grow. “The Kingdom of Heaven is at hand!” So had pro-
claimed Isaac Luria, the “Divine Rabbi,” and his kabbalistic
disciples; the familiar chords of this refrain surfaced anew in
the teachings of Shabbetai Zvi.

The plan of the redemption to come was magically and
marvelously complex. The scattered shards of the “primordial
soul,” which are found in every person, need to ascend from
the shackles of “primordial evil.” But when the evil inclination
takes hold of human nature through the fall of the “divine ele-
ments,” the upward ascent of these shards is impeded. Since
human souls are thereby held in bondage, a continual transmi-
gration of souls from body to body is required. However, the
moment the spirit of evil is made impotent, the kabbalistic
order will reign supreme. Streams of mercy will flow forth
unimpeded upon the “lower world,” to restore it through
miraculous agency. Moreover, every truly righteous person —
ot Tzadik — can bring abour this great redemption. The mys-
tical strains of the teaching were compelling indeed.

“John the Baptist”

It was in Smyrna that Shabbetai Zvi first heard of the mas-
sacres in Poland and the Ukraine. Not long afterward, around
the year 1651, he and his disciples were placed under a rabbinic
ban, exiled from the city of Smyrna. He wandered from place
to place and made his way to the Turkish capital, where a
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preacher named Abraham Yakhini showed him what he

claimed to be an ancient parchment, written by the father of
the Jewish people, Abraham. It read:

I, Abraham, was shuc up for forty years in a cave, and wondered
thac che dime of miracles did not make its appearance, Then a
voice replied to me, “A son shall be born in the year of the
wortld 5386 [corresponding to 1626], and be called Shabbetai.
He shall quell the greac dragen; he is the true Messiah, and

shall wage war wichout weapons,”126

Deeply believing in his own mission Shabbetai traveled on
to the Holy City, Jerusalem, where he devoted himself to
prayer, shedding floods of tears. In time he went on to Cairo in
Egypt, where he sought aid from a prominent supporter.

Then came the young Kabbalists “true love,” an enchant-
ing fellow mystic named Sarah. She, like Shabbetai, was a
desolate soul. An orphan from the massacres of 1648, she had
subsequently cked out a living as a prostitute. But never mind
her dubious occupation; had not the biblical prophet Hosea
married 2 prostitute? Besides, Sarah had steadfastly maintained
that she was to become the bride of the Messiah; she could
make no other marriage contract. It was all part of the divine
plan. Furthermore, Sarah’s beauty and charming manner
galvanized the support of a growing train of followers,
including many young males who would otherwise have had
no interest in mystical messtanism.

It was on the way back to Jerusalem that Shabbetai and his
“magical mystery tour” encountered a young rabbi, scholar,

and mystic named Nathan of Gaza. He was a man of flawless
reputation, and he was said to be able to exorcise demons and
to read people’s souls. Deeply involved in the world of esoteric
speculation, Nathan the Kabbalist, over the course of the next
two years, came to be convinced that he was in fact a prophet
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and that his particular mission and task was to announce the
arrival of the Anointed King of Israel. He was a “reincarnation”
of Elijah the prophet, preparing the way for the Messiah. And
the Messiah, as revealed to him by a supernatural vision, was
none other than Shabbetai Zvi. Just as John the Baptist had
announced Jesus, jusc as Rabbi Akiva had proclaimed the mes-
sianic starure of Simon bar-Kochba, Nathan was w declare
Shabbetai.

The moment of truth came on the last day of May 1665,
when the two men appeared ar Gaza and made the awesome
announcement. Who would have thought the impact that such
an announcement would have? Who would have imagined chat
large numbers of people would soon begin to believe thac this
eccentric man, known for practicing extreme asceticism and
self-denial, was the one they had been waiting for? Bur the mes-
sage was surprisingly well received and was followed up by a
number of circular letters, directed to the entire Diaspora —
the scattered Jews of every land. Shabbetai began to parade
about on horseback. In a manner resembling Jesus of Nazareth,
he summoned wwelve disciples who were deemed fit to become
judges of the twelve tribes of Israel.

The next events in this bizarre tale are almost beyond belief.
Shabbetai Zvi came home to Smyrna, even though he had been
banned by the rabbis fully ten years earlier. When he appeared
there in the synagogue, the Shofar (the ram’s hotn) was publicly
blown, and the throng shouted, “Long live our King, our
Messiah!” Shabbetai took hold of the scroll of the Torah, cra-
dled it in his arms, and proceeded to chant to it, in his melod-
ic voice, an old Castillian love song. After some days, the
enthusiastic believers deleted the name of the Turkish sulwan
from the prayers for the welfare of the ruling authorities and
substituted a prayer for Shabbetai Zvi, the Messiah and King of
all Israel. A new crop of seers walked the streets of Smyrna, pro-
claiming visions of Shabbetai enthroned in glory. Nathan of
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Gaza next sent another circular letter, in which he prophesied
the shape of things vo come. He wrote the following:

A year and a few months from today, Shabberai will take the
dominion from the Turkish king without war, for by the power of
hymns and praises which he shall urter, all nations shall submit o
his rule. He will take the Turkish king along to the countries
which he will conquer, and all the kings shall be tributary unto
him, burt only the Turkish king will be his servant.127

Moreover, a new doctrine began to crystallize. A new divine
personage had sprouted forth from God, who would restore
Divine Perfection in the world. This person was the Messiah,
“Holy King” and “Primordial Man.” He would destroy cor-
ruption in the world and make streams of grace to flow in the
desert. He was not only Messiah; he was God incarnate. Yet
another circular letrer was issued:

The first-begotten Son of God, Shabberai Zvi, Messiah and
Redeemer of the people of Isracl, to all the sons of Israel, Peace!
Since you have been deemed worthy ta behold the great day
and the fulfillment of God’s word by the prophers, your lament
and sorrow must be changed into joy, and your fasting into
merriment, for you shall weep no more. Rejoice with song and
melody, and change the day formerly spent in sadness and sor-
row into a day of jubilee, because I have appeared.128

In an incredible development, multiple Jewish communities
in many different lands began tw prepare themselves for the
ultimate redemption of the people. From Egypt to London and
a host of places in between, the true believers rushed to the
immersion baths, to cleanse their souls for the day of salvation.
For a people bowed under a yoke of oppression, the very idea
produced ecstasy. They watched and waited for a mystical,
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supernartural sign, that would bid them to set sail for the Holy
Land. Many began selling their wotldly belongings, even their
homes. From London a letter, written to the great Jewish
philosopher of Amsterdam, Baruch Spinoza, bears witness to
the mania:

Alt the world here is walking of a rumor of the return of the
Isractites, dispersed for more than two thousand years, to their
own ¢ountry. Few believe it, but many wish it. . . . Should the
news be confirmed, it may bring about a revolution in all
things.129

The long waiting for the “confirmation,” however, proved
to be in vain. The signal did not come. A record from a Yid-
dish chronicler of the town of Hamlin, in Germany, reads as
follows:

Many sold their houses and lands and all their possessions, for
any day they hoped to be redeemed. My good father-in-law left
his home in Hamlin, abandoned his house and lands and all his
goodly furniture, and moved to Hildesheim. He sent on to us
in Hamburg two enormous casks packed with linens and wich
peas, beans, dried meats, shredded prunes, and like stuff, every
manner of food that would keep. For the old man expected to
sail any moment from Hamburg to the Holy Land. . . . For
three years the casks stood ready and all cthis while my father-in-
law awaited che signal to depart. But che Most High pleased
otherwise, 120

Across the lands of their dispersion, many were spurred on
by the mystical impulse and decided to wait no longer. Even as
Shabbetai Zvi himself made preparations to journey from
Smyrna to the capital of the Turkish empire, Constantinople,
the true believers from across Europe and North Aftica set out
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on a massive exodus toward Palestine. This was the messianic
ingathering of the exiles. The “end of days” had come. On the
part of the Turks, it was hard to ignore the fact that thousands
of people had physically uprooted themselves and crowded
onto ships bound for the eastern flank of the Ottoman empire.
The sultan was amazed and bewildered. What could this “citi-
zen army~ be up to? Might they pose a threac to the very sta-
bility of the Turkish government? Whatever their true inten-
tions, the sultan decided that they must be stopped and that he
must act. On his specific orders, Shabbetai Zvi was captured
somewhere off the coast of the Dardanelles and brought to his
destination, Constantinople, not as the conquering Messiah,
but as a prisoner bound in fetters.

Prometheus Bound

Thrown into prison, the now notorious messianic pretender
nonetheless received numerous visitors, who doggedly persist-
ed in believing in him. There were reports of miracles per-
formed at his hands, proving that, even in confinement, God'’s
grand design was being accomplished. It was all part of a divine
plan. This, clearly, was not what the Turks had in mind for
Shabbetai’s fate. If we execute him, reasoned the sultan, we will
make him a marcyr to the throngs of his followers descending
on our eastern flank. Better to make him an example of folly
and misplaced faith.

Shabberai was dragged before a Turkish tribunal in
September 1666. In the presence of the sultan himself, he was
given a clear choice: “Choose Allah or die!” Shabbetai chose
Allah. In a state of deep melancholy, and betraying at least a
modicum of blind terror, Shabberai Zvi had done the undhink-
able. He had officially converted to Islam. In return for being

180




——‘

promised a daily stipend of one hundred fifty piasters, he even
changed his name to Aziz Mehmed Effendi — a far cry from
the promised Redeemer of Israel.

But the mania, once it had begun, simply would not dic. In
stunned disbelief, Shabbetai’s followers could not accept that
their hopes for deliverance were once more in vain. Perhaps
even this was part of the divine order. Are not such setbacks all
a part of the “pangs of the Messiah”? Nathan of Gaza developed
the notion that the Messiah's apostasy was the ultimate phase
in the process of redemption. In descending to the pit of evil,
he was in fact raising up the last of the sacred sparks. Indeed,
reasoned others within the movement, if the Messiah had con-
verted to Islam, so would they! Suddenly, the sultan had droves
of new converts to Islarn on his hands. Still others, who chose
not to follow Shabberai in conversion, simply believed that it
would all become clear in good time. Perhaps this was all part
of a ruse. Perhaps the real Shabberai had been spirited off to
heaven, and this fellow, Aziz Mehmed Effend:, was merely an
impostor. The mass hysteria waned, but was not extinguished.

The flodilla bearing down on Palestine slowly dispersed,
conveying many hapless and brokenhearted Shabbateans back
home, to consign themselves to more long years of patient
waiting. The founder of the movement, Shabbertai Zvi, died on
the Day of Artonement, in 1676, a broken and disillusioned
man. But even after his death, many of his most prominent
devotees would not give up their messianic longings. Nathan of
Gaza, in particular, spent the rest of his days as a vagabond and
wanderer between the grear cities of the Mediterranean world,
fanning the embers of the dying movement, trying to keep
Shabbetai's magic alive. Nathan died just three years after
Shabbetai’s death, bur small clandestine packets of followers
carried on the odd legacy. Someday, they reasoned, the
Redeemer will return, bringing his redemption with him. Like
a virus that lives on residually in the human body, Shabbetai
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Zvi’s stubborn brand of magical mystery messianism was never
quite extinguished. It lived on in trace amounts, only to be
reinvented in one form or another down to the present day.

Jacob Frank: Prometheus Unbound

One more outcropping of the Shabbatean frenzy exploded
a full century after the original movement crystallized. Small
secret Shabbatean societies had continued to come together
from the late 1600s to the early 1700s, from the Middle East
to continental Europe, involving some of the most prominent
rabbinic dynasties. By the middle of the eighteenth century, a
charismatic figure of enormous ego named Jacob Frank came
to the fore in southern Poland, proclaiming himself the heir of
Shabbetai Zvi’s legacy. He had encountered followers of Shab-
betai during his youthful ravels in Turkey, and now he was
prepared to reinvigorate the movement in his homeland. Phys-
ically strong and a megalomaniac, Frank became the central
figure for Shabbateans in Poland, Hungary, and the Ukraine.13!
He announced the creation of a veritable army of Jews, suffi-
cient to carve out an independent Jewish state within the bor-
ders of Poland.

He had a particularly erotic constitution, and his sexual
indulgence was a bond held in common with other members
of the Shabbatean brotherhood. They were said to have
engaged in all manner of orgiastic rites as part of their spiritu-
al practice. Sin and evil, they insisted, was to be made holy. It
was to be sanctified. The practice of sin by “holy men” served
to redeem it. What about the commandments of the Law —
“Thou shalt not . . . “? Kabbalistic lore had long maintained
that the Law would “wither away” in the Messianic Age. And
since the Messianic Age had clearly arrived, such command-
ments no longer applied.

Clearly, the leaders of traditional Judaism were not amused.
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Accusing Jacob Frank of gross ignorance, they formally excom-
municated him in the year 1756. They even went so far as to
approach the venerable Rabbi Jacob Isracl Emden with the idea
that the Christians should be asked to burn the Frankists as
heretics. Emden replied that such a scheme would be imprac-
rical and too costly. Moreover, invoking the aid of the Holy See
would be no easy task. Under mounting pressure, Frank, like
Shabbetai Zvi before him, converted to another faith, in this
case Christianity. One more nail had been driven into the
proverbial casket of the Shabbateans; one more outcropping of
Kabbalah — perhaps the most bizarre in history — had gone
by the wayside.
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Christian Kabbalah

Welcome, all ye noble saints of old
As now before your very eyes unfold
The wonders of so long ago foretold

God and man at table are sat down, 132

This popular eucharistic song of modern Christian liturgy
sums up the longing of the mystics, who asked the “Greac
Question” from ages past: How can the infinite God, who is
beyond space and time, be intimately involved with mortal
human beings, trapped in frail bodies of flesh and blood and
sinew? Jewish prophets, Sages, and rabbis had from time
immemorial found the answer in the interwoven threads of
Kabbalah, coursing through the tapestry of the culture of their
people. For Christians, however, the answer was expressed in
the person of Jesus of Nazareth, who celebrated the mystical
union of God and humanicy in the sharing of bread and wine.
The apostle Paul had written, “He is the image of the invisible
God, the first-born of all creation” (Col. 1:15). And the Gospel
writer declared, “No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who
is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known” (John
1:18). For Christians it was Jesus who bridged the gap between
individuals and their Creator. Infinite Deity was “explained” in
the life of a single man. Since Jesus, Paul, and other New Tes-
rament personages were, in a sense, Kabbalists in their own
right, it was perhaps inevitable that Christianity would one day
ﬁtate toward its common roots with Judaism in the realm
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of mysticism. It was only natural that Christian mystics of a
later age would turn to Kabbalah in their deep yearning to
express their faith in the Man of Galilee.

