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To my daughters, Emily and Michaela, who made my journey so meaningful: May you live to make a difference in other people’s lives.

And to the many students I taught and learned from over the years: Use your leadership as a force for good in the world.






1 Meaningfulness


Growing up with the Kabbalah Centre: My mother’s search for meaning

As the aeroplane from Paris landed back in Tel Aviv, tears were streaming down my face. Its engines were roaring, but I felt like the world stood still. Feelings of failure and disappointment rushed through me. I was only eighteen and a half, but life as I knew it had ended: I had not lived up to the expectations of my parents, the Kabbalah Centre – the mystical Jewish sect that guided every aspect of our lives – or our leaders, Rabbi Berg (‘the Rav’) and his wife, Karen.

A few months earlier, at the end of 1991, I had been sent to Paris to do Harisha – the ‘ploughing’ by which the Kabbalah Centre was determined to grow. In practice, this meant walking the streets, knocking on strangers’ doors, selling the Centre’s books, and bringing in ‘holy money’. Having grown up in this organisation – which I now feel is a cult1 – it had been my dream to be sent on such a mission before being matched and married to another member of the Centre. But a few months in Paris offered an eye-opening experience of what went on behind the scenes, and I realised, with a broken heart, that I could not continue on the path I had been walking my entire childhood.

It was shattering.

But it was also the moment in which my personal search for meaningfulness began. Little did I know that the end of everything I had been certain of was the start of my real life.



How did I grow up in a cult-like organisation? The Kabbalah Centre was what my family had found in its own quest for meaningfulness, started many years prior when tragedy crawled into our home and consumed everything like a fierce fire.

My parents met in Israel in 1964 when my mother, Ziva, was only twenty and my father, Nissim, was twenty-four. Both came from large, poor families, and wanted to build a life together better than those they had known in childhood. They look so happy in their wedding photos, my mum gorgeous in the beautiful white dress that she sewed herself. And within a year, their first child was born, a beautiful boy named Yuval, followed by my sister two years later.

When Yuval was six, my mother got pregnant again, this time with me. My father was doing well as a tradesman, mainly in window installation; they had just bought a lovely new apartment near Tel Aviv and a car. They were about to become a family of five, and in 1973 life looked perfect. But one day, my brother came home from playing soccer with terrible abdominal pain. My parents took him to the hospital and after several tests came the news that shattered their perfect little world into thousands of pieces. Their darling son had cancer.

Mum could not stop crying. She lost all interest in her pregnancy and then in her newborn. They named me Adi (jewel), but joy was overwhelmed by sorrow. Utterly devastated, my mother could not even breastfeed me. For three years, Yuval underwent hospitalisations and chemotherapy, with terrible side effects. He lost his hair and a lot of weight, ravaged by both the illness and its treatment.

During this time, I was mainly raised by my grandmother, Naomi. Perhaps unsurprisingly, I was a difficult child who refused to eat and cried a lot. If it rained, I sobbed for the pigeons getting wet and would not have my meal. My grandmother used to play me a music box as a distraction while trying to feed me, failing as often as she succeeded.

One day, the doctors said they had marvellous news: Yuval was in remission. The treatment had worked – the cancer was cured. My parents were, of course, overjoyed – life returned to my mother, and she beamed and wept. It was as if the sun came back to our lives. In celebration, Mum and Dad took Yuval on a big trip through Europe – Paris, London, Italy. I vividly remember his tourist photos from the great monuments, a pilot hat covering his bald head.

On their return, however, a letter awaited them. In an era with no mobile phones or emails, that awful letter had sat there for weeks. We are so sorry, it said, we made a mistake: Yuval is not okay, come back to the hospital immediately. While my parents took these beautiful photos of Yuval in Trafalgar Square, the cancer had been progressing, malignant cells multiplying while everyone thought the worst was behind them. But the worst was yet to come.

At the age of ten, Yuval passed away. I was three, and my memories of this terrible event are vague. No one knew how to tell me he was gone, so apparently Mum came to me and asked whether I knew where Yuval was, thinking I would say he was at the hospital. Instead, I answered, ‘Yes, he is in heaven’, and continued to play.

I do remember how my sister – who was only eight – was instantly transformed from a happy child to someone who always carried a deep sadness around her. Her shoulders slumped, and the light in her eyes was extinguished. She no longer wanted to play with me. Her only salvation was music, and she began playing the recorder and then the flute, filling the otherwise quiet house with music. Eventually she went on to attend the Jerusalem Music Academy and play in an orchestra for the Israeli Opera. My sister had to find her own solace – it never occurred to anyone that the two young girls who had lost their brother might need some emotional and mental support.

Growing up with a grieving family is frighteningly dreadful. My early childhood memories are of my mother sitting on the floor constantly crying over her lost son. Like many other bereaved siblings,2 I tried in my childish way to cheer up my inconsolable mum, but I learned that I was not enough to bring her happiness. I could never be enough.

I did not know that Mum was pregnant again when Yuval died. A second miserable pregnancy. My first brother died in July 1976, and my second one, Ori, was born in November. Dad came back from the hospital to our neighbourhood shouting on the streets – ‘It’s a boy! It’s a boy!’ and everyone came out to their balconies, cheering and clapping. Mum always said that she came back to life when my second brother was born, but it did not feel that way to me. She still cried often, telling stories about the perfect child Yuval had been.

My brother’s death was a terrible and meaningless tragedy: a healthy boy one day got sick and died at such a young age. He would never again play with his many tiny cowboys or the Lincoln Logs he left behind. He would never spend the pocket money he saved up in his tin box. He would never go to high school. He would never grow up, never go through adolescence, never marry, never have children, never grow old. He would forever remain that perfect child. Like many others affected by life-changing adversity, my mother asked: Why? Why did this happen? Why did this happen to me? What did I do to deserve it? Can anything good come out of this calamity?



Two years later, when I was five, my mother began to find answers to some of these questions in circumstances that changed the trajectory of our family for good. Seeing an ad in the newspaper for a free introductory lecture to Kabbalah, she visited the Kabbalah Centre in Tel Aviv.

At the time, the Kabbalah Centre was a small organisation run by the Bergs – an American rabbi and his wife Karen – with just a few dozen students coming to hear him speak in a basement in Tel Aviv. The Rav, as Rabbi Berg was called, personally spent a lot of time with my mother, trying to help her squeeze some sort of meaning out of the death of her ten-year-old boy. It was a long process, but through these deep conversations, she came to believe that even this great tragedy was intended to serve a purpose: Yuval had died so that the rest of the family would connect to the ancient wisdom of Kabbalah.

