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TAROT AND THE GATES OF LIGHT
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“Mark Horn’s brilliant new book opened up a new world for me. I was familiar with both fields of tarot and Kabbalah, but I had never viewed them through the larger lens Mark provides. This unique synergy offers rich psycho-spiritual insights and provides practical processes anyone can apply. May it change the lives of millions of readers.”

NEW YORK TIMES 
BESTSELLING AUTHOR GAY HENDRICKS, 
PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE 
BIG LEAP

“Mark Horn has distilled decades of study and practice into a journey of archetypes and images that is powerful, healing, and transformative. Tarot and the Gates of Light is a road map for anyone of any background to follow. So sit, read, study, and follow this step-by-step path from bondage to liberation, and you will find yourself growing into the wise, embodied soul you really are.”

ANDREW RAMER, AUTHOR OF
FRAGMENTS OF THE BROOKLYN TALMUD 
AND COAUTHOR OF ASK YOUR ANGELS

“Perfect for those who want to follow a spiritual practice that combines tarot, Hebrew Kabbalah, and personal meditation. It is also a great way to explore the deeper meanings of the Minor Arcana.”

MARY K. GREER, AUTHOR OF
TAROT FOR YOUR SELF 
AND 21 WAYS TO READ A TAROT 
CARD

“Spiritual disciplines are like prisms, refracting the ineffable light into radiant diversities of human imagination. This makes Tarot and the Gates of Light a prism within a prism, glittering with Mark Horn’s insights, histories, wit, and wisdom.”

RABBI JAY MICHAELSON, 
AUTHOR OF GOD VS. GAY? AND 
THE GATE OF TEARS

“By using a traditional Jewish devotional system, the 49-day spiritual exercise known as Counting the Omer, and then matching each day with the appropriate tarot images, Mark Horn gives tarot readers a way into both Jewish Kabbalah and the contemporary Jewish Renewal movement and gives concrete form to some of the more abstract ideas about the Tree of Life. This book is rich in both information and practice. A valuable and innovative contribution.”

RACHEL POLLACK, AUTHOR OF
SEVENTY-EIGHT DEGREES 
OF WISDOM AND TAROT WISDOM

“Mark has given a profound gift and ‘technology’ to the serious seeker: an erudite, yet highly accessible and engaging, compendium of knowledge and wisdom teachings and, most importantly, a dedicated path of transformation—one self, one soul, one day at a time.”

PROFESSOR KATHERINE KURS, 
M.DIV., PH.D., EDITOR 
OF SEARCHING FOR YOUR SOUL

“Offers a spiritual practice for self-transformation, based on the tarot and the mystical practice of counting the 49 days prior to the revelation holiday of Shavuot/Pentecost. For each of the 49 days, Horn offers a combination of tarot cards as a meditative opening to growth and self-knowledge. Horn’s work displays a deep appreciation of tarot as a language for the soul and applies that language to a mystical technology for daily transformation. His book will appeal to diviners and spiritual seekers, Kabbalists and New Age practitioners. The practice laid out in this book is openhearted and challenging, ecumenical and ethically astute. It has the potential to set us on the path to enlightenment.”

RABBI JILL HAMMER, 
PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE 
JEWISH BOOK OF DAYS 
AND OMER CALENDAR OF BIBLICAL 
WOMEN

“Mark Horn courageously provides an autobiographical approach to teaching the Kabbalistic practice of Counting the Omer. Tarot and the Gates of Light gives Jews and Christians alike a powerful, accessible tool for advancing personal spiritual growth and development.”

RABBI GOLDIE MILGRAM, 
AUTHOR OF RECLAIMING JUDAISM AS A 
SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

“Horn has shattered the old saying ‘there’s nothing new under the sun’ with this unorthodox and ambitious work. Tarot and the Gates of Light presents the rare opportunity to find liberation through a serious and meaningful ancient practice refined over the centuries. Tarot and Kabbalah are wedded together as never before—in perfect harmony and beauty.”

ANGELO NASIOS, AUTHOR OF
TAROT: UNLOCKING THE ARCANA
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When you begin the practice of focusing your mind to hear the voice of God in everything, you soon come up against the issue of the human intellect. The intellect conceals the Divine by imagining it is separate from God; believing itself to be the source of imagination. But it is by developing a rigorous practice of deep listening for the voice of God in everything, including in the intellect, that God’s voice is also revealed within the intellect. Then it is precisely in your mind that you will encounter true Divine revelation.

RAV ABRAHAM ISAAC 
KOOK

The first and most essential service of a mythology is this one, of opening the mind and heart to the utter wonder of all being.

JOSEPH CAMPBELL

Teach us to count our days rightly, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.

PSALMS 90:12

You shall count seven full weeks . . . count fifty days to the day after the seventh full week.

LEVITICUS 23:15–16



A Personal Introduction

And you may ask yourself, “Well, how did I get here?”

FROM “ONCE IN A LIFETIME,” 
LYRICS BY DAVID BYRNE

I WALKED AWAY FROM JUDAISM on October 3, 1965. It was the day after my bar mitzvah, and I was done with all organized religion. I wasn’t going back to a synagogue (or any house of worship) ever again. So how did I end up writing a book about Kabbalah, Jewish meditation, and tarot?

Even though I was just thirteen years old, I knew I was gay. I knew what Judaism (and Christianity) had to say about homosexuality, and I wasn’t buying it. But even though I was out the door (if not entirely out of the closet), I had a deep spiritual hunger. I believed my (yet to be experienced) love could be an expression of my spirituality. In many ways, I was walking a very traditional Jewish path—that of exile. So I became a seeker in and out of many traditions, looking for a community that shared my sense of the sacred and a path that enabled me to be my authentic self and experience a connection to the Divine.

I first encountered tarot cards when I was sixteen years old. At the time, I was a member of the Society for Creative Anachronism—you know, that group of folks who hold medieval tournaments in period clothing. One of the group’s founders, author Marion Zimmer Bradley, gave me a tarot reading just before I borrowed her tent to go up to the Woodstock festival. Based on that reading, she recommended I get my own deck and give readings myself. She could see that the images and symbols on the cards called to me, and indeed, I followed her advice. I have been studying the tarot ever since. I still have and use the first deck I bought in 1969.

At that point, I’d heard of Kabbalah. The second book I read about the cards (way too advanced for me at the time) was Paul Foster Case’s The Tarot: A Key to the Wisdom of the Ages. It was filled with Kabbalah stuff that seemed abstract and convoluted to me, so for many years, I just ignored the whole Kabbalah thing. After all, I’d pretty much cut Judaism out of my life anyway.

For a lower-middle-class kid from Brooklyn, I was following some pretty exotic paths. Because my heart longed for a spiritual community, I searched for one in all the options that seemed to pop up in the sixties. I read Ram Dass, dropped acid, crashed with a commune that was squatting in a tenement in the East Village, backpacked across Europe (my cards always with me), tried astral projection, and chanted with Guru Maharaj Ji cultists, all the while participating in the early gay activist movement. Meanwhile, I got my B.A. in English, writing papers that almost always included references to tarot.

Eventually, I made my way to Japan, where I first encountered Vipassana meditation. Practicing this meditation was one of the most profound experiences of my life. In those first ten days of deep work in rural Japan, I faced a lot of inner demons. And I experienced the joy and light that’s the underpinning of all reality.

The Vipassana people don’t push the Buddhist origin of the meditation. They emphasize that the practice is nonsectarian, that it’s simply breath and observation and that this is shared by all humans regardless of religion. So when I first tried to learn more about the Buddhist background from them, they put me off. The teachers’ position was: if this practice works for you, use it to be a better person, whatever your religion. But I was persistent, and eventually I got in so deep that I was going to retreats where students would learn Pali so we could read sutras in the original language of the Buddha. I loved it, but I had to laugh. I had balked at learning Biblical Hebrew as a child, and now I was learning another “dead” language. Then something strange happened. The deeper my meditation went, the more I felt a longing to reconnect with Judaism—that deep down in my soul (which of course the Buddhists don’t believe in), my Judaism was important.

When I returned home to the United States, I shared this experience with an old friend of mine. She asked me what I had learned and received from Buddhism. When I explained, she pulled down Jewish texts from her shelf to show me analogous teachings—including texts that I recognized as meditation instruction. I was stunned. Of course, I wouldn’t have understood these texts as a child, but I’d never met a rabbi or Jewish teacher who ever spoke about meditation. I didn’t think such rabbis existed. My friend, who lived in North Carolina, said that if she could find a teacher there, then there certainly had to be rabbis in New York who taught with this understanding. So my spiritual search sent me back to the tradition I’d left years ago.

Just as I had grown, so had Judaism: I found a synagogue that was LGBTQ-positive and dived in to learn teachings I was never taught as a child. Soon I was going to Jewish spiritual retreat centers such as Elat Chayyim, where I studied Kabbalistic texts with Reb Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, z”l, and chanting meditations with Rabbi Shefa Gold. I took classes in the Zohar taught by Professor Eliot Wolfson at New York University. Before I knew it, I was invited to teach a class in Jewish storytelling at the Prozdor program of the Jewish Theological Seminary. This was kind of dizzying to me; after all those years away, I found myself deeply involved in Jewish life. I wrote a liturgy for a Queer Pride Seder, which became an annual event at my synagogue for a decade and was adapted by other synagogues around the world. And I learned about a Kabbalistic meditation tied to an obscure Jewish custom I’d never learned about in my youth that would be the next step in my spiritual journey: Counting the Omer.