In spite of sertous misunderstanding and mutual hostility
between Jews and Christians, explosions of Kabbalah and
Christian mysticism sometimes occurred mn lockstep. More-
over, the mystical movements of both faiths were certainly
related, not only to each other, but to grand currents in cultur-
al history swirling about them. Sometimes Jewish mystical
writings seemed to contain distinctly “Christian” themes. For
example, the Zobar proclaimed certain concepts which sound-

ed hauntingly “Christian” in tone, including a peculiar procla-
mation of the “Holy Trinity”: “Three there were! Turned back
into one!”33 Did this statement refer ro three rabbis mentioned
in the Zohar, as some contended, or did it reference, in mysti-
cal tones, the Christian proclamation of the Father, Son, and
Holy Spine

The famed Dominican mystic, Meister Eckhart, while he
was not familiar with the Zohar itself, was nonetheless fascinat-
ed by Jewish writings. And this fascination colored his medita-
tions on Christ. Another Christian cleric of the Middle Ages,
Saint John of the Cross, wrote his famous poetic work, The
Dark Night of the Soul, in a state of “perfection,” namely the
union of pure love with God. Through his many erials, in
which he was kidnapped, publicly flogged, and half-starved, he
found his rapturous union with God. But it fell to others to
fully develop the Christian link with Jewish mysticism.

Renaissance Mystics
There was for example Pico della Mirandola, of Florence,
Italy, who became intoxicated with kabbalistic thought during

the period shortly before the expulsion of the Jews from Spain.
Thanks w Pico’s interest in Kabbalah, Jewish influence on
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European culture — which was already growing as the Jews
fanmed out from Spain — was all the more intensified. Of
course, Pico studied the techniques of Jewish Kabbalah from a
particularly Christian vantage point, supplying uniquely Chris-
tian interpretations. He was convinced that Kabbalah verifted
the truth of Christianity and that, based on the mystical
manipulation of letters and names, he could prove that the
name of the Messiah is in fact “Jesus.” He declared, “No
Hebrew Kabbalist can deny that the name IESU (Jesus), if we
interpret it on Kabbalist principles, signifies the Son of
God.”134 He believed that the ancient text of the Hebrew Bible
(the Old Testament) could, through Jewish mysticism, enhance
and sanctify the fabric of Christianity.

Pico divided Kabbalah into ewo branches: the combinacion
of Hebrew letters to transmit mystical messages, and the cap-
turing of power from higher realms, that is, the power of angels
and spirirs. But he warned abour dangers inherent in kabbalis-
tic practice. If the use of Kabbalah is pure and holy, the results
will be good. But if the two branches are combined, through
the unholy use of magical arts, the end will be great evil.

In the end, Pico’s greatest contribution was the introduction
of Christian Kabbalah into the hearr of the Italian Renaissance.
As a result, the Renaissance — the “rebirth” of western culture
through the rediscovery of its ancienc and classical pase —
would grow to include not only the rational arts and sciences
of Michelangelo, Léonardo da Vindi, and a host of others, buc
also a sizable mystical and “occul” component, fed by
Christians interested in Kabbalah.

As the “rebirth” spilled across Italy’s northern borders, the
stream of Christian Kabbalah was picked up by Jehannes
Reuchlin, one of the greatest scholars of the German
Renaissance. Reuchlin traveled ro ltaly as 2 young man, where
he met Pico della Mirandola and others involved with

interpreting Kabbalah in a Christan lighe. Inspired by Picos work,
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Reuchlin began studying Jewish mysticism himself. He wrote
books pertaining to Kabbalah and the Hebrew language, taking
the new discipline of “Christian Kabbalah” to a higher level.
Unfortunately, while he was writing his second work, De Arte
Cabalistica, a fierce eruption of anti-Semitsm transpired,
instigated by a Jewish convert to Churistianity named Johann
Pfefferkorn. Reuchlin held his ground, however, entering into
a controversy with Pfefferkorn which catapulted him to fame
all across Europe. Reuchlin was seen as victimized by rigid
conservatives and was hailed as a hero of the “New Learning”
which the Renaissance epitomized. Furthermore, Reuchlin
advanced the idea that Christian Kabbalah was at the very heart
of the New Learning. As Renaissance Christians increasingly
rurned to Jews to help them translate and appreciate the He-
brew scriptures (Old Testament), Reuchlin announced that the
new Hebrew studies were just as importanc for Renaissance
Christians as the study of Greek.

The Crucible

Nevertheless, the spirit of tolerance fostered by the Renais-
sance was not destined to last. The sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries saw a marked increase in anti-Semitism, accompanied
by various witch hunts. Anything “supernatural,” including
Kabbalah and Christian Kabbalah, was, during these centuries,
held in deep suspicion.

One so-called sorcerer and pracritioner of “black magic,”
who happened to survive the crucible of the age, was the noto-
rious Henry Cornelius Agrippa. He penned his famous Ocenlt
Philosophy (or Three Books of Occult Philosophy), with the objec-
tive of combining “natural magic” and the kabbalistic magic of
Pico della Mirandola. This voluminous work played an impor-
tant role in the spread of Renaissance Neoplatonism (the divi-
ston of the universe into physical and metaphysical realms),
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with its magical core. The function of Kabbalah, according to
Agrippa, was to gain access o the highest supercelestial magic
— “white magic” — and to fortify individuals for spiritual
encounters. He wrote:

Secing there is a threefold world, elementary, celestial, and
incellectual, and every inferior is governed by its superior . . .
wise men cenceive it no way irrational chat it should be possible
for us to ascend by the same degrees through each world, to the
same very original world itself, the maker of all things, and First

Cause, from whence all things are, and proceed.!

But Agrippa failed to convince critics that they should
appeal to a philosophy more profound than intellectual
scholasticism.

The French in particular believed Agrippa to be the most
pernicious of black magicians, which led to the spread of the
witch hunts in Europe. Not a few practitioners of metaphysics
were now accused of witcheraft and burned at the stake, among

them many innocent women. The subsequent wirch trials of

Salem, Massachusetts, owe their inspiration, at least in part, to

the European “crackdown” on Christian Kabbalah.

Reformation

Also influenced by the growing Christian interest in kab-
balistic speculation was the famous German artist, Albrecht
Diirer, 2 compatriot of the great Reformers, Erasmus of Rot-
terdam and Martin Luther, as well as the mystic Henry Cor-
nelius Agrippa.1% Diirer saw art as power, and he believed thar
the root of artistic power is to be found in numbers — the

domain of kabbalistic gemarria.13 The deeply religious Diirer
was impressed by Lucher and became a Lutheran Protestanc.
Consequently his designs were characterized by faultless geo-
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metrical precision as well as profound religious meaning, His
widely hailed engraving of Melencolia T was inspired by Agrip-
pas Occult Philosophy and Reuchlin’s De Verbo Mirifico.'y
Diirer’s work as a whole centered on the idea of religion made
stronger through a mystical link with the world beyond. His
engravings are the stuff of inspired trance, in which the vision-
ary is protected from demonic dangers by the presence of

~ angels. Arguably, to the extent that Christians have been inter-
ested in angels and the angelic realm, they are being more or
less directly influenced by Jewish mysticism, and by the likes of
Pico della Mirandola, Reuchlin, and Agrippa.

Some time afterward, another Reformation arrist, Lucas
Cranach, produced a group of paintings in turn influenced by
Diirer. In Cranach’s work, the visionary is not protected from
demonic powers, but is rather at the mercy of witches. Christ-
ian Kabbalists, intent on preserving a wholesome spirituality,
warned of the inherent danger in Cranach’s art, which turned
the imagery of Diirer’s melancholy in the direction of witch-
craft. Bur the growing interest in the supernatural, which they
had unleashed, apparendy had a mind of its own and would
not be easily harnessed by well-meaning admonitions.

Of Witches and Fajries and William Shakespeare

The Elizabethan Age was profoundly affected by the meta-
physical impulse, in its occule philosophy, its magic, its melan-
choly, and its goal of penetrating the circles of knowledge and
experience, both scientific and spiritual. In Elizabethan
England, the philosopher John Dee, son of an official at the
court of King Henry VI, rose to prominence.138 When Queen
Elizabeth I came to the throne, he was immediately accepted
into her court. The extent to which Dee’s philosophy, and with
it all of Elizabethan philosophy, was affected by Kabbalah is
apparent from the content of his library. On its shelves were
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writings of Pico della Mirandola, Johannes Reuchlin, and sev-
eral copies of Agrippa’s Occult Philosaphy. While believing him-
self to be a zealous Reformed Christian, John Dee was in real-
ity a Christian Kabbalist. He had a fascination with the
supercelestial world of angels and divine powers. He believed
he had the power, personally, to summon angels. He wrote of
attending seances with his assistant, while Agrippa’s book was
present on the table.

In 1589, Dee traveled to Prague, where the occultist emper-
or Rudolph IT held his court. It was in Prague that he came into
contact with the illustrious Rabbi Loew of the Golem story.
The Christian metaphysical philosopher and the Kabbalist
rabbi must certainly have had a great deal to talk about. From
Prague Dee journeyed to Bohemia, staying with a noble fami-
ly who were themselves interested in the occult. Dee and his
associate went forth artempting to summon angels via the
incantations of Practical Kabbalah. His overarching mission
was to proceed to higher levels of Christian Kabbalah as a
means of encouraging great religious revival.

Things did not materialize as he had hoped. By the time
Dee returned to England, none of his supporters remained in
the court, and the Queen no longer favored his philosophical
inquiries. Shunned and isolated, Dee was also confronted by a
growing witch hunt. He never regained prominence, though
other prominent Elizabethans expressed their own versions of
Christian Kabbalah. There was, for example, Edmund Spencer,
who was described as a Neoplatonist and who inclined toward
¢lements of Christian Kabbalah, as found in the writings of
Reuchlin and Agrippa. Like John Dee, Spencer advanced the
idea of a higher philosophy which would bring on a worldwide
movement of rebirth, with Queen Elizabeth I, of course, at the
helm.

Then there was William Shakespeare, who has been hailed
for many reasons, though rarely is he understood for his role in
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expressing various aspects of Christian Kabbalah and occult
philosophy. Hamlet, for example, contains several melancholy
and prophetic visions. Shakespeare’s work as a whole is laced
with elements of the supernatural, from ghosts in Hamlet to
witches in Macheth to fairies in King Lear.® Although
Shakespeare did not directly have a hand in Christian Kabbalah
or occult philosophy, he was, nonetheless, greatdy influenced by ic.

God and Man at Table Are Sat Down

Christian Kabbalah did not in the end bring forth a new age
of understanding, either between Jews and Christians or of the
doctrines of Christianity itself. Jews, who were targeted by the
Church as “Christ killers,” continued to be vilified and
scorned, officially and unofficially, as Europe’s eternal pariahs.
Some Christian Kabbalists, eagerly anticipating the Second
Coming of Christ, as Messiah, deliberately befriended Jewish
mystics, who were just as eagerly anticipating the Messiah’s
First Coming. Bur the undertow of mistrust remained, and no
amount of theosophical speculation could bridge the gap. Was
the growth of Christian Kabbalah a unique opportunity for
Judeo-Christian dialogue? Was it a chance for cheological
adversaries to come rogether in a common aim of finding a
mystical unity with the Infinite God? If so, it was an opportu-
nity lost. Perhaps in the modern eucharistic hymn the hope for
mutual understanding lives on:

Elders, martyrs all are falling down,
And prophets, patriarchs are gathering round,
What angels long to see now man has found.
God and man at cable are sat down.
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The Master of 2 Good Name

In England a fiery preacher named George Fox began

charging into the cathedrals of the Anglican Church,
denouncing the priests as “empty professors of religion.”
Dubbed the “red hot Quaker,” he spearheaded a movement of
sincere followers who gathered across che hillsides, awaiting the
stirrings of the Holy Spirit that caused them to “quake.” Hence
was born a revival of common folk, the Quakers. In Wales, a
disparate Christian sect began to jump in frenzied dance, and
became known as the “Jumpers.” And in America, another
group crystallized, the “Shakers,” establishing communal set-
tlements where they practiced their peculiar form of semi-

/ I the 1700s were, to be sure, interesting times, spiritually.

delirious prayer. Little wonder that numbers of Christians
began to be interested in a grear master of Kabbalism, who
stepped out of obscurity in eastern Europe to become one of
the driving forces of Jewish spiritual renewal.

Israel ben Eliezer was a remarkable man indeed. In sleep he
seemned almost ordinary. Yet, when he spoke to disciples, when
his eyes locked on theirs, he became far more striking, more
wise, more powerful, more compelling, than anyone they had
ever known, For had not many astonishing miracles been done
by his hands? Did he not have the secret knowledge of the
name of God, which, when he uttered its letters in proper
sequence, effectuated miraculous cures? Indeed, he knew their
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very thoughts, as if empowered by some sublime perception.

They called him a Baal Shem, a “Master of the Name.”
Many Baalei Shem (Masters of the Name) had come before
him. They were miracle workers, this class of reachers, at whose
hands the works of God were accomplished. They expelled
demons; they brought divine health beyond the abilities of
physicians. When the world round about was bleak and gray
and anti-Semitic, the Baalei Shem held the heart of the people
at their bosoms. Of Israel ben Eliezer it is said, “He knew the
secret, full name of God, and could say it in such a way that —
with its help — he was able to effect strange things and espe-
cially to heal men in body and soul.” 14

To be sure, this man was beyond all his predecessors. In an
environment dominated by rational skepticism, he brought
unbounded joy. His detractors claimed that he was but an Am
ha-areiz {an ignorant man) who had no legitimate claim to

authority. Such criticism, however, fell on deaf ears. For this
man’s authority derived not from the number of years he had
studied in rabbinical yeshiva, nor from the nature of the ordi-
nation he had received, but from his personal level of devotion
and his ability to communicate that devotion to his admirers.
Like the ancient mystic, Khoni the Circle-Drawer, his author-
ity was a measure of his popularity, and on this ground, he was
virtually unassailable.

Consequently, Baal Shem was not the whole of his nomen-
clature. It seemed only fitting that he should also be called a
Shem Tov, one who has a “good name.” In other words, he was
hugely admired by his compatriots and by the people at large.
He was not only well thought of, but adored, almost to the
point of being worshipped. He who began as a relatively
unlearned man in che ghettoized communities of eastern
Europe rose to prominence, becoming a cultural icon among
Jews around the world. Thus, the two designations of his name,
Baal Shem and Shem Tov, were fused, and he became the Baal/
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Shem Tov, “Master of a Good Name.” The first letters of the
three words of this title were also fused, as an acrostic, so that
he was also called simply “the Besht.”

