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Preface

the major symbols and metaphors of the theosophical Kabbalah. The
opening chapter explores a number of factors that have inhibited
others from undertaking a philosophical interpretation of the Kabbalah in the
past and explores the methodological and conceptual issues involved in
providing an analysis of the theosophical Kabbalah from a philosophical and
psychological point of view. Chapters Two through Nine each focus upon a
major kabbalistic symbol and provide an interpretation of these symbols and
the Kabbalah as a whole that strives to be comprehensible and relevant to the
contemporary reader. Several of the chapters were originally written as
separate essays and appeared (in different form) in The Jewish Review and
Crosscurrents.!
I am indebted to a number of authors whose works have opened the
world of the Kabbalah to those such as myself who are nonspecialists in
Hebraic studies; first to Gershom Scholem, whose immense oeuvre has

This work provides a philosophical and psychological interpretation of

1. See Sanford Drob, “Tzimtzum: A Kabbalistic Theory of Creation,” Jewish
Review, Vol. 3, No. 5 (April-May 1990); Sanford Drob, “The Metaphors of Tikkun
Haolam: Their Traditional Meaning and Contemporary Significance,” Jewish Review,
Vol. 3, No. 6 (Junc 1990); Sanford Drob, “The Sefirot: Kabbalistic Archetypes of
Mind and Creation,” Crosscurrents 47 (1997):5-29.
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literally defined the field of kabbalistic studies to the general reader; to Isaiah
Tishby and Fischel Lachower, whose arrangement and commentary on the
Zohar made that work accessible; to Immanuel Schochet, whose commen-
tary on Schneur Zalman’s Tanya and essay on the “Mystical Concepts of
Chasidism” first brought me into the world of Lurianic thought; and to many
other scholars, such as Moshe Idel, Rachel Elior, and Elliot Wolfson, whose
works are cited herein.

On a more personal note I am indebted to the late Professor John
Findlay whose works on Hegel and Plato, whose original Neoplatonic
philosophy, and whose personal inspiration have constantly informed my
efforts at a rational understanding of the Kabbalah. I would also like to thank
Rabbi Shimmon Hecht for teaching me Tanya, and Rabbi Joel Kenney for
guiding my exploration of Vital’s Sefer Etz Chayyim and sharing with me his
knowledge of kabbalistic and Hasidic symbolism.



Introduction:
The Kabbalistic Metaphors

symbols of the theosophical Kabbalah from a perspective that is

accessible and relevant to the contemporary reader. The essays that
follow each focus upon a particular kabbalistic symbol, and on the relation-
ship between the Kabbalah and some aspect of ancient or modern thought,
and were all written with the conviction that the Kabbalah, particularly as it
is expressed in the school of Isaac Luria (the Lurianic Kabbalah), provides a
coherent and comprehensive account of the cosmos, and humanity’s role
within it, that is intellectually, morally, and spiritually significant for contem-
porary man. It is my view that the Lurianic Kabbalah provides us with a
fundamental mythology or “basic metaphor,” which organizes everything
around itself in a manner that is strikingly original, illuminating, and vital for
us today.

Although much of this book is an attempt to articulate the philosophical
and psychological ideas that are implicit in the Kabbalah’s myths, metaphors,
and speculations, it is not a work of philosophy or psychology per se. While
contemporary philosophy and psychology can provide a vocabulary that will
enable us to understand the Kabbalah in a manner that is, from our
perspective, perhaps “better” than the Kabbalists understood it themselves,

r I Yhis is an ambitious book. Its purpose is the interpretation of the main

xi



xii INTRODUCTION

the Kabbalah cannot be exhaustively described in rational terms. This is
because the Kabbalah, as will soon become evident, is an approach to the
world that is at once poetical and philosophical, symbolic and conceptual,
mystical and logical, prescriptive and descriptive; and any attempt to define it
through the categories of traditional philosophy, psychology, ethics, religion,
etc., will of necessity miss part of the Kabbalah’s essence. This is not only
because the Kabbalah transcends the boundaries of these categories but
because it is ultimately deconstructive of these categories as well. The
conceptual schemes that I utilize in explicating the kabbalistic symbols, while
extremely useful, must ultimately be discarded in favor of those symbols
themselves.

It is curious that a serious philosophically and psychologically minded
effort at explicating the Kabbalah has yet to be undertaken.! I am aware of
no English-language attempt to treat the Kabbalah comprehensively from a
contemporary philosophical point of view, and no work that could properly
be called an effort at contemporary kabbalistic philosophy.2 While both Elliot

1. Two works, one quite old, another much more recent, may be noted in this
context: Maurice Fluegel’s Philosophy, Qabbala and Vedenta (Baltimore: H. Fluegel &
Company, 1902) and Edward Hoffman’s The Way of Splendor: Jewish Mysticism and
Modern Psychology (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1981). Fluegel’s work is remark-
able for its positive reception of the Kabbalah during a period when scholars tended
to regard it as a repository of superstition. Hoffman’s is representative of contempo-
rary popular accounts of mysticism and psychology. Neither work provides much in
the way of the philosophical or psychological analysis and each is notable for an
absence of any sustained discussion of theosophical themes.

2. Several contemporary authors have, however, made philosophical use of
kabbalistic ideas. David Birnbaum’s God and Evil (Hoboken, NJ: Ktav, 1989), for
example, makes impressive theological use of the Lurianic concept of Tzimtzum
(divine contraction). Birnbaum refers to his work as “a unified theodicy/theology/
philosophy” and draws upon a wide range of historical and contemporary Jewish
sources to reach what is essentially a kabbalistic view of God and man. Sdll the points
of contact with kabbalistic texts and theory are quite minimal. Among contemporary
philosophers, Robert Nozick in Philosophical Explanations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1981) places the kabbalistic notion of Ein-Sof (without limit) in the
context of a sophisticated analysis of the foundations of meaning. Nozick’s entire
philosophical thrust and style is extremely broad-minded, and as such he is open to
the significance of kabbalistic (and other mystical) conceptions and symbols; yet his
specific involvement with the Kabbalah is even more limited than Birnbaum’s. Harold
Bloom’s Kabbalah and Criticism (New York: Continuum, 1983) applics kabbalistic
notions to the criticism of literary texts. Bloom refers to himself as a “Jewish gnostic.”
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Wolfson® and Rachel Elior* explicate certain kabbalistic sources in a philo-
sophical idiom, neither have attempted to articulate or defend a kabbalistic
philosophy or ethic.

The few efforts in this direction have either been popularizations of
kabbalistic ideas that simply represent kabbalistic themes with little interpre-
tation and analysis, or books that treat the Kabbalah as a sort of precursor to
“New Age” psychology.® The reasons for this situation, I believe, are to be
found in the history of Kabbalah scholarship rather than in the nature of the
Kabbalah itself.

Originally a discipline that was transmitted orally from master to only a
few select disciples, the Kabbalah never became an explicit part of yeshiva
study or rabbinical training. While the Hasidim adapted the Lurianic
Kabbalah for the masses, they diluted and psychologized its symbolism to
such an extent as to obscure many of its more interesting features. Taught in

None of these authors, however (and no others as far as I can gather), have attempted
the task I have set for myself in this volume, that of providing a thoroughgoing
philosophical and psychological interpretation of a number of key kabballistic symbols
and ideas. There has yet to be written a contemporary kabbalistic response to the
philosophical and psychological issues of our time.

3. See, for example, Elliot R. Wolfson “Woman—The Feminine as Other in
Theosophic Kabbalah: Some Philosophical Observations on the Divine Androgyne,”
in The Other in Jewish Thought and History: Constructions of Jewish Identity and
Culture, ed. L. Silberstein and R. Cohn (New York: New York University Press,
1994), pp. 166-204; Elliot R. Wolfson, Along the Path: Studies in Kabbalistic Myth,
Symbolism and Hermeneutics (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995);
Elliot R. Wolfson, Through a Speculum That Shines: Vision and Imagination in
Medieval Jewish Mysticism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994); Circle
in the Square: Studies in the Use of Gender in Kabbalistic Symbolism (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1995).

4. Sce, for example, Rachel Elior, “Chabad: The Contemplative Ascent to
God,” in Jewish Spirituality: From the Sixteenth-Century Revival to the Present, cd.
Arthur Green (New York: Crossroads, 1987), pp. 157-205; “The Concept of God
in Hekhalot Mysticism,” in Binah: Studies in Jewish Thought, ed. J. Dan, (New York:
Greenwood Publishing Group, 1989), pp. 97-120; and The Paradoxical Ascent to
God: The Kabbalistic Theosophy of Habad Hasidism, trans by J. M. Green (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1993).

5. Among the more interesting recent popularizations of the Kabbalah are
Herbert Weiner’s, 924 Mystics: The Kabbalah Today (New York: Macmillan, 1986),
Aryeh Kaplan’s Jewish Meditation: A Practical Guide (New York: Schocken, 1985),
and Adin Steinsaltz’s The Thirteen-Petalled Rose (New York: Basic Books, 1985).
Many other works of mostly dubious quality line the shelves of “Esoteric” bookshops.
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its pure form only in the most intimate of master,/pupil relationships, buried
in unpublished manuscripts, or obscured in the teachings of Hasidism,
Kabbalah failed to reveal itself as an integral part of the Judaism that was to
interact with the wider intellectual world of the enlightenment. As such the
Kabbalah never came under the serious scrutiny of those who would subject
Judaism to the scientific and philosophically critical outlook of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. Those practitioners of Wissenschaft des Judentums
who considered the Kabbalah, based their opinion on very limited data, and
frequently regarded the Kabbalah with utter disdain—in Graetz’s words,
“the babble of a semi-idiot.”®

It was not until the 1930s and 1940s that a group of scholars led by
Gershom Scholem, Isaiah Tishby, and others pulled the Kabbalah out of
academic obscurity and disrepute by providing the wider intellectual world
with a catalogue of manuscripts and texts, and, more significantly, synopses
and critiques of the Kabbalah’s major doctrines. Scholem’s immense oeuvre
indeed provides the starting point for any intellectual or scholarly approach
to the Kabbalah,” and a widening circle of his followers have created, both in
Isracl and America, an academically respectable, if somewhat narrowly

6. For a brief but very useful discussion of the historiography of the Kabbalah,
see Moshe Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1988), pp. 1-16. Idel points out that even in the early part of the nineteenth century,
there were scholars of Wissenschaft des Judentums, such as Adolphe Franck and Adolf
Jellinek, who were sympathetic to the Kabbalah. However, the most influential
nineteenth century scholars were negative in their evaluatons. Heinrich Graetz
(1817-1891), whose History of the Jews (first published in 1887) remained the
standard reference (in both German and English} well into this century, spoke of Isaac
Luria’s “fantastic mysticism” and “the absurdities” of the Zohar and concluded that
“the Lurian cabala wrought great mischief to Judaism” and “had a deteriorating effect
upon morals.” Heinrich Gractz, Popular History of the Jews, fifth ed. (New York:
Hebrew Publishing, 1937), Vol. 4, pp. 442-450.

7. For works by Scholem, see References. Works on Scholem include David
Biale’s Gershom Scholem: Kabbalah and Counter-History, 2d ed. (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1982), Joseph Dan, Gershom Scholem and the Mystical
Dimensions of Jewish History (New York: New York University Press, 1987), Eliczer
Schweid, Judaism and Mysticism According to Gershom Scholem: A Critical Analysis
and Programmatic Discussion, trans. David Weiner (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1983),
and Susan Handelman, Fragments of Redemption: Jewish Thought and Literary Theory
in Benjamin, Scholem & Levinas (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1991).
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conceived,® area of Jewish studies, the study of Jewish mysticism. The history
of Kabbalah, though not beyond controversy, is now fairly well documented,
and several of its most important texts, which had hitherto either been
completely unavailable or available only in poor translations, have been
published, translated, and annotated in a manner that makes their ideas
accessible for the very first time to the nonspecialist and general intellectual
community.’ .

Still, in spite of the proliferation in Kabbalah scholarship, the Kabbalah
has yet to be taken seriously as philosophy. There are, perhaps, several reasons
for this. The first is that the Kabbalah is still only studied in departments of
Jewish studies, where it continues to be contrasted with Jewish philosophy. A
related and perhaps more important reason is that while the founder of
modern Kabbalah scholarship, Gershom Scholem, dealt at great length with
the symbols of the theosophical Kabbalah, he held almost as a matter of
dogma that these symbols were essentially impenetrable to the rational mind.
As such, neither he nor any of his disciples have attempted to interpret the
Kabbalah from a contemporary philosophical or even psychological point of
view. While a new generation of Kabbalah scholars, (e.g., Moshe Idel, Elliot
Wolfson) have rejected many of Scholem’s premises and methods, they have
either focused on the ecstatic (meditational) aspects of the Kabbalah or have
continued to hold, in their own fashion, that there is little of cognitive or
rational interest in the theosophical symbols.

The result of this has been a significant lacuna in our understanding of
what is one of the most powerful spiritual and intellectual movements in
history. As I believe will become increasingly clear in the following pages, an
intellectual approach to the Kabbalah yields numerous insights into theo-
logical, philosophical, and psychological issues. There is hardly an important
philosophical problem about which the Kabbalah does not have something

8. Moshe Idel has been critical of an overly philological and historical approach
to the study of Kabbalah and Hasidism. He writes, for example, that “phenomenol-
ogy, psychology, anthropology and the comparative study of religions, intellectual
history, and cultural history should all supplement the textology and historiography
that reign supreme in modern Hasidic studies.” Moshe Idel, Hasidism: Between
Ecstasy and Magic (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), p. 28.

9. The most important of these is Isaiah Tishby and Fischel Lachower, The
Wisdom of the Zohar, trans. David Goldstein (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989),
a three-volume anthology of Zohar texts, translated and annotated with extensive
introductions and commentary by Tishby.
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very significant to say. The problems of good and evil, the creaton and
structure of the universe, the nature of being and nonbeing, the essence of
thought and language, and the meaning of human existence are but a few of
the issues with which the Kabbalah is concerned. Indeed, when the problems
of philosophy are looked at from a kabbalistic perspective, they are, as I will
attempt to show, completely transformed, in a manner that not only provides
us with insight into our philosophical puzzles, but that dissolves our con-
viction that these problems must have unique solutions.

The kabbalistic ideas to be discussed in the following pages clearly have
affinities to other systems of thought in both the Orient and the West. With
respect to the former, the affinities between the Kabbalah and the Tao will be
readily evident to anyone familiar with the Taoist conception of the
“complementarity of opposites.” In addition, there are many parallels (as well
as important differences) between the Kabbalah and the various Vedic,
Jainist, and Buddhist traditions of India. With regard to Western thought, it
should be noted that even Scholem (who otherwise rejected the notion that
there is philosophical significance to the kabbalistic symbols) acknowledged
a relationship between the Kabbalah and idealism, particularly the dialectical
idealism of Hegel.1® Further, the deep affinities between the Kabbalah and
Platonism, Neoplatonism, Gnosticism, and the theosophies of such thinkers
as Boehme and Swedenborg are suggestive of historical as well as conceptual
connections. Finally, there are important affinities between the Kabbalah and
certain trends in twentieth-century thought; psychoanalysis and Jungian
psychology in particular, as well as existentialism and deconstructionism.?
Indeed, it is my view that it is only by being equipped with the nonlinear
concepts of dialectical, psychoanalytic, and deconstructive thought that we

10. Secc Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah (Jerusalem: Keter, 1974) where Scholem
exclaims with regard to the Lurianic Kabbalah, “we find a most astonishing tendency
to a mode of contemplative thought that can be called ‘dialectical’ in the strictest
sensc of the term used by Hegel” (p. 143). Scholem points out that the later Christian
Kabbalah, with its melange of kabbalistic and alchemical symbolism, has a discernible
influence on the work of Schelling and Hegel, through their reading of the books of
F. C. Octinger (1702-1782), ibid., p. 200. See Chapter Seven in the present volume
and my book, Kabbalistic Metaphors: Jewish Mystical Themes in Ancient and Modern
Thought (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 2000) for a fuller discussion of Kabbalah and
Hegelian thought.

11. Readers interested in a detailed study of the reladonship of the Kabbalah to
other spiritual, philosophical, and psychological systems of thought are referred to my
Kabbalistic Metaphors.
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can even begin to make sense of the kabbalistic symbols in our own time. So
equipped, we are today probably in a better position to understand the
philosophical aspects of the Kabbalah than were the Kabbalists themselves.

It is, of course, somewhat misleading to speak of the Kabbalah as if it
were a single, unified set of symbols or ideas. Idel, for example, holds that
three basic models can be discerned as operating and competing throughout
the history of Jewish mysticism. These models can be readily distinguished
according to the their basic #mtent with respect to God: the theosophical
Kabbalah, embodied in the Zohar and the followers of Isaac Luria, seeks to
understand and describe the divine realm; the ecstatic Kabbalah, exemplified
in Abraham Abulafia and Isaac of Acre, strives to achieve a mystical union
with God; and the magico-theurgical Kabbalah, present in a wide range of
kabbalistic literature, endeavors to alter both God and the world.}? It is the
theosophical Kabbalah, with its descriptions of the nature and vicissitudes of
the Godhead in relation to the world, that will be the major focus of this
book. While one finds major differences in doctrine even amongst the
theosophical Kabbalists, this Kabbalah, as Scholem has pointed out, possesses
a common range of symbols and ideas that clearly constitute a discernible
tradition.

Scholem distinguishes two main stages in the development of the
theosophical Kabbalah. The first, which focused upon the theory of the ten
divine archetypes known as the Seféror, included all of the Kabbalists through
Moses Cordovero (mid-sixteenth-century Safed). The second, though basing
itself in the sefirotic doctrine and symbols, went beyond the early Kabbalah
in its emphasis on such dynamic conceptions as divine catharsis and
contraction and the shattering (Shkevérah), repair, and restoration of the world
(Tikkun). This second stage, which is identified with Isaac Luria and his
followers, also involves a unique elaboration upon the symbols of Parzzufim,
the “faces,” aspects, and personalities of God and man. Nevertheless, these
two stages in the theosophical Kabbalah also have a great deal in common. As
Idel writes:

If we disregard academic rhetoric . . . Lurianism and zoharic Kabbalah
are much closer than we expect. . . . The fascination with a complex
theology haunted by syzygies, sexual couplings, emanations, and questions

12. Idel, Hasidism: Between Ecstasy and Magic, p. 31.
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of good and evil, is common to the two forms of Jewish theosophy. They
are two forms or versions, of one basic structure.!?

The present work, though it takes as its field the entire kabbalistic
tradition, is essentially about the Lurianic theosophy, and its development in
the hands of both the later Kabbalists and Hasidim. While I have also drawn
extensively upon the Zohar and have consulted texts and commentaries
relating to the period prior to the Zohar, as well as the works of Cordovero,
the main perspective in this volume is derived from such works in the long
Lurianic tradition as Chayyim Vital’s Sefer Erz Chayyim'* and Schneur
Zalman’s Tanya.'®

My goal in this book is to show how ideas derived from the theosophical
Kabbalah can provide a coherent and satisfying view of the cosmos and
humanity’s role within it. Underlying the kabbalistic ideas and symbols is a
“basic metaphor” that provides insight into fundamental questions about the
existence of the world and the meaning of human life. This metaphor, which
is expressed most fully in the Kabbalah of Isaac Luria, integrates a variety of
symbols into what superficially appears to be a purely mythological account
of the creation and the ultimate destiny of the world, but which will be
revealed to embody a fundamental philosophical and psychological perspec-
tive on these same matters.

I am under no illusion that my interpretations of the kabbalistic symbols
constitute anything like a definitive reading of Jewish mysticism. In the first
place, the very idea of a “definitive interpretation” violates the Kabbalist’s
own principle of the indefinite reinterpretability of texts. Second, as the
following pages will reveal, my own interpretations of the kabbalistic symbols
are frequently filtered through the writings of Scholem and other contem-
porary authors whose own scholarship is unavoidably as creative as it is

13. Idel, Hasidism: Between Ecstasy and Magic, p. 234.

14. Donald Wilder Menzi and Zwe Padeh, trans., The Tree of Life: Chayyim
Vital’s Introduction to the Kabbalah of Isaac Luria (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson,
1999). This is an English translation of the first “Gate” of Vital’s Sefer Etz Chayyim,
a work that was composed by Isaac Luria’s most important disciple shortly after
Luria’s death. It is, according to many, the locus classicus of the Lurianic Kabbalah.

15. Schneur Zalman, Likutei Amarim-Tanya, bilingual edition (Brooklyn, NY:
Kehot Publication Society, 1981), written by the first Lubavitcher rebbe in the
eighteenth century and which is itself a nearly scriptural foundation for one of today’s
most prominent Hasidic sects, the Lubavitcher or Chabad Hasidim, whose members
continue to this day to live their lives within the Lurianic metaphors.
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_ historical.}®* While on the one hand my reading of the Kabbalah is greatly
influenced by the writings of the Chabad Hasidim, on the other hand it is also
influenced by Hegelian, Freudian, and Jungian thought. I make no apologies
for this and indeed regard the interplay between kabbalistic and contempo-
rary ideas the very strength and purpose of this work.

Stll, “interpretation” can never, in my view, be an end unto itself.
Understanding is valuable only to the extent that it makes a difference to life.
There are those, of course, who question whether the kabbalistic metaphors
can actually be “lived” (as opposed to merely “understood™) outside the
context of a Jewish form of life, outside the context of the language, law, and
ritual in which these metaphors have their original home. While my purpose
in these pages is to provide an understanding of these metaphors, it would,
as will become apparent, go against the very spirit and even the very meaning
of these metaphors if they were only understood. While it is the plan of this
book to uncover a “truth” behind the myths of the Zohar and the Lurianic
Kabbalah (and it is certainly my conviction that the Kabbalah has a very
significant cognitive content), the value of these myths may well be not quite
so much in their cognitive “truth” as in the impact they have upon the lives
of those who participate in them. It is my hope that the kabbalistic myths
I discuss herein will have something of an impact on those who read this
work, both those who live their lives within and outside the framework of
traditional Judaism.

16. Harold Bloom has called Scholem’s work an emergent Jewish Gnostic
theology “masking as historical scholarship.” Harold Bloom, “The Pragmatics Of
Contemporary Jewish Culture,” in Post-Analytic Philosophy, ¢d. J. Rajchman and
Cornel West (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), p. 126.
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Interpreting the Theosophical Kabbalah

INTRODUCTION: PHILOSOPHICAL MYTHOLOGY

In this book I propose a general model for understanding the theosophicat
Kabbalah, one that sees the Kabbalah as a wellspring of ideas and insights into
philosophical and psychological questions. In this chapter, which serves as
methodological introduction to the rest of this work, I provide a brief
introduction to Lurianic theosophy, and defend a philosophical and psycho-
logical approach to the Kabbalah against those such as Gershom Scholem
who hold that kabbalistic symbols are impenetrable to the rational mind. In
addition 1 survey several vehicles, including deconstructive and dialectic
thought, psychoanalysis, Jungian psychology, and comparative religious
studies, through which a philosophical and psychological interpretation of
the Kabbalah is made possible. Finally, I make some general remarks about
myth, truth, and knowledge and offer a general view on the nature of
kabbalistic symbolism.

As will become clear in the following pages, it is my view that the
metaphors of the Kabbalah that have been brought to light by contemporary
scholarship® can and should be interpreted in a manner that places them into
a dialogue with contemporary philosophy and psychology. Indeed, the

1. See works by Scholem, Idel, Wolfson, Elior, Tishby, and Licbes in References.

1



2 SYMBOLS OF THE KABBALAH

unique blend of reason and myth, philosophy and mysticism, which is
evident, for example, in the Kabbalah of Luria and Vital, is ideally suited to
an era that recognizes both the rational and érrational as well as the
constructive and the decomstructive as significant elements of a meaningful
worldview. While a number of Kabbalists themselves attempted to under-
stand the Kabbalah in rational/philosophical terms,? such an approach has
not been favored by contemporary scholars of either Jewish mysticism or
philosophy.3

One reason for this is the problematical nature of recent philosophy
itself. With metaphysics discredited (through various linguistic analyses) and
traditional philosophical concepts and vocabulary deconstructed to the point
where “system building” was, by the third quarter of the twentieth century,
considered absurd, students of philosophy were left with very little in the way
of substantive philosophical options. For the most part those who continued
to pursue clear-cut criteria for substantive philosophical agreement arrived at
a form of scientism, in which philosophy is simply conceived as a vehicle for
clearing away conceptual obstacles to the acknowledgment of scientific
truths. Others, who held even scientific ideas subject to the sweep of
linguistic deconstruction (e.g., Wittgensteinians), continued to conduct analy-
ses that might be regarded “philosophical” but without any hope or even
interest in achieving the worldview that for millennia had been regarded as
the philosophical quest. They regarded such a philosophical Weltanschauung
impossible because the questions that such a worldview is meant to answer
rest on misleading assumptions about the very language with which they are
asked.*

A third group, who have given up any hope of philosophical agreement

2. Idel points to what he refers to as the “philosophization of Kabbalah,
including Lurianic Kabbalah” in the writings of such authors as R. Abraham Kohen
Herrera and R. Joseph Rofe’ del Medigo who, under the impact of medieval and
Renaissance philosophy, interpreted Kabbalistic theosophy in Neoplatonic terms.
Moshe Idel, Hasidism: Between Ecstasy and Magic, p. 233.

3. As I have indicated, exception to this is the contemporary philosopher
Robert Nozick who, although by no means a scholar of the Kabbalah, has utilized a
number of Kabbalistic notions in his philosophical writings. Sce Robert Nozick,
Philosophical Explanations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981).

4. More recent developments in contemporary Anglo-American thought have
begun to loosen some of the constraints on “philosophizing” that had become the
hallmark of academic philosophy. See, for example, Rajchman and West, Post-Analytic
Philosophy.
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through logical argument, but who still retain the urge to philosophize, have
attempted to find the satisfaction of their philosophical urges (their drive for
a Weltanschauung) in myth, poetry, and metaphor: in manners of thought
and expression that have traditionally been held to be quite distinct from
philosophy itself. The rationale for this approach is derived not so much from
a critique of philosophical concepts or language, but rather from a growing
sense that the products of philosophical speculation do not (and cannot)
satisfy the urges that prompt philosophers in the first place. It is indeed
characteristic of our own age that many have turned to myth, to the
spontaneous productions of the human psyche —its symbols and archetypes,
as expressed in poetry, art, literature, music, and cinema—as the food to
satisfy their philosophical cravings.®

The Kabbalah itself was a reaction of the emotional and symbolical
against the conceptual, and it has always flourished in times when the rational
has become obsessional and rigid. Yet while the Kabbalists certainly opposed
themselves to the purely rational tradition in Judaism (some even going so far
as to declare that the Kabbalah begins where philosophy ends),® they also
respected the rational enough to place it at the apex of their theosophical
system, above even the spiritual, ethical, and aesthetic aspects of the
Godhead. For the most part, their approach was to include within their
purview both mythical and rational aspects of their symbols. The Kabbalah,
as we shall see in the following pages, points to a fourth option for satisfying
our contemporary philosophical desires: the application of philosophically
critical reason and argumentation to the symbolic, mythical and mystical
consciousness.” Such a “philosophical mythology” and “rational mysticism”®
holds out the promise of retaining the logical sophistication of contemporary

5. This is the view of many who follow C. G. Jung, but it has become
increasingly prevalent among what might be termed “postanalytic” philosophers as
well.

6. The Kabbalist Rabbi Moses of Burgos (late thirteenth century) declared:
“You ought to know that these philosophers whose wisdom you are praising end
where we begin.” Quoted in Gershom Scholem, Major Trends In Jewish Mysticism
(New York: Schocken, 1941), p. 24.

7. This is the method used by psychoanalysis on the level of psychology, and it
will be our task to apply such a method to the problems of philosophy as well.

8. “Rational mysticism” is a term utilized by J. N. Findlay and others to describe
the work of philosophers such as Hegel who attempt to analyze and even derive the
conclusions of mysticism through philosophical, intellectual means. “Philosophical
mythology” as I am using this term seeks to (1) understand the philosophical
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thought without abandoning the very urge to create a worldview, which has
largely been surrendered by contemporary philosophers. The application of
philosophy to mysticism, myth, and metaphor is based on the assumption
that the “truth” that philosophy seeks is only accessible through an act of
symbolization, which springs forth simultaneously from affective, connative,
and cognitive aspects of man’s psyche.

“Philosophical mythology” was indeed the preferred method of several
theosophical Kabbalists (like Moses Cordovero and Moses Chayim Luzzatto)
who held that the emotional and spiritual must always be integrated with the
rational, but who lacked the conceptual apparatus to fully comprehend their
own myths and symbols. Their symbols cried out for a dialectical, even
deconstructed, view of reason, yet all the Kabbalists had was an Aristotelian
model of thought. Their symbols required a dynamic psychology, yet such a
psychology was still centuries beyond their own horizon. It will be our task
in the pages ahead to set the kabbalistic symbols, particularly those of the
Lurianic Kabbalah, against the background of ideas that can do them fuller
justice.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The history of the Kabbalah, although not without considerable controversy,
is now reasonably well documented.” A general outline of the historical
development of the theosophical Kabbalah, along with a review of the major
kabbalistic sources that inform the present work appears in Table 1-1.
English translations and commentaries are cited where available. (Full
references to works cited in the table are found in References.)
Contemporary scholarship understands the Kabbalah to have developed
out of a mixture of early Jewish (Merkaveh) mysticism, Neoplatonism, and
Gnosticism. The Kabbalists themselves traced their theories to biblical
descriptions of God’s revelation, going back to the revelations to Moses at

implications of myth and (2) show how myth and metaphor can sadsfy our
philosophical urges and cravings.

9. See, for example, Gershom Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, trans. R. J. Zwi
Werblowski (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987), originally published in
1962; Scholem, Major Trends, Scholem, Kabbalah, pp. 8-86; 1del, Kabbalah: New
Perspectives; Mark Verman, The Books of Contemplation: Medieval Jewish Mystical
Sources (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992).
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10 SYMBOLS OF THE KABBALAH

Sinai. Reference is made in Exodus 24:10 to “a paved work of a sapphire
(Sapir) stone” under the feet of God that appeared as “the body of heaven
in his clearness,” a passage that figured into the Kabbalists’ etymology of the
word Sefirah, which was understood as referring to the heavens’ “sapphirine
splendor” (Psalms 19: 2).

In the Book of I Kings (22:19) and Isaiah {6:1-3) we find descriptions
of the Lord sitting upon a heavenly throne, surrounded by his hosts. Further
detailed descriptions of the heavenly throne, angelic hosts, and even the Lord
Himself are found in Ezekiel (I: 4~28) and Daniel 7: 9-10. These prophetic
descriptions became the bases for the “throne mysticism™ of the early
centuries of the common era, and also provided prooftexts for later kabbal-
istic speculations regarding the heavenly Adam Kadmon (Primordial Man),
the faces of God (Partzufim), etc.

Verman has distinguished among four periods of early Jewish mysti-
cism.1© The first, which extended from the eighth to the sixth centuries B.C.E.
was the era of visionary experience of the prophets Isaiah, Ezekiel, and
Zechariah. The second period, which reached its height in the third and
second centuries B.C.E., witnessed a growth in angelology, speculation on the
origins of the universe and the creation of man, and talk about the “end of
days” and the afterlife. These apocalyptic themes are present, for example, in
the Book of Daniel and first book of Enoch.

The third period of Jewish mysticism, which originates in the middle of
the first century C.E., is an apocalyptic literature that puts forth theories
regarding angelic and demonic beings and the nature of the celestial realm,
and which provides detailed descriptions of the heavenly “Throne” and
“Chariot” (Merkava) that had first been described by the prophet Ezekiel.
This third period of early Jewish mysticism is also embodied in the writings
of the Christian Jews, Paul, and the revelation of St. John. According to
Verman, the mystical ideas attributed to such mishnaic teachers as Johanan
ben Zakkai, Eliezer ben Hyrkanos, Akiva ben Joseph, and Ishmael the High
Priest, belong to the same period and environment of mystical speculation as
those of the early Christians. While mystical themes were certainly enter-
tained by the rabbis of this period, the compiler of the Mishnah, Rabbi Judah,
made every effort to exclude them, and they are therefore far more apparent
in the Tosefta, a second mishnaic collection from this same period. The rabbis
of the mishnaic and talmudic periods were reluctant to discuss mystical

10. Verman, The Books of Contemplation, p. 8.



INTERPRETING THE THEOSOPHICAL KABBALAH 11

themes in public or commit them to writing. They held that there was a
serious danger associated with mystical activity. In Tractate Chagigah 14b we
find this famous warning;:

Our rabbis taught: For men entered the garden, namely Ben Azzai and Ben
Zoma, Acher and R. Akiba. R. Akiba said to them: When you arrive at the
stones of pure marble, say not: Water, water.'* For it is said: He that
speaketh falsehood shall not be established before mine eyes (Psalms 101:
7). Ben Azzai cast a look and died. Of him Scripture says: Precious in the
eyes of the Lord is the death of His saints (Psalms 116:15). Ben Zoma
looked and became demented. Of him Scripture says: Has thou found
honey? Eat as much as is sufficient for thee, lest thou be filled therewith and
vomit it (Proverbs 25:16). Acher mutilated the shoots [i.e., brought about
heresy]. [Only] R. Akiba went up unhurt, and went down unhurt.

The Talmud is virtually silent on the nature of the mystic’s visions of
ascent. However, other texts from the second to eighth centuries C.E. provide
detailed accounts of these matters. These texts illustrate the fourth period of
carly Jewish mysticism, what is generally known as the Merkava or Hekbalot
(Palaces) mysticism. Among the most important works of this period are the
third Book of Enoch, Hekhalot Rabbati (The Greater Palaces), Hekhalot Zutars
(The Lesser Palaces), and Merkaveh Rabbah (The Great Chariot).!? These
texts are said to show the influence of Greek, Persian, and Gnostic thought.
Like the biblical prophets they treat of the splendor, beauty, and transcen-
dence of God, reposed on a celestial throne, attended by His heavenly hosts
who sing His praise. These texts speak of the yored Merkaveh, the spiritual
adept who ascends (literally and paradoxically “descends”) on the chariot,
through the celestial gates, past the gatekeeping angels who attempt to deter
him with fantastic and terrifying illusions, to a vision of the throne and the
countenance of God Himself. In the Book of Enoch we find a detailed angelic

11. This is a veiled reference to the trials that the mystical adept experiences in
his approach to the heavenly throne. One is provided with an illusion that he is being
bombarded by millions of waves of water when he is only witnessing the glittering
marble of the heavenly palace. If the adept asks about the meaning of the “water” he
is not deemed worthy of the ascent and he is struck and wounded with iron bars. See
Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 52-53.

12. See Peter Schacfer, The Hidden and Manifest God: Some Major Themes in
Early Jewish Mysticism, trans. Aubrey Pomerantz (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1992).
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hierarchy, which includes seven angelic princes who are said to be in charge
of the seven heavens, and the angel Metatron, who is viewed as the attendant
to the throne and the intermediary between God and the world. Metatron
receives a “crown” on which God, with a finger like a flaming stylus, engraves
the letters of creation, an image that will reappear over a thousand years later
in the Zohar. In Hekhalot Zutari we find, in anticipation of later kabbalistic
themes, an emphasis on the theurgic and magical power of divine names. In
these works we also find a description of divine robes or garments, the vision
of which, according to Hekhalot Rabbati, is the goal of the mystical adept.
Finally this literature develops the rabbinic theme that God is mystically
dependent upon man’s liturgical praise, an idea that anticipates the Zohar’s
dictum that man can be said to “create” God.

The notion of a Primordial Man, which has appeared in religious
thought throughout the world over at least two millennia, makes its first
explicit appearance in Jewish thought in the early literature of Merkaveh
mysticism of the second and third centuries C.E.}® A work entitled Shi’ur
Koma (The Measure of [the Divine] Body) describes the ascent to the
celestial throne and the vision of a gigantic supernal man imprinted with
magical letters and names. This Primordial Man, who had been hinted at in
the prophecies of Ezekiel and Daniel, becomes a pivotal symbol in the later,
theosophical Kabbalah.

Scholem theorized that the Merkaveh/Hekhalot literature is a Jewish
form of gnosticism, parallel to the second-century Christian and other
Gnostics. According to Scholem, the early Jewish mystics’ preoccupation
with the ascent of the soul and its return to its divine home is a quintessen-
tially gnostic theme.'* The early Kabbalists established themselves on a
foundation in this older “Jewish gnosticism” and borrowed many of its
images and vocabulary, combining them with cosmological and theosophical
views derived from Greek,'® particularly Neoplatonic, thought.

The doctrines of the Seffror and the Otiyot Yesod (the Foundational

13. On Merkaveh mysticism see Gershom Scholem, Jewish Grosticism, Merka-
babh Mysticism and Talmudic Tradition (New York: Schocken, 1965).

14. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 49.

15. Philo of Alexandria (c. 15~10 B.C.E.—50 C.E.) was a Greek-speaking Jewish
philosopher who made efforts to synthesize the revealed religion of the Bible with
Greek, particularly Platonic, thought. Philo proclaimed the unknowability of the
divine essence and spoke of the mystic identification of man with the divine. Though
Philo was unlikely to have been read in Jewish mystical circles, he was an important
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letters), which became central features of the Kabbalah, make their first
appearance in what is sometimes referred to as a “proto-kabbalistic” work,
Sefer Yetzirah (The Book of Formation). This work, the earliest surviving text
of Hebrew speculative metaphysics, is thought by most contemporary
scholars to have been written in Palestine in the third to sixth centuries C.E.1¢

The Kabbalah proper, while owing much to the speculations contained
in Sefer Yetzirah, is rooted in earlier Jewish mysticism, and, according to
many, a Jewish form of gnosticism.!” It achieves its own unique expression in
the anonymous Sefer Ha-Bahir, which appeared in Provence late in the
twelfth century and which is generally regarded as the earliest extant
kabbalistic text.!® It is in this work that the theory of the ten Sefirot, the value
archetypes (Will, Wisdom, Understanding, Kindness, Judgment, Beauty,
Glory, Splendor, Foundation, and Kingship), which the Kabbalists held to be
the essence of creation, begins to take distinctive form. From Provence, the
Kabbalah spread rapidly to Gerona and then Spain. The works of these early
Kabbalists are rich in theological speculation and imagery.

The locus classicus, however, for the majority of kabbalistic symbols is the
Zohar, traditionally attributed to the rabbinic sage Shimon Bar Yohai, but
thought by contemporary scholars to have originated in Spain some time in
the thirteenth century.'® The Zohar is written as a wide-ranging commentary
on the Torah, and contains diverse speculations on such topics as the hidden
nature of God; the processes of creation; the nature of good and evil; the
masculine and feminine aspects of the divine; the nature of death, sleep, and
dreams; and the essence of the human soul.?’ Many of the ideas of the

influence on Christian theology, and therefore a possible vehicle through which
Platonic thought was indirectly transmitted to the Kabbalists.

16. Gershom Scholem, “Yezirah, Sefer,” Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol. 16, pp.
782ff.

17. For Gershom Scholem’s views on Jewish gnosticism see Scholem, Jewish
Gnosticism and Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 40-80.

18. On Sefer ha-Bahir and the early Kabbalah in gencral see Scholem, Origins
of the Kabbalah.

19. The main body of the Zohar translated into English appears in Harry
Sperling, Maurice Simon, and Paul Levertoff, trans., The Zohar (London: Soncino
Press, 1931-1934). A more accessible treatment, in which translated sections of the
Zohar have been grouped topically and explained through extensive introductions
and annotations by Isaiah Tishby is to be found in Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom
of the Zohar. .

20. The main body of the Zohar is indeed a Torah commentary. Many other
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Lurianic Kabbalah, which will provide the main structure and focus of the
present work, are dynamic developments of concepts and symbols that first
appear in the Zohar.

THE LURIANIC KABBALAH

The Lurianic Kabbalah, the most complex- and sophisticated kabbalistic
theosophy, is thus a relatively late development in the history of the
Kabbalah. Isaac Luria developed a small but dedicated fellowship in
sixteenth-century Safed (near the Galilee in present-day northern Israel),
where he recounted to his disciples his interpretations of the Zohar, as well
as his visions and speculations regarding the origins of creation and the
nature of the upper worlds. Luria himself left precious few writings, but his
ideas have come down to us through the writings of his disciples (notably
Chayyim Vital), which have received renewed interest in our century through
the work of Gershom Scholem and others, who have catalogued, com-
piled, described, and (now) translated?! significant portions of the Lurianic
material.

One can find many ancient Gnostic themes reappearing suddenly in the
Lurianists, and the study of both Christian and Jewish gnostic sources is
invaluable as a background to the ideas of the theosophical Kabbalah.
Lurianic ideas are also prominent in the seventeenth-century messianic
movement surrounding Sabbatei Zevi in Poland.?? They are clearly articu-
lated in the kabbalistic works of Moses Chayyim Luzzatto (1707-1747)%3
and are also to be found among the Hasidim, whose philosophical and

additional sections, however, that do not follow this outline are appended to or
interspersed within the main commentary, some of which, such as Ttkkunes ba-Zobar
and Raya Mehemna, appear to anticipate certain Lurianic themes that are not present
in the Zohar proper. On the various sections of the Zohar, see Tishby and Lachower,
The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, pp. 1-12.

21. See Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life. This is first translation into English
of a portion of Vital’s Sefer Etz Chayyim, and the first English translation of a major
portion of a work stemming from one of Luria’s direct disciples.

22. Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah, trans. R. J. Zwi
Werblowski (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1973), Chapter 1.

23. In English see Moses Luzzatto, General Principles of the Kabbalah, trans.
Phillip Berg (Jerusalem: Research Centre of Kabbalah, 1970).
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psychological interpretations of the Kabbalah are invaluable for our own
contemporary understanding of this tradition.

Let us examine, if only in outline, the basic metaphors and symbols of
the Lurianic Kabbalah. The gloss on the Lurianic symbols provided here will,
of course, be preliminary in nature, but should serve to both orient the reader
to the Lurianic theosophical system and provide sufficient background for
comprehending the methodological issues introduced in this chapter.

Luria adopted the earlier kabbalistic term Ein-Sof to designate the
primal, all-encompassing “Infinite God.” This God, according to the Kab-
balists, was both the totality of being and the abyss of complete “nothing-
ness” (Ayin).2* As such, it is the union of everything in the world and its
opposite.?® Luria, in contrast to previous Kabbalists who had put forth a
Neoplatonic, “emanationist” view of creation, held that Eén-Sof created the
universe through a negative act of divine concealment, contraction, and
withdrawal. This act, known in the Lurianic Kabbalah as the Tzimzzum, was
necessary in order to make room in the divine plenum for the world. In the
act of Tzimtzum, the Infinite God withdraws himself from himself, leaving a
void. This void, known as the zebiru or chalal, is a metaphysically empty circle
or sphere that Ein-Sof surrounds equally on all sides. Once established, this
void becomes the metaphysical “space” in which an infinite number of worlds
will take form through a positive, emanative phase in the creative process. A
thin line (the kav) of divine light (the Or Ein-Sof) penetrates the void but
does not completely transverse it. From this line, as well as from a residue
(Reshimu) of the divine light that had remained in the metaphysical void after
the divine contraction, the first created being, Primordial Man (Adam
Kadmon), is formed.

According to Luria’s disciple, Chayyim Vital, it is Adam Kadmon who
is responsible for emanating the Seffroz. Lights flashing from the ears, nose,
mouth, and eyes of the Primordial Man create these ten value-dimensions or
archetypes of creation. These lights are also conceptualized as the twenty-two
elemental letters (Otéyor Yesod) that comprise the Sefiror. Each light beams

24. This dialectical idea is present even among the earliest Kabbalists, for
example, Azriel of Gerona (carly thirteenth century). See Scholem, Origins of the
Kabbalah, p. 423. Indeed, for the Kabbalists Esn-Sof is so vast as to include both
existence and nonexistence (on this conception see Nozick, Philosophical Explana-
tions).

25. Again, this view is present in Azriel; see Joseph Dan, ed., The Early
Kabbalah, texts trans. by Ronald C. Kieber (New York: Paulist Press, 1966), p. 94.
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down into the void and then returns, leaving a residue of divine light from
which the “vessel” for each Sefirab is formed. A second light is projected
from the eyes of Adam Kadmon and then returns, leaving behind a second
residue that fills the vessels; thereby completing the formation of each of the
ten Sefiror. The ten Sefiror, in order of their emanation (and with their
alternate appellations) are as follows: Keter (Crown) or Ratzon (Will),
Chochmak (Wisdom), Binah (Understanding), Chesed (Loving-kindness),
Gevurab (Strength) or Din (Judgment), Tiferer (Beauty) or Rachamim
(Compassion), Netzach (Glory), Hod (Splendor), Yesod (Foundation), and
Malchut (Kingship). The Sefrot are the ten archetypal elements of the world.
. Alternatively, the world is understood as being composed of the Otsyot Yesod,
the twenty-two foundational letters that are the particles of language and
thus the elements of all ideas.?®

The Sefirot are themselves organized into the “body” of Primordial Man
with Keter, Chochmah, and Binak forming the “crown” and “brains,” Chesed
and Gevurahb the arms, Tiferet the torso, Netzach and Hod the legs, and
Malchut the mouth, or in some accounts, the feminine counterpart to Adam
Kadmon. The Sefirot are also organized into a series of five “Worlds” (the
Worlds of Primordial Man, “Nearness,” “Creation,” “Formation,” and
“Making,” the lowest of which, Assiyah or Making, provides the substance of
our earth. The cosmos, as it was originally emanated via ten discrete Sefirot,
is known as the “World of Points.”

Luria is completely original in his description of the fate of the Sefiror
and worlds after their emanation from Adam Kadmon. The Sefirot “closest”
to Adam Kadmon, the so-called “psychical” Sefirot, are comprised of the
most powerful vessels and they alone can withstand the impact of the second
series of lights emanating from the eyes of the Primordial Man. However, all
of the “vessels” from Chesed to Yesod shattered, causing displacement, exile,
and discord to hold sway throughout the cosmos. This is known in the
Lurianic Kabbalah as the “Breaking of the Vessels” (Shevirat ha-Kelim). As a
result of this shattering, shards from the broken vessels tumble down through
the void, entrapping sparks of divine light in “Husks” (the Kellipot) that form
the lower worlds, and the Sitra Achra, “Other Side,” a realm of evil, darkness
and death. Chaos reaches the upper worlds as well, where the masculine and
feminine aspects of the deity, the celestial “Mother” and “Father,” repre-

26. In some accounts, e. g. Sefer Yetzirah, there are thirty-two foundational
elements, the ten Sefiror and the twenty-two letters.
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sented by the Sefirot Chochmah and Binah, are prompted to turn their backs
on one another, thereby disrupting the flow of divine erotic energy in all the
Worlds.

The broken vessels must be reassembled and restored. This Tikkun or
“Restoration” is possible because not all of the divine light that fell from the
broken vessels is entrapped in the Kellipor. Some of this light returns
spontaneously to its source, commencing a repair and reconstruction of the
cosmos. This process, spoken of as Tikkun ha-Olam, the Restoration of the
World, involves the reorganization of the broken vessels into a series of
Partzufim, “Visages” or personality structures of God, each of which is
dominated by one or more of the original Sefiror. The Partzufim, by
organizing within themselves all of the Sefirot, are hence stronger than any of
the original Seftrot were in and of themselves. According to Scholem, the
Partzufim actually represent the evolution of the Primordial Man (Adam
Kadmon) as it evolves towards a restored and redeemed world.?” The
Lurianists indeed held that the various stages of Tikkun are brought about by
means of lights streaming from the forehead of Adam Kadmon.

The Partzufim are understood to be partial personalities of the deity.
The five major ones are (1) Astika Kaddisha (The Holy Ancient One) or
Arikh Anpin (The Long-Suffering One), (2) Abba (The Father), (3) Imma
(The Mother), (4) Zeir Anpin (the Impatient One) or Ben (The Son), and
(5) Nukvah (The Female) or Bot (The Daughter).

The Partzufim engage in certain regular relationships or unifications.
Abba and Imma are unified in an enduring relationship of mutual friendship
and support; Zesr Anpin and Nukva are unified in a passionate romance that
brings them alternately together and apart. The lower Partzufim (and
Sefirot) are “born” in the womb of Imma, the Mother.

According to Luria the erotic relations (and ruptures) of the various
Partzufim determine the fate of God, man, and the world. It is mankind’s
spiritual task to help raise the sparks of divine light that are entrapped by
the evil Husks of the “Other Side,” thereby liberating divine energy for the
service of erotic unions among the various Parszufim, not only between the
“Mother” and “Father” but between the Son and the Daughter and even
between the “Old Holy Man” (Attik Kaddisha) and his mate. In raising these
sparks, mankind is said to provide the “feminine waters” for the renewed
divine activity. The result of these erotic recouplings, and the overall result of

27. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 142.
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the “World of Tikkun,” is that the perfection of the restored cosmos is far
greater than the original “World of Points,” which was comprised of the
Sefiror as they were emanated prior to the Breaking of the Vessels. By assisting
in the process of Tikkun ha-Olam, humanity becomes a partner in the
creation of the world. Humanity, however, cannot by its own efforts, reclaim
all of the sparks that have fallen into the realm of the “Other Side.” Only
~ those that remain in the uppermost levels of this realm, in what the Kabbalists
referred to as Kellipah Nogah (the Husk of Brightness), can normally be
reclaimed by man’s own individual efforts. Only through a “great love”
(abavah rabbab) and divine grace can the lowest levels of the “Other Side”
be reclaimed and redeemed.

Table 1-2 provides a schematic outline of the Lurianic theosophical
system. We will in later chapters come to see that the entire scheme is
understood by the Lurianists to be an atemporal, unitary “picture” or
definition of Eén-Sof, the infinite God.

Table 1-2:
The Lurianic System

Ein-Sof (The infinite Godhead), of which nothing can be said . . .
is the Union of being and nothingness, of “everything and its opposite.”
Ein-Sof performs a Tzimtzum
(Divine Concealment, Contraction, Withdrawal) which
leadstoa . . .
Metaphysical Void (Tehirn), a circle surrounded by Ein-Sof on all sides . . .
containing a residue (Reshimu) of divine light,
and into which is emanated . . .
the light of the infinite ( Or Ein-Sof’), a thin line (kav) through which . . .
Adam Kadmon (Primordial Man) spontaneously emerges.
Lights, also conceived as holy “letters,” flashing and recoiling from
Adam Kadwmon’s eyes, nose, mouth, and ears form . . .
Vessels (Kelim) for containing further lights, thus forming the
“World of Points” comprised of . . .
the Sefirot (Archetypes of Value and Being; constituents of the body of
Adam Kadmon):
Keter (Crown, Will, Delight, the highest Sefirakh)

Chochmah (Intellect, Wisdom, Paternal) Binak (Understanding, Maternal)
Chesed (Loving-Kindness) Tiferet/Rachamim (Beauty, Compassion)
Din/Gevurah (Judgment, Strength)

Netzach (Glory) Hod (Splendor)



INTERPRETING THE THEOSOPHICAL KABBALAH 19

Yesod (Foundation)
Malchut/Shekhinah (Kingship/Feminine principle). . . .
The vessels are also composed of the Otiyot Yesod, the twenty-two letters
of divine speech, and are organized into . . .
Worlds (Olamot):
Adam Kadmon (A’K, identified with Ein-Sof and Keter)
Atziluth (Nearness)
Beriakh (Creation)
Yerzirah (Formation)

Assiyah (Making, the lowest world, includes our material earth).
The weakness and disunity of the Sefirot leads to their shattering
and displacement, known as . . .

The Breaking of the Vessels (Shevirar Hakelim), which produces . . .
a rupture in the conjugal flow between Masculine and Feminine aspects
of God, and . . .

Nerzorzim (Sparks), which fall and become entrapped in . . .
Kellipot (Husks), which comprise the . . .

Sttra Achra (the “Other Side,” a realm of darkness and evil).
Lights from the forehead of Adam Kadmon, also conceptualized as
mystical names, reconstitute the broken Sefiroz/vessels as:
Partzufim (Faces or Personalities of God):

Attika Kaddisha (The Holy Ancient One)/ Keter
Abba (The Father)/ Chochmah
Imma (The Mother)/ Binah
Zeir Anpin (The Impatient One) Chesed-Yesod
Nukvah (The Female) Malchut/Shekbinab. . . . This begins. . . .
Tikkun ha-Olam (The Restoration of the World), which is completed
by man, who via the “raising of the sparks” brings about the
Reunification of the Partzufim, the masculine and feminine principles of God

THE PROBLEM OF INTERPRETATION

The interpretation of the Lurianic symbols has always been regarded as
problematic. From the time of their dissemination in manuscript form the
true nature and significance of the Lurianic Kabbalah has been the subject of
heated debate; some Kabbalists held the Lurianic symbols to be uninterpret-
able while others sought to place them within a philosophical framework.
Luria’s students, most notably Chayyim Vital (1542-1620), Moses Jonah,
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and Joseph Ibn Tabul,®® committed versions of the Lurianic system to
writing shortly after Luria’s death in 1572. In addition, Israel Sarug, who had
no personal acquaintance with Luria, published a version of Luria’s system
that diverged in many ways from his teachings according to Vital. The
difficulties connected with these alternative versions, however, are small,
when compared to the problems inherent in the texts themselves.

Idel points out that the meaning of the Lurianic Kabbalah was somewhat
opaque even to the Kabbalists.?® For example, according to Jacob Emden
(1697-1776),%° by committing the Lurianic Kabbalah to writing its true
meaning was lost, and for this reason

. . . all the teachings of R. Isaac Luria, may his memory be blessed, in Etz
Hayyim and his other books on these matters, are true from one point of
view, and not true from another. They are true as understood by R. Isaac
Luria and others like him, but not true at all, in the way we understand
them, since all that is stated in books and [other] works is the plain sense
of the Kabbalah, which is not true, but the esoteric sense of the Kabbalah
alone is true, and it cannot be written in any book.3!

Others such as Emden’s archrival, R. Yonathan Eibeschuetz (1690/95-
1764), held that the publication of the Lurianic Kabbalah is actually
dangerous, because of its anthropomorphic descriptions of God.

The difficulties and anthropomorphisms inherent in the Lurianic texts
prompted some to attempt a philosophical interpretation. For example, the
late-eighteenth-century Jewish philosopher Shelomo Maimon held:

originally, the Kabbalah was nothing but psychology, physics, morals,
politics, and such sciences represented by means of symbols and hicro-

28. Ibid., p. 424.

29. Idel writes: “For some of the more orthodox Kabbalists, the ultimate
meaning of the Lurianic Kabbalah was to some extent elusive; there was a feeling that
its real message had escaped them.” Idel, Hasidism, p. 41.

30. Jacob Emden was a noted rabbi, authority on Jewish law, and Kabbalist who
engaged in a variety of disputations, the most famous of which involved the accusation
that the great Rabbi Jonathan Eybeschuetz was a secret “Shabbatean,” i.e. devotee of
the false messiah Shabbatai Sevi. Emden was also among the first to question the
antquity of the Zohar.

31. Quoted in Idel, Hasidism, p. 35. Idel indicates that the passage is quoted
in Emden’s name in R. Pinhas Hurwitz, Sefer ba-Berit, p. 292.
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glyphics in fables and allegories, the occult meaning of which was disclosed
only to those competent to understand it. By and by, however, perhaps as
the result of many revolutions, this occult meaning was lost, and the signs
were taken for the things signified.

For Maimon, philosophy is the key to deciphering the secrets of the
Kabbalah, which are otherwise meaningless: “In fact the Kabbalah is nothing
but an expanded Spinozoism, in which not only is the origin of the world
explained by the limitation of the divine being, but also the origin of every
kind of being and its relation to the rest, are derived from a separate attribute
of God.”%?

A similar point of view was held by Maimon’s contemporary, Moses
Mendelssohn, who held that the Kabbalah had a “consequent meaning” that
was obscured by its being cast in the form of oriental metaphors. According
to Mendelssohn the lack of philosophical terminology in ancient Hebrew
necessitated the use of metaphor and analogy, which obscured the Kabbalah’s
true meaning. 33

While Maimon and Mendelssohn took philosophy to be the original
meaning of the Kabbalah, others, according to modern scholarship, sought
to provide the Kabbalah with a philosophical content. Rachel Elior has
argued, for example, that in their unqualified rejection of any literal
interpretation of the Lurianic symbols the Chabad Hasdim retain “the
Lurianic terminological system, although emptying it of its original meaning
and replacing it with a philosophical position.”** Elior’s position is far too
radical and fails to recognize the significant continuity between Hasidic
philosophy and the Lurianic Kabbalah.3® In later chapters we will see that the
Chabad Hasidim (who were contemporaries of the German Idealists) actually
developed a conception of the Kabbalah that closely paralleled Hegelian
philosophy.® However, this conception was, as I will argue, already implicit
in the Lurianic symbols themselves.

32. Shelomo Maimon, Shelomo Maimon, An Autobiography, trans. Clark Mur-
ray (London, 1888), p. 105. Quoted in Idel, Hasidism, p. 40.

33. 1del, Hasidism, p. 41.

34. Rachel Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 85.

35. This issue will be clarified in relation to the Lurianic doctrine of Tzimtzum
in Chapter Three.

36. This topic is explored in detail in my book, Jewish Mystical Themes in Ancient

and Modern Thought
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PUSHING THE BOUNDS OF SENSE

The difficulties inherent in providing a logical and coherent interpretation of
the Lurianic Kabbalah are no less formidable today. The content of the
Lurianic writings, for example Vital’s Sefer Etz Chayyim, is extremely
metaphorical and obscure. Moreover, the more one tries to provide a
coherent interpretation of this work, to “map out the system,” the more one
is confronted with abrupt, seemingly impossible transitions, contradictory
statements, and transformations in such fundamental dimensions as gender,
temporal sequence, and logical priority that appear to violate not only the
Kabbalist’s definitions of his terms but the very rules of significant discourse.
Sections and paragraphs often begin coherently but soon break down into a
barrage of qualifications and asides that belie the reader’s attempt to
reconstruct an overall theory or narrative.3”

A portion of the incomprehensibility of Vital’s Sefer Etz Chayyim and

37. Here I will provide by way of an example, a summary of a passage in Vital’s
Sefer Etz Chayyim, which deals with some aspects of the symbol of the Breaking of the
Vessels. According to Vital, the Breaking of the Vessels (which we have spoken about
in general terms above) results in the death of “the seven kings” who, according to
the book of Genesis, ruled and died in the land of Edom. However, with the advent
of Tikkun ha-Olam, the restoration of the world, these same kings return to their
original place, bringing with them seven lights that had also been displaced into a
lower world when the vessels shattered. The result of this, Vital explains, is that lower
lights are now brought on high to the place of Binah, the Celestial Mother. It is in
the womb of Bimah that the kings will be reborn. Vital sees this as particularly
appropriate for their Tikkun (Restoration) since Binah, as the Partzuf “Imma” is
“after all, the mother of children.” The divine lights are thereby “reborn” in Binah’s
womb. Vital informs us that these broken lights or kelim do not arise into the womb
of Binah together all at once, but rather do so over a period of forty days, which,
according to Talmudic tradition, is the period of the initial formation of a child. The
lights from the broken Sefirot Chesed and Netzach are the first to enter Binabh,
followed in ten days by the lights from Da’at and Tiferet, then those from Gevurah
and Hod, and finally the lights of Yesod and Malchut. Vital identifies these lights,
which are raised into the womb of Bénah over this forty-day period, with the mayim
nukvim, or “feminine waters”, which Ein-Sof raises to commence the process of
Tikkun via the coupling of Chochmak and Binah, the Celestial Father and Mother.
This entire process, and particularly the recoupling of Chochmab and Binah, occurs in
the world of Adam Kadmon (the highest of the Kabbalists’ five “worlds”) and results
in the restoration of all ten Sefirot from Keter to Malchut in the next lower world, the
world of Azzilut. Vital explains that this renewed coupling and pregnancy restores the
entire world of Atzilut, form the highest Partzuf, Attik Yomim (which is the pnimi
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similar texts can be attributed to the author’s own confusion regarding his
subject matter, and other accidental features such as bad editing, poor
redactions, etc. In some ways, however, the book’s lack of normal coherence
follows from the tenets of kabbalistic theory itself; the mutual completion
and “truth” of opposites, the interchangability in gender, and the simulta-
neity of sequential events, are, as we shall see, examples of legitimate
kabbalistic doctrine, which can perhaps only be expressed in language that
comes close to violating the bounds of sense and coherence. As we will come
to see, kabbalistic doctrine is essentially deconstructive of the very distinc-
tions that make for (traditional) rationality and coherence, and it is through
such deconstruction that the theosophical Kabbalah offers its unique vision.

It is further possible that the incomprehensibility of portions of major
kabbalistic texts is by the author’s (conscious or unconscious) design, either
in an effort to maintain the esoteric status of the doctrine, limiting its full
disclosure to a circle of intimate disciples, or for deeper, mystical reasons.
Among such possibilities are 1) that the ambiguity, and confusing intricacy of
the text itself has a mystical or meditative effect upon the reader, leading him

[the inner aspect] of the Sefirah Keter) down to the lowest Sefirab, Malchut. The
coupling of Chochmah (Abba) and Binah (Imma) in the world of Adam Kadmon
restores the Partzuf (divine “visage™) Attik Yomim (the “Ancient of Days,” fre-
quently identified with the Sefirah Keter) in the world of Atzilut by causing it to
engage in a coupling process itself. Couplings (ziyugim) now proceed down the chain
of being in the same direction (top down) as uncouplings had occurred after the
Breaking of the Vessels. The zivug (coupling) in Artik Yomim, for example, brings
about a Tikkun in the Partzuf Arich Anpin (the “Long-Faced One”), causing a
coupling in that Partzuf as well. There are subsequent zivagim between the
Partzufim Abba and Imma in the world of Arzilut, as well as between Zesr Anpin and
Nukvah. Through this latter coupling, which is spoken of liturgically as the union
between “the Holy One Blessed Be He” and His bride or Shekbinah, all of the worlds
are restored. Vital informs us that the pregnancy resulting from the coupling of
“ZuN” (Zeir Anpin and his bride, Nukvah) must be delayed twelve months in order
to correct and restore all twelve of the aspects or Partzufim in the world of Azzilur.

In order to accommodate all of the nuptial activity necessary to restore the world
after the Breaking of the Vessels, the number of Partzufim are themselves expanded
to twelve: Aztik Yomim and his Nukvah, Arikh Anpin and his Nukvah, “Upper” Abba
and Imma, Yisrael Sava and Tevunab (to who, we were introduced in Vital’s account
of the Shevirah) Zeir Anpin and Nuvkah, and Yaacor and Leah. Vital explains that
these six couplings take twelve months, but that he is unsure (because he cannot
remember what Luria told him) whether they took two months each or if all twelve
months are necessary for the first pairing involving Attik Yomim.
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away from its sense to an experience of the words themselves and the images
they evoke, 2) that the text is designed to engage the reader in filling in gaps
and, hence, in providing his own personal interpretation and experience of it,
3) that the fragmentation of the text is designed to mirror the fragmented
state of the human personality and reality, and, as such, in addition to telling
us about this fragmentation, the text provides us with a fragmentation
experience, and 4) that the alteration between mystery and clarity in the text
is designed to mirror the contrast between the “hidden” and “revealed” in
the life of the Godhead.3®

The obscure aspects of the Kabbalah, however, should not provide us
with an excuse for failing to interpret the Lurianic system at all. The
Kabbalah, like any system of thought that trades in metaphor, is, to a certain
extent, indeterminate in its significance, and this indeterminacy is precisely
what provides it with richness and depth. It is the very nature of metaphor
that it hints at truths that are not (or are not as yet) articulable in literal
terms.3® It may therefore be that the very process of attempting to provide
rational interpretations to mystical ideas not only pushes up against the
bounds of significance and truth but expands them as well.

Indeed, it is my view that by examining the various interpretive
possibilities with respect to the Lurianic myths we will see that part of their
very meaning and intent is an expansion of interpretation. The Sefirot, for
example, were understood by the Kabbalists to be the elements of both God
and creation precisely because they reflect innumerable points of view. Hence
the Sefirot can only be expressed and understood through an indefinite series
of changing metaphors. For this reason, any interpretation of the Kabbalah,
if it is to remain in the spirit of the Kabbalists themselves, must expand
interpretive possibilities rather than remain satisfied with a single point of
view.