As I deepened my Jewish studies and my learning in Kabbalah, I realized it was time to go back and finally begin to look at the correspondences with the tarot cards. I realized that I could use tarot cards to do the special Kabbalistic meditations practiced during the period of Counting the Omer.

I started sharing my experience of Counting the Omer online each year, on a blog I called Another Queer Jewish Buddhist. I wrote about using the cards with the Omer count as a kind of a spiritual MRI for inner exploration. Doing this revealed issues I tried to hide, even from myself, and it uncovered gifts I didn’t even know I had. Working with the cards in this way brought me to new depths of understanding in the tarot, in Judaism, and, of course, in myself. And because I shared my personal struggles in this practice publicly, many people who read my posts online felt a connection and wrote me with questions about how to use the cards in their own Omer practice. Which is, of course, what led me to write this book.

Counting the Omer using tarot and Kabbalistic meditation is a journey that you can take too, whether you’re Jewish or not. This book will serve as a guide, whether you do it during the traditional period between Passover and Pentecost or for any forty-nine-day period you choose. Because this has been part of my path, as I give examples of how to use the cards in the daily practice, I reveal many of my own struggles and triumphs. I hope this inspires you to follow suit and use this practice as an opportunity to explore deeply within. My wish is that it brings you deep peace, a heart of compassion, spiritual strength, and the blessing of experiencing the Divine light that always surrounds and supports us.

MARK HORN

 NEW YORK CITY

GATESOFLIGHTTAROT.COM



Kabbalah, Tarot Cards, and Counting the Omer—What’s This All About?

THIS BOOK IS AN UNORTHODOX GUIDE through the forty-nine-day mystical practice known as Counting the Omer—an ancient Jewish ritual that is observed between the holidays of Passover and Shavuot (also known as Pentecost). As practiced by Kabbalists, the ritual is designed to refine the soul in preparation for spiritual revelation. It creates a psycho-spiritual inner journey that follows the path of the ancient Israelites from the moment of their physical freedom from slavery in Egypt to the moment of their spiritual freedom when they received the revelation of the Torah at Mt. Sinai. You can take this inner journey yourself; it’s a powerful practice that can help you change your life for the better and open you to a closer relationship with the Divine.

This book will guide you along the path, drawing on teachings in the Torah, the Talmud, and other Jewish sources, including concepts and meditations from traditional Kabbalistic texts. What makes it unorthodox is that it uses correspondences between these concepts and the underlying structure of the tarot deck to deepen your experience of this mystical practice through reflection, contemplation, and specific meditations. We’ll also be making stops along the way for insights from Christianity, Buddhism, and other wisdom traditions, both Eastern and Western, to help open our minds and hearts to the wonder of all being.

While Counting the Omer is an age-old practice, it is also a living tradition. Today many Jews continue to use the period between Passover and Shavuot for study and meditation as a way of finding their spiritual center—learning to hear and align their will with Divine will. So can anyone do this? The answer is a resounding yes. As the old advertising campaign for Levy’s Rye Bread proclaimed, “You don’t have to be Jewish.” In fact, the early Christians adapted and transformed this practice to follow the arc of the spiritual journey as they experienced it from Easter to Pentecost.

Whether you identify as Jewish or Christian (or even, like me, as Jewish-Buddhist), you can indeed experience the benefits of this path. You just have to be willing to take the steps of this forty-nine-day spiritual journey. But before you start, you’ll need a map of the territory:


	The origins and meaning of the original Omer practice and how it has evolved over time into a Kabbalistic meditation,

	An essential explanation of the Kabbalistic concepts at the heart of the meditation,

	An exploration of how those concepts correspond to the structure of the tarot deck, and

	A guide on how to work with the cards and the Sephirot over the course of forty-nine days in preparation for an experience of personal revelation on the fiftieth day.



If you do the work, at the end of this period, you can experience profound changes in all your relationships, and you will find a stronger, deeper connection to the Divine in your life. After counting the forty-nine days of the Omer, you’ll know how to make every day count for the rest of your life.


THE FORTY-NINE STEPS OF SPIRITUAL REFINEMENT

How long does it take to make an important change in life? Sure, some of us are capable of overnight change, but for most of us, making a major change to the direction and compass of our lives takes time and practice. You might want to change a bad habit or build up the discipline to start a daily spiritual practice. You may want to break free of an addiction or overcome negative thinking. You might need time to consider a new direction in life or to heal from a personal tragedy. Whatever your motivation, the many wisdom traditions of humanity offer a wide range of effective practices for personal and spiritual growth. One that has resonated for me personally is the forty-nine-day period known in the Jewish tradition as Counting the Omer, culminating on the Jewish holiday of Shavuot, also known as Pentecost, the fiftieth day.

Pentecost is the Greek word that Hellenized Jews used to name this period of observance because it simply means “fifty days.” If you’re Christian, you may know Pentecost as the first time the Holy Spirit descended on a group of Jesus’s disciples, including the apostles. What both traditions share is the connection between Pentecost and revelation. Whatever tradition you come from, this forty-nine-day period of reflection and meditation is a spiritual discipline that can bring great benefit.




HOW A BIBLICAL COMMANDMENT TURNED INTO A KABBALISTIC MEDITATION

Originally, this forty-nine-day period was part of the liturgical calendar of sacrifice at the Temple in Jerusalem three thousand years ago. In Judaism, the Counting of the Omer is one of the 613 Biblical commandments:

And you shall count from the day after the sabbath, from the day that you brought the sheaf offering; seven weeks shall there be complete; to the day after the seventh week shall you shall count fifty days; and you shall present a new offering of grain to YHVH.1

During this period, the ancient Israelites were commanded to bring an omer (a unit of measure approximately 3.5 liters that is sometimes translated as a “sheaf”) of the new barley harvest to the Temple every day as an offering. It was an agricultural holiday, giving thanks for the first harvest and offering a portion of it as a sacrifice in the hope that the next harvest (of wheat) would be a good one.

Today most of us aren’t growing any barley, and there hasn’t been a temple in Jerusalem since the Romans destroyed it in 70 CE. Without a temple, it’s impossible to carry out any commandments focused on temple practice. This is where the oral Torah and the Jewish mystical tradition come in. Besides the written Torah with its many commandments, there was also an oral tradition that was passed down from teacher to teacher, generation to generation. According to the Mishnah*1, this tradition of transmission began with Moses: “Moses received the Torah on Sinai, and handed it down to Joshua; Joshua to the elders; the elders to the prophets; and the prophets handed it down to the men of the Great Assembly.”2

The oral tradition included accounts of mystical practices that, over time, developed into the Jewish mystical tradition of Kabbalah. Kabbalah simply means “received,” and it is used to mean the knowledge of Jewish esoteric teachings and meditation practices that were transmitted orally from teacher to student. Sometimes it also refers to knowledge that was received through direct revelation and then passed down. The earliest writing that is considered to be a Kabbalistic text is the Sefer Yetzirah; the date of its origin is disputed, but it has been narrowed down to somewhere between the second century BCE and the second century CE.

The Sefer Yetzirah is the first written reference to one of the essential concepts in Kabbalah: the ten Sephirot, which are central to the practice of Counting the Omer:

In two and thirty most occult and wonderful paths of wisdom

did YHVH the Lord of Hosts engrave his name. . . .

Ten . . . are the Sephiroth, and twenty-two the letters,

these are the Foundation of all things.3

When you practice Counting the Omer, you will work to draw down the Divine energies known as the Sephirot in a practice of purification and meditation designed to strengthen your spiritual container. This will gradually open any spiritual blockages so you can feel the Divine flow that is always available to us. The forty-nine steps work in a graduated order, in a kind of spiritual workout regimen, day by day. It is designed to prepare you for a more direct experience of the Divine on the fiftieth day.

The oral tradition of Judaism also teaches that it was not only Moses who received the Torah on the mountaintop. Every Israelite standing at the foot of the mountain also received their own revelation, making the event at Sinai both a uniquely individual and a communal encounter with the Divine. The oral tradition also teaches that the soul of every Jew—past and future—was also present at the foot of Mt. Sinai. And because the fiftieth day is the day the Torah was given to the people, the holiday of Shavuot is also known as the birthday of the Torah.

So for the Jewish mystics, even though there was no longer a temple where the people could offer their omer of barley in sacrifice, it was meaningful (and, as a commandment, essential) for Jews to continue Counting the Omer symbolically as a practice of spiritually reexperiencing the journey of Exodus from the first moment of freedom in Egypt to the revelation at Sinai. Today there are several books that observant Jews use to guide them through the practice.

The main part of this book is also a guide through this forty-nine-day practice, with the difference of using tarot cards to deepen your experience of the Sephirotic energies of each day and as an aid for your daily reflection and contemplation.