The Besht wrote down nothing during his lifetime, though
the stories about him are legion. He was born in the mountains
of southern Poland, in a village called Okopy, around the year
1700. In folklore, we read: “Israel’s father died while he was still
a child. When he felt death drawing near, he took the boy in
his arms and said, T see that you will make my light shine out,
and it is not given me to rear you to manhood. But, dear son,
remember all your days that God is with you, and that because
of this, you need fear nothing in all the world.” Israel treasured
these words in his heart.”14!

Education has always been highly valued in Jewish culture,
but the Baal Shem Tov, perhaps because of being orphaned and
poverty-stricken, was a poor student. After all, the dimly lic,
narrow hovels in which children studied in those days were
hardly conducive to learning, nor did they inspire restive souls
such as young Israel’s. He would often run away from the study
hall and find solace in the woods, meditating on the things of
nature. We read, “Now, Israel studied diligently enough, but
always only for a few days running. Then he played truant and
they found him somewhere in the woods and alone.”142 Indeed,
he loved nature, and he saw God in nature, for everything in
nature points to God — a theme which courses through Kab-
balah from beginning to end. For him the greatest aim of life
was understanding the tongue with which nature speaks.

He held several odd jobs during his early years, among them
being that of a teacher’s assistant. He was charged with gather-
ing up the local children and leading them off to school via the
woods, where he would teach them to listen to the chirping of
the birds, “While he walked with them, he sang to them and
taught them to sing with him.”14> Conventional study of rab-
binic Law, represented in the Talmud, interested him lirtle.
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Instead, he found another job, which involved being a warch-
man in a Bet Midrash (House of Study) by day, while by night
he threw himself into the study of Kabbalah. In mysticism he
found his true passion, his love, his calling.

The Lure of the Mountains

At some point in his early life he journeyed to the moun-
tains, to contemplate life and God and human existence. The
rocky spurs and babbling mountain streams whispered their
secrets to those who had ears to hear. The simple peasants of
the region were skilled in the use of herbal remedies, which
Kabbalah had embraced from the very beginning, To the reme-
dies themselves he added prayer — not just the liturgical bene-
dictions he was accustomed to pray in synagogue, but intense,
fervent groanings, evidence of his deep bavanah, the inclina-
tion of his heart. Such prayer reverberated across the moun-
tains, as he threw his entire body into motion, rocking and
bobbing and swaying with fervor. It has been said that kavanals
is the mystery of a soul directed to a goal.!44 Such was the soul

of Israel ben Eliezer.

He was in general a man of few words, not given to the
argumentative fury that characterized much of his generarion.
He spoke deliberacely, almost pensively, bur with a gentle con-
fidence that caught his hearers in a spell of unabashed opti-
mism, There was a sense of calm about him, a steadiness and
sensitivity. In due time he married a rabbis daughter, and
together they eked out a livelihood. “They came to a little rown
in the Carpathian Mountains, where the woman found a place
to live. Israel went to the nearby hills, built himself a hut, and
quarried clay. Two or three times a week, she went to him,
helped him load the clay in the wagon, rook it into the town
and sold it for a small sum. When Israel was hungry, he put
water and flour into a littde pit, kneaded the dough, and baked
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it in the sun.”145 All the while he lived for the ecstasy of his life
with God. Sometimes during his prayer he would catch a

glimpse of eternity, his soul flying heavenward to be embraced
by light. He once declared, “A glance can flood the soul with
great light, buc the fear of men builds walls to keep the light
away. 146

Later, he and his wife became the proprietors of an inn, but
they continued to live in dire poverty. The bulk of the income
derived during his wanderings he gave away as an expression of
Txdakalh — “charity.” Above all, he maintained ritual purity,
dunking himself every day in a ritual immersion bath — a
mikveh. Then, on his thirty-sixth birthday, the time came for
his “unveiling,” ¢he revelation of his divine calling. He tri-
umphantly announced his true vocation — as a teacher and
faith healer. Isracl ben Eliezer had become the Baal Shem Tov.

A period of wandering began, during which time the Beshe
began to manifest his remarkable gifts of healing. He prayed,
“Lord, it is known and manifest to you how much rests in me
of understanding and power, and there is no man tw whom |
could reveal it.”147 Miracles were wrought at his hands. He
imparted his healing virtue to everyone he met on trek across
southern Poland, from ordinary workers in the fields to tax col-
lectors. Like ordinary “physicians” of his day, he practiced
bloodletting and the application of leeches. But beyond “con-
ventional” medical techniques, he reveled in the miraculous.
He exorcised demons of insanity, and many people were
returned to their right minds. He resorted to the use of Prac-
tical Kabbalah, employing spells, magical incantations, and
special amulets in the service of the divine will.

A Kabbalistic “Sermon on the Mount”

When he opened his mouth to teach, his audience was
mesmerized by his smoothly melodic voice. In a sort of
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“eransfiguration,” people barely recognized this man, who
suddenly spoke with boldness and authority. Was this the same
wagoner, the same horse-trader, who had wandered through
their country as a vagabond? Much of what the Baal Shem Tov
taught was certainly distorted. When the Beshe was handed a
transcript of his orations, he took one look and exclaimed,
“There is not one word here that I have spoken!”14% But we can
at least imagine what his teaching must have sounded like, as
he stood before his devoted little band of disciples, inhaling
periodically through the pipe in his mouth:

“God is everywhere, in everyone and in everything. Kabbal-
ah teaches that the sparks of the divine presence scattered ac the
moment of creation, and that the burden of humanity is to col-
lect them, elevate them, and bring about redemption. But I tell
you that the sparks fill the world and everything in it with holi-
ness, with the light of the Shechinah.

“The scholars and Sages have told you to fear Satan and
demons and forces of evil. But I tell you that the world is full
of light, not darkness, that good 1s greater than evil. I tell you
that God may be found in the simplest acts of life . . . in eat-
ing, drinking, marital relations, even in tying your shoelaces!

“You have been raught that keeping the commandments is
the most important thing in life. But I tell you that the emo-
tions, the feelings that derive from keeping the commandments
are more important than the commandments themselves.
Therefore, you are to feel the presence of God — the Shechi-
nah — in your worship and in every commandment you keep,
from the least to the greatest.

“You have been raught to flee the power of the evil inclina-
tion, the Yerzer ha-Ra. But I tell you that nothing is evil by
itself. What you call evil is only a void, an absence of goodness.
It is a measure of the fact that God himself is in exile, juset as
we, his people, are in exile. Therefore, evil is only the bottom-
most rung on the ladder of goodness. Moreover, the greater a
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man, the greater his ‘evil inclination.’

“Kabbalah teaches of the chariot-throne of the Most High.
I cell you that you should make of your evil inclinacion a char-
iot for God. You must feel your urges in their depths and take
possession of them.

“You must learn to know pride and not be proud, know
anger and not become angry. You shall become whole in all
qualities. The wise person may glance at anything at all and not
stray.

“The fate of an individual is only an expression of the soul:
one whose thoughts roam about among unclean things finds
the unclean in life; one who submerges oneself in the holy
experiences finds salvation. The thought of a person is one’s
being; therefore think of the upper world. All outward teach-
ing is only an ascent inward; the final aim of the individual is
to become, personally, a teaching.

“You have heard it said that we must wairt for the Messiah
to bring us redemption. But I tell you that the world is to be
redeemed, every day, through joy. It is for joy that you have
been created. I teach you, not of the end of days, but of the lus-
ter of ordinary life. Therefore, dance with joy, even as I have
danced.

“You have been taught to pray, fervently and with kavanab.
But I tell you prayer is far more than you know. It is 2 marical
union between the individual and the Shechinab, and you must
enter it in a state of excitement. As a man ‘cleaves’ to his wife,
so must you ‘cleave’ to God; and this ‘cleaving’ (dvikut} is the
essence of prayer. As the smoke ascends from burning woed,
but the heavy part cleaves to the ground and becomes ashes, so
from prayer only the will and the fervor ascend, bur the exter-
nal words crumble to ashes. It is a great grace of God that
human beings remain alive after prayer. By nature one ought to
die, having buried one’s strength and entered into prayer for
the sake of the £avanab that is fostered.
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“God needs his people; for what good is a king if He has no
kingdom? Likewise, what would there be to pray for if the
world were sinless? The Sages teach that adultery begins in a
glance of the eye. But I tell you that if you should lock ar a
beautiful woman, remember that all beauty comes from God,
and that thought transforms your glance to goodness.

“Each morning presents a new calling. One rises eagerly
from slumber, being made holy and becoming, as it were,
another person. One is found worthy to create, imitating God
himself by shaping his own world. Creation does not cease with
the Sabbath; but human beings join God in continuing the
orks of creation. Indeed, the individual joins God in one’s
own creation.”149

“Think and believe with perfect faith that the Divine Pres-
ence is near you and is watching over you. Always be happy!”1s0

The Messiah

There was a sense of ecstasy in the teaching of the Besht. It
was sublime and powerful, beyond anything his disciples had
ever heard. Granted, there were many “faicth healers” in Ger-
many and Poland in the eighteenth century; they were the
“physicians” of the people. But none was like the Besht. It was
as if light and fire emanated from his very person, especially
during his fervent prayers. So busy was he in dispensing cures
to all in need — even to non-Jews — that he slept a scant two
hours a day. Yet, even in his sleep his ministry went on. For in
supernatural dreams he was privy to the future as well as the
past, and nothing, either of good or evil, was hidden from him.

Around the year 1745, the Baal Shem Tov ended his wan-
derings, settling in the town of Medzibosh. Among his visitors
were a number of rabbis from the north, whom he convinced
of his radical doctrines. He was never granted official rabbinic
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ordination {called sinichab), but he counted among his compa-
triots the son of a prominent rabbi, whose family was nothing
short of a rabbinic dynasty. Many followers came to him, join-
ing him in the frenzy of dance, the clapping of hands, the bow-
ing and the jumping. As congregations were drawn together
around his charismatic personality, the ultimate claim was
made: Enough patient waiting for the advent of the Messiah;
the Baal Shem Tov 75 the Messiah! The Besht never made the
claim for himself, though he once claimed that the Messiah had
helped him with a particularly difficult cure.

For some the Messianic Age had dawned; for others this
claim was the final outrage. Many false Messiahs had come
before. The memory of Shabbetai Zvi persisted, along with the
determination not to let such folly be repeated. Detractors
began to assemble, denouncing these strange new teachings
and the entire Hasidic movement. One scholar in particular
approached the Baal Shem Tov and queried, “What of the rab-
bis who call your teachings false?” The Besht answered with a
parable: “Once, in a house, there was a wedding festival. The
musicians sat in a corner and played upon their instruments,
the guests danced to the music and were merry, and the house
was filled with joy. But a deaf man passed outside the house; he
looked in through the window and saw people whirling about
the room, leaping and chrowing their arms. ‘See how they fling
themselves about,” he cried. ‘It is a house filled with madmen!’
For he could not hear the music to which they danced.”5!

In keeping with his “messianic” calling, the Baal Shem Tov
made plans to journey to the Land of Israel, the ultimate pil-
grimage for a devout Jew. On one occasion he had to turn back,
having already set out on the journey. “God knows,” he wrote,
“that I do not despair of traveling to the Land of Isracl; how-
ever, the time is not right.”152 Bur the time was never right, and
his burning desire was never to be fulfilled.

In the year 1760 the Baal Shem Tov died. His circle of devo-
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tees was small bue growing, Who could succeed such a person
as this? Who could keep his teaching alive? Who was worthy to
carry the torch of Kabbalah? Deep bickering ensued. For six
years the Hasidic faichful quarreled. Finally, a preacher (a mag-
gid) from a town called Mezhirech — north of Medzibosh —
stepped forward ro assume the mantle of the Besht. His name
was Dov Baer, a man with rich insight into the human psyche.
While Dov Baer lacked the charismaric vision of the Besht, he
became an anchor for the Hasidic movement, which now
began commissioning disciples.

The Sparks Scatter

The message of the Baal Shem Tov and his Hasidic band
began to explode, scattering the magical sparks of ecstasy across
the land. The next generation of Hasidim would set forth on
their own wanderings, spreading their teachings, from cencral
. Poland to Lithuania, and as far as the forested tracts of the
Ukraine.53 Hasidic communities, self-contained and well inte-
grated, cropped up everywhere, generally revolving around
devoted little groups who would gather for prayer. In ram-
shackle buildings dotting old Europe they would sit at rude
tables, pondering their esoteric doctrines. What erupted in the
end was a firestorm of conuroversy.

The teaching of the Besht was branded as heresy, and for all
its popularity, an equally determined group came forward to
fight it with the tools of reason. They were known as the M-
nagdim — the “Opponents.” Chief among them was a power-
ful intellectual from the Lithuanian town of Vilna. His name
was Rabbi Elijab ben Solomon Zalman, also known as the
Gaon (Genius) of Vilna. Reclusive by nature, Rabbi Elijah saw
himself establishing a bulwark in defense of the Torah. And
every expression of ecstasy, even prayer, which lessened the
authority of the Torah or interfered with its study, he perceived
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as a menacing threat. He not only hailed the study of the Tal-
mud (a practice much less emphasized by the charismatic
Hasidim), he personally studied for such long hours that he
soaked his feet in ice water to keep himself from falling asleep.

What of the miracles said to have been worked by the Baal
Shem Tov and his disciples? What of the dreams, the visions,
the private communication from God? Delusions! The folly of

pagans! Deceptive phantasms which hinder the soul from truer
pursuits. He shunned all contact with the new ecstatics, even
when leaders from the movement sought out his company. In
the year 1772, Rabbi Elijah formally banned Hasidim from the
town of Vilna. Bonfires were lit, and the writings of the
Hasidim were consigned to the flames. By 1781 the ban turned
into formal excommunication. It was written: “They must
leave our communities with their wives and children. . . . It is
forbidden to do business with them and to intermarry with
them or to assist at their burial.”15¢

What was the response of the Hasidim to Rabbi Elijah and
his ban? They issued their own ban, against the Mimagdim.
Ban was met with counter-ban. They organized their own book
burning, of works printed against them. They entrenched
themselves in their experiences, dug in their heels, and gave no
quarter. Rabbi Elijah died in 1791. Tt is said that after his
death, overjoyed Hasidim engaged in yet another dance of
ecstasy — at his tomb in Vilna.

The Hasidic movement, empowered by an inner fire,
refused vo die. The Mitnagdim notwithstanding, Hasidic lead-
ers sat on their mystical thrones, aloof, unassailable, and almost
worshipped. An additional criticism was that the Hasidim
engaged in “rabbi worship,” creating hereditary dynasties of
unimpeachable paragons of power — demigods. These rabbis
(rebbes, as they were called) drew their authority from their
association with the Besht himself, from having known him
personally or from having sat at the feet of one of his disciples.
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Thus were the secret teachings transmitted, from rebbe o rebbe,
in a lineal descent. One such dynasty, begun in the shret! com-
munities of Russia (known for their endearing porcrayal in Fid-
dler on the Roof ), was known as Lubavitcher Hasidism.