Given the open-ended nature of the Lurianic system, it is hardly
surprising that a number of hermeneutic alternatives have emerged, which

38, For the above reasons there appears to me to be a partial miscommunicaton
in a text like Sefer Etz Chayyim, one that assumes that while the reader comprehends
the basic outlines of the Lurianic system he is unable to grasp the total theory in
detailed and logical form. This miscommunication has the effect of prompting one to
contnually engage the Lurianic theosophy in its own terms.

39. See Richard Rorty, “Unfamiliar Noises: Hesse and Davidson on Meta-
phors,” in his Objectivism, Relativism and Truth: Philosophical Papers, Vol. 1
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 162-172.
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purport to uncover its meaning and significance. The Lurianic myths have
been interpreted as (1) expressing or allegorizing historical and political
themes (e.g., the Jews’ plight of exile and their hope for redemption), (2)
referring to psychological as opposed to theological events (the Hasidic
approach, later formalized in the theories of Carl Jung), (3) expressing
philosophical ideas in mythical form (the views of Maimon and Men-
delssohn), (4) providing a discursive context for certain acts and perfor-
mances that are of greater significance than the myths themselves.*® They
have also been seen as (5) primarily deconstructive in intent (leading the
mind down one apparently promising but ultimately empty avenue of
thought after another), or (6) meditational in intent and /or effect (providing
the reader with images or thoughts that have a mystical/experiential as
opposed to an intellective outcome). While each of these points of view have
much to be said for them, this book emphasizes the philosophical and
psychological ideas that lie implicitly behind the kabbalistic myths.

SCHOLEM, SYMBOL, AND ALLEGORY

The fact that a contemporary philosophically minded explication of the
theosophical Kabbalah has yet to be achieved is due in part to the views of
Gershom Scholem, the founder of modern Kabbalah scholarship. Scholem
held that the kabbalistic symbols are impenetrable to the rational mind. He
made a distinction between “allegory” and “symbolism” and held that
whereas allegory represents “an expressible something by another expressible
something . . . the mystical symbol is an expressible representation of
something which lies beyond the sphere of expression and communica-
tion.”*! According to Scholem, the symbol has no cognitive or even semantic
content; it “signifies nothing and communicates nothing, but makes some-
thing transparent which is beyond all expression.” The mystical symbol is, in
effect, a window onto a prelinguistic world. For Scholem, “a hidden and

40. Idel, for example, holds that “what characterizes Lurianic Kabbalah is the
concentration of Jewish ritual around the mystical goal of restructuring reality and the
Godhead in order to reconstitute the shattered unifying entity: Adam Qadmon.” Idel,
Hasidism, p. 52. For Idel, the complex Lurianic mythos and theosophy is simply a
context provided to supply meaning to this performative act. It is neither the primary
goal of the Kabbalah nor even an end in and of itself.

41. Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 26-27.
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inexpressible reality finds its expression in the symbol.” In contrast to
allegory, there is no point in interpreting mystical symbols: “Where deeper
insight into the structure of the allegory uncovers fresh layers of meaning, the
symbol is intuitively understood all at once or not at all.”*2

Since the major vehicle of kabbalistic expression is, according to
Scholem, the mystical symbol, there is simply no point in providing a
philosophical interpretation of the Kabbalah. This view, which has gone
largely unchallenged by Scholem’s followers, has seriously handicapped
Kabbalah studies and has, in my opinion, slowed the entrance of kabbalistic
ideas into contemporary intellectual life.

THE BREAKING OF THE VESSELS

In order to illustrate the limitations of Scholem’s point of view I will examine
two alternative interpretations of one of the main symbols of the Lurianic
Kabbalah: the Breaking of the Vessels. Scholem is generally averse to
providing interpretations of the Kabbalah. However, when he does interpret
kabbalistic symbols, he seems to be influenced by the view first set forth by
Vico that myths and symbols are neither false narratives nor allegories, but
rather express the collective mentality of an age. For example in his analysis
of the Breaking of the Vessels, the cosmic catastrophe in which the archetypes
of creation (the Sefiror) were displaced and shattered, Scholem affirms that
one of its consequences is that: “Nothing remains in its proper place.
Everything is somewhere else. But a being that is not in its proper place is in
exile. Thus since that primordial act, all being has been in exile, in need of
being led back and redeemed.”*® Scholem continues: “Before the judgment
seat of rationalist theology such an idea may not have much to say for itself.
But for the human experience of the Jews it was the most seductively
powerful of symbols.”**

According to Scholem, this symbol is so powerful and seductive precisely
because “from a historical point of view, Luria’s myth constitutes a response
to the expulsion of the Jews from Spain.”*® The power of this myth results

42. Ibid., p. 27.

43. Gershom Scholem, On The Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, trans. Ralph
Manheim (New York: Schocken, 1969), p. 112.

44. Scholem, On The Kabbalah, p. 113.

45. Ibid., p. 110.



INTERPRETING THE THEOSOPHICAL KABBALAH 27

from its having given meaning to that historical exile, and through that to the
experience of Jewish exile throughout history. The latent content of this
myth, in Scholem’s view, is a particular historical event, and it is by linking the
myth to this event (and not by taking the myth on its own terms) that we can
interpret it rationally. To take the myth on its own terms as a statement about
God and being would either be an inappropriate entry into the “realm of the
silent,” or akin to taking historical or psychological experience as actual
philosophy or theology.

While Scholem hints at another possibility when he says that “the mighty
symbols” of Jewish life can be taken as “an extreme case of human life pure
and simple” he immediately goes'on to say: “We can no longer fully perceive,
I might say, ‘live,” the symbols of the Kabbalah without a considerable effort
if at all.”*® This is so because Scholem’s entire thrust is to interpret the
kabbalistic myths (following Vico) as manifest expressions of latent historical
themes. While one cannot argue against the viability of such an approach, it
is instructive to compare its fruit to that of another point of view: one that
takes the myths seriously and conceptually and that reads them as an
expression of what they claim to be, that is, about God, man, creation, and
the very nature of being itself.” When we do this we see that the kabbalistic
symbol of the broken vessels and the related myth of the exile of God from
Himself*® actually implies (among other things) that all being is alienation,
and that all of reality is somehow broken, flawed, and incomplete. In
recognizing this we may be in a position to gather under one heading, one

46. Scholem, On The Kabbalah, p. 117.

47. Actually, the Lurianists regarded their system as being applicable to both the
exile of the Jewish people and metaphysical exile of God. Like other Lurianists, Moses
Chayyim Luzzatto held that the Breaking of the Vessels and subsequent Tikkun had
both metaphysical and temporal implications. He writes that as a result of Tikkun “the
divine spirit will be cleared of dross.” Further, “Israel will be separated from the
barbarians; as the Divine Spirit will be divorced completely from the husks. Then the
world will remain completely perfected as never before. Israel will be redeemed. The
redemption will be so complete that there will never again be exile, for it is already
known that the single purpose of all the periods of exile was to select the Sparks of the
Holy Spirit from amidst the husks.” Luzzatto, General Principles of the Kabbalah, pp.
147-148.

48. In fact the Kabbalists utilized a number of myths to symbolize this basic
idea, including the “exile” of God’s Shekbinah (his presence or feminine countenance)
from carth, the diminishment of (the light) of the moon, the “death of the kings,”
etc. These will each be explored in Chapter Seven.
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symbol, such widely disparate phenomena as the exile of man from man
(existentialism), of man from himself (Freud), of man from the products of
his creative labor (Marx), and to grasp in one act of thought the seemingly
unbridgeable gaps between our concepts of freedom and necessity, appear-
ance and reality, good and evil, universal and particular, theology and science,
to name but a few of the perennial antinomies of philosophy that can be said
to illustrate the basic “fault” in the cosmos.*®

Indeed, to say that all being is in exile from itself appears to be a
strikingly apt description, not only of the condition of contemporary man,
but of the condition of the world itself, particularly as it is mediated (and thus
alienated) through the categories of human thought. Indeed, it can be
argued that the Lurianic Kabbalah is far from being a mere commentary on
the historical experience of Jewish exile, but rather that the experience of
historical exile itself is but one instance of a much broader phenomena of
ontological exile, which is made transparent in the kabbalistic and, particu-
larly, Lurianic symbols. Understood in this way we can “perceive” and “live”
the kabbalistic symbol of the Breaking of the Vessels as deeply, if not more
deeply, than any generation before our own: for when has the alienation of
man from himself and society, and the antinimous nature of the world, been
more manifest than in our own time? As Menzi and Padeh write in the
introduction to their translation of Gate One of Vital’s Sefer Etz Chayyim:

In Lurianic Kabbalah, the unity of the unseen realms—the intermediate
levels between our finite universe and the undivided Infinite—is broken,
and this broken-ness is reflected in our experience of this world as
out-of-joint, incomplete, fragmentary, and unbalanced. The imbalance and
disharmony so often present between male and female; between parent and
child; between the diverse cultures, classes, and races of humankind;
between religions and between religious denominations; between humans
and their environment; and even between the various aspects of our own
personalities are evidence of this underlying lack of unity.5°

We can conclude then that the kabbalistic symbols can be understood as
having a wuniversal, philosophical significance. 1 am inclined to think of the
kabbalistic myths as a blend of vision and reason, of dream and interpretation,
and to see their value, like the value of all myths, in their ability to touch upon

49. A fuller discussion of these antinomies is found in Chapter Seven.
50. Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. xlvii.
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some basic experience that expresses but also transcends the particular history
and psychology of those who create them. The latent content of myth on this
view is philosophy: not in the sense that myth is a mere allegory for
philosophical ideas, but in the sense that the mythical imagination is one that
responds to the same stirrings within the human soul, the same fundamental
questions about human existence and the world as a whole that stir and
prompt the philosopher.

Scholem considers the possibility of a conceptual or philosophical
interpretation of the Kabbalah, and indeed tells us that such interpretation
was more than frequently practiced by the Kabbalists themselves. Yet he sees
such an enterprise as an “obvious failure.”®! Such failure is due, according to
Scholem, to the fact that “inexhaustible symbolic images” are in no way
abbreviations for conceptual ideas. He holds symbols and concepts to be
completely incommensurable: any attempt at translating the former into the
latter ends up hopelessly distorting and hence losing the value of the symbols
themselves. We need not, however, hold that mystical symbols are either
exhaustively interpretable or that they are abbreviations for concepts, to
maintain, as the Kabbalists did themselves, that such symbols have conceptual
implications and that genuine insight can be obtained into both the nature of
these symbols and their presumed referents by projecting the symbolic into
the plane of philosophical discourse.

WHAT CAN BE SAID: MYSTICISM, MYTH,
AND PHILOSOPHY

As we have seen, central to Scholem’s thesis that the Kabbalah is opaque to
rational interpretation is his distinction between the expressible plane of
reality represented by allegory and the inexpressible plane referred to by
symbols.>? This is an important distinction that will be worth pursuing in
some detail.

That there are fundamental “truths” that cannot be spoken about is
certainly one of the foundations of mysticism. In mysticism (as contrasted
with myth and philosophy) “truth” is not accessible to linguistic discourse,
but is rather embodied in a private, contemplative, or ecstatic experience,

51. Scholem, On The Kabbalah, p. 96.
52. Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 26-27.
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which can be referred to but not transmitted by language. (This is what the
Kabbalist Isaac the Blind referred to when he spoke of truths that cannot be
known but that are nonetheless “visible to the heart.”®®) In myth, truth is
accessible to language but only partially. Myth, in the broad sense of this
term, operates through a poetic/metaphoric language, which, unlike mysti-
cism, actually transmits the “truth” to the hearer or reader, but in a manner
that stirs his psyche or soul so that he approaches that truth with his own
being. Because myth is metaphorical, and relies upon the emotional or
existential response of the hearer, the truth of myth is always subject to a
myriad of new interpretations and understandings and unlike the truth of
philosophy, is essentially experiential. Finally, philosophy as it is traditionally
understood regards “truth” {or at least the truth with which it is concerned)
to be completely accessible to language and articulable in a full and
unequivocal manner.

There have certainly been philosophers who held there to be a realm that
cannot be circumscribed by language. Wittgenstein, the philosopher who
perhaps more than any other attempted to draw a boundary between the
“sayable” and the “silent,” held that the realm of the silent involves the very
conditions of experience and language: the willing, experiencing subject; the
link or connection between language and the world; the basic fact that words
and signs have meaning; etc.>* None of these conditions can be spoken about
without their being assumed and serving as the basis for what is being said.
As such, they cannot be articulated as part of the world but are rather
boundaries to it and hence part of the realm of the silent. The mystic, in his
silence, and precisely because of his silence, claims access to these boundary
conditions, and hence to the “Absolute.”

There can be little doubt that the symbols of the Kabbalah push up
against this presumably silent realm. The Kabbalists themselves were con-
scious of this fact. “We have no real ability,” Vital writes, “to talk about the
things before the emanation of the ten Sefiror. To make (these things)
comprehensible to human ears we have to talk in allegorical and symbolic
language. Even if we talk about some image above, it is only to make it
understandable for the ear.”

53. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 280.

54. Wittgenstein’s comments on the realm of the silent can be found in his
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961) (originally published in 1921) and in his Notebooks
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1961) (originally written in 1914-1916).
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Many of the symbols and concepts of the Kabbalah, e.g., Ein-Sof (the
ineffable infinite), Tzimtzum (the contraction/ concealment in the infinite
that makes a “place” for the world), Keter (crown, the highest Sefirah, which
is identified with “nothingness” and “will”), Ayin (the nothingness of both
Keter and Ein-Sof ), the Malbush®® (God’s garment in which the “letters”
that ultimately comprise all significance are folded over in porentia) etc.,
make reference to the very boundary conditions of the world rather than to
the world itself. The questions remain, however, whether all kabbalistic
theosophical concepts and symbols fall into this presumably silent realm, and
whether nothing of rational (or other) significance can be said about those
that presumably do. Scholem, it seems, would answer both of these questions
in the affirmative. For two reasons, I cannot concur.

The first of these reasons is that while the Kabbalah is at times avowedly
mystical, at other times, as I have pointed out, it is clearly both abstract and
philosophical. According to Verman “all of the kabbalistic works exhibit
significant influence from philosophy.”®® To take a textual example, Sefer
ha-Bahir, which is regarded by Scholem to be the earliest kabbalistic work (c.
1180), speaks of a “tree” that God has planted as the world, which is at the
same time the source of the soul of man: “It is I who have planted this
‘tree,”®” that all the world may delight in it, and with it I have spanned the
All and called it “All’ for on it depends the All, and from it emanates the All,
all things need it, and look upon it, and yearn for it, and from it all souls go
forth.”®” In another passage the Bakir continues: “All powers of God are
[disposed] in layers and they are like a tree. Just as the tree produces its fruit
through water, so God through water increases the powers of the ‘tree.” And
what is God’s water? It is hokhmah [wisdom].”58

These passages, like many others throughout the kabbalistic corpus,
speak in symbol and metaphor (the tree), but immediately proceed to

55. This concept/symbol is found in the writings of Israel Sarug (fl. 1590-
1610). Sarug, who may have known Luria when the latter briefly sojourned in Egypt,
claimed to be one of Luria’s main disciples. His writings are tinged with philosophical
ideas.

56. Verman, The Books of Contemplation, p. 24.

57. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 71. Cf. Book Bahir, trans. Joachim
Neugroschel, in The Secret Garden: An Anthology in the Kabbalah ed. David Meltzer
(Barrytown, NY: Stanton Hill, 1998), p. 55.

58. Sefer ha-Babhir, sec. 85, as translated by Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah,
p. 75. Cf. Book Bakhir, Neugroschel trans., p. 73.
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penetrate their own mythical language with philosophical vocabulary and
ideas (God as the source, substance, and sustenance of all being, here
identified with intellect or wisdom). As such the Kabbalah, which undoubt-
edly shows the influence of Platonic and Neoplatonic ideas, itself invites a
philosophical interpretation, and it is thus all the more surprising that
contemporary scholars have not seriously considered the Kabbalah in philo-
sophical terms. While it is clearly the case, as Idel has stated, that the
Kabbalists occasionally adapted philosophical (particularly Aristotelian) terms
for their own use, and thereby divorced these terms from their original
significances, they also made use of such Neoplatonic terms as will, thought,
worlds, etc., in a manner that retained their philosophical meanings.®® At any
rate, it is incumbent upon us today to decipher the Kabbalists’ use of
philosophical vocabulary, and where appropriate, to provide the Kabbalah
with a vocabulary that is more suitable to its philosophical ideas.

As Ricouer so succinctly states, “symbols invite thought,”®® and the
Kabbalists’ symbols are hardly an exception. While it is clear that some of the
kabbalistic symbols push up against the boundary of the sayable, it is hardly
the case that they are therefore purely mystical and hence completely opaque
to interpretation. We might say that the theosophical Kabbalah is rooted in
mysticism, expressed in myth, and ascendant toward philosophy. Its power
lies precisely in its breadth, and in the fact that its language never becomes so
opaque as that of the mystic, nor so forcibly and artificially transparent as that
of the philosopher. As such the Kabbalah occupies a territory between logic
and poetry, locution and silence, which enables it to mirror the very spirit of
man and the world.

It is possible, in my view, to provide a rational interpretation even for
those kabbalistic ideas and symbols (such as Ein-Sof, Tzimtzum, Worlds) that
clearly make reference to the realm of the silent, and are hence mystical in
their very essence. This is because reason has, as one of its tools, the power
of analogy, and the boundary conditions of the world as a whole have their
analogues in the boundary conditions of phenomena that occupy only a
portion of the cosmos. Thus it is possible, for example, to shed rational light
on the creation of “Worlds,” which the Kabbalists affirm are “everything” to
the finite creatures within them, but illusion to the emanator above them, by
analogizing to the phenomenon of dreams, which are entire worlds to those

59. Moshe Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, pp. 2-3, 40, 182.
60. Quoted in ibid., p. 232.
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“within” them but illusions to the “waking” dreamer. I will have occasion to
explore such analogies, along with their limitations, in detail in subsequent
chapters.®! The point I wish to make here is that much can indeed be said
about those kabbalistic symbols that Scholem would regard as making
reference to an inexpressible layer of reality. On my view the “unsayable” is
hardly a static realm through which reason may never pass, but is rather a
limit that reason must constantly endeavor to push up against. Indeed it is the
very nature of what one might call “rational mysticism” to dare to speak as
clearly and coherently as possible about such things that are only hinted at in
mysticism and myth or that some would say completely transcend the
medium of language. It is only, for example, by pushing the Kabbalah as far
as possible into the realm of reason and philosophy that we can comprehend
the limits of what can be expressed in words and provide what remains with
the true imprimatur of the “unsayable,” and not simply the “unsaid.” We
should not allow our concept of the “unsayable” to provide us with an excuse
for obscurantism, for a laziness of thought that simply fails to make clear what
is subject to clarification. Idel has pointed out that the Kabbalist Abraham
Abulafia eschewed theosophical symbols precisely because their ambiguity is
“indicative not of the inexpressibility of the object but lack of clarity on the
part of the thinking subject.”®? We should keep Abulafia’s skepticism in mind
in our own approach to the kabbalistic symbols and metaphors.

Our assumption of “expressability” is completely consistent with the
Jewish tradition in general, and the Jewish mystical tradition in particular.
Judaism has always had a very positive attitude toward language. In contrast
to those traditions that have held that language only alienates and obscures,
Judaism has affirmed that words, as embodied in scripture, are indeed, the
ultimate expression of God’s will. The Kabbalists themselves held that reality
is not only perfectly reflected in language, but that it is actually composed of
letters in the holy tongue. For this reason, all hermeneutical acts have
mystical as well as cognitive significance, as interpretation itself has an impact
on the very spiritual substance of the universe. I will explore the details of this
“linguistic mysticism” in Chapter Five. Here it should suffice to point out
that the very process of interpreting the kabbalistic symbols not only has the
imprimatur of the Kabbalists, but of the entire Jewish tradition.

To say, as I have claimed earlier, that the Kabbalah is expressed in myzh

61. See Chapter Three regarding Tzémtzum and Chapter Six regarding
“Worlds.”
62. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 203.
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deprives it neither of symbolic nor philosophical significance. While some
scholars of Jewish mysticism, notably Tishby,% have taken a literalistic view
of myth in which the mythical image and that which it denotes are one and
the same, my own view is that, to a greater or lesser degree, myth is always
symbolic. In some instances, as in the Kabbalah, this is quite obvious, while
in others, as in Greek mythology, it is much less apparent; but even in such
myths that are apparently meant to be taken literally, a symbolic interpreta-
tion is latent in their images and underscores their depth and appeal. This, of
course, follows from what even the literalists must acknowledge, i.c., that
myth, in Tishby’s words, arises from “certain unconscious emotional and
visionary drives, affecting the very depths of the human spirit.”%*

On the opposite pole from Tishby is a view of myth that takes it to be
allegory for imperfectly understood and expressed philosophical ideas. This,
of course, was the view of Hegel, who saw religion in general, and myth in
particular, as a means for conveying profound philosophical truths to minds
unschooled in abstract thinking. My own view is that while myths can
frequently be understood philosophically, their meaning is not exhausted
through such an interpretation. All language, and myth is certainly no
exception, is multivalent: abstract and concrete, symbolic and literal, cogni-
tive and emotional, descriptive and evocative. While one can attempt to
make distinctions among genres of discourse, to draw hard and fast
distinctions between language that is mythical, symbolical, allegorical, and
philosophical, especially with respect to a body of work such as the Kabbalah,
is highly artificial and, in the end, unenlightening. That the Kabbalah is
mythical does not mean that is not also symbolical, psychological, and
philosophical.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL INTERPRETATION
OF THE LURIANIC MYTHS

The philosophical interpretation of the Kabbalah is a double-edged sword, for
while conceptual categories are helpful in clarifying the Kabbalists” symbols,
these same categories are transformed and ultimately transcended in response
to the kabbalistic ideas. This proposition will become clear throughout this
book. I will attempt, however, in the course of the next several pages to
provide its basic sense.

63. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 286.
64. Ibid., p. 287.
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The Kabbalah organizes reality on its own terms, through a series
of symbols (such as Tzimrzum, Sefirot, Shevirah, and Tikkun) which are
not always obviously philosophical in nature. However, in order to gain
insight into these symbols, we must first comprehend them in relation to
familiar ideas, project them, so to speak, onto what we take to be the rational
order.

By “projecting” the Kabbalists’ myths into the realm of reason and
philosophy, two things occur. The first is that the principles of logic and
reason begin to deconstruct in the face of the antinimous nature of the
kabbalistic symbols. The second is that there is a moment where we are able
to understand the myths for the first time in a perspicacious fashion, before
the vehicle of this understanding (reason) itself begins to fall apart before our
eyes. In venturing our projection we are, I suppose, like the deaf, who,
wanting to understand the nature of music, arrange to have sound isomor-
phically transformed into a series of visual patterns, which come and go,
brighten and dim, alternate colors, etc. In performing this projection the deaf
are provided with a genuine insight into what they otherwise cannot
experience, and even the hearing are treated to a new, and in some ways
clarifying, comprehension of musical sounds. If done well, such a projection
of sound into sight permits one to actually “see” the music, and, in effect,
grasp it in a way that one has never grasped it before. One obtains insight into
seeing as well, as the inconstancies of the projected music allow us to better
understand the very components of seeing (color, brightness, saturation,
contrast, etc.) that were “withdrawn” phenomena in the everyday visual
world. We shall see that the philosophical interpretation of Kabbalah provides
us not only with a new understanding of Kabbalah, but new insight into
philosophy as well.

THE “ELEMENTALIST” INTERPRETATION
OF THE SEFIROT

As an example, let us briefly examine how the projection of myth onto
philosophy helps elucidate the doctrine of the Sefirot. The words Sefirab
(singular) and Sefiror (plural) are related to a variety of Hebrew roots
(including the words for counting, sapphire, and narration).%® Whatever its

65. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 206; Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 100.
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etymological origins, however, it is clear that the Kabbalah uses the word
Sefirah to refer to aspects or traits of the deity, which are at once vessels
(kelim) for containing the infinite’s light and stages in the divine emanation
of finite worlds. There is a tradition, most aptly represented by Moses
Cordovero, that held that the Sefiror are not only the archetypes of all
existence, but the very component elements of the world’s substance. Each
thing is what it is by virtue of the particular combination of Sefiror that
comprise it. By providing a philosophical interpretation of this notion we are
able to gain conceptual insight into what, in the context of the Kabbalah, is
generally a purely mystical or mythological idea.

From a philosophical point of view Cordovero’s theory that the Sefiror
are the world’s basic elements is a proposed ontology, a theory of Being,
which answers the question: What kinds of entities exist in the universe?
Although the Kabbalists never argue this explicitly, when we examine the
nature of the Sefirot symbolism, it becomes clear that theirs is an idealist or
phenomenologically derived ontology. For the Kabbalah, the world consists
first and foremost of archetypal ideas and values, and not some material
substance that the mind then categorizes conceptually. These archetypes, the
Sefirot themselves, are intuited through human experience and are, in effect,
the experiential components of the ideational, spiritual, aesthetic, and
material objects in man’s world. Each Sefirab represents an ideational (e.g.,
Chochmab—Wisdom), spiritual (e.g., Chesed— Loving-Kindness), aesthetic
(e.g., Toferet— Beauty), or material (e.g., Yesod—Foundation) element or
dimension in the world of experience. When in Chapter Four we come to
examine closely what the Kabbalists say about each Sefirah, we will discover
a very close correspondence between the order of the Sefirot, and what might
be described as ten dimensions or “values” of phenomenological experience:
an entity’s position in time; the three dimensions of space; its aesthetic,
moral, and spiritual value; its existential status (i.e., does it exist or is it
imaginary); the ideas it instantiates or represents; and the “will” or purpose
it serves. Indeed it can be argued that the world’s entities and events can be
better described and understood through the ten-dimensional sefirotic
scheme than they can be “scientifically.” Science, by failing to include ideas,
volition, and values as elements of its world, is thus handicapped in its
account of such things as human personalities, historical events, aesthetic
objects, etc.; whereas the sefirotic scheme, because it is phenomenologically
more complete, provides an ontology of much broader scope and applica-
tion.
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THE KABBALAH AND DECONSTRUCTION

Without going into the details of this “Sefirotic elementalism,” it should by
now be clear how an application of philosophical concepts and vocabulary
can provide insight into a doctrine (the Sefiror) that in the Kabbalah is
essentially mythical and symbolic. By “projecting” the myth of the Sefiror
onto reason, the Sefiror are first understood as archetypes of value and then
as elements of the created world. However, this process of regarding the
Sefirot as elements, while illuminative of the Seffroz, is ultimately deconstruc-
tive of the concept of “element” itself. This is because elements are normally
regarded as discrete, static, unchanging structures, and the Sefirotr are
changeable, multifaceted, dynamic forces, regarded alternately by the Kab-
balists as personalities, colors, names, levels of the soul, garments of the
Absolute, aspects of the self, and even questions. The Sefiroz are the ultimate
elements of the world, but, paradoxically, they are elements that change their
very character depending upon our perspective upon them. As such, the very
rational concepts, elements, and structures that we use in order to make the
kabbalistic symbols comprehensible begin to lose their own normal sense in
the process of being applied to the Kabbalah.

The symbol of the Breaking of the Vessels (Shevirar ha-Kelim) is
important to consider in this context, for it implies that any of the
constructions we place on any idea, including the kabbalistic symbols (and
the Breaking of the Vessels itself) are only temporary expedients for the
understanding. Examined philosophically, the Shevirah implies the inad-
equacy of all concepts to “contain” the phenomena to which they refer. This
is evident from the fact that in the Lurianic myth the vessels (i.c., the Sefiror),
which represent perfection in the realm of values and ideas (e.g., wisdom,
kindness, judgment, beauty), shattered because they could not hold the
portion of divine light (ultimate truth, reality) that they were presumably
meant to contain.

Understood philosophically, the Kabbalah actually performs a radical
deconstruction upon the very language through which it (and all philosophy,
for that matter) must be expressed and understood. Symbolized in the
Breaking of the Vessels, this deconstruction provides us with a caution against
being too satisfied with any of the interpretations or constructions we place
upon the Kabbalah specifically, or upon the world in general. Indeed it is only
by constructing, deconstructing, and then reconstructing our perspectives
upon God, the world, and ourselves that we can hope to achieve anything
near the breadth of view necessary for a valuable interpretation.
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As such, contemporary deconstructionism provides an important entrée
into the Kabbalah as philosophy. “Deconstructionism” has come to signify an
entire movement in literary criticism and contemporary philosophy most
often associated with the names Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man.®® It is
a movement that defies categorization and description precisely because
it holds that there are no definable relationships between words and the
things they presumably represent. Language, for deconstructionism, is not
grounded in any prelinguistic reality but is rather an ever-changing, “infinite
play of signification” unto itself. Applied to traditional philosophical ideas,
deconstructionism, as its name suggests, dismantles or, better, “breaks apart”
the “truths” that philosophy has attempted to promulgate about the world.
All so-called truths, essences, and structures break down once it is realized
that words do not directly refer to anything and achieve their significance
only by virtue of the system of differences among linguistic signs. The origin
of meaning in differences assures that all concepts and ideas will have what
they are not woven into what they are, and that all acts of speech will be
infinitely interpretable. Indeed, for deconstructionism it is impossible for a
person to mean precisely what he says, for what he says will be subject to an
infinite play of significance transcending his or her own intentions and
resulting from the infinite system of differences, of which his words are of
necessity a part. The Lurianic Kabbalah, by pointing to the impurity of all of
our concepts (e.g., good and evil, man and God, etc.), by recognizing that
such concepts imply their opposites (as well as accidental properties that are
attendant to their instantiations in a world), by holding that there is no real
distinction between reality and language, and by insisting upon the possibility
of an indefinite number of interpretations of any linguistic act, can be said to
perform a “deconstruction” on traditional philosophical ideas.®”

However, while the Kabbalah can be said to anticipate some of the

66. On “deconstructionism” see Jacques Derrida, Margins of Philosophy (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); Christina Howell, Derrida from Phenom-
enology to Ethics (Cambridge, U.K.: Polity Press, 1999); Jonathan Culler, On
Deconstruction Theory and Criticism After Structuralism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1982); Henry Staten, Wittgenstein and Derrida (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1984).

67. As we shall see in Chapter Five, there is also a sense in which the Kabbalists
held a highly essentialist view of the relationship between language and being. This
does not, however (as we will see) prevent them from holding a deconstructionist
view as well. The Kabbalists held that all things and all points of view imply their
opposites in cotncidentia oppositorum.
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moves of contemporary deconstructionism, even to the point of holding that
reality is itself composed of letters and words,®® its goals are far from those of
Derrida or de Man. The Lurianic Kabbalah, one might say, sees deconstruc-
tion (symbolized in the Breaking of the Vessels), as one (albeit critical)
moment in the evolution from a naive essentialism (embodied in the Sefiror)
to a human-based ethic in which essences, instead of existing sub species
acternae become the responsibility of man (7Tikkun). For the Kabbalah, the
result of a deconstruction of the world’s original structure is the need for a
new order, reconstructed through the language of man. It is this reconstructed
human order that, on the Kabbalist’s view, is the highest expression of God.

DIALECTICS

The Kabbalist, in his poetical /symbolic manner of speaking, actually wishes
to say that on the deepest of levels, the level that accords best with the actual
human and worldly predicament, the opposing categories of our rationalistic
schemes, blend in with one another, are dependent on one another, and are
ultimately, in spite of their surface structure as oppositions, simultaneously
true. The truth of such contradictions cannot be explained away through a
clarification of terms, for it is (to take but a few examples to be elaborated on
in later chapters), “God,” in His capacity of “creator” who is also “created”

(by man),%® evil, in its malevolence, which is also “good,””? and “being” in

68. The view that the world itself is comprised of the twenty-two divine letters
makes its first appearance in Sefer Yetzirah and was elaborated upon by nearly all,
including the Lurianic, Kabbalists. Such linguistic mysticism is particularly evident in
Vital’s Sefer Etz Chayyim and among the Hasidim, in Schneur Zalman’s Tanya.

69. The Zohar, for example, affirms: “He who ‘keeps’ the precepts of the Law
and ‘walks’ in God’s ways, if one may say so, ‘makes’ Him who is above” (Zohar 111,
113a; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 5, p. 153). Moshe Idel has pointed out
that this idea was quite widespread among the Kabbalists. For example, we read in the
kabbalistic text Sefer ha-Yichud: “cach and every one [of the people of Israel] ought
to write a scroll of Torah for himself, and the occult secret [of this matter] is that he
made God Himself” (quoted in Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 188).

70. The Zohar (183b-184a) explains:

There is no light except that which issues from darkness, for when the
“Other Side” (Sitra Achra) is subdued, the Holy One is exalted in glory.
In fact, there can be no true worship except it issue from darkness, and no



40 SYMBOLS OF THE KABBALAH

its fullest reality, which is “nothingness.””* This is the doctrine of coinciden-
tia oppositorum that is so basic in the Kabbalah.

The dialectical nature of the kabbalistic ideas is readily apparent. Indeed,
dialectical thinking, in which presumably contradictory concepts critique and
blend with one another until new, higher-order concepts emerge, is charac-
teristic of the mythical imagination in general. According to Levi-Strauss,
myths seek to reconcile and overcome binary oppositions that are present in
the very structure of society.”? Their purpose is to make what would
otherwise be experienced as incoherence and contradiction, socially and
intellectually tolerable. From a psychoanalytic point of view symbols that
emerge in myth, very much like those that abound in dreams, follow the
laws of what Freud called primary process thinking, in which contradictory
and antinomous ideas are encompassed by a single word, image, or symbol.
The Lurianic metaphors of the Breaking of the Vessels, the evil Husks, and
the Restoration of the World express the idea that both the human soul
and the cosmos embody such antinomies, and that they evolve precisely
through a process in which contradictions are brought together and new,
higher-order resolutions emerge.

Indeed each of the main kabbalistic symbols express part of the
dialectical process, as they each embody an important philosophical or
experiential antinomy and, when fully understood, a movement toward that
antinomy’s resolution. For example, in the symbol of the Sefirot the
Kabbalists articulate and seek to resolve the contradiction between the simple
unity of the Absolute and the apparent multiplicity of the world (the classical
problem of “the one” and “the many”); in the symbol of the Kellipot
(Husks), the antinomy between good and evil; in Tzémtzum, the chasm
between being and nothingness; in Adam Kadwmon (Primordial Man), the
distance between God and man; and in the symbol of Tikkun ba-Olawm (the
Restoration of the World), the antinomy between theism (God created man)
and atheism (man created God). Indeed, each of the kabbalistic symbols can

true good except it proceed from evil. And when a man enters upon an evil
way and then forsakes it the Holy One is exalted in His glory . . .
[Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 4, p. 125].

71. For example, the Kabbalist David ben Abraham ha-Lavan (end of thirteenth
century) held that God has: “more being than any other being in the world, but since
itis simple, and all other simple things are complex when compared with its simplicity,
so in comparison it is called ‘nothing’” (quoted in Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 95).

72. Claude Levi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, trans. Claire Jacobson and
Brooke Grundfest (New York: Basic Books, 1963).
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be understood as emerging dialectically, as a higher-order synthesis of an
opposition {or contradiction) between traditional philosophical ideas, and,
hence, as a “resolution” to a traditional philosophical problem. The problem
of theodicy (of reconciling evil with the existence of God) can no longer arise,
for example, once we speak the language of the Lurianic Kabbalah, because
anyone who truly understands these symbols sees that what we call “evil” is
in fact woven into the very essence of both creation (Tzémtzum) and
redemption (Tikkun), the ultimate “Goods.” (Regarding Tzimtzum, the
Lurianists held that God could not create a world without first concealing or
withdrawing His infinite presence, thereby introducing negation and evil into
the world. With respect to Tikkun, the Kabbalists held that the acts that bring
about the restoration of the world depend upon the overcoming, and hence
the existence, of evil.)

The Kabbalah, then, organizes experience for us in a new way, one that
- transcends the traditional categories of philosophy and, further, cuts across
the disciplines (e.g., philosophy, psychology, theology, ethics, and hermeneu-
tics) that have traditionally addressed themselves to the human condition. If
one is to understand the Kabbalah, one must stop thinking in terms of the
traditional distinctions altogether. For example, the process of Tikkun
ha-Olam, in which mankind is enjoined to “raise the sparks” of divine light
that inhere within both his own soul and the world, is at once a psychological,
theological, ethical, political, and mystical act. However, these traditional
categories, while they can be helpful in one’s initial approach to the
Kabbalah, are ultimately like the ladders, described by Wittgenstein, that fall
away once their purpose has been served.”?

ACTIVISM AND QUIETISM

The dialectical nature of kabbalistic thought enabled the Kabbalists and
Hasidim to transcend a fundamental religious and theological dichotomy, the
distinction between “activism” and “quietism.” This distinction is both a
cardinal assumption in the study of mysticism and continues to have much
relevance for contemporary religious life.”*

73. Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 6.54, p. 151.
74. This is a distinction that sees its modern equivalent in the distinction
between political and psychological man.
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A tension certainly exists in the Kabbalah between the activist, “this-
worldly” tradition of Judaism and the quietist “otherworldly” tendencies that
are common to nearly all forms of mysticism. However, as we shall see, this
is a tension that is dialectically resolved in the kabbalistic notion of Tikkun
ha-Olam, the repair and restoration of the world, a notion that literally
implies active worldly engagement but that also implies the world’s nullifi-
cation or transcendence. The Kabbalist’s dialectic is embodied in the image
of the “raising of the sparks” that the Lurianists regarded as the most
important symbol for Ttkkun. Originally a Gnostic image that referred to the
liberation of a spark of the deity that had been imprisoned in this lowly world
in the form of man’s soul, the “raising of the sparks” makes an inexplicable
reappearance in the Lurianic Kabbalah, where it is understood both as a
vehicle for transcending this world and as a liberation of divine procreative
energy for correcting the faults and disharmonies within it. One who engages
in Tikkun ha-Olam strives to both transcend and redeem every aspect of the
present world.”®

Nowhere is this dialectic more evident than among the contemporary
Chabad (Lubavitch) Hasidim, whose efforts on behalf of numerous worldly
causes are unremitting, but who regard these very efforts as completely in the
service of bringing about the world to come.”® Indeed, the founder of
Chabad, Schneur Zalman of Lyadi, spoke of a twofold divine service. The

75. As we shall see the Kabbalists at times adopted a Gnostic formula of
transcendence and escape, a tendency that led to the Lurianist’s ascetic withdrawal
from the world as well as to quietistic tendencies among the Hasidim. The tension
between activism and escape from this world is a recurrent theme in the Kabbalah, one
that was not completely resolved either within the Kabbalah or Hasidism. It is a
tension that also, I might add, persists, in at least one contemporary secular heir to
certain Kabbalistic and Hasidic traditions, psychoanalysis. As Philip Rieff has so
cloquently argued, psychoanalysis has led to a “triumph of the therapeutic” in which
the problems that were once thought to be correctable within the world are
abandoned for conflicts that are now thought to be repairable only within the self
(Phillip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic [ Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1966]). How to retain the insights and depth of mysticism and psychoanalysis with-
out abandoning the world is a major issue for our own time. As we proceed, it will
become evident how the Kabbalah provides us with some direction toward a solution.

76. As Idel points out, for Hasidism “extreme mystical experiences were often
coupled with ritual acts performed for the sake of the community.” In Hasidism there
is a type of cultural coincidentia oppositorum in which the extremes of spiritualism and
materialism are brought together and fused. “Hasidic masters would in most cases
consider the mystical experience as a stage on the way toward another goal, namely
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first entails a gnosticlike annihilation of both this world and the personal ego,
and their eventual absorption within the Godhead; while the second involves
an infusion of divine energy into the material world through mankind’s
religious service and worship: “Just as one annihilates oneself from Being to
Nothingness, so too (divine light) is drawn down from above from Noth-
ingness to Being, so that the light of the infinite may emanate truly below as
it does above.”””

KABBALAH AND PSYCHOANALYSIS

Several other contemporary modes of thought can shed interpretive light
upon kabbalistic theosophy. In addition to deconstruction and dialectics,
psychoanalysis, Jungian psychology, and studies in comparative religion and
mysticism can provide important frameworks for the understanding, and
further development, of kabbalistic symbols and ideas.

The relationship between Kabbalah and psychoanalysis has been a
matter of interest since David Bakan’s Sigmund Freud and the Jewish Mystical
Tradition was published in 1958.7% Unfortunately, Bakan lacked knowledge
of even the most basic of kabbalistic symbols and ideas, and was completely
unfamiliar with the Lurianic Kabbalah, the Kabbalah which is most readily
comparable to psychoanalysis. Bakan’s thesis that Freud was a crypto-
Sabbatean, i.e., a follower of the kabbalistically inspired false messiah,
Sabbatai Sevi, who arose in Poland in the sixteenth century,”® was without
any substantial warrant and did nothing to establish a genuine relationship
between Kabbalah and psychoanalysis. Nevertheless, there are many fruitful
parallels to be drawn between the Kabbalah and psychoanalytic ideas, and
much to be gained by bringing a psychoanalytic perspective to the kabbalistic
symbols. While a kabbalistic influence upon Freud has yet to be firmiy

the return of the enriched mystic who becomes even more powerful and active in and
for the group for which he is responsible.” Indeed the theosophical Kabbalah has
always held the welfare of the group to be more important than the mystical
experience of any single individual. Idel, Hasidism, pp. 209-210.

77. Schneur Zalman, Torah Or, p. 58; quoted in Rachel Elior, The Paradoxical
Ascent to God: The Kabbalistic Theosophy of Habad Hasidism, trans. J. M. Green
(Albany: State University of New York Press 1993), p. 150.

78. David Bakan, Sigmund Freud and the Jewish Mystical Tradition (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1971). Originally published in 1958.

79. On Sabbatai Sevi, see Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiab.
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established, the possibility of such influence through Freud’s father, who was
raised in a Hasidic environment, is certainly not to be discounted, as the
Hasidim had transformed the Lurianic Kabbalah into a psychological theory
that had application to the common man.®°

If one examines the basic myth of the Lurianic Kabbalah from a
psychoanalytic point of view, it becomes clear that the Kabbalah performs on
the cosmic level much of what psychoanalytic theory posits for the individual
man. Since the Kabbalists held that the microcosm (man) is a mirror of the
macrocosm {God) the parallels between Luria and Freud were readily
embodied in psychological form in the writings of the Hasidim; for example,
those of the first Lubavitcher rebbe, Schneur Zalman of Lyadi.

As we have seen, according to Luria and his disciples, the source of all
being whatsoever is the Infinite ( Ein-Sof’) whose energy or light (Or Ein-Sof')
originally fills a unitary and undifferentiated universe. In order to create, and
ultimately recognize itself through an “other” (i.e., a world), the infinite God
must contract in upon itself (Tzimzzum), thereby opening a metaphysical
space within which an “other” can subsist. Having done this, the Infinite
proceeds to emanate structures of thought, feeling, and value (the Sefiroz),
which are, however, too weak and poorly integrated to hold the light or
divine energy that they were meant to contain. This lack of integration also
creates an instability in the erotic union of the masculine and feminine aspects
of God. As a result of their own weakness and instability the sefirotic
structures are shattered (Shevirat ha-Kelim); the feminine and the masculine
are divided, and the shards resulting from the “Breaking of the Vessels”
entrap sparks (nerzotzim) of divine energy, alienating this energy from its
source as it falls into the depths of the metaphysical void. These combinations
of shards and sparks together form the “Husks” (Kelippot) that are the
substance of the Sitra Achra or “Other Side,” a nether realm that is the
source of malcontent and evil, but that is completely parasitic upon the sparks
of alienated divine energy that it contains. It is, according to the Lurianic
scheme, man’s divinely appointed task to extract (bsrur) the divine light
entrapped both within the world and his own soul, and through the process
of Tikkun (restoration) return these sparks to their source in the infinite God,
where they can restore the unity between “male and female” and participate
in the divine purpose and plan.

Especially when one considers that the Kabbalists, and particularly the

80. I discuss the issue of Freud’s relationship to Kabbalah and Hasidism at
length in my book Kabbalistic Metaphors.
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Hasidim, held that the cosmic process I have just described is reenacted
within the soul and life of man, the parallels with psychoanalysis become
startlingly clear. Like the Lurianic Kabbalah, psychoanalysis posits a source of
sexual /erotic energy, the libido, as the foundation of all human thought,
action, value, and being. It too holds that the source of this energy, the
human psyche, must withdraw or contract (via “repression”) to create a
(representational) world of images, fantasies, dreams, and ideas. Such images
and ideas are regarded as modifications of the libido itself, and originally form
systems or structures (e.g., the ego and superego) meant to contain the
libidinous energy. These structures, however, are too poorly integrated to
contain the energy and permit its uninterrupted flow, and consequently they
break down, with the result that portions of the individual’s libido are cut off
from their source and are no longer available to serve his or her ends. This
alienated libido not only creates an interruption in man’s erotic activity, but
is itself, as it were, entrapped in neurotic complexes (akin to the Kabbalist’s
Kelippot), and thereby comes to exist in the nether realm of the individual’s
unconscious, which is analogous to the Sitra Achra. For Freud, these
unconscious complexes are the source of neurotic misery and maladaptive
behavior, yet they are completely parasitic upon the quantums of libidinous
energy that they, through an act of repression, entrap and contain, just as the
Kellipot are parasitic on the entrapped sparks of God. Psychoanalytic therapy
enjoins the individual to undo the repressions that maintain his or her
neurosis, to thereby liberate the individual’s entrapped libido and, as it were,
return this libido to its source in “desire” so it can again serve the individual’s
consciously chosen ends. This act is akin to the Lurianic conception of
Tikkun, as the “extraction” and “raising” of the holy sparks.

While the form of this brief presentation may obscure some important
differences between the Lurianic Kabbalah and psychoanalysis, the parallels
are immediately striking. It is hard to understand how Gershom Scholem,
whose scholarly career emerged amidst the Welzanschaunng of psychoanaly-
sis, and who was undoubtedly more than familiar with Freudian ideas, should
make no study or even comment on these parallels, either in his writings on
the Lurianic Kabbalah, nor (even more remarkably) in his monumental study
of Sabbatai Sevi, the psychologically disturbed false messiah who emerged
from within a Lurianic milieu in sixteenth-century Poland.3!

81. For example, Scholem, in his work Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah,
relates that “the sources suggest with almost absolute certainty that Sabbatai suffered
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Scholem does, however, correctly acknowledge that the Kabbalah itself
embodies a dynamic, living reality, which is likely to reassert itself in those
times when the spontaneous, emotional, and the symbolical are suppressed in
favor of the purely intellectual: “The more the philosophers and theologians
strove to formulate a unity which negates and eliminates all symbols, the
greater became the danger of a counter-attack in favor of the living God,
who, like all living forces, speaks in symbols.”®? Yet Scholem fails to
acknowledge the obvious psychoanalytic implications of even his own view,
which put quite simply, understands the Kabbalah itself as a return of the
repressed, i.e., as a symbolic representation of repressed emotion, spirituality,
or libido, whose energy he sought to liberate (or kabbalistically, whose spark
he sought to raise) for a new generation. The identification of the Kabbalah
itself with the “repressed libido of Judaism™ is given further support when we
consider the Kabbalists’ attitude toward human (and divine) sexuality. For
example, in the Zohar we find the views that the conjugal relationship
between man and woman is itself holy, because it reflects the relations
between God and the Shekbinak (his feminine aspect); that man and woman
are only “half a body” until they are united in conjugal bliss; that all souls,
before they descend into the physical world, are essentially bisexual; that a
couple should attempt to coordinate their intercourse with the precise time
of intercourse in the “upper world”; and that kissing with the mouth is a
union of a couple’s souls prior to their physical union in sexual intercourse.33

from a manic-depressive psychosis,” and provides several pages of discussion on this.
However, there is no mention of Freud or psychoanalysis anywhere in this work. Nor
is there any discussion of psychoanalysis in Scholem’s Major Trends, On the Kabbalah,
The Kabbalah, or On the Mystical Shape of the Godhead, trans. Joachim Neugroschel
(New York: Schocken, 1991). Scholem is said to have dismissed psychoanalysis on the
grounds that he knew several psychological myths, each of which were far more
interesting than Freud’s. Scholem seemed to show some more affinity to Jung.
Nevertheless he felt:

In treating the history and world of the Kabbalah, using the conceptual
terminology of psychoanalysis—cither the Freudian or Jungjan version—
did not seem fruitful to me. Even though I should have had a strong
affinity to Jung’s concepts, which were close to religious concepts, I re-
frained from using them. [Quoted in David Biale, Gershom Scholem. p. 69

82. Scholem, On the Kabbalah, p. 89.
83. Sce Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar 111, Part VI, Sect. I1.
(Conjugal Life), pp. 1355-1406.
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In Luria we find the view that in performing acts of Tikkun ha-Olam
humanity provides the “feminine waters” for restoring the unity between the
masculine and feminine aspects of God.

Like the relationship between Kabbalah and contemporary philosophy,
the connection between the Kabbalah and psychoanalysis has simply never
been carefully examined. When one considers that an authority no less
formidable than Carl Jung held that a full understanding of psychoanalysis
“would carry us . . . into the subterranean workings of Hasidism . . . and
then into the intricacies of the Kabbalah which still remain unexplored
psychologically,”®* we can hardly ignore the points of contact between these
apparently diverse disciplines. Apart from the remarkable theoretical coinci-
dence between the Kabbalah and psychoanalysis, I will argue that many of the
concepts of the Kabbalah can be best understood by the contemporary reader
through a comparison with the basic metaphors of psychoanalysis (e.g., the
unconscious, libido, the repressed) or with the peculiar phenomena (neuro-
sis, dreams) with which psychoanalysis deals. Further, since the Kabbalah is
never reluctant to draw metaphysical, axiological, and ontological conclu-
sions from what are essentially psychoanalytic ideas, psychoanalysts who
study the Kabbalah are in a position to comprehend a view of the entire
cosmos that is highly compatible with their own understanding of man.

PSYCHOLOGICAL HERMENEUTICS
IN THE KABBALAH

It is important to note in this context that a psychological perspective is to be
found among the Kabbalists and Hasidim themselves, who held the human
mind to be a mirror and, in some respects, the very origin of the theosophical
realm 8%

For example, one of the earliest Kabbalists, Azriel of Gerona (early
thirteenth century), held that the energy of the human soul derives from the
heavenly Sefiroz, the ten archetypes through which God expresses himself in
creation, and he equated each Sefirah with a psychological power or physical

84. Letter: Carl Jung to Edith Schroder, April 1957. In Carl Jung, Letzers, Vol.
2, ed. Gerhard Adler (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1975), pp. 358-359.
This comment was made at a stage in Jung’s career when he had achieved a clearly
positive view of Judaism and, in particular, Jewish mysticism.

85. Sec Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, pp. 146-153, and Idel, “Psycholo-
gization of Theosophy in Kabballah and Hasidism,” in Idel, Hasidism, pp. 227-238.
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organ in man.®® An even more radical viewpoint was advocated by R. Meir
ibn Gabbay (1480-1540), who interpreted an ancient Midrash to mean that
God’s anthropomorphic structure was itself copied from a human original!®”
Even among the Lurianists, with their emphasis upon the theosophical
structure of the Godhead and divine worlds, we find the doctrine that the
Sefirot are mirrored in man’s body and soul.

The notion that the divine macrocosm is mirrored in the mind of man
was actually emphasized by the founders of the Hasidic movement, who can
be said to have “psychologized” the Lurianic Kabbalah for their numerous
disciples. For example, R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye (1704-1794) stated in
the name of the Baal Shem Tov (1700-1760), the founder of Hasidism, that
the ten Sefirot appear in man as a result of a divine contraction, whereby the
deity progressively instantiates himself in a series of personal structures until,
upon reaching man, he (and man himself) is called Microcosmos (Olam
Karan).®® Rabbi Dov Baer, the Maggid of Mezrich (1704~1772), who
succeeded the Baal Shem Tov as the leader of the early Hasidic movement,
taught “that everything written in (Vital’s) Sefer Ezz Chayyim (the major
exposition of the Lurianic Kabbalah) also exists in the world and in man.”%®
The Maggid went so far as to hold that the very significance of divine
thought is contingent upon this thought making its appearance in the mind
of man. Like Jung, who was later to expound a similar view regarding the
“collective unconscious,” the Maggid held that the Godhead has a hidden life
within the mind of man.*°

JUNG’S APPROACH

It is important, however, to both compare and distinguish the Hasidic point
of view from that of Jung, who took a lively interest in the Kabbalah, and

86. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 95.

87. Ibid., p. 176.

88. Rabbi Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye, Toldot Ya’akov Yoseph, fol. 86a, quoted
and translated in Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 150 (see also p. 352, note 366).

89. Maggid, Dov Baer of Mezrich, Or ha-Emet (Light of Truth), fol. 36 c¢~d.
Quoted and translated in Idel, Kabbalah: New Pzrspcctive:, p. 15.

90. Rifka Schatz-Uffenheimer, Hasidism As Mysticism: Quietistic Elements In
Eighteenth-Century Hasidic Thonght (Jerusalem: Hebrew University, 1993), p. 207.

Also see Rabbi Schneur Zalman’s commentary in Likutei Amarim-Tanya, Chapter
36, p. 163.
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regarded it as one of a series of expressions of man’s “collective unconscious.”
Jung focused the greatest part of his attention on Gnosticism and alchemy,
each of which he understood to be mythological or metaphysical expressions
of man’s quest to regain awareness and unity with an alienated, unconscious
self.®! The alchemists, in their material efforts to extract gold from base
metals, and the Gnostics who earlier engaged in metaphysical efforts to
release the divine spark contained within each human soul, were predeces-
sors, on Jung’s view, to contemporary depth psychologists who assist patients
in their quest to regain awareness of the “spark” or “gold” of their
unconscious minds.”? Kabbalah, as I have intimated, performs an analogous
task with respect to the Kelippot, which bind the human soul; and it is
presumably an awareness of Freud’s own Jewish/Hasidic background that
led Jung to remark that Freud’s discovery would find its origins in a Jewish
version of the archetypal depth-psychology myth.*?

My own view is that Jung is largely correct, and that moreover, had he
focused greater attention on the Kabbalah, he would have indeed found a far
more congenial predecessor to depth psychology than Gnosticism.®* Gnos-
ticism, while clearly sharing many of the Kabbalah’s symbols and ideas, is
decidedly dualistic and otherworldly. The Gnostics’ “raising of the sparks”
(unlike the analogous process in the Lurianic Kabbalah) is an effort to escape
from an evil world of matter and history, which for Gnosticism is completely
irredeemable. The Kabbalah, on the other hand, seeks a restoration of this
world, much as depth psychology pursues a therapy for this life; and it
interprets its symbols, for example, its raising of the sparks, in 2 manner that

91. Jung’s writing on Gnosticism are conveniently collected with commentary
in Robert A. Segal, ed., The Gnostic Jung (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1992). His views on alchemy are found in a number of his works, including Aion
(1951), Psychology and Alchemy (1944), Alchemical Studies (1929-1945), and
Mpysterium Consunctionss (1955-1956), which constitute Volumes 9 (Part II), 12,
13, and 14 of The Collected Works of C. G. Jung (Princeton, NJ: Bollingen Series,
Princeton University Press, 1953-1964). Sec References for complete citations.

92. Carl Jung, “Gnostic Symbols of the. Self,” in Ason: Researches Into the
Phenomenology of the Self, The Collecred Works of C. G. Jung, Vol. 9. Part I1, trans. R.
F. C. Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 184-221.
Reprinted in Segal, The Gnostic Jung, 55-91.

93. Carl Gustav Jung, Letters, Vol. 2, pp. 358-359.

94. Sce my “Jung and the Kabbalah,” in History of Psychology 2:2 (May 1999),
pp. 102-118.
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brings holiness into this world rather than prompting man to escape.
Moreover, in Hasidism, we have a phenomenon in which the psychologiza-
tion of the metaphysical symbols of the Kabbalah has already occurred. There
is no such analogous process with respect to Gnosticism (or alchemy, for that
matter) and Jung is forced to produce one himself.

It is in the interpretation of this psychologization process where I (as
would the Hasidim) part from the Jungian approach. For Jung, when the
Gnostics talk, for example, about God, they are really, though not knowingly,
talking about the unconscious, and when they relate their myths of creation,
they are really, though nor knowingly, describing the development of the
human psyche or “Self.” Although Jung himself denies that there are any
metaphysical implications to his work,”® the thrust of his basic approach to
Gnosticism is to reduce Gnostic theology to psychology. A Jungian approach
to the Kabbalah would, of course, perform a similar reduction; a reduction
that follows from Jung’s theory of the psychological development of
mankind. According to Jung, man has proceeded through four stages of
development, the primitive, ancient, modern and contemporary, each stage
marking a step toward the evolution of a fully independent ego. While
primitives completely identify themselves with their environment, and an-
cients (whose egos are somewhat sturdier) project their unconscious onto the
gods, moderns reject their unconscious altogether, attempting to live their
entire lives on the plain of consciousness and reason.”® Recognizing the

95. Jung’s denials are sprinkied throughout his works and letters. For example,
in his introduction to Mysterium Coniunctionss, 1955, p. vii, he states:

I do not go in for either metaphysics or theology, but am concerned with
psychological facts as the borderline of the knowable. So if I make use of
certain expressions that are reminiscent of the language of theology, this is
done solely to the poverty of language and not because I am of the opinion
that the subject matter of theology is the same as that of psychology.
Psychology is very definitely not a theologys; it is a natural science that seeks
to describe experienceable psychic phenomena . . . But as empirical
science it has neither the capacity nor the competence to describe any truth
or value, this being the prerogative of theology. [Carl Gustav Jung,
Mysterium Consunctionis. The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, Vol. 14, trans.
R. FE. C. Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963).]

96. See Segal, The Gnostic Jung, pp. 11, 19. Also, Erich Neumann, The Origins
and History of Consciousness, trans. R. F. C. Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1970).
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emptiness and futility of the modern project of denying the unconscious,
certain “contemporaries” (of Jung’s) seek to reintegrate into their psyches
what the ancients projected and the moderns denied. Jung’s psychological
analysis is extremely insightful, yet his metaphysical prejudices are clear: while
the ancients are, in effect, “superior” to moderns in their recognition
(through myths and religion) of the importance of the unconscious, they are
misplaced in projecting the archetypes of the collective unconscious onto the
gods and world. From a Jungian point of view the myths of Gnosticism and
(by extension) Kabbalah have psychological but no ontological significance:
they are not about the world but are rather about the psyche of man.

The Kabbalists and Hasidim are clear in their rejection of the Jungian
reduction. While they themselves recognized the psychological implications
of their theosophical concepts they maintained that these implication were a
function of the mutual reciprocity or mirroring of the microcosm and
macrocosm. Unlike the Gnostics who understood their myths in cosmologi-
cal terms, and unlike Jung who understood them psychologically, the
Kabbalists refused to give priority to either cosmos or mind. Like the
philosophers of India, of Sankhya, Yoga, and Vedanta, the Kabbalists held
that cosmos and psyche, divinity and soul are essentially one. The workings
of man’s mind give us as much insight into the nature of the world, as man’s
myths about the world provide insight into the nature of his mind. Although
I have great respect for the Jungian point of view, and believe that the entire
Lurianic dialectic can be understood in archetypal psychological terms, my
position in this work is to take the Kabbalists at their word; when they speak
about the deity I assume that, at least on one level, it is the deity to which
they refer.

COMPARATIVE STUDIES

There is one contribution of the Jungian approach to the study of religion
that, if it has not been completely ignored, has been underutilized in the
study of the Kabbalah: the comparative study of divergent mystical traditions.
One of Jung’s core assumptions, expressed in the concept of the “collective
unconscious,” is that common themes and archetypes underlie religious
phenomena separated widely in both space and time. As such Jungians seek
out symbolic and thematic similarities even among those religions in which
there is little or no reason to suppose any historical connection. This point of
view, however, has been implicitly rejected by the vast majority of Kabbalah
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scholars, who do so out of either a religious conviction in the uniqueness of
Jewish revelation; or, following the lead of Scholem, out of a commitment to
detailed textual analysis and historical research. As such, the study of the
Kabbalah has been somewhat myopic: the fascinating parallels between
Jewish and Indian mysticism and theosophy, for example, have been for the
most part ignored. One need not follow Jung in his hypotheses of a collective
unconscious and archetypes to recognize the value of such comparative
studies in our own contemporary quest for insight into Jewish mysticism.
Here I simply wish to provide a brief example of how such comparative
studies can provide us with insight into the Kabbalah itself.

A remarkable parallel is to be found between the kabbalistic symbol of
Kelippot (Husks) and the concept of karma, found in Jainism and in virtually
all the other spiritual traditions of India. The parallel is to be found in the fact
that each of these notions involve the symbol of a spark or crystal of divine
light, which is understood to be the individual’s true or Godly self and which
is enclosed by layers of darkness (Kelippor in Kabbalah, lesyas (colors) in
Jainism) that weigh down and otherwise prevent the self from achieving its
divine fulfillment. It is, of course, an intriguing if highly speculative
possibility that the concepts under discussion were mediated from India to
Judaism via a chain that included Gnosticism, but this is not the point I wish
to pursue here.

What is interesting in this context is the differing accounts of the origin
of Kelippot and karma respectively in the Kabbalah and Jainism. As we have
seen, for the Kabbalists the Kelippot have their origin in a cosmic catastrophe,
the Breaking of the Vessels, in which the value archetypes that originally
constituted creation shatter, and the resulting shards fall through the
metaphysical void, carrying with them sparks of divine light. The theory of
karma, on the other hand, posits that the darkness (/esyas) that shrouds and
encumbers one’s inner self is a product of the individual’s own behavior. A
man, in performing any action, but most particularly an act like killing, which
violates the actor’s moral code, obscures and darkens his own life monad,
making the possibility of his redemption more difficult and remote.

Upon first learning of the similarity between karma and Kelippot one
might be inclined to the conclusion that the divergent accounts of their
respective origins (one cosmic, the other psychological) renders the connec-
tion between these concepts superficial. However, upon closer examination
we discover, for example, that the Kabbalists and Hasidism regard each
individual as personally responsible for the &frur or extraction of his spark
from the Husks; and that a man’s actions either serve to aid in this
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redemptive process or increase the power, darkness, and grip of the “Other
Side.” As put by the eighteenth-century Kabbalist, Moses Chayyim Luzzatto,
“when man sins he gives the husk the power to seize the Upper Degrees, and
he is himself punished by it. Conversely, when man expels the husk from
himself he is rewarded.”®” Looked at more closely, the doctrine of Kelippot
shines with a new discernible “karmic light.” This karmic or psychological
understanding of the Kelippot is strengthened by our knowledge that in the
Kabbalah (as in Indian philosophy) the microcosm (man) is said to perfectly
mirror the macrocosm (the divine) and the shattering of value archetypes that
produce the Kelippor on the cosmic level is repeated in each individual psyche
or soul. It is, indeed, when we shatter our values by immoral and unethical
conduct that our true self becomes obscured and our divine spark dimmed.
Other examples of the philosophical usefulness of comparative study of
the Kabbalah are to be found in the comparisons between the Kabbalah and
Gnosticism, Platonism, and the philosophy of Hegel. Indeed, it is my view
that the Kabbalah, whose symbolism is, for the uninitiated, somewhat remote
and obscure, can best be understood by the modern reader precisely through
the comparative studies that are notable for their absence in this field.”®

THE NATURE OF MYTH AND THE
KABBALISTIC SYMBOLS

We are now in a better position to make some general remarks about
kabbalistic symbolism. In doing so an attempt will be made to strike a balance
between dynamic and philosophical interpretations of the mystical meta-
phors.

We have seen that an important characteristic of Jewish mysticism is
what Idel has called its dynamic character. According to Idel, whose views on
this matter are set in apparently deliberate opposition to those (previously
quoted) of Ricouer, “A kabbalistic symbol invited one to act rather than to
think.” This, Idel argues, is implicit in the very nature of the kabbalistic
theosophy: the Sefiror, for example, were not seen as existing in “frozen
perfection within the deity,” but rather “as living human activity.” For Idel,

97. Luzzatto, General Principles of the Kabbalah, p. 59.

98. Such comparative studies serve as the implicit, and at times explicit,
background of this work. Readers interested in more detailed comparative studies are
referred to my book, Kabbalistic Metaphors.
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the dynamism of theosophical symbols is far more important than their
“disclosure of a hidden realm of existence.”® It is this dynamism that gives
the kabbalistic myths their passion and life.