THE ADOPTION AND ADAPTATION OF PENTECOST BY THE EARLY CHRISTIANS

For Christians, the genesis of their observance of Pentecost finds its origin in the New Testament, Acts 2:1–6, which recounts the story of the first Pentecost prayer gathering after the Crucifixion in the same “upper room” where the Last Supper was held. It was fifty days after Passover. Present were the apostles, Mary, and Jesus’s brothers, along with several women whose names aren’t given. While the names of those women, like so many other women in the Bible, remain unknown, the message that the Holy Spirit can come to anyone regardless of gender comes through loud and clear, because the Holy Spirit descended on all of them, and everyone began speaking in a language they didn’t know.

When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at the sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native language of each.4

Just as Jesus had been proclaimed the fulfillment of Jewish prophecies of a messiah, the Apostle Peter proclaimed this event to be the fulfillment of the words of prophecy in Joel:

I will pour out My spirit on all flesh; and your sons and daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions.5

The apostles and their followers were engaged in a traditional Pentecost eve prayer vigil. After all, they still identified as Jews, and their experience of personal and communal revelation was simply a renewal and reinterpretation of the Jewish tradition.

Following their experience of the descent of the Holy Spirit, Peter used Joel’s prophecy as evidence that from this point on, revelation was not only available on Shavuot, but on every day continuously. In fact, Jews believe that God is pouring forth Sephirotic energies into existence continuously, so that creation is renewed and revelation is available to us every second. By attuning yourself to this energy and strengthening your container, you can have a deeper and more direct experience of it. Peter took this further to proclaim this revelation is available to everyone, Jew and Gentile, man and woman.6 This first celebration of Pentecost after the Crucifixion, with its own distinct experience of revelation, has come to be known in some Christian traditions as the birthday of the Church, because those who began speaking “in tongues” went out to spread the Gospel on the streets of Jerusalem to Jews from other countries in their native language.

In the early Church, the period between Easter Sunday and Pentecost was known as Eastertide, and the entire fifty-day period was celebrated as a single feast. In medieval and Renaissance Italy, it was the custom to drop red rose petals from the ceiling of the church to reenact the “tongues of flame” that descended on the apostles with the Holy Spirit.*2 To this day in the Roman Catholic Church, each Sunday between Easter and Pentecost has its own title and theme connecting to the Resurrection.

In recent years, Roman Catholics have taken on the practice of the Via Lucis, the Stations of the Resurrection. This fifty-day practice of meditation and devotional prayer is based on the scripturally recorded appearances of Jesus after the Resurrection and before the Ascension through to the Descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. The tradition of all-night prayer vigils the night before Pentecost continues to this day in the Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Catholic Churches, where a liturgical book known as the Pentecostarion has been in use for centuries and continues to be the focus of communal worship during this fifty-day period.

While most modern Christians are unaware of the spiritual dimension of this fifty-day period, leaders in some Protestant denominations have been working to reinvigorate the customs of this ancient practice.7 In Western denominations such as the Anglicans and Lutherans, only the Night Prayer is recited on Pentecost eve.




THE TIKKUN PRAYER VIGIL

In Jewish communities, the ritual of a prayer vigil the night before Pentecost evolved into what is known today as a Tikkun Leil Shavuot. As it has evolved from its origins among Jewish mystics, the ritual goes from sunset throughout the night until sunrise. Today many congregations continue to observe this ritual, studying the Torah and Kabbalistic texts that celebrate Divine union: the marriage of the people of Israel to God with the Torah serving as the ketubah (wedding contract). The morning service that follows has a wedding canopy (called a chuppah) over the altar.

One example of such a vigil is the story of Rabbi Joseph Caro, one of the most respected rabbis and Kabbalists of the mid-1500s. He had invited Rabbi Shlomo Alkabetz to his home for a Tikkun Leil Shavuot, and in the course of study that evening Rabbi Caro spoke in the voice of the Angel of the Mishnah.8 Clearly, speaking in tongues on this holy day was not just a Christian experience. This angel was Caro’s mentor, and Caro credited the wisdom in his writings to what he learned from it. Caro said that his most famous work, the Shulchan Aruch, a manual of observance for the Orthodox Jew that is still used today, was written while he was channeling the Angel of the Mishnah and was not really his work at all.

Today millions of believers in these two Abrahamic traditions across millennia share a faith that this forty-nine-day period is important in preparation for personal revelation and Divine connection. Jews continue to Count the Omer and celebrate a Tikkun Leil Shavuot prayer vigil of study and meditation before Pentecost services the next morning, and many Christians use devotionals for special prayers between Easter and Pentecost, with some denominations still observing the all-night prayer vigil. This shared belief creates a morphic field with a vibratory resonance that helps to unlock our inner pathways to the Divine. When you use this period of seven weeks plus one day following Passover or Easter for inner work, you tap into this energy.

Of course, the Jewish celebration of Counting the Omer and Shavuot do not exactly line up with the Christian celebration of the Eastertide season. Since the Jewish calendar is lunar, the dates that Passover and Shavuot are celebrated rarely align with the Christian calendar, even though Easter and Pentecost are also movable feasts. But often there is enough of an overlap to make this time in spring most auspicious to begin your practice.

That doesn’t mean you couldn’t start this practice at any time, since tradition holds that revelation is available and the Torah is given at every moment. However, I believe that if you choose to do it when so many millions of others on the planet are doing similar work in different ways, you’ll get a booster shot of spiritual energy to help you on the way.




KABBALAH, CABALA, AND QABALAH

The Kabbalah is not a book; it’s one strand of the Jewish mystical tradition that encompasses many books, the most famous of which is the Zohar (The Book of Splendor). Kabbalah also includes oral teachings that have never been written down. The word Kabbalah is best translated as “received tradition.” Kabbalistic writings and practices were secret, reserved for initiates only, and one of those practices was the esoteric meditation during the Counting of the Omer.

The reason we know about the Sephirotic “drawing-down” (meshikhah) meditations that were practiced during the forty-nineday period is because a well-known member of the circle of Spanish Kabbalists living in the thirteenth century, Rabbi Azriel of Girona, wrote about them.9 Azriel was one of the most influential Kabbalists of his day, but he was reprimanded by his own teacher, Rabbi Isaac the Blind, who sent a letter to the Kabbalists in Girona demanding that their teachings be kept secret and not written down.10 We don’t know how Azriel felt about this, but we do know he obeyed his teacher, because from that point on he stopped writing down any of these teachings.

The Zohar is a pseudepigraphon, written by Rabbi Moses de León, another Spanish Kabbalist of the thirteenth century. He claimed he was merely copying a text written by Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai, a great sage of the first century CE. This claim gave the Zohar an ancient authenticity that conferred authority to its teachings. However, from the very start, there were people who did not believe the text was ancient, as it was filled with linguistic anachronisms. Nevertheless, de Léon’s contemporaries did believe that the content—the teachings—were ancient and that they represented authentic wisdom from the oral tradition. But there were, and still are, people who believed the Zohar was an ancient text.

Almost from the beginning, Christians were interested in the teachings in the Zohar. While it was written in Hebrew and Aramaic, many learned Renaissance scholars had studied these languages, and there were also apostate Jews who were willing to help in the translation. Passages of the Zohar were first translated into Latin in the fifteenth century.11 This led to the development of a Christian Cabala tradition that, while its origin was in Judaism, grew into a tradition of its own that diverged in a very important way from the original Jewish tradition. Just as Christians had reinterpreted the Torah as evidence that Christ was the messiah, so too the Zohar was appropriated to provide evidence of Christ’s divinity. By the late sixteenth century, the Christian tradition of Cabala gave birth to another offshoot when occultists, of what is now known as the Western Hermetic tradition, integrated Qabalah into a system of Western mystical traditions, including alchemy, magic, and astrology.

What’s up with all these different spellings? Because these teachings diverged in three different traditions, some people have come to adopt a unique spelling for each so it’s clear which tradition the writer is referring to. Generally speaking, the original Jewish tradition is Kabbalah with a K; Christian Cabala is spelled differently and starts with a C, while the Western Hermetic tradition spells Qabalah with a Q. Confused? Don’t worry about it; I’m sticking to the traditional Jewish spelling, since most of my orientation is from the Jewish tradition, though I do make some adjustments for the Western Hermetic tradition.12

By the nineteenth century, European occultists included tarot cards in this integrated Western Hermetic tradition, even though there is no evidence that there was a direct connection between the creation of the tarot and the original Jewish tradition of Kabbalah.13 Nevertheless, there is a surprising convergence between the structure of the tarot deck, early interpretations of the cards, and Kabbalist teachings about the Tree of Life and the Sephirot. Applying knowledge of these Kabbalistic concepts to the tarot reveals deep layers of meaning. Similarly, the cards throw new light on the interactions of the Sephirot.

Of course, historically the daily Sephirotic meditations used in the Counting of the Omer were completely unknown outside of a small group of Jewish Kabbalists, so Western occultists knew nothing of this practice. However, in recent years, as Kabbalah has been popularized, some of its key concepts and practices have become more widely known. In the last decade, books that serve as guides to the Omer practice have become available in English for the first time, though the intended readership is observant Jews.