Kabbalah is a type of Jewish mysticism passed down by word of mouth from obscure scholar to student over the centuries. Practical Kabbalah contains rituals and acts which can resemble witchcraft. Many Jews see Kabbalah as forbidden territory, only to be learned by those who have spent years mastering all other sources of Jewish wisdom. There are stories about people who tried learning it only to lose their sanity. Its primary source is a collection of volumes called the Zohar. Written in the ancient language of Aramaic, the Zohar contains stories, life lessons, esoteric practices (from worshipping to curing diseases and casting spells), and interpretation of the Jewish holy scriptures including the Torah.

The Kabbalah Centre wanted to popularise this body of knowledge, opening it up to everyone, including women – unheard of in the 1970s. Ultra-orthodox Jews boycotted the Centre from the start, condemning the rebellious act of sharing sacred and secret knowledge with laypeople. In fact, one of Berg’s first books was called Kabbalah for the Layman, which upset many – and not because of its gender-biased title. The books were authored by Dr Rabbi Shraga Philip Berg – although it was later argued that he never held a doctoral degree.3 Today the books are simply published under ‘the Rav’.

Mum joined the Kabbalah Centre in its early days (the late 1970s). Back then the Bergs were still humble people. They had two sons about my age – Yehuda and Michael – who I liked to play with. Yet, it changed every aspect of our lives.

I remember the day my parents told us we were now religious. We had been what is often referred to in Israel as ‘traditionalist’ up to this point – meaning my parents used to celebrate the Jewish holidays, such as Yom Kippur and Passover, and not much more. Then when I was five, we suddenly had a whole new set of rules to be strictly kept – for example, I was told that on Shabbat (Sabbath) I wasn’t to touch the light switch or tear the toilet paper. When I asked if I could flush the toilet water, for some reason everyone laughed at me. Being among the few new members, we were invited to visit the Rav’s family and I played Lego with the boys. I was only five and having never played with Lego before, I loved one of the small figurines. I had put her in my pocket when the boys yelled at me that I was a thief and Mum was so embarrassed. It was an adjustment period.

My father had taken longer to convince than my mother. They had intense arguments over faith that were often sparked by something that appeared to be simple or mundane: Dad liked to watch television on Friday night, but because that was forbidden under Kabbalah, Mum started to close herself up in their bedroom to avoid it. Dad would take us kids to the beach on Shabbat, and she would stay behind by herself. At times I felt he was doing it to spite her. However, within a few months, Dad gradually gave in, in part for my mother and in part because he too yearned for the sense of belonging offered by the Kabbalah Centre. Mostly, the Rav sweet-talked him, giving him special roles and honours, almost seducing him to join. And so, we all became members, a family united.

We were often at the Centre to hear lectures, most of which I found incomprehensible. We’d spend the Shabbats with thirty or forty other people and on the high holidays, such as Passover or Yom Kippur, we’d travel somewhere out of town with larger groups, of up to two hundred.

We often went on excursions around Israel and the West Bank with buses full of people, visiting old holy tombs and sacred places such as Safed and Hebron, which always smelled of mustiness, wax, and smoke. Many sites were in the then-newly occupied territories, so we had to be accompanied by the military. We would get off the bus, light candles, read the Zohar, and pray. In the holy tomb of Rachel in Bethlehem, one of the four Foremothers of the Israelites, we would wind a red string around the tomb seven times and later get a small piece to tie around our left wrist against the evil eye. At the Centre, we believed that when people are jealous of you, they cast the evil eye (a look given with the intent to harm) which could result in misfortune, but that the little piece of string would protect us. Back then it was given for free. Today, it is sold for $40 USD on their website, and with security issues, it is unlikely that anyone is winding strings around the tomb anymore (as shown in a BBC exposé).

In Hebron, we would visit the other Forefathers and Foremothers. Mum told me that their tombs were underground as the ‘cosmic energy’ (people at the Centre loved using the word ‘energy’ to describe everything and anything) projected from their graves was too consuming and that people who tried going down there would die. I believed her. We used to visit the ancient city of Safed, the birthplace of Kabbalah. We climbed hundreds of stairs to visit the tomb of the 16th-century Kabbalist the Holy Ari (Rabbi Isaac ben Solomon Luria). While there, we would dip naked in his Mikveh – a purifying body of water in an ancient cave. You know, your typical family trips.

We then sang together, men and women. Create big circles, hug each other, close our eyes, and sing wholeheartedly: ‘Lemaan Achai Vereai’ – ‘for my brothers and companions, I speak peace unto Thee’. I can still hear the tune in my head and sense the togetherness I felt years ago.

The ultra-orthodox Jews opposed all of these rituals, especially women singing. If they were nearby, they would try to kick us out of the holy sites or yell at us, and sometimes their objections ended in physical fights. We were fighting for the Light, for divine truth, and it felt exhilarating. At other times, the Palestinians would stand up to us as we entered their territories. In retrospect, I am perplexed at how the Centre put children in such harm’s way.

As some of the Centre’s first devotees, my family became part of the Bergs’ inner circle. This smaller group of a few dozen people spent much more time together than the general members. Some of the early followers left after a year or two, and I never saw them again. Others remained in the Centre for years – some are there still. In the years we were members, they were family. I grew up with some of their children; they became my best friends. This inner circle seemed to be growing faster every year.

On Shabbat, we’d spend the whole day at one of the member’s houses. When I was seven, my parents bought a new three-bedroom apartment near Tel Aviv which often accommodated forty people or more for celebrations, meals, and prayers. Moreover, because Shabbat begins at sunset on Friday and ends on Saturday night (you must count three stars in the sky!), during which time we weren’t allowed to drive, people would stay the night – mattresses were spread in the bedrooms, living room, even the kitchen, and people would sleep on the floor. If there were too many to fit, some would have to walk for anything up to an hour to sleep in another member’s apartment.

Every Friday evening, we would have a kiddush (blessing of the wine) and challah (sweet bread), welcoming the holy day with songs and rituals: ‘Let us go and meet the bride; let us welcome the Sabbath’. Before the meal, we would all perform a ceremonial washing of the hands, with a small goblet, three times on each side. Then we were not allowed to speak until a man blessed the bread, so we would hum religious songs together. Imagine a large hall with 200 people humming. If the Rav was there, he would lead all ceremonies, but if it were in our house, in his absence, my father – now fully committed – would lead instead. The meal was always served in the same order: wine, challah, fish, liqueur (even the children would have some), chicken or meat, and the blessing of the food. On Saturday mornings, everyone would go to the local synagogue, pray, and read the Torah aloud, then return home for another kiddush with wine and cakes and lunch with the same ritual as the dinner.

One of the members had his own ritual. When I was little, I didn’t like going to the synagogue, and I was allowed to stay behind and play with my Barbie dolls. One of the men would also often stay behind – it was his role to recite the Torah at the synagogue, and he said he had to practice first before joining everyone. When we were left by ourselves, he would grab me, a seven-year-old girl, and forcibly kiss me on the lips. This occurred several times, but I never told anyone. I was so traumatised that I blocked it from my memory completely, only to suddenly remember every detail of the ordeal when I was thirty. It is remarkable how our minds can store things away until we are ready to cope with them.



