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  Context


  Myths and misconceptions about Kabbalah have persisted for over two thousand years. Most describe Kabbalah as a religion rooted in magic, or as an upstart offshoot of Judaism—in truth, Kabbalah is neither. In The Essential Zohar, a book about Kabbalah’s main text, the leader of the modern Kabbalah movement, Rav Philip Berg, describes Kabbalah as “the spiritual heritage of all humankind.” He dismisses the notion that Kabbalah derives from Judaism, or any other specific religion, ethnicity, or nation. Instead, he describes Kabbalah as a set of ideas, a spiritual path that predates all major religions and belongs to no fixed time, place, or society. Kabbalists prefer to refer to Kabbalah as a way, a mystical approach to understanding the world and finding purpose in life. Kabbalah provides its followers with what Berg describes as “tools” to help them find their way. These tools include the Torah, the Talmud, the Zohar, and the Hebrew language.


  Although Kabbalah’s leaders tend to distance their beliefs from Judaism, some strong similarities link Kabbalah to Judaism. Kabbalists read the same two main texts as Jews—the Torah and the Talmud—and most kabbalistic literature comments on the contents of those two holy books. Kabbalists honor the Sabbath, a day of the week that they and Jews both consider holy, and like Judaism, Kabbalah teaches that one God created the universe.


  Yet Kabbalah has its own core texts as well, the most important of which is the Zohar, which means “radiance” in Hebrew. Spanning over twenty volumes, the Zohar covers all of the fundamental teachings of Kabbalah. Unlike religions, such as Judaism and Christianity, which follow rules set down ages ago in static books like the Bible, Kabbalah, kabbalists believe, cannot be contained in any number of books or texts. They even view the Zohar as just a tiny fragment of God’s collective wisdom, a mere first step on the lifelong path to knowing God. Kabbalists revel in paradoxes like this, and they tend to depict Kabbalah as a fluid collection of ideas that expands to help fulfill the changing goals of its followers.


  Though it embraces flux and defies boundaries common to most religions, Kabbalah never deviates from a few core aims and principles. Kabbalists believe that God’s creation of the universe was an act of divine self-sacrifice: God gave up its own life to create enough space for every thing and being that would occupy the universe. In withdrawing into itself, God (known as “Ein Sof”) left behind empty vessels to receive its energy in the form of light—Kabbalah comes from the Hebrew word that means “receiving.” But God’s boundless energy shattered the vessels, causing God’s light to descend into the material world of human beings and exist in a fractured and imperfect state.


  Kabbalists believe God’s self-sacrifice created a perfect universe, but that the shattering of God’s vessels marked the first plunge from paradise into chaos. Kabbalists believe their main duty is to repair God’s shattered vessels of light and restore God’s creation to a state of perfection. Kabbalists believe that once all the vessels are repaired, God will again be whole and the human race will enjoy a perfect world. The ultimate aim of Kabbalah and its followers, therefore, is to aid God and speed up the return of the human race to paradise. Kabbalists believe they can accomplish both goals by acting and thinking righteously according to the teachings of Kabbalah, always with the aim of trying to understand and heal their shattered God.


  Kabbalists believe the Zohar first arose around the second century C.E. Kabbalah was initially practiced only by scholars in France and Spain, many of whom kept their controversial views secret to avoid persecution. In 1492, after Spain expelled its entire Jewish population, Jews who studied Kabbalah began to spread their views as they journeyed to North Africa, Italy, and the region east of the Mediterranean Sea. Kabbalah took hold quickly in all of these places, especially in the small town of Safed, on the Sea of Galilee in Palestine. There, men like Moses Cordovero and Isaac Luria refined some of Kabbalah’s most important ideas, and Safed became the center of Kabbalah for several centuries.


  Safed’s rise to prominence almost caused Kabbalah’s downfall. As Kabbalah’s following in Safed exploded, kabbalists there began to expect to complete the process of restoring God to wholeness, bringing back the perfect society that God originally envisioned. Along the way, Palestine, the homeland of the Jews, would be liberated from its Turkish occupiers. In the 1660s a kabbalist named Shabbetai Tzvi took advantage of these widespread expectations and had himself declared the Messiah by Nathan of Gaza, a visionary who claimed to have seen Tzvi as the Messiah in a dream. Together Tzvi and Nathan attracted hundreds of thousands of Jewish followers to Kabbalah, all convinced that the Messiah had arrived to liberate Palestine and usher in paradise.


  In 1666, Tzvi went to confront the Sultan of Turkey, who offered him a simple choice: convert to Islam or be killed. Tzvi chose to convert to Islam, devastating the hopes of his followers and undermining the integrity of Kabbalah’s leadership. Though some followers of Shabbetai Tzvi still believed he was the Messiah even after his death in 1676, most rejected Tzvi and turned away from Kabbalah. As the Enlightenment arose, placing a heavy emphasis on rational thought, Kabbalah’s mystical qualities lost appeal and Kabbalah’s popularity plunged. For centuries Kabbalah languished and seemed poised to vanish altogether.