Before you can do the Omer practice or work with the tarot deck to experience the Sephirotic energies available on each of the forty-nine days, you need a grounded and practical understanding of Sephirot. Obviously, there are people who have devoted their lives to the study of Kabbalah. This brief introduction can only scratch the surface of the teachings in this tradition, but it will give you enough of an understanding of these concepts to use them in your own practice.





The Tree of Life

THE TREE OF LIFE IS THE CENTRAL SYMBOL in Kabbalah study. In fact, the very name is a symbol, since there’s no real tree anywhere. This “Tree” is made up of ten Sephirot—emanations from the Source, vessels that create a channel through which the Divine can pour Its energy into creation. As you can see in figure 1, the ten Sephirot are arranged in three pillars with twenty-two pathways between them. Together, these are the thirty-two mystical pathways mentioned in the Sefer Yetzirah.

The Kabbalistic creation story of Rabbi Isaac Luria explains that the first time the Source emanated these energies, the Sephirot were arranged in a straight line that was too rigid to hold the Divine energy. The vessels shattered, and sparks of Divine light were scattered throughout all creation. (Some people connect this myth to the theory of the big bang.) After the sparks were scattered, the Source began the creation process again, but this time with the Sephirot in the relationships you see in the diagram of the Tree, enabling the Sephirot to exist in a relationship of dynamic balance that is capable of holding and directing the Divine flow. Because these scattered sparks of Divine light exist throughout the entirety of creation, Judaism does not see the world as an illusion to be transcended; rather, the world is of profound importance. The goal of each individual’s spiritual journey in Kabbalistic Judaism is to make oneself a pure vessel that can see, raise, and return these sparks to the Source (as if they were ever really separate). Or as Rav Abraham Isaac Kook described it, “Hear the voice of God in everything.”
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Figure 1. The ten Sephirot and their corresponding numeric Minor Arcana cards in the four tarot suits

The Sephirot are not the Source; they serve as intermediaries between the Source and the world. Think of each Sephira as a container of the Source’s light (remember, it’s all metaphor), each a bounded infinity of a particular quality of God essence.*3 Each Sephira veils this light, with successively greater veiling as we move down the Tree. To use a concrete metaphor within our experience to describe this abstract spiritual metaphor, it’s as though a series of filters are placed over a spotlight, so that the intensity and color of the light changes. When we encounter this light, these filters guarantee it doesn’t blind or overwhelm us. The Sephirot are ubiquitous and always accessible, so that we can access them as a channel to consciously connect to the Source without being overwhelmed.

Like a holographic piece of the Source, each Sephira contains an entire Tree within it, so that to access any one of them is to access all of them on multiple levels—and in multiple worlds.

In the Omer meditation, you will always work with a pair of Sephirot, never one by itself. This work is about reestablishing a full relationship and connection between the Sephirot within you (because you’re not separate from any of this; it all exists in you) so that any spiritual blockages are removed. Think of this work as a sacred workout, making you strong enough to feel the outpouring of Divine energy throughout your entire being.

Anxiety is intrinsic to this process, but to be in this process, you will learn to observe and hold your anxiety, surrounding it with Divine light so that you will be able to let the small cup of your ego rest in the larger cup of the Source. Remember, the ego fears the inability to be in control, and there’s nothing more uncontrollable than Divine energy.

While descriptions of each of the individual Sephirot follow, they really don’t exist separately; they exist only in relationship. Just as none of us really exist separately—that is an illusion—we only exist in relationship. And because this is a path of nonduality (which includes duality), the Sephirot are always in a dynamic process and are always unchanging.

The emanation of the Sephirot is described as being created in an order, but they were created outside of time, so descriptions of such an order don’t really apply. From my “heretical” Buddhist point of view, they are mutually co-arising in nonlinear causality. However, because we are limited beings living within the dimension of time and using the limited tool of language, we are only capable of describing them separately and in an order.*4

Of these ten emanations, the top three are considered by some to be beyond the experience of our embodied sensorium. This leaves the lower seven Sephirotic energies that we can encounter and experience as living human beings. And this is where the Omer meditations begin. Because, as it happens, the forty-nine-day period of Counting the Omer is seven weeks of seven days each. So the Kabbalists created a practice where each week represented an opportunity to work with one of the lower seven Sephirot. And because each individual Sephira contains an entire Tree within it in a kind of holographic reality, each day was an opportunity to meditate on how that week’s Sephira was expressed in relationship to the energy of each day’s Sephira. This gives us forty-nine permutations that explore every possible relationship between these Sephirot, one relationship per day.

Thus, the first day of the first week, the Omer count’s Sephirotic meditation is “Chesed of Chesed,” the second day is “Gevurah of Chesed,” the third day is “Tiferet of Chesed,” and so on until the last day of the first week, “Malchut of Chesed.” You can use the Omer calendar in figure 2 to keep track of the combinations each day. Each of these forty-nine combinations provides an opportunity to reflect deeply on these energies and feel how they are at work in your life, and how best to be in a conscious relationship with them so that every moment is a chance to open to the Source.
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Figure 2. The Omer calendar


THE SEPHIROT

To do the Omer practice, you need an understanding of the meaning of each of the Sephirot, including the top three, even though you won’t be working with these three directly. Traditionally, Jews work with the Sephirot without the mediation of an image (since of course that would be in violation of the Second Commandment). But because we’ll be using tarot cards, with the description of each Sephira below I will note the corresponding cards. Don’t feel that you must memorize the full descriptions of the Sephirot, since each day there will be some discussion of the meanings. Following the descriptions of each of the lower seven Sephirot, there will also be a list of key words associated with that Sephira. You can use those key words to understand and consider the different shades of meaning for each day’s pairing and determine which combination of key words speaks most directly to you and where you are now.

Because the Sephirot are bounded infinities, trying to describe each one of them is a challenge, to say the least. But based on how they’ve been explained over the centuries (and how I have experienced them in my own study and practice), what follows is my attempt to capture the constellation of meanings that orbit these essential energies.

1. Keter: Translated as “Crown,” it is the Sephira that is considered closest to the Unknowable. Because it’s described as the first emanation, it is often considered to be the first expression of Divine Will, and thus connected to the first expression of that will in the Torah: “Let there be light.” As humans, we experience light as devoid of materiality, so Keter is also connected to the concept of emptiness. Keter is only the slightest separation from Ein Sof, the Kabbalists’ nondescriptive description of God as that which is beyond language, thought, concept;*5 that which can only be described negatively—as in, It’s not that. Thus, the concept of Ein Sof in some ways resembles the Buddhist description of Nirvana or what the Christians refer to as the Via Negativa. This isn’t such a farfetched comparison when you consider Keter has been called “the annihilation of thought,” where human consciousness dissolves into infinity. Keter is barely differentiated from Ein Sof—it’s just enough to be different, but not enough of something to be a thing other than Will and light. Because the Kabbalists also believed that humans were embodiments of the Sephirot (since, after all, we were created in the image of the Divine), each Sephira is associated with a part of the body. And no surprise, Keter is at the Crown of the head. As you might imagine, some people also find correspondences between the Sephirot and the chakras of the Hindu tradition, although the two systems are not entirely congruent. However, if you find linking them helpful when appropriate, I am certainly not one to turn up my nose at that kind of unorthodox exploration! They are simply different maps of the same territory.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The aces of each suit.

Body Map: The crown of the head.

Divine Name: Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh

Keter Key Words: Crown, Will.

2. Chokhmah: Translated as “Wisdom,” it is the transitional state from nothingness to something. As Keter is too close to Ein Sof to even be a location, Chokhmah is the primordial point of beginning. Because it is the wisdom that permeates all Creation, it is associated with the primordial Torah, the blueprint of all the universes and all they contain. As a blueprint, it is still just an idea, a plan not of any material reality.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The twos of each suit.

Body Map: The right eye and/or right brain.

Divine Name: YHVH.

Chokhmah Key Words: Wisdom, Potential, Inspiration, Fear, 
Selflessness.

3. Binah: Most often translated as “Understanding,” it is the uppermost level of discernment and insight. Rabbi Jay Michaelson refers to Binah as the “ground of space and time—not yet expanded, not yet contracted, but the principle of spatiality and temporality itself, ready to give birth to the world.”1 And in this way, I think about Binah as the Divine manifesting itself as the quantum foam, the foundational fabric of the universe(s) that is space-time at the most infinitesimal scale, yet the place at which materiality at its smallest subatomic level winks into (and out of) existence. Binah is the place from which all else is born. Binah is also called the “Divine Womb” or Illa Ima’ah, the Supernal or Higher Mother.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The threes in each suit.

Body Map: The left eye and/or left brain.

Divine Name: YHVH Elohim.

Binah Key Words: Understanding, Divine Womb, Reason.