Idel’s viewpoint echoes a more general viewpoint on “myth,” which sees
it as having a function that is completely other than that of philosophy.
According to Alasdair MacIntyre:

The subject matter of mythological narratives is no different from that of
later philosophy and science; what differentiates myth from these is not
merely its narrative form or its use of personification. It is rather that a myth
is living or dead, not true or false. You cannot refute a myth because as soon
as you treat it as refutable, you do not treat it as a myth but as hypothesis
or history.*%®

For both MacIntyre and Idel the value of a myth is that it tallies,
resonates, or awakens something that is alive in our psyche or soul. It does
this irrespective of its “truth value” in terms of objective logic or science. We
should note, however, that to the extent that a myth does resonate in our
soul, or move us to change our lives, we are inclined to say that it expresses
an essential “truth.” Indeed, it can be said, for example, that a psychoanalytic
or psychotherapeutic metaphor works in a similar fashion. An interpretation
is either “alive” or “dead” for the patient at any given point in the treatment,
and hence serves as a “myth” in the context of his personal life narrative.
However, both analyst and patient are clearly inclined to describe such a
valuable interpretation as a form of “truth.”

The word “truth” is a term of value, one that the philosopher, the poet,
the scientist, and the mystic each wish to claim as his own. To define “truth”
in such a way that the mythical and mystical are excluded from its domain is
perhaps enlightening at first, but is ultimately pernicious, for it removes from
the mystic, the poet, and the mythologist any possibility of making knowl-
edge claims for the results of their inquiry.'°! The Kabbalist wants, in fact, to

99. 1del, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, pp. 223-225.

100. Alasdair MacIntyre, “Myth,” The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Vol. 5, ed.
Paul Edwards (New York: Macmillan, 1967), p. 435.

101. A point made eminently clear by Mary Hesse in “The Cognitive Claims of
Metaphor” (in Metaphor and Religion, ed. J. P. Van Noppen (Brussels: n.p. 1984).
Hesse holds that metaphor, of which myth is one important example, should be
included within the categories of meaning, knowledge, and truth. The failure to do
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say that his inquiry reveals a truth, a knowledge that, albeit different from
that of the scientist or logician, is in some sense “deeper” and more valuable.
Indeed, part of his claim is that his truth is superior precisely because it is
“alive” in the sense we have just described.

“Truth,” in its deepest sense, must encompass life; that is, it must stir
man’s soul and perhaps even transform him in the process. Man is not a
purely cognitive being. Indeed, his very cognitions are determined by the
passions that move him to think and act along certain “routes of interest.” A
myth is a narrative structure that enters into and evokes passion, action, and
interest. It is not content to travel along the paths of intellect and cognition,
which are the reinvested products of such interest. A myth is essentially the
dream, and the dream’s interpretation, and not simply the interpretation
alone. It embraces both ego and id, conscious and unconscious, heart and
mind. Dialectically, we might go so far to say that the Kabbalah, as myth,
makes no truth claims as history in the sense described by MacIntyre; but that
it is, by virtue of its dynamic character, a discipline that nonetheless reveals
“truth” to those who participate in it.

Kabbalah, however, as we have already seen, is more than simply
“mythology.” It is myth and speculation, poetry and philosophy, metaphor
and reason, woven into a discipline that invites passion, action, and idea. It is
of course, a discipline that dare not become too articulated and final; if so, it
would cut off the very wellspring of symbolic possibilities that gives myth,
metaphor, (and language itself) its very life and meaning. Indeed, it is this
very reinterpretability that, according to Idel, gives the Kabbalah its unique
character. For Idel:

so leads to the distorted elevation of science over all other avenues of human inquiry.
In a critique of Hesse’s position, Richard Rorty (“Hesse and Davidson on Meta-
phor”) follows the views of Donald Davidson and counters that metaphors have no
meaning other than their literal one and their power lies not in their capacity to open
up new vistas of truth or meaning but rather in the fact that they cause us to change
our actions, beliefs and desires. For Rorty, a metaphor “dies” when its meaning is
articulated, i.e., when it becomes a vehicle of knowledge. The Davidson-Rorty view
of metaphor is, one might observe, the philosophical foundation for Idel’s view that
the Kabbalistic symbols invite action rather than represent truths and ideas. My own
view, as I believe is evident in these pages, is that metaphor is both a call to (or cause
of ) action and a source of wisdom or gnosos, and that a dialectical reladonship exists
between these two modes (the ethical and the epistemological) in the Kabbalah as it
does everywhere else. Each is prior to and foundational for the other. Practice is both
prior to and dependent upon truth and knowledge.
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the main aspect of the sefirotic realm is not its “indescribability” or
“inexpressibility” as Scholem conceives it, but rather it dynamism. . . .
Symbols are necessary precisely because several aspects of the ever-
changing system need to be expressed, not because the revealed aspect of
divinity is beyond expression in conceptual terms owing to its transcen-
dence.'%?

So Idel, in his polemic with Scholem, comes full circle. Kabbalah is dynamic,
and neither ineffable nor philosophical, but its dynamism itself leads to a
form of epistemic revelation: “like a magic ball that remains always the same
although reflecting varied moving lights, so the text of the Torah or Zohar
enables us to perceive an ever-changing reality.”!°® The symbols of the
Kabbalah are akin to what the philosopher J. N. Findlay once spoke of as
“iridescent concepts,” showing us changing and sometimes contrasting
images, depending upon the perspective we take upon them. That these
symbols are iridescent should not deter us from treating them as instruments
of knowledge. Rather than place the Kabbalah outside the sphere of truth,
perhaps we need to understand “truth” in such a manner that the magic ball
is the very vehicle of its expression.

The problem of providing a general definition of kabbalistic symbolism
is essentially coextensive with the question of defining the Kabbalah itself| a
question that, owing to the very nature of the subject matter, is impossible.
For the Kabbalah objects of theosophical or philosophical interest cannot be
defined a priori, but must be understood as evolving along with our own
understanding of them. This is especially true for the definition of kabbalistic
symbols, for the mystical symbol is the very vehicle for understanding the
relationship among God, world, and man, a relationship that is itself always
in flux and always incomplete. It is this difficulty of defining the mystical
symbol that, I suppose, may have moved Scholem to affirm that “the mysticat
symbol is an expressible representation of something which lies beyond the
sphere of expression and communication.”*%* However, we have already seen
how this view fails precisely because it cuts short all rational inquiry into the
Kabbalah and makes kabbalistic knowledge a contradiction in terms.

Idel fares somewhat better than Scholem. He rejects the notion that
symbols lack cognitive significance and that they simply provide an experi-

102. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 231.
103. Ibid., p. 232.
104. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 27.
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ential window into the inexpressible. However, like Scholem, Idel plays down
the mythical symbol’s epistemic potential. For Idel, kabbalistic symbols
“strove to induce an active mood or approach to reality rather than invoke
contemplation.” While rejecting the notion that there can be a single view on
the nature of kabbalistic symbolism, Idel adopts the following general
definition of “symbol” from Erwin Goodenough: “an object or a pattern,
which, whatever the reason may be, operates upon men, and causes effects in
them, beyond mere recognition of what is literally presented in the given
term.”!% Such a definition is extremely broad and not very informative, as its
terms (e.g., “operates,” “effects”) are themselves vague and appear to
conflate the concept of symbol with “connotative meaning.” On this
definition, everything meaningful, all objects, patterns, and words, would be
symbolic. While I have no quarrel with this implication, I believe more can be
said about the nature of symbols in general and kabbalistic symbols in
particular than either the Scholem or Goodenough/Idel definitions would
allow.

A symbol, as we normally understand one, is neither a thing, a word, an
image, a feeling, nor a concept. It is, we might say, a vehicle through which
we relate to ourselves and the world; one that is indefinitely wide in its range
of applications and that connects itself to a range of ideas, affect, images, and
words. This is why it is possible for many symbols to be expressed in art,
molded into icons, articulated in poetry, and felt deeply in one’s heart. While
many symbols are intrinsically connected to a single image (e.g., the scales of
justice, the American eagle), and others are elaborations upon the natural or
social world (“the sun,” “the king”), other symbols, including most of those
that are of interest in the Kabbalah, have a more limited connection with
specific images (e.g., “the raising of the sparks”) or are more closely
associated with feelings and/or ideas (the Sefiror). Nevertheless, symbols
have a tendency to reach into all aspects of human endeavor, and naturally
invoke expression in art, articulation in thought, and realization in action. A
symbol is, one might say, a “pivot” around which the world is organized in
its intellective, connative, and volitional dimensions.

How are symbols created? Ernst Cassirer, in his Philosophy of Symbolic
Forms, argues that man, by his very nature, is a symbolic creature.*®® This is
true enough, but perhaps it fails to go to the very heart of the matter.

105. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 233.
106. Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, Vols. 1 -3, trans. Ralph
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Symbols, it seems, are equiprimordial with both man and his world; indeed
they reflect the archetypical relationship of man to the natural world (e.g., the
symbols of the sun, moon, water, fire, etc.) or of man to man (the king, the
fool, the “golden maiden”) or man to the world of the spirit (angels and
devils, crosses, mandalas, and stars, etc.). Indeed, we might go so far as to say
that symbols are, in effect, the way in which being-in-itself is mediated for
human consciousness. In this sense, they are the very structure of reality. It
is even almost misleading to say that symbols are created by man; they evolve
with him and are the very meaning structures in which man finds himself. To
the extent that man creates them, they arise spontaneously from his partly
unconscious relationship with “the world” (which is itself also a symbol) as
condensations of vast plenums of significance. Since they are the very
“world” within which he exists, symbols are the closest man comes to
experiencing divine creation.

Symbols are like food for the human psyche. They are food in the sense
that making sense of things is satisfying. Indeed, we might call symbols the
ultimate consumable, as they are what the human psyche or soul needs to be
a psyche at all. Unlike the terms of science, symbols organize reality in a
manner that is commensurate with our psychological being. It is through
symbols that man comes to know both himself and his world. And it is
through reflecting upon symbols and attempting to explicate their meaning
from a range of perspectives (which was, as we shall see, the essential practice
of the theosophical Kabbalists) that we can hope to develop a satisfactory and
comprehensive worldview.

BASIC METAPHORS

Among all the wealth and variety of symbolic forms there exists a class of
symbols that I would call “basic” or “fundamental.”*®” A basic symbol or

Mannheim (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953, 1955, 1957). Originally
published in Berlin, 1923, 1925, 1929.

107. Philosophers have long argued about the possibility of arriving at a single
unique “basic metaphor.” Derrida, for example, has argued that the “dream of
philosophy” is to reduce all metaphors to “one ‘central,’ ‘tundamental,” ‘principal’
metaphor” through which all metaphors would come to an end through “the assured
legibility of the proper.” (Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p. 268.) This, of course, was
the project of Hegel, who persuasively argued that his dialectical view of history and
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metaphor is “basic” in the sense that it encompasses within itself the totality
of being, and explains all things. A basic metaphor organizes everything
around itself. The symbols of the Kabbalah are basic in this sense. Unlike
natural symbols such as “fire,” or manmade symbols such as “the automo-
bile,” the symbolic system represented in the Kabbalah, and particularly in
the Lurianic myths, provides us with a metaphor that grants insight into
everything whatsoever; the creation of the world, the role of man in the
cosmos, the significance of our daily tasks of living. The symbols of the
Sefirot, the “broken vessels,” the “raising of the sparks,” etc., are part of a
mythical system which addresses itself not only to the core of reality, but to
the very nature of thought itself.

There are other basic metaphors; Heraclitus” “flux” is one, the Gnostics’
war between two cosmic powers is another. The danger of most basic
metaphors, however, is that they tend to be so general that they cease to
inform. The fascination of the Kabbalah and, particularly, the Lurianic myth,
is that this myth is completely general and yet very specific at the same time.
It organizes everything around itself, but not in an obvious manner, and as
such it tells us something new about both ourselves and the world. It is
incumbent upon us to decipher its message in a manner that is comprehen-
sible in our own place and time.

philosophy (one that as we shall see is remarkably similar to that of the Kabbalists) was
a basic metaphor in this sense. I make no such absolutist claim here for the Kabbalah,
and am content to treat the Lurianic metaphor as one basic metaphor among others,
and to allow it to rest upon its own intrinsic persuasiveness or appeal.



Ein-Sof*: The Dialectic
of the Infinite

was once asked why it was that he himself never recorded his teachings

in writing. “It is impossible,” he is said to have replied, “because all
things are related; I can hardly open my mouth to speak without feeling as
though the sea burst and its dams had overflowed.”? Anyone attempting to
explain the kabbalistic deity, particularly as it is understood by the Lurianists,
cannot help but identify with Luria’s own reluctance, for the Kabbalists’ God
embodies a vast array of aspects, each of which (e.g., E¢n-Sof (The Infinite),
Tzimtzum (divine concealment, contraction), ba-Olomor (Worlds), Sitra
Achra (the “Other Side”), etc.) are comprehensible only in reference to the
others. Further, the God of the Kabbalah only achieves His identity through
a dialectical evolution, part of which involves His comprehension and
completion by mankind. A full understanding of this God requires, in effect,
a thorough knowledge of (and participation in) each of the kabbalistic
symbols, as well as a commitment to the very restorative acts (Tikkunim)
through which humanity is said to complete both God and creation.

This chapter, which paints a portrait of the kabbalistic deity in broad
strokes, must ultimately be placed within the context of a fuller knowledge of

l saac Luria, whose ideas are reported to us in the writings of his disciples,

1. Literally “without end.”
2. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 254.
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each of the major kabbalistic symbols (which will be presented in subsequent
chapters). Here, however, I will focus in some detail upon certain more
conceptual or philosophical aspects of kabbalistic theosophy. My discussion is
centered upon the Kabbalah of Luria, but will also make reference to the
Zohar and the earlier theosophical Kabbalists who preceded Luria, as well as
to the Hasidim who are his heirs.

As we proceed with our discussion it will become apparent that for the
Kabbalists Ein-Sof has no static, definable form. Instead, the deity is
conceived of as evolving through, and thus embodying, a number of distinct
stages and aspects, with later stages opposing but at the same time encom-
passing earlier ones. The Kabbalists’ God is both perfectly simple and
infinitely complex, nothing and everything, hidden and revealed, reality and
illusion, creator of man and created by man, etc. As Ein-Sof evolves it is
progressively revealed as “nothing whatsoever” ( Ayin), the totality of being,
the Infinite Will (Ratzon), Thought and Wisdom, the embodiment of all
value and significance (the Sefiror), the wedding of male and female, and
ultimately, the union of all contradictions. As we shall see, Ein-Sofis both the
totality of this dialectic and each of the points along the way. Eén-Sof must be
constantly redefined, as by its very nature, it is in a constant process of
self-creation and redefinition. This self-creation is actually embodied and
perfected in the creativity of humanity, which through its practical, ethical,
intellectual, and spiritual activities strives to redeem and perfect an antini-
mous and imperfect world.

Insofar as is possible my exposition is designed to mirror the evolution
of the deity itself; for like Hegel, centuries later, the Kabbalists held that the
dialectic of thought is paralleled in a dialectic of God and the world. It should
be remembered, however, that the development of Ein-Sofis not strictly an
evolution in time. It has both temporal and atemporal aspects and is repeated
ad infinitum throughout creation.®

3. According to Vital, Ein-Sof is timeless but its manifestations are temporal.
Adam Kadmon and the worlds were created in time. “All of the worlds were created,
expanded, and developed, with one coming along after the other at different times,
each one later than the other, until it came to the time for this world to be created.”
Sefer Etz Chayyim 1:1, p. 21; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 7. Nevertheless,
such metaphysical events as the Tzimzzim and the Breaking of the Vessels are
embodied in all things and all times. This issue is provided further discussion later in
this chapter in the section “God Is Dialectically Evolving.”
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THE HIDDEN, UNKNOWABLE, AND INEFFABLE GOD

According to Scholem, Egn-Sofis a term and concept that originates with the
early Kabbalists in Provence and Spain. It is a term that treats the adverbial
relation “without end” as a noun, and was transformed into a technical term
for the infinite, completely unknowable God. Scholem refers to a number of
other terms equivalent to Eén-Sof that appear in various kabbalistic writings.
Among these are the appellations “superfluity” (Yitron, a translation of the
Neoplatonic “hyperousia”), “indistinguishable unity” or the “complete
indistinguishability of opposites” (bha-achdut ha-shavah), and “the essence”
(ha-mahut).*

The Kabbalists used a variety of negative epistemological terms to
make reference to the hidden God: “the concealment of secrecy,” “the
concealed light,” “that which thought cannot contain,” etc.,® each of which
signifies that this God is somehow beyond human knowledge and compre-
hension. However, there are other terms, e.g., “Root of all roots,” “Indif-
ferent Unity,” “Great Reality,”® “Creator,” “Cause of Causes,” and “Prime
Mover”” (as well as the term Ein-Sof, “without end”), which are ontological
rather than epistemological and affirmative rather than negative; for example,
signifying that God is the origéin of the world, the reality of the world, or the
torality of all things. Yet in spite of the positive connotations, even those
Kabbalists who utilized such terms held that they referred to a God who is
completely unknowable and concealed.® Of this God, the proto-kabbalistic
work Sefer Yetzivah had earlier said, “restrain your mouth from speaking and
your heart from thinking, and if your heart runs let it return to its place.”®

4. Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 88.

5. Ibid., p. 89.

6. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 12.

7. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’eray VI: 1; Ira Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah: An Annotated Translation of His Or Ne’erav (Hoboken,
NJ: Ktav, 1994), p. 111.

8. For example, Cordovero, who has many positive things to say about the
nature of Ein-Sof, says that it is “improper to investigate the hidden force which
created all that exists.” Interestingly, Cordovero follows this by stating that it is the
essence of Ein-Sof that “His will and wisdom and understanding are one.” Moses
Cordovero, Or Ne’eray VI: 2, 37b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s Introduction to
Kabbalah, p. 125.

9. Sefer Yetzirah I 8, as translated in Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the
Zohar,Vol. 1, p. 234. Sce also Aryeh Kaplan, Sefer Yetzirah: The Book of Creation, rev.
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According to the Kabbalist R. Azriel of Gerona (early thirteenth century), it
is Ein-Sof”’s very infinitude that makes it incomprehensible: “E#n-Sof cannot
be an object of thought, let alone of speech, even though there is an
indication of it in everything, for there is nothing beyond it. Consequently,
there is no letter, no name, no writing, and no word that can comprise it.»10
God is unknowable, according to Azriel, precisely because He is “without
end,” and hence there is no outside point of view from which He can be
circumscribed and made into an object.

There is something inherently paradoxical in the Kabbalists’ most
fundamental axiom of theology; that God in and of Himself is completely
hidden and unknowable to man. While the Kabbalists all seem to agree on
this axiom, many of them present a theosophy that purports to set forth the
inner nature of the Godhead. There is thus a dialectical tension in kabbalistic
thought between God’s hiddenness and ineffability on the one hand, and His
knowability, appearance and revelation on the other.!?

While the Kabbalists marshal biblical prooftexts in support of the
unfathomability of Ein-Sof*? (e.g., Psalms 145: 3, “His greatness can never
be fathomed,” Isaiah 40: 28, “There is no searching of his Understanding™),
nearly all agree that the personal, creator God of the Bible (the God who is
revealed to humanity) is at least one step removed from the unknowable

ed. (York Beach, ME: Samuel Weiser, 1997), p. 66. Later Kabbalists held, at least in
theory, that one ought not inquire about Ein-Sof or even its highest manifestations.
Vital, for example, states that one is not permitted to ask questions about the inner
nature of the Primordial Man, or the highest two Sefiror. In support he quotes the
ancient apocryphal text, The Wisdom of Ben Sirach: “Seek not what is too wonderful
for you and do not search for what is hidden from you. You have no business with the
hidden things; meditate in what is permitted to you.” Sefer Etz Chayyim 1:1, p. 27,
Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 58.

10. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 234.

11. On the dialectic between Ein-Sof’s ineffability and knowability, see Steven
T. Katz, “Utterance and Ineffability in Jewish Neoplatonism,” in Neoplatonism in
Jewish Thought, ed. Lenn E. Goodman (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1992), pp. 279-298. According to Katz, the kabbalistic theses that (1) the Sefirorare
emanations within the Godhead, and (2) the Sefirot are clearly known to man in their
‘manifestation on earth, yields the conclusion that “by knowing and naming (the
Sefirot) we know and name ‘Eyn sof, obliquely but authentically” (p. 291). In fact,
kabbalistic theosophy makes this very assumption.

12. Sece, for example, Schneur Zalman, Likutei Amarim—Tanya, p. 15.
Schneur Zalman also quotes Job 11:7, “Canst thou by searching find God” and Isaiah
55: 8, “For my thought are not your thoughts.”
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Ein-Sof. Ein-Sof, according to the majority of Kabbalists (Azriel is an
exception'?), is an impersonal “that” rather than a personal “thou” or
“who.” According to the Kabbalists, Ein-Sof serves as the ontological and
metaphysical ground for the revealed God, but Ein-Sof does not itself appear
anywhere in the Bible. According to one anonymous Kabbalist: “Ein-Sof is
not even alluded to in the Torah or in the prophets, or in the hagiographers
or in the words of the sages; only the mystics received a small indication of
it.”!* According to Isaac the Blind, Ein-Sof, in contrast to the biblical God to
whom we may direct our praise and our prayers, is “not [even] conceivable
by thinking.” In contrast to the biblical God, it is impossible to attribute to
Ein-Sof will, desire, thought, speech, deed or intentions for to do so would
imply its limitation, inasmuch as it would be said to have willed or spoken one
thing and not another.’® According to the Zohar, “there are no ends, no
wills, no lights, no luminaries in E¢n-Sof” for to say anything at all about
Ein-Sof, to posit any differentiation within it, as Tishby has put it, “blemishes
its unparalleled and unknowable perfection.”*® In Tikkunei Zohar we read:
“High above all heights and hidden beyond all concealments, no thought can
grasp you at all . . . You have no known Name for You fill all Names and
You are the perfection of them all.”*” The Lurianic Kabbalists affirmed the
total unknowability of Ein Sof. Vital informs us that this term “indicates that
there is absolutely no way to comprehend Him, either by thought or by
contemplation, because He is completely inconceivable and far removed
from any kind of thought.”*8

The first Lubavitcher rebbe, Schneur Zalman of Lyadi, makes it clear
that the unknowability of Eén-Sof'is not a function of the depth or difficulty
of the concepts involved: “But it is not at all proper to say concerning the
Holy One, blessed be He, who transcends inteliect and wisdom, that it is

13. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 431. Scholem describes how for Azriel
Ein-Sof is the “leader of the world and the master of creation.”

14. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalab, p. 443. Cf. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 88.
An carly Kabbalist, the author of Ma’arkbelut ha-Elobut went so far as to say that
Ein-Sof cannot be identified with God or serve as an object of religious thought.

15. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 12.

16. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 235.

17. Tikkunei Zohar, Introduction: 17a-b, cited and translated in Immanuel
Schochet, “Mystical Concepts in Hasidism,” appendix to Schneur Zalman, Likutei
Amarim-Tanya (Brooklyn, NY: Kehot, 1981), p. 827.

18. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1:1, p. 21; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Lifz, p. 6.
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impossible to apprehend Him because of the depth of the concept, for He is
not within the realm of comprehension at all.”*® According to Schneur
Zalman, to say that one cannot comprehend Ezn-Sofis akin to saying that one
cannot literally touch an idea, “for the sense of touch refers and applies only
to physical objects which may be grasped by the hands.”?° Ein-Sof’s wisdom
is an order above thought, just as our thought is an order above the matter
we apply it to; and just as inert matter cannot grasp our thoughts, we cannot
fathom Ein-Sof’s wisdom.

We shall see that the Kabbalists (paradoxically) have much to say even
about that which they regard as unsayable. Yet there is a strong tendency in
the Kabbalah to simply define Es#n-Sof as the “unknowable” and to hold that
anything of which an attribution or statement can be made is, by definition,
a lower manifestation of the Godhead. On some views, in fact, the term
Ein-Sofis said to refer to Keter, the divine will, with no term being applicable
to the divine essence.?! The Zohar speaks of the “Supernal Will,” the “Secret
of All Secrets,” and the “Primal Nothing” but denies that even these exalted
ascriptions apply to Ein-Sof itself, instead attributing them to the highest
Sefirah or emanation.?? In its purest form we might simply speak of Ein-Sof
as “the realm of the silent,” that which can perhaps be referred to but not
described. Like the German romantic philosopher Friedrich Schlegel, the
Kabbalists held that one cannot speak about the “Absolute” or the “Totality”
in the way one speaks about particular things and their relations to other
finite entities. The Totality can be referred to, but it cannot itself be
described, for to do so would be to contrast it with other things, and thereby
limit it and rob it of its infinite character. Put in another way, Ein-Sof can be
referred to, but it has no significance or meaning. Indeed, for Eén-Sof to have
significance there would have to be something outside or beyond it for it to
be contrasted with, or have significance for. Again, if this were the case,
Ein-Sof would lose its very character as the infinite totality. I believe that
Gershom Scholem expresses a similar line of thought when he says: “Totali-

19. Schneur Zalman, Likutes Amarim—Tanya, p. 327.

20. Ibid.

21. E.g., Moses Cordovero, Pardes Rimonim I11: 1, referred to in Schochet,
“Mystical Concepts,” p. 830, note 11. Schochet notes that Schneur Zalman takes the
intermediate view that Esn-Sof refers to a plane above the divine will but below the
divine essence.

22. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 257.
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ties can be communicated only in occult fashion. The name of God can be
pronounced but cannot be expressed, for only that which is fragmentary
makes language expressible.”?® We will have occasion to pursue the signifi-
cance of “referring to Ein-Sof” later in this chapter.

THE LIMIT OF DIVINE KNOWLEDGE

The Kabbalists went so far as to imply that Ein-Sof is hidden and ineffable
even for itself. The Zohar, for example, refers to Keter, the highest Sefirab,
occasionally identified with Ein-Sofitself, as “that which knows but does not
know, and explains that the Sefiror are not themselves in a position to perceive
Ein-Sof.”** How can this paradoxical reference be understood?

An analogy may be helpful here: one that places Ein-Sof in the same
relation to the finite universe as a dreamer is to the world conjured up in his
dreams. It certainly could be said of the dreamer that “he knows but does not
know.” He “knows” in the sense that his awareness is the screen upon which
all of the action, so to speak, takes place: it is his “knowledge” that is the sum
and substance of the entire dream world. Yet the dreamer does “not know,”
because he is, in effect, completely unaware of the entire dream process. He
is unaware precisely because (like Ein-Sof’) he is (in the dream context) the
totality; his awareness is the entire plenum of the dream reality. To become
self-reflectively aware, to “know” in this sense, the dreamer would have to
circumscribe the dream world; that is, get outside of this plenum. Now this
is certainly possible for a (waking) dreamer, but only at the expense of a total
collapse of the dream world.

Ein-Sof, by analogy, is the screen of all, and there is no getting outside
of its Totality. Ein-Sof cannot make itself an object of contemplation, for this
would mean that there is some vantage point beyond the Infinite All from
which it could gain self-knowledge. Because this is logically impossible,
Ein-Sof can be nothing more than the boundary, the screen, the knowledge /
consciousness on/in which All takes place. There is no metaperspective from
which Ein-Sof can “know” in the second, reflective, sense, in which a dreamer

23. David Biale, “Gershom Scholem’s Ten Unbhistorical Aphorisms on Kab-
balah: Text and Commentary,” Modern Judaism 5 (1985): 86—-87.

24. Zohar 11, 239a (Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p.
257; see also p. 233).
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knows that he has dreamed. And since Eén-Sofis the All, there is no possibility
of its reflectively gaining perspective upon itself by looking at itself, as it were,
through the eyes of another. To be precise, according to the Kabbalists, there
is no possibility of this, excepr through Ein-Sof’s estrangement from itself
through the creation of man. Man is the “other” through which God comes
to know Himself. Creation, the Kabbalists tell us, is for the purpose of
revealing God’s glory.2® But such revelation can occur to no one other than
(an aspect of ) God Himself, for God is the one true reality. Although in the
kabbalistic tradition, creation is conceptualized as a free act of God, we here
see that it is also a necessary consequence of God’s own omniscience, for it
is only through creation that God can perform the otherwise impossible task
of achieving self-knowledge.

GOD AND NOTHINGNESS

The Kabbalists’ identification of Ein-Sof with “Nothingness” is perhaps the
most surprising of their doctrines concerning God.?® Strictly speaking it is
not Ein-Sof itself (which is beyond all predication—see below), but Keter,
the first Sefirah, and Ein-Sof’s primal manifestation, which is identified with
nothingness.?” However, the Kabbalists often speak in a manner that
suggests the predication of “nothingness” to the essence of the deity itself.

That God, who is identified as the creator and foundation of all being
whatsoever, and who is otherwise identified as the Infinite All, should be
referred to as “nothingness” is not only highly paradoxical, but, it would
seem, blatantly heretical. The Kabbalists were not unaware of the heterodoxy
of this view, but the dialectical nature of their thought led them to posit a
negation at the very heart of the deity. As a comprehension of the doctrine
of Ayin (Nothingness) is critical to our understanding of the kabbalistic view
of God, I will, in the next several sections, explore in detail the reasons for the
Kabbalists identification of E¢n-Sof with the absolute “nought.”

25. Sce, for example, Chayyim Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim 1:1, p. 21; Menzi and
Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 4.

26. Asdiscussed in my Kabbalistic Metaphors, the identification of the deity with
“nothingness” is common to a number of mystical tradidons.

27. Indeed, in Sefer Yetzirah the attribution “nothingness” (beli-mahb, “without
anything”) is made with regard to all of the Sefiror.
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A GOD BEYOND ALL PREDICATION

First, we should note that for the Kabbalists the nothingness of Ein-Sof follows
from the deity’s unknowability. If Eim-Sof is in its essence “eternally
unknowable,”® then its ontological character is that of the essentially
unknown, which the Kabbalists equated with “nothingness.” Since for the
Kabbalists thought or, more precisely, language, is central to being, that
which cannot be conceived or spoken of, is “nothing.” Because Ein-Sof
cannot be spoken of, neither “being” nor “existence” can be predicated of it,
and as such, Ein-Sof has no being and does not exist.

However, this in itself does not quite enable the Kabbalists to equate
Ein-Sof with Ayin (Nothing). The mere fact that “being” and “existence”
cannot be predicated of Ein-Sof does not entitle one to call it “Nothing.” If
Ein-Sof lies outside of language, it lies outside of all predication, “nothing”
included. In this sense, we might speak of Ein-Sof as transcending the very
distinction between being and nothingness, or as including all possibilities of
both being and nothingness within itself.

This is the perspective upon Ein-Sof that is suggested by the contem-
porary philosopher Robert Nozick. Nozick asks us to contrast an infinite that
includes everything that exists with one that also includes all possibility:

Suppose someone merged with or became the whole universe, and so came
to include everything that exists. Even then, he would not be unlimited —
he still would be that particular universe. We must imagine something that
somehow includes all possibilities, all possible universes, and excludes
nothing. This something not only is not limited to some portion of
actuality while excluding the rest, it is also not limited to that one portion
of possibility which is (all of) actuality.?®

Nozick adopts the kabbalistic term E¢n-Sof to denote this absolutely unlim-
ited entity. While he does so without making any explicit claim regarding the
Kabbalah, his conception of “Ein-Sof’ can, I believe, help illuminate the
kabbalistic idea.

Nozick explores the possibility that since existence implies limitation,
i.e., something rather than nothing, then Esn-Sof; as he has defined it, strictly
speaking does not exist. However, Nozick points out, Etn-Sofis not “nothing”

28. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 12.
29. Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, p. 600.
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in the ordinary sense of the term. For Nozick, Ein-Sof transcends the entire
existence—non-existence distinction, an idea, which by the thirteenth century
began to play an important role in the Kabbalah.3°

The Kabbalists, in referring to Esin-Sof, are speaking about an entity so
vast, so all-inclusive, as to include and be both everything and nothing. God,
for the Kabbalah, is not only both everything and nothing; He is completely
identifiable both with every void and every finite thing as well. If God were
simply the “totality of all things” and not also nothingness and each finite
thing as well, there would be some things that are excluded from God’s
essence, or which, although they are included in God as parts, would be
distinguishable from Him. On this view Ein-Sofis nothing but is also all other
things as well.

The Kabbalist David Ben Abraham ha-Lavan proffered another reason
for identifying Ein-Sof with Ayin or Nothingness. According to this thirteenth-
century Kabbalist, Efn-Sof is a completely simple totality, beyond distinction
or categorization and as such Ein-Sof cannot be identified as any thing in
particular. ‘

Ein-Sof has “more being than any other being in the world, but since it
is simple, and all other simple things are complex when compared with its
simplicity, so in comparison it is called ‘nothing.’”*! We can perhaps gain
some insight into this view when we consider that a concrete illustration of
our concept of an infinite, undiffeventiated unity is an infinitely extending,
empty void. Such an infinitely extending void is also what we must think of
in order to represent absolute nothingness. Our conception of God’s infinity
is in this sense identical to our conception of “nothing at all.”

CREATION EX NIHILO

By identifying Ein-Sof with “Nothingness” the Kabbalists were able to attack
the ultimate problem of origins (Why is there anything at all?) from a
perspective that does not already assume the existence of that which it
purports to explain. In short, by identifying E¢n-Sof with Nothingness, the
Kabbalists could speak of a desty who weaves bis existence out of the depths of bis

30. Moshe Idel, “Jewish Kabbalah and Platonism in the Middle Ages and
Renaissance,” in Neoplatonism and Jewish Thought p. 344. See Sarah Heller-Wilinsky,
“Isaac ibn Latif —Philosopher or Kabbalist,” in Jewish Medieval and Renaissance
Studies ed. Alexander Altmann (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1967).

31. See Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 95.
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own nothingness, as opposed to an already existent God for whom the
question “whence?” could itself be proposed.3?

For the Kabbalists, the entire creative process is understood as an
oscillation between nothingness and being, with nothingness, as it were, the
activating force. This is evident, for example, in the Lurianic doctrine of
Tzimtzum (concealment, contraction), which understands God as negaring
Himself, withdrawing Himself from a point in His own totality, to make
room for, and create, a finite universe. The world is not only created out of
“nothing,” but for the Kabbalists “nothing” is the very power that brings it
into existence.

Nozick asks us to consider the possibility that nothingness itself is a
nugatory force, which “sucks things into non-existence or keeps them there.”
Nozick speculates: “If this force acts upon itself] it sucks nothingness into
nothingness, producing something or, perhaps everything, every possibil-
ity.”®® Nozick speaks here of “nothingness” having “nothinged” itself, an
apparent allusion to Hegel’s “negation of the negation.” Here I should point
out that if Ein-Sof is conceived as Ayin (nothing) then the negation
(contraction, concealment) involved in the act of Tzimtzum, which the
Lurianists posited as the principle of creation, can be understood in Nozick’s
sense as such a negation of nothingness, leading to a world.

NOTHING AS THE SOURCE OF ALL MEANING
AND SIGNIFICANCE

According to the Zohar, when Ein-Sof removes Himself from His connection
with creation, “He has no name of His own at all.”3* At the same time, the
Zohar holds that the nameless God who, as such, is “nothingness” and
withous significance, is “the cause of all causes,”®® and the source of all

32. Some of the early Kabbalists emphasized the fact that God creates Himself.
For example, the author of the Fountain of Wisdom writes: “Know that the Holy One
blessed be he, was the first existent being. Only that which generates itselfis called an
existent being.” (Italics added.) Verman, The Books of Contemplation, p. 55.

33. Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, p. 122.

34. Zohar III, 225a, Raya Mchemma;, Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the
Zohar, Vol. 1, p.259.

35. Zohar 1, 22b, Tikkunei ha-Zohar, as quoted in Tishby and Lachower, The
Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 258.
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meaning and significance whatsoever. The reason that nothingness is the
source of all being and significance is that it is only via the introduction of a
void or negation that things can be differentiated into various categories,
ideas, and significances. To say that something is an X is #pso facto to say that
it ismota 'Y, and indeed to create an X is to introduce an element of boundary,
determination, or negation (what the Kabbalists referred to as judgment or
din) between it and everything else. It is for this reason that according to the
Kabbalist R. Joseph Ben Scholem of Barcelona [c. 1300] there is no change,
alteration, or transformation, in short no creative act at all, in which the abyss
of nothingness is not crossed and for “a fleeting mystical moment becomes
visible.”3® God, in order to be the creator, must have an element of negation
or nothingness as part of His very essence, and it is just this nothingness that
the deity calls upon in creating the world ex néhilo. There is a “nothingness”
implicit in all things, and this nothingness is that thing’s participation in
Ein-Sof.”

THE EXISTENTIAL POWER OF THE NOUGHT

God’s unknowability, the limits to knowledge that appear when we confront
the question of the origins of the universe, has an existential quality that
ordinary “unknowns” don’t seem to possess. It might well be misleading and
superfluous to hypostasize an “unknown” or a nothingness to correspond to
every lack of human knowledge (e.g., my lack of knowledge of today’s
temperature, or even the meteorologist’s inability to predict tomorrow’s
weather) but it seems only natural to do so in response to the “abyss” of the
world’s origins that confronts us when we ask the ultimate philosophical
question, “How is it that there is anything at all?”

The Kabbalists, it seems, were quite aware of the existential nothingness
that confronts the individual who contemplates the seeming contingency of
his own, and all, existence. And like some later existentialists, a few Kabbalists
even held that contact with this nothingness was the wltimate religious
experience. According to Azriel: “He who prays must cast off everything that
obstructs him, and must lead the world back to its origin—literally to its

36. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 217.
37. This concept will become clear when we consider the concept of Tzimtzum
in Chapter Three.
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Nought.” And this contact with one’s origins in nothingness provides the self
with the “power for its own existence.”3® “Nothingness” for the Kabbalists
is the activator of the finite world in general, and of human existence in
particular. Nothingness, as modern existential thought has affirmed, is the
finitude, the “death,” which circumscribes man as an historical individual and
thus provides the very meaning to his life. The unknowability of man’s and
the world’s origins has an ontological dimension to it which other unknowns
don’t seem to possess. The Kabbalah identifies this unknown with the
nothingness of E¢n-Sof.

THE INTERDEPENDENCE OF BEING
AND NOTHINGNESS

There is in the Kabbalah a dialectical interdependence between being and
nothingness; they are, as it were, welded together as a circle is to its own
boundary. This interdependence is spoken of directly in the following passage
from Azriel’s work on the Sefirot:

He who brings forth Being from Nought is thereby lacking nothing, for
the Being is in the Nought after the manner of the Nought, and the
Nought is in the Being after the manner {according to the modality] of the
Being. And the author of the Book of Yerzirah said: He made his Nought
into his Being, and did not say: He made the Being from the Nought. This
teaches us that the Nought is the Being and Being is the Nought.?®

For Azriel, the deeper we penetrate into the mystery of being the more we
arrive at nothingness and vice versa. And like everything else in the world
(e.g., night/day, beginning/end, male/female) being and nothingness have
their opposites woven into their very essences. Indeed, from this perspective,
Ein-Sof can be understood as the negation that originates oppositions,
antinomies, and dialectics in general, the very dialectics through which the
world is created, evolves, and is maintained.*°

For the Kabbalah, the dialectical interdependence of being and noth-

38. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 416.
39. Ibid., p. 423.
40. See Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, pp. 229-55.
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ingness expresses itself concretely in an interdependence between God and
the world. God, for the Kabbalist, is a mere empty abstraction without a finite
world as his implement and expression. This is because the values that God
represents (and which are embodied) in the instruments of creation, the
Sefirot (e.g., love, justice, beauty, etc.), have no reality or significance until
they are actualized in the arena of a finite world. Hence God, who is the
origin of, and whose ultimate nature is to be, these values, is an empty
nothingness without a world in which these values can be brought to fruition
and made real. Conversely, the world has no valxe or significance unless it is
united with this “nothingness” (i.e., these “empty abstractions”).*! Hence
Ibn Ezra can declare that the very “good” of creation (Genesis 1: 31) is the
communion of all things with Ayin (nothingness). The world, according to
the Kabbalists, is constantly renewed through its contact with God’s
goodness, which is the Nought.*?

THE INFINITE WILL

The Kabbalists associated God’s nothingness with His nature as the Supernal
Will. The identification of will with nothingness has fascinated twentieth-
century philosophers such as Sartre, for whom the willing subject is that
which introduces a negation (and hence significant distinctions) into being,
and the early Wittgenstein, who held that the will is “nothing” inasmuch as
it is not a part of the world but a boundary to it. Neither idea is foreign to
the Kabbalists, who held that God’s will completely transcends the phenom-
enal world and yet introduces the very negation which enables that world to
subsist. According to the Kabbalist Joseph Gikatila, the relationship between
nothingness and “will” is expressed linguistically in the Hebrew words
meaning “nothingness” and “I.” Ayin (nothing) is composed of the same
consonants as A#¢ (I), and Gikatila (and the Zohar) conceives of Ayin,
nothingness, as passing through a dialectical transformation in becoming
Ani, the primordial “I” or will.** The Zohar, in a passage we have in part

41. Elior has pointed out that the interdependence of God and world is a
fundamental axiom of Chabad Hasidism. She writes that for Chabad “just as one
cannot speak of the existence of the world without God, so too one cannot speak of
the existence of God without the world.” (Elior, Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 62.)

42. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 422.

43. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 218.
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already considered, identifies the nothingness of Efn-Sof with the Supernal
Will: “that which knows but does not know (i.e., Eéz-Sof) is none but the
Supernal Will, the secret of all secrets. Ayin (nothing).”** While The Zohar
denies that even “will” can be attributed to Ein-Sof;*® our passage here seems
to affirm that Ein-Sof; in its first emanation as Keter, is the Supernal Will.
“Will” probably comes closest to specifying the nature of what the Zohar
refers to in places as “the root of all roots” or the “cause of all causes.”*® The
Will of Keter is described by the Zohar as being co-eternal with Ein-Sof. This
is an apparent recognition that neither a deity without “will” nor a “will”
arising from something more fundamental than itself can even be conceived.
“Will” it seems, is a truly foundational concept in the Kabbalah.

Scholem points out that the early Kabbalists of Gerona understood God
as acting through a “Primal Will” that is encompassed by and even united
with Ein-Sof. Within at least one significant strand in the Kabbalah the
Infinite Will (b2 Ratzon ad Ein-Sof) is the highest level within the Godhead
that thought can penetrate. In the writings of the Gerona Kabbalists and the
Zohar, Ein-Sof is regarded as, in effect, united with its own volition. Many
Kabbalists continued to regard Kezer, understood as Ratzon (Will, Desire), as
indistinguishable from Esn-Sof itself. For example, we read in Tikkunei
Zohar: “It is called Ein-Sof internally and Keter externally.”*” The unity of
Ein-Sof with its own Wil is referred to in the Zohar as the Partzuf Attika
Kaddisha, the Holy Ancient One, and this is the source of the later Lurianic
identification of the divine Will with the highest of the Partzufim, or
“visages” of God.

If we analyze the meaning of “will” we discover that on the simplest level
“will” is that aspect of conscious life which chooses among alternatives and
hence lemds preference, interest, and ultimately significance to things.
Without will or interest, things would have no importance or significance
whatsoever. Hence Ein-Sof, which in an earlier moment in the Kabbalists’
dialectic is devoid of significance, here becomes the ultimate signifier, the
primal conveyer of meaning.

44. Zohar, 239a; Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 257.

45. “But there are no ends, no will, no lights, no luminaries in E¢n-Sof.” Ibid.,
p. 257.

46. Scholem, Kabbalab, p. 89.

47. Quoted in Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 91.
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THOUGHT AND WISDOM

There are passages in the Zohar that instead of identifying the highest
manifestation of Efn-Sof with will, identify this manifestation, or even Ein-Sof
itself, with intellect or thought. For example:

What is within the Thought no one can conceive, much less can one know
Ein-Sof, of which no trace can be found and to which thought cannot reach
by any means. But from the midst of the impenetrable mystery, from the
first descent of the Esn-Sof there glimmers a faint indiscernible light like the
point of a needle, the hidden recess of thought, which even yet is not
knowable undl there extends from it a light in which there is some imprint
of letters, and from which they all issue. First of all is Aleph, the beginning
and end of all grades, that in which all grades are imprinted and which yet
is always called “one,” to show that although the Godhead contains many
forms it is still only one . . . The top point of the Aleph symbolizes the
hidden supernal thought.*®

Equally noteworthy for its identification of Ein-Sof with Thought is a passage
in the Zohar in which Rabbi Simon relates that all the “lights which proceed
from the mystic supreme thought are called Ein-Sof,” and which holds that
Ezn-Sof both proceeds from the “mystic supreme thought” and is the “nine
lights of thought” that emanate from a certain fragment of the “un-
known.”*?

In general, the earlier Kabbalists, such as the author of Sefer ha-Bahir
and Isaac the Blind, had granted a privileged status to “thought” as the
essence of the divine. An important example of this is the early kabbalistic text
Sefer ha-Iyyun (The Book of Contemplation), which holds that the Holy One
is united with and created all things through the power of Primordial
Wisdom (Chochmah Kedumah)>® Later Kabbalists, beginning with the
Zohar (the above passages notwithstanding) placed a primary emphasis upon
“will.”%! Scholem has pointed out that the whole history of the Kabbalah
involves a struggle between views that see the creative process as an
intellectual versus a volitional act.

48. Zohar I, 21a; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 1. p. 89.

49. Zohar I, 65a; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, p. 213.

50. Verman, The Books of Contemplation, pp. 41 -42.

51. Interestingly, Moses De Leon, who is purported to be the author of at least
portions of the Zohar, states elsewhere: “It is by means of thought that all things,
above and below, come into being, the mystery of the creative thought being identical
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It will be worth our while to reflect for a moment on the dialectic
between thought and will as it appears in the overall context of kabbalistic
thought. Perhaps the opposition between these two points of view can
ultimately be resolved through the mediation of a “third term.”

Thought, it might be said, both reaches a state of émpoverishment and,
paradoxically, achieves its actualization and fulfillment when it is embodied
in material form. The idea of man, for example, is both infinitely wider than,
and completely impoverished in relation to, an actual corporeal man. No man
can hope to encompass anything but a fraction of the knowledge, skill, and
value attributable to “man” in the abstract; yet without actual, living,
breathing men and women, the idea of man is but an empty, dead
abstraction. The world, as it were, “breathes life” into ideas, just as ideas
provide a form or essence to the things of the world. Thought, as Hegel was
to later claim, must, as part of its very nature, move to actualize and fulfill
itself in material form, if it is to become all that, as “idea,” it potentially is.
This movement of thought, toward its actualization in creation, is totally
interior to thought itself] yet it is (paradoxically) equivalent to a Primal Will.

Similarly, “will,” as part of its very nature, must have an object: one
cannot “will” in general, but must will some specific thing or state of affairs.
It is for this reason that “will” logically passes over into “thought.” This
passage is illustrated in the Kabbalah by the fact that “Thought” ( Chochmak)
follows immediately upon “Will” (Keter/Rarzon) in the order of the
emanation of Sefirot, and, further, by the fact that what is “willed” by Ein-Sof,
i.e., the entire order of the Sefiroz, is a series of values or ideas. According to
the Zohar: “Desire, which is Thought, is the beginning of all things . . .”%2

“Creation,” then, becomes the “third term” uniting thought and will,
expressing the idea that “will” (in the sense of the actualization of a thought)
is part of the very notion of thought itself, and that “thought” (in the sense
of the object of will) is part of the very nature of will. Creation, represented
in the Kabbalah by the Sefiror, binds thought and will together, and shows
them to be mutually determining terms or moments of being.>?

with that of the hidden ‘point.”” R. Moses De Leon, (From) The Doctrine of the Ether,
selections trans. by George Margoliouth, in Meltzer The Secrer Garden 1998, p. 157.

52. Zohar 200a; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 2, p. 259.

53. The preceding “dialectic,” in which aspects of a given notion (or in
kabbalistic terms, Sefirah), are said to imply, or pass over into, presumably unrelated
or even opposite notions, is stated in doctrinaire terms by the Kabbalist Moses
Cordovero, in his theory of the behinnot, the infinite number of aspects contained
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EIN-SOF AND “THE ULTIMATE QUESTIONS”

I would like to propose that the views of Ein-Sof as “Thought” and “Will”
can be understood as responses to two basic philosophical questions that have
been asked since the dawn of reflective thought. The first of these questions
is “Why is there anything at all?” and the second is “What is the meaning of
existence?” The view that the Absolute or Ein-Sofis “Thought” follows from
a consideration of the first of these questions, and the view that Ein-Sof’is
“Will” follows from a consideration of the second.

With regard to the ultimate question, “Why is there anything rather than
nothing?”, Nozick tells us that it is too late in this question’s history for us
to continue avoiding it or, as some philosophers are wont to do, asking it
insistently as if the very asking is of philosophical moment and depth. I agree,
but I believe that instead of rushing in to propose answers, we should focus
for a moment on the guestion itself. In this way, the solution, or at least a
possible solution, may be revealed.

In asking for an explanation of the world’s existence we are, in effect,
demanding a reason for its existence, or, at the very least, requesting that the
cosmos be placed in a framework that makes rational sense. After all, we
would hardly accept an irrational, i.e., illogical or absurd answer to our query.

It follows then that “reason” itself is a condition that is presupposed by
our very question. If our question is to have any philosophical sense, indeed,
if it is to be asked at all, then we must live in a world in which “reason” (i.c.,
intelligent, rational thought) is assumed. Perhaps “reason,” i.e., the very idea
that something, anything, should make rational sense, lies at the foundation
of the world, of being and nonbeing, actuality and possibility, the finite and
the “all”? Perhaps Reason itself, with a “capital R” is the Absolute.

This, of course, was the solution to the ultimate question provided by
Hegel. For Hegel, the ultimate explanation of things could never be a causal
explanation, for any presumed “first cause” would itself beg for an explana-
tion and so on ad infinitum. According to Hegel, the first principle of the
world must be a reason of which the world is a consequent, and he set out to

within a given Sefirah. As will be seen when we explore this doctrine in more detail
in Chapter Four, Cordovero held that each Sefirab contains an aspect or bebinah that
allows it to receive “light” from the Sefirah above it or pass light to the Sefirah below
it. For this reason such Sefirot as Keter (Will) and Chochmah (Thought) can be seen
to contain aspects of the other implicit in themselves, a view that shows the Kabbalah
to have anticipated the philosophy of Hegel. On Cordovero’s behinnot, see Pardes
Rimonim 5: 5, as quoted in Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 114ff.
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prove that the only reason from which the world itself follows is Reason stself.
In short, Hegel argued that Reason must be the first principle of the cosmos
because it is the only self-explanatory principle. If we ask “What is the reason
of reason?” we can only respond rationally and, in effect, answer “reason
itself.” The only possible answer, for example, as to why we should be logical
and rational in our quest to understand the origin of being, or anything else
for that matter, must itself involve reason. Reason is at the very core of what
it means to provide an explanation. Put another way, only rationality itself
requires no further reason, for it is sufficient reason for itself. One way of
understanding the Hegelian project in philosophy is, in effect, to deduce the
world from the very fact that we query about it at all. In Chapter Four, we
will see that for the Kabbalists, “Questions” reveal the very structure of the
cosmos.

When we ask the question “Why is there anything whatsoever?” we are,
in certain respects, like the man who asks “why should I be reasonable?” and
who, in asking this question, commits himself to the order of reason and
hence must accept the simple answer “Because it is only the reasonable thing
to do.” When we ask the ultimate question we commit ourselves to the
possibility of an explanation that is, as we have just seen, tantamount to
committing ourselves to the existence of reason in the world. As such the
question “Why is there something rather than nothing?” is a question that
implies its own answer. The fact that we even ask it presupposes the existence
of something: i.e., “reason,” and as such we conclude that Reason itself is an
ultimate, an “Absolute,” a definition of Ein-Sof.

This is precisely the Hegelian (and, in effect, Aristotelian) solution to the
problem of ultimate origins that is implicit in the kabbalistic tradition that
identifies Ein-Sof with Machshavah (thought) or Chochmah (wisdom). If
Ein-Sof, in the very recesses of its own being, or, as the Kabbalists sometimes
like to put it, “in its first manifestation to itself,” is the supernal thought or
wisdom than there is, perhaps, no better solution to the ultimate question
(i.e., the reason of the cosmos) than to say that the world exists as the fullest
possible expression of reason itself. Ein-Sof then becomes identifiable with a
universal mind: the Aristotelian “thought thinking itself.”

THE MEANING OF EIN-SOF

But is this the only possible solution to our ultimate question regarding the
origin of the world? To answer this we must first ask whether the question of
the origins of being is the only possible ultimate question? And the answer
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here is, no, it is not. Just as the Kabbalists maintained a second tradition to
the effect that the ultimate essence of Eén-Sofis “will” or “desire” as opposed
to thought, we may ask a second ultimate question (which, as we shall see,
relates directly to this tradition), the proverbial “What is the meaning of
existence?”

This question, like our earlier question that demanded an explanation
for the world’s existence, is itself predicated on an assumption. This time,
however, instead of assuming a reasonable answer, our question assumes a
“significant” one. Our question assumes a response that is valuable and good,
something that one can will. For this reason, our second ultimate question,
regarding the meaning of existence, points to a second ultimate, an ultimate
of significance, value, and will. This ultimate is embodied in a second
Kabblaistic tradition, one that identifies Eén-Sof with will and desire ( Ratzon)
rather than Thought and Wisdom ( Chochmah).

The idea that Ein-Sof is the ultimate source of meaning and value is
something that follows quite naturally from the Kabbalists’ cosmology.
Ein-Sof is said to have emanated ten Sefiror which serve as the archetypes for,
or molecular components of, everything in the world. The very names of the
Sefirot (e.g., Love, Justice, Beauty, Splendor, Glory, etc.) reveal them to be
values (as opposed to material elements) and lend support to the view that
Ein-Sof is essentially the origin of all value and meaning.

Ein-Sof as the ultimate source of meaning can be understood from two
points of view. The first sees Ezn-Sof as achieving significance only in relation
to an “other” (i.e., humankind). The second point of view suggests that
Ein-Sof is the ultimate source of meaning in and of itself.

Nozick, who perhaps more than any other contemporary philosopher,
explores his questions from a kabbalistic point of view, raises the question of
the “meaning of Eén-Sof.” He considers the possibility that the question of
the meaning of Ein-Sof cannot be answered because to ask about the
meaning of x is to ask how x connects with other things. Since there is no
“other” to Ein-Sof, the question about its meaning cannot even arise,

Considerations such as this prompted the Kabbalists to arrive at the view
that God created the world, and particularly mankind, in order to achieve his
own full significance in relation to an “other” for which he can be wise,
merciful, beneficent, compassionate, etc., as well as serve as “king.” Vital tells
us;

When it arose in His will to emanate the emanations and to create the
creations it was for a reason that we know—so that He could be called
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“merciful and gracious, etc.” —for if there was no one in the world who
could receive this mercy, how could He be called merciful? The same can
be said for all the rest of his attributes.>*

It is similar with regard to his lordship. Calling Him Lord means that He
has servants and that He is a lord over them. But if he had not created them
it would not have been possible to call him by the name Lord (‘adon).55

On this view, divinity can only achieve significance in relation to humankind.
Such relatedness is basic to the very essence of Ein-Sof itself.

But what of the possibility that Ein-Sof'is its own meaning, without any
reference to an “other”? Perhaps, Nozick suggests, the unlimited can “stand
in a certain relation to itself that no limited thing can stand to itself: being its
own meaning.” Nozick provides several logical considerations in support of
this possibility; for example, that only an infinite being could fully specify its
own details, or that only an infinite being can be mapped onto a proper
subset of itself or include itself as a part.®® However, his main point in
support of the view that E¢n-Sof can be its own meaning is that in questioning
or challenging the meaning of something, for example the meaning of our
lives, we always look to a wider rather than a narrower context (e.g.,
“humanity as a whole,” “the universe,” etc.). While we can make such a
challenge with respect to the actual universe, asking what meaning it has
against the wider context of “all possible worlds,” we cannot do so with
respect to Efn-Sof, for any wider context we imagined for it would ipso facto
be included within it. Hence, if the infinite is to be meaningful, it must be so
simply én and of itself. The conclusion here is that Esn-Sof just is significant,
for it alone is able to block all further contexts and questions about its own
meaning. We might go a bit further than Nozick and say that in this respect
Ein-Sof becomes the somrce of all meaning whatsoever, for it is the final
context against which all meaning is measured. -

In raising the question of “meaning” as a second “ultimate question”
alongside the question “Why is there anything at all?”, Nozick underscores
the potential for at least two (if not multiple) approaches to the Absolute.
The first, which proceeds from the question of “being,” leads quite naturally
to the identification of the Absolute (and Ein-Sof') with Reason or Thought.

o

54. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 24, Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Lifz, p. 24
55. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 21; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Lifz, p. 4.
56. Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, p. 603.
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The second, which proceeds from the question of “meaning,” leads more
readily to the identification of the Absolute with the basic archetypes of value
and significance. This latter view is important for it leaves room for values
other than reason, specifically for the irrationality, sexuality, eroticism, and
“faith” that are so prominent in the Kabbalah.

“FAITH” AND THE ORIGINS OF THE WORLD

As will become clearer as we proceed, the Kabbalists refused to make the
sharp distinction between epistemology and metaphysics that is traditional in
Western thought. For traditional philosophy, the way we come to know the
world has no bearing whatsoever on the question of how the world came into
being. However, for the Kabbalists there is no essential distinction between
the human mind and the world it comes to know, and for this reason the
order of knowledge and belief'is likely to tell us much regarding the order of
things. Such a view is illustrated, as I am about to explain, by the Kabbalist
Azriel’s dictum that “faith” is the point of transition between nothingness
and being.

The Kabbalists frequently speculated regarding the “primordial point”
of being that arose when Ein-Sof thought or willed the world into existence.
They equated this point with the “beginning,” which is spoken of in the first
word of in Genesis. According to the Zohar, in the beginning “there shone
forth a supernal and mysterious point.”

Beyond that point there is no knowable, and therefore it is called Reshith
(beginning), the creative utterance which is the starting-point of all.>”

In the Zohar and other kabbalistic writings this point is identified as Divine
Wisdom ( Chochmah) or the “mystical seed of creation.”®® An unusual, but
deeply profound interpretation is provided by Azriel, in his continuation of
a passage we have already quoted in connection with the mutual interdepen-
dence of nothingness and being:

. . . the place at which the Being is linked to the point where, from the
Nought, it begins to have existence is called “faith” (emunah). For faith is

57. Zohar 1, 15a; Spetling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 1 p. 63. See also
Scholem, Major Trends, p. 219.
58. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 219.
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not related to a visible and apprehensible Being, nor to the invisible and
unknowable Nought, but precisely to the place where the Nought is
connected to Being.5®

“Faith,” which is generally thought of as a psychological or epistemo-
logical concept, is here given an ontological status.%® The “primordial” point
itself is designated “faith.” This view implies that God created the world out
of his own nothingness through an act that is analogous to the faszh that man
has in God’s existence! More radically, we might suppose that Azriel is here
teaching that God’s creation of the world is the same act as man’s faith in
God’s existence. How can this be understood?

In faith, one has a wholehearted and steadfast belief, one which, unlike
a scientific or empirical belief, is unalterable by any set of mere facts or
circumstances. In faith, one believes that “it just is.” Faith is a kind of belief
that is “rock bottom” and stands with us, it seems, as does the very foundation
of the world. 1t is because faith is so completely foundational that Azriel can
claim that being itself exists as it were by an act of faith. There is a point at
which the chain of inquiry, or, conversely, the chain of antecedent causes,
must come to an end. This point, in which our belief in an Absolute Being,
and its very existence converge, Azriel calls “faith” (emunab).

The concept of “faith” has, of course, been the subject of innumerable
theological treatments, both within and outside the Jewish tradition. Inter-
estingly, however, it has recently been examined by those who, working in
the psychoanalytic tradition, see it is an epistemic act that gives birth to the
individual’s psychic reality. According to these authors, “faith” is the
openness to what is most basic and authentic in human psychic experience. It
is, according to Michael Eigen, an experience that one has “with all one’s soul
and all one’s might.”®! Wilfred Bion holds that faith requires a suspension of
all constructive cognitive activity, a suspension of memory, will, understand-
ing, and expectation, which leaves one absolutely nothing to hold on to. By
suspending our attachments, by genuinely opening ourselves to the “Un-
known,” an authentic psychic reality is able to emerge and evolve. Such a
state of pure receptiveness, in which one tolerates chaos, fragmentation,

59. Scholem. Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 423.

60. A similar status is given to “faith” in Sefer ha-Iyyun, which was likely
influenced by Azriel. See Verman, The Books of Contemplation, p. 40.

61. Sece Michael Eigen, “The Area of Faith in Winnicott, Lacan and Bion,”
International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 62 (1981): 413-433.
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blankness, fragments of meaning, and meaninglessness, is, according to Bion,
the condition for creativity and genuine psychological birth, growth, and
change.®?> On the kabbalistic principle that the microcosm reflects the
macrocosm, we might say that such a state of empty (nothing) receptiveness
to an Unknown is the hidden supernal point of creation itself.

THE UNITY OF OPPOSITES

From its very inception, the Kabbalah maintained that the Godhead as well
as the Sefiror and the lower worlds could be characterized as a unity of
opposites, a coincidentia oppositorum. Indeed, Sefer ha-Bakhir, which contem-
porary scholarship regards to be the earliest kabbalistic source, begins with a
dialectic in which the apparent opposites of darkness and light are interpreted
to be identical:

Rabbi Nekhuna ben Hakhana said: A verse of Scripture says (Job 37: 21):
“Men see not the light which shines in the skies” and another verse of
scripture says (Psalms 18: 11): “He made darkness his covering” and
likewise we read (Psalms 97: 2): “Clouds and darkness are round him.” A
contradiction! [However then] comes a third verse and strikes a balance
(Psalms 139: 12): “Yea, darkness is not dark before thee, but the night
shineth as the day, darkness as day.”%?

Azriel, in discussing the nature of Ein-Sof; tells us that “it is the principle
in which everything hidden and visible meet, and as such it is the common
root of both faith and unbelief” (my italics).** It is indeed, very typical of
Azriel, and of the Kabbalah in general, to make a thesis about Ein-Sof; and
then immediately to hold that the opposite of this thesis is true as well, on the
principle that Ein-Sof, in its infinity, is the union of all opposites and
contradictions. According to Azriel, even the nature of the Sefirot involves

62. Ibid.

63. Sefer ha-Bahir, sec. 1; Book Bahir, Neugroschel trans., p. 50. Aryeh Kaplan,
in The Bahir Illumsnation (York Beach, ME: Samuel Weiser, 1989), translates the
final line as “Even darkness is not dark to You. Night shines like day—light and
darkness are the same” (p. 1).

64. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, pp. 441 -442.
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the union of “everything and its opposite.”®® Indeed, as early as Sefer
Yetzirah, the Sefirot were spoken of as being comprised of five pairs of
opposites: “A depth of beginning, a depth of end. A depth of good, a depth
of evil. A depth of above, a depth of below. A depth of east, a depth of west.
A depth of north, a depth of south.” Yet they were also thought of as being
united in their opposition, inasmuch as a “singular master . . . dominates
over them all . . .”%® Similarly the early kabbalistic “Source of Wisdom”
speaks of the Name of God as being comprised of thirteen pairs of opposites,
and the Primordial Ether (Avér Kadmon) as a creative medium in which these
oppositions are formed and fused.®”

Because the Kabbalah Trecognizes a coincidence of opposites on the
deepest ontological and theological levels it is, as Azriel’s aphorism might
suggest, the one Jewish perspective that is actually able to accommodate
atheism as well as theism. Nothingness and being, unbelief and faith,
hiddenness and revelation, ignorance and wisdom, reason and irrationality
are all at the core of the Kabbalists’ conception of Ein-Sof. Indeed, the
Kabbalah is startlingly premonitory of Hegel in its view that Ein-Sof is the
root and union of all contradictions. For both the Kabbalists and Hegel,
reality itself is fundamentally contradictory, and those who speak the truth
must say contradictory things about it. Indeed, by placing the principle of
negation at the heart of Ein-Sof, the Kabbalists determined that their
theosophy would be one that proceeds through a logic of opposition and
antinomy. For negation is the very principle that gives rise to contradiction.