As in many other controlling organisations, members of the Kabbalah Centre shared their own language. The divine was referred to as ‘the Light’, and Satan was ‘the Other Side’; anyone or anything diverting us from the Centre and the Light was an ‘Empty Shell’ (Klipot, symbolising void and evil). Family members worried about us or just wanting us to think about the Centre’s influence in our lives? Empty shells. Any thoughts about the dissonance we saw between what the leaders of the Centre preached and their actual behaviour were also empty shells. These are common cult techniques for cutting members off from the outside world and even from their own internal voice of reason.4 Other words and phrases used were ‘rectification’ (Tikkun), ‘reincarnation’, and the ‘powers of will and resistance’. We had to use the ‘will of resistance’ any time we wanted something – every need and desire had to be suppressed in the service of the Centre and the Bergs.

In retrospect, the Rav had created his own religious mishmash by combining the ancient wisdom of Kabbalah with some New Age ideas and a little Buddhism, sprinkled with some concepts from physics and quantum physics. For example, he compared the big bang theory to the Kabbalistic notion of the ‘shattering of the vessels’ (Shevirat haKeilim), which, according to the Ari implied that there was infinite light in the chaos, so much light that nothing else could exist until all these vessels were shattered into 288 holy lights, making room for the creation (confusing, I know). The Rav used the butterfly effect to prove that Kabbalah showed centuries before modern science did that everything in life and the universe is interconnected. Now, I believe that he only had limited knowledge, but the rest of us knew even less and were easily fooled. We looked up to him as a guru, a prophet with immense wisdom and direct connection to God.

His central message was that we needed to fight our egos. The ego – a code word for self-perception, pride, confidence, and self-esteem – had to be conquered and demolished. We were to be humble, devoted, and obedient – to God and him alike. We worked hard to achieve this spiritual goal, which also happened to make the inner circle easy to control and manipulate. People’s individualism and personal desires were all to be extinguished in the service of the Centre. If anyone prioritised themselves or their family over the organisation, they were told to overcome their egos and the empty shells and work harder, sell more books, give more money.

Another way of controlling members of the inner circle was to strip away their old identity and give them a new one. Members had to leave their previous jobs, sometimes their marriage, and disconnect from external people, even family and friends if they couldn’t be persuaded to join the Centre themselves. Later, some would sell their homes and give the money to the Centre and the Bergs, before moving to live with the commune or in an apartment provided to them (sometimes with fourteen other people).

As the years passed, members even began to wear similar clothes, especially during Shabbat. Old photos (some of which can be found online) show everyone wearing white: the Rav used to say the ultra-orthodox wore black on Shabbat because they were part of the Dark Side, but we wore white as we were part of the Light. And, of course, we all wore the red string around our left wrist.

The attempts to control our identity even extended to changing the names of some members. There are not many things in life more closely related to our identity than our name – it is one of the first words we learn to recognise as babies and studies have shown that people are more inclined to live somewhere with a name that resembles theirs (so Phil would be more likely to live in Philadelphia), and even work for a company with a similar echo (John would be happy working for Johnson & Johnson). For Jewish people, biblical names hold significance, and our ancestors changed their names to change their fate. When Abraham altered his name from Abram and Sarah from Sarai, they finally had their son Isaac. Jacob’s name was changed to Israel to become the father of the nation. At the Centre, changing one’s name became a significant ritual, conducted occasionally during the morning prayer on Shabbat: the Rav would recite the same blessing given when a baby is born, indicating that the renamed person had been reborn into a new spiritual level.

This happened to me. When I was seven, the Rav said I needed to change my name from Adi to Devorah. I was the only one who underwent a name change in my family; I don’t know why. Nevertheless, I was given a biblical name after the female prophet. One Shabbat I was blessed: ‘He, who blessed our mothers Sarah and Rivka, Rachel and Leah, will bless this child and call her name Devorah bat (daughter of) Ziva.’ Everybody cheered and congratulated me on my second birth. Then I had to go back to school and tell the whole class that my name was changed, and they had to call me Devorah.

‘What if I don’t want to call you by your new name?’ one of my friends asked.

‘Then I won’t answer,’ I said firmly.

Renaming was just one of the Rav’s rituals. As in many cults and high-control groups, the Centre’s ceremonies were designed to differentiate between insiders who understand them and outsiders who find them very odd. They provide a sense of meaning, and, when repeated, a sense of certainty. They are also an essential tool in increasing power and control. Not infrequently with the Centre, these rituals involved nudity: on trips to the Sea of Galilee, groups of men and women would separately dive naked into the water, and in the US members would roll naked in the snow to rectify their sins. Being stripped of one’s clothes in large groups can make one feel vulnerable and create a sense of solidarity.

There were many other odd rituals. At times, we stayed up all night in a cave lit by candles – dozens of people studying the sacred book of the Zohar. There were hours of chanting and praying. After the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in 1986, we chanted and moved our hands in the air to send positive energy there and remove the radiation. And we were told that the Rav personally sent copies of the Zohar to Ecuador and stopped the war that had been waged there for years. I remember sharing this story with someone I was trying to sell the Zohar to when he looked at me and asked – ‘Is this what they tell you? The war is still taking place’. That comment seeded doubt in me as I realised that I might be accepting half-truths without questioning them.

We were told to scan the Zohar even if we could not understand it, and we kept repeating words we did not comprehend, such as the ‘secret holy names’ of God. As the Centre says on its own website presently:


To merely pick up the Zohar, to scan its Aramaic letters and allow in the energy that infuses them, is to experience what kabbalists have experienced for thousands of years: a powerful energy-giving instrument, a life-saving tool imbued with the ability to bring peace, protection, healing and fulfillment to those who possess it.5



In some respects, we were more extreme than the ultra-orthodox sects of Judaism. The first night of Passover (the Seder) would have hundreds of the Centre’s members gather around to read the story of this high holiday. Typically, it would take people about an hour to go through it, but not us. We would stop after every paragraph to hear the Kabbalist angle of the story, interpretations related to the Light, power or resistance, and rectification of sins. Songs took so long. When people were to eat maror, the bitter herbs, we did not have a small amount like most Jews, and we would chew on it until our faces turned red and tears came streaming down. The more you suffered, the more you had purified and made atonement. This long ceremony took so many hours that although we would start at around 8 pm, we would only get to the Seder meal at around two in the morning.