The Lubatchivers sought to tone down some of the ecstatic
practices of their predecessors in Hasidism, becoming decided-
ly less demonstrative in their dancing, their clapping, and their
bobbing. They also began to place a greater stress on learning,
on study, on the pursuit of knowledge, both Talmudic and sec-
ular. These Hasidim began forming their own yeshivabs, for the
training of rebbes to perpetuate their movement. As if incorpo-
rating the criticism of Rabbi Elijah, they made room in their
ecstasy for the study of the secular sciences. (What they could
not have known is that one day the secular sciences would
sound increasingly like Kabbalah.)

The Legacy

Slowly, the rift between Hasidim and Mimagdim began to
shrink, and the despised sect began to be tolerated, even attain-
ing an air of respectability. The Lubavitcher movement
became, over time, the most prominent and visible expression
of Hasidic Judaism, its black-coated followers becoming world-
wide emissaries of their Tzadik — their “Righteous One” — as
their venerable rebée was known. Down to the present day the
Lubavitcher movement dominates the Hasidic world, having
turned parts of contemporary Brooklyn into a veritable Hasidic
tiefdom. Their aged rebbe who died in late 1993 became the
most illustrious of them all. His name was Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, and, like the Besht himself, he was rumored to be
the Messiah. The fires he fanned continue to burn among his
tenacious followers. They still carry the banner of a movement

l they call Chabad, an acronym which stands for “Wisdom,”
|

“Understanding,” and “Knowledge.” They have even taken to
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the airwaves to proclaim, in ever-growing numbers, their mes-
sage of spiricual renewal. Such s the enduring strength and
legacy of Kabbalah,

Modern Hasidim are most readily recognized by their dis-
tinctive garb, which is really a carryover from their years in the
villages of western Russia. Their coats and shoes are black, their
shirts white. They wear wide-brimmed, fur-lined haus, picking
up the black of their coats. Extending from beneath their belts
the fringed tassels of their prayer shawls, which they wear as
undergarments, are clearly visible. Whatever the weather, and
regardless of the temperacure, the Hasidic “uniform” is un-
changing. Occasionally, they are made objects of ridicule.
Some secular Israelis, noting the conspicuous presence of many
Hasidim in today’s Jewish state, often disparagingly refer to
them as “penguins.” They are seen as rigid, inflexible practi-
tioners of long-outdated religious strictures. Few understand
their unique legacy, the persecutions they have endured, or the
inner fire of Kabbalah. Few witness them in prayer, in their
dance, or in their ecstatic celebration of God. But those who
catch a glimpse of the inner life of these piously orthodox souls
are aware that Kabbalah is still alive and well and thriving on
several continents. The spirit of the Baal Shem Tov lives on.
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A Very Narrow Bridge

ily what ir achieves or proclaims during the brief years of
its founder, but whether it has achieved a level of
dynamism — or “critical mass” — sufficient to outlive its
founder and be carried on to succeeding generations. The most

’ I Yhe test of any movement of great impact is not necessar-

powerful ideas are not only embraced by their original advo-
cates; they must experience a continual rebirth for ages to
come. If this is the ulrimate rest of ideologues and their ide-
ologies, then the sparks ignited by the Baal Shem Tov certainly
pass with flying colors.

Indeed, the Beshe became the patriarch of a dynastic line of
rebbes, who would carry his message of spiritual renewal far
beyond the confines of Poland, scattering the sparks across the
globe. One such rebbe, born in 1772 in the town of Medzeboz
in the Ukraine, had the distinction of being the great grandson
of the Baal Shem Tov himself. He was called Rabbi Nachman
of Bratzlav.

He not only carried the rabbinic mantle of his great grand-
father; he was a towering Sage in his own right, as well as a
powerful storyteller. He is also considered the last great
Kabbalist. In his youth he was known to prostrate himself for
long hours at the grave of the Baal Shem Tov, secking to imbibe

the spirit of the great master. He gave himself to asceticism,
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embarking on long and frequent fasts. His kabbalistic yearn-
ings prompted him to undertake a long and perilous voyage 1o
Palestine, but, feeling unworthy, he decided to return ro
Europe just an hour after his arrival. He was ultimately per-
suaded to stay on for a period of a year, though he left the Holy
Land immediately thereafter. Returning to the Ukraine in the
year 1802, Rabbi Nachman took up residence in a city cailed
Braczlay, whereupon he collected and edited his own reachings,
setting them down in writing,

Rabbi Nachman, who was only thirty-eight when he died,
said at the end of his life, “My light will glow «ill che days of
the Messiah.”155 Certainly, his life represents an important link
in the continuance of the Hasidic revolution. He had moved o
the town of Uman only months prior to his death, and his
tomb remains a place of pilgrimage for many devotees of his
teachings. Not a single picture of this Hasidic master survives,
but his synagogue in modern Israel contains a chair — a seat of
honor symbolizing his spiritual presence. Along with the
Chabad movement, the school established by Rabbi Nachman
continues to define modern Hasidic thought and practice.

Chief among the ideas propagated by Rabbi Nachman’s
“Bratzlaver” tradition is that the goal of life, a completely sim-
ple faith, is achieved through traveling an arduous course. One
meets with mortification, sorrow, and loss. But by accepting
the pain in silence, one experiences the “root of repentance,”
which in tum is transformed into healing — the “mending
powert” of life. Every descent is the predecessor of an ascent; the
way down is the way up. Such is the life of the truly righreous
person, the Tzadik5¢ Of the Tzadik, he once declared,
“Though the Land of Isracl appears to be just like any other
land, it is actually great in its holiness. So it is with a righteous
person. The Tzadik may look like everyone else, yet the inner
being is entirely holy and completely different from the ordi-
nary person.”157
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Rabbi Nachman was once asked, “What in reality is the
power of choice?” He responded, “It is simple. If you want, you
do, if not, not. Too many people become wrapped in their
habits. But if they will it, they may easily overcome them. For
no one is given an obstacle too great to be overcome.”

If we were to imagine Rabbi Nachman’s version of the “Ser-
mon on the Mount,” it would likely have sounded something
like this:

“It isn’t the way things turn out that is most important; it is
the way things begin. The key, then, is in beginnings. Every
beginning is difficult, for ac the start of any endeavor, you are
trying to turn things around, to reverse course and plow again
in a new direction. Expect hardship. But once you have made
a sound beginning, the burden eases and things become less of
a burden. Therefore, treat every day as a new beginning, as if
the entire world is being created afresh. Look backwards,
toward the start, and drink deeply from its well.

“Let your soul be filled with a sense of awe, all through the
day, in everything you do. Let your awe consume your prayer,
as you vocalize words with such power that they become thun-
derbolts in your mouth.

“Observe God's commandments, not out of dread, but
from a sincere joy which stems from the commandments them-
selves. It is 2 holy commandment to be happy.

“Taste of the hidden light; talk to your Creator, emptying
your heart’s contents. Savor this light. Meditate before God, for
meditation is the highest level of life. Empty yourself of clutter;
learn to sce the world in a new perspective.

“You must also judge yourself, examining your thoughes,
motives and intentions. Weigh everything in the balance. Cling
to that which is true; discard the rest.

“If you believe that you can do damage, believe also that
you can repai.

“For the pleasure of a quarter of an hour, a person can lose
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his or her portion in this world as well as in the World to
Come.

“Expel your fears; banish them to the wilderness. Transform
them. Elevate your fears, converting them into the true fear of
heaven. For when things seem to be at their worst, the situarion
can turn around to one’s full advantage.

“Never give up hope, for there is no such thing as despair.

“The whole world, and everything in it, is a very narrow
bridge And rhe important thing ... is not to be afraid at all.”158

This last phrase of Rabbi Nachman became his most
famous, being immortalized in song and chanted in Istael and
throughout the Jewish world to this day. What, exactly, is
Rabbi Nachman’s “nartow bridge™? It is different for everyone.
It is the path each of us must cravel, parts ordained for us, other
parts the fruit of our own choices. Those who fear are those
who lose their way on the bridge, perhaps never reaching the
other side, perhaps never realizing that the goal is not really the
other side, but the path iwself. Those who transform their fears
are also those who, kabbalistically, transform their “evil incli-
nations” into chariots for God.

The Seer of Lubiin and the Man on a White Horse

For many centuries, up until the destruction of che Jews of
Europe in the Holocaust, the locus of Jewish life and culture in
the entire world was Poland. And within Poland a parcicular
city in the east called Lublin was known as a hub of Jewish
mysticism. Lublin was home to Rabbi Jacob Isaac, also known
as the “Seer” (1745-1815). He was an honored Tzadib — a
“tighteous person” — as well as being a leading practitioner of
Practical Kabbalah, the magical arts connected with the myst-
cal impulse. The Seer of Lublin helped to establish the Hasidic
movement in Poland and in the region in the south of Poland
called Galicia.
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Ac the same time, in the early nineteenth century, the entire
European continent was rocked by a man on a white horse,
who “went forth conquering, and to conquer” (Rev. 6:2 KJV).
Napoleon Bonaparte, a diminutive Corsican general and

ii unlikely candidate for emperor of France, held forth the idea of
“liberty, equality, and fraternity” for all people within his
expanding realm. Everywhere he went, Napoleon dismantled
the ghettos where Jews had been forced to live. In Ttaly, throngs
of Jews rushed out to meet him, bearing the tri-color rosette,
the symbol of the French Revolution. Nevertheless, the most
pious and orthodox of Jews questioned how Napoleon should
be perceived. Was this deliverance, this liberation, the begin-
ning of the Messianic Age? Or was this a false hope — a mere
delusion — since only the Messiah could bring true deliver-
ance, and since the man on the white horse was no Messiah!
The Hasidic rabbis of Lublin and the nearby town of Koznitz
went so far as to pray for Napoleons defeat, believing that
redemption is for the end of days, and that the end of days had
not yet arrived.

In one of the most bizarre tales of Jewish folklore, we are
told that while Napoleon was sojourning through Koznitz, he
stripped himself of his general’s attire and donned the raiment
of a simple man. Entering the home of a 7zadik, the rabbi
whose house it was suddenly recognized him. Raising up a
scroll of the book of Esther (which recounts the victory of the
Jews in ancient times over their enemies), he declared: “You
will surely fall, Napoleon, you will surely falll”15? Such were the
sentiments about the French “deliverer” among many pious
Jews.

The Seer of Lublin agreed with his colleagues at firse, with-
holding his support for the Corsican general and preferring to
wait for a thoroughly Jewish Messiah. In time, however, he
reversed his opinion, as Napoleon’s fortunes began to change
for the worse. In 1813 the French army, which had caprured
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Moscow, was forced to retreat, in what was the beginning of
the end of the dream of deliverance. The Seer decided to put
his magical mysticism to work, with spells and incantations on
behalf of Napoleon. But all mystical powers notwithstanding,
the French deliverer met an untimely defeat at Waterloo. The
dream died, and the hope of a better day was extinguished with
it
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The Rebbe of Brooklyn

York City, widely known as the greatest city on carth.

It is also the greatest Jewish city on earth, bearing the
imprint of multitudes of Europe’s oppressed Jews, who came
streaming through the gates of Ellis Island during the long
decades preceding the Holocaust.

Many epithets describe the gigantic megalopolis of New

Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning o breathe free,
The wrerched refuse of your weming shore,
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me.
I lift my tamp beside the golden door.

This inscription, adorning the base of the Statue of Liberty,
was, not coincidentally, penned by an American Jewish poet
named Emma Lazarus. It expresses the hopes and dreams of
millions of immigrants of every extraction to the United States,
whose port of entry and initial domicile was the city of New
York.

The polyglot character of the great metropolis is reflected in
a patchwork of boroughs, fanning out from the sliver called
Manhattan. The so-called outer boroughs, including the
Bronx, Staten Island, and Queens, form a crescent around what
New Yorkers refer to as “the city.” The most Jewish of New
York’s boroughs is located across the East River from
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Manhattan — Brooklyn. Its own expression of the “melting
pot” that characterizes the United States, Brooklyn is home to
some of the most ethnically diverse communities in America.
Among them are certain pious, ultra-orthodox neighborhoods,
transplants of European Hasidism, where valid expressions of
modern Kabbalah may yet be found. The story behind these
pockets of Jewish piety could well fill volumes.

The dominant personality of Jewish Brooklyn wo arise in
modern times was botn in Nikolaev, Russia, in the spring of
1902. He was Menachem Mendel Schneerson, whose name
derived from the rabbinic dynasty that included the famous
“Alter Rebbe,” Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi (hence he was
called “Schneerson”™).1$0 He was almost Solomonic in his
appearance. Still strikingly handsome as he was in his youth,
his wise and compassionate eyes peered from under the thickly
rimmed black hat that typifies Hasidic dress. His vision was for
a perfected world, redeemed by a goodness that comes from
God. A clear prodigy from childhood, he was educared by a
private tutor in his early years. He was married in 1928 to the
daughter of his rabbinic predecessor, Rabbi Yosef Yitzhak
Schneerson. The years prior to the Second World War found
him in at the University of Berlin and later in Paris, where he
pursued secular studies, including science and mathematics, at
the world-famous Sorbonne, His fluency in many languages
was one more expression of his scholastic genius. In Menachem
Mendel Schneerson the simple faith of the Baal Shem Tov was
thus combined with great intellect and the pursuic of broad-

based learning,

With the march of the Nazis across continental Europe,
Schneerson and his wife made their way, in June of 1941,
through the gates of Ellis Island, to safe refuge in the United
States. It was in Brooklyn that the Rabbi Yosef Yitzhak, who
had escaped the Nazi tide a year before, passed to Menachem
Mendel the mantle of leadership over the educational,
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publishing, and social service efforts of the ulira-orthodox
“Lubavitch” movemene, With the death of Yosef Yitzhak in
1950, Menachem Mendel Schneerson became the undisputed
leader, the Rebbe of Chabad, an international outreach to Jews
of every continent. The mission of the Chabad was to restore a
spiritual dynamic to a people decimated by the murder of six
million human beings during the Holocaust. The Herculean
task was nothing less than to establish in the United States a
“center” for the study of Torah that would replace the destroyed
Jewish centers of learning of Europe.

The Teaching and the Action

Whereas the Baal Shem Tov had long before demonstrated
how everyone can serve God, the impetus of Chabad would be
to teach how everyone can serve God. The chords and strains
of this teaching were familiar to Kabbalists of ages past and
characterize the Kabbalah of today:

Nothing in life happens by accident. Our actions are dic-
tated by reasons which are often beyond reason. There are
deeper patterns, reaching in their divine purpose beyond our
narrow vision. Therefore, when we encounter struggles and dif-
ficulties in catrying out our appointed tasks, we must strive to
overcome them in a direct and unswerving manner. Some seek
t0 avoid problems by going around them. It is better, however,
to confront them head-on and to do so from the start.