The “contradictoriness” of Ein-Sof is expressed in the Zohar with such
terms as “the head that is not a head.”®® More formally, the notion that
Ein-Sof is ontologically an indistinct unity of opposites is given (by Azriel and
others) the Hebrew term ha-achdut hashawah, which denotes a coincidentia
oppositorum, an equivalence of the divine substance in all aspects of the
cosmos including those that are opposed to or contradict one another.®® This
concept is present in the Lurianic Kabbalah.”® For example, Vital writes:
“Know that before the emanation of the emanated and the creation of all that

65. Dan, The Early Kabbalah, p. 94.

66. Sefer Yetzivah 1: 5, Kaplan, Sefer Yetzirvah, p. 44.

67. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbainh, pp. 332-333.

68. See Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, p. 245.

69. Elior, “Chabad: The Contemplative Ascent to God,” p. 164.

70. The Lurianic theosophy actually involves a dialectical play of opposites:
Emanation and contraction, revelation and concealment, breaking of the vessels and
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was created, the simple Upper Light filled all of reality . . . but everything
was one simple light, equal in one hashvaah, which is called the Light of the
Infinite.””?

The concept of “equalization,” which relates to a state prior to
emanation in Vital, achieves its fullest expression in the writings of the
Chabad Hasidim, where it is understood to be characteristic of all things and
all ime. Chabad developed a dialectical view of reality in which both the
divine substance, and hence all things, involve a unity or coincidence of
opposites. This idea, which, according to Scholem made its way into the
Kabbalah via Neoplatonism,”” reaches an advanced stage of development
among the Chabad Hasidim. As Rachel Elior puts it, for Chabad, “divinity is
conceived as a dialectical process comprising an entity and its opposite
simultaneously.””® Among these opposites are emanation (shef ve-atsilut)
and contraction ( Tztmtzum), and ascent (ratso) and descent (vashov), as well
as revelation and concealment, annihiliation and embodiment, unity and
plurality, structure and chaos, spirit and matter, the divine and the human
points of view, and “being” (yesh) and “nothingness” (ayin).”* The Chabad
view is dialectical because each pole of any given opposition is said to
condition its opposite.

For example, according to Schneur Zalman God descends into an
earthly abode in order that the material world may ascend and become one
with the divine.”> God’s twofold movement conditions man’s twofold
obligation both to annihilate his own and the world’s being in favor of
inclusion within the Godhead (birtnl ha-Yesh) and to draw down the divine
influx in order to spiritualize the material world (Hamshakha el ha-Yesh).”®
The former obligation is called the “upper unification” (yibud ha-elyon), and
the latter, the lower unification (yihud ha-tabton). The purpose of these
unifications is that each realm, the divine and the corporeal, will be revealed

restoration. As will become clear in Chapters Three and Seven, these opposites are
understood to be mutually dependent ideas.

71. Quoted in Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 68.

72. See Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 440.

73. Rachel Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 25.

74. Ibid. According to Elior, these coincidentia appear in the Lurianic Kab-
balah, but presumably apply only to the heavenly realms. In Chabad they apply to the
earthly and human realms as well (ibid., p. 26).

75. Ibid., p. 27.

76. Ibid.
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in their opposites. Spirit is only fully revealed when it is embodied in matter,
and matter only fully realized when it is raised to the level of spirit. The divine
longs to be both being and nothingness, as well as immanent and transcen-
dent simultaneously. The practical implication of these dual movements is
that Chabad is both quietist and activist: man must both annihilate his ego
and desire before God, and bring spirituality into each of his desires and
mundane affairs. Further, according to Chabad, the world must be revealed
and differentiated into all of its material particulars, and spiritually unified in
the divine “One.”

The notion of cotncidentia oppositorum is provided dramatic expression
in the writings of Schneur Zalman’s pupil, R. Aaron Ha-Levi:

the revelation of anything is actually through its opposite.””

All created things in the world are hidden within His essence, be He
blessed, in one potential, in coincidentia oppositorum . . .78

According to Schneur Zalman’s son, Rabbi Dov Baer: “within everything is
its opposite and also it is truly revealed as its opposite.””® Indeed, for the
Chabad Hasidim, the unity of opposites on earth provides for the shelemut or
completeness of God on high: “For the principal point of divine complete-
ness is that . . . in every thing is its opposite, and . . . that all its power
truly comes from the opposing power, and, according to the strength of the
opposing power, thus the power of its opposite will be found truly.”®? In
their state of Hashawah within Eén-Sof, opposites become united in a single
subject and their differences are, in effect nullified. Again, according to R.
Aaron: “He is the perfection of all, for the essence of perfection is that even
those opposites which are opposed to one another be made one.”8!

We will have occasion to deepen our understanding of the kabbalistic
principle of coincidentia oppositorum when we consider the reciprocity
between God and man later in this chapter. There we will see that for the
Kabbalists the propositions that God creates man and Man creates God are
complementary rather than mutually exclusive ideas.

77. Quoted in ibid., p. 64.

78. Quoted in Elior, “Chabad,” p. 163.

79. Rabbi Dov Baer, Ner Mitzvah ve-Torah Or 11, fol. 6a. Quoted in Elior, The
Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 64.

80. Rabbi Dov Baer, Ner Mitzvah ve-Torah Or 11, fol. 6a. Quoted in ibid., p. 64.

81. ‘Avodat ha-Levi, Va-Yehi, 74, quoted in Elior, “Chabad,” p. 166.
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GOD AS THE DIALECTICAL LIMIT

How can we understand the unification of contradictory and opposing
principles, which is said to take place within the divine perfection? I would
suggest that insight can be obtained into this question by considering Esn-Sof
as a sort of “dialectical limit” upon all of our concepts and notions. The idea
- Here is that as soon as we begin to inquire very deeply into the meaning and
significance of our ordinary notions of “good,” “evil,” “reality,” “material
object,” etc., we discover that these notions imply their opposites, or, better,
have their opposites built into their very essences. As we try to define the
notion of “material object,” for example, we find ourselves invoking a host of
“ideas” (e.g., spatiality, weight, density, etc.) that leads us to conclude that
matter cannot be understood except via its opposite, “mind.” As will become
clear in Chapter Three, when we push the notion of “good” to its logical
conclusion we discover that our common understanding of “good” as
“benefit to the world” is also “evil” (as the world is an estrangement from the
ultimate good which is God). As we will see, the same can be said for “reality”
and “illusion,” “freedom” and “necessity,” the “universal” and the “particu-
lar,” and any of a number of other of apparent contraries or contradictions
that we have as part of our philosophical and theological vocabularies.
Concepts swing over into their opposites as we attempt to understand them
more definitively. The point at which this dialectical “swing” occurs is the
point of unity or interpenetration of opposites. This is the “dialectical limit,”
Ein-Sof, or what Azriel and the anonymous kabbalistic “Source of Wisdom”
regarded as ba-achdut hashawabh, the indistinguishable unity of the oppo-
sites.®2 Ein-Sof is thus the limit at which all concepts deconstruct and swing
over into their negations. Examples of these deconstructions are provided
throughout this book.®? Here it will suffice to spell out one example in some
detail. Our example derives from the kabbalistic doctrine of the relationship
between the “divine unified substance” and the “finite material world.”
According to kabbalistic metaphysics, the infinite divine perfection is the
one true substance, and the material, finite world is an illusion that is
predicated upon the contraction and concealment ( Tzimtzum) of the divine
essence. On this view the world of individual material things exists only in the

82. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, pp. 313, 332.
83. See especially Chapters Seven and Eight.
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minds of those who, owing to the imperfection of their intellect, are unable
to comprehend the true unity of things in the infinite All, in much the same
way as a multiplicity of superfluous mathematical terms (e.g., different
expressions of the number 7) exists only in the finite intellect of one who
cannot comprehend them instantaneously as equivalents of a single idea. For
example, according to the Kabbalists, a single act of human kindness is what
it is only by virtue of its participation in the divine trait (the Sefirah Chesed)
that embodies “kindness” per se. On this view, finite things exist only insofar
as they participate in the divine essence. It is this essence that is real. The
finite is an illusion.

However, when the Kabbalists push this concept of “reality and illusion”
to its limits they encounter a sudden reversal in which the divine is discovered
to be an illusion and only the finite is understood as “real.” This is because
in order for the infinite divine perfection to be just what it is, it must manifest
itself in finite, material things. For example, the divine perfection, in order to
be a divine perfection, must embody the values that in the Kabbalah are
defined as the Sefirot: yet these values are empty abstractions unless they are
actualized in a finite world of matter and death. What, we might ask, is
wisdom, justice, or compassion in the abstract? It is only among actual men
and women living in a world of potential happiness (but also of potential
sorrow and pain) that wisdom, justice, and compassion can be actualized as
real. On this view the divine essence is, as we have previously discussed, an
abstract nothingness, only the finite and material is real. The Zohar tells us:
“Just as the Supernal Wisdom is a starting point of the whole, so is the lower
world also a manifestation of Wisdom, and a starting point of the whole.”*
Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Lyadi, the first Lubavitcher rebbe, characterizes
this dual view of being and nothingness as follows:

(Looking) upwards from below, as it appears to eyes of flesh, the tangible
world seems to be Yesh and a thing, while spirituality, which is above, is an
aspect of Ayin (nothingness). (But looking) downwards from above the
world is an aspect of Ayin, and everything which is linked downwards and
descends lower and lower is more and more Ayin and is considered as
naught truly as nothing and null.®%

84. Zohar 1, 153a; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 2, pp. 89-90.
85. Likutei Torah, Devarim, fol. 83a; translated and quoted in Elior, The
Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 137-138.
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Figure 2-1
VIEW I Divinity Finitude
Finite Material
) Divine Substance l l /
Reality ) World as Actualization
as Only Reality
of Real] Values
. Divinity as Material World
Illusion ] ]
Empty Abstraction as Illusion
VIEW II

The two views of “reality” and “illusion” are schematized in Fig. 2-1. What
is reality? What is illusion? We might say that within the kabbalistic system of
thought reality and illusion are each constantly exchanging places, jumping
between two poles, as in those electromagnets whose positive and negative
polarities are constantly shifting positions

One need not enter into the complexities of kabbalistic metaphysics,
however, in order to understand the reversal of polarities that occurs at the
dialectical limits of our concepts. Without reference to the deity, divine
perfection, or substance, the above dialectic is reduced simply to the problem
of universals and particulars that Hegel analyzed as an example of cotnciden-
tia oppositorum. The particular, e.g., a particular instance of a “red sensa-
tion,” is only known as such, can only be “red,” insofar as it participates in
the abstract idea of “redness.” Unless it is understood as an instance of an
abstract concept, the concrete sensation {or concrete, finite, material any-
thing for that matter) disappears into an inexpressible nothingness. On the
other hand the concept of “red” when pushed to its limits is itself devoid of
sense unless it is actualized in a concrete sensation or thing. Universal and
particular, seeming opposites, pass over into one another, have each other
embedded within their respective essences, and are bound together, as it
were, to use a kabbalistic metaphor, as the sun is to its own light. Kabbalistic
metaphysics, as expressed in the notion of Hashawah, the coincidence of
opposites, suggests the same analysis for a great variety of seemingly opposite
terms: creation and destruction, freedom and necessity, good and evil, God
and man, etc. The point in which the opposites are joined and, as it were,
become transformed into one another is the deconstructive or dialectical
limit: and this limit is identified with Ezxn-Sof:
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GOD 1S DIALECTICALLY EVOLVING

It should by now be readily apparent that the God of the Kabbalah is no
static, clearly definable entity, but is rather conceived of as a totality that
evolves dialectically as an expression of its very nature and essence. The
concept of dialectic is itself notoriously difficult to define. As I will treat of the
relationship between the Kabbalah and dialectics in some detail in Chapter
Seven, here it will suffice to say that a dialectic is a pattern of thought in
which the implications of apparently simple concepts are spelled out in such
a manner as to reveal that these concepts imply wider, more complex ideas,
and, eventually their very opposites or contradictions. The mutual interde-
pendence of these contradictions leads to new, higher-order integrative
concepts that further imply wider, more complex ideas, etc. As Hegel uses it,
the dialectic of thought is mirrored perfectly in the world, such that there is
a natural, logical evolution in reality that mirrors such developments by
implication that are evident in thought. Such an evolution is to be found in
the kabbalistic concept of God, and according to kabbalistic theosophy in the
development of the deity itself. ,

The Kabbalists realized that the proposition that Ein-Sofis evolving, is a
startling one, one that would seem to imply a flaw or lack in the deity, an
imperfection that necessitates redress through change. The Kabbalists, who
tended to equate change with imperfection, were at pains to deny change in
the deity, and while they recognized the dialectical evolution within God
they insisted that this evolution was purely metaphorical®® and only from
“the point of view” of man. At any rate, in spite of the Lurianic (and general
Jewish) view that the world was created in time, the “evolution” of Ein-Sof,
i.e., the emanation and vicissitudes of the Sefirot, must be conceptualized in
atemporal terms. According to Vital: “In Him there was no time or
beginning to start, for He always existed and is everlasting and in Him there
is no beginning (rosh) or end at all.”®”

While Vital tells us that Adam Kadmon and the worlds were created in
a temporal sequence,®® the transition, for example, from the unknown, to
nothingness, to Will and Wisdom, to the God of the Sefirot is really a logical

86. On the metaphorical nature of kabbalistic descriptions see, for example,
Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 28; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 53-54, and
Luzzatto, General Principles of the Kabbalah, p. 52.

87. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 21; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Lifz, p. 6.

88. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 21; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 7.
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or conceptual development rather than a historical one. It is part of the very
logic of the deity that it should embody itself, for example, in nothingness,
being, will, wisdom (and as we shall see), destruction and restoration, etc.,
and that each phase of this embodiment is equiprimordial and atemporal.
Moses Cordovero preferred to speak of the deity as progressing through
“non-temporal time,”®® presumably a form of time in which one can logically
differentiate a sequence but where there is as yet no past, present, and future.

In general, one can comprehend the entire kabbalistic system, including
the emanation of the Sefiroz, the creation of a finite world, the “Breaking of
the Vessels,” and their restoration by man via Tikkun as a perfect, divine,
atemporal totality. It is only from the perspective of a finite, human mind,
which sees things in temporal sequence, that God appears to be developing
from a lower to a higher state of being, and that creation and man appear as
Elior has put it, to be “stages in the process of becoming God.”®°

On the other hand, the Kabbalist’s notion of God actually puts into
doubt the very assumption that change implies imperfection. Why should we
assume that on the scale of perfection “static” is superior to “dynamic”? For
the Kabbalists Esn-Sof”’s perfection is a dynamic process. On their view, in
order for the Infinite is to be itself, it must “contract” itself and involve the
finite, and, in effect, become ignorant. For the Kabbalists this moment of
ignorance is necessary for the achievement of ultimate knowledge, in the
same way that limitation and differentiation (within Eén-Sof’) is necessary for
it to become “all things.” As Nozick finally concludes with respect to his own
modern conception of Ein-Sof “the process undergone is part of the
perfection, not a means to it.”"!

THE THREE MOMENTS OF NEGATION

The dialectical development of the deity is conditioned by the presence of the
attribute of nothingness at the core of Ein-Sof (hamiddat ha-ayin). It is
through this attribute that all other elements within the Godhead evolve and
pass into their opposites. As such, Ayin (nothingness) or negation is the
power that fuels the development of Ein-Sof.

89. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 103.
90. Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 167.
91. Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, p. 607.
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While “negation” is apparent in varying degrees within different expres-
sions of the Kabbalah, I believe we can discover three basic moments of
negation within the most mature and philosophically interesting of the
kabbalistic systems: that of Isaac Luria. In the thought of Luria (and the
Hasidim who later adapted his point of view) the three moments of negation,
are (1) the original Ayin, or primal nothingness out of which Ein-Sof creates

.itself as the hidden All, (2) the Tzimtzum, or contraction and concealment,
which provides a metaphysical void or place for the existence of the Sefiror
and a finite, created world, and (3) the Shevirat ha-Kelim, the Breaking of the
Vessels, which brings chaos and disharmony into the finite world, paving the
way for the restorative and redemptive activity of man. In short, these
negations are nothingness per se (Ayin), distinction and limitation (Tzém-
tzum), and destruction and death (the Shevirah). They are the pivots around
which the entire Lurianic system turns, the key moments in the evolution of
God and the world. I have discussed the first of these (Ayin) in detail earlier
in this chapter, and the latter two will be examined in detail in Chapters
Three and Seven.

Here I will discuss each of these negations in general terms, in order to
show that, for the Kabbalists, a rhythm or oscillation between negation and
affirmation, constriction and emanation, and destruction and reparation
pervades the cosmos. It is important to understand that each of the three
moments of negation conditions a critical positive moment in the develop-
ment of God. The first (Ayin) conditions being per se ( Esn-Sof ), the second
(Tzimtzum) the creation of significance and value (the Sefirot) and the third
(the Shevirah) the restoration and redemption of God, man, and the world
(Tikkun). Table 2-1 outlines these three moments of negation, their
metaphysical manifestations, and the positive moments that they condition in
the development of God.

It will be well worth our while to articulate some of the implications of
this scheme for the Kabbalists’ conception of the deity. In our earlier
discussion, we saw that, according to the majority of Kabbalists, E<n-Sofis not
to be identified with the God of the Bible. One cannot direct one’s prayers
to it°? and indeed, according to Isaac the Blind, Ein-Sof is not even
mentioned in the Torah and Talmud. While Ein-Sof is the metaphysical
ground for, and (the Kabbalists insist) ontologically identical with, the
personal God of Israel, it must go through a dialectical transformation in

92. See Chapters Three and Seven.
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order to become that God. This transformation occurs in two stages: in the
first Etn-Sofis removed from the veil of hiddenness and becomes revealed; in
the second it is transformed from an abstract principle or set of values, and
becomes personal and concrete.

Before discussing this scheme (and particularly the emergence of a
personal God) in more detail, it is important to point out that this
developmental process is not a contingent evolution but rather proceeds with
the force of logical necessity. Indeed, when we provide a full analysis of the
kabbalistic symbols, we realize that the entire development of the deity, the
world, and man is already prefigured in the very stroke where Ein-Sof refers
to itself and begins to weave itself out of its own nothingness. As Sefer
Yetzirah, and numerous Kabbalists since, have affirmed: “Their end is
imbedded in their beginning and their beginning in their end.”®® The
Lurianic Kabbalists took this idea to mean that the very origin of the cosmos,
Ein-Sof, is dependent upon the so-called endpoint of the deity’s development
in Tikkun ha-Olam, and conversely that Ein-Sof contains within its original
ineffability the entire progression from Tztmtzum to Sefirot, to the Breaking
of the Vessels, etc., which leads to that endpoint in Tikkun ha-Olam (the
Redemption of the World).

THE ORIGIN OF EIN-SOF IN LANGUAGE

The origin and development of Efn-Sofand the creation of the world can best
be approached through a consideration of the kabbalistic metaphysics of
language. As we have seen, the Kabbalists hold that the deity, indeed the
cosmos itself, is, in its original essence, Ayin, absolute nothingness. Such
nothingness would be the condition for a nameless, timeless, meaningless,
eternity, but for the fact that a scintilla of significance, what the Zohar refers
to as the “primordial point,” emerges out of the vast, empty abyss as “being”
pure and simple.

We have also already seen how the Kabbalist Azriel interpreted this
primal point as equivalent to the act of “faith” that man has in God’s
existence. By opening himself to the possibility of a meaningful world, man,
through his “faith” actually embodies the very process by which such a world
comes into being. This is because the world, as it is conceived of in the

93. Sefer Yetzirah 1: 7; Kaplan, Sefer Yetzivah, p. 57.
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Kabbalah, is not a vast assemblage of matter and energy, but rather a plenum
of values and significances; and it is only through the signifying acts of
bumanity that such a world, the world of the Sefiror (a world of Will,
Wisdom, Understanding, Kindness, Justice, Compassion, etc.) can arise.

That the world is a plenum of significance leads quite naturally to
another important kabbalistic idea: that the world itself has the structure of
a language, in particular, the language of Hebrew, the “holy tongue.” This
doctrine will be spelled out in full detail in Chapter Five. Here I would like
to point out that for the Kabbalists there is an essential connection between
the order of language and the order of the world. This is because they are
each, on the Kabbalists® view, beavers of significance. The biblical tradition, of
course, had affirmed that the world was created through an act of speech, and
the Kabbalists went one step further in holding that the cosmos and even
God himself'is structured by language. It is for this reason that they were able
to hold the view that the very language they utilized in speaking about the
deity actually reflects the dynamics of Esn-Sofitself. For the Kabbalists, there
is a sense in which the development of both God and the world follows
directly from the language we utilize in speaking about this development.

By examining the language we utilize in speaking about the emergence
of being from the primal Nothing we can actually gain insight into the
process of creation ex nibilo and even the origin of Ein-Sof itself! One
observation about language, made prominent in recent discussions of
semantic theory and the philosophy of language, is that linguistic significance
only exists as an interconnected system of meanings and differences among
words. There cannot be a single meaningful term, for the meaning of any
term is given by its location in an entire linguistic matrix. A word’s meaning
is determined by its differences with a whole host of other terms in the
language and an implicit theory of the world, which the distinctions made in
the specific language imply. To use or understand a single term is, in effect,
to understand an entire language. This property of language provide us with
a clue as to the transition from Eixn-Sofas the primal Nothing to the infinitely
diverse world of creation.

Recall the Kabbalists’ claim that Ein-Sof is completely ineffable and
beyond all description. Indeed, the early proto-kabbalistic work, Sefer
Yetzirah, had declared in reference to Ein-Sof “bridle your mouth from
speaking and your heart from thinking.”®* Nevertheless, the Kabbalists do

94. Sefer Yetzirah 1: 8, Kaplan, Sefer Yetzirah, p. 66.
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speak of Ein-Sof, and this very act of speech, even if it refers to Ein-Sof as a
completely ineffable, unknowable “nothing,” places Ein-Sof within a lan-
guage, wherein it must be contrasted with an indefinite, perhaps infinite,
array of other terms and expressions. The simple act of naming Ein-Sof, of
referring to it, calling it “nothing,” places it in the language and contrasts it
with all other “somethings,” and, in effect, brings out the possibility of an
entire (significant) world.

The “primordial point,” the scintilla of significance that emerges out of
the abyss of nonbeing and that gives rise to the cosmos, is nothing other than
the Kabbalists’ reference to Esn-Sofitself. This is another meaning that can be
given to Azriel’s doctrine that the place where being emerges from the
nought is called “faith.” The very act of speaking a language marks a faith in
significance that gives vise to a meaningful world.

Looked at kabbalistically, the doctrine that the Kabbalist’s own reference
to or faith in Efn-Sof gives rise to the world is actually equivalent to the
traditional view that God creates the world ex nibilo. This is because, the
Kabbalists, indeed all individuals, are (on the Kabbalist’s view) a manifesta-
tion of Efn-Sof, and humanity’s reference to or faith in Ein-Sof is actually a
self-reference of Eén-Sof to himself. (The Christian mystic, Meister Eckhardt,
whose worldview is very similar to the Kabbalists, summed up this view
succinctly when he said, “The eye with which I see God is the same eye with
which God sees me.”) It is because of the identity of God and man that in a
single act of self-reference God creates himself, man creates God, and the
world is brought into being.

THE METAPHYSICAL BIG BANG

The process by which Ezn-Sof creates itself from its own nothingness is thus
metaphysically parallel (or even identical) to an act of human linguistic
reference. In becoming itself, the deity performs a linguistic act in which it
affirms itself as a primal, undifferentiated totaliry, which is contrasted with
the primal Nought. We might say that Ezn-Sof, in its first manifestation, is the
“primal affirmation,” the primal “yes” that stands out in relief against the
background of an ageless “no.” (This is what the Kabbalists refer to in their
distinction between Yeskh (Being or “Yes”) and Ayin (nonbeing, or “No”).
This “yes,” this scintilla of significance, is sufficient, on the Kabbalists’ view,
to set into motion a virtual explosion of significations, a “big bang” in the
realm of meaning: for implicit in this “yes” of this infinite being are all the
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“yeses,” all the affirmations that could have, should have, or would have
been. In short, just as a single significant word implies the existence of an
entire language, or a single mathematical truth implies the existence of an
entire mathematical system, an entire firmament of meanings and, more
specifically, values, is entailed by the drawing out of Esn-Sof from the abyss of
its own nothingness.”®

The reason for this virtually infinite expansion of possibilities does not
simply rest upon the specifically infinite character of Ein-Sof, for a whole
cosmos of meaning and significance would also be implicit if the first referent,
the first thing, were finite as well. If the first thing, for example, were
Sherlock Holmes, John Kennedy, or some other finite fictional or nonfic-
tional character, these could not exist (or be significant) without there being
pulled out of the void a whole cosmos of significance to go with them. The
point is simply that there simply can’t be just one significant thing, or even
one referred-to thing. The “big bang” of language and significance is
inevitable. In and of itself, Ein-Sof is metaphysically unstable. Its very
existence implies a world of values and possibilities. We might express this
“big bang” schematically as follows:

(implies)
reference to or being x and not the nought ------ > affirmation ----- >
value/significance ----> matrix of value/significance ------ > all possible

values---> value firmament ----- > (the Sefirot)

The “primal yes” cannot be contained. God, in affirming “Ebyeb asher
Ebyeh” (1 will be that I will be), or in inscribing Himself as the primal letter,
Aleph, must, in the process, say every possibility of language, thought, and
existence.

95. Some Kabbalists, Schneur Zalman of Lyadi among them, hold that what we
are here calling the “primal affirmation” is the Or Ein-Sof (the light of the infinite)
rather than Esn-Sofitself (or “himself”). Perhaps, on this view, the term Ein-Sof would
be reserved for the primal negation, Ayin, “that which the mind cannot comprehend
nor the mouth speak,” or for an even carlier essence that transcends both being and
nothingness. Schneur Zalman speaks of a revelation or manifestation prior to the
Tzimtzum, in which Ein-Sof, in a manner that is crudely analagous to a man revealing
something to himself in thought, produces his “light.” (See Schochet, “Mystical
Concepts,” p. 830, note 13.) The difficulty with this point of view is that it has God
engaging in a “private revelation” and thus defeats one of his main motives for
creating a world, i.c., to know himself through his manifestation to an “other.”
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This blossoming of meanings, values, and possibilities is, according to
the Kabbalists, achieved via a second negation, an act of divine concealment
and contraction that is referred to as the Tzémzzum. It is only by limiting
itself (and thereby contrasting itself with an ozher) that Ein-Sof can bring into
existence an infinite set of distinct possibilities. As a result of the Tzimzzum all
possibilities other than Esn-Sof stand out in contrast against the background
of Ein-Sof’s now-withdrawn presence.”® If Esn-Sof had not withdrawn and
concealed itself, than all possibilities other than itself would be nullified in its
infinitude. By withdrawing and concealing itself, by negating the primal,
infinite “yes” and introducing a second negation, Ein-Sof (via Tzimtzum)
creates a distinction between itself and all other possibilities, and thereby
“makes room” for creation.

The array of possibilities is represented in the Kabbalah by a secondary
affirmation, the Sefirot. Unlike Ein-Sof itself, the Sefirot are not limited to a
simple unitary “Yes,” but rather affirm a whole variety of values and
meanings. The Sefirot, which are ten in number (yet which combine into a
plethora of combinations), represent the primal values (Will, Wisdom,
Understanding, Loving-Kindness, Judgment, Mercy, etc.) that must prevail
in a finite world. The Sefirot, in effect, rush out to fill the void of Ein-Sof’s
withdrawn presence. They are, the Kabbalists affirm, the values that must
exist in order to sustain a finite world.

Having flowered, so to speak, into what we have called a firmament of
infinite possibilities, of values and significance (represented in the secondary
affirmation or Sefirot), the primal affirmation, Ein-Sof, seeks to fulfill its
essence as an infinite being that is contrasted with the primal Nought. But
“to be” means something more than to expand into an array of possibilia.
Being means “actual being,” and demands that the value possibilities
abstractly represented by the Sefiror be fully actualized. Yet, as we have
already suggested, values can only be actualized in a finite world, where the
reality of failure, destruction, and death puts these values (of kindness,
justice, heroism, self-sacrifice, etc.) into play in an arena where they actually
matter. The English word “matter” actually aids our understanding here: for
the arena we are speaking of is the material world. Indeed, as Adin Steinsaltz
has argued, the actualization of God’s being demands precisely the existence of
a material world that is on the brink of despair, for it is only in such a world
(our own) that the values we speak of can be actualized most fully and

96. See Chapter Three.
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completely. Our world, Steinsaltz says, is “the worst of all possible worlds in
which there is yet hope”—for such a world, paradoxically (from the
standpoint of the fulfillment of the possibilities within God) is the best world
of all.*”

And so, the primal “Yes” demands a “third negation,” a negation of
destruction and death, the tearing asunder that is referred to by the
Kabbalists as Shevirar ha-Kelim, the Breaking of the Vessels. With the
Breaking of the Vessels the once-pristine Sefirot, possibilities of value and
significance, are torn asunder and fall into a dark, dangerous, and evil realm
from which they must be extracted and restored to their proper place. This
extraction and restoration constitutes for the Kabbalists a third and final
affirmation, Tikkun ha-Olam. With Tikkun ha-Olam a personal God acts in
concert with humankind to redeem a broken world through the very acts of
Will, Wisdom, Kindness, Compassion, etc., which were broken when the
Sefiror were shattered and displaced. In the end, the Kabbalists hold that a
broken but redeemed world is far more perfect, far more valuable than an
initially pristine one.”® The kabbalistic scheme continues:

(implies)
Firmament of Value Possibilities ------ > instantdation ------ > failure, death
and destruction (Breaking of the Vessels) ----- > World on the brink of
despair ----- > Restoration and Redemption (Tikkun ha-Olam).

In the end, Ein-Sof sees its fulfillment and (we can now understand) its very
origin and being (as value and significance) in the redemptive acts of
mankind. Its beginning is truly “wedged in its end” and its “end in its
beginning.”

MAN MAKING DEITY:
TRANSITION TO A PERSONAL GOD

It is this process of redeeming a fallen world that transforms Ein-Sof from a
hidden and abstract being into a personal God, from an “it” to a “thou,” and

97. “The Mystic As Philosopher: An Interview with Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz,
Jewish Review 3: 4 (March 1990): 14-17.
98. Elior, “Chabad,” p. 167.
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ultimately to an “I.”%° This development, which is God’s most immanent,
revealed expression, is also God’s highest ascent, for it is the process through
which God ultimately becomes Himself. It is through his creation, humanity,
that Ein-Sof becomes actualized as God. The Zohar even goes so far as to say
that man, in effect, has the opportunity to make his creator. Adapting the
wording of a rabbinic text,°® the Zohar affirms: “He who ‘keeps’ the
precepts of the Law and ‘walks’ in God’s ways, if one may say so, ‘makes’
Him who is above.”'®! Moshe Idel has pointed out that this idea was quite
widespread amongst the Kabbalists.'*> For example, we read in the kabbal-
istic text Sefer ha-Yichud: “each and every one [of the people of Israel] ought
to write a scroll of Torah for himself, and the occult secret [of this matter] is
that he made God Himself.”!%3

In such rather bold and surprising declarations the Kabbalists under-
score the notion that there is a reciprocal relationship between God and man.
God is indeed man’s creator, but since man is the one being who can
actualize the values that are only “ideas” in God, man can be said to
complete, actualize, and even “create” God. Indeed, the human tendency to
see “God” in the garb of the prophet, saint, tzaddik, or rebbe expresses the
truth that it is in these figures that godliness finds its most fully realized
expression. God, according to the Kabbalah, incarnates Himself in man, not
just in one prophet or messiah but in each and every human deed that fulfills
His ethical and spiritual potential. This is the inner meaning of the kabbalistic
aphorism that “An arousal from above comes only in response to an arousal
from below.”'%* The atheistic claim that man has invented God is paradoxi-
cally placed into a context in which the Kabbalists, without abandoning
theism, can affirm it. God both creates and is created by man: “Just as the
Supernal Wisdom is the start of the whole, so is the lower world . . . alsoa
start of the whole.”1®

It is actually mankind’s activities that transform Eizn-Sofinto the personal

99. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 215.

100. Midrash Leviticus Rabbah, 35: 6.

101. Zohar III, 113a. Sperling and Simon, The Zokar, Vol. 5, p. 153. Idel
translates this passage as follows: “Whoever performs the commandments of the
Torah and walks in its ways is regarded as if he made the one above.” Idel, Kabbalah:
New Perspectives, p. 187.

102. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 188.

103. Ibid.

104. Zalman, [geret Ha Kodesh, Chapter 4. In Likutes Amarim-Tanya, p. 405.

105. Zohar 1, 153a. Sperling and Simon, The Zokar, Vol. 2, pp. 89-90.
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God of Judaism. By forming a relationship with the Absolute through deeds
and prayer, mankind constitutes God as a personal Being and (in another
sense) further enables God to become Himself. Indeed, the Hasidim saw in
the “nothingness” of Ein-Sof an infinite potential to be shaped by man.
According to R. Livi Yitzhak:

The Nought is the most general category of all the wisdoms because it is a
potential power that may receive [every] form. And when man wants to
cause the descent of wisdom from there, as well as anything else, it depends
only on the will of man, because if he wants to worship God he can draw
down [Him] upon himself.*®

Idel points out that “the attachment to the Nought is, therefore, the
encounter with the unshaped prime-energy, the pure potentiality, while
worship by means of the commandments signifies the actualization of the
divine potential by drawing the divine into the mundane world . . .”*%” On
this view it is man’s worship that will transform the indeterminate nought, a
pure potentiality, into a positive divine being. If man does not actually create
God through his worship, he provides the Infinite with a positive, recogniz-
able form.

In the actions of the Tzaddik (the saintly man or woman), of the Baal
Teshuvah (one who repents before his creator) and, most immediately, in
man’s pouring his heart out in prayer, we actually witness the transformation
of Ein-Sofinto a personal deity. This very thought is expressed by the Indian
poet Tulsidas (d. 1623): “There is no difference between the Personal and
the Impersonal . . . He who is Impersonal, without form and unborn
becomes Personal for love of his devotees.”*® Such a view could well have
been expressed by any of a number of kabbalistic and Hasidic thinkers.

THE DIALECTICAL DEDUCTION OF THE WORLD

It should by now be quite clear that the interpretation 1 have provided
Ein-Sof, of being and nothingness per se, is such that the emergence of the

106. R. Levi Yitzhak, Kedushat Levi, fol. 6a—6b, quoted in Idel, Hasidism, p.
141.

107. Ibid.

108. Quoted in Louis Renou, ed., Hinduism (New York: Braziller, 1962), p.
220.
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Sefirot, the consequent Breaking of the Vessels, and the development of the
Partzufim through Tikkun ha-Olam proceeds with something of the force of
logical necessity. That is to say, the entire dialectic (what I earlier referred to
as the Kabbalist’s “basic metaphor”) is implicit in the very concept or essence
of Ein-Sof, and can be derived solely from a meditation of the human intellect
on what it is to have meaning or “to be.” In sum, the world as we know it,
as it is understood in the Kabbalah, is a necessary manifestation of Esn-Sof; or
rather a necessary manifestation per se, derivable from that first scintilla of
significance that shows itself against the background of Ayin, the primal
Nought. The world conforms to what the Kabbalists tell us there must be if
there is to be anything at all.

There is, however, another point of view (represented most clearly by
the Kabbalist Moses Cordovero) that merits consideration. Indeed, accord-
ing to Scholem this was by far the dominant view voiced by the Kabbalists
themselves.!% According to Cordovero, the process by which Ein-Sof
emerges from concealment to revelaton is an act of free decision that is an
impenetrable mystery and is not in any way reducible to a necessary
consequence of the essence of Ein-Sof.}*° According to Cordovero:

Before the formation of the universe [ Ein-Sof] had no need of emana-

tion.}!!

All of them [the Sefiror] need Ein-Sof, while He has need of none of
them.'*?

I will discuss Cordovero’s conception below. However, in order to properly
do so we first must deepen our understanding of (and the objections to) the
view that the development of Efn-Sof and the word proceeds with the force
of logical necessary.

Scholem holds that while such Kabbalists as Vital spoke of God’s desire
or need to reveal or express his goodness to a world, or to actualize Himself
as “King” by having subjects, such explanations of Ein-Sof’s activity were
“mere expedients” that never developed into theory. Nonetheless Vital

109. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 91.

110. Ibid.

111. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’erav VI: 1, 34b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 114.

112. Moses Cordovero, Or Neerav VI1: 2, 35a; ibid., p. 119.
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certainly suggests that creation was an event that is necessitated by God’s very
being;:

The purpose for the creation was that the Blessed One had to be complete
in all of His deeds and His powers, and all of His names of greatness,
perfection and honor. If he had not brought forth His deeds and His
powers, He could not have been called complete, so to speak, either in His
actions or in His names or in His attributes.!!?

If the worlds had not been created, along with all that is in them, the
true manifestation of His blessed, eternal existence—past, present, and
future—could not have been seen, for He would not have been called by
the Name, HVYH, 114

When the worlds were created, however, the Blessed One’s actions and
powers came forth so that he could be called complete in all types of his
actions and powers, and complete in all the names and attributes.!*5

Vital quotes Zohar Pinchas 257b: “For if there were no creatures in the
world, how could He be called merciful and just? He was called this on behalf
of the creatures that were to be created.”*!¢

I think it is a fair reading of the Lurianic system as a whole (a reading that
is at least implied in Vital) that creation is, in a very important sense, a
necessary event, necessary in order to complete and perfect God. The
necessity of creation is also part of the philosophical meaning of the Zohar’s
pronouncements that man, in performing good acts, is actually the maker of
God. Such necessity is implicit in the Lurianic view that the restored World
of Tikkun is completed by the deeds of man on earth, and brings the cosmos
(and by extension, the Godhead) to a greater level of perfection than when
it was originally created. If Tikkun is necessary for God’s perfection, then can
creation be optional?

There are several possible objections to our “dialectical deduction of the
world.” One objection to our procedure stems from the symbolical and

113. Sefer Erz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 21; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 3.

114. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 21; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 4. The
term HVYH represents a rearrangement of the letters in God’s holiest name, the
tetragrammaton, YHVH, and has the meaning “existence.” Vital implies that God’s
existence is dependent upon creation.

115. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 21, ibid., p. 4.

116. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 21, ibid., pp. 4-5.
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poetical narure of the ideas involved. The kabbalistic symbols, it is said, are
not ideas of sufficient precision to permit a logical, even a dialectical logical,
deduction. The Kabbalah, it is said, provides a mythological vision of the
world, not a rational one, and to place this view in a logical matrix violates its
very nature and essence. A second objection argues, with S. I. Goldman, that
it is always a mistake to assume that “the order and connection of ideas is the
same as the order and connection of things,”*!” and on that assumption to
attribute “ontological significance” to logical necessity. A third objection
holds that to say that the world proceeds from Ein-Sof with “logical force”
places an unwarranted limitation on the freedom and will of God.

With regard to the first objection, I have dealt with the question of the
rational, philosophical content of the Kabbalah some length in Chapter One.
Here I wish only to point out that the distinction between poetry and logic
is hardly as sharp as is sometimes maintained. Indeed, poetical and mytho-
logical “truths™ seem to occupy a space somewhere between fact and logic,
in a manner that encompasses them both. For example, the mythological
“truth” that “man has been cast out from Eden” not only tallies with our
intuition of the “facts” (though not in a strictly empirical or scientific sense)
but also appears to be an essential (or necessary) part of the human condition.
Could man be man, we might ask, if he had remained in paradise? Poetical
and mythological truths appear then to be truths of such generality that they
are woven into the very concepts to which they make reference; often,
however, in ways that are not readily apparent in the concepts themselves,
and most often in ways, as Levi-Strauss has pointed out, which reconcile an
antinomy or relieve a tension that these concepts engender.’® As such,
mythological and poetical symbols, which on the surface may appear to be
the antitheses of philosophical concepts, are actually readily projected into
the philosophical arena, and hence quite amenable to logical and particularly
dialectical logical inference. (The actual working out of this “projection” in
this book is the best argument for its possibility.)

As for the other two objections to our dialectical deduction—i.e., that
such a deduction confuses the order of things with the order of ideas, and
fails to acknowledge that God’s creation is a free and not necessary act—1I
would argue that each of these rest upon an Aristotelian, predialectical view
of the world: one in which so-called opposites (things and ideas and freedom

117. S. 1. Goldman, “On the Interpretation of Symbols and the Christian
Origins of Modern Science,” Journal of Religion 62: 1 (1982). Quoted in Handel-
man, Fragments of Redemption, p. 112.

118. See Claude Levi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology.
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and necessity) are held to be completely exclusive of one another. Dialecti-
cally (and I would argue kabbalistically) when fully analyzed, “freedom”
implies an element of rational necessity: for we call precisely those acts “free”
which are neither random nor caused by material forces but which rather
correspond to some rational scheme, which motivates one to choose a
particular act: and “thinghood” implies an element of idea, for we call X a
“something” only to the extent that it is classifiable according to some
general concept or idea. If the creation of the world did not correspond to
some rational scheme we could hardly call it an act of divine will, and if the
order of things did not in some way correspond to the order of ideas there
would be no talking about “things” at all!

Now, I am certainly not under the illusion that my brief argument will
dispel all questions regarding God’s freedom. There will still be those who
will ask about the original act {(what the Kabbalists referred to by the term
dilug) that prompted Ein-Sof to emerge from the primordial silence, or who
will query whether once having emerged, Ein-Sof must will the presumably
necessary consequences of its own essence. My own view is that such
questions belong to the “realm of the silent”: once they are asked the
inquirer commits himself to the scintilla of significance (in Ein-Sof) and ipso
facto to the kind of world that we have said follows from there being any
significance, any meaning at all.

MIRRORED IN MAN

It is a fundamental kabbalistic principle that the dynamic evolution of the
Godhead is mirrored quite precisely in the development of man. Basing
themselves on the biblical concept of Tzelem Elokim (man is created in God’s
image), the Kabbalists (and particularly the Hasidim who followed them)
adopted a psychology in which the basic transitions in the development of the
Godhead (Tzimezum, Shevivah, Tikkun, etc.) occur also in the life of man.
Indeed from the very beginning the Kabbalah affirmed that the Sefirot, the
archetypical components of the revealed God, are reflected and actually
contained in the physical body and spiritual soul of man. In the symbol of
Adam Kadmon (Primordial Man), the first creature to emerge after the
Tzimtzum, the Kabbalists expressed the idea that the whole of creation is
concentrated in humanity.*® From this it was not a far leap to the assertion

119. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 139.
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that man, in coming to know himself, also comes to know God, and further
that man’s own psychological development has the “theurgic” implications
of setting off a parallel development in the Godhead.?® Psychology, for the
Kabbalah, merges with theology. Kabbalah is not only, in effect, a “psycho-
analysis of God,” but a complete psychoanalysis of man is at the same time a
kabbalistic inquiry into the deity.

A complete “psychoanalysis” of man would include what Schneur
Zalman refers to as man’s Godly (as well as his animal) soul, and what the
Kabbalists spoke of as a man’s Tzelem (image) or astral body. The Tzelem, is,
according to kabbalistic tradition, both the unique determinative essence of
each individual, and a sort of celestial counterpart to man’s persona, a
“personal angel” who wells up from the depths of his innermost being. It is
just this personal angel or counterpart who is revealed to the prophet and
who is also available as a spiritual guide to those initiated in the ways of
kabbalistic meditation.'*!

It is the Tzelem that is the representation of the deity in the individual
human soul. In the Lurianic Kabbalah it is referred to as the “spark” of divine
light at the core of a man’s being, which the individual must “raise” and
“reunite” with Egn-Sof, via the process of Tikkun. It is the Tzelem that is the
concrete expression of the creation of man in God’s image (&’tzalmo, Genesis
1: 26). It is thus both a hypostatization of a biblical idea and a representation
of a profound mystical experience, in which the mystic or prophet, in coming
to know the depths of his own soul, encounters the depths of the cosmos as
well. In such an act there is a fusion of the knower, the known, and the act
of knowledge itself.

EIN-SOF AND THE UNCONSCIOUS

The notion that the dynamics of the Godhead are mirrored in the psyche of
man suggests a parallel to Esn-Sofin the human unconscious. If on the cosmic

120. Here it must be said, however, that for the Kabbalah man’s self-knowledge
or self-discovery is also a confrontation with the unknown, a losing of oneself and a
giving of oneself over to chaos. Just as in the depths of Ein-Sof lies an abyss of
negation {the unknown), man himself has negation, otherness, and unknowability at
his very core. It is primarily in recognizing this unknown core that man gains the
self-knowledge we speak of here.

121. See Gershom Scholem, “The Concept of the Astral Body,” in On the
Mpystical Shape of the Godhead, pp. 251-273.
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level, Ein-Sof (the infinite) is “the concealment of secrecy,” “the concealed
light,” “that which thought cannot contain,” etc.,'?? it readily follows that in
man Ein-Sof represents the primal unconscious, which remains mysterious
and virtually unknown to the human subject. The Zohar describes Ein-Sof as
“the limit of inquiry . . . since it-is too deeply hidden and recondite to be
comprehended.”?® It is descriptions such as these that led Jung'?* and
others to equate the infinite Godhead with the essentially unknown, uncon-
scious foundation of human subjectivity. Indeed, the opposite yet comple-
mentary inference has been made by several contemporary psychoanalysts,
i.e., that a glimpse into the human unconscious affords an entrée into an
unknown Absolute. For example, the psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion makes use
of the sign “O” to designate both “ultimate reality,” the “absolute truth,”
the unknowable, infinite Godhead, and the “emotional truth” of the
psychoanalytic session. For Bion the attitude that enables us to reach out to
“0,” to our own unconscious, is one of no knowledge, memory, or desire.'2
Such an attitude is indeed quite similar to the mystic’s approach to Etn-Sof.

“THERE IS NO WORLD”

True to the kabbalistic principle of haachdur hashawah, the unity of
opposites, certain Kabbalists and Hasidim held a view that is in complete
contradiction to the notion that man is the creator of God: the idea that man
does not even exist. The Chabad Hasidim, for example, held that implicit
within the Kabbalist’s conception of Ein-Sofis the doctrine of “acosmism,”
or the notion that since God is everything, the world, including man, strictly
speaking, does not exist, at least, not as a substance independent from the
deity. As the philosopher J. N. Findlay has pointed out, any genuine notion
of an infinite absolute must, by definition, leave room for nothing other than
itself; and indeed a God who lay completely outside of a created world could
not represent absolute value, for there would of necessity, in such a case, be

122. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 89.

123. Zohar 1, 30a; Sperling and Simon, The Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 114.

124. Carl Gustav Jung, Mysterium Coniunctionis, The Collected Works of C. G.
Jung, Vol. 14., trans. R. F. C. Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963),
p. 414.

125. Eigen, “The Area of Faith,” p. 425.
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many valuable things outside itself.?® The Kabbalists themselves were clearly
aware of these issues and several, such as Azriel of Gerona, early on adopted
the Neoplatonic formula that “all comes from the One and all returns to the
One.”1%7

While some Kabbalists (Azriel, Meir ibn Gabbai, the Zohar'2®) appeared
to embrace the pantheistic or, at least, panentheistic'?® implications of their
theories, most were vague or ambivalent regarding the notion that God’s
substance goes forth into the world.!3® For example, Joseph Gikatilla denied
that the world partakes of God’s substance, but still could not prevent himself
from declaring, “He fills all and is in all.” At times, Moses Cordovero
adopted what appears to be a fully pantheistic view of the divine: “He is
found in all things, and all things are found in Him, and there is nothing
devoid of His divinity, heaven forfend. Everything is in Him, and He is in
everything and beyond everything, and there is nothing beside Him.”!3!
However, at other times Cordovero adopted a panentheistic position in
which the substance of the Sefirot approaches unity with Eén-Sof asymptoti-
cally without ever becoming its equivalent.!3?

The Lurianists were highly ambivalent on this issue. For example, Vital
holds both that Adam Kadmon includes all of the worlds,*®® and that the
essence of Adam Kadmon’s light does not “reveal itself in his ‘clothing,” and
thus the lower Worlds are called “created, formed, and made” and “have no

126. ]J. N. Findlay, The Transcendence of the Cave (London: Allen & Unwin,
1966), p. 182.

127. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 90.

128. Ibid., p. 144.

129. In pantheism the toatality of the world is God; in panentheism God
includes the world as part but not the whole of His being and substance. The
relationship among Kabbalah, pantheism, and panentheism is discussed by Scholem in
Kabbalah, pp. 144-152.

130. The biblical tradition generally affirms the idea of a completely transcen-
dent God, and most Kabbalists were reluctant to contradict or reinterpret this idea.

131. Moses Cordovero, Eilima Rabati, fol. 25a; as cited in Rachel Elior, The
Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 50. Compare Cordovero, Or Ne’erav 33b: “the
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aspect of divinity.”*3* Still, the Lurianic view of creation as an alteration
between Tzimrzum and Emanation leaves little room for holding that
anything exists apart from the absence or presence of the divine light and
substance.

The Chabad Hasidim drew out the full implications of the Lurianic view
in holding that En-Sof is the one true substance and the world is a mere
epiphenomena or illusion. For example, according to R. Aaron Ha-Levi:

For there exists in the world no entity other than Him . . . for thereis no
true substance other than Him. For if because of the vessels and conceal-
ments, other entities appear to be substantial, in reality they are not
substantdal at all, for He, may He be blessed, is the substance of all
substances, and there exists in reality, no other substance but Him.3%

While the Lurianists were at times willing to grant that finite things
participate peripherally in the substance of Ein-Sof (i.e., that “all the worlds
share a single mode of being as garments of Esn-Sof’'3¢), the Chabad
Hasidim carried the Lurianic position to its logical conclusion: denying any
substantiality to the created world. While they occasionally made a distinction
between substance (yeshut) and existence ( géyyum), arguing that finite things
have “existence” but no “substance,” at other times they were more radical
in denying even existence to the created world:

Even though it appears to us that the worlds exist, this is a total lie.?3”

Everything is absolutely as nothing and nought.!38

He is One Alone and there is no reality whatsoever apart from Him.**®

It is easy to see why this radical “acosmic” position is the logical conclusion
of the Lurianic system itself. The reason for this (as I will explain in detail in
Chapter Three) is that, according to Luria, finite, material things appear only
as a result of a contraction or concealment of the one true substance, which

134. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 33; ibid., p. 110.

135. Elior, “Chabad,” p. 160.

136. Scholem, Kabbaiah, p. 149.

137. Elior, “Chabad,” p. 80.

138. Schneur Zalman, Igeret Ha Kodesh, Ch. 6; Likutei-Amarim Tanya, p. 421.
139. Zalman, Likutei-Amarim Tanya, Chapter 35, p. 159.
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is the Or Ein-Sof or divine light. Like images that have been, as it were,
“carved” into a plenum of white light by selectively concealing (and hence
darkening) aspects of that plenum, what we know as the world results from
a concealment or diminishment of substance rather than its presence. If the
full, substantial divine light were permitted to shine, the world (like the
images projected on a movie screen) would be. obliterated, i.e., dissolved in
the totality of Ein-Sof itself.

God, on this view, is both nowhere in the world and everywhere in it.
On the one hand, the world appears only because of God’s absence (or
concealment), but even in this absence enough of the deity remains to sustain
the world. The world, we might say, has as much “reality” in comparison to
God (to continue our earlier analogy) as a picture presented on a screen has
in comparison to its source of light in the projector. Without the source the
image would instantaneously disappear; the image has no more “substance”
than (and is indeed a diminishment of) its source, and yet it is not completely
identical with it. Transform that picture into moving, “living” images and we
have an analogue to the kabbalistic view of an illusory but nonetheless
seemingly independent world.

“FROM THE POINT OF VIEW OF MAN”

Paradoxically, the “independence” of the world is as important for the
Kabbalists as its illusoriness and total cosubstantiality with God. The
significance of this independence is explained by R. Schneur Zalman when he
insists that creation: “is an entity distinct from Divinity so that the blessed
Emanator can be a king over all separate entities by their fulfilling the
commandments which he enjoins upon them.”'*® What meaning could be
given to God’s malchut, his kingship, if his world and his subjects were truly
an illusion?

The Kabbalists attempted to overcome this difficulty by invoking the
Neoplatonic formula that the world exists only from “the point of view of the
recipient.”*! There is, according to Schneur Zalman, no differentiation
within the Godhead, and no emanated or created reality whatsoever, except

140. Schneur Zalman, Igerer Ha Kodesh, Chapter 20; Likutei-Amarim Tanya,
p. 505. :
141. Sce Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 138.
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from the point of view of created things. From the point of view of God,
there is no differentiation, no separate finite existence at all.

It will be worthwhile for us to examine this oft-quoted doctrine, in an
effort to determine its precise meaning. In doing so we shall see that this
doctrine, which seems to require that we attribute “consciousness,” i.e., a
point of view to an illusion, is perhaps the most difficult to resolve of all the
kabbalistic paradoxes.

If created beings, including man, are really t/lusory how is it possible for
them to appear real to themselves: If we project an image of some people
onto a movie screen, how is it possible to attribute consciousness or a point
of view to them? What would it even mean for a projected image, an illusion,
to have consciousness or a point of view? Would it have an illusory
consciousness? Yet, how can consciousness be an illusion? The Cartesian
“Cogito ergo sum” (I think therefore I am) asserts that while anything
presented to consciousness can be or not be an illusion, consciousness itself
must be real: for if I am under the illusion that I have consciousness, then at
the very least I am “under an illusion” which is itself a species of conscious-
ness. On this view it is self-contradictory to assert that x is under the illusion
that he has consciousness because having an tllusion is itself sufficient for x to
be conscious. If man exists only from his own point of view then this is
sufficient to say he exists sub specie acternae as well.

Further, as Schneur Zalman himself avows, God wills that there be a
separate and distinct finite world in order that He may reign over it as king.
Yet who is God fooling? Can He actually reign over an illusion? It would
seem that if the world is real from any point of view it must be real from the
point of view of God.

Perhaps, the solution to this puzzle can be modeled along the lines of an
analogy with “dreams” and multiple personalities. When a man dreams, we
might want to say that the figures in his dreams (particularly the figure with
whom the dreamer identifies) have the “illusion” that they are conscious and
have a “point of view.” But is this an accurate way of speaking? Is it not better
to say that it is the dreamer who has the illusion, i.e., that he is embodied in
a particular “dream body,” resides in a particular “dream world,” and sees
that world from a particular point of view? Does the dream image have any
genuine point of view itself? If I dream that I am Napoleon, does the figure
in my dream, the “Napoleon,” have any experiences, any point of view on the
world? Is be under the illusion that he is a finite intelligence, separable from
his creator (me)?

Now the answer to this question I suppose is “Yes” and “No,”
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interestingly the same “Yes” and “No” that answers the kabbalistic question
of man’s separate existence from E¢n-Sof. For the Kabbalist wishes to assert
that everything, including the existence of man’s separate consciousness or
soul is an illusion, like a dream, and all is in the mind of God. God, however,
through an act of Tzémtzum—contraction, concealment or, in this context,
“forgetting” —actually subjects Himself to this illusion. In doing so, God is
like a man who suffers from a Dissociative Identity (Multiple Personality)
disorder in which a variety of psyches or selves, each of which is “borrowed”
from the same “mind” or “brain” (and hence identical with each other in
“substance”), come to believe that they are separate and distinct personali-
ties. Any one of the personalities of a “multiple” could coherently say “I
don’t really exist” or “I am under the illusion that I exist” or “It is only from
my perspective that I have a separate existence.” Indeed we could imagine
circumstances in which a man might truly utter one of these strange
propositions. For example, a woman falls in love with one of the “alternate”
personalities of a “multiple” whose “main” personality is already married. As
the “alternate” begins to merge with the main personality he might say to his
lover with more than a degree of truth: “I don’t exist. My existence is an
* illusion. I existed only from my perspective. I believed I existed but I really
don’t.” The same, we might say, is true of man’s relation to God. Like a
multiple personality whose task it is to “heal the splitting” and come to
realize the unity of his various personas, man himself must overcome the split
between himself and his fellow man, and ultimately between himself and God
and realize that his separate existence is itself an illusion. Only in doing so can
man overcome the “trauma” (symbolized in the “Breaking of the Vessels™),
which is responsible for the illusion of his separate existence.*?

However, the illusion of separate existence is, as we have already seen,
both necessary to the one true reality (Eén-Sof) and, from a certain per-
spective (in coincidentia oppositornm), indeed very real. True enough, it is
only from man’s perspective that the events of the created world have real
(and indeed limitless) significance. To the cosmos as a whole the events in
one man’s lifetime, for example, are minuscule indeed. But since man himself
is in reality'*® an aspect of God, the values and significance that he engenders
have meaning for the deity Himself. “From the perspective of man” is

142. This is one more aspect in which we are all like a “multiple personality” —
for the multiple is himself born of the trauma of a malevolent early environment.

143. See the discussion of “reality” in Chapter 1 and earlier in the present
chapter.
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therefore reduced to one more “perspective of God” and man’s reality to
himself thereby guarantees his ontological status subspecies acternae. That
God should be alienated from Himself, and thereby come to realize and
know Himself through the point of view of man, fulfills His very essence.
Indeed it has been said that the Absolute can only be conscious of itself as
Absolute by providing, as it were, a “temporary seasonal independence” to
finite beings.!** This “independence” is created through the crises of
Tzimtzum and Shevirah, what we have spoken of as the “second” and “third”
negations within Ein-Sof. These traumas or crises in the Godhead are both
acts of God’s will and logically necessary events;'*® the function of which is
to splinter the cosmos into an infinite array of independent fragments that
must ultimately be reunited through the process of Tikkun.!*® According to
Rabbi Aaron Ha-Levi, all of the various levels and details of reality must be
revealed as separate essences that are nevertheless “joined in their value.”**’
The fullest expression of divinity requires that Ein-Sof enter into a circular
dynamic in which it becomes finite and particular only to have this finitude
and particularity reunited with its infinite source.!*®

If we are to avoid what would amount toa fundamental misunderstand-
ing, it is important to realize that for the Kabbalah, the entire system of the
upper and lower worlds is all ultimately a part of God Himself. Kabbalistic
theosophy is about the vicissitudes of Efn-Sof, the infinite Godhead, for there

144. Findlay, The Transcendence of the Cave, p. 186.

145. For Ein-Sof the “logically necessary” and the “willed” correspond in
coincidentia oppositorum, in a way that is somewhat analogous to the manner that “I,”
if T wish to continue as myself, must wil/ my own existence. God necessarily wills his
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were Ein-Sofnot to will creation, this would amount to a failure to will his own being.
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is, strictly speaking, nothing else beside Him. When we speak about God
needing man, and God creating man to complete Himself, we are speaking
in terms of a metaphor; and unless we realize this we are in danger of
adopting the point of view that God is (or was originally) a wholly
transcendent Being who created an earth that is independent, which He then
incorporates into Himself as His own completion. It cannot, however, be
overemphasized that, according to the Kabbalah, everything (including all of
the actions of man) are a part of the divine plenum, a part of God Himself.
The kabbalistic metaphors then, are less an explanation of why God chose to
create the world than they are a description of the inner workings of an
all-encompassing divine reality.

COINCIDENTIA OPPOSITORUM

There remains something highly paradoxical, even contradictory, in the dual
kabbalistic claims that the world as we know it is a concealment or negation,
an illusion resulting from the withdrawal of God’s omnipresence, and that
nonetheless the higher, more “real” worlds, and even God Himself, are
themselves dependent upon this very illusion. It stretches our philosophical
credulity when we are asked to accept that our world is both an illusion or
negation and that which is most fully actual and real!

Here we once again are faced with the kabbalistic doctrine of coinciden-
tia oppositorunm. The paradox expressed in the kabbalistic idea of the
reciprocity between God and man points to a series of otherwise ineffable
truths that are in accord with our most fundamental human experience, i.e.,
that we are both thrown into a life and world hardly of our choosing and yet
at the same time we are the authors of our own existence; that we experience
an awe and reverence for the moral order of the world, yet feel completely
responsible for sustaining that order in our own actions; that we sense in our
most spiritual moments the existence of a creator of both ourselves and the
vast universe within which we reside, and yet feel that such a creator is
nothing but the projection of our own human spirit.

The physicist Neils Bohr once made a distinction between what he called
“superficial” truths and “deep” truths. The former, he asserted, were truths
whose opposites or contradictories were false; the latter, the deep truths of
science and philosophy, were truths whose contradictories are also true. It is
such “deep” or “dialectical” truths that the Kabbalists are attempting to
express in their view of the reciprocal dependence of God and man. They are
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attempting to find a place in their system of thought for each pole of human
experience. One might even go so far as to say that because of its dialectical
view of reality, the Kabbalah is the one “theism” that can embrace within
itself the skepticism and “atheism” of the modern age. This is because for the
Kabbalah, as we have seen, the atheistic view that man created God is not
simply a denial of its opposite (that God creates man) but is instead its very
completion. Both God and Heaven are in a sense created, or in the least,
completed by the acts of mankind.

THEOSOPHICAL MAPS

We can perhaps gain a certain insight into the notion of coincidentia
oppositorum that “the opposite is the completion” by considering an analogy
with map making. Theosophy, after all, is itself a sort of a map of the spiritual
universe.

It is a well-known principle of cartography that there is no perfect way
to represent a sphere such as the earth’s globe on a two-dimensional surface.
Each cartographic projection (for example, the Mercator projection that
represents global latitude and longitude through a series of equidistant
parallel lines) will accurately represent some features of the globe while
inevitably distorting others. (The Mercator projection achieves its parallelism
at the cost of vastly distorting the size of land masses such as Greenland and
Antarctica, which are located at or near the poles.) Philosophy itself, it seems
is in the same predicament. Any given metaphysical (or antimetaphysical)
system of thought will by its very nature be true to some aspects of reality
while hopelessly distorting others. The only opportunity for a complete
picture occurs when we entertain several projections, in the hope that they
will be mutually correcting. In this context we can understand the kabbalistic
views on the complementarity of form and instance, and of God and man, as
analogous to two polar projections of the earth’s sphere: the first centered
about the north pole (and thereby hopelessly distorting everything south of
the equator) and the second centered about the south pole (and thereby
hopelessly distorting everything in the northern hemisphere). Only by taking
these opposite views together can we hope to gain anything like a complete
view of the earth’s sphere. Similarly, the Kabbalists seem to affirm, it is only
by combining opposite metaphysical perspectives that we can gain any
genuine insight into the totality of God, man, and the nature of reality.

It is reported in Pirke Avot (The Sayings of the Father), in the name of
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Rabbi Jacob: “One hour spent in repentance and good deeds in this world is
better than the whole life of the world to come; yet one hour of a peaceful
spirit in the world to come is better than a whole life in this world.”*4° Here,
in a mishnaic text, we find an affirmation of the kabbalistic paradox. Both this
world and the world to come are each infinitely “better” than the other, and
the text makes clear the way in which this paradox is to be understood. This
world, which the kabbalists call, Asséyah, is the world of creation or making,
is the only world where man can perform those activities that actualize his
(and God’s) moral worth. The world to come, on the other hand provides
the context that makes these same actions valuable and meaningful, for it is
only by virtue of their participation in values that transcend a particular self,
place, and time that our actions can be truly said to be worthwhile, and
provide us with any real satisfaction and fulfillment.

It is a dialectic of form and instance, of universal and particular, of God
and man, which runs through kabbalistic thought and provides the founda-
tion for the reciprocity of the upper and lower worlds. From this perspective
we might even say the upper and lower worlds provide each other with their
very sense or meaning. Virtue is meaningful on earth because it participates
in the “peace” of a higher world where such virtue is success and reward; yet
virtue is only meaningful in heaven because in the lower world it can be
exercised in an arena in which it “counts.”

GNOSOS VS. ACTION

Recently, Moshe Idel and others have questioned the entire approach of
interpreting the Kabbalah in metaphysical or theosophical terms. According
to Idel, the purpose of the kabbalistic symbols, as they were understood by
the Kabbalists themselves, was not so much to bring knowledge or insight
into the nature of the divine realm, but rather to implore the individual to
ethical action.’®® Susan Handelman, following Idel’s lead, has argued that
the Kabbalah was distorted by its mediation through Neoplatonism, Her-
meticism, and the Christian Kabbalah, which focused almost exclusively on
its speculative and theosophical structure, thus detaching the Kabbalah from

149. Pirke Avot (The Sayings of the Fathers), 4: 22.
150. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 233.
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its connection with Jewish ethics, law, and ritual.’® Indeed, both the
German Idealists (who were, through Schelling, influenced by kabbalistic
ideas) and subsequent scholars of the Kabbalah (notably Scholem) who then
viewed the Kabbalah through the prism of German philosophy, have, on this
view, distorted the Kabbalah, by interpreting it in mainly theosophical terms.