Yet, this did not compare to the year’s holiest days: Rosh Hashana (New Year) and Yom Kippur (the day of atonement and repentance). These days are believed to seal one’s fate. That God looks down and measures one’s sins, deciding if we will live or die. As such, people pray all day on Rosh Hashana and have ten days to rectify their sins. Before the holy day we would go to the beach and empty our pockets of all our sins, pretending to throw them into the sea. Then, at night, all members (sometimes two hundred of us) would line up, waiting to stand on a white sheet beneath the moon. Looking at our shadows, the Rav would reveal our fate for the upcoming year with a nod of his head or by taking a member aside for some private whispering. We all waited his verdict with anxiety and fear.

The following day, we would have a ritual that still haunts me. All members would go to some market in the middle of the night and get a live chicken each (roosters for men and hens for women) for an extreme version of the Jewish atonement ritual. I remember holding my chicken and patting her to keep her calm, before my father circled it three times above my head, praying: ‘This is your exchange, this is your substitute, this is your atonement. This hen will go to its death, while you will enter and proceed to a good long life and peace.’ The chicken was then slaughtered before my eyes (even at a very young age), and I was then told to take some sand and cover the blood dripping on the floor. One of my worst childhood traumas.

On Yom Kippur itself, we would stand before God for twenty-four hours of prayers, without any food, drink, or washing. We would all wear white, stay together in shared accommodation (such as a large hotel or hostel), and plead for our lives before the Light. The Rav would sing beautiful songs, and I can still recall their tunes, from the Kaddish prayer Jews recite in funerals to the famous hymn of ‘Netane Tokef’. As the Rav sang it with a trembling voice, we would all cry and reflect upon our possible deaths:


On Rosh Hashana will be inscribed, and on Yom Kippur will be sealed – how many will pass from the Earth and how many will be created, who will live and who will die. Who by water and who by fire, who by the sword and who by beast, who by famine and who by thirst, who by upheaval and who by plague.



As the years passed, Mum seemed less sad. She said that my brother died to bring us to the Centre so that we could connect to the Light and share it with the world. This was our rectification, the way we were supposed to pay for our sins in the previous life (the Rav was a firm believer in reincarnation, which is not very common in Judaism). The Centre had increased in size and reputation. The excursions and high holidays now included hundreds of devoted followers. Kabbalah was at the core of our lives, and my parents became more extreme. Within a year of joining the Centre, my mother started wearing a wig to cover her hair as per religious rules, and my father – no longer a reluctant participant – grew a beard. My sister, brother, and I were all moved from secular to semi-religious and, later, to ultra-orthodox schools. Although the Rav and his followers deliberately alienated themselves from the ultra-orthodox Jews, in those days they didn’t have their own schools, so as the first kids growing up in the Centre we had no choice, torn between the two worlds. The Rav believed that we should be educated in a strong religious tradition that was still closer to our life at the Kabballah Centre than a secular education would be.

Yet, it was always clear that we didn’t fully belong in these schools. I was only ten when moved to the ultra-orthodox school and on the first day I was asked by a fellow student if I was an Ashkenazi Jew from Europe or Mizrahi from Arab countries. As the girl explained to me – you don’t look as light skinned as us. Little did I know that back then these schools were 95 per cent Ashkenazi with a well-defined quota for girls like me.

The Rav’s relationship with the ultra-orthodox Jews was complex. We all knew that he used to be one of them. I’d seen photos where he was wearing their traditional black clothes and the fur hat (shtreimel). While still very religious, he started working in insurance and hired a young woman named Karen (then known as Kathy) as a receptionist. When his first marriage fell apart, the Rav left his wife and seven children and married Karen (or at least this was the order of things that was presented to us). However, she did not want him to be so devout, as she wrote in one of her books: ‘One day I took that big black fur hat off his head and threw it right out the window. I said to him, “Let’s understand something. I joined your world, so you’ve got to come to mine. I can’t live with this kind of strictness”.’6 The Rav left that ultra-orthodox world and together they started teaching Kabbalah to everyone, which made some religious Jews furious. He used to mock them and claim that we were on a higher spiritual level. But we always sensed that it was very important for him to somewhat maintain the religious code from the world he left behind.

My family learned of these stories when our proximity to the Bergs increased around 1983. They moved to our building and rented the apartment on the top floor – which was bigger than ours and had a large rooftop balcony. For a few years, we were very close, physically and spiritually. Mum and Karen spent a lot of time together, cooking and talking. When I was hit by a car at the age of ten, Karen drove my mother to the hospital. I played soccer with Yehuda and Michael in the parking lot downstairs. Every Shabbat was spent together, along with many followers. We felt wonderfully privileged to be so close to the Bergs and, by extension, to the Light.

One day in the mid-1980s, after years of living in Israel, the Bergs packed everything up and moved to New York. At the time, we had no idea why, but for the sake of continuity at the Centre, they left behind a few strong followers to teach on their behalf and Mum was put in charge of the administrative work, which she continued to do for no pay. The Centre rented a bigger venue in Tel Aviv, and my mother was always behind the reception desk, controlling the whole operation like a queen. We felt like the kids of a celebrity. Not only was she in charge of organising and taking payment for the excursions and high holidays, but people started to talk to her about their troubles and she would guide them in the ways of Kabbalah.

The Bergs didn’t go to New York by themselves: they took seven men, who became known as the Hevre (‘the guys’ or ‘the group of friends’). What they did next shaped the Kabbalah Centre for years to come. Someone (I dimly recall that it might have been Karen) invented the concept of Harisha. By this point the Rav had already written a few books introducing people to Kabbalah and the Hevre would walk around New York with heavy briefcases full of them (and the Zohar), selling them door-to-door, mostly to Jews.

The books were initially published in English with the aim of making knowledge of Kabbalah more accessible to everyone. The titles included Kabbalah for the Layman, The Wheels of the Soul, The Kabbalah Connection and others. The Centre self-published them as paperbacks and later had them translated to Hebrew, Spanish, French, Arabic, Farsi, and many other languages. The holy grail of Harisha was selling the entire set of the Zohar (twenty-three volumes). It was also published by the Centre and sold for a few hundred dollars, triple the price one would buy it for in the religious neighbourhoods. To justify the high cost, we used to tell people that the Rav and his sons physically blessed each volume that we sold. At some point I started asking myself how was that possible – the books were printed and sold in Israel. The Bergs were in the US.

This was Harisha – ploughing, in the sense of ploughing the fields, and sowing the seeds of Kabbalah. In Hebrew, it also implies walking for hours. America was fertile soil: ploughing it also sowed the seeds of the Bergs’ fortune. The Hevre’s work was unpaid (although the Bergs rented a house for them and paid their moderate expenses) – they were told the money they made was holy and not to be spent, so if they needed to get something to eat, they were morally obliged to choose the cheapest option possible. (Apparently no one wondered why so much holy money was later spent on the Bergs, their real estate, and personal expenses).

The books were expensive, the labour cheap (or free) and passionately committed, and the Jewish community in New York was huge – so the money came in. The machine started working. It was only in later years that the Bergs discovered that gentiles could bring in even bigger funds.