Goodness and godliness, he taught, are inherent in the
world, and are lodged within every individual. There are unt-
fying principles, he declared, which bind the physical universe
to the spiritual, and which energize human beings to maximize
their potential, to impacr the whole world, beginning with
their immediate spheres of influence, via the smallest of cheir
acts of gemilut hasadim — “lovingkindness.”

A prolific writer, the Rebbe composed over two hundred
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volumes of discourse and commentary, dealing with issues thae
confront the world in a post-Holocaust climate. His burden
was not confined to philosophy, but intimately related to the
performance of “commandments” — mitzvas — as a means of
redeeming the world, act by act. His teachings were steeped in
ancient rradition, but his ractics were radical for an ultra-orcho-
dox Jew. Never had the Jewish world seen anything like it. He
stressed family and individual purity, disseminating informa-
tion about traditional Jewish life in every way possible. He
commissioned a special van, called the “Mitzvah Mobile,”
which would show up in Jewish neighborheods, arousing
curiosity and wonder. Sabbath candle lighting kits were passed
out to Jewish women. Jewish men were asked, “Have you put
on refillin today?” They would then be instructed in the per-
formance of the ancient ritual, wrapping their forearms and
foreheads with leather straps, securing the small boxes contain-
ing the “Hear, O Israel” declaration.

He saw to the establishment of “Chabad Houses” in cities
across the United States and around the world, wherever sub-
stantial Jewish populations were to be found. The Chabad
House is basically an ultra-orthodox bastion of study, worship,
and communal life, where the spirit cultivated by the Rebbe
could be transmitted to other Jews. Emissaries were dispatched,
linking Chabad House with Chabad House and establishing
new ones in places as far flung as South Africa and the Philip-
pines.

Kabbalah Goes High-Tech

Before long, the Rebbe’s host of Hasidics took to the
airwaves, buying time on radio and television to further the
message of Jewish renewal. It was not unusual to see a black-
coated “Chabadnick” in front of a TV camera propounding the
mysteries of Kabbalah on cable networks, via satellite. Every
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high-iech means, including the Internet, would be utilized to
elevate the sparks globally.

Among the Rebbe’s innovations was the practice of calling,
acrively, for the joyous observance by Jews the world over, of
the ancient feast of Hanukkah. It was Hanukkah that celebrac-
ed the victory by the Istaelites of old over the wicked Syrians,
who had outlawed the Jewish faith. It was during the dreaded
persecution preceding Hanukkah that the early strains of
Merkavah mysticism were first heard. And it is that mystical
message (a divinely inspired “We shall overcome”) transmuted
into modernity, that the brightly burning menorahs of
Hanukkah convey. And so it came to pass that Chabadnicks
across the globe set about the kindling of giant nine-branched
Hanukkah menorahs in public places, linking their obser-
vances through live television broadcasts.

But the Rebbe’s pronouncements were not aimed ar Jews
only. While encouraging Jews to observe the ancient precepts
of the Law of Moses, he perceived that God’s message of hope
applies to people of all faiths and in all lands. He pronounced
that non-Jews should be encouraged, not 1o keep Jewish Law,
but to keep a series of seven “common-sense” principles, in tra-
dition transmitted to the sons of Noah after the Greac Flood.
Called the “Seven Laws of the Sons of Noah,” or “Noachide
Laws,” they include prohibitions against:

* idolatry

¢ blasphemy

* bloodshed

* sexual impurity

* theft

* cating the flesh of a living animal,

and a positive commandment:
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* the establishment of a system of justice.

It is all part of Tikkun Olam, the kabbalistic “repair of the
wortld,” in advance of the Messianic Age. In other words, non-
Jews are to do their part in bringing the Messiah, just as Jews
are to keep the 613 commandments of the Torah. For this rea-
son, Chabadnicks in Israel began affixing banners to buildings
all over the country, framing the question: “Are you ready for
the coming of the Messiah?” It was a question they posed quite
seriously. Indeed, it appears that with every fresh expression of
Kabbalah, throughout history, the focus returns to the Messi-
ah. And the Chabad-Lubavitch movement is no exceprion.

The rumors began to spread that the Messiah was not only

at hand; he was here, among us, in the person of the Rebbe,
Menachem Mendel Schneerson. Back in his Brooklyn fiefdom,
the Rebbe himself said nothing about such speculation, either
to confirm or deny what was being aired abroad. It was noted,
however, that in spite of a strong Chabad presence in the mod-
ern State of Israel, Menachem Mendel Schneerson had never in
his long and illustrious lifetime set foot in the Holy Land. Even
after he was well advanced in years, his followers thought per-
haps the time would come when the Rebbe would embark for
the ancient homeland and bring about the final redemption of
Istael, and indeed the whole earth.

His personal traits seemed to back up the contention. As the
“elder statesman” of modern Hasidism, the Rebbe seemed
indefatigable, even as he aged. Pressed with responsibilitics, as
a cultural icon and a stateless “head of state,” Schneerson never
slowed down and never took a day off from his labors, in more
than forty years. He slept little and fasted much, all the while
praying for people who came in mass numbers for an audience
with him. Even in his nineties, he had the habit of standing for
seven hours cach Sunday, handing out dollar bills to be donat-
ed to charirable causes to multitudes who made pilgrimage to
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see him. Yet, he still found time to organize an enormous grass-
roots effort to free Soviet Jews and help them in their seruggles
to emigrate to Israel. It was said of him, “He saw what others
did not and did whar others saw not.”

The Messiah Is Dead! Long Live the Messianic Hope!

The world of Chabad therefore went into deep shock when
their leader was stricken, in che fall of 1993, with a severe brain
hemorrhage. Unconscious and hospitalized, the Rebbe slipped
into a deep coma, while followers around the world watched,
waited, and prayed. Even the non-Jewish wotld was mesmer-
ized, as rumors abounded thatr he would be restored ro health
by miraculous intervention. Days dragged into weeks, then
into months, and the condition of the Rebbe grew increasing-
ly grave. His flock went into deep denial. In spite of his
advanced age, no one was prepared for this event, and none
had expected it. His stature was too towering, his presence too
overwhelming. But alas, there was to be no miracle. The Rebbe
would never regain consciousness.

On June 12, 1994, Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the
Rebbe of Brooklyn and of Hasidics around the world, died.
According to Jewish tradition, he was buried within twenty-
four hours. As with previous expressions of Kabbalah, the mes-
stanic elements of the movement were not casily to be extin-
guished. New speculations arose. The Rebbe will yer be
restored. This will be the mark of his Messiahship. He will be
brought back to life. He will be resurrected. Leaderless, the
Chabad-Lubavitch seemed to lose its way. There was wonder
over whether the movement would survive at all.

But survive it has. The Chabad Houses have continued to
grow and flourish in recent years, the Rebbe’s spiritual presence
bidding the faithful ro conrinue their work. The message
remains. The world is yet in need of restoration. The task is
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incomplete. The world will be redeemed; it must be redeemed.
And individuals who understand their own role in the process,
both Jew and non-Jew, represent the messianic, kabbalistic
hope for the future of humankind.
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The Angel of History

the Israel Museum of Jerusalem. The artist, a Russian

Jew named Paul Klee, depicted his angel looking back
over his shoulder at the viewer with a look of blind horror on
his face, utterly aghast. On closer inspection, it becomes clear
that the wings are not wings ac all, but two torn and damaged
scrolls of the Bible, the Torah. Why is the angel so horrified? Is
it horror in the abstract, or is he horrified by us — by who we

j n enormous winged angel is the subject of a painting at

are, what we have made of ourselves, what we have done to
humanity and to our planer? We ask ourselves, as viewers and
“art critics” where we have come and where our history is tak-
ing us. And we hear — from the angel — a cosmic warning,.

The story of Kabbalah clearly doverails with the story of
human society, with our onward march, as we struggle to find
our way. The mystical thread coutses throughout history, as
individuals seek o find meaning in a heartless world. More-
over, mysticism teaches that we must find lessons in history,
that we must learn from the mistakes of the past, lest we be
condemned to repeat them. The painting by Paul Klee was put-
chased by a modern Jewish philosopher wich his own kabbalis-
tic bent named Walter Benjamin, who claimed that it gave him
a divine “spark” of inspiration. That “spark” would manifest
itself in a concept that Benjamin would call “the Angel of
History.”
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Walter Benjamin, who became one of the most influential
philosophers and critics of the twentieth century, was a close,
personal friend of one of the major scholars of Kabbalah in
modern times, Gershom Scholem. In the days of Weimar Ger-
many (between World War I and World War II), young Ger-
hard Scholem, an assimilated Jew with little formal religious
education, was a mathematics student working toward his doc-
torate. But he found himself lured into the study of Jewish
mysticism, just as so many Kabbalists of ages past had felt
strangely drawn into “the Orchard.”

By the early 1920s the transformation was complete. Ger-
hard Scholem, the mathematics student, had became Gershom
Scholem, the Hebrew student, pursuing his Ph.D. on the sub-
ject of Kabbalah. With the emphasis of Kabbalah on mathe-
matical codes found in the Bible, called gemasria, Scholem later
declared, “All of mathematics is found in Kabbalah!”

A confirmed Zionist, his plan was to go to Palestine before
the 1920s were over, and he did. He enrolled at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem, ultimately founding the literary study
of Kabbalah as a formal academic discipline. It was Scholem
who spearheaded the licerary study of the Zobar, concluding
that the work was entirely the product of Moses de Ledn,
rather than Simeon ben Yokhai. He also arranged an academic
stipend to be sent to his friend Walter Benjamin in Paris, so
that he oo might come o the Land of Israel and study kab-
balistic thought.

But Benjamin was not a Zionist and never went to
Palestine. Instead, he spent the money in Paris, mainly on cof-
fee. He was never awarded a Ph.D. He never wrote a “proper”
book. He never held a job. He was supported by his parents
and by his wife well into his thirtes. He was content with
doing his own research, which nobody would fund. Buc
because of his friendship with Scholem, he brought mysticism
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into his writings, seeking an interdisciplinary “universal the-

ory.” Scholem commented that he never knew anyone so
obsessed with investigating detail and finding significance in
minutiae,

Benjamin believed that inspiration comes in flashes, which
do not derive from reason or rationality. They are “sparks,” like
the sparks of the primordial explosion in the Lurianic system.
We think in fragments, Benjamin explained in his writings.
And we should let the fragments be our inspiration, setting
them down, even if they are disjointed and unconnected. Let
our sparks of inspiration be “unprostituted.” Like the multiple
glass arcades in Parisian architecture, we need a certain trans-
parency, which lets our insides out, and the outsides in. This is
how we elevare our sparks, bringing us back to our “original
state,” before the Fall of humanity in the Garden of Eden.

In one of his flashes of inspiration, Benjamin saw the painc-
ing of Paul Klee as an image of something profound. He devel-
oped a motif of the “Angel of History,” surveying the whole of
human life and civilization. And the Angel has something very
important to teach us. History, says the Angel, is, sadly, litde
more than a series of catastrophes brought about by class war
and by human beings in their fallen state not being able to
understand one another.

Moreover, if human history amounts to a series of disasters,
there are only 2 finite number of options. It can carry on in that
manner, with one more or less minor disaster following on the
heels of another. It can proceed inexorably toward a major dis-
aster, or cataclysm — the “end of the world.” Or, we might
conceivably learn from history, with the Angel of History’s
help, so that a new age might dawn and a better world might
arise.
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The Rubbish Heap and Human Choice

Indeed, the Angel is watching humanity’s onward march as
a spectator rather than a participant. He sees, far better than we
do, that what history has created up until now amounts to a
giant “rubbish heap” (in Benjamin’s words), consisting of the
tragic experience of wars, famine and deprivation, suffering,
and woe. Unfortunately, humankind is blind to the rubbish
heap, being unable to sce it ar all. Only the Angel of History
— who is not a part of humankind — beholds the danger. It is
a danger expressed in a humanity gone mad, ucterly out of
control.

In the end the Angel provokes questions, leaving the
answers up to us. Since we must move forward and cannot
move the clock back, what are we to do? Do we let the rubbish
heap grow higher and higher, like a towering wall, behind us?
If so, as the rubbish continues to pile up, it might fall on us, in
a cataclysmic disaster. Or, are we prepared to look around, see
it, and respond? If we do, the result will be horribly frighten-
ing, as shown in the look of horror on the face of the angel. But
we will, nonetheless, have to come to terms with what we see.
And what we see in the twentieth century, through the horror
of the Holocaust and other episodes of genocide across the
globe, from the “killing fields” of Cambodia to “ethnic cleans-
ing” in Bosnia, should give all of us pause for thought.

Perhaps one of the greatest lessons of Kabbalah is expressed
by another rwentieth century philosopher, Emmanuel Lévinas,
a Lithuanian Jew who lost his entire family in the Holocaust.
Lévinas was quick to recognize that the universe can be a very
cold and lonely place, with very lictle hope or help for pain. In
the Holocaust in particular, God’s face has been hidden.
Whereas Benjamin’s Angel of History looks toward us, God has
looked away, especially through the anguish of the Holocaust
years, giving us free will to determine our destiny as a species.
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We can, in the end, choose the way we prefer to view the world
around us. We can see everything in cold, impersonal terms, or
we can choose to see the “sparks” in everything. In that sense,
we choose to invest the world with meaning and value. We
invest a painful world with comfort — a comfort found
through God and religious observance.$! We become, in the
final analysis, the sum total of the choices that we make.

This is a modern way of expressing the teaching of the great
Hasidic masters of centuries past. The burden is clearly on us
to elevate the sparks that have landed abour us, to help release
them back to God, to bring about a “repair of the world.” The
choice is ours, in multitudes of decisions that we make every
day. We may add more rage and rancor to the world environ-
ment, or we may choose to perform random acts of kindness.
We may abdicate our human responsibility for the conduct of
individuals and of nations, or we may awaken to the message
of the Angel of History and struggle to change the planer for
the better. As the rubbish heap continues to pile up behind us,
the task has never been more urgent.
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Cosmic Kabbalah

t the Fermi Laboratory outside Chicago an impressive

statue rises called Broken Symmetry. Three enormous

arks representing the fundamental forces in the universe
intersect at the top, though imperfectly. The struggle of these
arks suggests the struggle of astrophysics to find a unified the-
ory, uniting the laws of nature. To date no such theory has been
found. The attempts have come close — very close — but
questions petsist: Did the universe have a beginning, and if so,
what happened before then? Where did the universe come
from, and where is it going? How much freedom — how much
“will” — did God have in creating the universe?

