Kabbalah: A Brief History and Description

          In the midst of this silence [about “how to use truth wisely”], religion speaks….For literally billions   

      of people around the world, religion provides the basic meaning of their lives…. by any other name, 

      religion offers what it believes is a genuine wisdom.

                                                                                                 (Wilber, 1998, pp. x-xi).

As Ken Wilber and the ISC continue to integrate the world’s religions, it might be nice to see in brief form, the raw material of mystical Judaism that enters the Integral mill.  What follows is a very brief sketch of mystical traditions within Judaism, developed over many centuries. 

The progenitors of each of the following Jewish paths are understood to have been thoroughly knowledgeable of Torah and Talmud (up to their time), and also to have reached supernal realms of awareness, bringing back ways that others might trace their steps into the Divine.

Kabbalah relates to the mystical essence of Judaism and attracts people who want to go beyond normative Jewish rituals into a directly felt relationship with the Godhead. Historically, discovered pathways were usually kept secret, in the hands of Jews well-studied in the basics of Judaism (esp. Talmudic scholars), so that dangerous distortions wouldn’t result. Qualifications for practice included ritual purity, knowledge of and adherance to Jewish law, and mastery of special codes to navigate safely. Ritual purity was always considered vital; the body, emotions, and thoughts had to be purified before attempting to reach high spiritual states.  

There are 4 ways to understand the text of the Torah:  

Literal, exterior meaning (Peshat) 

Homily, or reference to other real-life stories (Remez) 

Allegory, or symbolic (Derash/Drush) 

Secret, innermost meaning (Sod).

In a famous story, Rabbis Akiba, Ben Abuyah, Ben Zoma, and Ben Azai experimented with consciousness, using the innermost meanings (Sod), and ascended right up to the Primordial Garden of God.  Three had only prepared on less-than-deepest levels of Jewish embodiment, although they were great sages.  One went crazy, one left the religion, one died, and only Rabbi Akiba “came back” whole (Epstein, 1988, p. 3; Cohen, pp. 27-8).

Different systems of Kabbalistic practices have been developed over the course of at least 2,000 years.  Some of the most well known sources:

SEFER YETZIRAH (“Book of Formation”):  God created everything through the 10 Sephirot, or emanations. This explains the Book of Genesis and gives instruction in creative magic (Blumenthal, 1978, Chp. 3). Sefer Yetzirah has connections with Ezekiel’s Chariot (Merkabah) and a text called The Bahir.

EZEKIEL’S CHARIOT (Merkabah; Pirkei Hekhalot).   Descriptions of God with great detail from Ezekiel’s Vision: a supernal world of strange beings with strange powers.  There’s a hierarchy up there, with angel-guards and living objects, etc. This is not a unification with God, but an ecstatic visionary experience of God (Blumenthal, p. 91).  

HEBREW LETTERS/NUMEROLOGY: Abraham Abulafia (13th Cent.).  Numerology and the mystical aleph-bet.  The form, sound, and the meaning of Hebrew letters/numbers and words embody or contain mystical meanings that become mystical experiences.  Abulafia opened this mystical information to the public, teaching them ways to use different aspects of Hebrew to reach intense, body-mind, unitive states and prophetic consciousness (Epstein, pp. 74-9).

The ZOHAR (late 13th Cent.) is considered the 3rd most important Jewish text, after the Torah and Talmud (in some circles).  Like the Talmud, it contains interpretations of the weekly portions of the Torah, only abstruse and often poetic.  It was either written OR  channeled, by Rabbi Moshe de Leon of Spain, who claimed that it was written by 2nd Cent. Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai.  It is sexy and romantic at times and tells stories of God having lost His Bride (Shekhinah) in exile, as the essence within manifestation, where we are.  They seek each other and play in a seductive lost and hope-to-be-found (reunited) game.  “Song of Joy” is from the Zohar. 

The LURIANIC SYSTEM (Isaac Luria, 16th cent., Safed, Israel) might be considered the most famous of mystical cosmologies.  It sounds most like perennial philosophy (involution from and evolution back toward the Godhead).  

Background:  Perennial Philosophy (quoted from Wikipedia):

    * The physical or phenomenal world is not the only reality; another non-physical reality exists. The material world is the shadow of a higher reality which cannot be grasped by the senses, but the human spirit and intellect bear testimony to it in their deepest core.

    * Humans mirror the nature of this two-sided reality: while the material body is subject to the physical laws of birth and death, the other aspect of human existence is not subject to decay or loss, and is identical to the intellect or spirit, which is the kernel of the human soul. In the West, this second or other reality has been frequently discounted or ignored.

    * All humans possess a capacity, however unused and therefore atrophied, for intuitive perceptions of ultimate or absolute truth, and the nature of reality. This perception is the final goal of human beings, and its pursuit and development are the purpose of their existence. The major religions try to establish the link between the human soul and this higher and ultimate reality. This ultimate reality in the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) is called God; God is the Absolute principle from which all existence originated and to which all existence will return. In non-theistic religions such as Buddhism, Jainism, and Taoism, the ultimate or absolute is characterized somewhat differently.     