  Beginning in the late 1990s, a Kabbalah revival took hold as stars like Madonna and later Britney Spears took up Kabbalah and began donning its signature red bracelets. A slew of other celebrities followed and, with their unofficial endorsement, Kabbalah’s popularity exploded, as did the controversy surrounding it. Rav Berg, the founder of the movement’s modern headquarters—the Kabbalah Centre—has been alternately denounced as a fraud and praised as an important spiritual leader. Among the Centre’s more questionable practices is the sale of bottled water imbued with mystical properties and the specially blessed red string bracelets now worn by fashion mavens like Paris Hilton. Many rabbis and scholars of Kabbalah charge that Berg and his Kabbalah Centre have reduced a rich mystical tradition to a fashionable fad for celebrities. Berg supporters might counter that Berg single-handedly brought Kabbalah from obscurity to widespread public awareness and established forty Kabbalah Centre locations around the globe.


  Overview of Major Kabbalists (in chronological order)


  
    Simeon ben Yohai - A second-century rabbi. The current leadership of Kabbalah, including Rav Berg, believe that ben Yohai wrote the first version of the Zohar, Kabbalah’s core text. Ben Yohai’s supporters say he and his son Eliezar hid in a cave for thirteen years to escape persecution by the Romans. While trapped in the cave, Yohai and his son studied the Torah. Twice per day, the prophet Elijah visited and delivered holy wisdom to the two men. As ben Yohai’s wisdom grew, God inspired him to write the Zohar. Much of the text of the Zohar consists of stories about Simeon ben Yohai and his followers wandering around the desert sharing their interpretations of passages from the Torah. If indeed it was written by Yohai, the Zohar vanished until the thirteenth century, when it was rediscovered by Moses de Leon. Some kabbalists credit de Leon with having authored the Zohar, shifting its first date of publication over one thousand years after ben Yohai supposedly wrote the first version.

  


  
    Isaac the Blind (1235–?) - An early kabbalist from Provence, in the south of France, he was one of the first scholars to devote his entire life’s work to Kabbalah. Isaac’s most important contribution to Kabbalah was the introduction of a style of meditation that concentrated on the sefirot, or the “ten aspects of God.” Isaac believed that a mind that attempted to meditate on the sefirot would ascend through heaven and eventually be united with God. Kabbalists continue to use Isaac the Blind’s approach to sefirot meditation in seeking mystical communications with God.

  


  
    Moses de Leon (1250–1305) - A Spanish writer of books on mysticism, Moses De Leon began handing out pamphlets in 1280 that he claimed had been written by Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai (see above). These small books were the beginning of what would later become Sefer ha-Zohar, or the Zohar, the central text of Kabbalah. Perhaps because so many believed that the text was written by such a renowned rabbi—ben Yohai—the Zohar quickly spread among Kabbalah followers in Spain and France and became the foundation of Kabbalah.


    Though kabbalists doubted the authorship of the Zohar almost from the very beginning, it was not until relatively recently that most scholars began to question whether Yohai had in fact written the Zohar. Those who do believe Yohai authored the Zohar argue that de Leon recovered the lost writings from the cave in which Yohai hid while escaping the Romans and brought them back to Spain. But many now argue that de Leon himself wrote the books, pointing out that the Aramaic used in the Zohar differs from the Aramaic spoken by Yohai.

  


  
    Moses Cordovero (1522–1570) - Cordovero was a leading figure in Safed, a kabbalistic community established on the Sea of Galilee in Palestine in the 1500s. He became known for Pardes Rimonim, or The Pomegranate Orchard, a book that brought together nearly all existing kabbalistic teachings. Cordovero’s attempts to refine and explain the common conception of the sefirot proved to be enormously influential as well. Isaac Luria, a student of Cordovero’s for two to three years, later incorporated Cordovero’s ideas into his own theories, revolutionizing the teaching of Kabbalah.

  


  
    Isaac Luria (1534–1572) - Luria’s great contribution to Kabbalah was the idea of tsimtsum, or God’s first act of withdrawal. Luria theorized that because God’s vastness consumed everything, God first had to withdraw into itself to make room for the creation of the universe. When Ein Sof withdrew, it created divine “vessels” to receive energy its energy in the form of light. But the light was too strong for some of these vessels, and they broke up in a process called shevirah, or shattering. Luria argued that the broken pieces of the vessels descended into the world of material reality—the human realm—where they remained trapped until Kabbalah followers could liberate them through righteous kabbalistic study. Luria taught for just two years in Safed before dying in an epidemic. He wrote very little, so most of what we know of his teachings comes from his students’ transcriptions of his lectures. Luria’s influence was so pervasive that all of modern Kabbalah is typically referred to as “Lurianic Kabbalah.”
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