Such questions are at the very heart of the realm — the
Sefirah, if you will — of scientific inquiry. Historians are in
general agreement that monotheistic faith is directly responsi-
ble for the rise of modern science; for monotheism proposes
that an all-knowing Creator promulgated a basic code in the
universe capable of being unlocked. As Einstein commented,
“Science without religion is lame, religion without science is
blind.”162 In fact Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity is
predicated on the idea thart rational laws govern the physical
universe. "It is hard to sneak a peck at God’s cards,” he once
wrote. “But that He would choose to play dice with the world

. . 1s something that I cannot believe for a single moment.”
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Einstein’s erudition notwithstanding, his fellow physicist,
Niels Bohr, rebuked him with a quip, “Stop telling God what
to do!”163 In recent years Einstein’s immutable theories have in
fact been called into question. Stephen Hawking comments,
“God not only plays dice; he sometimes throws them where
they cannot be seen.” Yet more questions have surfaced. “How
real is time? Will it ever come to an end? Where does the dif-
ference between the past and the future come from? Why do
we remeimber the past but not the future?”164 It all comes back
to the creation of the universe, and the creation of the universe

is the realm of Kabbalah.
‘the Big Bang

In the beginning . . . was the Big Bang.

An inital cosmic event — a Big Bang — is theorized
because the galaxies making up the universe are all moving
away from each other. We know this because the light refract-
ed from distant stars, when its constituent colors are broken
down in a spectroscope, 1s shifted to the red end of the spec-
trum. This is a direct result of what is called the Doppler Effect,
which tells us thar waves — light or sound — emitted from
objects moving toward us are compressed, and that the same
waves emitted from objects moving away from us are length-
ened. On an everyday level, this resules in the change in pitch
of train whistles as they move past us. On a cosmic level, it
results in the red side of the rainbow shifting away from the rest
of the spectrum. There can be only one reason for this — the
galaxies comprising the universe are hurling away from each
other at incredible rates of speed. There is no question about it;
the universe is expanding.

The mystics of course had no spectroscopes. But one thing
they knew: It is light, in the end, which tells us everything. It
might be quite coincidental, but in Kabbalah we find a passage
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which could well be describing the very red shifts first observed
by Edmund Hubble in his telescope:

By embellishing substance with imagination, we can liken the
first power to the concealed light. . . . The fifth power can be
likened to red light, The sixch power is composed of whiteness
and scarlet. The sevench power is the power of scarlet “shifting”
{or “tending”) toward whiteness. The eighth power is the power
of whiteness shifting toward scarlet. The ninch power is com-
posed of whiteness and scarler and scarlec shifting toward whire-
ness and whireness shifting toward scarlet. The tenth power is

composed of every color.165

Coincidence perhaps. Science tells us, however, thac if the
universe is expanding, then this expansion is traceable back to
a single “happening” — an explosion — a Big Bang. “The
expansion of the universe suggested that it had a beginning at
some time in the past,” notes Stephen Hawking. “An expand-
ing universe does not preclude a creator, but it does place lim-
its on when He might have carried out his job.”166

Incredibly, Kabbalah also describes a cosmic explosion. We
are told that God created the world yes# mayin — “being from
nonbeing.” So great was God’s presence, filling all in all, that
He had to contract himself in order to make room for the uni-
verse. This “contraction” is called in Kabbalab 7zimzzum. It is
the primordial creation event. Astronomers tell us that it is a
fallacy to think that there is empty space beyond the known
universe, What is there beyond the boundary of the universe?
Certainly not “emptiness,” for such concepts ate merely the
product of the laws governing the space-time continuum in
which we operate. As a matter of fact, the space which com-
prises the known universe is not really empty at all, but is full
of “dark matter” and “light matter”; and we might well con-
ceive of God contracting Himself to make room for ic.
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According to the Zohar, “Primordial nothingness brought
forth beginning and end.”t¢7 Astrophysicist Christopher Isham
comments: “The concept of creation out of nothing is, of
course, a fascinating one; it’s something which interests people
enormously. The . . . picture of creation from nothing is actu-
ally a very graphic way to describe mathemarics in nontechni-
cal terms.”16¢ Indeed, Kabbalah and quantum physics in many
ways dovetail, in conceptualization if not in specific language.
Kabbalistically, the ten “spheres” begin with the single point in
the center — which modern astrophysicists call a “singularity.”

This “singularity” in the minds of the Kabbalists consists of
nothing less than the letters of the alphabet. Letters, they insist,
are the fundamental building blocks of the material world.
However outrageous and unscientific this may sound, think, by

analogy, of the universe as a book, a volume of writing, gov-
erned by complex mathematical codes — equations. What is a
book? What is the Great Book, the Torah? Is it so much ink on
a page, or is it the ideas formed from words which come from
vocalizing (giving breath to) the letters? Taken literally, che idea
thac the creation stems from letters (Hebrew letvers at that) is
absurd. But on another level, the letters may be compared with
the equations of astrophysics, the elementary laws by which the
universe operates. Equations, like letters have no substance of
themselves, no weight, no matter. Neither do letters, which, in
their purest form, consist of ink from a quill. They have shape;
yet they are cruly “of nothing.”

Stephen Hawking writes: “Because mathematics cannot
really handle infinite numbers, this means thac the general the-
ory of relativity predicts that there is a point in cthe universe
where the theory itself breaks down. Such a point is an exam-
ple of what mathematicians call a singularity. . . . The universe
could have had a singularity, a big bang ™16 Elsewhere,
Hawking observes: “A star collapsing under jts own gravity is
trapped in a region whose surface eventually shrinks to zero
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size. And, since the surface of the region shrinks to zero, so o

must its volume. All the matter in the star will be compressed
into a region of zero volume, so the density of matter and the
curvature of space-time become infinite. In other words, one
has a singularity contained within a region of space-time
known as a black hole.”17¢

Kabbalistically speaking, the “spheres of nothing” found in
the Book of Creation might be the rough equivalent of how the
ancients understood black holes: “For that which is light is not-
darkness, and chat which is darkness is not-light.”17!

The What and the Why

Kabbalah as a discipline is perhaps uniquely suited to bring-
ing together theoretical physics, philosophy, and theology. For
Kabbalah not only approaches the mysteries of creation, buc
draws out the ethical implications of the Big Bang — namely,
that we are all truly brothers. Astronomer Allan Sandage
observes, “{ The universe] is the machine that has created you.
Every single atom in your body was once inside a star. We are
all brothers in that sense.”172 Kabbalah, likewise, strains to
describe the “creation event,” but takes a giant leap beyond to
delineate the human rask. We must bring about the “repair of
the world.”

Contemporary astrophysics goes so far as to speak of the
planet itself being “alive.” From the gases which form our
atmosphere to the waters comprising our oceans, the endire
character of the carth is a direct product of living things. An
enhanced appreciation for the environment is one of the by-
products of modern science, and it is also a fundamental prin-
ciple of the earliest threads of Kabbalah. The earth itself, as the
whole universe, contains sparks of the divine.
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A Universe of Small Things

To fully appreciate the natural world it is imporrant to
understand che fundamental forces comprising its immutable
laws. There are four forces in all: gravity, electromagnetism, the
“weak force,” and the “strong force.” But why are there four,
and why do they differ fundamentally in character? Why is
there not a single force which energizes the universe? Einstein
spent his life in search of an elementary picture of the cosmos,
a single underlying principle. “What really interests me,” he
wrote, “is whether God had any choice in the creation of the
universe.” Einstein also observed, “The Lord God is subele, but
malicious He is not.”72 There must be in narure a certain beau-
ty and symmetry, which, while difficult to understand, is
nonetheless marked by simplicicy.

Atomic theory is itself quite old, going back as far as Aris-
totle. The Roman poet Lucretius in his day popularized an
early form of atomic theory. Bur it was Einstein who formally
postulated the interchangeability of matter and energy, theoriz-
ing that energy is actually composed of particles, which he
called “quanta.” Do these particles — a kind of primordial
“ether” — precede the universe itself? Kabbalah purs it like this:

For before the celestial world — known as the 377 compart-
ments of the Holy One, blessed be He — was revealed; and
before mist, elecerum, curtain, throne, angel, seraph, wheel, ani-
mal, star, constellation, and firmament — the reccangle from
which water springs — were made; and before the water springs
. . . before all these things there was an ether, an essence from
which sprang a primordial light refined from myriads of lumi-
naries; a light, which, since it is the essence, is also called the

Holy Spirit.

' 229




There is a precise order here, “ether,” “mist,” and “electrum”
being the kabbalistic equivalent of earliest atomic and sub-
atomic particles from which the universe formed — a “primor-
dial light.” The next several entities, “curtain,” “throne,”
“angel,” “seraph,” “wheel,” and “animal,” hearken back to Eze-
kiel’s grand vision of the throne of glory and the angelic beings
surrounding the Almighty. Only after God’s throne is estab-
lished (which we may liken to the fundamental laws of physics)
do stars and constellations congeal, finally producing the “fir-
mament” we call the night sky.

Linking the cosmos with flesh and blood, we note that all
life, plant and animal, is composed of carbon atoms, which
compose DNA, and which are even older than planet earth.
The outer regions of each atom are inhabited by a shell of par-
ticles carrying negative charges — electrons. Their kabbalistic
equivalent is “electrum.” Between the clectron shells we find
“photons,” which carry the “eleceromagnetic force.” The nucle-
us of each atom is fashioned of protons and neutrons. Even
older and more fundamental particles — “quarks” or “nuclear
forces” — have left trails from which the protons and neutrons
are made.

The Four Forees

As cosmologists struggle to find a unified theory, they wres-
tle with the idea that the four elemental forces in the universe
might uldimately be one. Kabbalah also speaks of four forces, ot
“four lights,” instrumental in the creation of the cosmos. It is
interesting to compare the contemporary “four forces” with the

“four lights” of Kabbalah. They include:
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* THE STRONG FORCE:

the force which holds quarks together within protons and
neutrons and holds the protons and neutrons rogether to form
atoms. It is the strongest of all the forces, without which the
universe would be litde more than a “quark fog” — which Kab-
balists would call 7ohu v’bobu — “formless and void.” Carried
by “gluons” (the most perfect imaginable “glue™), it is short in
range. Themselves invisible, gluons weave webs of energy into
forms we call matter. In Kabbalah we find: “By embellishing
substance wich imagination, we can liken the first power to the
concealed light.”174

Kabbalah declares: “Come and see: There are four lights.
Three are concealed and one is vevealed. A shining light ... " 175

* ELECTROMAGNETISM:
the force deriving from particles which carry an electric
charge. It is the second strongest of the four forces, infinite in
range and carried by photons, which in turn carry light from
the sun and stars.
Kabbalah states: “A glowing light; it shines like the clear bril-
liance of Heaven.” 176

* THE WEAK FORCE:
the power which mediates the process of radioactive decay.
It ts the chird strongest of the four forces, very short in range
and carried by “weak bozons.” The weak nuclear force helps
power the sun and stars by releasing tremendous amounts of

energy bound up in nuclei of each atom.
Kabbalah states: “A purple light that abserbs all lights.” 77

* GRAVITATION:
the universal attraction of all massive particles toward one
another. This is the weakest of the forces, though infinire in
range. Gravirarion always attracts; never repels; and is carried
by “gravitons.”
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Kabbalah states: “4 light that does not shine but gazes roward
the others and draws them in. Those lights are seen in her as in a
crystal facing the sun. The first three are concealed, overseeing this
one, which is revealed.” 178

Four forces, four “powers,” fuel the universe. But is it pos-
sible that they might, at some point in the beginning, have all
been one? To be sure, finding ultimate unicy is still a daunting
task.

Grand Unified/ Super Unified Theoties

Astrophysicist Leon Lederman has stated thac the greatest
flaw in the existing theories about the universe and its laws is
aesthetic — there are too many parameters. It is all too com-
plex. Another renowned physicist, Steven Weinberg, states,
“We haven't come to bortom level yet, bur we pick up intima-
tions of underlying beautiful theory, whose beauty we can only
dimly see at the present time.”7? It is the drive and desire for
unity that, more than anything else, fuels the wotk of roday’s
scientists. The desire to see unity is as old as Kabbalah itself:
“Everything that Moses stated was said so . . . that the knowl-
edge regarding Him would be true and unified.™

Yet another astrophysicist, John Archibald Wheeler, states,
“There must be at the bottom of it all not a simple equation,
but an uteerly simple idea; and when we finally discover it, it
will be so compelling, we will all say to each other, ‘How could
it have been otherwise?’” %!

Attempts have made, for example, to bring together elec-
tromagnetism and the weak force as aspects of a single “electro-
weak force.” The idea is that under conditions of extreme heat
(such as existed at the creation of the universe), a new particle
would appear — a “Z particle” — capable of knitting togecher
electromagnetism and the weak force. The Z particle decays
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and recombines to form a photon, the carrier of electromag-
netism. The photon in turn decays to form a pair of “weak
bozons,” carriers of the weak force. The bozons then transform
themselves back into a Z particle. What had been two forces is
now one electro-weak force. This reduces to three the number
of fundamental forces in nature.

In an attempt o confirm the theory, protons were acceler-
ated in the giant Serne Ring in Switzerland. The careening pro-
tons were systematically collided with “anti-protons” — matter
meeting anti-matter — resulting in murual annihifation, The
experiment resulted in observable traces of Z particles, con-
firming the hypothesis. What was witnessed was nothing less
than “little bangs,” simulating at least in part the original Big
Bang. Again, science sounds hauntingly like Kabbalah, and
Kabbalah sounds like science, for the collision of matter and
anti-matter is what Kabbalah calls “synthesis™:

The nature of the Sefireh is the synthesis of every thing and its
opposite. For if they did not possess the power of synthesis,

there would be no energy in anything.182

The statement sounds amazingly Hegelian: Thesis +
Antithesis = Synthesis. Beyond rhetorical dialectic, there is in
this statement a collision of sorts with the world of astro-
physics. The synthesis of matter and and-matter — protons
and anti-protons — yields the synthesis of the electro-weak
force.

Grand Unified Theories
It is postulated that ar still higher energy levels, three of the
four forces would functicn as one. Yet another particle, called

the “X particle,” would do the work of unification. A gluon
(catrier of the strong force) would strike an X particle and be
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transformed into a photon {carrier of electromagnetism). Con-
versely, a gluon striking an X particle would be transformed
into a weak bozon {carrier of the weak force).

In the final analysis, even the first law of thermodynamics,
stating that matter can be neither created nor destroyed, breaks
down.

The Marriage of Earth and Universe

One of the by-products of modern science has been to
marry the earth to the universe, for all are ultimately of the
same substance. More recently, however, the picture becomes
increasingly tenuous. It is now believed that all matcter in the
universe is just a passing fancy, a single phase in the ongoing
dance of energy. If electromagnetism and the weak force are
united ac high energies and the strong force joins them ar still
higher energics, then might not all four forces ultimately be
one? Kabbalah, in language somehow reminiscent of “relativi-
ty” (the theory that matter and energy are interchangeable)
states: “This is the one matter which stems from the primeval
light and points towards form, creation and change of form.”