There is much, I believe, that can be said in favor of this point of view;
one that places axiology (values) before ontology (being), and sees the
Kabbalah more as “an inducement to action” rather than a “contemplation
of static being.”'5? This follows from the doctrines of the Kabbalists
themselves, particularly the Lurianic Kabbalists, who, as we have seen, held
that God truly becomes God only through the ethical actions of man.
According to Luria, (and in this he is completely consistent with the Zohar)
one cannot know God through simply an act of contemplation, because God
Himself does not fully exist except through the ethical activity of humankind.
One encounters God through one’s mitzvot, one’s acts, and not through
one’s philosophy. The encounter with God is, at the same time, in effect His
creation! On this view, the “ultimate” questions that we spoke of earlier
should be reversed in their order: value and meaning (particularly as they are
embodied in action) are prior to reason and wisdom.

There are, indeed, other considerations, internal to the Kabbalah, which
help to substantiate the claim that action is prior to being, and that God, as
He is understood by the Kabbalah, cannot be an object of theoretical
knowledge. The first of these is that, according to the Kabbalists, the
Kabbalah itself is in constant flux along with the cosmos, and cannot be
subject to a definitive interpretation. Idel quotes from Vital’s Sefer Etz
Chayyim: “The worlds change each and every hour, and there is no hour
which is similar to another . . . and in accordance with these changes are
the aspects of the sayings of the book of the Zohar changing, and all are the
words of the living God.”'3 Idel interprets this passage to imply that “even
theoretically, the possibility of attaining its (the Zohar’s) ultimate significance
is nil: each moment brings its own novel understanding.”*%* According to
Handelman, “the supernal worlds are no static essences but are constantly in
flux and in reciprocal relation with human activity.”!%® As such, it is
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impossible to have fixed knowledge, cither of these “worlds” or of the
Kabbalah itself. For Idel, the kabbalistic symbols invite “action rather than
thought”*%® precisely because they are dynamic, changeable, and imperfect
and are themselves in need of repair through the activities of man.

This view, which I have already examined in some detail in Chapter One,
reflects a general trend in contemporary philosophy, rooted in pragmatism
and the thought of the later Wittgenstein,!5” which emphasizes the perfor-
mative over the referential function of language. Indeed, for Wittgenstein
and those who followed him, the referential function of language is
dependent upon its performative function: it is only by virtue of the fact that
individuals respond to words in a certain way (i.e., that words induce certain
actions) that they can be used to refer at all. Indeed, I muyself, in a
Wittgenstenian mood, have argued that this is particularly true for the use of
the word “God.”*%8

Without again entering into the general philosophical debate regarding
the nature of linguistic signs, I believe it is possible to point out that for the
Kabbalah, action and being, like everything else, exist in cotncidentia
oppositornm;, in reciprocal interdependence. To argue that the Kabbalists’
theosophical descriptions were regarded by them (or should be regarded by
us) simply as inducements to action is to render senseless much of what they
had to say. Idel is correct in arguing that the kabbalistic symbols do not have
a single, static referent, and that they express “several aspects of an
ever-changing reality.” But this hardly leads to the conclusion that these
symbols have only a performative function and no ontological significance.
Indeed the very motive the Kabbalist has for performing Tikkun, for doing
ethical deeds, is that such deeds have an impact upon the destiny of the
world, that they have metaphysical implications. The value of the kabbalistic
symbols is that in the very process of making the world transparent they also
implore us to change it. Their reference is certainly ever-changing and
dynamic, but it is a reference nonetheless. If kabbalistic theosophy teaches us
anything it is that there is a reciprocal relationship between being and action,
and as such an interdependence between God and Man. It is precisely this
interdependence that is the subject of the kabbalistic knowledge. God,
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according to the Kabbalists, is most fully revealed in the redemptive activities
of mankind. One such redemptive activity, according to kabbalistic tradition,
is the study and practice of Kabbalah itself, what amounts to an intellectual
and ecstatic contemplation of the nature of God, the purpose of creation, and
the place of humanity in the world.



Tzimtzum': A Kabbalistic Theory
of Creation

Kabbalah to the history of ideas. It is a conception that gives both
content and meaning to the notion of creation ex #néhilo, while at the
same time providing the basis for a profound personal and social ethic. To the
uninitiated, however, Tzimtzum is a strange, difficult, and perhaps even
disturbing doctrine. It is a doctrine that gives expression to a series of
paradoxical ideas, among which is the notion that the universe as we know it
is the result of a cosmic negation. The world, according to Lurianic Kabbalah,
is not so much a something that has been created from nothing; but rather
a genre of nothingness resulting from a contraction or concealment of the
only true reality, which is God. It is also part of the notion of Tzémtzum that
the very unfathomability and unknowability of God and His ways is the sine
qua non of creation itself. Creation, the doctrine of Tzémtzum implies, is, in
its very essence, “that which does not know.” God’s contraction, conceal-
ment, and ultimate unknowability are thus the greatest blessings He could
bestow on the world and mankind.
In this chapter I offer a philosophical and psychological exposition,
commentary, and in some respects, elaboration of the concept of Tzimtzum
as it appears in the kabbalistic system of Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534—1572) and

r I Yhe concept of Tzimezum® is a unique contribution of the Lurianic
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his disciples such as Rabbi Chayyim Vital (1542-1620) and, later, Rabbi
Schneur Zalman of Lyadi (1745-1813). In addition, I offer an idealist and
rationalist philosophical context in which these ideas can, I believe, be best
understood. '

The word Tzémtzum has at least two meanings. The first is an ontologi-
cal meaning connoting “contraction,” “withdrawal,” or “condensation.”
The second is an epistemological meaning that connotes “concealment” or
“occultation.” We will see that both the ontological and epistemological
senses of the term are necessary to a full understanding of the Lurianic theory
of creation.

My plan in this chapter is to first describe and explain the notion of
Tzimtzum in its philosophical (theosophical and cosmological) aspects, and
then to explore the psychological and ethical implications of this symbol, as
they were conceived by both the Kabbalists and such Hasidim as the Maggid
of Mezrich and Nachman of Breslov.

ORIGIN OF THE DOCTRINE

While the concept of Tzimtzum is not fully articulated prior to Luria, there
are clear precursors to this symbol in earlier kabbalistic sources. Tzémzzum is
even hinted at in an early Midrash where we learn that when God descended
to inhabit the holy mishkan or tabernacle, he “restricted his Shekhinah [the
divine ‘presence’] to the square of an ell.”> While in this Midrash God
contracts himself in order to occupy a particular place, we here have the germ
of the idea that a Tzimezum, or contraction, is necessary in order for God to
be manifest in the world. The Kabbalists, who held that the world itself was
a manifestation of the infinite God, reinterpreted this Midrasic notion and
elevated it to the principle of creation itself.

Such an interpretation is evident, for example, in a very early source from
Iyyun, which is quoted by the fourteenth-century Kabbalist Shemtov ben
Shemtov:

How did He produce and Create His World? Like a man who holds his
breath and contracts (mezamzem) himself in order that the little may
contain the many. So He contracted His light into a hand’s breadth,

2. Midrash Shemoth Rabbah 34: 1.
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according to His own measure, and the world was left in darkness, and in
that darkness He cut boulders and hewed rocks.?

The Ramban (Rabbi Moses Ben Nachman, Nachmanides; 1194-1270)
held that the beginning of creation involved the emergence of divine wisdom
(Chochmah) as a result of a Tzimtzum or limitation of the divine light or will
in the uppermost Sefirah. This limitation is said to have produced a region of
darkness within which the clear light of Chochmah (Wisdom) could flow.*
The Ramban’s view is also significant inasmuch as it anticipates the later
Hasidic view that a contraction of the self or will is also a prerequisite for
human wisdom.®

The original light of Genesis 1: 3 (“let there be light . . .”) is referred
to in the Zohar as the “hidden light” on the theory that “had it not been
concealed from everything, the world could not have endured for a single
moment.”® The Zohar informs us that this light was only manifest on the first
day of creation. Since that time it has been concealed. In this passage the
Zohar or “Book of Illumination” regards the light of Ein-Sof as manifest only
when it is concealed.”

The Zohar refers to the first Sefirah as “the light that does not exist in
light” and the last Sefirabh, Malchut, as “a light that does not shine.” Further,
it holds that the Sefiror are themselves emanated through the bozina
di-kardinuta, the “spark of blackness,” graphically illustrating the dialectical
tension between light and darkness, revelation and concealment, and being
and nothingness, which is so prevalent in the Kabbalah® and which serves as
the background for the Lurianic notion of Tzimtzum.

Moses Cordovero (b. 1522), an older contemporary and teacher of Isaac
Luria, expanded upon these Zoharic notions and developed a dialectical view

3. See Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 449, and Kabbalah, p.129.
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concealed light) into the world.” Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol.
1, p. 441. Also Zohar I, 140a where the numerical equivalence of Or (light) and Raz
(mystery) is interpreted along these lines.

7. We learn that this light “was concealed and sown, like the seed that produces
offspring, seeds, and fruit.”

8. Zohar I, 15a, b; Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, p. 309, cf.
p. 271.
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of the world’s creation that anticipates the full significance of Tzimzzum.
According to Cordovero, the creation of the Sefirot involves the concealment
of the infinite God. Indeed, for Cordovero, creation is simply another
perspective on this concealment. Cordovero provides an example of the
kabbalistic coincidence of opposites when he declares, “revealing is the cause
of concealment and concealment is the cause of revealing.”®

TZIMTZUM IN LURIA AND VITAL

While Tzimizum is clearly anticipated in these earlier sources, it was Isaac
Luria and his disciples (most notably Joseph Ibn Tabul and Chayyim Vital)
who made Tzémtzum a central focus in their cosmology. Two theological
problems, the first created by God’s presumed omnipresence and the second
by His presumed unchangeability, prompted Luria to introduce “contrac-
tion” and “concealment” as the basis for the creation of a finite world. The
first of these problems arises because God is assumed to be infinite and
omnipresent. As such, He originally fills the whole of Being and without an
act of contraction or self-limitation there would simply be no “place” for a
world to exist. Tzimtzum thus, as it were, “makes room” for a world.!® The
second problem arises because God is thought of as complete, self-sufficient,
and unchangeable. He, therefore, cannot be said to create a world that in any
way adds to or alters His essential being. While most previous Kabbalists
seemed either unaware of or unable to address the first of these problems
(the problem of finding a “place” for creation) they had sought to resolve the
latter problem (God’s unalterability) by analogizing creation either to the
lighting of one candle from another (which in no way alters or diminishes
the first candle) or to the “replanting” of already living plants, or the un-
covering of pre-existent roots (as a result of which nothing really changes).!!

The notion of Tztmtzum, which has the dual meaning of “contraction”
and “concealment,” was introduced by Luria to resolve each of these
theological dilemmas. As we have seen, Tzimtzum entails that God contracts
to provide a “place” for the world. Further, according to this doctrine, the
very existence the world is predicated not on a metaphysical addition to, or

9. See Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 402.
10. Luzzatto, General Principles of the Kabbalah, pp. 42, 51.
11. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, p. 272.
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alteration in, an infinite God, but upon a concealment of God’s “light” or
manifestation. As the sun is not changed or diminished by a concealment of
its light, the infinite God is unchanged as a result of creation.

In his comprehensive account of the Lurianic Kabblah, Sefer Erz
Chayyim, Vital declares:

know that before the emanated things were emanated and the created
things were created there was a supernal light that was simple, without
composition or external relations, and it filled the whole of existence. There
was no empty place, ether, or void. Everything was filled with the infinite
light. There was neither beginning nor end. All was one simple light in
perfect equanimity. This was called Or Ein Sof (the Light of the Infinite
God). When it arose in His simple will to create the world and emanate the
emanations, and to bring to light the perfection of His acts and names,
then He contracted Himself into the central point that was in the middle
of His light. He contracted Himself into this point and then retreated to
the sides encircling this point. Then there remained an empty space or
ether, an empty hollow (or void).*?

It is this Tzémtzum, the withdrawal of Ein-Sof from a central metaphysical
(not spatial) void or hollow, which provides, according to the Lurianic
scheme, the foundation for all God’s creation.

It is interesting to note that, according to Vital, the first act of creation
is the contraction or concentration of divine energy into a central cosmic
point. It is only after Esn-Sof concentrates all of its energy into a central point
that it can withdraw and conceal itself from that point. I will have reason to
comment on this later when I discuss the psychological ramifications of
Tzimtzum.

A further point of interest in Vital’s account is his emphasis on the
Tzimtzum as a perfectly even process, resulting in the hollow taking on
circular form.'? Vital explains that the reason for this is that Ein-Sofis equal
in all of its qualities and dimensions, and further, that the Sefirot, which were

12. Chayyim Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim, 1: 1, p. 22. This passage in Vital is
discussed and translated somewhat differently by David Ariel, in his book The Mystic
Quest (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1988), p.106ff. See also Menzi and Padeh, The
Tree of Life, p. 1. (1 am indebted to Rabbi Joel Kenney for his assistance in translating
this and other passages in Sefer Etz Chayyim.)

13. It is unclear to me from the text in Sefer Etz Chayyim whether the iggulim
(circles) of the Sefirot are to be understood three-dimensionally as spheres. The
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to be emanated into this hollow, would themselves also be perfectly circular
as well.

A question, which gave rise to considerable controversy among the
Kabbalists, is whether the Tzémzzum involved Ein-Sof itself or just its light.
Luria and Vital held that Ein-Sofitself is concealed or withdrawn, while other
Kabbalists suggested that even prior to the Tzimtzum, Ein-Sof accomplished
an act of (self) revelation through this light; and that it was this light, the Or
Ein-Sof, which withdrew from the metaphysical hollow or void (chalal).}*

THE “CATHARSIS OF DIN”

The Lurianists place Tzimzzum within the context of their bold speculation
regarding events that transpired within Esin-Sof itself prior to the creation of
the world. They explain that the fundamental reason for the Tzimzzum is to
expose the “roots of judgment” (Din) within Ein-Sof, in order to purge
limitation from the deity and introduce it into the cosmos. According to
Luria and Ibn Tabul the original Tzimtzum results from a differentiation or
“gathering” of forces within the Godhead, specifically the forces of judgment
(din).}® “Prior” to this gathering, all the divine forces or traits exist perfectly
commingled within God. Thus the original divine act is one in which God’s
attributes (middot) become distinguished from each other. The limiting
factor of judgment (din) is separated from mercy (rachamim). This internal

question may be irrelevant, because in either case the geometric imagery is to be
regarded as nonspatial and metaphoric.

14. Among those Kabbalists holding the latter view are Israel Sarug (Scholem,
Kabbalah, p. 133) and Schneur Zalman of Lyadi. On Schneur Zalman’s view there is
a (self) revelation of light, in a manner that is akin to an individual speaking or
thinking to himself, which precedes the creation of the world. This revelation, the Or
Ein-Sof, is what undergoes the Tzimzzum. Schneur Zalman even goes so far as to say
that the contraction of the Or Ein-Sofis itself relative to creation and does not occur
from the perspective of the deity (see Schochet, Mystical Concepts, p. 831, note 18).
In Torah Or, Miketz (39a), Schneur Zalman states: “It was in this Light that the entire
Tzimtzum mentioned in Etz Chayyim took place. A Constriction took place in this
Light, forming a vacuum and a Vacated Space. All this took place in the Light of the
Infinite—in the Light, and not in the Infinite Being Himself, heaven forfend.”
(Trans. and quoted in Aryeh Kaplan, Chasidic Masters [New York: Maznaim, 1984],
p. 101.)

15. See Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 130.
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separation of the limiting factor, judgment, within Ezzn-Sof paves the way for
a “catharsis” of this factor through the Tzémzzum, which is itself an act of
judgment and limitation. The act of Tzimtzum is the instrument and
archetype of finitude, and thus the very principle or essence of a created
world. Vital tells us that as a result of the Tzimtzum “there was now a place
for emanations, creations, formations and actions”; in short a place for the
creation of the “worlds.”*®

According to Luria, the deity holds a somewhat ambivalent attitude
toward the finite. On the one hand the finite is contained within Ein-Sof and
is an essential part of God’s perfection. This view had been clearly stated
centuries before Luria by the Kabbalist Azriel of Gerona: “Ein-Sof is
perfection without any imperfection. If you propose that He has unlimited
power and does not have finite power, then you ascribe an imperfection to his
perfection.”” However for Luria, this necessary presence of finitude results
in a certain discomfort or instability within the Godhead, as it entails that
God contains, as part of his essence, limitation, and thus the negativity and
evil that limitation implies. The act of Tzimtzum, and the very process of
creation, then becomes a means for Ein-Sof to purge itself of finitude and evil.
This occurs through a catharsis of Din, a purgation of the limiting,
judgmental factor within the Godhead, resulting in the creation of a finite
world.'® As we will see, the divine catharsis results in a world that becomes
the repository of evil.

ISRAEL SARUG

An carly expositor of the Lurianic system (though not one of his actual
disciples), Israel Sarug engaged in even more daring speculation regarding
the events internal to E¢n-Sof prior to the Tzimtzum and creation of the void.
As summarized by Scholem, Sarug held that God’s pleasure in his own
self-sufficiency produced a “shaking” of Ein-Sof within itself.'® This shaking
aroused the roots of Judgment, Dz, and caused “points” to be engraved in

16. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1.

17. Dan, The Early Kabbalah, p. 90.

18. See Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 129. Scholem explains that this (cathartic) aspect
of the theory of Tzémtzum is clear in Luria’s own literary remains, and in the account
of Joseph Ibn Tabul, but obscured in Vital.

19. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 132.
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Din, such engravings forming the contours of the metaphysical void. The
light of Ein-Sof, acted upon these engravings in such a manner as to create a
Primordial Torah, which serves as a garment (malbush) for Ein-Sof, woven
out of the very fabric of his being and barely distinguishable from him. The
structure of this garment is composed of the 231 two-letter combinations of
the twenty-two Hebrew letters (the so-called 231 “Gates” of Sefer Yetzirah).
The Tzimtzum, according to Sarug, is a folding of this garment that leads it
to occupy only halfits original space, creating a rectangular void within which
emerges the finite world.

Like many of the Kabbalists’ cosmological speculations, Sarug’s account
is fascinating from a psychoanalytic point of view, as it appears to internalize
within the Godhead a very human dynamic involving narcissism, pleasure,
judgment, language, and shame (here symbolized by the garment woven
from judgment). Centuries later Freud would, of course, describe a similar
dynamic as occurring within the psyche of man.

EMANATION

It is only subsequent to the original Tzimtzum or concealment that a positive
act of creation, an emanation of divine “light” into the place resulting from
God’s withdrawal, can occur. An emanation prior to the Tzimtzum would be
impossible, as such “uncondensed” light would cause the disappearance of
worlds?® as soon as they were created. Ein-Sof thus emanates light into the
void or hollow (chalal or tehirn) that remained after the initial divine
contraction. However, because even a void cannot subsist independently
from God, the tebiru contains within itself some residue (reshimu) of the
original divine ominpresence that serves as a vessel (keli) or container for
subsequent emanations. The void is also a container for the expelled “roots
of Din,” which had been eliminated from the Godhead via the very act of
Tzimtzum that had brought the void into existence.

For Luria, creation is a dialectical process in which a series of negations
or concealments alternate with a complementary series of positive acts,
emanations, or divine revelations.?! Frequently, the negative and positive acts
are complementary descriptions of the same event. This is the case with the

20. Luzzatto, General Principles of the Kabbalah, p. 42.
21. Typically contraction is associated with the divine attribute of judgment
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Tzimtzum, which is both a contraction or negation of Ein-Sof and an
excretion or emanation of the limiting, negative factor of Ds#» into the void.
From a broader perspective, Tzimtzum is both a negation of God and the
positing of the vessels (the kelim), which ultimately serve as the structures of
the world. To make a mathematical analogy, the limitation of Efn-Softhrough
the negation of the limiting factor within it is like the subtraction of a
negative number, which always has a positive result. In the case of Ein-Sof,
this positive result is the creation of the world.??

The dialectical nature of creation is also illustrated in the fact that the
Lurianists occasionally spoke of the emanations giving rise to the Seftrot as a
hitnotzetnyt, or “flaring up” of the primordial point after God’s light had
been withdrawn. It is as if the nothingness of the metaphysical void itself
flares up, i.e., rushes out from itself, and carves contours and details in the
residue of divine light remaining after the Tzimtzum. This concept appears to
have its source in the Zohar, which speaks of the kav ha-middah, the standard
of measure that gives rise to and fixes the dimensions of the Sefirot. This Kav
or ray originates in the bozina di-kardinuta, the “spark of blackness,” a
concealed flash of negative divine light, which lay hidden within but which
ultimately emerges from Keter, the divine will.23

According to Vital, the whole of creation, everything that can p0331bly
be known or conceived, exists in the central metaphysical point or hollow
created by Ein-Sof’s withdrawal. Logically (but not temporally) subsequent
to the Tzimtzum, a line or ray (kav) of divine light enters the hollow, circles
along its external perimeter, and creates the first Seftrab (dimension or
archetype of creation). According to Luria, the ray, which is sometimes
conceived of as a divine letter, a Hebrew yud, creates the Sefiror by ordering
the inchoate mixture which remained in the void after the initial Tzimszum.**
After the emanation of the Sefirah Keter the remaining nine Sefiror are
created in turn as the ray spirals closer and closer to the center of the void.
The final Sefirah, Malchut, channels what remains of the infinite light into the
very center of the hollow, creating our world, at the farthest remove from
Ein-Sof, which surrounds it from all sides.

(Din) and emanation with the attribute of Chesed. See Luzzatto, General Principles of
the Kabbalah, p. 102.

22. See the discussion of Nozick’s theory that creation is the result of nothing
being “nothinged” in Chapter Two.

23. Zohar I 15a, b; Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, pp.
271-272.

24. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 130.
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The ray, Vital informs us, is very narrow, and except by means of it the
Sefiror are neither connected with the surrounding divine light, nor with each
other. An element of void, indeed an element of the Tzimtzum itself, must
remain between the light of Esn-Sof and the first, outermost Sefirab, for if the
latter “were connected (to the light) it would return to its original state and
be nullified.”?® The Tzimtzum thus fulfills its role of bringing actual limita-
tion into the cosmos, for by creating a place that is void of the divine
presence, it sets up the possibilities of distinction within that presence, which
are fully realized when the positive, emanative act of creation begins.

THE “VESSELS”

Vital, following Luria, refers to these “possibilities of distinction” as kelim, or
vessels. He introduces a distinction between azzmur (essence) and kelim
(vessels) to distinguish the light that comprises the Sefiror from the empty or
negative boundaries that limit or “contain” them. Vital is very clear in his
view that the vessels were created through the negative act of God’s
contraction/concealment. “The process of removing light,” he tells us,
“revealed a vessel.”?® Indeed Vital asserts that the entire purpose of the
divine contraction is the creation of such vessels: “Now we can understand
the reason for the Tzimezum, that Ein-Sof contracts itself in the middle of its
light to leave the hollow place. Why? The idea is to make vessels (kelim).”?”
However, the status of these vessels, i.e., whether they have an independent
existence, is somewhat unclear. Vital informs us that the kelim are not really
vessels but are called vessels only in relation to the light that exists between
them. This seems to imply a view of relationship between vessel and essence
that is similar to Aristotle’s view regarding the relationship between “form”
and “substance.” On such a view the kelim (vessels) and atzmut (essence)
exist only in a state of mutual interdependence, defining each other in the
same way that a circle defines the area it contains and vice versa. The problem
with this view that the kelim have only a relative existence stems from the fact
that the Lurianists hold that some of the vessels (in a “later” development,
metaphysically speaking) are shattered in the process of being overfilled with

25. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1.
26. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim, 1: 1.
27. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim, p. 26.
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divine light, breaking into numerous shards, which then entrap sparks
(netzorzim) of the divine light that they had hitherto contained.?® While it is
clear, on the view of most Kabbalists, that this description is to be taken
metaphorically, it nevertheless attests to a measure of independence of the
vessels from the light they contain.?®

A second reason for holding that the keltm have a quasi-independent
“negative existence” stems from the fact that Vital holds that they could not
have been created in the same act that created the light that they contain.
Vital considers and rejects the possibility that Efn-Sof could have created a
finite world of limited light all at once, simply by having left some energy (the
kav) in the hollow and removing all the other light.*° He concludes that the
only way to obtain the structure necessary to form kelim is by removing the
light completely (and then to make Sefiror by returning the light to fill vessels
in a measured way).

Regardless of what position is taken regarding the vessels’ independence,
for Luria and Vital, the world’s structure is clearly the result of a negation,
and the vessels have a negative ontological status resulting from the
Tzimrzum. The vessels are likened to curtains that conceal the divine light in
varying degrees. Cordovero had compared them to a series of colored glasses
that change the appearance of water that is poured into them but that do not
change the water itself.3! A more contemporary analogy would be to a
photographic slide that casts a differentiated and detailed image onto a
screen, not by adding anything to the screen, but by selectively concealing or
occulting portions of what would otherwise be a pure, unitary white light.
This, indeed, is a good way to understand the Tzimrzum itself, as a process
that creates finite plurality through a partial occultation of that which is
infinite and whole.

In thinking about the vessels one may also imagine an ocean that has
completely withdrawn from the beach at low tide, and which leaves lines in
the sand representing its progressive retreat. In Tzémtzum, the marks of
Ein-Sof having once been in the void remain, and these marks provide the

28. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim 11: 2, p. 791f.

29. This is because if a circle were to suddenly “explode” its geometric
boundary, i.e., its perimeter, could not be said to fragment and later entrap portions
of the circle itself.

30. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim I: 1.

31. Moses Cordovero, Pardes Rimonim IV: 4, as discussed by Schochet in
“Mystical Concepts,” p. 868.
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structure or vessels for a created world. Even in its emptiness and negativity
this world retains a trace of the divine. At first, according to Luria, the vessels
take on the form of a “primordial ether” (avir kadmon) but later they take on
the more definite form of Primordial Man (Adam Kadmon).>? The vessels,
however, only achieve their true essence (azzmut) through their being filled
with the light of Ein-Sof by means of the raising and lowering of the ray in the
metaphysical void.3?

WORLDS, SEFIROT, ADAM KADMON

Vital informs us that the Tzémzzum occurs in a myriad of grades, correspond-
ing to the myriad of worlds, some quite translucent and others dark and
opaque, which comprise the cosmos. Each of these worlds is filled with a kap
(ray) of ten Sefirot and each exists in the single hollow that arose from the
original Tzimetzum. The first world is spoken of as Adam Kadmon (often
abbreviated as ‘AK), and it is so translucent and exalted that it is barely
distinguishable from the kav itself.** In subsequent worlds, the occultations
of divine light become progressively darker, and the kav, which brings the
light into these worlds, itself goes through a series of contractions and
concealments. As we have seen, the alteration between Tzimtzum and
emanation is a recurrent theme throughout all facets of the creative process.
The alternating movement between histalkur (regression) and kbitpashut
(emanation),® akin to the ebb and flow of the tides, ultimately results in the
creation of our own world, Assiyah, the world of “action” or “making.” It is
only quite late in this creative process that the material world as we know it
comes into being.

The specific details and order of creation are important topics that Vital
details extensively in Sefer Erz Chayyim.3¢ Here, however, it will suffice to
remind ourselves that creation has two original aspects: the formation of an
archetypical or Primordial Man (Adam Kadmon) and the formation of a

32. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 130.

33. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 130.

34. This topic is discussed more fully in Chapter Six.

35. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 131.

36. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim, 1: 2. These details are discussed more fully in
Chapters Four and Six.
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series of realms or dimensions, the Sefiror. Adam Kadmon is indeed the first
being to emerge after the original Tzimezum. This Primordial Man serves as
a created, albeit very abstract and ethereal, representation of the divine
middot, values or traits that are ultimately reflected in humanity. Similarly, the
Seftrot, which are ten in number, correspond to the divine attributes of
chochmah (wisdom), binah (understanding), da’at (knowledge), chesed (kind-
ness, grace, benevolence), gevurah or din (power, prevalence, or judgment),
tiferet (beauty), netzach (endurance, victory), bod (splender, majesty), yesod
(foundation), and malchut (sovereignty or kingship). The Sefirot, as we have
seen, are understood as themselves emerging from Primordial Man.?”

The concepts of Adam Kadmon and the Sefirot give expression to the
view that the Tzémtzum results in the creation of essentially human intellec-
tual, spiritual, and ethical values. The universe, according to the Kabbalists,
is not essentially material, but is rather conceptual, spiritual, and axiological
at its core. It will be important to recall this observation when we examine
the concept of Tztmezum from a more philosophical point of view.

MYSTICAL METAPHORS

We must remember that the discussion of Tzimtzum in terms of a physical or
spatial contraction, as well as the notion of a concealment of God’s “light,”
is, on the view of most Kabbalists, purely metaphorical in nature. Although
a controversy raged for some time between those Kabbalists who interpreted
Tzimtzum naturalistically and their opponents,®® a physical interpretation of
the “contraction” involved in Tzémtzum is really impossible. This is because
the kabbalistic tradition is clear that God or “Ein-Sof” does not originally
exist within space and time. Indeed, as will shortly become clear, it is only
through the original Tzémtzusm that space, time, matter, and light come into
being at all. The Tzémrzum itself cannot, therefore, occur in a spatio-
temporal frame. It is most simply a self-limitation within the plenum of
Absolute Being. The purpose of Tzimrzum is thus to create an ontological

37. The relationship between the Sefiror and Adam Kadmon is quite compli-
cated and intricate, as detailed in Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, 1: 2 and 1: 4. See Chapter
Four re: Iggulim and Yosher.

38. Scholem, Kabbalah, pp. 133-135.
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region in which finite beings are able to exist without being dissolved in
God.**

CONTRACTION INTO LANGUAGE

In his Shaar Ha Yichud Veemmunah, the founder of the Chabad Hasidic
movement, Schneur Zalman of Lyadi, describes how in the act of Tzimzzum
God contracts the life force and invests it in the combinations of letters that
comprise the so-called “ten utterances of creation.”*° These utterances are
phrases in the book of Genesis in which the world is referred to as being
created by divine speech (e.g., “And God said ‘Let there be light’ and there
was light”). The world, according to Schneur Zalman, is created in all its
multitude through these letters; “combinations of combinations, by substi-
tutions and transpositions of the letters themselves and their numerical values
and equivalents.”*! The idea expressed here is that there is a linguistic chain,
stretching from “the ten utterances” leading to the creation of all worlds and
things. This chain involves the recombination of words and letters of the ten
utterances, and the numerical equivalents of these words and utterances via
Gematria,*? resulting in the names of all things in this world, and by
extension the very existence of the things thereby named.

Schneur Zalman regards the very act of God revealing himself in letters
and words as an act of Tzimtzum, a radical contraction of the divine essence.
Each substitution and transposition of words and letters indicates a further
contraction of the divine light and life, degree by degree. The vessels, which,
a moment ago, we saw as the products of the Tzimtzum, are regarded by
Schneur Zalman as “letters” whose “roots” are the five letters in Hebrew that
always terminate a word, and which no letter can follow.*> Letters, by
structuring and limiting divine thought, serve to carry out the function of the

39. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 828.

40. Zalman, Likutet Amarim-Tanya, p. 319 (Shaar ha Yichud VebhaEmunah7).

41. Ibid.

42. Gematria is a hermeneutic method whereby the meaning of a word or
scriptural passage is derived (and hence altered) by considering the numerical value of
the Hebrew letters in that word or passage and then either interpreting that number
or finding other linguistic expressions that have the same numerical value and
substituting them for the word or passage in question.

43. Zalman, Likutes Amarim-Tanya, p. 299 (Shaar ha Yichud VehaEmunah 5).
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divine contraction and are thereby held to be equivalent to the sefirotic
vessels.

Implicit in Schneur Zalman’s interpretation of language are a number of
important ideas not only about creation, but about human nature as well.**
With regard to our present theme, Schneur Zalman holds that Ein-Sof
constricts Himself into language, because language is paradigmatic for both
concealment and revelation. The vessels are like letters precisely because
language, for which “letters” are the constituent parts, reveals, but at the
same time Jimits and conceals, thought and expression. Here we have another
example of the coincidentia oppositorum that is basic to kabbalistic thought.
Pushed to its limit, the notion of language as divine concealment leads to the
conclusion that there is a sense in which the very words of revelation in
scripture are themselves the results of an emprying or concealment of divine
significance. Looked at kabbalistically scripture itself is both “original
revelation” and the “primal concealment.”

TZIMTZUM AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

The fact that Tzimtzum implies both creation and negation suggests a
connection with both good and evél, and an inherent relationship between
evil and the created world. We have already seen that, for Luria, the
Tzimezum involves a divine catharsis of the negative element (Judgment)
within the Godhead. God’s contraction or concealment creates a region of
being alienated from the divine goodness, and hence a region of being that
contains God’s negative, evil potentialities. For Luria, the very act of
contracting or concealing God, who is the infinite good, necessarily entails
the production of evil. As Schneur Zalman puts it: “Indeed so great and
powerful are the contractions and concealment of the (divine) countenance
that even unclean things, the Kelippot [the “Evil Husks”] and the Sitra Achra
[the “Other Side”] can come into being.”*® These unclean things, and evil in
general, are, according to the Lurianists, a necessary byproduct of Tzimtzum,
and hence, part of the logical structure of creation itself.

It is for this reason that Jewish theologians have appealed to Tzimizum
in order to explain the existence of evil in the face of their faith in an all

44. I will explore Schneur Zalman’s “linguistic mysticism” in detail in Chapter
Five.

45. Zalman, Likutei Amarim-Tanya, p. 91.
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knowing, beneficent God. Thinkers as varied as Martin Buber,*® Joseph
Soloveitchik,%” Adin Steinsaltz,*® and Eliezer Berkowitz*® have turned to
Tzimtzum (and the thematically related but earlier concept of bester panim,
the hiding of the divine countenance) in order to explain both moral and
natural evil from a theological point of view.5° If indeed it is part of the very
logical structure of creation that, in the words of Moses Chayyim Luzzatto,
“God should hold back His light and hide His presence,”®? then evil itself
becomes a necessary byproduct of what God, in Genesis, declared to be
good. Indeed, one implication of the doctrine of Tzémtzum is that evil is
ontologically and metaphysically (though not axiologically) identical to the
good.

Recently, David Birnbaum has made creative use of Tzimtzum in
arguing (along the lines we have been discussing) that in creating man, whose
destiny it is to maximize his own freedom, independence, and creative
potential, God must of necessity conceal Himself and retreat further and
further into “eclipse.” Humanity’s destiny, Birnbaum argues in kabbalistic
fashion, is to become God’s partner in the fulfillment and completion of
creation, and it is only by granting man increasing measures of independence,

46. See Martin Buber, “God and the World’s Evil,” in Contemporary Jewish
Thought (New York: B’nai B’rith, Department of Adult Jewish Education 1963), vol.
4, p. 256.

47. See Joseph Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, trans. Lawrence Kaplan (Philadel-
phia: Jewish Publicatdon Society, 1983), p. 108; also compare Joseph Soloveitchik,
“The Lonely Man of Faith,” Tradition 7: 2 (Summer 1965): 31.

48. Adin Steinsaltz, The Thirteen-Petalled Rose, trans. Yehuda Hanegbi (New
York: Basic Books, 1980), p. 37.

49. Eliezer Berkowitz, God, Man, and History (Middle Village, NY: Johnathan
David, 1959), p. 145-146.

50. For a discussion of this problem see, David Birnbaum, God and Evil, pp.
122-135. It is of interest to note that Schneur Zalman, in Tanya, relates the two
notions of Tzimtzum and hester panim. He writes: “These tzimtzumim are all in the
nature of a “veiling of the countenance” (hester panim), to obscure and conceal the
light and life-force . . . so that it shall not manifest itself in a greater radiance than
the lower worlds are capable of receiving” (Tanya I, C. 48, as cited by Schochet,
“Mystical Concepts,” p. 829). The concept of bester panim had been used in earlier
rabbinic literature as a metaphor for certain specific periods where God chooses to
withdraw a portion of his providence from the world. By connecting hester panim to
Tzimtzum, Schneur Zalman is relating it to a pervasive ontological principle.

51. Moses Chayyim Luzzatto, Derech Hashem (The Way of God), trans. Aryeh
Kaplan (Jerusalem and New York: Feldheim, 1977), p. 123.
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and thereby exposing him to the potential and choice of evil, that this destiny
can be fulfilled.?

PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES

The ideas 1 have outlined regarding Tzimzzum can, 1 believe, be best
understood against the background of philosophical édealism and rational-
ism. Contemporary scholarship has indeed discovered an affinity between
Lurianic Kabbalah and the thought of modern idealist philosophers such as
Schelling, Hegel, and Whitehead. This should come as no surprise, for a
number of Kabbalists themselves realized that the basic notions of Jewish
mysticism paralleled Platonic, Neoplatonic and other ancient idealistic sys-
tems of thought.®?

In order to gain philosophical insight into the Kabbalah, it will be useful
to contrast the basic idealist and rationalist assumptions implicit in such
notions as Tzimtzum, the Sefirot, and Adam Kadmon, with the materialism
and naturalism that has come to be taken as common (“scientific”) sense in
our day. We shall see that in every instance the kabbalistic notions are the
inverse of corresponding materialist ideas. Once this is clear, it will be
important to indicate how our own pre-theological experience provides a
justification for the idealist /rationalist point of view, for only then will we be
in a position to attain genuine philosophical insight into the Tzémtzum idea.

The universe, thought of naturalistically, is a vast assemblage of material
forces and objects within a vast plenum of space and time. Space, time,
matter, and energy are thought of as the primordial givens, and it is only
through a slow cawsal process that matter evolves to the point that a
biological creature, man, introduces concepts and values into the world.
Values, on this view, far from being the constituent core of reality, are actually
rather late additions to it, or more to the point, ways in which reality is
viewed or colored by humanity.

Kabbalistic thought completely reverses this order in the chain of being.
For the Kabbalah, the supreme reality, “being as such,” is not an undiffer-
entiated mass of matter and energy, but rather an ineffable perfection that
unifies within itself all spiritual, intellectual, aesthetic, and moral values. The

52. David Birnbaum, God and Evil(see also Sanford Drob, “Foreword,” in the
fourth and subsequent editions of Birnbaum’s work). Zalman, Likutei Amarim-
Tanya, p. 293.

53. A notable example is the Spanish Kabbalist Abraham Cohen Herrera.
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material world is regarded as a secondary development, which arises as a
result of an intellective process through which the divine perfection comes to
instantiate particular concepts and values in the objects of a finite world. It is
only on the lowest of levels, at the end of a logical series, that the most highly
differentiated ideas are imperfectly represented in material form.

Kabbalah is thus an idealistic (as opposed to materialistic) system of
thought because for it the most fundamental reality is mind, value, or idea.
It is also a rationalistic system of thought because within it the main impetus
to development, progression, and creation is intellectual or logical as opposed
to natural or causal.

What reason do we have to believe that the world is essentially com-
prised of idea and value as opposed to objects and matter? The most
fundamental warrant for this belief is the very general observation that no
thing or material object can be perceived, described, or even said to exist
except under the aegis of some general concept or idea. Even the notion of
“material object” is itself an idea, a concept, and our experience of such
objects is completely determined by the existence of this idea-category. We
cannot help but see or conceive of each thing we encounter as an instance
of some concept or type. What we see before us at any given time is immedi-
ately categorized as a table, a pen, a mountain, a cloud, a bird, the sky, etc.
This is no accident of our human predicament, but is rather a logical truth
about reality itself; things are inconceivable except as instances of some
concept or kind. Furthermore, things constantly appear as good or poor
examples of what they are, as if (or rather because) there were some ideal type
of “round,” “red,” “gold,” “person,” “act of kindness,” etc., which the
things of experience only approximate.

The world is, as it were, shot through and through with concepts and
values. Value and idea, far from supervening upon reality, are actually
logically embedded within it. It is easy to see how the conception arises that
the original, most fundamental, nature of the universe is purely undifferen-
tiated thought and value as such. This, of course, is close to the kabbalistic
understanding of the Sefirot and God.

y

COMPUTERS AND CREATION

The case for rationalism and idealism can perhaps be made clearer through an
analogy with the world of computers. The function of any computer is
dependent upon two major components: a software package or program,
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which instructs the hardware or actual machine on how to produce the
desired analysis or results. The software package can be understood as a set
of ideas and logical relations, expressed in a (computer) language and
designed to serve some interest or end. The hardware can be understood as
a set of material components and causal connections that instantiate the
computer program (the software) and enable it to run. It takes but little
reflection to realize that the software package is the essence of the computer
operation. The hardware is, in fact, a purely accidental, exchangeable aspect
of the system (the same software can be run on any compatible machine). An
individual with the software controlling the operations of a particular
structure or organization has in his hands the essence of that organization;
not the individual who happens to possess the organization’s computer. And
so it is with the world. The software package can be understood as the ideas,
logic, values, and language which idealist philosophy (and Kabbalah) regards
as the world’s essential structure. The hardware, with its purely mechanical
operations, is equivalent to the material, natural world, a world that func-
tions only on the direction of a program from outside itself. It is interesting
to note that from within a computer’s electronic hardware, it would appear
that the computer’s operation is purely material and causal in nature. It is
only from our broader perspective that we realize that the casually connected
electronic events are occurring according to a rational pattern.

We are now in a position to deepen our understanding of the kabbalistic
metaphors. Adam Kadmon and the Sefirot, representing what appear to be
gross anthropomorphisms, can now be understood as expressing the higher
truth that the entire universe is garbed in meaning and value. Values are
reflected in the human soul, but also form the most fundamental core of
reality as well.

While we have thus far come to see creation as a conceptual, valuational
act, we are still far from having uncovered its inner logic, a logic that is
embodied in the dynamics of Tzimtzum. Explicating precisely what Tzimz-
zum is and does is our task in the following sections.

CREATION AS EPISTEMIC LIMITATION
(LIMITATION IN KNOWLEDGE)

As we have seen, one of the problems the Kabbalists faced was the question
of how God could limit Himself, withdraw His presence from a point in the
plenum of Being, give rise to creation and yet remain perfect and unchanged.
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The Kabbalists attempted to solve this problem though an analogy with the
sun’s rays, which can be obscured in certain areas of the world without in any
way diminishing the light of the sun itself. We can deepen our understanding
of this metaphor, and at the same time increase our understanding of
Tzimezum itself, by explicating the metaphor in purely epistemological terms,
i.e., in terms of God’s and man’s knowledge.

According to Schneur Zalman (who follows Maimonides), God’s
knowledge is perfect knowledge. For God, unlike for man, there is no
distinction between the knower and the known. God is, to play on the
Aristotelian metaphor, the perfection of all virtues knowing idtself. This
self-knowledge, unlike human knowledge, is complete and instantaneous. In
God, and, to a lesser extent, in mystical states of knowledge in which man
approaches God, there is the immediate apprehension that all which appears
as a plurality is indeed One.

Our understanding of this idea can be clarified through an analogy from
the world of mathematics. An infinite perfect mind sees immediately that the
arithmetical expressions 21/3,126/18, 6.72 + .28, etc., are all equivalents of
the number 7: it is only from the point of view of a limited intellect that these
expressions appear to represent different mathematical ideas. Indeed, as the
mathematical philosophers Russell and Whitehead painstakingly demon-
strated, all of mathematics is predicated on a very small number of logical
principles, and an infinite mind would in an instant intuit the entire world of
higher mathematics as an elaboration of the simplest of ideas. So it is with the
world. From the point of view of God, the whole world is subsumable under
the simplest concept of the One; it is only from our limited point of view that
there appears to be a plurality of virtues, concepts, and instantial things.
Creation does not involve a limitation in the divine being, which remains
completely intact, but rather a limitation in knowledge of the Divine: an
estrangement of certain points within the “world” from the knowledge that
all is One. God does not change in His being, it is rather that His presence
is obscured. He is not completely known in a certain region of Being, and
that region of Being becomes our world.

As Schneur Zalman put it: “The reason that all things created and
activated appear to us as existing and tangible is that we do not comprehend
nor see with our physical eyes the power of God and the ‘Breath of His
Mouth’ which is in the created thing.”®* The “Alter Rebbe” continues that

54. Zalman, Likutei Amarim-Tanya, p. 293 (Shaar HaYichud VehaEmunah 4).



140 SYMBOLS OF THE KABBALAH

if we were ever permitted to see this power or breath of God in created things,
“then the materiality, grossness, and tangibility of the creature would not be
seen by our eyes at all, for it is completely nullified in relation to the life force
and the spirituality which is within it; since without the spirituality, it would
be nought and absolute nothingness, exactly as before the Six Days of
Creation.”®®

ILLUSION AND REVELATION

While, according to Schneur Zalman, “it is not within the scope of the
intellect of any creature to comprehend the essential nature of the Tzim-
tzum,>® one can go as far as to say that the essence of Tzimztzum, the essence
of creation itself| is a partial concealment of the divine unity that brings about
an illusion of individuality, plurality, materiality, and freedom. This explains
why it is that God is not completely manifest in the world. It is essential to
the concept of creation, to the existence of the world itself that He be
partially hidden. If God were completely manifest, it would be as if an infinite
array of mathematical equivalents were to collapse in an instantaneous
apprehension of their utter unity: the world itself would collapse into the
perfect unity of Esn-Sof. This, we might say, is why even the greatest of God’s
prophets, Moses, could only fathom the “back” of God; for according to the
Torah (Exodus 33: 20) no man can see God’s full countenance and yet live.
With respect to the concept of human freedom, Rabbi Nachman of Breslov
declared that “Free will can only exist as long as the intellect is not great
enough to resolve the paradox of omniscience and free will.”>” According to
Rabbi Nachman a full understanding of this paradox would mean a loss of
finite mortality and raise man to the level of the angels, who understand but
are not free.

We can now repeat with understanding what seemed so enigmatic when
we began: God’s unfathomability is the sine gua non of a finite created world.
While from a certain point of view creation is an #llusion of plurality, this
illusion is necessary in order to spell out, in all of its particular details, the
perfection of intellect and value that is the essence of the Divine Being. To

55. Ibid.

56. Ibid.

57. Nachman of Breslov, Likutei Mobaran 21: 4, 5. Trans. by Kaplan, Chasidic
Masters, p. 118.



TZIMTZUM:. A KABBALISTIC THEORY OF CREATION 141

make a human analogy: we may understand instantaneously and completely
that a certain man is utterly righteous or brilliant, but it is, nonetheless, a
wonderful revelation to hear or read of the details of each of his righteous
words and deeds. The “spelling out” of the divine essence is thus the positive
or emanative complement to Tzimezum.

THE ORIGIN OF SPACE, TIME, AND MATTER

Space, time, and matter as well as individual personal existence can now be
understood as the logical consequence of Tzimtzum as concealment or
epistemic limitation, for each of these “categories” serve as a vehicle through
which conceptual knowledge is limited. That which is remote in space or
time, that which is concealed in or by material objects, and that which
belongs to another person or self| is in principle unknown or only partially
known. As philosophers since Kant have understood so well, the concept of
a world requires the existence of the categories or principles of space, time,
matter, and personal identity to provide the means for differentiating finite
experienced things. Similarly, the concept of concealment or limitation in
knowledge can have no meaning without such categories: space, time,
matter, and personality are the logical prerequisites for creation, the very
principles through which an undifferentiated divine “All” is concealed and
hence, paradoxically, manifest as finite, particular things. This interpretation
of space, time, matter, and individual existence helps explain how it can be
that a knowledge of the world’s particular aspects (scientific knowledge) does
not guarantee an awareness of truth as a whole (ontological knowledge). This
is because particular things are 'in essence a concealment of the unified
“One.” It follows that unless a science of particular things is guided by a
mystical-philosophical vision, it remains simply an inquiry into the devices of
divine self-concealment.

As I have emphasized, Tzimtzum is essentially an epistemological
category, a concealment or limitation in knowledge. By understanding
Tzimeznm in this way, we can avoid all the problems inherent in understand-
ing Tzimtzum as a contraction within an already pre-existing space and time.
While Tzémzzum does carry the additional connotation of contraction, this is
to be understood metaphysically as opposed to physically. For the Kabbalists,
who maintain a metaphysics of “ideas,” such contraction (in the realm of
ideas) is equivalent to a limitation in knowledge. On the deepest level, as we
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have begun to see, for the Kabbalists the distinction between knowledge and
reality completely breaks down. For them, the basic category of knowledge
(idea) is the basic category of metaphysics (reality) as well.

Still, we may be troubled by the apparent leap from a world of ideas and
concepts to a world of matter and things. We are troubled by this transition
if only because it seems an unalterable principle of human experience that
ideas do not become realized as material objects except through the agency
of other ‘material events. Our question, in short, is how it is that the
Kabbalist-rationalist accounts for the existence of physical bodies. It is in
response to this question that the Kabbalist is most tempted to posit a leap
(dilug), a radical act of divine will that brings matter into the universe. While
we cannot, as Schneur Zalman warns us, completely circumvent the necessity
for such a leap, we can provide a hint of how it is that as knowledge is
progressively limited, ideas ultimately coalesce into a material form.

Again, a mathematical analogy will be useful. As we have seen, all of
mathematics can be understood as being implicit in one or several principles
of logic. A perfect mind sees this at once. A less perfect mind, for whom
mathematical knowledge is not self-knowledge, must see and understand the
truth of each mathematical operation one by one. An even less perfect mind,
the mind of a child for example, can only understand numbers as they are
instantiated in things (five fingers, six apples, etc.). For such a limited mind,
the abstract concept of number as such makes no sense. As mind dissolves to
a vanishing point, the concept of number can have no reality whatsoever
except as it is manifest and ultimately exists in concrete things. Without a
perceiving mind, there are still, for example, six trees in the forest, but that
is all, no abstract notion of six and no sense of six as part of greater unity.
Thus we can see in mathematics that as mind is limited, as knowledge is
concealed, concepts progressively take on instantial, material form. Con-
versely, as mind is expanded and knowledge progresses, concepts are freed
from their material instants and become objects of pure thought.

The same is true for the ideas and values that comprise the material
world. A material object is, almost by definition, a concept that is imperfectly
manifest or known. A material object is what it is by virtue of the fact that it
shows only some of its aspects at any given time (its surface as opposed to its
depths, one or at most two of its sides, its shape, but not its weight), etc. If
it were known perfectly and instantly, it would become a pure conception and
hence cease to exist in its material forms. A material object is thus always an
imperfectly known idea.
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TZIMTZUM IN LURIA AND SCHNEUR ZALMAN

The philosophical interpretation of Tzgmtzum that I have provided above
rests, in part, upon the view of this doctrine that appears in the writings of
Schneur Zalman of Lyadi. As I indicated in Chapter One, Rachel Elior has
argued that the Chabad interpretation of the Lurianic doctrines retains
kabbalistic terminology only by introducing completely new meanings for
the Lurianic terms. Here, as promised, I will take up this issue in some detail.
It is my view that the Chabad philosophical interpretation uncovers a new
layer of meaning for the Lurianic symbols, and does not simply negate or
reverse their original intent.

We can begin by noting that the Hasidim interpreted Tzimzzum in such
a manner as to comply with their view that Efn-Sof remains the immanent
substance in all things. Schneur Zalman inisisted upon a nonliteral interpre-
tation of this doctrine, holding that a literal interpretation of Tzimtzum
entails that God removes His essence from the world and only guides the
world “from above.” A literal interpretation of Tzimtzum also risks the
conclusion that God’s contraction is itself a corporeal event.>® According to
Schneur Zalman, the change resulting from Tzémzzum is not a metaphysical
alteration in the Godhead, but an epistemological limitation in man’s
awareness of Ein-Sof. For Chabad, Tzimtzum only has reality from the point
of view of man, who receives God’s light through the veil “of many
‘garments’ which obscure His blessed light.”*®

Elior argues that the Chabad interpretation of Tzimtzum “represents an
effort to retain the Lurianic terminological system, although emptying it of
its original meaning and replacing it with a philosophical position.”®° Elior,
however, fails to take into account the fact that Vital®! and other Lurianists®?

58. Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God, pp. 79-82.

59. Schneur Zalman, Likutei Amarim-Tanya, Ch. 36, p. 163.

60. Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 85.

61. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 28; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 53-54.
Vital writes that higher spiritual things cannot be grasped by our understanding and
so corporeal metaphors are used to “appease the ear.” However, there is absolutely
nothing corporeal about the higher realms.

62. The cighteenth-century Lurianist, R. Shalom Buzalgo, quotes the first
phrases of Kanfey Yonah, a contemporary account of Isaac Luria’s teaching by Moses
Jonah: “Know that in order to help one understand, permission was granted to utilize
the limbs of the body as a simile . . . Yet you in your wisdom purify your thoughts
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insisted that all of the kabbalistic symbols are to be taken metaphorically, that
any attribution of corporeality to Ein-Sof'is a grave error, and that creation
does not result in a fundamental change in the Godhead. Interpreting
Tzimtzum philosophically does not “empty it of its original meaning”; rather,
it provides additional insight into a doctrine that hitherto had not been
clearly articulated or understood. By understanding Tzimzzum in epistemo-
logical terms, Schneur Zalman is able to explain how Tzimzzum can occur in
a non-corporeal medium and how Efn-Sof can remain both concealed and
fully immanent in the world. According to Schneur Zalman, the finite world
results from a concealment of God’s light which is equivalent to a failure of
man to see the full divine presence. Like the details of a photographic
projection that are revealed only through the film’s partial obstruction of the
projector’s light, the existence of independent, finite entities is a function of
garments, or tzimtzumim, that obscure the divine emanation. Yet just as the
film image remains completely dependent upon the (partially obscured) light
that reaches the screen, finite entities obtain their only substance through the
contracted divine light that reaches the lower worlds. As such, finite entities
result from both the concealment and immanence of the Or Ein-Sof, the light
of the Infinite God.

Elior points out that Chabad rejects the Lurianic view that the process
of Tzimtzum originally took place within the Godhead prior to creation.®® It
is true that later Kabbalists and Chasidim took pains to reinterpret this notion
to accord with their view of Tzémtzum as a purely relational event, and to
avoid any hint of change in the Godhead in and of itself. However, it does not
follow, as Elior argues (and in spite of Schneur Zalman’s protestations), that
for Chabad Tzimrzum is a completely extra-divine occurrence. Indeed,
Schneur Zalman regards even the world and man to be an epiphenomenon
or illusion, and strictly speaking everything, Tzimtzum included, occurs
atemporally within the Godhead and not, as Elior suggests, outside Ein-Sof
at the time of creation.

to know that in the above there is nothing physical” (Buzalgo, Mikdash Melech,
Schachter trans., p. 164). According to Jonah it is only from the Sefiror downward
that we have permission to talk in metaphor; regarding everything above the
emanation of the Sefirot in the world of Atzilut, “we have no permission to deal with,
or to compare it with anything that has form and likeness.” Interestingly, Jonah omits
all discussion of Tzémtzum from his account of the Lurianic system (Scholem,
Kabbalah, p. 424).
63. Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God, p. 87.
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Nor does it follow from Schneur Zalman’s doctrine of Tzimzzum that
between Chabad and Luria “there is no common ideological ground, but
only an overlap in terminology.”®* Elior is correct that for Schneur Zalman,
creation is a relational event. In the course of his discussion of Tzimtzum,
Schneur Zalman quotes Exodus 33: 20: “For no man shall see me and live,”
and it is in this context that we can understand God’s original contraction as
the primal relational event. In order for there to be a man for God to relate
to, Ein-Sof first had to diminish the overwhelming intensity of his infinite
radiance. Indeed the Hasidim took this as a lesson for human relations as
well; before we can relate to another we must diminish our own egos and, in
effect, contract ourselves so an other can emerge in his or her own right.®
This view of Tzimtzum as a bridge between God and man is not altogether
foreign to the Lurianists, for, as we have seen, Vital himself held that a prime
purpose of creation was to set up a relationship between God and man in
order that God could reign properly as “King.”

THE MYSTICAL ASCENT

We have seen that as Ein-Sof conceals Himself or limits knowledge of His
indivisible and complete Unity, this concealment proceeds in stages ulti-
mately leading to a material world. First there is a division of the One into a
series of differentiated values, and then into a series of differentiated concepts
exhibiting those values, and finally into a series of material objects imperfectly
and incompletely instantiating these concepts, as schematized below:

The One
Kindness, Judgment, Beauty, Splendor
Concept of kind, beantiful, splendorous things
Instantial, material objects

If we reverse the process of Tzimtzum, if we reverse the process of
creation via God’s concealment, it can readily be seen that the ascent to God
is one in which the material universe is transcended in favor of more
conceptual, supernal realms; and ultimately, in meditation or prophecy, to a
kind of thought in which there are no distinct concepts at all. This, it can now

64. Ibid., p. 87.
65. See below, “The Ethics of Tzimtzum.”
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be understood, is why the kabbalistic mystic, through a concentration on
sheer “nothingness,”®® is able to transcend the world of material objects,
wants, and desires and approach a most glorious sense of union with the
Absolute, Ein-Sof or the infinite God.

TZIMTZUM: PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS

Scholem has observed that the Hasidim provided the theosophical concepts
of the Kabbalah with a psychological interpretation.®” In truth, this psycholo-
gization process had begun already with the Kabbalists themselves. Azriel of
Gerona, for example, held that the energy of the human soul derives from the
Sefirot, and he equated each Sefirab with a psychological power or physical
organ in man.®® Moshe Idel has shown how the ecstatic Kabbalah, with its
focus on the experience of the initiate, regarded the Sefirot as human spiritual
and psychical processes.®® For example, Abraham Abulafia understood the
names of the ten Sefiror (Thought, Wisdom, Understanding, etc.) as
referring to processes taking place in the mind and body of man. Abulafia
held that it is possible for man to elicit these attributes through proper
meditation.”® While the psychological understanding of the Kabbalah was
somewhat obscured by the Lurianic emphasis upon the theosophical struc-
ture of the Godhead, Luria and Vital held that the Sefiror are mirrored in
man’s body and soul.”*

The Hasidim emphasized the notion that the divine macrocosm is
mirrored in man. For example, R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye (1704-1794)
stated in the name of the Baal Shem Tov (the founder of Hasidism) that the

66. By concentrating on nothing the mystic is able to achieve a glimpse of the
absolute “All,” a condition in which “no thing,” in the sense of differentiated finite
objects of experience, exists. See Aryeh Kaplan, Jewish Meditation (New York:
Schocken, 1985), pp. 83-91. On meditadons derived from Lurianic Kabbalah in
general see Aryeh Kaplan, Meditation and Kabbalah (York Beach, ME: Samuel
Weiser, 1982), pp. 199-260.

67. Gershom Scholem, “The Unconscious and the Pre-Existence of the Intel-
lect in Hasidic Literature” (Hebrew, 1944), cited in Rifka Schatz-Uffenheimer,
Hasidism as Mysticism, p. 179.

68. Dan, The Early Kabbalah, p. 95.

69. 1del, Kabbalabh: New Perspectives, p. 146.

70. Ibid, p. 147.

71. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim, 1: 2.
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ten Sefirot appear in man as a result of the Tzimzzum. According to Jacob
Joseph, God progressively contracts himself into a series of visages (Part-
zufim) until he (and man) is called Microcosmos (Olam Katan).”> Rabbi
Levi Yitzchak of Berdichov (1740-1809) held that “Man is a counterpart of
the Attributes on high,” and he provided a one-to-one correspondence
between these attributes and parts of the human body.”? Similarly, the Apter
Rebbe, Rabbi Yehoshua Heschel (1745-1825), held:

Man is a microcosm, a miniature universe, and his body therefore
constitutes a complete structure. All universes, both spiritual and physical,
have a similar structure. Entire universes therefore parallel the various parts
of the human body. Some universes correspond to the head, others to the
brain, nose, eyes, ears, hands and feet, this being true of all parts of the
body. Each of these universes contains thousands upon thousands of
worlds.”*

Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Lyadi viewed the ten Sefirot in man’s soul as the
origins of all human thought and emotion.”® Interestingly, he used the
occasion of his discussion of the sefirotic attributes to provide a lesson in the
rearing of children, one in which he advocates a balance between “contract-
ing” and asserting oneself in relation to one’s child.

The successor of the Baal Shem Tov, Rabbi Dov Baer, the Maggid of
Mezrich (1704-~1772) taught “that everything written in (Vital’s) Sefer Etz
Chayyim also exists in the world and in man.””® The Maggid made the radical
claim that the significance of divine thought is dependent upon this thought
making its appearance in the mind of man. Tzimtzum, according to the
Maggid, is the process by which divine thought is condensed into the human
intellect, and it is through this appearance in the human psyche that divine
thought becomes actual and real. The Godhead himselfis the foundation and

72. Rabbi Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye, Toldot Ya’akov Yoseph, fol. 86a, quoted
and translated in Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 150 (see also p. 352, note 366).

73. Rabbi Levi Yitzhak of Berdichov, Kedushat Levi, Bo, p. 108 (trans. by
Kaplan, Chasidic Masters, p. 78).

74. Rabbi Yehoshua Heschel, Obev Yisrael, Va Yetze 15b (trans. by Kaplan,
Chasidic Masters, p. 150.)

75. Schneur Zalman, Tanya, Igeret HaKodesh, Ch. 15. Zalman, Likutei
Amarim-Tanya, pp. 467-69. See also Kaplan, Chasidic Masters, p. 97.

76. Maggid, Dov Bacr of Mezrich, Or bha-Emer (Light of Truth), fol. 36 c—d.
(quoted and translated in Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 15).



148 SYMBOLS OF THE KABBALAH

source of thought, but actual thinking can only occur within the framework
of the human mind.”” Thus, for the Maggid, the psychologization process is
one that is necessary for the completion and fulfillment of God himself. As we
have repeatedly seen, for the Kabbalists there is a reciprocal relationship
between God and man. God is the ultimate source of the human attributes
of thought and emotion, but the psyche of man is the realization of what is
only potentiality within God. As with Carl Jung who was to expound a similar
view two centuries later, for the Maggid the Godhead has a hidden life within
the mind of man.”®

The Maggid held that the act of Tzimzzum, through which God
becomes condensed into the human soul, is mirrored in the life of individual
men and women. Accordingly, man must strive for a state of biztul ha’ani,
self-designification, whereby an individual achieves full relatedness with God
by performing his own personal act of Tzémzzum. “When he (man),” says the
Maggid, “considers himself as nothing and makes himself small, God also
contracts himself . . . and then he will certainly acquire wisdom.””® In this
light, it is worth noting that the Hasidim referred to their saintly tzaddikim
as Ayin, “nothing,” expressing the view that the zzaddik has contracted
himself to a state that approaches the “nothingness” of God.

Mordecai Rotenberg has pointed out that the self-contraction advocated
in Hasidism contrasts sharply with the self-nullification that is commonly
advocated in both Western and Eastern mysticism.3% This is because the
mystical self-nullification is typically associated with a negative view of the
temporal /material world. By way of contrast the Hasid’s efforts at self-
contraction (and even self-nullification) are part of an active effort to improve
the world. This is evident in a passage from the writings of Rabbi Levi
Yitzchak of Berdichov (1740-1809): “A person must fear God so much that
his ego is totally nullified. Only then can he attach himself to Nothingness.
Sustenance, filled with everything good, then flows to all universes . . .”%!

77. Schatz-Uffenheimer, Hasidism As Mysticism, p. 207.

78. Ibid. See Schneur Zalman’s commentary Likutei Amarim-Tanya, p. 163.

79. Maggid, Dov Baer of Mezrich, Maggid Devarav Yaacov, 86. Quoted in
Mordecai Rotenberg, Dialogue with Deviance (Lanham, MD: University Press of
America, 1993), p. 73.

