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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 thar the word Kabbalah stems from
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babbel, 1o receive, and the word kavanab 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
a 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).
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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]
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» 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 ar the heart of Kabbalah. We might
simply call it “churzpah.” 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 benc. 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 it 1s 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 though,
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. Whatever
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 what the self-proclaimed apostle of Christianity writes
involves a new approach to some very 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”
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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
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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

73




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:
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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
wickedness. 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

79




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 bactle. As Pelimo found out the hard way, there is no
room 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.”57

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

88



*

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 cruth. 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 Jocked into one. Be eclectic; seek our all of them!

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. '
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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 of 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 net
cease after six days. There was merely a rest, a Sabbath, after
which God formed a partnership with humanity o continue
creation, eternally. In this realm there is a nurturing power,
which strengthens the vegetative soul.

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 s 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 yoke 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 everything in the created wotld 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

LOC




Fﬁ

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 o 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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