Throughout the 1980s as the Kabbalah Centre became more prominent and powerful, the Bergs were increasingly influential and affluent. The Rav became a guru-like person for hundreds of people, with my parents being among his most devoted followers. Nothing was done without consulting the Rav first. We had drifted away from our extended family because the Centre was our family. We felt a new sense of belonging, of being part of something much bigger than ourselves, and out of that new sense of purpose had emerged a missionary-like devotion. Like many others closest to the Bergs, we were willing to do anything for this group and its leaders. We would have been willing to hurt anyone who spoke against the Rav, and we were certainly ready to die for him.

That doesn’t mean everything at the Centre was perfect – far from it. I witnessed a lot of abuse, including public humiliations, and suffered another instance of sexual abuse. From when I was about nine to twelve, another guy would hug me and kiss me at every opportunity. Unlike the first man, he did it openly, as if it was a sweet gesture, saying how beautiful I was and giving me a hug or a kiss on the cheek. Given the religious code of conduct within Kabbalah, according to which unmarried men and women are not to touch each other at all. I don’t know why nobody ever stopped him, but I hated it so much.

As well as abuse associated with the Centre, ours was (by contemporary standards) a violent home, where corporal punishment ruled. While Kabbalah helped Mum cope with Yuval’s death, there was still much rage. We would get smacked a lot by our parents, which was not unusual back then. When I was a kid, it was customary for many people in Israel to take an afternoon nap – like in Spain, stores would close between two and four in the afternoon, and people would go home to rest. Children were told firmly to be quiet. But we would get bored – the TV only had one channel, and nothing aired in the afternoons – so we’d play games which would sometimes make some noise. If we woke Mum up, she’d come out of her bedroom in a fury, and we knew we had it coming. We’d hide underneath the bed or run away from home for a few hours to avoid the pain.

My brother Ori, burdened by the unattainable expectation to fill the void left by the death of the brother he had never known, was constantly angry and violent. Today he is a responsible business and family man, but as a child he was never good at school, often involved in mischief and misconduct. My mother didn’t hide her disappointment. She often said, ‘Look what kind of a boy I lost and what I gained instead.’ Ori’s frustration and anger seemed to primarily land on me. Even though I was three years older, we would fight a lot, and he would physically hit me way too often. I would sometimes run to our shared room and lock the door, which he would break in fury. My father had to fix and replace that door so many times that at some point, he just gave up. To stand up for myself, I teased my brother often, which of course only led to another wave of frustration and violence. Once it was so bad that I shouted at him: ‘I wish you were dead!’ Mum was in the kitchen but when she heard this, she rushed to me and slapped me on the face extremely hard. ‘I already buried one son! Don’t ever say this.’ I stood there in pain and humiliation but mostly in guilt. Words have different meanings in a bereaved family.

Some violence was related to the Centre. Once when my sister spoke against the Rav, my father slapped her hard in front of us. But much scarier was the occasional verbal abuse from the Rav. A powerful and charismatic man, he would yell at people who needed to ‘correct their ways’, calling them Satan, humiliating them in front of everyone, and mocking them. He mocked my father often and even us, even though we were just young children. He used a special voice, with a high pitch, to shame my father for his ego, weaknesses, and inability to rise to a higher spiritual level. The Rav would refer to him as a stupid man, saying sarcastically how ‘smart’ and ‘righteous’ he was. Dad would just stand there, humiliated, and take it. The Rav’s intention might have been to make his followers better people (in his own eyes, anyway), but as a girl I just found it terrifying.

My only escape was writing, and my active imagination was my sanctuary. I loved picturing the world not as it was but as it should be. Walking home from school every day, I saw the busy, ugly roads as wild rivers with me strolling on their beautiful green banks. The small local public library became my haven. I was only allowed to borrow one book a day, so I’d spent hours reading while sitting on the floors or playing outside in the small garden that surrounded it. For me, it was an enchanted forest with a witch living in the deserted house at its corner. I wrote stories, poems, and, since I was eight, a ‘book’ every year. I used to take a notebook, start a story on the first page and end it on the last. Every year the notebook was longer. These books were, of course, very childish, but when I was twelve, Mum got a few members of the Centre to help, and they typed up one of my books, copied and glued in my drawings, and bound it into hardcover. It was such a special gift that I still cherish it (or what remains of it. In one of her outrages, my mum threw the book at me, and it broke apart). I knew very clearly what I wanted to be when I grew up and found it easy to answer the adults’ question – I was going to be a famous author. When I made New Year’s cards for some members of the Centre, one of them told me she would cherish it until I became a well-known writer. It felt so wonderful to be believed in this way.



In 1985, when I was twelve, we finally moved to New York to be with the Rav. Back then, they lived in a pleasant but reasonably modest house in Queens, and we found a small place close enough to walk to their place on Shabbat. The Hevre lived in another house nearby. During the week, they would do Harisha, and on Friday, they would all wear white and welcome the holy day. This New York branch was still in its infancy so it was mostly the Bergs, the seven guys and us. But slowly, new members started to arrive. They would come to pray with the Rav in the synagogue, eat meals with us, and donate generously. Still, there were fewer than a hundred members altogether and the Bergs were not hugely rich. We certainly weren’t.

Mum continued doing the admin work, now for a small salary, but Dad was jobless, which affected his mental wellbeing. Although we spoke no English when we arrived, Ori and I were put straight into ultra-orthodox schools, where we both struggled. My older sister took it worse – she didn’t want to be there at all and suffered severe depression. When she turned eighteen, a year after we arrived, she went back to Israel and left the Centre.

When my sister left, we moved out of our house into a two-bedroom apartment to save money, but it was running out fast. Some of the girls at my school were from rich families, and I always felt the difference in our situations. But although this was a difficult period in our lives, I loved it: I enjoyed living in another country, learning English, and visiting new places. Still, after two years, we ran out of money and went back home. To my knowledge, the Bergs did not offer to support us so that we could stay. We were heartbroken to have to leave the Bergs, especially Mum. But as we returned to the Centre in Tel Aviv, we had the higher status of having lived with the Rav. We moved back to our old apartment near Tel Aviv, where my sister had been living since her return. However, she couldn’t bear being with us again; the fractures around the Centre were too grave. She left to study music in Jerusalem, and I started high school.

Since I started attending ultra-religious schools at the age of ten, I’d had to keep my affiliation to the Centre a secret. My high school was no different – only a couple of my closest friends knew about this enormous part of my life. And as I grew older, my devotion to the Centre and the Bergs increased. I started going to evening classes, praying with intensity and intention, and doing Harisha during the school holidays. I wanted to join the Hevre as soon as I could – by the late 1980s the Centre had grown and there was also a group of female Hevre. I believed in their cause with all my heart, and it was hard to keep something I was so proud of a secret. In fact, it was impossible: when I was sixteen, I started trying to convince other girls in my high school to open their eyes to Kabbalah’s wisdom. The school’s teachers and principal found out, and their reaction was fierce and immediate: I was expelled, and only allowed to return with a written promise I would never proselytise Kabbalah ever again.