The Large-Scale Universe

Speculating on the fundamental forces of nature leads to
another question. Does the universe have an edge — a bound-
ary? Stephen Hawking postulates the following: “The bound-
ary conditions are: The universe has no boundary.” Super-sym-
metry physicist Nick Warner says of this (tongue-in-cheek), “It
all sounds rather Zen, doesn’t it?”1#3 Perhaps he should have
said, “It all sounds rather Kabbalah. . ..”

Consider the observable universe, as we know it. OQur own
sun is but one of a few hundred million stars comprising the
major spiral galaxy in which we find ourselves, the Milky Way.
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The Milky Way is in turn part of a “Local Group” of galaxies,
a cluster comprised of the Milky Way and dozens of others.
The Local Group belongs to the Virgo Super-cluster, which is
roughly 100 million light years wide. Furchermore, all of them
are expanding, moving away from each other.

Astronomer Alan Sandage (Edwin Hubble’s pupil) observes,
“It is not as if che galaxies are expanding into a space thats
already there; the space itself is expanding; the expansion cre-
ates the space. It is somewhat like the surface of a balloon. Put
yourself on any dot and all the others seem to move away.
Every place is center of expansion. Every place and every time
was identical in the beginning. ™84

Buc when was the beginning? To the extent that time is real
and not an illusion, most astronomers place the Big Bang about
fifteen billion years ago. Kabbalah puts it like this:

The gushing forth was sudden, not unlike the sparks which fly
and burst forth when the craftsman forges with a hammer.
After the firsc highe another fountain was drawn ouc from which
flows darkness, 185

In scientific terms astrophysicists speak of “quasars” —
incredibly bright and incredibly distant objects which may
have been the nuclei of galaxies going through a violent youth-
ful phase. Quasars are so distant from our own galaxy that to
detect them through giant telescopes is to look back billions of
years, toward the beginning,

Yet, before there were even quasars, there must have been
ancient photons (left over from the Big Bang, before stars and
galaxies were born) which spread out across the universe as
infinitesimal traces of the original explosion and which may yet
be seen as background “noise” on TV screens. Kabbalah postu-
lates that after the “contraction” (7zimtzum) by which God
made room for the universe, there came to be a second event,
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called Shvirar ha-kelim (Breaking of the Vessels). As the ema-
nation of God proceeded from the central point, some of the
vessels were unable to withstand the power of the light and
shattered. While most of the light returned o the infinite
source, the remainder scattered as sparks, along with the bro-
ken shards of the vessels. The sparks subsequently were
entrapped in material existence, waiting for human beings to
liberate them and restore them to divinity.

The First Instant

The heat of our sun represents just a tiny fraction of energy
stored in the nuclei of atoms at the beginning, when the uni-
verse would have worked in a marvelously simple way, beyond
what even the unified theories can project. The question
remains: How could a single kernel of energy have become
everything that is?

Astrophysics doverails with Kabbalah as we follow the
sequence of events in the creation from the perspective of the
Kabbalists and from that of wwentieth-century cosmologist
Michael Turner:186

Kabbalah: “For we have already said that the two flows are
really one matter coming from the primeval darkness, alluding

form.™1%7
Turner: During the first instant — the “threshold of cre-
ation” — a single primordial law operates.’88 What this law is,

however, we do not and may not ever know. Asuophysicists
looking for a unified theory of quantum mechanics are some-
times well aware that the intellect can take us only so far.

Kabbalah: “Ac that moment Moses began to observe the
primeval lighe, the roort of all. And he found it to be a darkness
composed of two entities stemming from two sources, one
flowing with light, the second with darkness.”
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Turner: During the first ten-to-the-minus-thirty-fifth sec-
ond: The electro-weak force has not yer diverged from the
strong force. X particles and free quarks sail the sub-nuclear
seas. Only two forces operate: gravity and the electro-nuclear
(Grand-Unified) force.

Kabbalah: “Now this flow extends and gushes forth by way
of channels, and the flow again becomes weak like a stream,
and the stream again becomes minute, turning into a thread.
And in this exiguity it extends and is directed until it becornes
small, tiny droplets.”

Turner: During the first one-ten-billionth of a second: The
electromagnetic and weak forces are still welded together as the
electro-weak force. Z particles are created, and only three forces
are at work.

Kabbalah: “These droplets grow and become fragmented
entities.”

Turner: During the first one-tenth to one-hundredth of a
second: Even “neutrinos” (extremely light, possibly massless,
elementary matter particles affected only by the weak force and
graviry} are bound up in a broth of matter and energy.

Kabbalah: “And che fragments continue to grow until they
burst forth in great strength, mingling and interacting one with
another, expanding and conjoining until a sap pours forth from
them.”

Turner: During the first second: The heat is so intense that
it overwhelms strong force. Free quarks fly about in a primor-
dial soup.

Kabbalah: “Now this sap flows and extends and is con-
gealed.”

Tumer: During the first 100 seconds: Helium nuclei are
formed. The universe cooled sufficiently so that protons and
neutrons could get together and form the nuclei of atoms.
“Triplets” are formed, two of which are thrown off, producing
a stable helium nucleus. One-fourth of these congealed into
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helium gas, representing the fact that about one-quarter of the
universe today consists of helium.

Kabbalah: “And through this coagulation they are polished,
purified, and clarified such chat the original fragments that we
mentioned are utterly disintegrated.”!89

Tarner: During the first million years: the dawn of light —
the birth of the first atoms. Photons could fly freely without
hitting other particles, because matter in the universe had suf-
ficiently thinned out. Furthermore, electrons could settle down
around atomic nuclel, resulting in stable atomic structures.

Kabbalah: “Know and comprehend thar before all the
above-mentioned entities there was nothing but this ether. And
this ether darkened because of two things, each having differ-
ent sources. The first issued an infinite, inexhaustible and
immeasurable light.”

Tarner: During the first billion years: galaxies are formed,
as the primordial gas is still thick enough for the swirling inter-
stellar clouds to congeal. The only two elements present in the
first-generation stars are hydrogen and helium.

Returning to the very beginning, we wonder whether we
will ever understand dhat “first instant,” the “threshold of
creation.” With regard to the highest of the ten Sefiror (Khok-
hmah), Rabbi Azriel declares, “It is elevated above the probing
of an investigator,”1?0 Kabbalah also states:

Tt is at the level of Khokhmah (Wisdom) chat the laws of
creation firsc appear. It is here where the paths take on

subscance, 1%

Will a single, sublime, “grand unified theory” ever be
found? Will “Ged’s mind” ever be known? Or will the impen-
etrable realm of “Crown” (Keter) remain, ever and always,
above and beyond the grasp of the combined gray matter of the

238




_"

human species? In the final analysis, we find our senses limit-
ed, our understanding small. And we feel . . . alone.

Alone in the Void?

Ever since the true magnitude of the universe became
known, not too many decades ago, people have in general
grown very disturbed at the idea that we are alone. When
human beings thought that the earth was the center of all
things, it somehow made sense that life on this planet is the
only life that exists . . . anywhere. But now that we know that
the earth is but a tiny speck in a vast cauldron of swirling stel-
[ar formarions, we realize thar in all of our billions, the “human
race” represents barely a blip on the interstellar radar screen of
the cosmos. For all of our progress and achievement we seem
rather inconsequential in the overarching scheme of things.
Therefore, we want to believe in worlds beyond our own, with
which we someday might forge a link, as if to invest wich
meaning our corporate existence.

The idea that other worlds exist in our universe wherein
intelligent life may be found is persistent in modern folklore
and speculation. Interestingly, this idea, prevalent in the pop
culture of print, television, and film, is not without support in
the writings of the mystics. One passage from the Zohar postu-
lates the following:

When the desire arose in the Will of the White Head to mani-
fest its Glory, It arrayed, prepared, and generated from the
Blinding Flash one spark, radiating in three hundred seventy
directions. The spatk stood still. A pure aura emerged whirling
and breathed upon the spark. The spark congealed and one
hard skull emerged, emanating to four sides. . . . Inside this

skull lie ninety million worlds moving with it, relying upon
ie.192

239




“

On one level, the Zohar is again speaking of the ten
“spheres” (Sefrrot} of God’s emanations into and through the
universe. The “White Head” is “Will” (Keter), through which
the Ain Sof (He who has no end) is manifest. The “one spark”
is “Wisdom” (Khoekhmah), the first point of creation. The “hard
skull” is “Understanding” (Binah), coming forth from the
spark. On another level, however, we can think of the most
modern theories regarding stellar formation. Great formations
of gas and cosmic dust, emanating from the Big Bang, began to
congeal, resulting in a myriad of nuclear furnaces — stars —
contained within galaxies, in turn contained within the “skull”
we call the universe. The Zohar was certainly correct in postu-
lating millions of worlds inside the “skull,” although the figure
“ninety million” is far too conservative; for there are, as Carl
Sagan said, “billions and billions” of galaxies, containing tril-
lions and triltions of stars.

Taking up the same theme, a later Kabbalist, Rebbe Men-
achem Mendel, declared: “There are many myriads of worlds,
cach of which is divided into many dimensions, each of which
is like a whole organic being. Upon each world hangs many
thousands of individual worlds in numbers without measure,
each of which is different than and of a superior order to its
neighbor.”1% No, we are by no means alone. Each “particular”
in the world around us is linked to every other “particular” in
the universe as a whole. Consequently, meaning and putpose,
while it sometimes ¢ludes us on the most immediate, “micro-
level” of our lives, can certainly be found on the “macro-level”
of the interconnected cosmos. While postulating the existence
of worlds beyond, perhaps the healthiest aspect of Kabbalah is
its insistence that there is much about the universe beyond our
ability to comprehend. Therefore, people should take care not
to delude themselves with speculations about other worlds that
are impossible for them to understand. As the Zobar states,
“Infinity does not abide in being known.”194
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Of Einstein and “Spinoza’s God”

At a very important point Kabbalah and modern astro-
physics seem to be saying precisely the same thing — God, or
at least God’s “emanations,” may be found in the universe
itself. And perhaps the clearest expression of God is in the
immutable laws by which all chings operate. As I have stressed,
modern astrophysics is increasingly at a loss to explain the
workings of the universe without resorting to God. In a sense
at least, God is one with the universe; God /s the universe.
While it sounds rather pantheistic, it is very much the stuff of
Kabbalah.

Going back a few centuries, there is little doubr that
kabbalistic ideas strongly influenced a certain Jewish philo-
sopher who believed that the entire universe is governed by a
set of complex mathematical laws. His name was Baruch de
Spinoza, and the ideas he promulgated were to change
profoundly the way philosophers and ordinary people would
view the cosmos. When Albert Einstein was asked whether he
believed in God, he responded in a telegram to a Jewish
newspaper: “I believe in Spinoza’s God, who reveals himself in
the harmony of all that exists.”1%% According to Spinoza, the
whole universe, the individual things it contains, and the
powers they exert, are not just the offspring of God; they are
“of God.” The particulars in the universe represent a variety of
patterns by which God is revealed. Everything is in God;
everything moves in God. Moreover, the entirety of nature is
alive. Though the creation’s individual entities are perishable,
not eternal, they are certainly not defined by the whim of
chance, but by the divine nature. As a result each thing in the
universe acts within its smaller or larger “sphere” (Sefirab). The
eternal character of God works in them, via the eternal laws
communicated to them. Consequently, things could not be
other than they are, since they are manifestations —
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emanations — of God’s own character. Ac the end of the day,
Spinoza’s speculations earned him the title of a “God-
intoxicated man.”

Where did Spinoza get these ideas, which so influenced the
God-concept of the father of astrophysics? Clearly, Spinoza
departed from the mainstream of Judaism in his age, casting
doubt on wraditional notions of religious dogma. He was in fact
formally excommunicated from the Jewish community of
Amsterdam. Bur Spinoza’s unorthodox approach was certainly
influenced by the ideas of the Kabbalists, who also asserted a
certain oneness between God and the universe. The line of
influence is unmistakable. There were many Kabbalists in
Amsterdam, and among Spinoza’s fellow students were the
Kabbalist leaders Moses Zacut, Isaac Naaar, and Abraham
Pereira, all of whom became followers of none other than the
mystical messianic pretender, Shabbatai Zvi. One of Spinoza’s
friends in London was a distinguished German savant named
Heinrich Oldenburg, who also became intoxicated with Shab-
batai Zvi’s kabbalistic doctrines. And like the Kabbalists, Spin-
oza believed that a new messianic kingdom might someday be
established in Israel, bringing about the redemption for which
the Jewish people longed.

Thus, ic is clear that the ideas of the ancient Jewish mystics
were not only transmitted, but reinvented repearedly, through
the likes of Shabbatai Zvi, Spinoza, and eventually Albert
Einstein. In the obictuary of the latter, Einstein was quoted as
saying, “My religion consists of a humble admiration of the
illimitable superior spirit who reveals himself in the slight
details we are able to perceive with our frail and feeble
minds.”1% [t may be no overgeneralization to say that if there
is a “religion” behind modern astrophysics, we can call it
Kabbalah. “Spinoza’s God” lives on in the cosmos.
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Contemporary Kabbalah

themselves as little more than incidental units in the

whirring machinery of an impersonal society, there is
increasing impetus o reach beyond ourselves, to find com-
munion with the world beyond and with the universe as a
whole. In contemporary culture, Kabbalah is finding new
adherents. High-profile names from the world of television and
film are being added to the rosters of devotees of the ancient
mystical art. With good reason, many modern people, disen-
chanted with traditional forms of spirituality, are reaching fora
link with the Ain Sof Indeed, cold rationality can feel confin-
ing, even stifling, while Kabbalah affords its adherents a
boundless adventure to an undiscovered country.

But the contemporary adventure is not confined to esoteric
speculations. It is fleshed our in roday’s marketplace of ideas
with practical advice on how to live deeper, richer, more fulfill-
ing lives.

In a technological age, in which human beings often see

Awareness . ..

The nature of Kabbalah, which after all means “receiving,”
is the cultivation of a deeper awareness of the world beyond
ourselves. At the end of the day, discovering the wotld means
discovering ourselves. One doesnt suddenly stumble upon
“awareness”; one must carefully cultivate a sensitivity for oné’s
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own flesh. The journey to a higher realm starts with feet plant-
ed firmly on the ground.

On a practical level there are a number of “tips” contempo-
rary Kabbalists give to those just entering “the Orchard,” or
contemplating such a move. 197

« FIND THE BODY AND INFUSE [T WITH
CONSCIOUSNESS.,

Among all the individual things in the world, each human
being is closest to hira- or herself. Ironically, however, each
human being is also the most distant from him- or herself. Self-
awareness invariably builds self-esteem, and self-esteem is foun-
dational for mental and emotional health.