4. Chesed: This is the first (and the “highest”) of the Sephirot that we have direct access to experientially. Some words used to define its qualities include Loving-kindness, Love, Mercy, and Flow. This is not transactional love with give and take, but an endless outpouring without expectation of return. It is the nonstop showering of blessings on all Creation without measure or limit. Other words that capture its qualities include “boundary-lessness,” unconditional giving, and expansion. Because there is a negative, shadow side to each of the Sephirot, here we can understand the negative in terms of human experience; for example, someone with a lack of boundaries, someone with an inability to say no, or someone whose messiness seems to be uncontrollable. These are people whose expression of Chesed is out of alignment or relationship with the other Sephirot. Another of its negative manifestations is in smother-love that doesn’t allow for separation—because Chesed doesn’t allow for differences. Think of it as the hot lava of love pouring out of the Divine Source: nothing can stand in its way. It flows over everything, unimpeded without end. Feeling a scintilla of pure Chesed anywhere in your body calls forth a response of love for the Creator and for all Creation that will flood through your entire body, if only for a millisecond. A gentler version of the lava metaphor associates Chesed with water. Another name for Chesed is Gedulah, meaning “Greatness.”

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The fours of each suit.

Body Map: The right shoulder and arm.

Divine Name: El.

Chesed Key Words: Love, Loving-kindness, Endless Flow, Unconditional 
Love, Giving, Mercy, Grace, Nurturance, Boundless Love, Benevolence, Expansion, 
Goodness, Kindness, Generosity, Greatness.

5. Gevurah: Because it acts as the balance, the container for the limitless outpouring of Chesed, Gevurah is associated with Strength, Constriction, Structure, Boundaries, Law, Justice, Judgment, Focus, Restraint, Discipline, Severity, Discernment, and Limitation. When you consider the relationship of Chesed and Gevurah, another metaphor for understanding the Sephirot comes to mind: imagine a series of dams containing the flow of water and then directing it so that it doesn’t cause a flood. Because Gevurah is the container that holds judgment and sets limits, the experience of this Sephirot includes awe—the fear of God as opposed to love. In fact, other names for Gevurah are Pachad, meaning “Fear,” and Din, meaning “Judgment.” Gevurah gets a bad rap because of this. In some New Age thinking, Gevurah comes off as negative. But without the container of Gevurah, there is no separate existence from the Divine: we are all subsumed by Chesed. A good way to think of Gevurah is as the mother who restrains her child when it wants to put its hand in the fire; this is setting boundaries out of love.

Of course, as with all the Sephirot, there is a negative side to Gevurah. When it is out of relationship with Chesed, it is judgment that isn’t tempered by love. And that’s severity. It can become the setting of limits for the sake of power. On the human side, we can see the negative side of Gevurah at work in people who are overly self-critical or judgmental, or in those who are power-hungry authoritarians or strict disciplinarians. When Chesed is in harmony with Gevurah, love has a location, giving it both boundaries and a direction. When Gevurah is in harmony with Chesed, judgment is expressed with compassion.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The fives in each suit.

Body Map: The left shoulder and arm.

Divine Name: Elohim Gibor.

Gevurah Key Words: Strength, Constriction, Structure, Boundaries, 
Limits, Law, Justice, Restraint, Discipline, Severity, Discernment, Limitation, 
Awe, Judgment, Constraint, Might, Power, Organization, Harshness, Courage, 
Power, Control.

6. Tiferet: I think the poet John Keats best expresses the meaning of this Sephira: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty.” Both Beauty and Truth are synonymous in Tiferet. It is Harmony and Balance—an aesthetic balance you resonate with. In the Tree, it is placed between Chesed and Gevurah, balancing both energies in a way that creates harmony to reveal the higher truth. It is the first Sephira on the central pillar that we can encounter, which means it is a place that holds all the higher energies and directs them, so it is a place of great strength, and in the physical body it is associated with one of our strongest muscles: the Heart. And like the heart, Tiferet is able to hold love and pain together. Traditionally in Jewish belief, this is the Sephira that represents the messiah, because it is a transition point between the upper and lower worlds, between the Divine and the human. So it should be no surprise that in the Christian tradition, this Sephira is often associated with the Sacred Heart of Jesus—the open wound that bears all pain and pours forth love. I like to think of Tiferet as the realm of the bodhisattvas in the Buddhist tradition. A bodhisattva is an enlightened being who takes a vow to remain in the world of Samsara to help all other beings on the path to enlightenment.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The sixes in each suit.

Body Map: The heart.

Divine Name: Elohim.

Tiferet Key Words: Compassion, Beauty, Truth, Harmony, Balance, Heart, 
Openheartedness, Dynamic Equilibrium.

7. Netzach: Concepts associated with this Sephira include Mastery, Victory, Mission, and Eternity. On the human level, this means channeling power with intention and direction. Other qualities of this Sephira include Dominance and Triumph, Endurance and Ambition, Fortitude and Physical Energy. This is expressed in human terms as defining oneself through mastery, showing Drive and Determination and moving forward. Within this Sephira is the power to choose—to say yes or no to a situation. In the Zohar, Netzach and its partner Hod are connected to prophecy. Netzach has the outward movement of Chesed, but in the service of establishing personal identity. And because we’re speaking of the outer world, it’s not only identity but also persona. The image I have when thinking of Netzach (in balance with Hod) is Neil Armstrong stepping out of the capsule and onto the lunar surface. His words, “That’s one small step for [a] man, one giant leap for mankind,” and then his planting the U.S. flag on the moon, capture for me the active victory principle expressed in Netzach, while at the same time his words express the humility of Hod in his relationship with all humanity.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The sevens in each suit.

Body Map: The right hip and leg.

Divine Name: YHVH Tzevaot.

Netzach Key Words: Mastery, Victory, Mission, Eternity, Endurance, 
Ambition, Willpower, Fortitude, Dominance, Triumph, Drive, Focused Energy, 
Determination, Perseverance, Persistence, Commitment, Achievement, Tenacity, 
Resolve, Resilience.

8. Hod: Often translated as “Splendor,” it is also called “Glory.” This Sephira carries the energies of Gratitude and Humility, Submission and Surrender. When you consider the pair of Chesed and Gevurah above, the pairing of Netzach and Hod is also a balancing of energies. The surrender we speak of here is the surrender of the ego in humility—when we are able to listen to and truly hear others wiser than ourselves. The wisdom in the balance of Netzach and Hod is expressed in a section of the Mishnah known as the Pirkei Avot.

Who is wise? One who learns from all . . .

Who is strong? One who subdues their passions.2*6

This stands in direct opposition to the energy of Netzach by itself, which is all about establishing the ego in dominance of all outside. But this doesn’t mean Hod is about being a milquetoast; it’s on the side of Gevurah, so it takes in the strength of Gevurah. This is surrender from the place of a healthy, strong ego. So in opposition to Netzach, Hod is inner-directed.

In some ways, Glory (Hod) is a greater realization of Victory (Netzach). If Victory isn’t internalized, integrated, and nurturing of the self, it is an empty experience. Glory includes the experience of internalized Victory. Victory without this internalization can feel the need for constant reassurance, an unquenched thirst for continual wins.

The negative side of Hod can be seen in the holding back of taking action due to constant second-guessing, discussion, and preparation that doesn’t end. If you’ve ever been in a long meeting where the discussion feels endless and no action steps are decided, you’ve been in the presence of negative Hod. The ability to stand strong and yet surrender the ego is what opens one’s consciousness to the possibility of prophecy in the balance of Netzach and Hod.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The eights in each suit.

Body Map: The left hip and leg.

Divine Name: Elohim Tzevaot.

Hod Key Words: Splendor, Glory, Humility, Submission, Surrender, 
Gratitude, Inspiration, Majesty, Sincerity, Devotion, Elegance, Flexibility, 
Diversity, Appreciation.

9. Yesod: This is the Sephira through which all the upper Sephirotic energies come together again to be channeled into Malchut. The holding and channeling of these energies is one of the reasons Yesod is traditionally associated with the male sexual organ (from a twenty-first-century point of view, this is simplistic, but as I never tire of saying, “Remember, it’s all metaphor”). Recently, I’ve heard teachers also connect Yesod to the birth canal, which also makes sense, since as it’s the ninth Sephira, it calls to mind the nine months of gestation to birth. Yesod is all about the desire to connect. This connection is way more than just sexual, but sexual energy and desire certainly play a powerful part in the energy of Yesod. However, while I have started the discussion of Yesod’s sexual energy right at the start, I don’t want to give the impression that this is the first quality to consider in this Sephira.

Words that are associated with Yesod are Bonding, Connection, Attachment, and Foundation. A true and deep emotional bond demands fearless intimacy and radical integrity that enable both closeness and separateness at the same time. All humans have their feeling of safety and security in the world formed by their first bond with the mother. When an infant can completely trust the mother to be there, provide, and protect, the result is a child and adult who feels at home in the world—someone who has a strong foundation. When you are bonded with another you are seen completely and you see the other completely with acceptance and trust.

However, the Yesodic desire to connect or bond can be indiscriminate, and some results of Yesodic energy that is out of balance are addiction, obsession, and attachment disorders. Yesod that is unable to connect to the energy of Tiferet is distorted and can lead to substance addiction or compulsive behaviors such as gambling or sex addiction. Just as I noted earlier that as each Sephira is associated with a part of the body, each Sephira is also associated with a Biblical personage. Yesod is identified with the biblical embodiment of male chastity and sexual purity, Joseph, because of his ability to withstand the sexual advances of Potiphar’s wife (and in some tellings of the story, Potiphar as well).