That didn’t stop my dedication to the Centre. It became everything to me. My sister had been denounced by them and my family; I, on the other hand, felt privileged to be part of such a significant movement. The fast-growing organisation was my home and its inner circle my family. My dream was to move into one of the apartments near the Centre, where young men and women lived (separately) in communes and worked incessantly to spread the word and bring in ‘holy money’. Then I would marry someone from the Hevre and devote my life and my children to the Centre.

Around this time, I met Menashe, the son of one the Centre’s devotees. He was just a few months younger than me and we went to the same religious astrology class. Given the time both our families spent at the Centre, we were together most evenings, Shabbats, and the high holidays, and we talked a lot. One day after the astrology class, he asked me if I wanted to take a walk to the nearby beach. We strolled together on that beautiful autumn evening, and then he hugged me. I knew it was forbidden, as unmarried men and women were not to touch at all, but it also felt so wonderful. Two weeks later, we kissed. I fell madly in love for the first time in my life. Even though we didn’t do much more than kissing and hugging, dating was not permitted in my very religious world – but I believed and dreamt that we would marry at the Centre one day, so I allowed him to touch me.

But a year later, he fell in love with another girl at the Centre – she was nineteen, three years older than us, and part of the Hevre – and she with him. He didn’t even have the decency to break up with me; I just saw them together. She told me it was ‘pure love’ – that they were not even touching each other – but for over a year, I had to watch them together, looking into each other’s eyes, every Saturday and on every high holiday. My heart was so broken I felt as if it were bleeding. However, we all knew that no love could be created without Karen’s permission, she personally approved every relationship at the Centre, and eventually, she made the woman marry another man. Menashe had to dance in their wedding.

That year, 1989, we flew to New York again to commemorate my brother’s bar mitzvah with the Centre there. From the moment we arrived, I was shocked by how much had changed in the few years since we lived there. The Bergs were now clearly rich. They lived in a small mansion surrounded by many followers in nearby houses who were completely at their beck and call. The followers would clean and cook for them, and help move the cogs in this big machine, making them visibly wealthy. While there, I helped to clean Yehuda and Michael’s bedrooms. A few years prior we were playing together. Now I was a servant, picking up their dirty clothes from the floor.

This was before celebrities such as Madonna, Gwyneth Paltrow, and Demi Moore linked their names to the Centre, but already affluent donors were being invited to the synagogue the Bergs had opened in their house. During our visit, we went out in big vans to set up stalls in various places from Grand Central Station to festivals – the scale of the operation had grown enormously, with more and more people giving up their lives and everything they had to the Centre.

Now, whenever the Bergs travelled to Israel, it resembled a royal visit. Every desire had to be predicted and catered for. I remember how Karen Berg started chewing on ice, and we girls would have to make sure there was always a bowl of ice ready to be served to her. We had begun addressing the Bergs in the third person: ‘would Karen like some more ice?’ It was apparent that she’d had plastic surgery to complement her designer clothes and expensive wigs. The transformation was evident, yet most people didn’t question where the money came from, noticing only how beautiful she was. The Los Angeles Times reported in 2011 that the Bergs used to fly to Las Vegas, gambling away the money that we ordinary members worked so hard to raise.7 I did hear this rumour while I was in the organisation, but when you’re in a high control situation you work hard to ignore the dissonance and warning bells.

The very day I finished high school, I joined the female Hevre commune in a small apartment in Tel Aviv – I couldn’t wait. We were about ten women, leaving every morning to do Harisha: all day, six days a week, we would walk into offices, factories, and workplaces, talking to as many people as we could, trying to convince them to buy the books or give money to charity (that is, the Centre). The highest goal was to sell the set of the Zohar – the Rav’s books were sold for about $10–20 USD each, but the Zohar would bring in hundreds. Each morning we’d travel to a new area together in our old cars, and then separate to different buildings. We used to get yelled at and kicked out of offices, but we were determined to ‘spread the light’ regardless of any gatekeepers. We would come home for a quick lunch cooked for us by whichever member volunteered and then left for the evening shift, when we went to residential areas and started knocking on people’s doors, trying to enter their private homes, and selling them the same. This was 1991, and a vast migration wave from the former USSR was coming to Israel, increasing the population from five to six million in a short period. So about 20 per cent of the people we visited spoke only Russian and couldn’t understand us. But not to worry – we had the books in Russian too.

Each night, when we returned, we had to fill up a summary form – how many books we’d sold and how much money we’d brought in. We knew that Karen was checking each of these forms and each of us. We were pressured to sell more and bring in more ‘holy money’. Something about it felt wrong to me, it was too materialistic and profit-obsessed. When my parents had lived in New York back in the 1980s, Karen pressured them to buy life insurance making the Bergs the beneficiaries (when they left and asked to change it, Karen wrote a threatening letter which I still have). Some of us started experiencing dissonance between what was supposed to be a centre of spirituality and the ever-growing materialism we felt. Years before Madonna joined the Centre (and her name was changed to Esther, even though she is not Jewish), the Rav quoted her in one of his books: ‘This is a material world, and I am a material girl.’ Who knew?

The more money that was coming in, the less seemed to be spent. At least on us. We used to have a pool of old cars (some belonged to the Centre and some to the members who allowed everyone to share them) to do the Harisha and deliver books. Once, the car I was given to deliver books was so old that the driver’s door opened wide mid-driving, and I shrieked with horror. I had to drive while holding the steering wheel in one hand and the door in the other. Sometimes I wonder how we all survived. Entering hazardous factories during the day and going, sometimes on our own, to people’s private homes at night – safety was not a priority.

One night I went with my friend Rivka to ‘plough’ private residences when we came across an apartment where the door was ajar – we stepped inside to find ourselves in an entirely black apartment. It transpired that the place had burned down the day before. Everything had been consumed by the blaze, down to the microwave melted in the kitchen, where we also found a woman sitting, weeping. It was heartbreaking, and I just wanted to leave out of respect to her sorrow. But I heard Rivka saying that nothing is a coincidence and that we’d come to her on this horrible day as an act of God. That she needed to buy the Zohar and the books to protect her. The woman started crying, spreading her arms – but I have nothing left. Rivka did not give up. I stood there in silence and shock, wanting to bury myself. I can’t remember if she managed to sell her something.