* CONNECT WITH WONDER.

One of the most difficule casks in a technological age is o
rediscover the sense of awe, the unbridled curiosity we had
about the world around us when we were children. When we
lose the quality of wonder, we lose our keen edge for living;
when we rekindle the wonder within us, we restore our zest for

lite itself.

* ENTER INTO A NEW DIMENSION.
Recognize that there is much more to the universe than
what we can observe with our senses. Cultivate an awareness of
the unseen world by studying its various aspects. Then, learn to
enter that realm through the regular practice of meditation.

* CONNECT WITH LOVE.

Love is another word for “connectedness.” It means recog-
nizing our interdependence with everyone around us. It also
means acting on that awareness, to enrich, in a very personal
way, the lives of those we touch.
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* DISSOLVE ALL ROUTINE PATTERNS AND
BOUNDARIES.

“Routine” is the enemy of creative experience. It is impor-
tant to open oneself to new experience, to take “the road less
traveled by,” to listen to a higher voice in the minute details of

daily life.

* CONSIDER THAT WE ARE FREE.

Real freedom, ic is argued, is not a matter of rights or laws
or unhindered actions, but a state of mind. It is a matter of the
way we conceive of ourselves, understanding that each day, we
have an almost infinite number of choices to make. Our lives
are in fact the sum total of those choices. Making wise ones is
the essence of freedom.

* TALK TO THE UNI-VERSE,

We must learn to recognize our interconnectedness — out
oneness — with the universe (observing that the prefix “uni-”
means “one”), We must [earn to hear the untverse speak. And
we must learn to talk back. Our relationship with the world
around us is not to be one-sided; it is to be a dialogue.

* RE-INTEGRATE AS AN INDIVIDUAL “SELE.”

Interconnectedness is not the goal and the end of mystical
experience. Kabbalah in its contemporary setting urges that the
“higher awareness” we cultivate must be refocused on the indi-
vidual. Since the meditative experience removes us from our-
selves, we must learn to return to and ultimately restore the

“Self, EEy

]

* INTEGRATE THE “DIvINE MEETING ™ WITH
OUR HIGHER MIND.

The meditative experience is to change us, to make us better

human beings. This involves integrating that which is

experienced in the realm beyond outselves with our own self-
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consciousness. The appeal is not so much to gray marter — our
rational capacity — but to the “inner self,” the “Higher Mind.”

* COME INTO A NEW INTEGRATION WITH THE
ATTACHED SPARKS OF CGUR SOUL,

Recognize the concept of the divine sparks, with respect to
our own souls. Sparks from the primordial explosion have
indeed landed in us, and our task is to find an incernal harmo-
ny with those pieces of the divine presence. As we elevate the
sparks within ourselves, we bring the world one step closer to
redemption.

In short, kabbalistic speculation must not be left in the
domain of abstract esotericism. Kabbalah has no function but
to make people better and, ultimately, to make the planet bet-
ter. To this extent there is nothing more practical than con-

temporary Kabbalah.

Kabbalistic Commandmentsios

Adopting yet another approach to providing practical kab-
balistic advice, I have drafted a series of commandments — ten
to be precise — which incorporate the best kabbalistic maxims
regarding how and how not to live:

1) Thou shale not be idolatrous about or bound to any doc-
trine. No system of thought represents absolute truth. There-
fore, do not think that the knowledge you possess is changeless
or perfect. Be ready w learn throughout your life and to
observe reality at all times. Do not force others (including chil-
dren) to adopt your views. Help others to renounce fanaticism
and narrowness, through compassionate speech,

2} Thou shalt not avoid contact with suffering. Awaken
yourself and others to the reality of human misery. Find ways
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to be present with those who suffer, through personal visits and
conveying positive images to people in need.

3) Thou shalt not accumulate wealth while millions are
hungry. Do not adopt, as the goal of your life, fame, wealth, or
sensual pleasure.

4) Thou shalt not maintain rage or rancor. Strive to under-
stand those causing anger and hatred. Learn to look at other
beings with the eyes of compassion.

5) Thou shalt not utter words that creare discord and cause
the thread of community to break. Make every effort to recon-
cile and resolve conflicts, however small. Do not say untruth-
ful things that cause division and hatred. Always speak truth-
fully and constructively. Have the courage to speak out abour
matters of injustice, even when doing so may threaten your
own safety.

6) Thou shalt not practice a vocation that is harmful to
humans or to nature. Seek employment which helps you real-
ize your ideal of compassion.

7) Thou shalc not kill nor acquiesce to killing. Find what-
ever means possible to protect life, including animal life, and to
prevent war.

8) Thou shalt not possess anything that rightfully belongs to
othets. Seek to prevent individuals and companies from enrich-
ing themselves by raking advantage of others.

9) Thou shalc not mistreat the body. Learn to handle it with
respect. In sexual relationships be compassionate and tender.
Respect the rights and commitments of others.

10) Thou shalt meditate for the sake of the world around
you. Learn to practice “conscious breathing” in order to regain
composure of body and mind. Do not become lost in your sur-
roundings. Become a conduir of life.
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Ten Points . . .

There are of course yet other approaches to contemporary
Kabbalah, other “schemas,” which provide a framework by
which mystical practice may be integrated into daily life.
Another program for spiritual development crystallizes Kabbal-
ah into ten principles to guide one’s affairs.!?”? They include:

1) “Cancellation.” This is another word for the practice of
| meditation, which of necessity involves “canceling” the clutter
that fills our minds. Meditation involves focusing down, with-
in ourselves, becoming one both with ourselves and the world
beyond ourselves. But meditation is also a discipline that can
be learned. Therefore, one sheuld determine to sit in absolute
stillness for at least half an hour a day, concentrating on deep,
cleansing breaths. But in order o focus one’s thoughts proper-
ly, a second principle is required.

2) “Gerushin” This is the kabbalistic equivalent of a
“mantra,” a word or brief phrase which is meaningful to the
individual. This helps us to cancel the external world, and it
has the effect of refocusing our thought on the meditative
process. The modern Kabbalist, like the mystical masters of
bygone days, will usually choose a Hebrew expression or
phrase, such as Ha-Rakhman {the Merciful One), but in the-
ory any helpful “mantra” will suffice.

3} “Intention.” Also called Kavanab, this term describes the
very ancient practice of letting go of the self and setting one’s
full attention on a higher reality. From earliest times, Kavanah
was linked with focused prayer, but contemporary extensions
of the principle involve slowing down our pace, living a more
relaxed life, eating slowly, stopping every hour and a half dur-
ing the day and breathing deeply, and making time to smell the
roses.
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4) “Charity.” The regular practice of giving is not to be
thought of as an exercise of pity, but as benefiting the donor,
the giver. It is 2 matter of secing oneself within the larger circle
of life, recognizing the interdependence of all living beings.
Thus, giving is transformed from grudging duty into a moral
obligation to a natural expression of one’s spiritual nature. The
individual giver becomes a “vehicle of transfer,” in bringing the
blessings of God to the corporeal world. One is encouraged to
establish specific times for giving, adding to a “charity box”
before going shopping, before eating, or before welcoming the

Sabbath day.

5) “Acts of Kindness.” Practicing random acts of kindness is
by no means a new concept. On the contrary, generations of
mystics understood the positive value of placing others before
oneself. Kindness therefore involves the humble recognition
that everything we enjoy in life is a product of the labor and
love of someone else. Kind behavior amounts to simple repay-
ment of the care and compassion of others. One is urged to
write thank-you notes to people who have been helpful, to tell
store managers about good employees, or to pay the toll at the
turnpike gate for the car following!

6) “Interpretation of Dreams.” Freud’s work in the field of
dreams, though bold and pioneering, was not the first of its
kind. Indeed, people have sought insight from dreams from
prehistoric times. Dreams have always played a role in decision-
making, and this role should not be relegated to unenlightened
supersticion. One may choose to keep a dream journal, placing
it by the bed and dutifully recording the contents of one’s noc-
rurnal visions, as soon as possible. Next comes secking out
interpretations from friends and compatriots, embracing the
one which most seems to “click.” Finally, one must implement
the meaning of the dream in life and experience. But beware. ..
dreams must always lead the dreamer toward greater goodness.
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7) “Eco-Kosher.” This concept implies consumption, in the
broadest sense, as an ethical act. It is the principle that “matter

matters.” “Kosher” of course applies to what is eaten, but “Eco-
Kosher™ suggests that all of our consumption must involve sen-
sitivity to the earth and all its inhabitants. Since everything in
our universe, animate as well as inanimate, is In some sense a
manifestation of God (carrying the divine sparks), then great
care must be taken to protect those very things. One must not
damage the natural environment or cause needless suffering to
animals. Interestingly, many modern Kabbalists are vegetarians.
Furthermore, today’s kabbalistic voices caution us about invest-
ing in companies which harm the planet or its inhabitanes. And
of course those same voices encourage us to maintain proper
diet, healthy exercise, and hygiene.

8) “Repentance.” This broad principle means not only feel-
ing sorry, but taking action to undo the harm we may have
caused others, intentionally or unintentionally. It is recom-
mended that we should learn to become like a shopkeeper at
the end of the day, reviewing the ledger of our deeds. We
should strive to keep short accounts with other people in our
lives, recognizing that while everyone makes mistakes, no one
need make the same mistake twice. Three questions should be
asked at bedtime: What did others do on my behalf today?
What did I do on behalf of others? What trouble, what harm,

what injury did I cause today?

9) “Ethics.” This is not merely an abstract principle. It refers
to a body of literature which elevates the individual to a high-
er ground of morality and goodness. Ethics, like so many
things, can be learned; but has to be studied. This is why read-
ing is one of the most important pastimes in which a person
might engage. One must, however, carefully select the right
kind of literature, marerial of ethical value, capable of edifying
and fortifying one’s inner being. One is urged to carry a book
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of ethics during one’s daily affairs, to read when free momencs
present themselves. Reading is about “becoming,” which in
turn implies transformation for the berrer!

10) “Fellowship.” The ancient Sages counseled: “Find thy-
self a friend.” This means that the individual needs someone
with whom to be close, with whom to share camaraderie, with
whom to develop, spiritually. The right kind of friend is one
with whom to converse for at least half an hour a day, sharing
weakness and failure as well as strengths and accomplishments.
However, fellowship also means developing a kinship with a
larger community of faith. It means finding a spiritual com-
munity, capable of giving unified expression to the faith of
individuals. In pop terminology, it amounts to “a bunch of fel-
lows in the same ship™

Men from Mars, Women from Venus?

' Kabbalah has always had a certain feminist “ring” to it. But
with the modern emphasis on feminist thoughr and philoso-

phy, there seems to be a newfound relevance to the age-old
mystical discipline. Feminism is coming into its own, from the
3 ivory halls of university campuses to the think ranks that help

formulate government policies. Little wonder that some Kab-

balist teachers and lecturers have quite a bit to say in the brave
new world of gender issues. A case in point is the Australian
rabbi, Laibl Wolf, who travels the international lecture circuit
explaining the kabbalistic contribution to gender studies.

The entire cosmos, Wolf declares, contains both male and
female characteristics. Consequently, rather than secing men
and women as binary opposites, we should recognize that each
possesses some latent attributes of the other. Kabbalah, he
teaches, shows us how an “inner balance” berween the two
may be arrived at. Individuals must look within themselves to
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find their own masculine and feminine sides. Tension and con-
flict between the sexes arises when people fail to come to grips
with the opposite gender in themselves, making the “inner bal-
ance” unachievable. Perhaps men are from Mars and women
from Venus, or perhaps, with a lictle help from Kabbalah, long-
held stereotypes may give way to a more enlightened, egalitar-
ian society. Perhaps men and women, when they reach to the
core of cheir “inner being,” may find that they are not so dif-

ferent afver all.
Is That Al There Is?

This is the stuff of contemporary Kabbalah, some of it
sounding new, fresh, and different, some sounding as old as the
proverbial hills. We might call it “Common Sense Kabbalah.”
But however we choose to designate the phenomenon, there is
no doubt that the mystical impulse is growing as the second
millennium rolls into the third. Doubdess, ic 1s one more
example of the fact that people today, as always, want some-
thing more. People do not want to come to the terminus of
their lives asking, “Is that all there is?”

If chis cosmic speck we call earth, teeming as it is with life,
has any meaning at all in a universe of trillions of stars, spiral-
ing across billions of galaxies, then, just conceivably, the disci-
plines of the mystic masters can help us find it. Perhaps most
importane of all is the fact that Kabbalah doesnt stop with
diagnosing the problem — a cosmic explosion that left the
world broken. It gives us something to do . . . a duty, a task, a
work of repair. It counsels spirituality without narrow dogma-
tism. It admonishes reaching for the stars while keeping one’s
feet planted firmly on the ground.

The ultimate legacy of Kabbalah is that it does indeed point
the way to the future, all the while preserving a living link wich
the wisdom of the past. It sets us on a new adventure, but does
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not cast us adrift without anchor. Pointing as it does both back-
ward and forward, Kabbalah is more than mere mental exer-
cise. It is, a vital bridge to the twenty-first century.

A Personal Foownote

As a scholar and researcher, I frequenely find myself address-
ing groups of various sizes and composition on the subject of
antiquities, the Dead Sea Scrolls, insights from the ancient
Sages, and, more recently, Kabbalah. I find, however, that 1
employ a bit of Practical Kabbala in my own lectures, never
failing to wear a small pendanc, consisting of an ancient coin.
It was found in the mid-1960s on top of a rocky plateau jut-
ting up from the wilderness of Judea, not far from the Dead
Sea. The name of the plateau is Masada, home to some nine
hundred sixty Jewish freedom fighters who maintained a hero-
ic last stand against the legions of Rome in the first century of
the common era. There among the ruins the coin I now wear
was excavated. It bears che simple inscription (struck in paleo-
Hebrew): “The freedom of Jerusalem.” On the same placeau,
not far from where my coin was found, the mutilated remains
of an ancient parchment were also discovered — the mystical
poetic hymn, The Song of Sabbath Sacrifices — stunning proof
that whoever occupied the top of the plateau in their last gasp
of freedom also took care to preserve the oldest definitive doc-
ument of Kabbalah known co exist in the world.

Every now and then I look down at the coin dangling from
my neck and I think aboutr what freedom — real freedom —
meant to them. And [ think about the certain transcendental
something that motivates great people to do greac things . . .
like a few hundred brave souls holding off the might of Rome.
And I am brought back to the strange mystical document that
first fueled my interest in the realm of esoteric speculation. For
me and for so many others, the journey is just beginning . . .
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