Just as Tiferet is both a balance and a synthesis of Chesed and Gevurah, Yesod is both a balance and synthesis of Netzach and Hod. This combination includes the outward-facing sense of determination and mission in Netzach with the vulnerability and humility of Hod to create a connection of true intimacy. It’s where the self and other are in a balanced relationship.

The negative side of Yesod is what the Buddhists call the Realm of the Hungry Ghosts, where animalistic desire drives everything and where nothing can satisfy this desire: it is endless. But when Yesod is in relationship with Tiferet, it creates the possibility of connecting with the Divine through connection with the world, including the experience of that connection in sexual union. This is where the Kabbalists’ practice of heterosexual sex in a marriage on Erev Shabbat*7 was considered a way of reuniting the Divine with the Shekinah, the feminine presence of God, which is identified with the next Sephira, Malchut. It unifies all four levels of the soul within each person. This sexual union is meant to heal the split in creation and to unify the masculine and feminine energies within the practitioner. As you can see, this could easily be misunderstood or misinterpreted. In fact, there are other relationships and sexual energies between the Sephirot I’ve not mentioned. These teachings were only transmitted by the Kabbalists to chosen students who could fully understand them without the danger of their acting out relationships prohibited by biblical law. Obviously, for queer people like me there are other ways to unify the Divine Masculine and Feminine energies. More about that later as we get into the practice.

The power of Yesod is best expressed in E. M. Forster’s novel Howards End, which captures how Yesod holds the possibility of healing the duality of the Divine and the demonic.

Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only connect the prose and the passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height. Live in fragments no longer. Only connect, and the beast and the monk, robbed of the isolation that is life to either, will die.3

When Yesod is connected to Tiferet, one feels the connection to the Divine in all relationships. And in the ecstasy of sexual and spiritual connection, not only does isolation die, but also all separation is revealed as an illusion.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The nines in each suit.

Body Map: Traditionally, the male genitals, the phallus. Recently, also the birth canal.

Divine Name: El Chai Shaddai.

Yesod Key Words: Foundation, Connection, Generativity, Bonding, Attachment, Basis, Channel, Creativity, Intimacy, Base, Yearning, Desire, Relationship.

10. Malchut: Sometimes called “Kingdom” or “Kingship,” 
which could be confusing since the first suggests a location in space and the 
second is more about a quality or character trait. And that’s a good thing, since Malchut encompasses both definitions and more. As a location, Malchut is the physical world we live in, which receives Divine energy every second: it receives the combined energies of all the upper Sephirot that create the reality that surrounds (and includes) us. In fact, Malchut has neither energy nor light of its own, but only receives and reflects the light of heaven as filtered through all the higher Sephirot. It is also called “Majesty”; when one receives all the higher energies in balance in Malchut, one sees all creation as majestic.

As a quality or character trait, Malchut was translated historically as “Kingship” but is better described as “Sovereignty” because when one receives all the higher energies in a balanced relationship, the result is a human being who is fully Grounded, self-assured, and Self-possessed. This confers a level of dignity that isn’t about being haughty or stuffy but is the dignity of the human spirit at its purest. And when we have reached the forty-ninth day, Malchut of Malchut, you should have greater access to this pure spirit, which can now serve as a stronger container for Divine revelation.

Correspondences:

Minor Arcana: The tens in each suit.

Body Map: The feet; in some systems, the mouth, the womb, the digestive system.

Divine Name: Adonai.

Malchut Key Words: Kingdom, Kingship, Sovereignty, Nobility, Shekinah, Manifestation, Service, Divine Presence, Immanence, Royalty, Authority, Responsibility, Dignity, Self-Possession, Presence, Groundedness.




THE FOUR WORLDS

In addition to the ten Sephirot, there are also four worlds (the Hebrew word for world is olam and is singular; olamim is plural), and not surprisingly, just as the Sephirot correspond to the numbered cards in each suit, the four worlds correspond with the four suits. Just as the Sephirot hold Divine energy in ever-deepening concealment, the olamim hold the structure of reality in ever-deepening concealment.

A good way of thinking about this is through the lens of complexity theory and the ideas of implicate and explicate order. Theoretical physicist David Bohm posited that implicate order and explicate order are two frameworks for understanding the same phenomenon. The implicate or “enfolded” order is a deeper and more fundamental order of reality, while the explicate or “unfolded” order includes phenomena that humans normally perceive. He developed this concept to explain the behavior of subatomic particles.

When we scale up the phenomena we’re looking at from the subatomic realm to look at a living human being, we see that human as a discrete and individual organism. That’s how we normally perceive things. We don’t see an amalgamation of separate organs or, getting down to an even lower level, the billions of cells that make up a person. In fact, we also don’t see the billions of nonhuman organisms that live on us and in us that make the complex system we perceive as a discrete person possible. If you look under a microscope at any of these cells, you see that each of them is also a complex system that can be broken down further and further. We get down to complex biomolecules and DNA until we get back down to the subatomic level that Bohm was writing about. It’s all a matter of scale and what we’re able to perceive. Except that you can’t see the explicate and implicate orders at the same time. You can’t look at a human and see a discrete individual and a mass of cells at the same time. Each level or order conceals the ones below it.4

This is a way of looking at the idea of the olamim, or the worlds or multiverses. Only the Divine can perceive these levels of reality simultaneously, because the Divine is the Source of all these levels of reality. These worlds, like the Sephirot, follow an order and interpenetrate each other. The first world, Atzilut, is the world closest to the Divine, so it is associated with our spiritual aspirations. Just as Keter is the Sephira that is closest to the Divine, Atzilut is the world that is closest to the Source. Which means that within Atzilut is a whole Tree—ten Sephirot that are closer to the Divine than the ten Sephirot in the next Tree below it. Atzilut is the world of emanation. Looking at Atzilut through the lens of complexity theory, you could think of it as the world of the quantum foam—the first manifestations of reality, where matter and antimatter wink in and out of existence, giving space-time and the universe a “foamy” character. This is the most enfolded, or implicate, order there is.

While I have no idea if the great Jewish philosopher Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel knew about this theory or quantum foam, these words of his from God in Search of Man speak to this mysterious moment: “The very structure of matter is made possible by the way in which the endless crystallizes in the smallest.”5

Some Kabbalists will say that Atzilut comes before even the existence of space-time. However, I use the example of quantum foam because it is the deepest order science has been able to reach . . . so far. I don’t mean to suggest that the world of Atzilut is the actual world of quantum foam (or that there is actually foam). Once again, this is a metaphoric correspondence to enable you to understand the many enfolded and concealed levels of reality. Because it is associated with the will to create, the tarot suit that corresponds with Atzilut is Wands.

Moving up (or down, or in, depending on the metaphor you prefer) from Atzilut is the next level of implicate order, B’riah, and coming forth from B’riah is Yetzirah. Finally, there is the world of Assiyah: the world of matter as we can ordinarily perceive it—the explicate order. But before we look at the two “middle” worlds of B’riah and Yetzirah, let’s consider the world of Assiyah.

Assiyah is sometimes called the world of action and physical manifestation. It’s the material universe we live in and can perceive with our sensorium and with the tools we have created that enable us to see further down into that material universe. It’s important to note again here that Judaism is a nondual path. The physical world of Assiyah is not meant to be transcended because ultimately there is no separation between it and the other worlds. The path of Tikkun Olam*8—the healing, the making whole of the world—is to see the Divine, the hidden sparks of God energy, in the material world of Assiyah and thus return them to the Divine. Some Jewish meditation traditions focus on training the mind to be able to apprehend the simultaneous interpenetration of these multiple worlds. This is one of the esoteric meanings of the interpenetrating triangles of the Star of David: the upper and lower are not really separate. The tarot suit that corresponds to Assiyah is Pentacles. While we are not able to physically see the implicate order of biomolecules or atoms with our eyes, we are able to apprehend the implicate order of the multiple universes with our souls.

Before we get to the “middle” two worlds, it’s time to note once again that traditional Jewish Kabbalah and the Hermetic (Western tradition) Qabalah are different, and one of the places these differences are clear is in the definition and mapping of correspondences to the “middle” worlds. In the Jewish Kabbalist tradition, the world of B’riah is the world of creation and of conceptual thought—the world of the intellect, while the world of Yetzirah is the world of formation and of the emotions. In the Qabalah of the Western Hermetic tradition, this is completely reversed: the emotions are assigned to B’riah and the intellect is assigned to Yetzirah.

Why am I bringing this up? Because the Western Hermetic tradition assigned the correspondences between Kabbalah or Qabalah and the tarot deck. They aligned the suit of Wands with Atzilut and spirit, and the suit of Pentacles was aligned with Assiyah and action. This makes sense symbolically. But in the middle, the suit of Cups was aligned with emotion (which makes sense to me metaphorically) and with the Kabbalistic world of B’riah. This tradition also aligned the suit of Swords to intellect—which also makes sense to me metaphorically—and with the world of Yetzirah. For a traditional Jewish Kabbalist, these reversals would be a mistake. Of course, the traditional Jewish point of view doesn’t recognize the value of tarot to begin with. So while my own studies in Kabbalah have all been deeply within the Jewish tradition, at least when it comes to the four Kabbalistic worlds in the tarot deck, I work with the Western Hermetic set of correspondences. The three decks that trace their origin to the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn are organized in this way, and that is the organization this book follows.