80. Rotenberg, Dialogue with Deviance, p. 72.

81. Levi Yitzhak of Berdichov, Kedushat Levi, Bereshit, p. 5. Translated by
Kaplan, Chasidic Masters, p. 73.
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THE ETHICS OF TZIMTZUM

The Hasidim applied their psychological conception of Tzimtzum to the
relations between man and man, as well as between man and God,
comparing, for example, God’s Tzimrzum to the contraction performed by a
father in relation to his son, or a teacher in relation to his pupils. Rabbi Dov
Baer tells us:

Through your actions and humbleness you should cause the Almighty also
to contract himself and reveal himself to you in smallness. As in the case of
the father who sees his son playing with nuts, and then due to his love plays
with him, although for the father this seems a childish act of “smallness,”
nonetheless out of love for his son and so that he should receive pleasure
from his son, he contracts his mind and remains in “smallness™ so that the
little one will be able to bear him, for if he would have been unable to bear
his father, then the father would not have derived pleasure from him.%2

In another place the Maggid compares the divine Tzimtzum to “a father who
has a small child”: “The child wants to ride on a stick and make believe that
it is a horse. But there is an important difference between the stick and a
horse, since the horse propels its rider, while the child is actually propelling
his stick. Still, the child has pleasure from this, and the father helps by
providing a stick with which he can play.”8® Implicit in this simple parable is
the idea that both the father and the son perform a psychological contraction
in order to bring about a game of make believe. The father contracts himself
to the level of the child in supplying him with materials for his game, and the
child contracts his own knowledge regarding the “true” nature of this
material, using his imagination to “create” a fantasy world in the psychologi-
cal space where he has concealed or suspended this knowledge. Like Ein-Sof
who constricts his being and knowledge to create a universe, the father and
the child suspend their knowledge to create a world of play.

The Maggid also speaks of a Tzimtzum in the relatdonship between a
student and teacher:

82. Maggid, Dov Baer of Mezrich, Maggid Devarav Yaacov, p. 63. Quoted by
Rotenberg, Dialogue with Deviance, p. 82.

83. Maggid, Dov Baer of Mezrich, Maggid Devarav Yaacov, 9. Trans. by
Kaplan, Chasidic Masters, pp. 39-40.
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When the Rabbi wants his student to understand his broad mind, and the
student cannot apprehend it then the Rabbi-teacher contracts his mind in
talk and letters. For example, when a person wants to pour from one
container to another and he is afraid to spill, then he takes an instrument
called a funnel, and by this the liquid is contracted . . . and he will not
spill. So it is when the Rabbi’s mind is contracted in talk and letters which
he says to the student, and through this the student can apprehend the
teacher’s broad mind.3*

I have quoted the Maggid on the human dimensions of Tzimtzum at
some length to illustrate how there is an ethic of Tzimtzum implicit in
Hasidic thought. The human acts that the Maggid describes are not only
meant as analogues to God’s creativity, but, because they are such analogues,
are meant to be prescriptive for the conduct of human affairs. Rotenberg, in
commenting on this ethic, contrasts the Maggid’s model of a beneficent
contracting father with the Freudian “Prussian-Oedipal” model, within
which the father does not constrict himself to provide a place for the son, but
where the son, after striving completely on his own to find such a place, must
surrender to the father.®

The Hasidic ethic, it would seem, implies an admonition that in relating
to others, in particular to our children, we must first emulate the Infinite God
and perform an act of Tzimtzum whereby our own thoughts and desires are
contracted and concealed so that the other may emerge in his or her own
individuality. Only later is an act of self-assertion possible. Rotenberg argues
that mutual I-Thou relationships and communal institutions must be based
upon mutual contraction rather than the assertiveness that is taught by
contemporary psychology.3¢

Martin Buber, in his work on the Hasidim, has described the act of
Tzimtzum as follows: “God Contracted Himself into the world because He
who was the unity free from all duality and relations willed to let relations
emerge.”” On Buber’s view, Tzimtzum is the very act that brings relatedness
into the cosmos. When the self contracts, the other emerges, in much the
same way as the Lurianic Kabbalists held that the Primordial Man emerges

84. Maggid, Dov Baer of Mezrich, Maggid Devarav Yaacov, p. 47. Quoted by
Rotenberg, Dialogue with Deviance, p. 83.

85. Rotenberg, Dialogue with Deviance, pp. 81-88.

86. Ibid., pp. 89-96.

87. Martin Buber, Hasidism (New York: Philosophical Library, 1948), p. 64.
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with the contraction of God. For Buber, the lesson of Tzimtzum is that there
is no relationship until the ego has contracted and made room for an other.

I have already alluded to the psychological significance of Vital’s notion
that before God could contract himself away from a point he first had to
concentrate all of his energies upon it. This notion suggests that the human
process of Tzimtzum in relation to an other is not one of simple withdrawal,
but rather involves an intense interest and focus upon him, and only then a
retreat or restraint, allowing the other to fully emerge in the face of our
interest and attachment .38

Perhaps another Hasidic parable, one told by Rabbi Nachman of Breslov
(1772-1810), can be instructive in this regard:

A royal prince once became insane and thought he was a turkey. He felt
compelled to sit naked under the table, pecking at bones and pieces of
bread like a turkey. The physicians all gave up trying to cure him of this
madness, and the king suffered great anguish.

A sage came along and said, “I will undertake to cure him.” He
undressed and sat naked under the table next to the royal prince, and also
picked crumbs and bones. The prince asked, “Who are you and what are
you doing here?” He answered, “And you, what are you doing here?” The
prince replied, “I am a turkey,” to which the sage responded, “I too am a
turkey.”

In this manner they sat together for some time, until they became
friends. The sage then signaled the king’s servants, and they threw him a
shirt. He said to the prince, “Do you think that a turkey cannot wear a
shirt? One can wear a shirt and still be a turkey!” The two of them then put
on shirts.?®

In this way the sage slowly convinced the prince to wear pants, eat regular
food, and sit at the table until such point that the prince was completely
cured. The parable perfectly illustrates the ethic of Tzémtzum in action.
Rabbi Nachman’s story also illustrates the maxim that in addition to
contraction there is certainly a place for assertion, wisdom, and knowledge in
human relationships. The Lurianists recognized that the negative act of
Tzimezum must be followed by a positive act of hitpashut or emanation, and
that the relationship between God and the world, or between man and man,

88. Rotenberg, Dialogue with Deviance, p. 73.
89. Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, Maasior U’Mashalim (in Kokhevey Or), p. 26.
Trans. by Kaplan in Chasidic Masters, p. 120.
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involves an alteration between contraction and expansion, withdrawal and
assertion, retreat and encounter. In discussing the concept of churzpah, which
has been much maligned in America as an inappropriate expression of nerve
and gall, Rotenberg has pointed to its original Talmudic meaning as a
perfectly legitimate challenge to authority. Abraham exercised chutzpah in
arguing with God about the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Yet
Abraham’s assertiveness was only possible with a God who had contracted
Himself and was willing to listen to a finite creature, one who, we know, had
earlier made himself small before God.”®

TZIMTZUM AND DREAMS

The Kabbalah (like the Vedanta) can be understood to regard the whole of
creation as akin to a dream in the infinite mind of the Absolute. In
withdrawing himself from himself and (what amounts to the same thing) by
concealing himself from his own reality, the dreamer performs an act that is
very similar to an act of Tzimtzum whereby the infinite God creates an
illusion of finitude and multiplicity that is our world.

We each perform an act of Tzémtzum and, in effect, play God to dream
worlds of our own creation each night. In dreaming we perform an act of
contraction whereby we withdraw or remove our interest (in Freudian terms,
cathexis) from the world and substitute a new world or reality in the dream.
And just as the world is said to complete God, our dreams can be said to
complete ourselves; for, according to Freud and those who follow him, it is
only through our dreams and fantasies that we can achieve a perspicacious
notion of who we really are. Jung, who was more theologically inclined than
Freud, viewed the dream as our portal into “heaven,” holding that in dreams
we gain access to the archetypes that are the psychological foundation for
“the gods.”

TZIMTZUM AND HUMAN CHARACTER

As I have already mentioned, the word Tzimtzum has a connotation of
concealment as well as contraction, and it is this connotation that is of

90. Rotenberg, Dialogue with Deviance, p. 14.
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particular relevance to human character. We might say that an act of
Tzimtzum or concealment lies at the very core of our character, for it is only
through concealment and its variants, i.e., denial, repression, symbolization,
displacement, condensation, etc., that a division is set up between the
conscious and the unconscious mind and our personalities are born. An
important inference from psychoanalytic theory is that it is the unconscious
mind that adds depth and flavor to life, and is essential to the formation of an
individual’s character. Just as God, according to the Kabbalists, creates a
world through an act of concealment (if you will a cosmic repression), man
creates his own character, and, as Freud understood it, his culture, through
an earthly concealment: the repressions of everyday life. We can see a dialectic
at work on both the theological and psychological levels, for in both instances
we find that reality gives rise to illusions, which are in turn productive of the
very realities that brought them about. The “illusion” of a finite world is
theologically the perfection and completion of God, and the “illusion” of a
world of fantasies and dreams is the ground and the depths of the reality of
man. This, by the way, is yet another example of the kabbalistic doctrine of
coincidentia oppositorum, the principle that profound opposites complement
and complete each other.

TZIMTZUM AND THE “WORLD SOUL”

A final psychological theme that emerges from a consideration of Tzimtzum
involves a human contraction that makes room for an external world. Since
the time of Copernicus man has become decentered within the physical
universe while at the same time becoming far more central spiritually. Indeed,
man has become spiritually central to such a degree that he himself has
become completely coextensive with “soul.”®* The world itself has lost its
soul and the hermeneutic disciplines that once found spiritual meaning in
nature have now been limited to the study of man. In effect, the soul has been
taken out of the world and confined to the individual man. The neo-Jungian
psychologist James Hillman has spent the past thirty years bemoaning this
occurrence, urging us to regard the world itself as well as our own

91. James Hillman, “Anima Mundi: The Return of the Soul to the World,”
Spring (1982): 71-93. Reprinted in part in Thomas Moore, ed., A Blue Fire: Selected
Writings of James Hillman (New York: Harper & Row, 1989), pp. 99-102.
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productions in art, language, and science as filled with soul and spirit.”> We
have boxed ourselves into such a corner that the psyche is confined to
ourselves and our relationships, and we are no longer capable, as were
previous generations, of sensing the great depth and soul of the world at
large. Indeed, our generation is one in which to be “deep” means to turn
inward toward the self. Involvement in such matters as politics, science, or
the natural world are deemed psychologically and spiritually uninteresting.
Many of the most creative minds of our own generation have spent the better
part of their lives in self-reflection and analysis with little regard for the soul
of the world. Such individuals are in a position that is in some ways analogous
to that which according to Sarug was the position of God before creation: we
are narcissistically preoccupied and thereby remain incapable of encountering
an ensouled world. Perhaps a new human act of contraction or Tzimtzum is
necessary at this stage to recognize that there is as much soul and depth in
that world as there is within our own souls.

When individuals take a genuinely deep and abiding interest in the world
around them and turn away from the machinations of their personal souls,
this is a humanly and theologically hopeful sign. While such an interest can,
on occasion, be a sign of an avoidance of the conflicts within one’s psyche, it
is very frequently a sign that the individual has contracted himself; that he has
moved himself out of the way and permitted a world to emerge outside the
confines of his own mind. Such a Tzimtzum is a wonderful example of
imitario dei, and when it occurs, it provides warrant for the assertion that
man was created &tzelmo, in the image of God.

92. See James Hillman, Re-visioning Psychology (New York: Harper & Row,
1976), and Moore, A Blue Fire. Hillman, a neo-Jungian, perhaps comes closer than
any living psychologist to developing a psychology compatible with the kabbalistic
worldview.



Sefirot: Foundations for a
Ten-Dimensional Universe

public have been stimulated by a controversial idea in contemporary

physics: “super-string theory,” which implies that the universe contains
ten dimensions. Impressed by its sheer mathematical elegance and its ability
to explain all known physical forces, but unable to account for an additional
six dimensions in a universe they thought to contain only four, advocates of
the theory suggest that at the very beginning of time, when our present
universe came into existence as a result of a cosmic “big bang,” six
dimensions contracted in on themselves to a point smaller than the smallest
subatomic particle. While some physicists have rejected this theory on the
grounds that its assumptions stretch beyond the bounds of the scientific
imagination, others, including Edward Witten of Princeton’s Institute for
Advanced Studies, suggest that the theory (ten dimensions, cosmic contrac-
tion and all) is a piece of twenty-first-century physics that had fallen, by a sort
of intellectual happenstance, into the twentieth century.

One remarkable thing about super-string theory is that it seems, in some
manner, to have been presaged in the conceptual system of Lurianic
Kabbalah. Even the New York Times took the opportunity to note in an early
article on super-string theory that in Isaac Luria’s system of Kabbalah the
universe is understood as a function of ten Sefirot (roughly boundaries or
realms), which express the inner life of God. In addition, as we have seen, the

l n recent years the imaginations of both the scientific community and the
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Lurianic system conceives of these ten Sefrot as having been created through
an initial act of Tzémtzum or contraction within the Godhead, seemingly
analogous to the contraction posited by the super-string interpretation of the
“big bang.”

The similarities in metaphor between an ancient mystical tradition and
an advanced theory in contemporary physics, while certainly remarkable, are,
at least at this point, little more than suggestive.! Still, the intense excitement
generated by super-string theory and its startling resemblance to the Lurianic
conception of Tzimtzum and the ten Sefiror should at the very least
encourage us to take a close and perhaps fresh look at these kabbalistic ideas.

One goal of this chapter will therefore be to consider the Sefiror as a
model for understanding a ten-dimensional universe. In the process we will
see that the Kabbalists had good reason to move beyond a naturalistic
concept of the universe, limited to the dimensions of space and time.? A
second goal is to understand the kabbalistic view that the Sefirot are the
elements not only of the world but also of the human mind. As we have seen,
the Kabbalists held the human mind to be a mirror of the cosmos, and that
the Sefirot are thus the elements of human character.

A UNIVERSE OF TEN DIMENSIONS

What is the nature of the ten Sefirot that allows them to serve both as the
building blocks of creation and the constituents of the human mind? To
answer this question we must, at least for the moment, set aside our
“scientific” assumptions about what constitutes reality and take what can be
called a pretheoretical or phenomenological attitude toward the world. If we
do so we will see that a presumably “objective,” materialistic framework is
seriously limited in its capacity to account for the phenomena of human
experience. Philosophers have long noted that a whole variety of intangible
objects: consciousness, will, freedom, fictional and imagined entities, pure

1. An interesting possibility, one that deserves more serious consideration, is
that theories of mysticism and science each reflect certain archetypal routes, or basic
metaphors of the human psyche.

2. Itisan intriguing possibility that physics itself may need to include within its
purview dimensions that are decidedly nonphysical, i.e., values and experience, in
order to provide a complete account of the physical world.
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numbers, concepts, and ideas, as well as spiritual, ethical, and aesthetic values,
are recognized in everyday experience as lying outside the four-dimensional
world. Each of these intangible objects is present to us every day, forming an
essential part of our world, yet none can be located in a purely physical
universe of space and time. As Edmund Husserl, the founder of the
phenomenological movement brought to our attention, it is only the
prejudice of a scientific Weltanschauung that denies reality to these intan-
gibles and insists they are merely subjective qualities brought to the world by
individual minds.® Husserl held that we must bracket our naturalistic and
scientific assumptions about the world in order for the full measure of human
experience to emerge.

It is the phenomenological point of view, which allows for the reality of
volitional, conceptual, axiological, and other intangible entities, that is the
starting point of all kabbalistic theology. Without stating so explicitly, the
Kabbalists, in their doctrine of the Sefirot, have provided us with a phenom-
enology of human experience. Each Sefirah represents a fundamental psycho-
emotive category that is fundamental to human psychology as well as to the
phenomenological construction of the world as it presents itself in experi-
ence. In addition, each of the Sefirot provides us with an important lesson and
opportunity for the development of human character and the actualization of
the human soul. However, the Kabbalists ultimately went beyond phenom-
enology to speculate, in the tradition of Plato and in anticipation of the
German Idealists, that their phenomenological categories of Will, Wisdom,
Understanding, Love, Judgment, Compassion, etc., actually stand closer to
the source of being than the material objects of everyday life. In their idealist
system of thought, the scientific view of things is reversed: ideas and values,
far from being an abstraction imposed on the world by the mind, are the basic
reality for which material, finite things are mere instantiations.* For the

3. For a discussion of Husserl and the phenomenological movement in phi-
losophy see Herbert Spiegelberg, The Phenomenological Movement. (The Hague:
Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), especially Part V, Ch. XIV, “The Essentals of the
Phenomenological Method.” See also Edmund Husserl, The Crisis In European
Philosophy and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans. Davis Carr (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press; 1970), Part 1.

4. The Platonic influences upon the Kabbalah, and the notion that the Sefiror
are in essence “Platonic Forms,” is discussed in Moshe Idel, “Jewish Kabbalah and
Platonism in the Middle Ages and Renaissance,” in Goodman, Neoplatonism in Jewish
Thought, pp. 319-351.
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Kabbalists, the structures of the mind are said to be equivalent to the
elements of the world itself.

The experiential, phenomenological, and idealist basis of kabbalistic
thought is not always obvious; frequently, as with the Sefirot, it requires
textual interpretation in order to be clearly understood. In order to
comprehend the Sefiror both as structures of the human mind and as
archetypes for the world as it is phenomenologically constructed, we must
understand each Seffrah hermeneutically in its role within the complex
dialectic of kabbalistic theosophy. Only then can we uncover the kernels of
human experience to which the Sefirot refer and the aspects of human
character that they inform.

Here, however, we can begin by noting that in the first known reference
to the Sefirot, in Sefer Yetzirah, they are described as Beli-mah, “without
anything.”® Kaplan has pointed out that this term can also be used to mean
“closed, abstract, absolute or ineffable,” and as such indicates that the Sefiroz
“are purely ideal concepts without any substance whatever.”® That the Sefiror
name the general concepts through which the world is constructed and
experienced will be brought-out in detail as we proceed.

THE SEFIROT: THEIR ORIGIN AND NATURE

In its earliest form the doctrine of the Sefiror gave expression to the view that
they are the instruments or building blocks of creation. The earliest reference
to the Sefirot is in the proto-kabbalistic source, Sefer Yetzirah (The Book of
Formation), which speaks of “thirty-two wondrous paths of wisdom”
through which God “engraved and created the world.”” These paths consist
of ten primordial numbers and twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet.?
The ten primordial numbers are called Sefirot. The word Sefirab has the

5. Sefer Yetzérah 1: 2; Kaplan, Sefer Yetzivah, p. 22.

6. Ibid., p. 25.

7. Sefer Yetzivah 1:1; Kaplan, Sefer Yetzirah, p. 5. Cf. Scholem, Origins of the
Kabbalah, p. 26. Kaplan’s Hebrew/English edition is helpful for its translations of
several manuscript versions. His commentary, while interesting from a traditional
point of view, is misleading from a historical perspective, as Kaplan anachronistically
attributes much later kabbalistic doctrine to this early work.

8. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, pp. 26-27, referring to Sefer Yetzirah,
Chs. 1 and 2. The “twenty-two letters” will be the subject of Chapter Five.
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literal meaning of “counting.” Sefer Yetzirah itself suggests several other
etymological connections, including sephar (number), sepher (text), sepharim
(books), and sippur (communication), which considerably broaden the
term’s connotative significance.’ According to Scholem, since the term is
derived from the Hebrew sapar (to count) it has no relation at least at this
early stage to the Greek sphaira (sphere). However, the word Sefirab is
introduced in place of mispar to indicate that the author of Yetzirah wished
to speak not of ordinary numbers, but of metaphysical principles or stages in
God’s creation.!® According to Sefer Yetzirah, the Sefivot are the “Breath of
the living God.”!! They are living numerical beings and the hidden “depth”
and “dimension” to all things.!2

Commentators on Sefer Yetzirah interpreted the theme of ten divine
powers in philosophical terms. For example, in the tenth century Saadiah
Gaon equated the ten Sefirot from Sefer Yetzirah with the ten categories of
Aristotelean philosophy, and Pseudo-Bahaya Ibn Pakuda spoke of ten levels
of created being: the Shekbinah (God’s presence or Active Intellect), universal
soul, nature, hyle, the sphere, planets, fire, air, water, and earth.!3

9. Among the Kabbalists the word Sefirah has been variously interpreted as
derived from or related to a variety of Hebrew roots including mispar (number), sapar
(to number), sefer (book), sipor (to tell, relate), sapir (sapphire, brilliance, luminary),
separ (boundary), and safra (scribe). Kaplan (Sefer Yetzirab, p. 19) points out that the
English word “cipher” (to count) is derived from the same Hebrew root as Sefirah.
Each of the derivations can provide us with some insight into the nature of these
iridescent entties, whose ability to reflect the nature of both man and the cosmos is
a function of the breadth and depth of their metaphoric range. Their vast range of
symbolism defines the Sefiror’s fundamental character as aspects of God and man that
are simultaneously the essential elements of the world. It should be noted that a
variety of synonyms for the Sefirot are used in the kabbalistic literature, including
ma’amarot (sayings), shemot (names), orot (lights), ketarim (crowns), middot (quali-
ties), madregor (levels or stages), levushim (garments), and the term most frequently
found in the Zohar, sitrin (aspects); see Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 100.

10. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 26. Sefer Yetzirah 1.7; Kaplan, Sefer
Yetzivah, p. 57; see also Zohar III, 70a. Later Kabbalists, including Vital, came to link
the Sefirot with the heavenly spheres of classical cosmology.

11. Sefer Yetzirah 1:14; Kaplan, Sefer Yerzirah, p. 88.

12. This idea corresponds to the view attributed to Plato (by Aristotle) that the
Forms, which in Greek thought are the “ideas” behind creation, are indeed numbers.

13. Verman, The Books of Contemplation, pp. 127-8. According to Verman,
such ideas were synthesized by the Sufi theoretician Suhrawadi Maqtul (d. 1191),
who, combining them with Oriental concepts, may have been the first to equate the
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By the time of the earliest kabbalistic work, Sefer ha-Bahir (late twelfth
century), the Sefiror are understood as aeons, logoi, or attributes (middoth),
which serve as the instruments of creation.’* The Babir speaks of “ten Sefirot
that seal heaven and earth,” which are equivalent to the “ten words” with
which the world was created.!® The Bahir’s description of the individual
Sefirot at times leans on the symbols of Merkaveh mysticism (e.g., the sixth is
described as “the throne of splendor”).}® However, in identifying the Sefiror
with ma’amoroth (the ten words or sayings by which the world was created,'”
and with such middoth (God’s attributes or traits) as “Wisdom,” the author
of the Bakbir also forges a link between the Sefiror doctrine and certain
aggadic and talmudic ideas. For example, in the Midrash Aboth de Rabbi
Nathan we find the aphorism: “Seven middoth serve before the throne of
Glory: they are Wisdom, Justice and the Law, Grace and Mercy, Truth and
Peace.”® The Midrash follows with a comment that serves as a precursor to
the kabbalistic view that the Sefirot are themselves reflected and embodied in
the soul, particularly in ethical acts: “Everyone who has these qualities as
middoth, obtains the knowledge of God.” Further, we read in the Talmud:
“By ten things was the world created, by wisdom and by understanding, and
by reason and by strength ( Gevurah), by rebuke and by might, by righteous-
ness and by judgment, by loving kindness and compassion” (Talmud,
Tractate Hagiga, 12a). The connection with the Sefiror doctrine is so strong
as to suggest that the Sefiror are in reality a hypostatization of these aggadic
and talmudic ideas. Indeed the talmudic view that God has essentially two
basic traits— chesed (loving-kindness) and dén (strict judgment)—is adopted

ten divine powers with divine illumination; he thereby produced an early metaphysics
of light, which was to become so important in the Kabbalah. Verman holds that
Arabic Neoplatonic writings may have influenced the early Kabbalists.

14. See Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 82.

15. Sefer ha-Bahir, sec 87. Book Bahir, Neugroschel trans., p. 74.

16. Other early kabbalistic texts speak of God’s “powers” in a2 manner that is
even more closely related to the earlier Merkavelh mysticism. For example, in Sefer
ha-Iyyun (The Book of Contemplation) we find the following order of God’s creative
powers (which, however, are not spoken of as S¢firot): Primordial Wisdom, Marvelous
Light, Hasbhmal (Electrum), Arafel (Darkness), Throne of Light, Wheel of Greatness,
Cherub, Whecls of the Chariot, Encompassing Ether, Celestial Curtain. See Verman,
The Books of Contemplation, pp. 42-48.

17. As found in the talmudic tractate Pirke Avoth 5:1. Philip Blackman, trans.,
Tractate Avoth: The Ethics of the Fathers, (Gateshead, England: Judaica Press, 1985).

18. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 82.
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by the Bakir and subsequent Kabbalists in the view that these Sefiror are the
two most essential for the creation of the world.

Sefer ha-Bahir connects the concept of the Sefiror with God’s light. It is
the Sefirot that are referred to when the Bakir reinterprets the Psalm (19: 2),
“The heavens declare the glory of God,” as “the heavens are radiant in the
sapphire radiance of the glory of God.”'® Here the Hebrew sipor (to tell) is
reinterpreted as sappir (sapphire).2°

The doctrine of the Sefirot receives further development in the work of
Isaac the Blind,?* the first Kabbalist to consistently use the word “Sefiros”
and relate them to the biblical enumeration of God’s traits in Chronicles 29:
11. There, reference is made to God’s greatness, power, beauty, victory,
majesty, and sovereignty. Each of these was eventually adopted (by at least
some Kabbalists) in the ordering of the lowest seven Sefiror.

Azrie] of Gerona (early thirteenth century) offers a rather developed
philosophical conception of the Sefiroz, according to which they are the finite
manifestations or powers of Ein-Sof, the infinite Godhead. As such, they are
a necessary part of God’s totality and perfection, providing God with finite
power to complement his infinite divine power.>? The Sefiroz, according to
Azriel, embody the order of generation and decay in the finite world; they are
“the force behind every existent being in the realm of plurality.”?® They are
ten in number because they are bounded by such categories as substance,
place, length, width, and depth, which according to Azriel add up to ten, and
which presumably correspond in some rough manner to Aristotle’s ten
categories of being. The Sefirot are one with Ein-Sof, in the sense that the
flame, the sparks, and the aura are one with the fire.?* Some of the Sefiror are

19. Sefer ha-Bahir, sec. 87. Book Bahir, Neugroschel trans., p. 75.

20. In Exodus 24: 10 we find the earliest reference to the sapphirine nature of
the heavens: “And they saw the God of Israel: and there was under his feet as it were
a paved work of a sapphire (Sapir) stone, and as it were the body of heaven in his
clearness.”

21. Dan, The Early Kabbalah, p. 94.

22. Ibid., p. 90.

23. Ibid., p. 91.

24. Ibid, p. 92. According to Nachmanides God acts through the Sefiror in
roughly the same way that individuals act through their bodies. Understood in this
way, the Sefiror are not outside the deity. While they are sometimes spoken of as God’s
garments, they are certainly not the kinds of garments that anyone or anything could
remove. Perhaps they are better understood simply as God’s mode of expression; an
expression that, according to the Lurianists, is also God’s completion. It is only in
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pre-existent in Ein-Sof prior to the emanation; and like Ezn-Sof itself, “the
nature of Sefirak is the synthesis of everything and its opposite.”2® This
synthesis, according to Azriel, is the source of all energy in everything
whatsoever; and like the soul, which is the synthesis of all our desires and
thoughts, the Sefiror are likened to the absolute “Will.” Indeed, even the
energy and will of the human soul is drawn from the Sefiror.2®

The Zohar provides a classic description of the “identity in difference”
that obtains between God and Sefiroz, which are here referred to as God’s
“Crowns”: “The Holy One, blessed is He, emits ten crowns, supernal holy
crowns. With these He crowns Himself and in these He vests Himself. He is
they and they are He, just as a flame is bound up in the coal, and there is no
division there.”?” The Zohar does not commonly use the term Sefirot but
instead uses a multiplicity of terms,?® which suggest that its author concep-
tualized the Sefirot as dimensions of the cosmos, archetypes for nondivine
existence, spiritual forces within the world, activities within the Godhead,
gates or doors to the divine world, aspects of God, or ways in which God is
perceived. Indeed, the Zohar, in utilizing a wide range of terms (and thereby
extending the boundaries) of the Sefiror doctrine, gives expression to a unity
among the knower, the known (the cosmos), and the act of knowing that is
common in mystical, but unusual in philosophical or speculative, thought.
For the Kabbalah, God, the cosmos, the human soul, and the act of
knowledge are all a single, unified essence or substance. It is in the light of
this higher-order unity that the multiplicity of symbols (that the Kabbalah
uses as windows into, or metaphors for, the Sefirot) can be best understood.

relation to created, seemingly independent things { i.e., the Sefiror) that God can
become differentiated and distinctly manifest wisdom, kindness, beauty, sovereignty,
etc. Creation, as the derivations of Sefirot from sipor (to relate), sifra (scribe), and sefer
(book) indicate, is thus God’s self-expression. Without creation the Holy One could
not express the characteristics that make God divine.

25. Dan, The Early Kabbalah, p. 94.

26. Ibid., p. 95.

27. Zohar III, 70a; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 5, p. 66.

28. Among these terms are “levels,” “powers,” “sides,” “areas,” “firmaments,”
“worlds,” “pillars,” “lights,” “colors,” “dates,” “gates,” “streams,” “garments,” and
“crowns.” See Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 269. Other
terms used by the Kabbalists for the Sefirot are “mirrors,” “names,” “shoots,”
“qualities,” “sources,” “aspects” (sitrin), “supernal days,” and “inner faces of God.”
See Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 21.
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Joseph Gikatilla’s Sha’are Orah (Gates of Light),>® which was written at
the end of the thirteenth century, shortly after the Zohar was first distributed
by Moses de Leon in Spain, provides a detailed exposition of the Sefiroz,
connecting each Sefirah with a biblical name of God, and exploring their
value dimensions through detailed exegesis of hidden references in scripture.
Gikatilla’s work reveals the Sefiror to encompass a heavenly firmament of
Jewish values.

Moses Cordovero developed a philosophically sophisticated conception
of the Sefirot. According to Cordovero: “Ein-Sof caused and emanated His
Sefirot, and his actions are [performed] through them. They constitute the
ten ‘sayings’ through which he acts. They serve him as vessels for the actions
which derive from Him in the World of Separation below.”3® According to
Cordovero, prior to their emanation the sefirotic qualities were utterly
hidden within Him in the greatest possible unity,”3! but even subsequent to
their emanation they “have no [physical] location.”3? Cordovero developed
the notion that each Sefirah is “contained” in each of the others, and held
that as a result “the Sefirot have the power to perform opposite actions,” for
example, “at times [partaking of] Judgement, and at times [partaking] of
Mercy.”3 He enumerated the major channels through which they interact,
noting that there are actually an infinite number of interactional combina-
tions.>*

Cordovero detailed a commonly accepted order for the Sefiror and
described their traditional alignment in three basic triads, which also form
three basic columns. The central Sefirak in each triad acts as a dialectical
mediator between the two other opposing Sefiror (e.g., Tiferet mediates
between Gevurah and Chesed), and Sefiror in the same column share
significant commonalties (e.g., Binah, Gevurah, and Hod share in the
qualities of the left: stern judgment and evil).3® Malchut, which channels the
powers of the other nine Sefirot, is a member of none of the triads, but is part
of the central column.

29. Joseph Gikatilla, Sha’are Orah (Gates of Light), trans. Avi Weinstein (San
Francisco: HarperCollins, 1994).

30. Cordovero, Or Ne'eray VI: 1, 33b—335a; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 115.

31. Cordovero, Or Ne’erav VI: 1, 35b; ibid., p. 116.

32. Ibid., VI: 2, 35a; ibid., p. 120.

33. Ibid. VI: 2, 36b; ibid., p. 121.

34. Ibid., VI: 2, 36b; ibid., pp. 120-121.

35. Ibid., VI: 2, 35a, 39b; ibid., pp. 119, 130.
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Keter
Binah Chochmah
Gevurah (Din) Chesed
Tiferet
Hod Netzach
Yesod
Malchut

The doctrine of the Sefiror took a further turn in the Kabbalah of Isaac
Luria, through whom we can gain insight into the seeming distinction {but
actual unity) among God, the Sefirot, and the world. As we have seen,
according to the Lurianic Kabbalah, the creation of a finite world is
predicated on God’s self-limitation. Without this self-limitation, expressed in
the act of Tzimtzum (concealment or contraction), God would fill the entire
universe with infinite light and nothing whatsoever could be distinguished
from God. In creating a finite world, therefore, God must contract or conceal
an aspect of the divine to “make room,” as it were, for finite, independent
things. The initial results, however, of this concealment or contraction occur,
in most interpretations, totally within God and result in a differentiation of
divine middot or traits, which ultimately become the archetypes for the
elements of the created universe.®® It is the progressive differentiation of
these divine traits that gives rise to the ten Sefirot, which become the
receptacles (Kelim) for the divine light emanated into the lower worlds.

According to Luria the Sefirot, as they were originally created, were
unstable, disunified structures, which were unable to hold the energy that
they were meant to contain. As a result, the upper three Sefirot were displaced
and the lower seven shattered, causing a fundamental flaw in creation, a flaw
that is humankind’s divinely appointed task to correct. Shards from the
shattered vessels attached themselves to sparks of divine light and were
scattered throughout the cosmos. These kernels of entrapped divine energy
are to be found everywhere and especially within the human soul. According

36. Though a number of Kabbalists, including the first Lubavitcher rebbe,
Schneur Zalman of Lyadi, held that all of these changes occur in the Or Ein-Sof (the
divine light) and not within Ein-Sof himself.
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to Luria, each man and woman is enjoined to “complete creation” by
liberating and raising the sparks within his or her own soul and environment
and reconstructing the Seffror into a new, more complete, and stable form
that reflects the image of both God and humanity.

THE ORDER OF THE SEFIROT

According to Tishby, the names of the Sefiror were originally selected for
exegetical as opposed to conceptual reasons.?” As we have seen, Isaac the
Blind named six of the Sefiror directly for the praises of God enumerated
in Chronicles 29:11: “Yours, O Lord, is the greatness (gedullah), power
(Gevurah), the beauty (tiferet), the victory (netzach), the majesty (bod) . . .
yours is the kingdom (malchut).” The Kabbalists, however, recognized that
the scheme would be much more useful if, for example, Greatness were to be
renamed Love, Power renamed Judgment, and Beauty renamed Compassion.
The result of these and other renamings is a system in which there are often
several names for each Sefirah. Keter (Crown), for example, is also referred to
as Ayin (Nothingness), Rarzon (Will), Atika Kaddisha (the Holy Ancient
One), and Ehyeh (“I will be”).

It will be useful, however, to orient ourselves around a basic appellative
scheme. One that was fairly uniformly adopted in the later Kabbalah is
according to the order of the Sefiror as given by Moses Cordovero.®® This
scheme (along with the most common alternative appellations) is outlined in
Table 4-1.

The scheme is frequently altered, however, in the Lurianic Kabbalah,
which eliminates Kezer, and interposes the Sefirah Da’at (Knowledge)
between Binah and Chesed.>®

37. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zokar, Vol. 1, p. 270.

38. This scheme is found in Cordovero’s Pardes Rimonim (3:1ff.).

39. Chayyim Vital regards Keter as virtually indistinguishable from Ein-Sof and
thus holds that Chochmak is the highest Sefirah. He inserts the Sefirab Da’at
(attachment, union, knowledge) between Binab and Chesed (sce Sefer Etz Chayyim
23:1,2,5, 8; 25: 6;42: 1). In the Lurianic scheme Da’at is regarded as a derivative
of Keter (the “Supernal Will,” sece below), and is sometimes referred to as the
“external aspect of Kezer” (Scholem, Kabbalah, 107). This is the scheme that is
generally followed by Schneur Zalman of Lyadi, and, indeed, the characterization of
his (the Lubavitcher) Hasidim as ChaBaD derives from an acronym of the names of
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Table 4-1
Order of the Sefirot

1. Keter Elyon (Supreme Crown) or Ratzon (Will)
2. Chochmah (Wisdom)
3. Binah (Intelligence)
4. Chesed (Love) or Gedulah (Greatness)
5. Gevurah (Power) or Din (Judgment)
6. Tiferer (Beauty) | or Rachamim (Compassion)
7. Netzach (Lasting Endurance)
8. Hod (Majesty)
9. Yesod Olam (Foundation of the or Tzaddik (Righteous One)
World)
10. Malchut (Kingdom) ‘ or Atarah (Diadem), or Shekhinah

(Feminine divine presence)

A complete understanding of the Sefiror requires not only an inquiry
into the individual significance of each Sefirak but also an awareness of the
interrelationships among the Sefiroz, their participation in each of the five
“Worlds” postulated in the kabbalistic scheme, their reorganization as a result
of the “Breaking of the Vessels,” and the various symbolisms through which
the Kabbalists understood the entire system. In the pages to follow I will
describe a number of divisions and models utilized by the kabbalists in their
descriptions of the Sefiror.

the first three Sefirot according to this scheme, Chochmah, Binah, and Da’at. (The
first three Sefirot are given the appellaion ChaBaD, the next three ChaGaT, (Chesed,
Gevurah, Tiferet), and the third triad NeHY ( Netzach, Hod, Yesod). However, even
the Lurianists (including Vital and Schneur Zalman) regard the first scheme (in which
Keteris included) as correct with regard to the Sefiror in their “essential” aspects, and
only eliminate Keter and insert Da’at after Binah when considering the Sefirot from
a “general” or “external” (chitzoniyut) point of view. We will therefore feel justified in
basing our phenomenological interpretation of the Sefiror (which, at any rate follows
Cordovero) on the “Keter” scheme.
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THE CREATION OF THE SEFIROT:
CIRCULAR AND LINEAR MODELS

In his systematic work on the Lurianic Kabbalah, Sefer Etz Chayyim, Chayyim
Vital describes how previous Kabbalists have been divided on the question of
the precise organization of the Sefiror at the time of their emanation. Some
Kabbalists held that the Sefirot were emanated as a series of concentric circles
or spheres, while others held that that they were emanated in linear form
“consisting of ten linear Sef¢rot in three lines, in the form of a human being
(‘adam) with a head, arms, thighs, body, and feet . . .”*°

According to the first model (Iggulim or “Circles”), the primordial void
was irradiated with divine light moving in a spiral fashion parallel to the
hollow’s perimeter and gradually approaching the center. In moving in this
circular fashion, this kav, or ray of divine light, forms each of the Sefiroz, first
creating Keter, the highest and most exalted Sefirah, closest to the hollow’s
perimeter. Progressively this ray revolves and produces the other nine Sefiroz,
culminating with the formation of Malchut at the center of the hollow, where
we find the origin of our own lowly world. Each Sefirah, in this scheme, is a
self-contained sphere, and each from Keter to Malchut is progressively closer
to the center of the hollow, and therefore, progressively further from the light
of the infinite God.

In the second model (Yosher or “Lines”) the Sefirot are said to be
emanated in a manner that organizes them into an organic, living unity. The
term Yosher (straightness, upright) is derived from the verse in Ecclesiastes 7:
24 “God made man yasher (upright).”*! According to this model, the Sefiror
are emanated in a sequence of three lines that ultimately takes on the form of
Adawm Kadmon, the Primordial Man. The Sefirot are here conceived as
corresponding to the organs of the human body, as implied in the following
passage in the Zohar:

For there is not a member in the human body but has its counterpart in the
world as a whole. For as a man’s body consists of members and parts of
various ranks all acting and reacting upon cach other so as to form one
organism, so does the world at large consist of a hierarchy of created things,

40. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 22; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 11.
41. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim 8: 1.
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which when they properly act and react upon each other together form
literally one organic body.*?

The Sefirah Chochmah, for example, was conceived by the Kabbalists as
corresponding to the brain, Binah to the heart, Gevurab to the right arm,
Chesed to the left arm, etc.*?

Vital tells us that both schemes, the circular and the linear, are “the word
of the living God,” and that each are different perspectives on the same
metaphysical events. The circular (Iggulim) view, according to Vital, has the
advantage of emphasizing the cosmic aspects of the creative process, those
aspects that link the Kabbalah to the (Aristotelian) system of heavenly
spheres. Indeed, as Scholem points out, the scheme of Iggulim, in which the
Sefiror are depicted as concentric circles surrounding a central emanative
point, is the closest the Kabbalists came to equating the Sefiror with the
ancient and medieval cosmological picture of a world composed of ten
spheres; the sun, the moon, seven planets, and the sphere of the fixed stars.
The Sefiror, according this view, are the most perfect and well-balanced of
geometric figures, reflecting the sublime harmony and balance of the original
divine act (Tzimtzum) that brought them into being.

The second view, involving the emanation of the Sefiroz in linear fashion,
and ultimately into the form of Adam Kadmon (Primordial Man), has the
advantage of representing the cosmos as an organic unity, reflecting the
physical and spiritual qualities of man. The linear scheme, which is predomi-
nant in the Zohar, is called “the image of God,” alluding to the verse in
Genesis that speaks of God creating man in His own image.

We should note that the dual metaphors of “circle” and “line” can be
traced back to the pre-Socratic philosophers Parmenides and Heraclitus.
Parmenides held that the Universe was “one” and (like a circle, which always
returns to each of its points) not susceptible to genuine development or

42. Zohar I, 134a; Sperling and Simon, The Zobar, Vol. 2, p. 36.

43. In addition to the corporeal figure of Primordial Man, the scheme of Yosher
organizes the Sefirot according to three lines or triads: Chochmah-Chesed-Netzach on
the right, Binah-Gevurah-Hod on the left, and Keter-Tiferet (Rachamim)-Yesod-
Malchut in the center. This arrangement underscores the dynamic relationship among
the Sefirot; for example, the mediating or harmonizing functons of the middle group,
in which Tiferet or Rachamim is said to harmonize the bounty of Chesed (Kindness)
with the severity of Din (Judgment), and where Malchut is said the channel or
mediate all of the other sefirotic powers.
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change. Heraclitus, on the other hand, regarded change and development as
the essence of the cosmos, and therefore likened the world to a line, which
never returns to the same point twice. Like Hegel,** several centuries later,
the Lurianists were satisfied with neither view alone, preferring to hold them
in a dialectical relationship, whereby the One (the circle) can only become
itself through a process of linear change and development, and (what
amounts to the same thing) God can only become Himself through man.

What is of interest in Vital’s discussion of the circular and linear models
is not simply the fact that Vital believes that two seemingly contradictory
views on the origin of the Sefirot can be reconciled, but rather that these
views complement one another precisely because they are, symbolically
speaking, each other’s inverse or contradiction; for as we discover in Sefer Etz
Chayyim, what is “outside” for one is “inside” for the other. Here we have yet
another illustration of the kabbalistic principle of coincidentia oppositorum.
Further, according to Vital: “Each world, and every single detail of each
world, has these two aspects—circular and linear.”*®

The circular model conceptualizes the Sefirot as emanating from the
heavens, while the linear model understands them as centered in the mind of
man.*® With respect to the circular model Vital states that the Sefirot
resemble “the encircling firmaments, the heavenly spheres™*” This is because
in the circular model it is the outermost Sefirab that is the most spiritual and

44. See Cyril O’Regan, The Heterodox Hegel (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1994), pp. 297-298.

45. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 25; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 33.

46. Vital is not completely consistent or clear in this characterization of the
linear and circular models. In one place he says that “from our perspective the Infinite
is in the inside of all the emanations” (Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 2, p. 23; Menzi and
Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 22), implying that the “lincar model” is from the
perspective of humanity. Elsewhere, however, he explicitly states that the circular
model is from the perspective of man. This is because divinity is outside and
transcendent, whereas the linear model is “from the perspective of the Infinite,” and
from this point of view our world is on the outside as a shell that covers the divine
essence (Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 2, p. 27; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 51). His
view can be clarified as follows: in the circular model, divinity is on the outside, and
man searches the heavens for God. In the linear model, divinity is on the inside and
man must search for divinity within himself. The latter point of view is both
humanistic and Godly: humanistic because it involves an immanent, human identifi-
caton with the divine; Godly because, unlike the circular model, it is centered on
Ein-Sof, the Infinite God.

47. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 2, p. 29; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 73.
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exalted, the one most closely associated with Ein-Sof. From this perspective,
Ein-Sof, by the act of Tzémtzum, removes Himself from a circular hollow, and
subsequently emanates a series of Sefiror and worlds into that hollow from
the outside in. His light diminishes by degrees as it approaches the center, in
such a manner that the innermost point of the hollow, our world, is the least
exalted finite entity, distant and alienated from its source in God.

The opposite, however, is the case from the perspective of Yosher, the
linear model, in which the Sefiroz are said to be emanated in the image of the
Primordial Man. On this model, in which E#n-Sofis said to contract Himself
into a central point, it is the innermost Sefirah that is the most exalted and
sublime. This is because each Sefirah is a “brain” or mind to the one that
surrounds it, in such a manner that Esn-Sof is the “inner brain to them all.”
Indeed the Zohar itself declares:

The whole world is constructed on this principal, upper and lower, from
the first mystic point up to the furthest removed of all the stages they are
all coverings one to another, brain within brain and spirit within spirit, so
that one is a shell to another. The primal point is the innermost light of a
translucency, tenuity, and purity surpassing comprehension.*8

Although at first a vestment, each stage (each Sefirakh) becomes a brain to the
next outer stage.

It would seem that from the linear perspective we must look inward,
toward an inner core of mind, to discover the essence of divinity. In the first
model Efn-Sofis a cosmic creator, on the outside of the world looking in; in the
second model he is an inner brain or mind, on the inside of the mind loocking
out.

From a contemporary point of view, we might say that Vital, in his
description of Iggulim and Yosker, is contrasting two models of the cosmos:
one centered in a transcendent cosmic deity, the other centered in the divinity
within man. The first can be equated with the transcendent perspective of
traditional theology, or (Aristotelian) science; the second with the immanent
perspective of history and the humanities. In the first, man is a lowly creature,
alien and distant from what is truly exalted and significant in the cosmos; in
the second he is the most exalted of all creatures, who, by turning inward
toward his own soul, discovers divinity itself. These dual perspectives, of
transcendence and immanence, permanence and change, cosmos and man, or

48. Zohar I, 19b; Sperling and Simon, The Zokar, Vol. 1, p. 83.
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(in a contemporary idiom) science and the humanities, complement one
another in cotncidentia oppositorum, in such a manner as to suggest that the
world’s outside is wedged in its inside and vice versa. Esn-Sofis both the most
transcendent of beings, actually lying outside the cosmos, and the most
immanent, to be discovered within the innermost “brain” of man.

These metaphors can provide us with a template for understanding many
other oppositions, between God and man, reality and illusion, good and evil,
etc.*” When we reach the center of the Chinese Box, the innermost box
changes positions with the outer one and we must start anew. Carl Jung, for
example, (working, we might say, in the model of Yosher), thought he could
understand the gods immanently, through an awareness of man’s collective
unconscious. But perhaps, if we take Vital’s metaphors to heart, such an
understanding must itself lead out to the transcendent gods once more, like
water that has been poured into one of those paradoxical bottles whose
opening leading inside ultimately leads out again, and then in, ad infinitum.

THE WORLDS OF POINTS, STRIPES, CHAOS,
AND RESTORATION

Closely related to the metaphor of Circles and Lines are two other
distinctions made by the Lurianists; the first between the “World of Points”
( Nekudim) and the “World of Stripes” ( Berudim), and the second between
the worlds of Chaos (7ok#) and Restoration (Tzkkun). Although Vital
introduces the circular and linear schemes as contemporaneous manifesta-
tions of, or alternate perspectives upon, the Sefiroz, the circular scheme,
which corresponds to the World of Points and Chaos, is logically (if ot
temporally) prior to the linear scheme, which corresponds the World of
Stripes and Restoration. These correspondences are indicated in Table 4-2.

Table 4-2
Basic Worlds
Circles (Iggulim}------- ‘World of Points (Nekudim)------------- World of Chaos (Breaking of the Vessels, Tohu)
Lines (Yosher)---------- World of Stripes (Berudim)------+----= World of Restoration (Tikkun)

49. As discussed in Chapter Two.
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According to Vital, the circular scheme leads to the ontologically primi-
tive state of the World of Points, in which each Sefirak is an independent
point within the cosmos, unrelated to any other. In this world, the Sefirah of
Kindness (Chesed), for example, is unrelated to and unmitigated by the
Sefirah of Judgment (Din) and vice versa, and none of the Sefiror are
integrated with Chochmah, the Sefirab of Wisdom. As a result of their radical
independence, the Sefiror in the World of Points were unable to contain the
full emanation of divine light, and shattered. This event, known as the
Breaking of the Vessels (Shevirat ha-Kelim), is a major turning point in the
history of God and the universe, dividing the Worlds of Points and Chaos
from the ontologically more developed worlds of Stripes and Restoration.
Indeed, it is because of the initial chaos of the circular scheme and World of
Points and their inevitable end in the Breaking of the Vessels, that this stage
in the development of the Sefirot is spoken of as the tohu and bobu, “chaos
and void” of the first chapter in the Book of Genesis. By way of contrast, the
Seftror arranged in the form of a man, are organically interrelated, and come
under the guidance of intellect (sachel). They are therefore spoken of as the
World of Stripes, as they are connected linearly, like reeds that have been
brought together for their combined strength. This is the condition of the
Sefirot after they have been restored. In this state they are therefore spoken
of as the World of Restoration or Tikkun.

“INNER” AND “OUTER”

According to Vital, each Sefirah has an “inner” and an “outer” aspect.
The inner aspect, known as the essence {azzmut) or inwardness ( pnimiyut) of
the Sefirah, is closest to the Sefirak’s divine light. The outer aspect of the
Sefirot, the chitzonuyut (externalites), are nonessential, peripheral, and
frequently negative and maleficent in character.>® The inner and the outer
were originally a single light. However, because the vessels were unable to
hold the original divine emanation, the light was severed into two aspects.
That part of the light that is received and held by the vessels is the “inner”
light, and that which overflows is the “outer” light.5! Vital compares the

50. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 2, 3.
51. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 2, p. 31, Menzi and Padeh; The Tree of Life, p. 83. At
other times the Kabbalists held that the outer or surrounding light (the or makiv) is
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“inner light” to the soul that animates the human body: “The light that
shines into the vessels of the ten Sefiror and keeps them alive, is enclothed
within the vessel in the same way that the soul enters into the body, enclothed
within human limbs, giving them life and illuminating them from the inside.
This is called the inner light.”®? Vital tells us that the “inner light even
though it is smaller than the surrounding light, is more highly concentrated
and compressed within the vessel, so it illuminates the inside of the vessel
strongly and completely.”®® On the other hand the surrounding light, while
it is a greater light, overflows the vessels because they lack the strength to
limit or contain it within themselves. Those aspects of divine energy that
cannot be structured and contained by humanity are a source of negativity
and evil.

THE UNFOLDING OF INTELLECT AND EMOTION

The Sefirot are conceived of in the Kabbalah as moments in the unfolding of
God’s creative process, which the Kabbalists compared to the development of
thought, emotion, and action in man. We will have occasion to make
reference to some of these comparisons when we speak of each Sefirakh
individually. However, in general, the scheme can be described as follows:
Keter, the supreme crown, highest of the Sefiroz, is compared to the initial,
most general creative urge of the will, prior to the articulation of any specific
thought or intention. Chochmah is the first intuition of an intention or idea,
an idea that is spelled out and elucidated in Binah, and which (through the
mediation of Da’at—see below) comes to be enacted as emotional disposi-
tions via the Sefirot from Chesed to Yesod, and as action in the world via
Malchur.>* This sequence, which involves a temporal development in man, is
completely atemporal in God; and, according to the Kabbalists, implies no
actual distinction between God’s will and its development and execution in
thought, emotion, and action.

the light that connects each Sefirab to the Sefirab above it; and in the case of the
outermost, highest, Sefirah, Keter of A’K, actually makes contact with Ein-Sof.

52. Sefer Etz Chayysm 1: 2, p. 31; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, pp.
82-83.

53. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 2, p. 31, ibid., p. 85.

54. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 835.
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COSMIC STRUCTURES

The lower seven Sefiror are occasionally conceptualized in terms of cosmic
structures and powers. In one arrangement Tiferet is equated with heaven
and Malchut with the earth, the latter being thought of as a feminine force,
receiving “male waters” in much the same manner as the earth is fructified by
heavenly rain.5® A similar arrangement equates Tiferer with the sun and
Mualchut with the moon. In yet another image, Chesed, Gevurah ( Din), and
Tiferet (Rachamim) are conceived of as light, darkness, and the firmament
where light and darkness are blended in the hours of twilight. This
symbolizes the blending of loving-kindness and judgment in compassion and
mercy. In other schemes several of the Sefirot are equated with points on the
compass { Chesed with south because of its light, Din with the north because
of its darkness) or the seven lower Sefirot are equated with the seven days of
creation.®®

INTELLECTUAL, PSYCHICAL, AND NATURAL SEFIROT

From a philosophical perspective the Sefiror were often ordered into discrete
groups. One distinction, reflecting Neoplatonic ideas, was made by the
Kabbalist Azriel among three categories of Sefirot; the intellectual (ba-
Muskal), the psychical (ha-Murgash), and the natural (ha-Mutba).>” As can
be seen in Table 43, three Sefiror were assigned to each of these categories.
In this scheme the tenth Sefirah, Malchur was regarded as an actualizing
principle that brings the other nine Sefiror into a created world.

Another division was traditionally made between the higher Sefiror,
which were regarded as hidden, and the lower Sefiror, which were regarded
as revealed. Sometimes the hidden and revealed Sefirot were divided evenly
(with five hidden and five revealed). At other times only the first three Sefiror
were regarded as hidden, while each of the seven “moral” Sefirot were spoken
of as revealed.

A third set of schemes, based on mathematics, came close to interpreting
the Sefirot as dimensions of the physical world. In one such scheme, which

55. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 282.
56. Ibid., p. 283.
57. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 107.
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Table 4-3
Threefold Division of the Sefiror

Intellectual Sefirot  Psychical Sefirot Natural Sefiror  Actualizing Principle
(ha-muskal) (ba-murgash) (ha-mutba)

Keter Chesed/Gedullah Netzach Malchut/Diadem
Chochmah Gevurab/Din Hod

Binah Tiferet/Rachamim  Yesod Olam

combines geometrical and natural metaphors, the first Sefirah, Keter, is
understood as Ayin or nothingness and the second is understood as the
primordial central point or hathalat ha-yeshut, the “beginning of being.” This
central point expands into a circle that becomes the third Sefirah, which is
substantial being itself. Subsequent Sefiror are understood as structures
emanating from the primal point®® or as the tributaries of a river that empties
into the final Sefirah, Malchut, which is metaphorically understood as the
“great sea.”® Another geometrical scheme, put forth in Sefer Yetzirah, sees
the fourth through ninth Sefirot as the “six sides of space.”

THE BEHINNOT

Within kabbalistic thought there developed what was to become the
generally accepted doctrine of the interpenetration of the Sefiror. In brief, this
doctrine holds that each Sefirak contains within itself an element of each of
the others,®® so that Chesed for example, is composed of the Chesed of Chesed
(i.e., pure Chesed), the Gevurah of Chesed, the Tiferet of Chesed, the Netzach
of Chesed, etc. Theologically the doctrine of interpenetration meant that
God’s middot or traits were all integrally related. From a moral point of view
it meant that the development of character in man must consist of work on

58. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 282.

59. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 112.

60. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’eray VI: 2, 35a; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 119. Cordovero tells us “each of the { S¢firoz] is made up
of [all] ten” (ibid., p. 120).
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all forty-nine possible combinations of the seven moral Sefiror (Chesed
through Malchut).

Cordovero’s ideas regarding the interpenetration of the Sefiror are
formulated in his doctrine of the bebinnor, the infinite number of aspects
contained within a given Sefirah.%! According to Cordovero, these “aspects”
are dependent upon the perspective of one who would discover them. As
such his theory anticipates contemporary notions that regard reality itself to
be a function of the constructions placed upon experience.®?

In order to make this doctrine more transparent it will be helpful to
consider how an indefinite number of aspects, dependent upon the perspec-
tive of the individual who would discover them, can be discerned within a
particular Sefirab, 1 will take as an example the fourth Sefirab, Chesed,
“loving-kindness.”

We can immediately observe that implicit within the notion of loving-
kindness is an act of volition or will, the value ascribed to the first Sefirah,
Keter. One who performs such an act does so not by virtue of the act itself
but by virtue of the good, loving intentions that enter into it. It is no act of
kindness if the wind blows the money of a miserly scrooge into the hands of
a pauper; or rather the kindness is credited to the “wind,” or to “the hand of
God” through whose providence the act was willed, and certainly not to the
miser who had no will in regard to the matter whatsoever. In this example,
we discover the “will” implicit in kindness. In kabbalistic terms we have
discovered the “Keter” of “Chesed.”

That thought, the value associated with the second Sefirah, Chochmah
(Wisdom), is equally an aspect of loving-kindness is apparent in the colloquial
phrase “it’s the thought that counts” (which also implicitly assumes a
relationship between thought and will). That acts of kindness must be
rendered “thoughtfully,” and informed with a certain wisdom regarding their
consequences, further establishes an aspect of Chochmabh in Chesed.

The relationship between Chesed and the next Sefirah, Judgment (Din),

61. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 114, referring to Cordovero, Pardes Rimonim 5: 5.

62. There are, according to Cordovero, six main behinnot, and these involve
aspects that are both hidden and manifest within any given Sefirab, as well as
properties that are both “essential” and “relational.” Of particular significance are
those bebinnot that enable a given Sefirah to receive “light” from the Sefirab above it,
and those that enable it to pass light onto the Sefirab below. Scholem is correct in
pointing out that in this aspect of the behinnot doctrine Cordovero is close to a
dialectical mode of thinking within a kabbalistic framework.
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is subject to lengthy treatment by the Kabbalists themselves, one that I will
discuss in detail later in this chapter. For now we can observe that the
Kabbalists held that kindness unrestrained by a judgment regarding the merit
and capacities of the recipient is no kindness but rather an arbitrary and even
harmful discharge of action and emotion. Hence we have the Din (Judge-
ment) of Chesed (Kindness), i.e., the aspect of kindness that involves
judgment of merit, capacity, etc.®? ‘

The same procedure can be applied to all of the Sefiroz in relation to
Chesed. Not only does the notion of kindness contain hidden within itself
aspects that can be described as will, thought, and judgment, but also aspects
of understanding (Bénak), knowledge (Da’at), compassion ( Rachamim) or
beauty (Tiferet), endurance (Netzach), majesty (Hod), foundation (2esod),
and kingship (Malchut). While the derivations of each of these relationships
may be more obvious in some cases than in others, Cordovero assures us that
by adopting an appropriate perspective it is possible to see not only the
sefirotic notions essential to “kindness” but a vast array of subsidiary notions
or aspects as well, so that Chesed indeed has within itself an indefinite if not
infinite number of behinnot or aspects. Consider, for example, the role of
“action,” “creation,” “expectation,” “greatness,” “wholeness,” “peace,”
“truth,” “strength,” “weakness” or “vulnerability,” “genuineness,” “fair-
ness,” “courage,” “concentration,” “attention,” etc., in the value we call
“loving-kindness.” Indeed, it would appear that almost any “axiological” or
even “psychological” notion has a role in the notion, or place in the Sefirab,
of Chesed. To take one example at random: What would Chesed be if the
supposed giver fled from his benevolence and did not have the conrage to
bestow his gift of kindness in the face of potential hardship, ridicule, etc.

What’s more, not only “loving-kindness” but any of the Sefirot, and,
again, any axiological or psychological notion whatever, can be shown to
contain within itself virtually all of the others, in a vast network of
relationships that binds everything to everything else in a comprehensive
unity of all values and ideas. This, of course, is perfectly consistent with
kabbalistic theory, which indeed posits such a unity behind the diversity of

» » @ ”»
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63. If one were here to object that what I have just described as the “judgment
of kindness” is also or better conceived of as the “thought of kindness” then we would
say that he was getting the bebinnot idea, for there is also the Chochmah of Din, the
“thought of judgment.” The dialectical thinking involved in the doctrine of the
behinnor is designed to break down barriers between concepts and values one initially
thought to be separate and distinct.
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our concepts and ideas. Our reading of Cordovero’s theory of the bebinnor
explains, dialectically, the unity of the “one” and the “many” within the
Sefiror doctrine.®*

THE DOCTRINE OF THE FIVE WORLDS

The Kabbalists generally posited two stages in the emanative process. In
addition to the emanation of the ten Seffrot themselves, God is said to have
progressively structured the Sefirot into a series of Olamot or “worlds.”®® The
Lurianists spoke of “thousands upon thousands and myriads upon myriads”
of worlds,®® and made numerous distinctions between levels of reality that
were only implicit in the earlier Kabbalah. Traditionally, however, the
Kabbalah speaks of four or five major Olamor. the worlds of Adam Kadwmon
(Primordial Man), Atzilut (“Nearness” or Emanation), Beriah (Creation),
Yetzirah (Formation), and Assiyah (“Making” or Action). Sometimes Adam

64. The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, having himself recognized such a
boundless proliferation of relationships within the orbit of our mental life, argued that
the apparent essential relatons between the so-called referents of our mentalistic
vocabulary say nothing about the order of “things,” but are actually part of the order
of “words”; it being part of the conventional definition of our terms that “reading”
requires so-called “mental acts” of thinking, intenton, concentration, attention,
expectation, memory, insight, comprehension, perception, recognition, interpreta-
tion, integration, etc., and, by extension, simply part of the linguistic system that
kindness involves acts of will, thought, truth, fairness, judgment, and all of the other
acts and values the Kabbalists thought were contained within it. To hold that these
discoveries about the connections in our linguistic system are actually discoveries
about the nature of values, mind, and the world is one of the results of the
“bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language,” which Wittgenstein held to
be one of the main diseases of metaphysics.

T have considered the entre Wittgensteinian critique of metaphysics elsewhere at
some length (Sanford Drob, Are Mental Acts Myths?, Doctoral Dissertation, Boston
University, 1981). Suffice it to say that having once been held under its sway I have
been moved in the direction of the metaphysics one finds in the Kabbalah precisely
because I can find no reasonable basis for distinguishing between discourse about the
word “world” and discourse about the world. I don’t know what it means to say, for
example, that the word “kindness” has a linguistic relationship to the word “fairness”
if this does not mean that part of kindness is to be fair.

65. See Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” pp. 860—866.

66. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 23; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 19.
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Kadwmon is identified with Ein-Sof and is eliminated from the scheme, and
Atzilut is regarded as the highest of the worlds.

The term olam is etymologically related to and, in Hebrew, occasionally
even spelled the same as the word a/am, meaning “hidden” or “concealed.”
Consistent with the kabbalistic doctrine that the act of creation or Tzémtzum
was essentially a concealment of the divine presence, each of the five main
worlds was seen as being progressively more remote from God’s infinite light
(Or Ein-Sof).5” Like the Sefirot, the “worlds” were regarded as allegorical
concepts that have reality relative to man but no reality relative to God (who
in truth encompasses all things within Himself). From man’s point of view,
however, it can be said that the higher worlds receive a divine radiance or
revelation free from the interposition of many “screens” or “garments,”
whereas the lower worlds receive little if any divine revelation or light.®® At
the lowest level, there is a crystallization of only corporeal, completely lifeless
things. Our physical world therefore is understood as the most hidden from
God’s light, and according to the Zohar this is why the prophet refers to God
Himself as “The Most Hidden of All Hidden.”%®

While all of the Sefiror are considered to be operative in each of the
worlds, particular Sefirot are dominant in each particular world,”® a consid-
eration that will be of significance in our interpretation of the nature of the
Sefirot themselves. Table 4—4 provides an outline of the five worlds along
with their dominant Sefirot.

The doctrine of “worlds” will be explored more fully in Chapter Six.

PARTZUFIM

The Lurianists held that the Sefirot, in all worlds but the World of Points, are
organized into Partzufim, “visages” or personal aspects of Adam Kadmon.
Moses Luzzatto describes the distinction between Sefiror and Partzufim as
follows:

Each of these Sefirot is constructed of ten Lights, each of which in turn is
composed of an equal number of Lights and so on ad infinitum. When, in

67. See Zalman, Likute: Amarim-Tanya, p. 1971,
68. Ibid.

69. See Tikkunei Zobar, Intro., 17a.

70. Zalman, Likutei Amarim-Tanya, p. 1871f.
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Table 4-4
The Five Worlds
World Dominant Sefirab
1.  Adawm Kadmon (Primordial Man) Keter (Crown)
2. Arzilut (Emanation) Chochmah (Wisdom)
3. Beriah (Creation) Binah (Intelligence)
4. Yetzirab (Formation) Chesed, Gevurah, Tiferet (Love,
Power, Beauty)
Netzach, Hod, Yesod
(Endurance, Majesty,
Foundation)
5.  Assiyab (Action or Making) Malchut (Kingdom)

one of these vessels only a single light is illuminated it is called a Se¢fira.
When all ten Lights in a vessel is illumined then it is defined as a Parezuf
(Person). In order that it may be called a complete and perfect Parezuf,
every division within must shine with all its Lights so that the number of
lights will total six hundred and thirteen—the number of parts in a man’s
body. Only then is it considered complete.