This was not the first time I’d seen the Kabbalah Centre’s members trying to sell items for as much money as possible to people in trouble. In an exposé conducted by the BBC2 program Panorama: Sweeney Investigates in 2005 (years after I left the Centre)8, in which I was also interviewed, they used hidden cameras to show how a person who genuinely had cancer was treated upon visiting the Centre in London. Within minutes, he was offered items costing hundreds of pounds that would supposedly cure his cancer, including holy water (which didn’t exist when I was still there). The BBC showed that the ‘holy water’ came from a filtered water facility with nothing holy about it. Yet, they were sold for hundreds of dollars and the undercover cancer patient was told to drink three litres a day and rub it on his stomach to heal. He was also told that the Holocaust happened because the Jews in Europe did not have the Zohar and Kabbalah. The story did not surprise me at all. I have seen people promised all sorts of miracles if only they would spend the necessary money. I also heard (and may have recited) this Holocaust nonsense.

This, once more, is a behaviour common in toxic cults. In addition to the charismatic guru-like leader, controlling people’s thoughts and actions, disconnecting members from their old world, and giving them a new identity – such groups exploit people’s vulnerabilities to gain more power, control, and money. I’m sure many members believed wholeheartedly that they were doing the right thing and helping people in trouble, but despite my enthusiasm, it never sat right with me.

On Fridays, the female members of the Centre’s inner circle would labour cooking the meals for everyone for Shabbat, cleaning and making all the preparations, from setting up the tables to tearing up toilet paper in advance. Everything had to be ready before sunset, after which many labours, even simple ones such as flicking the light on or off, were forbidden. Often, we showered at the very last minute, because when Shabbat came, it was no longer allowed. But not everyone was free from labour: during the Shabbat, while the men were praying, reading the Torah, eating, and resting, we women kept serving food, clearing the tables, and washing up what we were allowed according to the Jewish law. At the end of the holy day, the men would go out to pray and sing, and the women were to scrub dozens of huge pots. So much for a day of resting.

But I did love it, and I kept praying to become a better follower so that my two wishes would come true – to be relocated to one of the rapidly increasing Kabbalah branches worldwide and to be married to another member of the Centre. It was about this time (late 1980s) that Karen Berg started matchmaking people. By then, there were a lot more Hevre and enough young men and women to ‘play’ with. We used to get the videotapes of the weddings of Centre members and watch them with excitement and prayers that we, too, should one day deserve such holy matchmaking.

One of those wishes came true: after a few months working at the Centre, I was selected to travel to Paris. A new branch had been established just a couple of years prior, but it was already growing fast, with hundreds of participants. This was amazing. Paris! I was eighteen, and the only times I had been out of Israel were my two trips to New York. Paris sounded exciting, a beautiful place I’d only seen in movies, and to move there for the Light, the Bergs, and the Centre was a dream come true. I packed an old suitcase and flew to France with two more female Hevre. Although I was leaving Israel, it did not imply independence and freedom – I’d moved from my parents’ place to the Hevre commune in Tel Aviv and from there to the new commune in Paris. Always surrounded and controlled by others.

I have to admit that I don’t remember most of the months I spent in Paris. In fact, my time there is such a black hole in my memory, I sometimes wonder what did happen there. I do recollect the culture shock. In Israel, people knew what Kabbalah was, and with most of the population being Jewish, it was easier to find people who would listen to us. Whereas in Paris, we had to walk for hours and hours without successfully talking to anyone. We had to sneak into buildings and complexes through locked doors (I became an expert in this), avoiding the angry concierges, and looking for a Mezuza (a piece of parchment, contained in a decorative case and inscribed with specific verses from the Torah) on the doorframe, indicating a Jewish household. It was a good day if we had two conversations, and even these were a struggle with the limited French I’d learned in high school. I lugged a heavy briefcase full of books for miles and miles every day. I sold very few. I was told that Karen was not happy with me; at one point, I hurt my back and could not do Harisha any longer. I was useless.

But the real eye-opener for me was what life after the video-perfect wedding I longed for actually looked like. I shared a small apartment with fourteen other people, sleeping with two other girls in a bedroom (one under the double bed). Among the other residents were two young families: two couples, matched by Karen, and their babies. The women, who had been beaming on their wedding days (we all saw the videos), were depressed and unhappy. They were rarely allowed out of the apartment, endlessly cooking and cleaning for everyone. I would see them crying in quiet corners. Was this the life I was praying for? I was beginning to be less sure.

What I thought would be the ideal life – with clear values, purpose, and meaningfulness – looked in reality more like a nightmare. And I was failing at it anyway, not selling enough books, gaining weight, and losing my dreams. Paris left me with a broken back, heart, and spirit.

So, I wasn’t surprised when I was told I was being sent home for underperformance. I wasn’t being paid, was shoddily housed, and got no other fair employment conditions, but even costing as little as I did, I was dismissed without so much as a discussion. The two girls I flew to Paris with stopped talking to me, as I was no longer spiritual enough for them. On one of my last few days of Harisha, I allowed myself two hours for a guilt-filled trip to see the Eiffel Tower: I’d lived there for months, and these two stolen hours were my only leisure and pleasure.

As I landed back home in Tel Aviv I knew I could no longer stay with the Centre. I’d seen too much. The stories of abuse and unethical behaviour that I’d heard – and those I had witnessed and experienced myself – had broken through my determination to believe in the mission of the Centre. The reality was clear. Others may have had different experiences, but these were my feelings and perceptions, and I could not persevere in the face of this truth. I left a minute before being matched for marriage, a second before it would have been too late for me to escape. I returned to my parents’ apartment. Unlike my sister, I was welcomed back, as, by then, my parents had their own doubts. For years, they’d been blind to the wrongdoing they’d seen. But as I returned from my horrible time in Paris, and Karen started to lure my brother to join, my mother decided to open her eyes to reality.

The following is arduous for me to share, mainly as I’m writing about something incredibly painful that I don’t remember. During the process of writing this book, as I was telling my sister how it opens, with the night I returned from Paris, she asked: ‘Did you share that you tried to commit suicide that night?’ I stopped dead in my tracks and went silent for several long minutes. My shock derived from the fact that I do not remember any of this. I didn’t know that I’d once tried to take my own life. She told me that I took many pills and that she stayed up with me all night. It was horrifying to discover how broken I was when I left the Centre, how scared I felt that my life would be meaningless. For years, the Centre scared us to thinking that we wouldn’t have a life outside it. Quite literally. And I believed it. If you’d asked me before my sister shared this with me, I’d have said that I’ve never self-harmed, and yet, leaving life as I knew it behind was so terrifying that I did just that, and then blocked it out with the rest of the difficult recollections from Paris.

I knew that leaving the Kabbalah Centre was the right thing – the only thing – for me to do, but… what now? The thing that had given my life meaning and governed my every waking moment since I was a small child was gone. At my core was now a void – I was a survivor who suddenly had to find her own way of life, values, and purpose, entirely from scratch.

And so, my search for meaningfulness had begun.