Don’t let this puzzle or disturb you: consider these differences as simply different maps to the same territory. The Jewish Kabbalists themselves disagreed on how the Sephirot and the olamim correspond with each other, and there are many traditions within mystical Judaism that take different approaches to all this. Azriel of Girona even had very different names for some of the Sephirot. The diagram of the Tree of Life and its paths differ between Rabbi Isaac Luria and Rabbi Elijah ben Solomon (the Vilna Gaon). Everyone is trying to describe what ultimately goes beyond language. Remember, the purpose of these metaphorical maps of the inner journey is to help you to connect with the Source. But as Alfred Korzybski said, “The map is not the territory.” Your experience doing the practice will be different from mine. We all come up against different challenges. Welcome these challenges as the teachers they are.

Besides the four worlds, the Jewish tradition also recognizes four levels of the soul, and of course, they also correspond to the four worlds. So when you work with the Sephirot in each world, you’re purifying your soul at each of these levels. These four worlds and four levels of the soul also correspond to the Tetragrammaton—the unpronounceable four-letter name of the Divine: YHVH. There are some who say that these four letters come from the Hebrew verb “to be” and that by taking out the vowels that indicate whether the verb is future, past, or present tense, the letters create a word that roughly translates as “is-was-will be.” That is to say, eternal and beyond time. Rabbi Mark Sameth gives a midrashic interpretation of the secret meaning of the letters, explaining that the name “was probably not pronounced ‘Jehovah’ or ‘Yahweh,’ as some have guessed. The Israelite priests would have read the letters in reverse as Hu/Hi—in other words, the hidden name of God was Hebrew for ‘He/She.’” So that the deity “was understood by its earliest worshipers to be a dual-gendered deity.”6

I don’t believe that the Deity is dual-gendered so much as to say that It includes all genders (of which there are six in classical Judaism7) and is also beyond all gender. This may seem tangential, but I bring in this mind-blowing consideration of gender because amid this discussion of Kabbalistic concepts, along with structures and diagrams of correspondences, I want to be mindful that our ability to describe reality is filtered by our bodies, our sensorium, and our culture. And we are using these concepts to enable us to apprehend, if only for a second, much that is beyond our experience. So it bears repeating: the map is not the territory.




THE TAROT CONNECTION

Tarot and Kabbalah do share a history—just not the history described by the occultists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Scholarship finds no evidence for the existence of tarot cards much before the fifteenth century. Now, I know that just because academics can’t find any trace of something in history doesn’t mean it wasn’t there. After all, we have no scripts of the secular plays put on by traveling actors in the fifteenth century, but we know they existed because we have the written condemnation of these plays by the Church.

Cards are ephemera, and the earliest examples we have are only a small number of cards from Renaissance Europe held in museum collections that survive for us to examine and study today. Upon examination, we can see competing systems and deck designs, some of which were used for games and gambling and some used for divination.8

Nevertheless, Court de Gébelin, a French occultist of the eighteenth century, made the claim that the tarot was of ancient Egyptian heritage. His contemporary and a rival French occultist, Etteila, did him one better and claimed that individual tarot cards were actually pages from the Egyptian Book of Thoth, a collection of writings from the pre-Christian Egyptian religion. Etteila also claimed that this book was written by the god Thoth himself. So what the Zohar and the tarot both share are pseudepigraphal claims for a heritage of antiquity as an appeal to the authenticity of the secret wisdom found in them.

Court de Gébelin claimed that the Major Arcana were numbered to correspond to the twenty-two letters in both the Egyptian and Hebrew alphabets. It didn’t seem to trouble him that at the time different versions of the deck that were in circulation sometimes had more and sometimes fewer than twenty-two cards or that ancient Egyptian didn’t use an alphabet. But to prove the correspondence, Etteila issued a “rectified” deck with twenty-two Major Arcana cards so that they matched up with the Hebrew letters.*9 Another French occultist of the time, Comte de Mellet, suggested that the tarot suits might possibly also be a Kabbalistic reference, with Cups assigned to Joseph (since he was Potiphar’s cupbearer), the Wands to Moses (since his staff plays an important role), Swords to David (since he was a warrior-king, though one could say he was just as much a poet), and Coins to Laban (here de Mellet gets pretty twisted in his reasoning).9 And while there really isn’t a connection between the suits and these Biblical figures, it works for at least three of the suits. In today’s decks, where Coins are replaced with Pentacles, a better correspondence would be to King Solomon, who was known as a master magician in folklore and who created amulets and talismans of great power.†10

By the time we get to the early nineteenth century, Eliphas Levi (yet another French occultist who changed his name) had syncretized tarot, Kabbalah, Hermeticism, and other esoteric traditions. His writing deeply influenced the members of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, an organization that is the source of the tarot decks in most widespread use today.

In fact, the Golden Dawn used its own version of the Major Arcana as part of a ritual of initiation for all its members. As members moved up in the organization, they learned the mysteries of the twenty-two paths between the ten Sephirot as coded in the Major Arcana cards, since each path on the Tree corresponds to one of the Hebrew letters and each Major Arcana card was assigned a Hebrew letter. Each Sephira corresponded to a graded rank within the organization, attained once a member had mastered the esoteric spiritual teachings from the cards on the paths to that Sephirot.10 This initiatory guide map thus explicitly connected the tarot deck to the thirty-two mystical paths of the Sefer Yetzirah and Kabbalistic tradition. I can’t get the image of all of this as a kind of nineteenth-century British board game out of my head.

At least three decks came out of the Golden Dawn membership. The deck created by Arthur Edward Waite and Pamela Colman Smith is the most popular deck today, and you can find many images within it that refer to teachings of the Kabbalists as understood by these British occultists through their Hermetic lens. Here’s where the scholarship of Ronald Decker, who was the curator of antique cards at the United States Playing Card Company, has provided an extraordinary theory. While he believes there is no direct connection between Kabbalah and the Major Arcana, he suggests there is a link between the meanings of the Sephirot and the divinatory meanings of the Minor Arcana cards. In his book The Esoteric Tarot: Ancient Sources Rediscovered in Hermeticism and Cabala, he notes that the meanings of the numeral cards in the tarot deck as recorded by Etteilla align systematically with explanations of the Sephirot in one of the most widely known Kabbalistic works, The Gates of Light by Joseph Gikatilla.

Rabbi Joseph Ibn Gikatilla was a contemporary of Rabbi Moses de León, the author of the Zohar. However, while it took a long time for the entire Zohar to be translated into Latin, Gikatilla’s masterpiece, The Gates of Light, was translated into Latin in 1516. Just as there are no scripts of the medieval plays condemned by the Church, there is no smoking gun that shows whether Etteilla was aware that the key phrases he used as the meanings of the Minor Arcana correspond to phrases used by Gikatilla in The Gates of Light.

Decker surmised that there must have been a deck that someone wrote on to create Kabbalistic flash cards to learn from, so the definitions for the Sephirot were written on the Minor Arcana cards that correspond numerically. Then Decker provided a side-by-side comparison of Etteilla’s interpretations of the cards with descriptions of each of the Sephirot from Gikatilla, showing what appears to be a clear influence of Gikatilla’s descriptions on Etteilla’s interpretations—whether Etteilla was aware of their origin or not—and these interpretations have influenced all subsequent interpretations of the cards.

Some of the imagery and the meanings in Waite’s deck were heavily influenced by Papus (yet another Frenchman who took an esoteric nom de plume), whose understanding of tarot came directly from his study of Etteilla. Waite used this information in his own explanations of the cards in his book The Pictorial Key to the Tarot.

While several decks can claim their origin in members of the Golden Dawn, and all have Kabbalistic correspondences, my first deck was a Waite-Smith deck. It is the deck I have worked with the longest and the deck that is probably the easiest for people of European heritage to relate to. I like to think of this deck as a warehouse of Western symbolism (or a Renaissance Rorschach test). Learn all the symbols in this deck and you’ll have a key to the mythology, art, and literature of Western civilization.

The interesting thing is that Waite knew there was no “ancient” connection between Kabbalah and tarot. He understood that claims for the antiquity of the cards were spurious, and he rejected any correspondence between the Hebrew alphabet and the Major Arcana.11 Nevertheless, as an adept of the Golden Dawn, he seems to have understood that the systems reflected each other in ways that create constellations of deep meaning. The innovation that set the Waite-Smith deck apart from almost everything that came before is that the cards of the Minor Arcana depicted situational scenes with people and not just the objects of the suit. And because he gave Smith more latitude in her designs for the Minor Arcana, it’s no surprise that some Kabbalistic references appear in those cards.