According to Chayyim Vital, a Partzuf is an aspect or “face” of the
divinity, structured like a person with “248 limbs” and arranged in a pattern
encompassing all ten Sefirot. The first Sefirah, Keter, is the skull of the
Partzuf. The next three Sefirot, Chochmah, Binah, and Da’at (Wisdom,
Understanding, and Knowledge) are the “three brains” that are figuratively
contained inside the head. Chesed and Gevurah (Kindness and judgment) are
the right and left arms, while Tiferet (Beauty, Compassion) is the torso.
Netzach and Hod are the two thighs and Yesod the phallus. Significantly, Vital
describes Malchut (which is often identified with the feminine Shekbinah) as
the Partzuf’s “female,” reflecting the ancient and biblical notion that
originally male and female were joined together in a single “complete”
person.

Although each Partzuf contains all ten Sefirot, specific Sefirot are
identified with particular Partzufim. The six major Partzufim, into which
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the Sefiror are reorganized, are Attika Kaddisha or Arich Anpin (The Holy
Ancient One or Long-Suffering One), which is identified with the Sefirah
Keter;, Abba (the Supernal Father) corresponding to Chochmah;, Imma (the
Supernal Mother) corresponding to Binahb; Ze’ir Anipin (The Short-Faced
One) or Ben (the Son) corresponding to the Sefiror from Chesed to Yesod; and
Bat (the Daughter) or Nukvah (the Female) (corresponding to Malchut).”!
Vital informs us that in the feminine Partzufim, the Sefirah Yesod, which is
the phallus in the male, is the womb and female genitalia.

Sometimes Attka Kadisha is spoken of as a separate Partzufabove Arich
Amnpin, bringing the total number of Partzufim to six.”*> There are also six
secondary Partzufim: Jacob and Israel, which are aspects of Ze’ir Anpin,
Rachel and Leah, which are aspects of Nukvab; and Israel Sava and Tevunah,
which personify the Malchut of Abba and Imma.”?

As we have seen, according to Luria, the Sefirot were radically trans-
formed as a result of the Breaking of the Vessels.”* Prior to this event the
Sefiror in the World of Points were completely independent and self-
contained vessels (Kelim), which were to be filled by the “light” of the
Infinite God. As a result of their disunity the final seven Sefiror in the World
of Points were unable to contain the light of the Infinite God and
“shattered.” These Sefirot disintegrated into a multitude of shards, which fell
throughout the lower worlds, some of them trapping “sparks” (nezzotzim) of
divine light as they fell. This broken world was now in need of reorganization
into a restored cosmos, the World of Tikkun. Only with the broken shards’
reorganization as Partzufim could the Sefirot interpenetrate and support one
another,”® and the process of Tikkun ha-Olam (the Restoration of the World)
begin. However this process can only be completed through the spiritual and
ethical conduct of mankind. In the meantime, the shards that remain from

71. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 28; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 56.

72. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 26; ibid., p. 44.

73. Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 44, note.

74. The Shevirah is discussed in Chapter 7. We should here note that although
the Partzufim only arise “after” the Breaking of the Vessels, the Lurianists often speak
of them in contexts that appear to be temporally “earlier.” We should recall, however,
that the events described in the Lurianic theosophy are only metaphorically ordered in
time and that each of the stages described actually exist in all things at all times.

75. Sefer Etz Chayyim, 11: 7. See Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” Ch. 8, pp.
880-883, and Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, pp. 114ff.
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the Breaking of the Vessels are the source of both crude matter and evil in the
world.”®

The Partzufim engage in regular sexual and procreative relations that
have implications for the restoration and repair of the worlds. For example,
Abba and Imma, the Celestial Mother and Father are mates, who alternately
engage in “face-to-face” interaction or turn their backs upon one another.
The state of their relatedness, which is at léast in part dependent upon the
worship and ethical deeds of humankind, has a major impact on the flow of
divine energy throughout all the worlds. Abba and Imma are also said to
produce Ze’sr Anpin, who is said to develop in the womb of the Celestial
Mother.”” As we will see in Chapter Nine, this procreation also contributes
to Tikkun ha-Olam. The reorganization of the Sefiroz into Partzufim places
them into a dialectical and procreative frame in which the creation and
renewal of the world is a function of the union of God’s masculine and
feminine aspects.

THE SEFIROT AS STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS
OF THE WORLD

The Kabbalists, most notably Moses Cordovero, held that the Sefiror were
not only divine traits or emanations, but were also the very structural
elements of the created world. According to Cordovero, the nature of any
created thing depends upon the manner in which the various Sefiror have
been combined in its formation.”® A sefirotic elementalism is also present in
the Lurianic Kabbalah. Vital suggests that the entire world, in all of its
manifestations and changes, is a function of the various permutations and

76. Their existence, for example, assures that the fifth of the five worlds, Assiyab,
which was originally meant to be spiritual, is a material world. As we will see in
Chapters Seven through Nine, these shards introduce evil and negativity into the
world because they contain within themselves sparks ( nezzorzim) of divine light, which
have been exzled from their source in God and remain trapped in what are referred to
metaphorically as the “Husks” (Kelippot). The process of Ttkkun ha-Olam will restore
these sparks to their proper source and bring about the perfection and complete
respiritualization of the world.

77. These matters are discussed below in the section entitled “Sexuality and the
Family Romance,” and are also considered again in Chapters Seven and Nine.

78. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 115.
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positions of the Partzufim (which are themselves comprised of Sefiror).
These combinations are akin to the permutations that obtain through the
successive combination of the various letters in the alphabet. In the following
passage Vital likens the Partzufim both to the letters and in a rather dramatic
image, to the constellations in the night sky:

The eye cannot encompass them all because they look like the constella-
tions of the zodiac—the “scroll of the skies” —with part of the limb of one
partzuf connecting to a limb of the partzufthat is next to it. Sometimes an
eye will meet a nose or an ear will meet a heel. It goes on like this endlessly,
somewhat like the practice of combining the twenty-two letters of the
alphabet: ‘alef with all the rest of them and all the rest with ‘alef, and so on
with each of the letters. They are the cause of all change, so that no one day
is like the next, no righteous person is like his neighbor, and no creature
resembles any other.”®

At various points in the Lurianic writings the Sefirot, the Partzufim, and
Otiyor Yesod (Foundational Letters) are all held to be the structural elements
of the universe. I will have occasion to provide a philosophical interpretation
of the sefirotic elementalism when I consider the Sefirot as representing the
dimensions of the experience of a finite world (see below). The Otiyor Yesod
will be discussed in Chapter Five.

THE DYNAMICS OF THE SEFIROT:
THE KABBALAH AND ASTROLOGY

The Sefirot, according to Vital, are in a constant state of flux, changing as a
result of various natural occurrences,®® and historical events (e.g., the
creation and sin of Adam, the exodus from Egypt, the destruction of the
temple, etc.). In addition, the Sefirot are said to correspond to different days
of the year (e.g., Malchut with the Sabbath, Binah with the festivals) and are
in this way influenced by the calendar. The Kabbalists (Vital in particular)
regarded the procession of the stars to be one influence on the status of the
Sefirot, and, hence, an influence on the events of our own lowly world.

79. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 2, p. 31; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, pp.
101-102. .
80. E.g., the “diminishment” of the moon; see Talmud, Tractate Hullin 60b.
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However, they held that the astrologers were mistaken in regarding the stars
as the only significant influence upon the cosmic order. Indeed, for Vital the
number of the cosmic influences are so great as to transcend man’s
understanding. We learn in Sefer Etz Chayyim:

At every hour of the day the worlds change, and each hour is not the same
as the next. If you consider the movements of the constellations and the
shifts in their position, how in one moment they are different, and how
someone born at a certain time will experience different things than
someone born slightly beforehand (you will see) the upper worlds are
unlimited in number. You have to come to some kind of intellectual middle
ground because a human mind cannot understand it all.®*

Apart from the clear reference to astrology, this passage is noteworthy for
Vital’s frank admission that the human mind is not capable of assimilating all
the cosmic events that have an impact on the lower worlds. Vital goes on to
say that the multiplicity of changes in the upper worlds have an impact upon
the theoretical structure of the Kabbalah as well. After quoting Tikkunes
Zohar®? to the effect that “the clothes He (God) wears in the daytime are not
the same as they are at night” Vital tells us: “With this you’ll understand how
the worlds change (with) the garments of Ein-Sof, and, according to these
changes, the statements in Sefer haZohar change.”®® The Zohar is, according
to Vital, written from different places at different times and (even if it is the
hand of a single author) it is full of apparent inconsistencies and even con-
tradictions. But under the principle of the “changing garment” all are “words
of the living God” with “different passages corresponding to different divine
moments.”

One should therefore not be disappointed if we discover apparent
inconsistencies in the Zohar, or Sefer Etz Chayyim for that matter, for such
inconsistencies accurately reflect the dynamic, changing character of the
worlds themselves. Vital actually makes the claim that the nature and
structure of kabbalistic writing reflects the essential structure of its subject
matter, which, as a result of the flux of the worlds, is ever changing, and, as
a result of the Breaking of the Vessels, highly fragmented. One should,
therefore, not expect a coherent logical system from the Kabbalists but rather

81. Sefer Etz Chayyim, p. 29a.
82. Tikkunei Zohar 22: 65.
83. Sefer Etz Chayyim, p. 29a.
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one where partial incoherence and fragmentation is a snitable mirror for a
fragmented world.

SEFIROT: THE BASIC SYMBOLS

For the Kabbalists, the Sefirot promised to provide insight into the totality of
both divine and created reality. Given the magnitude and breadth of this
claim, it is no wonder that the Sefirot were understood through a variety of
symbolic schemes, each of which is thought to reflect an aspect of the infinite
cosmos. For the Kabbalists, no one point of view could be said to adequately
comprehend the “all,” and as such, a whole array of metaphors developed to
shed light on the Sefirot doctrine. I will discuss the most important of these
in turn.

THE COSMIC TREE

As early as Sefer ba-Babhir we find the notion that God’s powers are arranged
in the form of a cosmic, primordial tree:

It is I who planted this “tree” so that all the world might delight in it, and
I vaulted the universe with it and named its name “Universe,” for the
universe hangs on it and the universe goes forth from it, and they look
upon it and yearn for it, and from there the souls go forth.3*

And what is [this] “tree” of which you have spoken? He said to them. All
the powers of God are stratified, and they are like a tree. Just as the tree
brings forth its fruits with the aid of water, so does God multiply the
powers of the “tree” with the aid of water. And what is God’s water? It is
“chochmah” [wisdom].85

Scholem points out that the tree in the Bakir is watered by Chochmah or
wisdom, and actually begins with the Seftrah Binah. This reflects this early
kabbalistic work’s identification of Ein-Sof with Intellect as opposed to Will.

Beginning in the fourteenth century the Sefiror were depicted in

84. Sefer ha-Bahir, sec. 14c; Book Bahir, Neugroschel trans., p. 55.
85. Sefer ha-Bahir, sec. 85; ibid., p. 73.
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diagrammatic form as a tree growing downward from its roots. The roots
represent the “highest” Sefirab, Keter, and the tree spreads through a trunk,
branches, and crown representing the remaining Sefirot. The notion that the
Sefirot comprise the trunk and branches of a “cosmic tree” reflects the
kabbalistic notion that the inner life of God is reflected in (a) the living
natural order (the biblical “tree of life”), (b) the realm of knowledge (the
“tree of knowledge”), and (c) the Torah (which is itself spoken of as Etz
Chayyim, a tree of life).3°

Carl Jung, whose archetypal psychology was influenced greatly by the
metaphors of the Kabbalah, took a lively interest in the sefirotic tree. Jung
held that the ancient mind projected the archetypes of the unconscious onto
the heavens, and he took the fact that the Kabbalists depicted their tree with
its roots in the air as a metaphor for the conjunction between the depths of
the psyche and the spiritual worlds.

THE PRIMORDIAL MAN (ADAM KADMON)

The symbol of Primordial Man, the first being to emerge with the creation of
the cosmos, is common to a number of religious and philosophical traditions.
The Upanishads describe a primal man composed of the elements that were
to become the world.®” According to the Upanishads this “gigantic divine
being” is both infinitely far and deposited near the innermost recesses of the
human heart.®® Indeed, in the Hindu tradition, the Primordial Man is
identified both with the entire Universe and the soul or essence of all things.
Interestingly, a similar image is found in Plutarch, who relates that the
entirety of the heavens is arranged in the form of a macroanthropos, a colossal
human being who is conceived as a2 model for the human world.®® For
Plutarch, the sun is at the heart of this being and the moon, the sun’s
androgynous messenger, is located in between the heart and belly.

86. For a discussion of the Cosmic Tree see Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 106.

87. R. C. Zachner, ed., Hindu Scriptures (Rutland, VT: Charles E. Tuttle,
1966), p. 208 (Mundaka Upanishad II, 4).

88. Heinrich Zimmer, Philiosophies of India (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1971), pp. 366-367 (Mundaka Upanishad 111, 1, 7; cf. Zachner, Hindu
Scriptures, p. 212).

89. Giovanni Filoramo, A History of Gnosticism, trans. Anthony Alcock (Cam-
bridge: Basil Blackwell, 1990), p. 51.
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The Primordial Man is also an important symbol in Gnosticism. The
Gnostics inferred from the verse in Genesis, “Let us make man in our own
image,” that the first earthly man was created on the model of a cosmic Adam
on high.®° In the Nag Hammadi text, the Apocryphon of Jobn, we learn that
this anthropos is the first creation of “knowledge and Perfect Intellect” and
the first luminary of the heavens.”! This Anthropos becomes the heavenly
model through which the demiurge forges an earthly Adam. Other Gnostic
sources relate how the “archons” (conceived of as female demigods corre-
sponding to each of the seven planets) formed an earthly Adam to fulfill their
sexual desire for the heavenly anthropos who was beyond their spiritual
reach. Among the Mandeans (a Gnostic sect that today survives in Iraqg) the
Primordial Adam is coextensive with the cosmos, his body is the body of the
world, and his soul the soul of all souls.”?> In an image that would later
reappear in the Kabbalah, the Gnostics held that individual human beings are
descended from the cosmic anthropos as a result of the fragmentation of the
Primordial Man.

The notion of a Primordial Man makes its first appearance in Jewish
thought in the early literature of Merkaveh mysticism of the second and third
centuries C.E.”® As we have seen, the clearest example of this is found in a
work entitled Sh#’ur Koma (The Measure of [the Divine] Body), dating from
no later than the sixth century, where the author seeks a vision of one “who
sits upon the throne,” a gigantic supernal man who is imprinted with magical
letters and names.

It is said that he who knows this mystery, is assured of his portion in the
world to come . . .

Rabbi Ishmael said: What is the measure of the Holy One, Blessed be He,
who is hidden from all creatures? The sole of his foot fills the whole world,
as it is said (Isaiah 66:1) “The heaven is my throne, and the earth my

90. Gershom Scholem, “Adam Kadmon,” Encyclopedia Judaica, 2: 248.

91. Filoramo, A History of Gnosticism, p. 65.

92. Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature and History of Gnosticism, trans. R. M.
Wilson (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987) (first published in German 1977,
revised and expanded 1980), p. 109.

93. On Merkaveh mysticism see Gershom Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, Merka-
babh Mysticism and Talmudic Tradition.
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foot-stool.” The height of each sole is three ten thousand thousands of
parasangs. The sole of His right foot is called: PRSYMYA, ATRQTT.**

Although its defenders held that its doctrines were not to be taken literally,
many Jewish authorities, including Maimonides, believed that Shi’ur Koma
was heretical and should be burned. Scholem held that these early “Jewish
gnostics” were actually elaborating upon an old zannaitic teaching that did
not imply that God himself has a body, but held that a bodily form could be
attributed to God’s “glory” or the divine presence (Shekhinah).”®

The kabbalistic scheme in which the Sefiror are depicted as the bodily
organs and appendages of a primal man was subject to numerous variations
beginning with Sefer ha-Bahir, where it is written:

. . . God has seven holy forms. And they all have their correspondence in
man, as it is written (Gen. 1: 27): “God created man in his likeness” . . .
And they are as follows: the right and the left leg, the right and the left
hand, the trunk and the place of procreation, and the head. Those are
six . . . and they are seven with his wife, of whom it is written (Gen. 2:
24) “And they form one flesh.”$

According to the earlier Kabbalists, the Sefiror are embodied in the
supernal, archetypal man, of which the earthly man is but a mere reflection.
While the kabbalistic tree is envisioned with its top down, the sefirotic man
stands perfectly erect.”” Tikkunei Zohar, for example, places the Sefirah Keter
at the man’s “crown of royalty,” Chochmah (Wisdom) in his brain, and Binab
(Understanding) in his heart. Chesed (Kindness) is identified with the right
arm and Gevurah (Strength) with the left, Tiferer (Beauty) with the man’s
torso, Netzach (Endurance) and Hod (Majesty) with the two legs, and Yesod
(Foundation) with the phallus. Malchut (Kingship), which is sometimes

understood as the feminine completion of Primordial Man, is here depicted

94. Shi’ur Koma, secs. 2 and 5. Translated as “Shiur Qoma” in Meltzer The
Secret Garden, pp. 21-37.

95. Scholem, Kabbainh, p. 17.

96. Sefer ha-Bahir, sec. 116; cf. 55, 115. Book Bahir, Neugroschel trans., p. 86;
cf. pp. 65-66, 85. As Scholem (Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 139) points out, while the
concept of a Primordial Man is not explicitly stated in Sefer ha-Bahir it is present in
nascent form. ’

97. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 106.
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as the organ of vocal expression, the mouth.’® The Zohar is replete with
other organic imagery equating the various Sefirot and Partzufim with
different bodily organs and appendages. Sometimes the lower seven Sefiror
are spoken of as a distinct personality (Zesr Anpin, the “Impatient One”) and
are equated with the entire image of man, and the upper three Sefirot are
depicted as a single head or three heads.®® In other parts of the Zohar (Raya
Mehemna, Tikkunes ha-Zohar) each Sefirah is depicted as a complete man
formed in the likeness of the Sefirak immediately above it.}%° In one passage
three images of man, the first corresponding to the Sefirot Keter and Tiferer,
the second to Chochmak and Yesod, and the third to Makchut, are described
respectively as the men of “Creation,” “Formation,” and “Making.”?*!
These images are said to correspond to the tripartite division in man’s soul
among the neshamah, ruach, and nefesh, traditionally thought of as the
intellectual, emotional, and animated spirits in man.'%2

In the Lurianic Kabbalah, the Primordial Man is known as Adam
Kadmon, a term that was first used in the anonymous Provencal kabbalistic
text the “Source of Wisdom,”2 where it was understood as an embodiment
of the supreme divine powers. In Luria Adam Kadmon becomes a pivotal
notion linking God, Man, and the World. We read in Vital’s Sefer Etz
Chayyim: “Then there came forth from the Infinite the great light that we call
‘Adam Kadmow—Primordial Human—the precursor of everything.”'%*
Adawm Kadmon, as the first being to emerge from the infinite Godhead
Ein-Sof, is essentially indistinguishable from the deity, yet at the same time his
body is said to both emanate and constitute the Sefiror. Man, having been
created in God’s image, is said by the Kabbalists to be comprised of the very
same Sefirot, which comprise the “body” of Adam Kadmon.

According to Luria, Adam Kadmon is an all-encompassing world
comprised of the highest, most powerful lights and Sefiror. Vital tells us:
“This Adam Kadmon extends from one end to the other, from the highest to

98. Sce Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 260. Tikkunei
Zohar, 2nd Preface, 7 a, b.

99. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 297.

100. Ibid.

101. These man-images are not to be confused with the Worlds bearing these
names.

102. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 297.

103. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p. 339.

104. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 21; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 6.
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the lowest extremities of the whole empty space of the emanation . . .
Included within this Adam are all of the worlds.”*% Vital further specifies
that the essence of Adam Kadmon is the “five levels of the soul”; his body is
the World of Emanation and his clothing, the three worlds of Creation,
Formation, and Action.!%

Vital is careful to indicate that description of a divine primordial human
is purely metaphorical in nature:

It should be clear that there is no body, or the faculties of a body, in the
higher realm, God forbid! As for all the images and pictures that we use, it
is not because it is actually so, God forbid, but only to appeasc the ear so
that one can understand the higher spiritual things that cannot be grasped
or comprehended at all by the understanding . . . 17

Certainly if the Torah itself speaks in this way, we too are able to use this
language even though it is clear that there is nothing up above except pure
light, utterly spiritual, which cannot be grasped at all.}%8

The various metaphors equating the cosmic Sefiror with the human
image can be understood as giving expression to various ideas, including (a)
that the cosmos itself has both a soul and body very much like that of man,
(b) that the universe is garbed in the very sorts of interests, values, and
activities that are attendant to man, (c) that the world is in effect the
instrument and expression of the divine spirit and character, just as the body
is the expression of man’s personality and soul, and (d) that man, being
created in the likeness of God, is himself comprised of the very elements that
form the essential traits of the divinity.

105. Ibid., 1: 1, p. 24; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 27.

106. Ibid., 1: 1, p. 33; ibid., p. 109.

107. Ibid., 1: 1, p. 28; ibid., p. 53-54.

108. Ibid., 1: 1, p. 28; ibid., p. 54. Other Kabbalists held that even the use of
the term “light” should be used with caution. For example the cighteenth-century
Moroccan Kabbalist Shalom Buzalgo held: “this is all total spirituality and has nothing
to do with physical light . . . The reason we are permitted to use the word “light”
in speaking of the divine and the spiritual is because it is the most subtle of all of the
senses, the most precious.” Buzalgo, Mikdash Melech, trans. Zalman Schachter, in
Meltzer, The Secret Garden, p. 166.
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THE GATES OF THE EYES, EARS, NOSE, AND MOUTH

The Primordial Man lies at the foundation of several other symbolic schemes
that the Kabbalists used in conceptualizing the world and the human soul.
Vital informs us that the Primordial Man is the first being to emerge after
the Tzimetzum, and that it is he who emanated the lights that were to become
the Sefiror through four of his bodily organs, the eyes, the ears, the nose,
and the mouth:

[It] is because the light of the Infinite is so very great that it can only be
received if it is transmitted through the filter of Adam Kadmon. And even
this light from Adam Kadmon could not have been received untl after it
had emerged from his openings and apertures, which are the ears, the nose,
the mouth, and the eyes.!%®

The lights emanated by Adam Kadmon correspond to the senses of vision,
hearing, smell, and speech (Reiah, Shmecha, Re’cha, and Dibor). The orifices
of the Primordial Man (and the skull that encompasses them) each corre-
spond to one of the four letters of the divine name (YHVH) and also to
various levels of “soul,” four divine personas (the Partzufim), specific Sefirot,
and Worlds. These orifices also correspond to a variety of divine names
constructed on the basis of the numerical values ( Gematria) of the letters that
comprise different ways to spell out the pronunciation of God’s name.*!° In
somewhat simplified form these equivalencies are detailed in Table 4-5:

109. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, pp. 25-26; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p.
40.

110. This is achieved as follows. The pronunciation of the four letters in God’s
name, YHVH, can be “spelled” out in one of four ways using Hebrew letters. The first
of these, known as the millui de yudin, the filling out of the “Name” with the Hebrew
letter yud (Y), is spelled out in Hebrew as follows: YVD, HY, VYV HY, where the
Gematria or numerical equivalent of all these letters adds up to 72. The second name
is spelled out using a combination of yuds (Ys) and alephs (As) YVD HY VAV HY, and
adds up numerically to 63. A third spelling, using only alephs (As) YVD, HA, VAV,
HA adds up to 45, and a fourth, using kebs (Hs), YVD HH VV HH, adds up to 52.
These “names” are known by the letters that most economically express their
numerical values. Hence, name 72 is known as Ayin Bet or ’aB, because the Hebrew
letter ayin has a numerical value of 70, and the letter bet a value of 2. Similarly, the 72
name is called SaG, the 63 name is called MaH, and the 52 name is called BeN. As
with the Sefiror these four names are thought of as being compounded of one another
so that it is possible to speak of SAG of ’Ab the MaH of BeN, etc. See Louis Jacobs,
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The scheme outlined in Table 4-5 provides a substantial (but by no
means complete) overview of the metaphors used by the Lurianists in their
description of the Primordial Man and the emanations proceeding from him.
While the Lurianic system has sometimes been called fragmented and
needlessly repetitious, even a cursory review of the table reveals that the
Lurianists, in their conception of Primordial Man, have attempted to
integrate an array of perspectives that are often fragmented in more
philosophical and naturalistic views of the world. These perspectives are
outlined in Table 4-6.

On this basis we can see how the Kabbalists developed a theosophical
system in which the corporeal, phenomenological, psychical, personal,
metaphysical, linguistic, and theological aspects of the cosmos are under-
stood as different perspectives upon or metaphors for a single underlying
reality. This reality is expressed in the image of Primordial Man and mirrored
in the human soul. Each of these perspectives or metaphors opens up its own
series of dimensions or points of view, thereby creating a vast “three-
dimensional” structure of “perspectives” (rather than entities) constituting a
kabbalistic ontology.

The Kabbalists of Safed became open to a seemingly infinite series of
perspectives on reality, a reality that they understood to be in continual flux.
The result is a system of thought that is remarkably open, multidimensional,
and, more importantly, both spiritually and intellectually “alive.”

The various components of the Primordial Man can also be understood
as a phenomenology of the self. Tung, who encountered the symbol of Adam
Kadmon in alchemy as well as in the Christian Kabbalah, was explicit in his
identification of Adam Kadmon with the self archetype, which he held was
essentially indistinguishable from God. Each of the symbols of Adam
Kadmon can be understood as providing a definition of the self, and the
foundation for a distinct psychological point of view. For example, the
metaphor of bodily orifices and organs defines the self in terms of its physical
being and sensual relations; the Sefirot metaphor defines the self through its

“The Uplifting of the Sparks,” in Green, Jewish Spirituality, p. 105. Also in the same
volume, Lawrence Fine, “The Contemplative Practice of Yihudim in Lurianic
Kabbalah,” p. 85.

As can be seen in Table 4-5, each of these names of God corresponds to
particular Sefirot, worlds, and soul levels. These “names” play an important role in the
restoration of the cosmos after the Breaking of the Vessels. The Lurianic doctrine of
divine names will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Five.
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Table 4-6
Lurianic Metaphor Epistemological Perspective
orifices sensual, corporeal
Sefiror phenomenological /axiological
level of soul psychical
Partzufim personal /developmental
worlds metaphysical
letters of tetragrammaton linguistic
Names of God theological

values; in the metaphor of the Partzufim the self is defined through its
“personas” or developing character; the metaphor of “worlds” defines the
self through the environments that it inhabits; and the “names of God”
define it through narrative and language.

THE INDIVIDUATION OF GOD

Carl Jung interpreted the symbolism of the Kabbalah, and related symbolical
systems such as Gnosticism and Alchemy, as a projected awareness of the
development and individuation of the (human) self. On Jung’s interpretation
the Kabbalists, for example, projected their own psyches onto God and the
heavens, and their concept of the development of God is a thinly veiled
theory of the development of the human self. For Jung, this “self” develops
out of a primal, undifferentiated unconscious (represented by Ein-Sof) into
a series of highly differentiated axiological and psychological structures (the
Sefirot).

The Kabbalists were themselves fascinated with the development of
God’s “I.” Scholem has pointed out that nearly all of the Kabbalists of the
thirteenth century adopted a theory wherein the Sefirot progressively reveal
the identity of God,''? as it is esoterically described in the first words of the

111. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 110.
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book of Genesis: Bereshit bara Elohim (In the beginning God created . . .).
According to the Kabbalists these words mystically refer to God’s creation of
Himself and His transformation from the nothingness (Ayin) of the first
Sefirah, Keter, to the individuated selfhood (Ani, or “I”) of the final Sefirah,
Malchut. The explanation of this is detailed as follows:

Itis a property of the Hebrew language that the subject of a verb (I, You,
He) is most often hidden (and as such is simply “understood”) in the
conjugation of the verb itself. In the opening passage of Genesis the verb
form bara (he created) contains the subject “he” (here equivalent to “God”)
in a “hidden,” nonexplicit manner. The Kabbalists equated this hidden “he”
in the verb bara with the first Sefirab, Keter, which as the hidden Primal Will
does not yet explicitly involve a differentiated divine “he” or self. The
Kabbalists typically equate the second Sefirah, Chochmah with reshit, the
“beginning” or primal point of creation; and the third Sefirah, Binabh, is
equated with Elokim, one of the names of God. In the kabbalistic reading of
the first words of Genesis, Bereshit bara Elohim becomes a complete sentence
with Elohim as its object. Bereshit (“through reshit” —the second Sefirah)
bara (he—the first Sefirah—created) Elokim (God, the third Sefirakh).

With the creation of this third Sefirab, God has begun to become an
individuated being (Elobim), but He is still not the “Thou” whom man
addresses in prayer. This, according to the Kabbalists, does not occur until
the advent of the sixth Sefirah, Tiferet, which, in harmonizing God’s kindness
and judgment, is equated with the most exalted name of God, the tetragram-
maton, YHVH. Still, even this “thou” is not the full achievement of God’s
selthood. This does not occur until the emanation of the final Sefirah,
Malchut, which the Kabbalists equated with the divine “I,” according to the
formula “Nothingness changes into 1.” The highest Sefirah, Keter, is equated
by the Kabbalists with Ayin, “nothing” (in Hebrew spelled AYN). They
affirm that through the emanation of the Sefirot, the hidden “he” of bara
(the Sefirah Keter) is transformed into the manifest “I” of Malchut. All of this
occurs via a transformation of the letters within AYN (nothing), which when
rearranged as ANY, form the personal pronoun, I. The creation of the world
is the manifestation of God’s selfhood, the emergence of an “I” or self out of
a primal nothingness or will. This individuation process is mediated through
“relatedness,” symbolized by the “thou” of Tiferet/YHVH. As we have seen
in Chapter Two, Ein-Sof becomes a personal God through his relationship
with humankind.
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BIBLICAL PERSONALITIES

Each of the Sefirot is connected with biblical personalities who are said to
embody the characteristics or traits symbolized in their corresponding
Sefirah. For example, Abraham, who was known for his deeds of loving-
kindness, is linked to Chesed (Kindness) and David, who is the paradigm of
Jewish royalty, is paired with Malchur (Kingship).!'? A scriptural exegesis is
provided for each equivalence, and while the effect of this scheme was at
times the mythical apotheosis of the biblical figures into quasi-deities,'? its
intent was rather to engender the idea that a spark of divinity inhabits the
souls and deeds of all saintly individuals, and that the key to understanding the
structure of the world is to be found in comprehending the acts and traits of
the righteous. '

Cordovero provides the following equivalencies between biblical figures
and the Sefiror:1* '

Chochmah Adam
Binab Noah
Da’at Shem
Chesed Abraham
Gevurah ( Pachad) Isaac
Tiferer Jacob
Netzach Moses
Hod Aaron
Yesod Pinchas
Malchut David

THE LETTERS OF DIVINE SPEECH

The idea of an equivalence between the Sefiror and the letters of divine speech
originated, as we have seen, in Sefer Yetzérah. In that work, the world is

112. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’erav VI: 6, 44a; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 146.

113. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 288.

114. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’eray V1: 6, 44b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, pp. 146-147.
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alternately seen as being created through the ten Sefiror and the twenty-two
divine letters, which together comprise the thirty-two paths of wisdom.
Further, Sefer Yetzivah implies that the Sefiror themselves are to be under-
stood in linguistic terms, likening them to books (Sepharim), text (Sepher),
number (Sephar), and communication (Sippur).11®

Later Kabbalists held that one could achieve insight into God’s creative
process by comparing it to the expansion of thought into speech. Kezer, the
highest Sefirah, represents the will or desire, and Chochmah, the concealed
representation or thought of that desire. Binak is the internal, inaudible
voice, the breath expelled from the throat. It is only at Tiferer that audible
speech breaks through:!'® “If you examine the levels (Sefiror) [you will see]
that it is Thought, Understanding, Voice, and Speech, and all is one, and
Thought is the beginning of all . . . actual thought connected with Ayin
(Keter, will).”*'7 The Jewish mystics from Sefer Yetzirah to Schneur Zalman
of Lyadi have theorized that language is the very vehicle of creation. The
Zohar regards the words and letters of the Torah as the “blueprint” for
creation, and Schneur Zalman held that the kelim, which serve as vessels for
the Sefirot, are each letters of the holy tongue into which Efxn-Sof has been
contracted and concealed.!!®

In his Sefer Etz Chayyim, Vital explains that there are two basic
metaphors that can be used to describe celestial events, the form of the
human body and the shape of written letters. He states: “There is yet another
way to describe by analogy, which is to depict these higher things through the
shape of written letters, for every single letter points to a specific supernal
light.”**® According to Vital, everything that can be described in terms of
Adam Kadmon and the Sefirot can also be described in terms of the shapes
of the Hebrew letters that comprise the divine name, YHVH. Vital states:
“All ten Sefirot, including each and every single world, when considered as a
whole, are like an aspect of a single Divine Name, YHVH.”*2° Vital explains

115. Sefer Yetzirak 1: 1; Kaplan, Sefer Yetzirah, p. 5.

116. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobhar, Vol. 1, p. 292.

117. Zohar I, 246b. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p.
326. Compare Sperling and Simon, The Zobar, Vol. 2, p. 382.

118. As discussed in Chapter Three.

119. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 28. Also see, Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life,
p. 54.

120. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 28; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, p. 59.
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an old kabbalistic tradition'?! that Sefirah Keter is the tip of the letter yud in

YHVH, Chochmah is the letter yud itself, the first letter heb is Binah, vav is
Tiferet and the six Sefiror of Ze’ir Anpin, from Tiferet to Yesod, and the final
heh is Malchut.}?? Further, each Partzufis understood as being comprised of
the divine name, with the tip of the yud corresponding to the cranium, the
letter yud and the first heh corresponding to the right and left parts of the
brain, the »av making up the main part of the body, and the final beh making
up the feminine counterpart to that Partzuf1?3

The significance of the Otiyot Tesod, the “foundational letters,” will be
discussed in detail in Chapter Five. There we will see that the Kabbalists
developed a comprehensive linguistic mysticism that fully paralleled their
sefirotic metaphysics.

THE NAMES OF GOD

The bible contains numerous terms and names that represent the one God of
the Jewish faith. An age-old midrashic tradition links each of these names
with a trait or middah of God (e.g., Elobim with God’s justice, Yahweh with
his mercy).!?* Following this tradition, the Kabbalists linked each of the
Sefiror with a particular name of God. The Zohar provides a wide variety of
correspondences between the Sefiror and divine names, and this theme is
provided an even more comprehensive treatment in Joseph Gikatilla’s Sha’are
Orah (Gates of Light)."® For example, Gikatilla and later Kabbalists equate
Keter with the divine name Ehye, Chochmakh with Yah, Binah with YHVH,
etc. In doing so they elaborate on the values that each of the Sefiror and
divine names embody and illustrate. Cordovero explains, for example, that

121. These identifications are present, for example, in Joseph Gikatilla, Sha’are
Orah; sce Gikatilla, Gates of Light, p. 319.

122. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 28; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, pp.
59-60.

123. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 28; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, pp.
60-61.

124. The Kabbalists held that the Torah is both a blueprint for the cosmos (i.e.,
the Sefirot) and a single name of God. Indeed, it is not far to the proposition that the
whole of language is a single, all-encompassing, divine appellation (i.e., we name God
whenever we speak). See Chapter Five.

125. Joseph Gikatilla, Sha’are Orah, (Gates of Light).
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the divine name of Keter, Ebyeh (“1 will be”) “indicates the sublimity of
Keter, which is to be revealed in the future but which is not [yet] revealed at
all »126

As we have seen, according to the Lurianists, the various orifices of
Adam Kadmon are associated both with different Partzufim and with
different letters of the divine name YHVH. In addition these orifices of
Adam Kadmon correspond to four basic forms of the tetragrammaton, the
four-letter name of God. These four basic forms of the divine name are
referred to by the different numerical equivalents (72, 63, 45, 52) of the
millui, or “spelling out” of the letters that comprise them. As Lawrence Fine
has described, the various “organs” of Adam Kadmon are understood as
divine lights, which combine to form divine names that represent different
aspects of the divine structure.’?”

THE LEVELS OF THE SOUL

The Lurianists related the structure of the Sefiroz to the “five lights” or levels
that are said to exist within man’s soul. These five levels of soul, derived from
the verses of a talmudic benediction (Baruchy Nafshy), are the nefesh, or
bodily soul; the ruach, which corresponds to the heart and emotions; the
neshamah, corresponding to the brain; the chaya or “living soul,” and the
yechida, meaning “united,” referring to the Godly soul that is united with
man. Vital informs us, for example, that the Sefirot, as they are emanated
according to the scheme of Iggulim (Circles), correspond to the lowest level
of the soul or nefesh. The Sefirot that are emanated according to the scheme
of Yosher (Line) correspond to the next higher level of the soul, the level of
ruach}?8

According to Vital, both the levels of Iggulim/nefesh and Yosher/ruach
exist in each world, and simultaneously inform every detail or fact within the

126. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’eray V1: 5, 44a; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 143.

127. The derivation of these names will be discussed further in Chapter Five.
Lawrence Fine, “The Contemplative Practice of Yibudim in Lurianic Kabbalah,” in
Green, Jewish Spirituality, pp. 64-98.

128. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 24; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, pp.
29-30.
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cosmos. This is an interesting proposition in view of the relationship that
Vital posits between Iggulim (Circles) and Chaos and between Yosher (Line)
and Tikkun (Repair and Restoration). The first of these relationships implies
that each entity or “fact” within the world is in chaos; the second implies that
they are each ordered and repaired. It would seem that everything within the
world is simultaneously both chaotic or in need of restoration, and also
already fully restored. Like a book that simultaneously contains within itself
the history of an entire man or nation, each entity within the world contains
within itself the entire history of the cosmos, beginning with the original
chaos and ending with Tikkun ha-Olam, the Restoration of the World.

THE METAPHOR OF LIGHT

The metaphor of light is as pervasive in the Kabbalah as it is in other mystical
traditions. For example, Hai Gaon (early thirteenth century) is reported by
later Kabbalists to have held that above all emanated things there are three
lights, existing in “the root of all roots” as “its name and essence . . .
beyond the grasp of thought.” These three splendors or rzachtzachot are
referred to as the roots of the ten Seffroz.2%® Cordovero adopted the view that
above the Sefiroz, in Keter, there are “ten brightnesses” that exist in Kezer and
are “designated primordial light, the burnished light, the clear light.”?3°

One kabbalistic metaphor comprehends the Sefirot themselves as a series
of lights and another likens them to ten colored translucent spheres, which
modify the transmission of the Or Ein-Sof, God’s infinite light. The Zohar
regards Ein-Sofitself as the “light that does not exist in light”!3! and regards
the highest Sefirah, Keter, as the innermost, “concealed” light. The seven
lowest Sefirot are comprised of four lights, only the last of which, Malchuz, is
revealed:

Come and see. There are four lights. Three of them are sealed and one is
revealed: a light that shines; a light of splendor that shines like the splendor
of the heavens in its purity; a light of purple that receives all the lights; a

129. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 95.

130. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’erav VI: 4, 40b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 134.

131. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 290.
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light that does not shine but gazes at these and receives them, and these
lights appear in it as a crystal ball against the sun.13?

As in other mystical and mythological traditions, light for the Kabbalists
symbolizes revelation, the good, consciousness, will, life, and the spirit. Light
is the knowledge, goodness, and being of creation, contrasted with the
darkness of ignorance, evil, and the void. That Ein-Sofis referred to as “the
light that does not exist in light,” and the Sefirot spoken of as lights that are
concealed, or, as in the Zohar, as the “light of blackness” (bozina di
kardinuta) suggests that both Ein-Sofand the Sefirot participate in being and
nonbeing, revelation and concealment, and that both knowledge and
ignorance are basic “constituents” of all things.

COLORS

The Kabbalists frequently assigned specific colors to the various Sefirot. For
example, Chesed, Gevurah and Tiferet are assigned white, red, and yellow
respectively. According to Cordovero, Chesed is white because of its “virtue,”
and Gevurab red because of the “heat of fire” involved in severe judgment
and the arousal of love. Tiferet is the color of an egg yolk because it is a
medium or mixture of the other two.'3® It also possesses the color purple.
Chochmah is the color blue, “which is the beginning of the development of
color from blackness (of Fin-Sof and Keter).” Binah is green.'®* Malchur,
which has no light of its own but channels the light of all the other Sefiroz,
“contains all the colors.”*35

As we have seen, Cordovero also compared the Sefiror to a series of
colored glass filters that selectively transmit various aspects of the light of
Ein-Sof. Another color metaphor, found in the Zohar, is based upon the
variety of colors that dance together in the depths of a burning flame. The
interplay of these colors, their appearance, disappearance, and reappearance,

132. Zohar II, 23a-23b. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol.
1, p. 323.

133. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’eray VI: 3, 38b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 127. Cf. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar,
Vol. 1, 292.

134. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’erav VI: 4, 40b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 132.

135. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’eray VI: 4, 41a; ibid., p. 133.
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is said to characterize the condition of the final Sefirah, Malchut, which exists
only by virtue of reflected light, and which transmits the lights of the upper
Sefirot to the lower worlds. Just as the various colors alternate in their
prominence within an open flame, Malchut alternates in its reflection of the
powers of Judgment, Mercy, etc., to our realm.

Such alteration in the transmission of sefirotic “colors” is expressed in
another metaphor, that of Malchut holding a “crystal ball against the
sun.”'3¢ Like the astrological imagery later utilized by Vital,'3” the dance of
sefirotic colors expresses the dynamic nature of the cosmos, the essence of
which is not delimited structure but iridescent variation. Attempting to
comprehend the universe, like the attempt to understand the human soul,
can never proceed from a single, definitive point of view, but can only
advance through a panoply or “dance” of readings, which themselves change
according to the object of contemplation and the ever-changing position of
the subject.

The color black is of particular importance in the Zohar, representing
both the primordial darkness of Keter,!3® the blackness of the bozina di
kardinuta (the black light of creation), the obscuring blackness of judgment
(Dtn), and the darkness of Malchut, the only Sefirah to have no light of its
own.'®® Cordovero associates black with the “Emanator” himself.** Black is
also an apt symbol of Gevurah/Din (for the darkness that obscures the light
of mercy). The entire Sitra Achra, the “Other Side,” is conceived of as a dark
realm, which is nonetheless essential to the proper function of the cosmos.
The Kabbalah is here premonitory of Jung in its view that the shadow realm
of evil is integrally related to the essence of the light and good, a topic that
will command our attention in Chapter Eight.

GARMENTS (LEVUSHIM)

The Kabbalists frequently referred to the Sefirot as levushim or “garments,”
holding that the Sefirot, as garments of Ein-Sof; are, like the shell of a snail,

136. Zohar II, 23a-23b. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol.
1, p. 323.

137. As discussed below.

138. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 292.

139. Ibid., p. 291.

140. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’erav VI: 4, 40b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 132.
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woven out of the fabric of his own being and hence indistinguishable from
him. The notion of “garments,” however, also plays off the concepts of
interchangeability and superfluity, as clothing can always be changed or
discarded. In equating the Sefirot with garments the Kabbalists express the
dialectical notion that the Sefiror are both “essential” and “accidental”
properties of Ein-Sof.

SEXUALITY AND THE FAMILY ROMANCE

A fascinating series of symbols, related in certain respects to the symbolism of
Adam Kadmon, express the idea that the Sefiror represent the process by
which divine procreative energy flows and is received in the world of
emanation.'*! On this view the creation of the world is the consummation of
a divine sexual act.

We have already seen that in the context of Primordial Man (Adam
Kadwmon), the Sefirak Yesod is frequently spoken of as the male genitalia. The
final Seftrah, Malchut, which is often understood as the mouth of Adam
Kadmon himself, is more frequently, however, referred to as the image of the
female (the Shekhinakh). This image is understood as the perfection and
completion of Adam Kadmon. Man, it is thought, can only be whole
through a harmonious partnership between man and woman. Man without
woman is defective, a mere “half body.”'*?> Sometimes the female, which
completes “man,” is understood as an actual woman; but at other times it is
conceived of as a female “image,” which arises within a man’s soul and is
viewed as his spiritual counterpart or completion. The Zohar speaks of such
a counterpart accompanying a man, and making him “male and female,”
when, for example, he is on a journey away from his wife and home.'*? The
Zohar clearly anticipates the psychoanalytic view that all individuals are
essentially bisexual, and, particularly, the Jungian view that each person’s
psyche is a juxtaposition and blend of anéma and animus. There is indeed an
old Jewish tradition, which is traceable to the biblical story of Eve being born
from “Adam’s rib” (and which may have also found its way into rabbinic
sources through Platonic influence), which holds that all souls, prior to their
descent into the physical world, are both male and female.

141. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol, 1, p. 288.
142. Ibid., p. 298.
143. Zohar I, 49b-50a; Sperling and Simon, The Zokar, Vol. 1, p. 158.
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The relations between man and woman are represented in each of the
Sefiror. Each Sefirah is conceived bisexually, as male to the Sefirah below it
and female to the Sefirah above it. The entire sefirotic scheme announces the
idea that sexual and romantic union in man is a reflection of basic
cosmological dynamics. For example, the Sefirah Chochmah (Wisdom) is
frequently equated with the Celestial Father (Abba), while Bénah is under-
stood as the Celestial Mother (Imma), with the lower Sefiror being formed
in Binak’s womb. The union of Tiferet with Malchut (Shekbinah) is said to
give rise to the lower worlds. Here the understanding of the Sefirot in sexual
terms subtly passes over into a symbolism of birth and human development,
and ultimately into a symbolism of the family.

The two pairs of Sefiror we have just discussed, Chochmah and Binak,
(the Celestial Father and Mother), and Tiferet and Malchur (Son and
Daughter), play an important role in what can only be described as a family
romance. The Zohar describes how the father, Chochmah, has a particular
fondness for his daughter (the Shekhinah/Malchut), which stirs the jealousy
of Binah, the Celestial Mother.

The father’s continual desire is solely for the daughter, because she is the
only daughter among six sons, and he has shared out portions, gifts and
presents to the six sons, but to her he has apportioned nothing, and she has
no inheritance at all. But despite this he watches over her with more love
and longing than over anyone else. In his love he calls her “daughter”; this
is not enough for him and he calls her “sister”; this is not enough for him,
and he calls her “mother” . . . Therefore, the supernal world [mother]
says to her [to the daughter]: “Is it a small matter that you have taken away
my husband? [Gen. 30:15] for all his love is centered on you.”!**

Conversely the “mother” is said to favor the son over her husband,*®
thus completing a sort of cosmic Oedipal triangle: a vision of the cosmos in
which “the world” is conditioned by archetypal interest and desire, the very
desire that contemporary psychoanalysts have found reflected in the psyche
of man, and at the foundation of human society.

The Zohar distinguishes between two forms of desire in its account of

144. Zohar 1, 156b (Sitres Torah) as quoted in Tishby and Lachower, The
Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 299.

145. Zohar II, 145b; III, 100b; 258a. Cited in Tishby and Lachower, The
Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 299.
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creation. The first, which is symbolized in the union of Chochmah and Binah,
is “familial” and gives rise to the upper worlds (those that are akin to the
Platonic Forms). These Sefiror are called “friends.” The second form of
desire, symbolized in the intermittent union of Tiferet and Malchut, is
passionate and gives rise to the lower world: that of corporeal creation.!*¢
These lower Sefiror are called “lovers.”**” Both kinds of union are necessary
on both the cosmic and human levels.

The Zohar involves itself in detailed speculations regarding sexual
behavior in the sefirotic realms. For example, in Tikkunei ha-Zohar we learn
that amongst the Sefirot incest is not forbidden: “In the world above there is
no ‘nakedness,” division, separation or disunion. Therefore in the world
above there is union of brother and sister, son and daughter.”**® It is only as
a result of man’s imperfect state, caused by our world having fallen into the
realm of the Sitra Achra, that such relations are forbidden to man. Indeed,
the Kabbalah interpreted the story of Adam’s fall as an indication that
through eating from the tree of knowledge man was forbidden from enjoying
sexual relations on the model of those on high.

The act of intercourse and the emotions associated with it are described
in the Zohar as paradigmatic for all creation. For example, creation is said to
commence with the movement of the Primal Man’s left arm, leading to the
embrace of sexual intercourse. This left arm represents the Sefirab Gevurab/
Din (Strength/Judgment), and is said by the Zohar to embody the evil
inclination.!4?

The Zohar borrows images from the biblical Songs of Songs and
describes the development of the Sefiror in metaphors of intercourse and
love.'50 The Zohar even goes so far as to claim that the harmony of all the
worlds is dependent upon the origin of the arousal in celestial love:

If she first makes approaches to Him and draws him towards her in the
strength of her love and desire, then she is replenished from the side of the
right (kindness) and multitudes from the side of the right are found in all

146. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, pp. 299-300.

147. Zohar II, 7b; Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, pp.
288, 299. For the full context of this passage see Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol.
4, pp. 330-331.

148. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 3, p. 1369.

149. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 300.

150. Zohar III, 61b-62a. Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 5, p. 48.
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worlds. But if the Holy One, blessed be He, is the first to make advances
and she only rouses herself afterwards, then all is on the side of the female
and many multitudes arise on the side of the left (severe judgment) in all
worlds. 151

The eroticization of the cosmos is a theme that also appears in the
Lurianic Kabbalah. “The whole universe,” Vital tells us, “functions according
to the principium of the masculine and the feminine.”'5? As I will explain in
detail in Chapter Seven, Vital conceptualizes the Sefirorin terms of a series of
conjugal relationships. The Sefirot Chochmah and Binah, for example, are
understood as the celestial “Father” and “Mother” who are maintained in
their “face-to-face” consunctio by the “upward flow” of “feminine waters”
emanating from the body of Binah. The vicissitudes of the Sefiror, including
their shattering as a result of the “Breaking of the Vessels,” as well as their
restoration in Tikkun, are understood as so many ruptures and reunifications
in the conjugal life of these and the other Sefirot, which are reconceptualized
as Partzufim, personalities, or personal “faces” of Efn-Sof.

According to Cordovero, the erotic couplings of the Sefiror are “imag-
ined as the union of male and female, [but actually signify] something the
human mind cannot comprehend.”?®3 I have dwelt at length upon these
sexual metaphors because I believe them to be a unique and vivid illustration
of a dynamic metaphysics in which presumably subjective emotions and
values (those aroused by human desire) are regarded as supremely objective
and cosmically real. These metaphors show the Kabbalah, in certain of its
aspects, to be tantamount to what might be called a “psychoanalysis of God.”
The Kabbalah suggests in its anthropomorphic and sexual symbolism that the
very nature of the cosmos can only be understood through man’s turning
inward and comprehending his own inner nature.

QUESTIONS

Intriguingly, the Zohar equates certain of the Sefiror with “questions” that
are presumed to provide an indication of the Sefirah’s nature and level. For

151. Zohar II, 45a-45b. Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 300.

152. Vital, Sefer Etz Chayyim 11: 6: cited and translated in Schochet, “Mystical
Concepts,” p. 824, note 6.

153. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’erav VI: 2, 37b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 124.
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example, Binah, which is the Sefirah connected with the “beginning” of
creation, is referred to with the question “Who?” (M3? in Hebrew). Malchut,
which is at the end of the emanative process, and which can therefore prompt
a contemplation of the cosmos as a whole, is called “What?” (Ma#?). The
Zohar informs us that this “What?” pertains to “these” (eleh) Sefirot, and
when the letters comprising the Hebrew terms for “What are these?” (Mah
Eleh) are rearranged we arrive at “Elohim,” the revealed God of the bible.!%*
In short, without their ever having been answered, a set of questions leads us
to the creator God.

The whole notion of naming the presumed structures of the universe
with questions reveals much about the Kabbalists’ attitude toward the
cosmos, which, in spite of their elaborate theosophy, remains essentially
unknown, reflecting the very awe and wonder with which man confronts
creation. In spite of their status as “unknowns,” the Sefrot are such that they
can be addressed and queried. Indeed, the very act of questioning may reveal
more about the ultimate nature of things than any speculative attempt to
answer the questions posed.

THE SEFIROT AS DIMENSIONAL PARADIGMS

We have noted a number of characteristics that pertain to the Sefiror in
general and that are relevant to any attempt to understand them in their
particular nature. After an admittedly selective review of the vast literature on
the Sefirot, I will now consider each of them individually. As we have seen, the
Kabbalists, on the principle that the microcosm perfectly mirrors the
macrocosm, held that the Sefirot are not only the elements or dimensions of
the universe, but also the constituent elements of the human mind.*%%

154. See Zohar I, 2a; Sperling and Simon, The Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 6, and
discussion in Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 294-295.

155. The psychological interpretation of the Sefiror doctrine has a long and
venerable history that has been briefly reviewed in Chapter One. For example, one of
the earliest Kabbalists Azricl of Gerona (early thirteenth century) held that the energy
of the human soul derives from the heavenly Sefirot, and he equated each Sefirah with
a psychological power or physical organ in man (Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, p.
95). This view was prominent throughout the Kabbalah and later became a basic tenet
of Hasidism.
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The Sefirot, as the archetypes of all creation, are far more complex than
any theory about them can hope to grasp. They constitute an infinitely rich
firmament of values, and each Sefirab is irradiant with innumerable facets.
Like Leibnizian monads, each of the Sefirot mirrors each of the others in their
resplendent multiplicity. However, in order to make sense of the Kabbalists’
claim that the Sefirot are the elements of creation or the “dimensions” of the
world, we must simplify our interpretation, focusing upon key elements in
each Sefirab; and, at least momentarily, excluding both other aspects, as well
as the interpenetration of each of the Sefiror into each of the others. In
comprehending a simplified scheme, we can perhaps catch a glimpse into the
the Sefirot as elements in their richness and multiplicity.

We should not expect the Sefirot to have a precise one-to-one corre-
spondence with the phenomenological elements of either our finite universe
or the human psyche. After all, the Sefiror themselves are conceived within
the Kabbalah as stages in the creative process, and hence reflect aspects of
God’s inner life or creativity rather than fixed entities in an already created
world. My main purpose in this section is to interpret the Sefirot so as to show
how each provides an underlying qualitative basis for the phenomena of
human experience, and hence for the structural elements of both humanity
and the world.

ETHICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS
OF THE SEFIROT SYMBOLISM

However, I also have a second, more practical goal, and that is to uncover the
psychological or psychotherapeutic principle or lesson inherent in each of the
Sefirot. The psychological significance of the Sefiror doctrine is actually
written into the calendar of Jewish ritual observance. The forty-nine days
between Passover and Shavuot are known in Jewish tradition as the sefirat
ha-Omer, the “counting of the Omer.” While this “counting” literally refers
to an offering of grain that was brought to the temple in Jerusalem on
Shavuot, tradition holds that during this seven-week period, men, women,
and children must prepare themselves emotionally and spiritually for the
reception of the Torah at Mount Sinai, which took place on the fiftieth day
after the exodus from Egypt. Playing upon the word Sefirah (one meaning of
which is “counting”), the Jewish mystics have handed down the tradition
that on each of these days a person must concentrate upon developing within
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him or herself an aspect of each of the seven emotional Sefirot. In dwelling
upon the cosmic characteristics represented in each Sefirab (e.g., love,
strength, compassion, etc.), the individual is said to channel divine energies
through his own psyche and in the process perfect his/her character in
anticipation of a renewed commitment to the Torah.

The ethical aspects of the Sefiror are elaborated in Moses Cordovero’s
Tomer Debhorah (The Palm Tree of Deborah)*®® in which detailed instruc-
tions are provided on how the individual can attain the qualities inherent in
each of the Sefiror. According to Cordovero, it is incumbent upon man to
imitate his creator both in form and deed, “so that the crown of the
Shekhinah never departs from his head.”*” My own interpretations of the
psychological aspects of the Sefirot differ from, and on my view complement
those of Cordovero, and reflect my work as a psychologist and psychothera-
pist. I should point out that these interpretations are in no way meant to be
exclusive. As Vital tells us: “in every single hour the worlds are changing, so
that no hour is like any other . . . And just as every hour and every minute
is different, so too the various aspects (i.e., interpretations) of the passages in
the Zohar differ from one another.”%®

KETER ELYON (THE SUPREME CROWN)

The highest of the Sefiror, Keter Elyon, qualitatively distinct from all of the
others and barely separable from En-Sof, the Infinite God, is so sublime and
concealed that, according to the Kabbalists, nothing at all can be predicated
of it.® Just as a “crown” is separable and distinct from one who wears it,
Keteris separate and distinct from the Sefirot, which comprise the body of the

156. Moses Cordovero, Tomer Debhorah (The Palm Tree of Deborah), trans.,
Louis Jacobs (New York: Hermon Press, 1974).

157. Ibid., p. 126.

158. Sefer Etz Chayyim 1: 1, p. 29; Menzi and Padeh, The Tree of Life, pp.
63-64.

159. Zohar II, 42b; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 2, p. 131. In relation
to Keter, the Zohar applies the formula: “Search not the things that are too hard for
thee, and seck not the thing which is hidden from thee” (Ben Sira 320-324, cf.
Talmud, Chagigah 13a). See discussion in Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” pp.
836-837.
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Primordial Man,'®® who is the living archetype for the creation of the world.

Unlike the other Sefirot, which are each assigned a holy letter, no linguistic
sign can represent Keter; instead, it is equated simply with the thorn or point
of the letter yud in God’s name. The proximity and even identity of Keter
with Ein-Sof is underscored by its sometimes being referred to as the Holy
Ancient One, a term that is otherwise reserved for Ein-Sof1%! As such, Keter
is said to reflect the divine essence and to anticipate the “image of God” in
created human form.

At times Keter is referred to as the will of all wills*®? It is frequently
called Ratzon (Will) by the Kabbalists themselves.®® In the Zohar, Keter is
called Ehyeh (“I will be”), which recalls the biblical expression of God’s
“absolute will” in His declaration to Moses, “Ehyeh asher ehyeh,” “1 will be
who (or that which) I will be.”*%* The appellation Ehyeh indicates Keter’s
limitless potential and its willful movement toward the future.

The Lurianists occasionally spoke of two aspects of Keter: its face
(pnimi) or inner aspect, referred to as Tinmug (delight), and an outer
(chitzonit) aspect referred to as Ratzon (desire or will). Such “delight” is
present, according to Luria’s disciple, Israel Sarug, in the first stirrings of
Ein-Sof, even prior to the Tzimtzum. That delight is even above the Primal
Will accords well with the psychoanalystic view, which explains volition and
action via the “pleasure principle.” In identifying Keter, the uppermost
Sefirab and first manifestation of Ein-Sof, with delight and desire, the -
Lurianists place themselves in a tradition that elevates emotion above intellect
and desire above wisdom. As Immanuel Schochet explains, while the
Kabbalists understood the cosmos in terms of the progression of Reason
(Chochmah, Sachel) toward a certain goal, this higher aim is “a deep-seated,
innermost desire or will.”*® As Schneur Zalman, the first Lubavitcher rebbe,

160. Sefer Etz Chayyim 25: 5, 42: 1, and Tikkunei Zohar, 2d Preface, 17a-b,
cited in Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 837.

161. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 852, note 34.

162. Zohar III, 129a, 288b. See discussion in Tishby and Lachower, The
Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 270 and p. 302, note 4. See also Schochet, “Mystical
Concepts,” p. 837.

163. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, p. 270.

164. Exodus 3:14. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 270.
Zohar III, 65a~b; Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of The Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 345.

165. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 853, note 41.
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writes: “The Torah derives from Chochmah (Wisdom, Reason), but its source
and root surpasses exceedingly the rank of Chochmah and is called the
Supreme Will.”15¢ Kezer is spoken of in the Zohar as Ayin, nothingness, a
“darkness” that is at the same time the source of all light.'*” Such
nothingness is both the epistemological and ontological gulf between Ein-Sof
and creation. According to Cordovero, “Keter is called Ayin (Nothingness)
on account of its great transparency and closeness to its source.” %%

In the view of Moses De Leon, Keter is beyond the limit of perception;
according the Kabbalists of Gerona, it is “the cessation of thought.”'5® Like
a metaphysical “black hole” from which no light can escape, it is a darkness
or annihilation that both extinguishes the lights of the Sefirot as they strive to
return to their origin in Efn-Sof and conceals the light of Ein-Sofas it spreads
downward into creation. According to Abraham Ben David this “annihila-
tive” property of Keter figures in all change in the life and substance of
things.'”® A “negation” figures in all transitions. It is “the cessation from
which comes the emanation of all beings.”?”* Keter’s very negativity is what
brings all of the succeeding Sefirot into being. This negativity is, in fact, the
essential manifestation of the primal will.

The relationship between negation and will is known from both logic
and psychology. Logically, “will,” in its most fundamental sense, is a setting
of limits, an imposition of a negation. It was Otto Rank who first observed
that the primary assertion of “will” on the part of a child is always in the form
of a negation, a saying “no” to the breast. According to Rank, it is only
through a nurturance of this “negative will” that the child’s positive volition
can arise.’”? The affirmation of the status quo requires only passive acquies-
cence; negation, however, brings will into the world, and will reveals
negation. In the primal act of will, “Let there be light . . .”, God paradoxi-
cally but necessarily opens up the gaping abyss of nothingness. We can now

166. Zalman, Igeret HaKodesh, sec. 1, as cited in Schochet, “Mystical Con-
cepts,” ibid.

167. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 280.

168. Cordovero, Or Ne’eray VI1: 1, 34b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s Introduc-
tion to Kabbalah, p. 114.

169. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 280.

170. Ibid.

171. Ibid., p. 281.

172. Such negative will is also observable in other behavior.
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understand why the light that emerges from Keter is known as the bozina di
kardinuta, a “spark of blackness.”’”3

Each of the above considerations points to the view that Keter is best
understood as pure will or desire without any reference to a world outside.
This “will” is Keter’s light, darkness, negation, and simplicity; and in these
capacities Keter gives rise to the entire system of the Sefiror. In humans, Keter
can be regarded as a primary source of psychic energy or volition, and in view
of the fact that the Kabbalists understood it as initiating a series of sexual
relations among the Sefirot,’”* Keter is not far from the Freudian libido. But
unlike Freud, for the Kabbalists this libido is not only the foundation of the
human psyche but of the cosmos as a whole.

Keter suggests that the supreme psychological task is an awareness of
one’s own desire and will. Keter’s hiddeness reflects the elusiveness of such
desire. Most often we speak and act out the desires of others—without the
slightest awareness of our own. In conversing with others, we find ourselves
saying what we think they want to hear rather than what we want to say. One
lesson of Keter is that we must listen quietly for our own desire, for like Keter,
our desire is hidden and dark, occupying the recesses of our unconscious, a
“nothing” that is nevertheless the undiscovered origin of our psychic life.

In The Palm Tree of Deborab, Cordovero associates the Sefiralh Keter
(Crown) with the divine trait of “humility,” and states that in order to achieve
this trait one should value oneself as “naught,” flee honor, and seek
repentance for one’s sins. He indicates that “Crown” signifies the head, and
proceeds to state that like the Sefirab Keter “that is ashamed to gaze at its
source (Ein-Sof)” and therefore “looks downward” toward creation, “man
should be ashamed to gaze proudly upwards, but he should ever look down-
wards in order to abase himself as much as possible.”!”® Cordovero analyzes
the spiritual traits associated with Keter according to several different aspects
of the human head and face. With respects to the “thoughts” in one’s mind
he says that one should refrain from judgment and negativity. One’s
“forehead” should never be hardened, and one should show good will to all,
even to those who provoke one to anger. One’s “ears” should avoid hearing
an evil or ugly report about others. The “nose,” which is associated with the
emotion of rage, should refrain from anger and one should seek to fulfill

173. Ibid., p. 220.

174. The sexual unions of the various Sefirot are dwelt on by Chayyim Vital in
his Sefer Etz Chayyim See espedcially 2: 3a.