A book about meaningfulness

I share my personal story of pain, fear, and growth with difficulty. To summon up these memories, their horrors still vivid, led to nightmares and flashbacks, stirring up the sediment of my psyche. It was also, in the end, very liberating.

But I did so for, I hope, good purpose: I’ve spent my academic life writing about topics related to meaningfulness in life and work, including several scholarly books, but in order to share my learning with a wider audience – to write a meaningful book about meaningfulness – I knew I also had to share my story. And that story’s not over: I’ve some more to add in the following chapters, along with other people’s life journeys that help explore the ideas presented in this book. I wanted to show what inspired my own search.

One other point I’d like to make at the outset is about religion. Although religion can provide a sense of meaning for many people, that is only one path, and (as you can probably tell from the above) it hasn’t been mine. Moreover, many prominent books on the search for meaning, such as The Purpose Driven Life, are religion-based, and therefore exclude people of other beliefs, including non-believers. My own belief is that answers to the question of meaningfulness are internal rather than external. They’re a matter of personal awakening rather than alignment with an organised faith.

On the other hand, this isn’t an anti-religious book either. People of faith don’t need to abandon that faith in the search for meaningfulness. This very personal quest has many pathways. We all need to choose who we want to be, define our individual and work purpose, and blaze our own trails. To begin, we may need to depart from some of the dogmas we used to hold dear, or from (mis)perceptions about ourselves, others, and the world. Some letting-go might need to precede the embrace of what is valuable and helpful for us and others.

As important as my own story is my research. I have dedicated my career to studying the prosocial behaviour of individuals (mainly volunteering) and the prosocial behaviour of organisations (focusing on corporate social responsibility, social entrepreneurship, and purpose-driven organisations). I have seen how volunteering and purpose-driven organisations create a sense of meaningfulness for the people directly involved in such activities and for others. As well as my life experiences, this book is the culmination of two decades’ study of the subject.

While my personal story is unique, the search for meaningfulness is not. Since the dawn of humanity, people have been questioning the meaning of life, and death. Existential philosophers and psychologists have long argued that the experience of meaning lies at the heart of human existence. Holocaust survivor Victor Frankl (whose story and wisdom I will share in the next chapter) perceived the search for meaningfulness as fundamental to the human condition, expressing not just ‘who we are’ but helping us to answer the more transcendent question of ‘why are we here?’

The search for meaningfulness and purpose is not easy or linear. Rarely does it occur one fine day when a lightbulb moment reveals one’s purpose. It cannot be given to you by others, either. If someone offers you ready-made answers (like the Kabbalah Centre), you should approach with caution. As I know only too well, it can be a difficult and even painful journey. It necessitates thought, emotions, spirituality, courage, and strength. Meaning searching demands that we examine everything we believe and take for granted.

Often, the search results from a crisis, as was the case with my mother. Facing adversity, terror, and death can lead a person to ask what the meaning of this terrible event is, what they can learn from it, and how to impart some meaningfulness to a perceived meaningless misfortune. Meaningfulness is hard to seek when grieving a substantial loss, but it can help us get through that grief. Furthermore, when a person does hold a strong sense of meaningfulness, it is easier to face the next adversity in life. Anyone who lives long enough will face adversity, and this book and its content can be a powerful tool in doing so with courage and strength. In the wise words of Nietzsche: ‘He who has a why to live for can endure almost any how.’

Tied to this notion of meaningfulness is the concept of purpose. Purpose is the reason for which something was created or exists. I wrote this book so that people can also find a sense of purpose and purposefulness in life and at work. We perceive ourselves as worthwhile human beings when we have purpose and meaningfulness. While closely interconnected, as I will show in this book, purpose and meaning are different. Purpose is the goal that fills one’s life with a sense of meaningfulness. It is the destination that defines the quality of the journey. Having a strong purpose in life, along other important factors later discussed, help to make life and work more meaningful.

The book’s subtitle is ‘In life and at work’. Many other books examine one or the other, but rarely both. In fact, though, most of us find it almost impossible to separate the two. Work has such an enormous a presence in our lives, and not only because it takes such a large portion of our day, nor just because we need it to make a living. Our work often defines us in large part, providing a sense of identity, affiliation, and pride, but it can also cause stress, anxiety, and hardship. Yet, so many of us are unhappy and actively disengaged at work. Partly as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, 2021 witnessed what’s been called the ‘Great Resignation’ as an enormous number of employees quit their jobs or expressed a desire to do so. People also do ‘Quiet Quitting’ as they stop engaging in extra-role behaviour at work, setting boundaries, and performing according to their job description only. Many employees had begun to question what their job meant to them beyond the pay cheque, and had decided it had become a burden from which they needed to be free, instead of the source of joy and pride it can be. A global pandemic led many to reflect on what is truly important to us. Out of the blue, we can be sick or in lockdown or lose significant others, and we realised that life is short, and we want it to matter.

This book explores several ideas relating to meaning, the search for it, and the sense of meaning. It will touch upon core concepts of purpose and impact and explore how to implement these ideas both in life and at work. We will discuss shifting from being meaningfulness searchers and finders to meaningfulness enablers. The book explores three levels of meaningfulness: the individual (person, employee), the organisation (such as our workplace), and the leadership that connects the two. The following chapters will introduce you to my Meaningfulness in Life and Work Model, which will include our story, relationships, and purpose. It will also detail the seven enablers of meaningfulness, levers that can assist us in this journey, and the seven positive outcomes of this quest. Together, I believe they create a cycle vital for achieving higher levels of meaningfulness in life and at work. I hope you find them useful.

The meaning of meaning and meaningfulness

Before we go any further, some definitions might be useful. What do we mean by the word ‘meaning’?

There are three levels to the meaning of ‘meaning’. At the most basic level, the meaning of something is the way we define it or its linguistic and cultural sense. When we say ‘house’, we know that we’re talking about a building for human habitation, usually consisting of a floor, walls, and a roof. If we close our eyes and imagine a house, the exact image will vary from one person to another. I could imagine a traditional brick house with a red roof, whereas you may imagine a modern house with large windows, but if we both speak English, neither of us will imagine an animal with four legs. The meaning of a word is crucial for our ability to communicate with others who share our language and culture, so if I advertise my house for sale, I would not be contacted by people who desire to adopt a dog.

Shared meaning and mental models can help people communicate and collaborate, and, as such, they are essential in organisations where people work together to achieve a shared goal. This idea of shared meaning is at the heart of the biblical story of the Tower of Babel: to stop people from accomplishing their shared goal of building a tower so tall it could reach heaven, God created confusion by causing the workers to speak different languages – this confusion surrounding meaning led to their failure. Using unique words to create shared meaning is what the Kabbalah Centre did (and many other religions and controlling organisations do), changing the meaning of common idioms such as ‘the Light’ or ‘shells’. This is one way that individuals become a collective.
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