Rachel Pollack notes that despite Waite’s deep knowledge of Kabbalistic teachings, the meanings he assigned to the Minor Arcana and the images created by Smith for the Minors don’t always match with the Sephirot.12 This is true, since, of course, Waite was drawing from several traditions for his meanings, including alchemy. That said, Smith was an adept in the Golden Dawn, so she was certainly aware of some of the correspondences between the Sephirot and the numeric cards of the Minor Arcana. So while it might not be immediately apparent, I’ve found in my work with the cards for Omer meditation that there is always a relationship between each of the Sephirot and the situations in their corresponding cards, though sometimes the card image illustrates a negative meaning of a Sephira.

For example, the Four of Wands would correspond with Chesed in Atzilut. Decker points out that Etteilla includes “covenant” as a meaning for this card and that in The Gates of Light, Gikatilla associated Chesed with a covenant. The image on the Four of Wands is of a chuppah—a traditional wedding canopy. In Judaism, marriage is a covenantal relationship of love. But there are other important connections between the image on the Four of Wands and the concept of a covenant.

One of the stories about Abraham was that he kept his tent open on all four sides so he would be sure not to miss an opportunity to welcome a guest—an expression of Chesed—which is why he is the biblical personage associated with Chesed.*11 We can consider the image of the four wands as a tent open on four sides. Abraham, as the founding patriarch of the Jewish people, was also the first to undergo the B’rit Milah, the covenant of circumcision.

Let’s circle back now to the image of the wedding canopy on the Four of Wands, which would be the very first card to consider on the first day of Counting the Omer. This symbol looks ahead to the very last day of the Omer, when we arrive at Pentecost—the symbolic marriage of the Israelites to the Divine Source, with the Torah serving as the wedding contract and Mt. Sinai as the wedding canopy.

Moses betook himself to the encampment and awakened them [the Israelites] with these words: “Arise from your sleep, the bridegroom is at hand, and is waiting to lead his bride under the marriage canopy.”13

It is doubtful that Pamela Colman Smith was aware of all of this, but she may have known some of it. And for me, it’s clear that when you approach each Minor Arcana image and its corresponding Sephira, you will always find a relationship that gives greater depth to the meaning of each.




PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

With this understanding that each numbered Minor Arcana card corresponds to one of the Sephirot and that each suit corresponds to one of the four worlds, you can see how combining the matching cards each day during the Counting of the Omer can be used to deepen meditation and reflection. Using the cards in this way can be a powerful tool that can help take you to great psychological depths and spiritual heights.

Following the schema of pairing the week’s Sephira with the day’s Sephira, the third day of the first week of Counting the Omer is Tiferet within Chesed. Translating this to the tarot, these Sephirot would be represented in the world of Atzilut as the Six of Wands (Tiferet) as channeled through the Four of Wands (Chesed). Each day, you have a choice of four pairs of cards to work with, aligning with the four worlds. Putting pairs of cards together in this way can open you to experiencing the Sephirotic energies of each day in unexpected ways. If you’re an experienced card reader, even if this practice isn’t one you wish to follow, reading the cards with these Sephirotic relationships in mind will add depth and meaning to your readings.

Of course, as I’ve noted previously, from a traditional Jewish point of view this is heretical. Not only is it a commandment not to make a graven image of the Divine, the Sephirot (which are not to be identified with the Deity Itself) also are never depicted through figurative representation. In fact, from a traditional Kabbalistic point of view, the tarot deck itself (which also employs Christian and pagan symbols) is to’e’vah, or taboo. As a Jewish-Buddhist, though, I’ve found much that is precious in many traditions and that wisdom from one can shine a light that deepens the experience of the other. I hope that your experience using the cards as an aid to Count the Omer gives you similar gifts.

In fact, the Buddhist in me wants to point out a completely different kind of correspondence. It is said that before Gautama Buddha became enlightened, he sat for forty-nine days under the Bodhi tree and experienced Nirvana on the fiftieth day. Similarly, in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, after death, the “soul” of a human spends forty-nine days in the bardo before taking rebirth. Why should these very different religious traditions settle on forty-nine days as the period it takes for transformation? I don’t pretend to know the answer to this question—or even whether there is an answer to this question. But it’s interesting to note, and I suspect there is some deep hidden wisdom at work in this correspondence with the forty-nine day Omer practice.

As you read through this guide, you will learn interpretations for each of the cards, even though this book is not a conventional guide to tarot card interpretations. In fact, because the same cards appear and reappear in different combinations, you’ll learn how these combinations change the meanings of each card. So if you haven’t already studied the cards before, this book will provide a more nuanced interpretation of the cards than you’ll find in many guides. Still, it’s always good to read other books on the subject. Similarly, if you are already a student of tarot but you haven’t studied Kabbalah, I hope this book inspires you to learn more about this Jewish wisdom tradition, as opposed to the occult version. You’ll find a number of good books on both these subjects and more in the bibliography.

Now that you have a basic understanding of the Omer practice and basic Kabbalistic concepts and their correspondences with the organization of the tarot deck, you’re ready to begin a new way to practice this ancient spiritual discipline.





How to Follow the Daily Practice

 

 


THE RITUAL

The ritual of Counting the Omer, as practiced by Jews for centuries, requires actually counting each day and week. And because Judaism observes the start of the day at sunset, the Omer is counted at night, while standing, in a ritual that includes a blessing and a prayer said before counting the day. I like this ritual. It sets the kavvanah, the Jewish practice of creating mindful and heartfelt intention. I make it a part of my practice, and I include a modified, nonsectarian version of the blessing and prayer below for those who wish to bring this intention to their practice as well.

If you prefer to count in the morning, that’s okay too. But like any practice, it’s best to set aside a specific, regular time of the day that you know is only for this practice.




USING THE CARDS

The heart of this book is based on the forty-nine paired combinations of the Sephirot that occur during the Counting of the Omer. Each day of the count there are paired combinations of corresponding tarot cards. Because the four suits correspond to the four worlds, there are at least four possible pairings for each day, so that each day you can explore how the Sephirotic combinations affect the energy of that day in each world: spiritually, emotionally, intellectually, and physically.

With four pairs a day, there are probably too many pairings for most people to work with in one day, unless you’re living the life of a cloistered contemplative. So here are five different suggestions for ways to work with these card pairings to Count the Omer plus one advanced practice for when you have already worked with all four suits. Of the suggested ways to work, choose the one that makes the most sense to you and follow it through to the end.

1. Follow One Suit

Choose one suit and only follow that suit through the forty-nine days of the count. Choose the suit that best matches with the focus of the inner work you want to do this year. Next year, choose one of the other suits. Continue each year until you have done all four suits.

2. Start at the Top of the Worlds

Start with Wands and do the count with that suit only. Next year, do the same with Cups. Then go through the following suits, one per year, in order of the four worlds so that you finish in the fourth year with Assiyah and Pentacles.

3. Around the Worlds in Two Hundred Days

Do all four suits in one year, one suit at a time in order of the four worlds. Between each suit, on the fiftieth day, follow the practice for the fiftieth day recommended at the end of this book. In this way, you’ll finish the full work in two hundred days. You could start doing the count at the start of the traditional counting period and then just continue over the course of the year. Or start whenever it feels right to you.

4. Around the Worlds in Fifty Weeks

Do all four suits for the day—one week at a time—so that you complete the full work in forty-nine weeks, with the fiftieth week set aside for special meditations. As above, you could start at the beginning of the traditional counting period or at any time that seems right to you. Since this practice takes two weeks less than one year, it might be a good thing to start the first week of January.

5. Follow Your Calling

Choose one pair from any one suit each day—either the pair that calls to you or the pair you feel most resistant to.

6. Interpenetrating Worlds: Advanced Practice

Once you have followed this practice within each of the four suits, in whatever order works for you, you can start mixing the suits. For example, on the second day, Gevurah of Chesed, you could work with the Five of Pentacles and the Four of Wands, paying attention to how the worlds of the physical and the spiritual interact and influence each other. You can consciously choose which suits to mix or have it decided by shuffling the four cards for each Sephira and seeing what the universe presents you with.

Each day, read the interpretation for the pair(s) you’re working with that day. In these interpretative essays, I share my own experience with this practice. After each pair you’ll find several questions associated with that pairing. Use those questions for either reflection or your own Pentecost journaling exercise.

You’ll probably want to write your own interpretations, questions, and journal entries based on your own life experience. You may wish to focus on a different facet of the day’s pairing than I have. Go for it! Each Sephira can be approached from a variety of angles. To help you consider the many facets of each pair, use the Sephirot key words as described below.




HOW TO USE THE KEY WORDS TO HELP INTERPRET THE CARDS

In the section on the Sephirot, there is a list of key words for each of the lower seven we’ll be working with. When you substitute different key words for each Sephira, a different facet of the day’s energy will be revealed for you to work with. By considering these key words in combination to create a theme for each day and by looking at the cards that correspond to the Sephirot, you’ll find that the cards point to deeper meanings of these concepts and that the key words reveal deeper meanings in the cards. Be alert to the combinations that speak to possible issues or blocks that you face and keep an awareness of the shadow side of these combinations. As you do this, you’ll discover the combination of key words that best fits your experience of the cards and the subject of the Sephirotic healing you should work on that day.
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