175. Cordovero, Palm Tree of Deborah, p. 70.
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other’s needs and desires. One’s “face” should “shine constantly, so to
welcome all men.”*”® Finally one’s “mouth” should strive to produce a good
word at all times. Cordovero recognizes that one cannot always conduct
oneself in accord with each of these qualities, as there are others that at times
may conflict with them. Yet he holds that these traits, which can all be
subsumed under the banner of humility (holding one’s head “low” rather
than “high”), bring one closest to the “highest sources.”

At first glance, Cordovero’s approach appears to be in complete
opposition to the view of Keter as Ratzon or desire that I have discussed
above. However, on closer examination these two approaches, like so much
else in the Kabbalah, are actually complementary rather than contradictory.
For it is only in finding one’s true desire, a desire that is as much spiritual as
it is corporeal, that one can finally surrender the eternal quest of the ego, an
ego that is otherwise never satisfied and is constantly demanding more. In this
way finding one’s “desire” becomes not only the complement to but the
requisite for the kind of humility that Cordovero sees embodied not only in
Keter but throughout the Sefiror.

CHOCHMAH (WISDOM)

Chochmah is regarded as the first creative act of Ein-Sof, and, as such, is
frequently referred to as reishit (beginning). Keter Elyon, God’s will, is first
channeled through Chochmah.'”” The emergence of wisdom or intellect
from will also accords well with Freud’s later claim that intellect (cognition)
emerges as a superstructure built upon desire. Yet for the Kabbalists, intellect
is, in effect, a new beginning both for the human psyche and the world.
Rabbi Moses De Leon declared that “the beginning of existence is the
mystery of the hidden point which is called Chochmah . . . and from a
single point you can draw out all things.”'”® Although this primal point of
wisdom can be understood ontologically, it is, I believe, best to first
understand it as an initial axiom or idea from which all other conceptions can
be derived: “When the most secret of secrets (Keter) sought to be revealed,
He made, first of all, a single point, and this became thought. He made all the

176. Ibid., p. 74.
177. See Zalman, Likutei Amarim-Tanya, Ch. 35, p. 155ff.
178. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 281.
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designs there. He made all the engravings there.””® The Zohar here teaches
that all of the “forms” were condensed within this single point of wisdom.
Chochmah, above all, expresses the notion (which was later boldly spelled out
by Hegel) that the entire world can be derived from a single, simple idea,
which in the Kabbalah is equated with a dialectical system expressing the
interdependence of Ein-Sof and Sefirot, subject and object, God and the
world. :

While Chochmah, according to the Kabbalists, cannot be seen or
apprehended in and of itself, it is inherent in and “animates” everything.
Chochmah is variously described as the “seed of all creaton” and “the
potentiality of what is.”*%® As a moment in the intellectual process it is
compared to “the original idea” or “inner thought.” In the Zohar, Chochmah
is referred to as Machshavah Setumah (hidden thought) and is considered to
be void of all individuality, instantiation, and separateness. It is “existent and
non-existent, deep buried, unknowable by name.”*®* According to Cor-
dovero, Chochmah is called “being from nothingness” (yesh me-ayin). It is the
“beginning of being and not being itself,” requiring “a third point (Binak)
for the revelation of existents.”*8?

As it is manifest in our world, Chochmak is the hyle,/®° the most
fundamental instrument for creation, and can be considered roughly equiva-
lent to the Platonic “Forms” or “Ideas.” Scripture relates that God has
created the world be-Chochmak (with wisdom, Psalms 104: 24, Proverbs
3:19), which the Kabbalists interpreted to mean “by Chochmah” (making
Chochmab the instrument of creation) and “in Chochmahb” (making it the
potentiality of being in all things).!®* Chochmah is also referred to as
the Garden of Eden, in all likelihood because the Kabbalists conceived of the
primeval garden as an ideal world of forms. While Chochmah is clearly
something (yesh) in relation to Keter, it is nothing in relation to the world,
inasmuch as the ideas embodied within it have yet to be made actual and
concrete. As such it, like Keter, is occasionally referred to as Aysin, nothing.
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The kabbalistic dialectic permeates the Sefirotin such a manner that none can
be said to have a permanent structure or essence.

Cordovero’s ethical analysis of Chochmak is rooted in the fact that
Chochmah is a Sefirab of the “right pillar,” and as such is connected with the
attribute of loving-kindness. Cordovero indicates that the “lesson™ of the
Sefirah Chochmah is that one should think to improve the lot of others and,
as “Wisdom is the father of all created things,”'8% show mercy and respect to
all creatures, “neither destroying nor despising any of them.”

Psychologically, Chochmah, as has already been intimated, refers to the
cognitive dimension of the human psyche, a dimension that, according to
Freud and his followers, lies at the foundation of the ego, and is instrumental
in directing the libido or will. It is in Chochmah, the realm of ideas, that the
relationship between the human psyche and the external world can be
understood, for it is through our ideas that the world is experienced and, in
effect, constructed. This is a powerful psychotherapeutic notion, for it frees
us from regarding ourselves simply as victims of the world, and gives us both
the opportunity and responsibility to forge our own experience. There is,
indeed, wisdom, in recognizing that many of the forces that we believe
impede our progress in the world are of our own making. Victor Frankl, in
speaking of his experiences in the concentration camps, said that he learned
the great lesson that while the Nazis could control his body they had no
control over his mind, and, as such, his fate, in an important sense, remained
within his own hands.*3¢ The wisdom of Chochmah is not, of course, to be
complacent in the face of evil or to believe in the unlimited sovereignty of the
human subject but rather to recognize how much control our own psyche
affords us in relation to the major and minor calamaties that befall us, and to
exercise control over the énzerpretations we place upon the events in our lives.

BINAH (UNDERSTANDING)

Binah is the third of the intellectual Sefiroz. Binah is conceived as a “palace”
erected around the point of Chochmah.'®” From a cognitive point of view
Binah is the expansion or fulfillment of the concealed thought that comprises

185. Cordovero, Palm Tree of Deborah, p. 82.

186. Victor Frankl, From Death Camp to Existentialism, trans. Ilsa Lasch
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1959).

187. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, p. 282.
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Chochmah.*®® Binab is thus the spelling out of the details and implications of
the original “inner thought” of wisdom. Bénah is frequently equated in both
rabbinic and kabbalistic sources with the process of reasoning itself.®° We
can gain some insight into Binah by observing that it is the dominant Sefirab
in the World of Beriah (creation), which according to the Kabbalah is the
world in which we first find the appearance of finite, distinct entities. Binah
is also transformed into the Partzuf Imma, the Celestial Mother, a fact that
underlies its creative role.’®® Indeed as the “Cosmic Mother” Binah is the
womb in which all the lower Sefirot develop and eventually unfold in all their
detail. These lower Sefirot are conceived as seven children emanating from
Binak’s womb.*®! In the mathematical metaphor Binak is symbolized as a
“circle” that represents the beginning of substantial existence. In contrast to
Chochmah, which the Kabbalists symbolized with the nondimensional point
of the Hebrew letter yud, Binah is symbolized by the letter “heh,”*** which
has dimensions of length and width'®® and which, according to the
Kabbalists, represents the “dimensions” of explanation, understanding, and
manifestation.!®* While we should not take this representation to connect
Binah itself with space or physicality, we can regard Bénahb as the paradigm for
the experience of all finite existence, whether manifest in the psychical or
natural realms. According to the Zohar, it is in Binah that existence is first
separated and differentiated.*®® It is in Binak that the sketches and engrav-
ings of Chochmah first take on a permanent, subsistent reality.!%¢
Psychologically, Binah is said to perform a reconciliation between the
“desire” of Keter and the intellect of Chochmah. Indeed, Binah is the first of
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189. Schochet “Mystical Concepts,” pp. 838, 853, note 59.
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several Sefirot that are said by the Kabbalists to reconcile and harmonize
opposing principles. Such reconciliation of opposites, or coincidentia opposi-
torum, is perhaps the hallmark of kabbalistic psychology. Here we see that it
is neither will nor wisdom, emotion nor intellect, which defines the creativity
and understanding of the human mind, but rather the dialectical blending of
the two. Itis only when the knowledge of Chochmah is informed by the desire
of Keter that one can create something of value or be said to truly
“understand.” My understanding of my fellow human being only occurs
when, via the process that Dilthey and others referred to as versteben, I can
actually stand in the other’s shoes and cognize the world from the standpoint
of his/her goals and desires.

A more general principle, however, is to be gleaned from Binah, and this
is that the apparent contradictions within the human psyche are (as Jung later
observed) mutually dependent relations, and that opposites need to comple-
ment and modify one another. Intellect is empty without interest and
emotion, and emotion unfulfilled without thought. A person’s goodness is
interdependent with his or her potential for evil, love is not real without the
potential for jealousy and hate, and a man’s masculinity is impossible without
a complementary femininity and vice versa. In Cordovero’s ethical scheme
Binah is associated with repentance, which he describes in terms of modifying
the bitterness of both evil and judgment in order that a man can “repent and
rectify every flaw.”*%7

It is the acceptance and embodiment of opposing principles that
connects Binakh with motherhood and creation. The created, as opposed to
the ideal, man or woman is riddled with conflict and contradiction and it is
to the understanding archetypal “Mother” within ourselves that we must
turn to accept, even embrace, the contradictions within our own souls. Those
who do not achieve such an acceptance—who, for example, strive to be
perfectly rational, good, and loving—inevitably bring about the opposites of
these traits in their most unbridled, perverse forms.

DA’AT (KNOWLEDGE)

As I have indicated earlier, an alternative scheme for the ten Sefirot excludes
Keter, on the grounds that it is essentially identical with Ein-Sofi and

197. Cordovero, Paim Tree of Deborah, p. 86.
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interposes Da’at as the third Sefirah, after Chochmah and Binah.'*® Among
certain Kabbalists Da’ar appears between Chochmah and Binah, not as a
separate Sefirah but as the “external” aspect of Keter.'®® The word Da’at
derives from a root meaning “attachment” or “union,” and this Sefirah is said
to bring about a union or mediation between the two Sefirak above it, again
establishing a pattern in which two opposing Sefiror are mediated and
resolved by a “third.”?°® Indeed, according to Vital, Da’ar is actually
necessary for the revelation of the upper Sefiror: “ Chochmah and Binab are to
no avail, for Chochmah and Binah are concealed and become manifest only by
means of Da’at.”?%! The significance of Da’at is emphasized by Cordovero,
who regards Da’at to be a manifestation of Kerer that rises like a soul and
informs the body of each of the Sefiroz.2°? Because it is the “soul” of each
Sefirak, and does not have its own independent vessel, it cannot be counted
among the ten Sefiror.2°® Cordovero also emphasizes that Chockhmah and
Binak “unite in the mystery of the primordial Da’at, which is the middle
between ‘Father’ and ‘Mother’ . . . The result of this union is the existence
and renewal of the Sefiror.”?%*

In the metaphor of the Partzufim, Chochmah is equated with the Father,
Binah with the Mother, and Da’at with the offspring or Son.2% This is said
to signify the fact that Da’at brings to fruition the intellectual process that
was begun in Chochmakh and developed in Bénah. The concept, which is pure
potential in Chochmah, is reasoned through and elaborated in Binah, and
becomes unified and practical in Da’az.

The Kabbalists spoke of two aspects of Da’at, an “upper” aspect (Da’at
Elyon), which is directly derived from Keter and serves as the force that brings
about a dialectical union between Chochmakb and Binab; and a lower aspect
(Da’at Tachton), which is the vehicle through which the intellectual activity

198. Schochet “Mystical Concepts,” pp. 839-40.

199. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 107.

200. See Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 107. This dialectical pattern becomes even
more significant in the mediation of Chesed and Gevurab by Tiferet (see below).

201. Sefer Erz Chayyim 22:1, as cited and translated by Schochet, “Mystical
Concepts,” p. 854, note 73.

202. Moses Cordovero, Elimah Rabbatai 2: 7.

203. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 854, note 76, citing Vital’s Sefer Etz
Chayyim 23: 5, 8.

204. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’eray VI: 3, 38b-39a; Robinson, Moses Cordove-
ro’s Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 127.

205. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 840,
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of the upper Sefirot is channeled into the lower seven emotional Sefirot, or
middot. Da’at Tachton is, in fact, the essence of these lower Sefirot that serve
to channel the divine will and intellect into feeling and, ultimately, action.

Psychologically, Da’ar can also be conceived of as the principle that
unites intellect and emotion (Sechel and Middor). This balance, according to
the Kabbalists, is essential for both the world and the health of the human
psyche.

CHESED (LOVE) OR GEDULLAH (GREATNESS)

Chesed is the first of seven lower Sefirot, which are conceived of in the
Kabbalah as the moral middoz (traits). It is also the first of the three psychical
Sefiror. Chesed, which denotes boundless love or kindness, is the very
principle through which God created and continuously renews the world.2%
Cordovero informs us that the function of Chesed is, as its name implies, “to
help and succor man.” According to Cordovero, “it also serves to nullify the
power of the Outside Ones who accuse and vex man . . . Among its actions
is love.”2%7

Chesed reflects God’s unlimited benevolence toward His creation and it
is only natural that it develops after Sefirah Binak that represents the first
inkling of a finite created world. It is the middak and Sefirah that is glimpsed
by prophets and mystics in their experience of God’s grace and love. As
Gedullah (greatness) this Sefirah reflects God’s awesome presence, what
modern theologians have referred to as the mysterium tremendum.2°® In its
purest form, Chesed/Gedullah would be overwhelming to mankind and
hence this divine trait is generally experienced as it is moderated by the other
Sefirot, particularly Din (judgment). Chesed, as it is manifest on earth,
corresponds to the dimension of experience that can best be described as
pure Godliness or spirituality and the various aspects of human love that
reflect God’s beneficence. As such it introduces spiritual values into the
created world. Its negative side, created by the shattering of this Sefirah

206. Zohar II, 168b; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 4, p. 81. See Psalms
89: 3, “The world was built by Chesed.”

207. Moses Cordovero, Or Neeray VI: 3, 37b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 124,

208. Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (London: Oxford University Press,
1970) (originally published in 1923).
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during the “Breaking of the Vessels,” is to be found in the negative
expressions and purposes to which spirituality and love can be directed.

For Cordovero, the ethic of Chesed involves acts of loving-kindness
toward both others and God. Visiting the sick, providing charity to the poor,
welcoming guests, attending the deceased, and bringing the bride to the
wedding canopy are all mitzvor that reflect the supernal trait of Chesed.2% In
addition, Chesed makes it incumbent upon one to accept his or her fate with
equanimity, to remind oneself even in the face of misfortune of the saying
Gomazn le-Tova, “This too will be for good.”

Psychologically, Chesed is the primary ingredient in all human relation-
ships. It is, for example, the vehicle through which parents transmit a basic
sense of love and security to their children, the power that animates lovers,
and the care that is a prerequisite for psychological healing. As Irwin Yalom
and others have pointed out, in spite of the claims for the efficacy of various
psychotherapeutic techniques, the single most important curative factor is
the regard of the therapist for his or her patient.?! This is indeed the power
of Chesed, and through a consideration of this “power” we are led naturally
to the next Sefirah, Gevurah/Din, power and judgment per se.

GEVURAH (POWER) OR DIN (JUDGMENT)

This Sefirab is understood as a principle of measure, limit, and restraint. The
“power” of Gevurah is in the fact that it constrains God’s boundless love
(Chesed) and distributes it according to the capacity of the receiver and, more
importantly, according to the receiver’s merit.>!! Unrestrained, Gevurah is
also the root of evil. Cordovero tells us that “among the actions of Gevurah
are stern Judgment . . . It is a lash to punish man. From it stem all the
Outside Forces which denounce and oppose man.”?'2

Gevurah is a singularly important middah both because it reflects the
very essence of creation itself (which is limitation and restraint) and because

209. Cordovero, Palm Tree of Deborah, pp. 90-91.

210. Irwin Yalom, Existential Psychotherapy (New York: Basic Books, 1983).

211. Whereas Chesed is distributed freely regardless of the receiver’s merit
(Zohar I1, 168b; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 4, p. 82.

212. Moses Cordovero, Or Ne’erav VI: 3, 37b; Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s
Introduction to Kabbalah, p. 126.
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it introduces a dimension of divine justice and righteousnessinto the world.**3

Gevurah is thus the Sefirah that is reflected in the experience of ethical values.
Its negative aspect is moral evil.

We have already seen the significance of Gevurah or Din for the doctrine
of Tzimtzum.?** Indeed, Gevurah implies the very measured restraint that
is the essence of Tzimtzum as contraction, withdrawal, and concealment.
According to Vital, “Every limitation of emanation is from Gevurah and
Din . . . Every Tzimtzum is (a notion of Din).”*'S Chesed, on Vital’s view,
represents a boundless extension that, if unchecked, would prevent the
creation of a finite world.?'® Gevurah, which is on the one hand diametrically
opposed to the principle of creation in Chesed, is on the other hand its very
fulfillment; for it is only with the restraint of Gevurab that finite creatures can
subsist without being reabsorbed into Ein-Sof. A full analysis reveals that
neither Chesed nor Gevurab alone could sustain creation. Only as a result of
their tension and complementarity does a world come into being at all. There
is thus a true dialectical relationship between Chesed and Gevurah, whereby
each can be derived from, and even be regarded as essential for, the other.
Without Gevurah as limitation there could not be true Chesed (benevolence),
yet without Chesed as emanation and revelation Gevurah would have nothing
to judge, contract, or conceal. As Sefirot, both Chesed and Gevurab are, as we
have seen, absolutely identical with the divine essence. This idea is expressed
in the well-known Zoharic formula: “He is they and they are he, being linked
together like a flame to the coal;”2!” hence, each contain implicit within
themselves all aspects of the Absolute.

Cordovero takes a somewhat startling perspective on the ethics of
Gevurah or power. According to Cordovero, a man should never exercise
power and judgment for his own sake, because “this bestirs Power in
Supernal Man and so destroys the world.” One should only exercise power
on behalf of his wife, for Gevurab is more appropriately contained by the

213. Zohar 11, 175b; Sperling and Simon, The Zobar, Vol. 4, p. 108.

214. See Chapter Three.

215. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 855, citing C. Vital, Mevoh She’arim
I 1, 1.

216. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 841.

217. Zohar II1, 70a; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 5, p. 66. Cf. Zohar
176a; Sperling and Simon, The Zobar, Vol. 4, p. 110: “So one quality emanates from
another, each imbibes from each, and finally it is made manifest that all are One, and
all depend on One, and the One is in the all.”
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female. A husband should, for example, provide his wife with such things as
clothing, adornments, and a house, but should not exercise Gevurab in the
aggrandizement of himself. Cordovero associates Gevurah with man’s evil
inclination, and this includes sexual desire, which “should be directed chiefly
towards the benefit of the wife whom God has chosen to be a help meet for
him.”218

On a psychological level, the dialectic of kindness and judgment
represents a critical balance that must obtain both in relationships with others
and with oneself. Consider, for example, the balance between unconditional
love on the one hand and discipline and restraint on the other, which must
obtain in rearing children; or the balance between self-love and self-criticism,
which is a prerequisite for personal growth. Psychotherapists often work to
obtain a balance between positive regard and criticism, empathy and
interpretation, open-mindedness and limit setting, etc. The blending of
kindness and judgment becomes particularly clear, for example, in working
with individuals who have committed a serious crime and who must achieve
a balance between self-forgiveness (Chesed) and assuming responsibility
(Din) with respect to their criminal acts. Such a balance must be achieved
with respect to all human failings and transgressions.

TIFERET (BEAUTY) OR RACHAMIM (COMPASSION)

The dialectical relationship between Chesed and Gevurah is manifest and
resolved in the Sefirab Tiferet (Beauty) or Rachamim (Compassion). This
Sefirahk is a harmonizing principle that tempers both the unboundlessness of
God’s love (Chesed) and the severity of His judgment { Gevurah). We read in
the Zohar: “It is evident that there can be no perfection except that one
aspect be joined to the other and a third hold them together to harmonize
and complete them.”?*® This balancing or harmony is also understood as the
foundation for beauty.?® We might say that beautiful things contain the
spiritual (Chesed) in a way that is conditioned and limited through form
(Gevurah). Perhaps this is why, for most individuals, spirituality is mediated
by and experienced through natural beauty and the beauty of artistic objects.

218. Cordovero, Palm Tree of Deborab, p. 104.
219. Zohar II, 176a; Sperling and Simon, The Zokar, Vol. 4, p. 110.
220. Tikkunei Zohar 70:133b. See Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 842.
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Tiferet understood in this way introduces an aesthetic dimension to creation.
Its negative aspect is aesthetic ugliness and indifference.

The relationship among the first three emotional Sefirot, Chesed,
Gevurah, and Tiferet, abbreviated ChaGaT, is, like the relationship among
Chochmah, Binah, and Da’at, paradigmatic for all the Sefiroz. That opposites
reciprocally determine, and in effect, create one another, is the central idea
distinguishing “dialectical” from “linear” thought, and, perhaps, the central
idea of the Kabbalah. This idea is embodied in the concept of Tiferet, and it
is for this reason that the Kabbalists identified Tiferet with Emet or absolute
Truth.??! According to Cordovero, the quality of Tiferet (Beauty) is
associated with “Truth” and is found in the study of Torah, which should be
done in a humble and pleasant manner, with the thought of benefiting many
students.?2?

Chesed and Gevurab are each “relative truths,” for it is only from a
limited point of view that Chesed is, for example, “the principle of creation,”
or Gevurab, as limitation, the principle of a finite world. The absolute truth
of Tiferet is, however, understood in the idea that these relative truths
reciprocally determine one another, and it is precisely this dynamic, reciprocal
determination that is Emetin the ultimate sense. It is precisely because Tiferet
is understood as harmonizing within itself the “truths” of the various middoz,
that it takes a central position in the sefirotic tree, and is identified with “The
Holy One Blessed Be He.”

From a psychological perspective, Tiferet, perhaps even more than
Binah, represents the notion, propounded by modern thinkers as varied as
Hegel and Jung, that the human mind is defined by its very capacity to
tolerate and harmonize conflict and contradiction. That such tolerance of
conflict is a central psychotherapeutic task is clear. Those who suffer from
anxiety, depression, and other psychological disorders invariably reveal an
intrapsychic conflict that they find intolerable—for example, an inability to
reconcile their sexual preferences or desires with the teachings of their
religion, their feelings of rage and even hatred for their parents or other loved
ones with their feelings (and obligations) of love for them, their marriage to
a single partner with their desire for many such partners—to name but a few
of the perennial “contradictions” that patients bring to psychotherapy. That

221. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 855, note 103, citing Zohar Chadash,
Toldot 26, Yitro 31b, Sefer Etz Chayyim 35: 3.
222. Cordovero, Palm Tree of Deborah, pp. 105-109.
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Rachamim, compassion, is essential for psychological healing is clear, for it is
only through such compassion that one can live with the contradictions
within oneself and others, and uitimately, as the other name of this Sefirab,
Tiferet (Beauty), implies, realize the harmonizing beauty of the human soul.

NETZACH (ENDURANCE), HOD (SPLENDOR),
AND YESOD (FOUNDATION)

We now enter into the realm of what some Kabbalists (Azriel in particular)
referred to as the “natural” Sefirot. Since God Himself is conceived of as
being totally incorporeal we cannot possibly assert that these Sefiror are
material or spatial in and of themselves. As middot of God they are still
regarded as moral qualities. Still, the Kabbalists’ descriptions of their inner
nature provide hints that suggest that in creation they are archetypes for a
spatial, corporeal world. Netzach, Hod, and Yesod are regarded as branches or
channels for the higher Sefirot of Chesed, Gevurah and Tiferet, respectively.???
They are considered receptacies for the upper middot and serve as tools or
vessels for the factual application of kindness, justice, and compassion in the
world.22* However, unlike the upper Sefirot, which act through the stimulus
of will and reason, these Sefirot act mechanically’*® and thus follow the causal
order of the natural, spatio-temporal world.

In the anthropomorphic representation of the Sefiror, Netzach and Hod
are referred to as the “kidneys that advise.”?2® Their role is, in effect, to
provide “advice” or measure to the distribution of Chesed and Gevurah, of
divine benevolence and restraint. Netzach represents the “Endurance” of the
divine benevolence and, as such, the continual outpouring of Chesed,
whereas, Hod represents the preservation of the divine “Majesty and
Splendor,” in such a manner that it is not wantonly dissipated by Chesed.
Yesod, which mediates between Netzach and Hod, represents the “Founda-
tion” through which the world receives the appropriate mixture of emana-
tions from the higher Sefirot.

It does not require much of an interpretive leap to see these Sefirot as the

223. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 843, citing Tikkunei Zohar 19: 45a,
22: 68b, 30: 74a; Zohar III, 236a.

224. Ibid.

225. Ibid.

226. Ibid., p. 844.
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foundation for spatial, corporeal creation. Their characterization as the
“natural” Sefirot, as the “receptacles” for the actualization of the upper
middot, and as Sefiror that act “mechanistically,” point to this conclusion. It
is not altogether obvious, however, what aspects of material creation are to
be derived from each of them. We know that Netzach and Hod are almost
always paired together. The Zohar refers to them, in decidedly spatal terms,
as “two halves of one body”??” and also as the “supports of the upper
Sefiror.”*2® Yesod, on the other hand is thought of as the completion of
Netzach and Hod, and as the Sefirab that serves as a container for the light of
all the upper Sefirot. We might think of Netzach and Hod as the origin of two
spatial dimensions, which are dependent on each other (as length is
dependent on width) in the creation of form. This two-dimensional form is
completed and becomes a “container” with the addition of a third spatial
dimension (depth), which is derived from Yesod. As such one way of
conceptualizing these Sefiror is that they are paradigmatic for the three spatial
dimensions in our world. On this reading their negative aspects would
involve all the alienating, debilitating, and destructive consequences that
derive from proximity, distance, and corporeality.

From a psychological point of view we may regard Endurance, Splendor,
and Foundation as the cultural fulfillment of earlier, more individualistic
psychological principles. This follows from the very names of these Sefiroz; for
civilization and culture are the very aspects of the human psyche that are
splendorous and enduring, and which serve as a foundation for human
communal life. It is not sufficient that we as humans have individual desire,
intellect, and emotion; we must also build something of enduring value. Such
cultural pursuits—achievements in work, the arts, religion, the family,
society, etc.—are the human equivalents to God’s creation of the material
world; for through them, as Hegel observed, the human spirit expresses itself
and becomes concrete and real. Psychological (and psychotherapeutic) work
does not begin and end with the harmonizing of conflict in one’s own inner
life; it must extend to the achievement of a wider expression and balance in
one’s work in the world, an achievement of something more enduring than
the individual self. Netzach, Hod, and Yesod therefore repeat (and deepen) on
the level of society and culture what Chesed, Gevurah, and Tiferet secured
for the individual.

227. Zohar III, 236a. See Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 843.
228. Zohar Chadash, Vayera 26d. Cited in Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p.
844.
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MALCHUT (KINGSHIP)

Malchuz, the last of the ten Sefirot, can be understood as bringing to fruition
the purpose of the entire sefirotic or emanative process. If the goal of creation
is the actualization of what only exists potentially within Ein-Sof, if the divine
purpose is to have subjects over whom a God can reign, and upon whom He
can manifest His qualities of kindness, judgment, mercy, etc., then the Sefirah
Malchut is the very fulfillment of the divine plan.?*® In Malchut Ein-Sof
finally comes to know himself in an “other.”

Cordovero refers to Malchut as the architect that brings about creation,
and declares that nothing reaches the lower world except via its portals.23°
Malchut, which is frequently identified with God’s feminine aspect (the
Shekhinah), is referred to as the “Lower Mother” (Imma Tataakh)*®! and is
said to receive the embryo of the world, which was originally implanted and
concealed in the womb of Binah. It is in Malchut that this “embryo”
develops into a manifest reality. While Binab is the “Celestial Mother,”
Malchut is truly the mother of the earth.

Malchut is also spoken of in the Zohar as “the mouth of God”?%? and,
as part of the metaphor that understands the Sefiror as reflective of the
progression of divine thought, Malchur is the manifestation of thought
through speech.?3 It is, according to Schneur Zalman, the equivalent of the
divine speech, i.e., the ten divine utterances (Pérke Avot 5:1) through which
the world was created.

A variety of considerations suggest a link between the Sefirab Malchut
and the dimension of time. Unlike the other Sefiror, Malchur is a state of
being and not an activity in and of itself. Just as a king has no reign without
his subjects, the Sefirab Malchut has no existence apart from the activity of
the other Sefiror.23* The Zohar states that Malchut exerts no influence of its
own. It is a passive Sefirak that is compared to the moon, which only shines

229. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 835, citing Zohar III, 69b, 237b;
Pardes Rimonim 2 :6; Sefer Etz Chayyim 1:1.

230. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” p. 846, citing Cordovero, Pardes Rim-
monim 11: 2 and Tikkune: Zohar 19: 40b.

231. Zohar I, 50a; Sperling and Simon, The Zobar, Vol. 2, p. 160; 11, 22a; ibid,
Vol. 2, p. 74 (“two transcendent mothers”).

232. Tikkunei Zohar, Intro., 17a, cited in Schochet, “Mystical Conccpts,” p.
846.

233. Schochet, “Mystical Concepts,” pp, 846, 867, note 138.
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by reflected light.23® The Kabbalist Vital states that Malchut “has nothing of
its own except that which the other Sefirot pour into it.”?3¢ These descrip-
tions of Malchut are very reminiscent of Maimonides’ view of time, which he
does not consider to be an independent substance and which accordingly
exists only by virtue of the motion of other things.

According to the Zohar there is a reciprocal relationship between
Malchut and finite beings. It is only through Malchur that everything finite
comes into Being,>®” but it is only through finite creatures that Malchut
(sovereignty) itself becomes real.2*® Again the analogy to the dimension of
time is quite striking: for although time, it seems, is the force that actualizes
all finite creatures, time itself is dependent on the activity of these creatures
for its own existence. One may also recall that the connection between
Malchut or kingship and time is made quite clear in scripture, where we find
that time itselfis often reckoned in terms of years into the reign of a particular
king.

The connection between the final Sefirab and time, is, indeed, made
explicitly in Sefer ha-Bahir where the lowest of the divine powers is referred
to as nischono shel ‘olam, “the duration of the world.”**°* Malchut’s tempo-
rality is further clarified in the Zohar where Malchut is referred to as “the tree
of death” and where it is recorded that Malchut is “the destruction of all, the
death of all.”2%° Finally, Schneur Zalman explicitly states that Malchut is the
origin of both time and space.?*!

Malchut at length in Shaar Hayichud Vehaemunah (Tanya, Part 1I), Chapter 7.
Zalman, Lukutel Amarim-Tanya, p. 307ft.
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That “time” is the element that transforms an ideal reality into an
actually existent universe is apparent from the common identification of the
ideal with the “timeless” and the concrete, actual world with the “temporal.”
It is in time, symbolized by the Sefirab Malchut, that God reveals himself to
man; and that both God and man struggle to realize their values and actualize
their very being.

Both the temporal and feminine aspects of Malchut are of interest from
a psychological point of view. Time is indeed the very arena in which
humanity can actualize its psychological potential. This is illustrated in the
“counting of the Omer,” the forty-nine day period wherein, as we have seen,
each man and woman is enjoined to accomplish the task of perfecting the
Sefirot within his or her own soul. The very act of noting the passage of each
day through the recitation of an appropriate blessing is said, in and by itself,
to accomplish part of this task. Here we should note that modern existential
psychologists, following Heidegger, have held that the manner in which
individuals relate to time, and, particularly, their own finitude and death, is
the critical element in their self-actualization and relationships with others.
The rabbis who prescribed the Omer counting must have had an intuitive
grasp of this idea.

In this connection we should be reminded that the Sefirab Malchut also
embodies the very notion of the “other,” and thus the potential for
relationship. As we have seen, Malchut, the final Sefirah, is often spoken of as
the Shekhinah, the feminine counterpart to God. On the other hand, the
ninth Sefirah, Yesod, is said to be the equivalent of the phallus; and it is
through this phallus that all the potencies of the other Sefiror are channeled
into a unity between masculine and feminine principles, which is also
symbolically represented as a union between God and humanity.?*? The goal
of both the cosmos and humanity is a union between self and other,
psychologically between masculine and feminine principles, interpersonally
between man and woman, and cosmically between God and humanity. Such
an encounter and union between souls is, according to the Kabbalists, the
goal of both cosmic and personal existence. Indeed, Cordovero, in his ethical

and time are derived and come into existence.” Shaar Hayichud, Chapter 7, Zalman,
Likutei Amarim-Tanya, p. 309.

242. For a discussion of Yesod in the context of divine sexuality see Elliot R.
Wolfson, “Crossing Gender Boundaries in Kabbalistic Ritual and Myth,” in his Circle
in the Square: Studies in the Use of Gender in Kabbalistic Symbolism (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1995), pp. 79-122.
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analysis of Malchut/Shekbinah, emphasizes the importance of the relationship
between husband and wife.?*3

However, both the cosmos and the individual must each become fully
individuated prior to being reunited with the creator. It is for this reason that
the Jew must ascend through forty-nine levels of perfection prior to receiving
the Torah. A man or woman must strive to perfect his/her character before
he/she is prepared for a union with God.

By striving to perfect his or her nature as a finite creature, the individual
completes him/herself as a being in time, and therefore fulfills the prereq-
uisites for completing God’s own eternal unification and perfection, which,
according to the Kabbalists, can only occur when humanity has “received the
Torah” and fulfilled each of the values (i.e., Sefirot) for which the world was
created. This is the ultimate meaning of the final Sefirah, Malchut (sover-
eignty), for it completes God’s reign on earth.

THE SEFIROT AS TEN DIMENSIONS OR ELEMENTS

I have now completed my explication of the individual Sefirot as well as my
interpretation of them as divine traits that give rise to ten phenomenological
dimensions in human experience and the created world. We have also seen
how various “lessons” derived from these dimensions or archetypes contrib-
ute to the individual’s ethical and spiritual development, thereby enabling
one to participate in the reconstruction and restoration of these same Sefiror
and the world as a whole.

At this point I would like to clarify how the ten Sefiror might be
understood as the ten dimensions or elements through which all things are
created and comprised. Table 4-2 provides a summary of my interpretation
of the sefirotic “elements.” We are now in a position to gain some insight into
the phenomenological and logical validity of these dimensions and to use this
dimensional scheme both as a vehicle for understanding human experience
and for gaining further insight into the mysteries of kabbalistic thought.
Before beginning it is important to repeat that this “dimensional” interpre-
tation is not meant to be exclusive or absolute. It is a simplification that is
offered as ome means by which the notion of the Sefirot as the molecular
components and structures of the world can be understood. To make an

243. Cordovero, Palm Tree of Deborah, pp. 118-119.
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analogy, if we consider the Sefiror in their complexity as ‘spheres’ I have
reduced them, as it were, to “points” in order to provide a means of grasping
them as the interactive elements of creation.

Consider the ten-dimensional scheme outlined in Table 4-7.

Table 4-7

The Sefirot and The Ten-Dimensional World

Sefirvah Derived Dimension | Philosophical Discipline

1) Keter Elyon (Supreme Will/ Consciousness | Philosophy of Mind
Crown)

2) Chochmah {Wisdom) Conception/ Idea/ Epistemology

Essence
3) Binakb (Intelligence) Existence/ Ontology
Non-existence

4) Chesed/Gedullah Spirituality Philosophy of Religion
(Kindness/Greatness)

5) Gevurah/Din Ethics, Morality, and | Axiology
(Power/Judgment) Values

6) Tiferet/Rachamim Beauty Aesthetics
(Beauty/Compassion)

7} Netzach (Endurance) Length Metaphysics, Philosophy

of Natural Science

8) Hod (Majesty) Breadth

9) Yesod Olam Depth
(Foundation of the
World)

10) Malchur (Kingdom) Time

What reasons other than an apparent connection to kabbalistic philosophy do
we have for positing just these ten dimensions? Such a scheme recommends
itself for a variety of phenomenological, logical, and historical reasons that are
independent of its connection to the doctrine of the Sefirot. I will summarize
these reasons as briefly as possible.
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1. The scheme is phenomenologically more valid and complete than a
naturalistic model of the world. Unlike the four-dimensional scheme,
which limits the universe to only those objects that have a spatio-
temporal form, these ten dimensions can account for the entire range
of human experiences. Any thought, object, or experience, whether
referring to the material or the conceptual, to the existent or the
nonexistent, to the sentient or the lifeless, to values or events, etc.,
can be described within this scheme. In addition, any conceivable
object can be exhaustively described by appealing to predicates
derived from one or more of the ten dimensions, in their positive or
negative forms.

2. The dimensions are orthogonal to or independent of one another.
This means that descriptions of objects from the point of view of one
dimension do not logically dictate the descriptions of these objects
from the point of view of any of the others. Just as the length of an
object does not dictate anything about its depth or time, the ethical
value of an object does not dictate anything about its aesthetic value
or, for that matter, its existence. (Many good things are not beautiful
and many more good things do not exist.) An examination of each of
these dimensions will reveal that they are all essentially independent
of each other in the sense I have just described. It is this indepen-
dence or orthogonality that allows us to speak of each of them as
dimensions in the same way as we speak of the dimensions of space
and time.

3. The scheme essentially corresponds to the categories of traditional
philosophy and the philosophical disciplines derived from these
categories, as indicated in Table 4—7. This is an important consider-
ation because it is almost a truism that the categories of traditional
philosophy embody the basic structure or dimensions of historical
human experience. That the Sefirot correspond to these categories
suggests that they do indeed contain a reasonably valid phenomenol-
ogy of the experiential world.

The derivation and validity of the ten dimensions I have outlined is a
topic of immense proportions that could be debated at length. It is not,
however, my purpose to defend this scheme in specific detail or to provide
any more than an outline of its philosophical basis. My main purpose is to
provide a rational context for the dimensional interpretation of the Sefiroz, in
order to show that it makes sense for Kabbalists like Cordovero to hold that
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the Sefirot are, in effect, the molecular components of the cosmos. This
purpose can best be served by illustrating the application of the scheme to
human experience through a consideration of a single, almost randomly
chosen, object of experience, the fictional character “Sherlock Holmes.”

There can be little doubt that Sherlock Holmes, in spite of his fictional
status, has been experienced and continues to be experienced in our world.
Within the ten-dimensional scheme we would discover that “Holmes” has
(per dimensions seven through ten) certain spatial and temporal character-
istics (his height, weight, physical features, location in nineteenthth-century
London). He is a conscious, sentient, indeed strongly willed individual
(dimension one) whose essence is that of a brilliant detective (dimension
two). As a detective he embodies a series of ethical, aesthetic, and, perhaps,
spiritual values (dimensions four through six), but as a fictional character he
does not, has never, and presumably, will never exist (dimension three). One
might imagine a huge ten-dimensional graph with axes for descriptors along
each of the dimensions I have outlined and then locate Sherlock Holmes at a
unique point on that graph. The same, indeed, could be done for any other
object of human experience.

The above example illustrates how we might understand the Sefiroz, in
their capacity as dimensions, as the elements of the world. They are not
elements in the sense in which atoms are the constituent elements of a
material body,?#® but rather in the sense of aspects or qualities that when
“assembled” together become the basis for all experience of anything
whatsoever, including those things which, as the example I have chosen
illustrates, do not exsst and are hence “merely” imagined.

THE CIRCLE OF BEING

Theologically the Sefirotic system is a guide to both the inner nature and
creative expression of the Godhead. Psychologically and ethically, the Sefiror
provide us with a guide to the development of the human personality in its
libidinal, cognitive, cultural, and interpersonal dimensions, which in turn,
provides us with an understanding of the phenomenology of our world.
There is a circular determinacy between God, humankind, and the world,

245. Scholem speaks of them as archetypes for every created thing (Scholem,
Kabbalah, p. 105).
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and the Sefirot are meant to serve as the dimensions or archetypes where the
three meet. The Kabbalists held that the theological and the psychological are
completely interdependent, and it is for this reason that pious Jews, in
concentrating upon the various Sefiror and their combinations during the
period between Passover and Shavuot, can be said not only to have an impact
upon themselves but on the cosmos and deity as well.

DREAMS, PROPHESY, AND “HIGHER WORLDS”

The interpretation of the Sefirot as paradigms for dimensions in our world has
a variety of implications for our understanding of a whole host of concepts
and phenomena, including dreams, mystical experience, prophesy, and
“higher worlds.” To grasp how this is so we must place our phenomenologi-
cal understanding of the Sefiror back into the context of the Kabbalist’s
hierarchical ordering of the Sefirot and the “five worlds.”

One can readily see that the kabbalistic distinction between hidden and
revealed Sefirot has its parallel in an experiential distinction between dimen-
sions that are intangible and tangible in the every day world. As readily
verified in experience, the higher dimensions, those corresponding to the
“hidden” Sefirot (Keter, Chochmah, Binah, and perhaps Chesed and Gevurah)
are essentially intangible, while the lower dimensions, those corresponding to
the revealed Sefirot, are tangible. The length, width, depth, and time of an
object are obviously things that can be grasped by the senses and measured.
On the other hand, consciousness or will, ideas, spiritual, and ethical values
(corresponding to the higher Sefirot) can neither be sensed directly nor
measured by science. Indeed, the distinction between the tangible and the
intangible is what has classically divided the sphere of the natural sciences
from art, religion, and the humanities.

There is, however, no logical necessity that the tangible aspects of a
given world be the spatio-temporal dimensions, while the intangible aspects
are those dimensions that embody will, consciousness, and values. That there
indeed are other, “higher” worlds, in which what is hidden (intangible) in
our world is revealed (tangible) is at the heart of kabbalistic philosophy. While
our world is dominated by the Seftrah Malchut (time), there are indeed
higher worlds that are dominated by those Sefirot that represent values, ideas,
consciousness, and will. Indeed we are provided with a window into such
worlds in the phenomenon of dreams, which the Midrash speaks of as a
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variety of prophesy.2*® As I will discuss more fully in Chapter Six, the very
strangeness of dreams derives from the fact that within them tangibility and
intangibility are reversed. Space and time are extremely fluid in dreams and,
as psychoanalysis affirms, merely illustrative of unconscious motives, values,
emotions, and ideas. The dreamer and more significantly (because this occurs
when he or she is fully conscious), the mystic and the prophet, experience the
willful, the ethical, and the spiritual as if they were as tangible and as “real”
as the furniture in one’s room. For the mystic, life and death itself are
transcended and to the prophet what is future is revealed. This is because the
world in which these elevated souls dwell is not a world that is dominated by
time. They are privy to a higher universe which, while composed of the same
Sefiror or ten dimensions as our own, is more brightly illuminated by the light
of the Infinite God.

THE DEPTH OF THE SEFIROT SYMBOLISM

We can now see how, for the Kabbalists, the Sefirot are not only the elements
of creation, but the basic constituents of the human psyche and the bases for
human character. We have also seen how the Sefiror provide us with insight
into worlds that are organized according to principles that differ, in many
ways, from our own.

It would, however, be misleading to understand these sefirotic dimen-
sions in static, structural terms, for as we have seen in our discussion of
the symbolism of the tree, Primordial Man, sexuality, and family romance,
the Kabbalists conceived of the Sefiror in living dynamic relation with one
another. The Sefiror, as dimensions, are continuously interacting with one
another (uniting, competing, blending, breaking apart, reforming) within
both the cosmos and man, and it is such a dynamic that lends significance and
“life” to the sefirotic scheme. As we have seen, according to Tikkunei ha
Zohar, “the garments He (Eén Sof) wears in the daytime are not the same
ones he wears at night,”>*” and this, Vital explains, reflects the astrological
and metaphysical truth that “the world’s change at every hour, and one hour

246. R. Hanina B. Isaac in Genesis Rabbah, 17:5.
247. See the discussion of this theme in Idel, Kabbalah New Perspectives, pp.
248-249.
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is not the same as the next.”?*® 1 have provided an interpretation of the
Sefirot doctrine that in this “hour” seems useful and valid. I hope that my
approach to the Sefirot encourages some readers to engage these archetypes
themselves and uncover other meanings latent within them; meanings that
will not simply yield yet another theological scheme, but rather an integration
of the Sefirot into the fabric of one’s life and relationship with the divine,

248. Vital, Sefer Ez Chayyim 1:2, as cited and discussed in Idel, Kabbalah New
Perspectives, pp. 248-249. T have discussed this passage from a somewhat different
point of view in Chapter Two.



5

Otiyot Yesod:' The Linguistic Mysticism
of the Kabbalah

phrase, can be characterized by what Richard Rorty has called “the
linguistic turn.”? Philosophers as varied as Heidegger and Wittgen-
stein, Derrida and Gadamer, have proposed philosophical theories that,
whatever their differences, are more concerned with the language of
philosophical discourse than with the reality to which this discourse presum-
ably refers. Some twentieth-century philosophers (the logical positivists and
the “Wittgensteinians” among them) focused on language in the belief that
the problems of philosophy result from linguistic confusion and could
therefore be eliminated through a proper analysis of words. Others, the
so-called “hermeneuticists,” focused on language in the belief that reality
itself is analogous to a “text” and that insight into this text/reality can only
be achieved through a proper understanding of the language through which
we speak of it. Each of these approaches, by way of introducing into
philosophy a new self-consciousness about language, is thought to have
broken radically with much, if not all, of the philosophy that preceded it.
However, as with many revolutions in philosophical thinking, the years

Philosophy in the twentieth century, if it can be summed up in a single

1. Elemental letters.
2. Richard Rorty, The Linguistic Turn: Recent Essays in Philosophical Method
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967).
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after the rebellion bring with them a sobering account of how the “revolu-
tion” was presaged in a different area of inquiry or in works seemingly
unrelated to the problems at hand. It is therefore hardly surprising to
discover a resurgence of interest in those aspects of the Jewish and Christian
hermeneutical traditions that, owing to their focus upon the nature of
revelation and authority in religious texts, developed a remarkable degree of
sophistication in their theories that the language of scripture represents both
the inner dynamic of God and the ultimate nature of the world. Among
scholars of the Kabbalah this resurgent interest has manifest itself in, for
example, David Biale’s discussion of linguistic mysticism in the Kabbalah®
and in Moshe Idel’s study of hermeneutics in the writings of the Kabbalists,
particularly Abraham Abulafia.*

While these and other authors have contributed considerably to our
understanding of what might be called the kabbalistic philosophy of lan-
guage, none, as far as I can tell, have attempted to explain and critique this
aspect of kabbalistic thought in a contemporary philosophical framework.
Indeed there are many kabbalistic and Hasidic doctrines about language
(particularly those regarding the relationship among God, Torah, language,
and the world) that cry out for such explication in a modern idiom. Among
these are the doctrines that the world is created and sustained by divine
speech, that the world’s substance is composed of letters in the holy tongue,
that the name of an object is its soul, and that the entire Torah is the name
of God. On first hearing, these are strange notions indeed, and it will be our
task in the following pages to make these ideas comprehensible and perhaps
even convincing.

In order to achieve these goals I will have occasion to conduct a dialogue
with the linguistic and hermeneutic theories embodied in writings of certain
of the Kabbalists and Hasidim and, particularly, Schneur Zalman of Lyadi®
(the first Lubavitcher rebbe) whose writings are particularly illuminating in
this regard. My purpose is not so much to show that these thinkers
anticipated many of the basic concepts of the “linguistic turn” (which they
did) but rather to demonstrate, through a dialogue with the Jewish mystics,

3. David Biale, Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah and Counter-History.

4, Moshe Idel, Language, Torah and Hermeneutics in Abraham Abulafia, trans.
Menahem Kallus (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989). See also Idel,
Kabbalah: New Perspectives.

5. Translations from the works of Schneur Zalman of Lyadi are from Likutei
Amarim-Tanya, bilingual edidon (Brooklyn, NY: Kehot, 1981).
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that their linguistic approach to God and the world is of profound philo-
sophical relevance and interest to us in our own day.

THE WORLD IS CREATED AND SUSTAINED
BY DIVINE SPEECH

A linguistic theory of creation is present in the earliest proto-kabbalistic
work, Sefer Yetzirah (The Book of Formation). In this work we find,
alongside the notion that the world is composed of ten Sefiroz, an additional
and at times parallel symbolism in which the entire cosmos is said to be
created from the twenty-two consonant/letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The
letters and the Sefirot together are spoken of as “the thirty wondrous paths
of creation.”® According to the author of Sefer Yetzirak it was through the
Otiyot Yesod, the foundational letters, that God “formed substance out of
chaos and made nonexistence into existence.”” Sefer Yetzirah emphatically
expresses the role of these in the creation of the world: “Twenty-two
foundation letters: He engraved them, He carved them, He permuted them,
He weighed them, He transformed them, And with them, He depicted all
that was formed and all that would be formed.”®

Linguistic mysticism is amply evident in the earliest kabbalistic source,
Sefer ha-Bakir,” major portions of which are written as an exegetical inquiry
into the mystical significance of the Hebrew alphabet. A linguistic theory of
creation is also set forth in the anonymous early kabbalistic text, “Source of
Wisdom,” which held that the world came into being through the inscription
of divine speech in the Avir Kadmon (Primordial Ether). According to this
work, the letters aleph and yud have a special significance in generating both
the divine name and the “thirteen oppositions” through which the world is
created and governed.!® This work was apparently studied carefully by the
founder of Hasidism, the Baal Shem Tov.!!

A mysticism of language, as we shall see, is echoed consistently among
the subsequent Kabbalists and Hasidim. For example, in the Zohar we read:

6. Sefer Yetzivah 1:1; Kaplan, Sefer Yetzirah, p. 5.
7. Sefer Yetzivah 2: 6, ibid., p. 131.
8. Sefer Yetzirah 2: 2; ibid., p. 100.
9. See especially Sefer ha-Bahir, secs. 11a, 13, 18, 27, 48, and 54. Book Babir,
Neugroschel trans., pp. 53-65.
10. Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 332.
11. TIbid.
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“For when the world was created it was the supernal letters that brought into
being all the works of the lower world, literally after their own pattern.”!?
The Otiyor Yesod, the foundational or supernal letters, provides an alternative
and complementary symbolism to the Sefiror. According to Scholem, this
dual symbolism of Sefiror and letters creates a parallel between creation and
revelation. For the Kabbalists these two ideas merge into one another.
Creation is revelation and vice versa. Such a view, of course, is implicit even
in the biblical tradition, which held that the means of revelation (language)
is precisely the vehicle through which God created the world.

That the Jewish tradition regards language as the very vehicle of creation

is made eminently clear in the very first chapter of Genesis: “and God said,
Let there by light and there waslight.” According to rabbinic exegesis of the
early chapters of Genesis, the world was actually created by ten divine
utterances and the view ultimately developed that the language of the Torah
sustains creation as well.
‘ The Midrash (Midrash Tehillim 90:12) had spoken of a “Primordial
Torah,” which serves as a blueprint for the creation of the world. According
to the Zohar, this Torah is itself devoid of letters but serves as the impetus to
the development of “spiritual letters,” which are born in the womb of the
celestial mother, Bénakh. These letters are used to construct the written Torah
in Tiferet, the secrets of which are not revealed until the Oral Torah is
produced in the full voice of Malchut.'® Thus, according to the Zohar, the
linguistic /theosophical process that produces the world is perfectly paralleled
in the process of written and oral divine revelation.

The Talmud records the advice of Rabbi Ishmael to Rabbi Meir, a scribe:
“be careful in your work for it is the work of God, if you omit a single letter,
or write a letter too many you will destroy the whole world” (Talmud,
Tractate Eruvin, 13a). According to the founder of the Hasidic movement,
Israel Baal Shem Tov, the idea that the world is sustained by divine speech is
hinted at in Isaiah 40: 8 where it is said, “The word of our God shall stand
forever.” According to the Baal Shem Tov this passage refers to God’s very
words and letters. Schneur Zalman of Lyadi, the first Lubavitcher Rebbe,
comments on the Baal Shem Tov’s view as follows:

For if the letters (which comprise divine speech) were to depart [even] for
an instant, God forbid, and return to their source, all the heavens would

12. Zohar 1, 159a; Sperling and Simon, The Zohar, Vol. 2, p. 111.
13. Tishby and Lachower, The Wisdom of the Zobar, Vol. 1, pp. 292-293.
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become nought and absolute nothingness, and it would be as though they
had never existed at all, exactly as before the utterance, “Let there be a
firmament.” And so it is with all created things, in all the upper and lower
worlds, and even this physical earth, which is the [inanimate] “kingdom of
the silent.” If the letters of the Ten Utterances (Avor 5:1) by which the
earth was created during the Six Days of Creation were to depart from it
[but] an instant, God forbid, it would revert to nought and absolute
nothingness, exactly as before the Six Days of Creation.'*

What meaning, we might ask, can be provided to these startling
doctrines? From a philosophical perspective we might say that the world is
created and sustained by divine language because it is through such language
that the very idea of creation and existence is brought into being. If God’s
“letters” were to return to their source it would be as if the heavens and earth
and all creation never existed, because their very idea would be nonexistent.
Ordinarily when we think of the “end of the world” we imagine the
destruction or disappearance of the earth and the heavens and all existing
things, but what Schneur Zalman is asking us to consider is the end, or rather
the negation of the very concept of existence itself. Indeed it is this very concept
that is so remarkable, i.e., that there should be a “state of affairs” in which
there is the very possibility of being or not-being. God’s words bring about
the very possibility of existence and being as such. It is this that is truly
creation yesh min ayin, (something from nothing).

Creation, for the Kabbalists, is Lnguistic because it is essentially concep-
tual rather than material. Language is the vehicle through which concepts are
born; through which conceptual, ideational distinctions are made, or at least
made available or “real.” God did not create the world with an immense
physical force because He is not primarily in the business of creating instants,
finite, temporal beings that instantiate a given idea; rather, He creates with
words because He is primarily a creator of possibilities, of forms, categories,
and ideas. The Kabbalists clearly recognized this to be the case. In their
doctrine of Shevirat ha-Kelim, the Breaking of the Vessels, they put forth the
view that it was only as the result of an original émperfection in the created
order, exemplified in the fall of Adam, that material beings came into
existence at all. The world as originally created by God is a purely
conceptual /spiritual realm.

14. Schneur Zalman, Shaar Hayichud Vebaemunah, Chapter 1; Zalman, Likutes
Amarim-Tanya, p. 287.
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When creation is understood in conceptual terms, it is easy to see how
Schneur Zalman can say that with the withdrawal of divine language all
would revert to “nought and nothingness” exactly as before the six days of
creation. The reason for this is that concepts are essentially atemporal and
that God and the conceptual world that He creates exists completely outside
of time. The withdrawal of God’s creating and sustaining force brings an end
to a given thing in all of its manifestations, past, present, and future; for it
brings an end to the very idea of the thing itself. Man can create and destroy
a given object, one for example that is made of copper or gold; he may, as the
alchemists dreamed, even be able to create and transform gold itself, but only
God, through divine language, can bring the very édea of gold in and out of
existence. It is this that the kabbalistic doctrine of creation by divine speech
is attempting to convey.

THE WORLD’S SUBSTANCE IS COMPOSED
OF LETTERS IN THE HOLY TONGUE

Perhaps even more startling than the doctrine of linguistic creation is the
kabbalistic view that the world’s substance is actually composed of letters in
the holy language. Schneur Zalman articulates a doctrine, first described in
Sefer Yetzirah, that those things not specifically named in the book of Genesis
as being created directly by God (the so-called ten utterances of creation)
were created as a result of the substitution, transposition, and rearrangement
of the “letters” that comprise the ten sayings with which God created the
world. According to Sefer Yetzirakh there are 231 primary gates of creation,
which refer to all the possible two-letter combinations of the twenty-two
letters of the Hebrew alphabet. With combinations of greater than two letters
the number of permutations becomes incalculable, indeed infinite, giving rise
to a potentially infinite number of created beings.!®

This theory of linguistic creation finds its parallel in a theory of Torah
that originated in the early Kabbalah but that was most fully developed by the
Kabbalists of Safed. According to Moses Cordovero, the language of the
Torah we actually read (and the language that thereby ultimately comprises
the world) is the result of transformations in a hidden, primordial language,
which is the ultimate “deep structure” of our world. Cordovero, following

15. Ibid., pp. 287-289.
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the Zohar, held that the Torah was originally comprised of spiritual letters of
light, which took on material form and entered into various linguistic
combinations only with the progressive materialization and differentiation of
the world. Indeed, according to Cordovero, as the world “fell” toward its
current state of corporeality and finitude, the letters of the Torah rearranged
themselves in such a manner as was appropriate for each age. He provides a
rather illuminating example of this in his analysis of the biblical prohibition
of Sha’atnez, which forbids the mixture of wool and linen in fabric to be worn
as clothing. According to Cordovero, the letters of the words of this
prohibition, sha’atnez tzemer u-fishtim (sha’atnez of wool and linen) were
originally, before the fall, combined in such a manner as to read Sazan’az
metsar u-tofsim, a warning that the insolent Satan will bring “fear and hell”
to Adam if he exchanges his “garment of light” for the clothes of the serpent
(i.e., corporeality). It is only after Adam’s fall, after he does indeed exchange
his “garment of light,” that the material prohibition of sha’atnez became
necessary and the actual letters of the Torah were rearranged.’® Here
Cordovero seems to hold a theory of linguistic/ontological parallelism in
which the “being” of the world is determined by language and vice versa.
Scholem has pointed out that according to the school of Israel Sarug,
the original Torah, in the supernal world of Atziluth, consisted of all possible
combinations of the twenty-two consonants of the Hebrew language, an idea
that suggests the possibility of an infinite number of “possible worlds,”
corresponding to the whole of logical or linguistic “space.”’” With their
descent through the worlds of Beriah, Yetzirah, and Assiyah, the letters took
on more distinct combinatory forms in a sequence of holy and then angelic
“names,” and finally in the Torah that we actually know and read. Each
world, as it were, receives a linguistic structure, and hence a Torah, which is

16. Moses Cordovero, Shi’ur Komah 63b, as cited and summarized by Ger-
shom Scholem in “The Meaning of the Torah in Jewish Mysticism,” in Gershom
Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, trans. Ralph Manheim (New York:
Schocken, 1969), p. 71.

17. The doctrine of “logical space,” of which actual existing things are but
a mere subset, originates with Ludwig Wittgenstein in the Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus. By analogy, “linguistic space” would consist of all possible utterances
(or all possible combinations of letters), and “possible reality” being only those
utterances or combinations of letters that make sense (i.e., say something). The
“actual world” would be a subset of these.
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appropriate to its nature. Indeed, each world is actually constructed out of
the various ways in which the letters are combined.!®

Other Kabbalists and Hasidim held that even each man’s utterance of
the Torah creates new powers and lights in the world.'® Indeed, it follows
from the kabbalistic view of language, that man, in his incessant recombina-
tion of the letters (or phonemes and morphemes), is constantly, as it were,
weaving new worlds and continuing the creative process initiated by God.

The ideas we have been considering amount to what can be described as
a form of semantic atomism: the view that the basic constituents of the
universe are units of meaning rather than particles of matter. It is important
to realize that in Hebrew, letters do not have a merely phonetic function as
in English but also serve as bearers of numerical and other significance. For
example, the Hebrew letters aleph, bet, and gimmel, which carry the
numerical values of one, two, and three, are respectively symbolic of “unity,”
“creation” (or “understanding”), and “loving-kindness” as well as bearing a
variety of other meanings.?® Thus, when the Kabbalists speak of the world
being composed of letters in the holy tongue, they are affirming the
proposition that our world is primarily a world of meaning, value, and spirit
rather than space, matter, and time.

In order to make full sense of the linguistic theory of the world’s
structure it is important to recall that for Schneur Zalman, as for others
working in the tradition of the Lurianic Kabbalah, the world is created
through a primal act of self-contraction or concealment ( Tzémzzum) on the
part of the infinite God ( Eén-Sof'). It is through this primal creative act that
God, who is essentially an undifferentiated and all-encompassing spiritual
Unity, reveals Himself in ten distinct aspects (the Seffrot) and ultimately in
the manifold distinctions of a finite world. Creation is thus simultaneously a
concealment (of God’s infinite unity) and a revelation of his infinite
particularity. Indeed, the former must be concealed for the latter to be
revealed. At the heart of this concealment/creation process is an operation
known as judgment or Din. The term Din generally refers to God’s strict
judgment concerning the moral value of man and the world, but in this

18. Scholem, “The Meaning of the Torah in Jewish Mysticism,” p. 80.

19. Ibid., p. 76.

20. Talmud, Tractate Yoma, 83b. In later years while an authority as significant
as the Rambam maintained a decidedly conventionalist view of language, the clear
tendency among the Kabbalists was to hold an essentialist view of loshon bakodesh, the
Hebrew language.
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cosmological context it is understood as the principle of differentiation
within the infinite God Himself. Diz is the principle through which God’s
aspects come to be separated from one another, and it is thus the principle
through which Tzémtzum operates, and through which distinct ideas, values,
and concepts are brought into the world.

One can readily understand how the Kabbalists would regard language
as the vehicle for this differentiation process, for it is only through language
that we can articulate that something is indeed itself and #ot another thing.
As we have seen in Chapter Three, Schneur Zalman regards language as the
vehicle for Tzimtzum; God is said to create the world by contracting and thus
revealing his essence in letters and words. Language, in this sense, is the
vehicle of thought, the means by which an infinite unity is differentiated into
a multitude of finite ideas. Since God’s creation is primarily conceptual, it
follows that divine language is the vehicle of creation itself. What’s more,
since the world is, as it were, woven out of God’s very own substance, it is the
words through which this is accomplished that constitute the world’s own
substance and essence.

This view, that the world is composed of concepts articulated by words,
has much in common with the idealistic and rationalist traditions in Western
thought. The view that the world is composed of letters, which also serve as
signs of significance and number, is reminiscent of Plato himself, who, at least
according to one tradition, viewed the Eide (the “forms™) as being composed
of numbers and numerical ratios.?! The entire Jewish tradition of number
mysticism ( Gematria) can be understood as an elucidation of the theory that
the essence and substance of a thing is to be found in the letters of its name,
letters that are themselves numerical signs.

The various combinations of letters (to play on a notion from the early
Wittgenstein) create a “linguistic space” for concepts and ideas. In a language
(or world) in which ideas were limited to two combinations of two letters of
the twenty-two consonants in the Hebrew alphabet, there would be a
linguistic space comprising 231 or (counting letter reversals) 462 potential
ideas. If each of these combinations named a concept or thing, this space
would be “filled.” In actual language, however, we have combinations of
far greater than two letters, and the linguistic space for concepts in any
natural langunage is infinite. The actual concepts which comprise our world

21. See J. N. Findlay, Plato: The Written and Unwritten Doctrines (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974).



OTITOT YESOD: THE LINGUISTIC MYSTICISM OF THE KABBALAH 245

consist of only a subset of that linguistic space (not every combination of
Hebrew or English letters names an actual thing or idea) and our instantal,
material world is comprised of an even smaller subset of these actual
concepts, many of which (e.g., unicorns, false gods) name noninstantiated or
nonexistent things. The linguistic atomism of the Kabbalah thus provides the
basis for a rather sophisticated philosophical apparatus that can encompass
such notions as the possible, the actual, the instantial, and the real within a
quasi-idealistic philosophical framework. It is a system of thought that shows
striking similarities to the ideas of the twentieth-century philosopher Ludwig
Wittgenstein who in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus argued that the world
consists of propositions and atomic facts that are mirrored in a linguistic
world of sentences and names.?

To summarize, the linguistic atomism of the Kabbalah expresses the view
that the world is essentially a world of ideas rather than things; that ideas are
distinguished by language; and that language is composed, in its most basic
sense, of letters in the holy tongue. Letters are not merely phonetic signs but
are also the bearers of significance, and it is in their role as the fundamental
units of meaning that they are the building blocks of the world.

THE NAME OF AN OBJECT IN THE “HOLY TONGUE”
IS THE VESSEL FOR ITS LIFE FORCE OR SOUL

The Kabbalists held that there is an important parallel or equivalence
between “language” and “life.” The Kabbalists find scriptural justification for
this view in the traditional Jewish doctrine that the Torah is a “tree of life,”
a living being, or even a “man.”??® According to the Kabbalist Azriel, the
Torah, with each of its letters, verses, and diacritical markings, is comparable
to a living organism, the continued life and function of which is d