Returning to Isaac Luria, scholar Gershom Scholem suggests that the Lurianic theme is partly a response to the expulsion of the Jews from Spain during the Inquisition, and the pain and meaninglessness afterward (1996, p. 110).  It attempts to answer basic questions of why we’re here:

1. How does a transcendent Creator create something, which implies separateness from the One, when God is everywhere?

2. How did evil come about, and what remedy, if any, is there?

There is a three part answer, which is interpreted differently in different texts.  Tsimtsum, shevirah, and tikkun are like involution, a kind of big bang (more like crash), and evolution:

Tsimtsum:  To create something other than the total Oneness which God already is, God has to withdraw a bit, to create a space…not one space, but levels of space which might be considered increasingly dense.  Interestingly, one of the first “spaces” created out of the Godhead is called pleroma (Heb. Tehira) in Bugenthal (p. 162).  This could be seen as an involutionary parallel to Wilber and Gebser’s earliest stage of consciousness, individually and species-wide (cf. Wilber,1996, pp. 26 ff.).

Involution, as it were, increasingly dense Sephirot, or emanations. To Berg (p. 106), they’re like levels of “bottled up energy”, which then took form (each more dense, less subtle, than the previous higher level).  

Shevirah:  Shattering of the forms, which couldn’t contain the light, energy, potency, etc., like “breaking of vessels” into shards. Again, involution as separateness, separation of God from God, while still also being in God (Blumenthal, p. 162).  

Tikkun: Reconnection, reunification of broken shards, through the glue of love, ethics, sacred acts and feeling, etc.  That’s our job, down here in the gross realm.  We’re needed. We need to find and embody all the higher emanations within us, all the way up: Evolution in a Wilberian sense, perhaps.

HASSIDISM (18th Cent.): The founder was Israel ben Eliezer, AKA the Ba’al Shem Tov (BESHT).  Another terrible time for the Jews, the Cossacks this time.  Once again, a personal relationship with God couldn’t be kept secret by the educated few.  The BESHT was a poor guy, living in the countryside.  Supposedly uneducated formally, but a natural adept, he became known as a wonder-worker who performed Kabbalistic healings.  He attracted a following, including highly respected Kabbalistic rabbis and scholars.  He stressed the way of the heart and through a kind of “follow your bliss” (Hoffman, p. 29). Hassidism brought a lot of music, story-telling and dancing to the Jewish orthodox rituals of the times, and in this way, opened up the riches of esoteric Judaism to the masses.

JEWISH RENEWAL:  Perhaps the fastest growing rendition of Kabbalistic Judaism in present day is the Jewish Renewal movement, one of whose progenitors is ISC’s Rabbi Zalman Schacter Shalomi. There are many other contributors to this “trans-denominational” approach to mention here (for example, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_Renewal). This loosely-structured group tries to take on the task of maintaining connection with history and tradition while appealing to “wayward” Jews attracted by Buddhism, Sufism, nature, feminism, the arts (esp. music), moderninsm, peace and human rights, etc.  

Jewish Renewal is sometimes called “Four Worlds Judaism” (http://www.aleph.org/fourworlds.html).  These four realms of being have many similarities with the holarchy in Perennial Philosophy (above).  These are, from highest (Godly) to lowest (Earthly):

-Atzilut: Similar to causal body and experience (related terms:  chaya and yechida)

-Beriyah:  Associated with the realm of ideas, symbols, thought, and awareness of ourselves as part of all creation (related:  neshamah).
-Yetzirah:  Vital feelings, affect, emotional felt-sense (related: ruach).
-Assiyah:  The world of action, physical laws, gross body (yet spiritualized) (related: nefesh).  

The Lurianic sephirot (above) can be grouped into these.  The Godhead, or Ground of Being, manifest these levels of creation as involution.  We are evolving back toward God by ascending, by healing, sanctifying, or turning these qualities in ourselves (tikkun; devekeut (Kaplan, 1989, pp. 293 ff).  This ontology runs through several of the above traditions (e.g., Blumenthal, 1982, pp. 6 ff., 116 ff.)

In summary, these Kabbalalistic traditions offer pathways for spiritual growth.  The maps, accrued over the centuries, include Hebrew numerology (Abulafia), esoteric interpretations of the Torah (Zohar), meditation and contemplation (Ezekiel’s chariot), and Lurianic evolution back to the Godhead, through consciousness raising and also through good deeds in the world.  High morality was always a prerequisite (although what’s considered “good” behavior and feeling changes and can be debatable).  In Chasidism, spiritual bliss could also be reached through the medium of music and stories.  There were other, less mainstream, sources, like Jewish astrology (cf. http://www.kheper.net/topics/astrology/comparative/RaMChaL.htm.

INTEGRAL JUDAISM is evolving.  In the Integral Spiritual Center, spiritual leaders, including Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, are daring to put their own religions under AQAL scrutiny.  Fundamental assumptions and assertions are inspected through rational, moral, and aesthetic perspectives; the 8 zonal/quadratic perspectives; and the 1st/2nd/3rd person relationships to the Divine (to know is to create/ I-thou/ immanent/transcendent) (Wilber, 2006).

I hope that this article will be followed by general overviews of the other world religions.  Then, we could begin to augment the work of ISC and hopefully help to build religions that can hold the entire, perhaps infinite, range of our arising spiritualities.

Joanne Rubin, Ph.D., is a psychologist and long-time student of world religions, especially Judaism.  She can be reached at jrubin@att.net.  
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� I much appreciate the scholarly input and corrections from Rabbi Moshe “Tom” Heyn, from Cincinnati, Ohio (http://www.rabbitom.com/).





