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RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON
DEAN AND VICE PRESIDENT

IN THE GLORY DAYS OF THE MIDDLE AGES, TWO TITANS OF JEWISH THOUGHT,
Rabbi Moses Maimonides (the Rambam) and Rabbi Moses Nachmanides (the Ramban) sparred. Their argument: was
the obligation to believe in God one of the 613 commandments of the Torah, or was it the ground on which all the 613
commandments stood? Neither disputed that Jewish life flows from the fountain of faith, that connecting to God is a
life-long journey for the seeking Jew and a pillar of Jewish life and religion.
Not only the Middle Ages, but the modern age affirms that same conviction. Conservative Judaism, in Emet Ve-Emunah:
Statement of Principles of Conservative Judaism, affirms, “We believe in God. Indeed, Judaism cannot be detached
from belief in, or beliefs about God. … God is the principal figure in the story of the Jews and Judaism.” In the
brochure, Conservative Judaism: Covenant and Commitment, the Rabbinical Assembly affirms, “God and the Jewish
People share a bond of love and sacred responsibility, which expresses itself in our biblical brit (covenant).”
It is to aid the contemporary Jew in the duty and privilege of exploring that relationship, of enlisting the rich resources
of Judaism’s great sages through the ages, that the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish
University, in partnership with the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism and the Rabbinical Assembly,
has compiled and published this adult education course focused on Jewish apprehensions of God. 12 essays and
worksheets will open a wide range of insights and conceptualizations of the One who is beyond all words, beyond
all conceptualizations, yet – paradoxically – who is as close as the human heart and who permeates all space and time.
Typical of Conservative Judaism, these essays integrate traditional and academic insights and approaches, celebrate
the pluralism of Jewish diversity throughout history, and insist that open-minded and critical study can energize a faith
attained without blinders.
It remains our happy duty to thank the Held Family Foundation, and especially Mr. Harold Held, dear friend
to the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies and the American Jewish University, and a philanthropic visionary, for
making the production and dissemination of this remarkable tool possible. I'd also like to thank Dr. Robert Wexler,
President of the American Jewish University for his steady support and encouragement of this project from its inception,
and Rabbi Jerome Epstein and the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, and Rabbi Joel Meyers
and the Rabbinical Assembly, for their partnership in producing the project. Thanks to Rami Wernik, Acting Dean
of the Fingerhut School of Education, for his expertise as a pedagogue. And it is also a personal pleasure to thank my
student and colleague, Ms. Deborah Silver, whose professionalism, insight, patience and diligence have produced
a work of real excellence.
May the Holy Blessing One enliven your study, awaken your heart, and open your soul to the wonders of the Divine,
and may the essays and worksheets which follow help you to walk the time honored path of Torah and mitzvot in a
spirit of wonder, pluralism, openness, intellectual honesty, and strengthened faith.
B’virkat Shalom,
Rabbi Bradley Shavit Artson
Dean, Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies
Vice President, American Jewish University
15600 M ULHOLLAND D RIVE , B EL A IR , C ALIFORNIA 90077-1599 • PHONE : (310) 476-9777

EXT.257

• FAX : (310) 476-7768 • E MAIL : bartson@ajula.edu
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I NTRODUCTION
This book is the first in the Ziegler Adult Learning series. Our aim is to provide high quality, stimulating and challenging
materials to enable adults to expand their understanding of the basic concepts and tenets of Conservative Judaism –
and to expose them to the thinkers, texts and ideas which underpin our tradition. The audience we have in mind is
the questioning adult congregant who might not be entirely familiar with Jewish sources.
The book will enable you to teach a series of twelve adult education classes on the subject of God. It contains twelve
self-contained units, which are arranged chronologically. Eleven of these comprise:
•
•
•
•

an essay
a set of four texts, with questions
a fifth text for further/creative study
session suggestions

The final unit has no essay: instead, it provides an opportunity for participants to reflect upon and consolidate their
learning.

R ESOURCES
For each session you will need:
• the essays (for session 1, essays 1 and 2; for the rest, the essay for the subsequent session to hand out at the end)
• copies of the texts
It will also be useful to have copies of the Tanakh, in Hebrew and in English.
For the first session, you might also wish to provide every participant with a notebook. This will serve as a journal, in
which the participant’s own thoughts and insights can be recorded. If your budget will not accommodate this, it is nevertheless strongly recommended that participants be encouraged to bring their own resources so that they can journal, and/or for you to bring spare paper to every session. Busy congregants are unlikely to be able to keep these
materials in their minds from session to session, and a journal will provide them with tangible evidence of their learning, as well as something to refer to after the course is over. You might also wish to provide a ring binder, or a folder
of some kind, in which participants can keep the essays and texts.

S UGGESTED

SESSION FORMAT

Below is a basic format, with timings, for a two-hour session. Please feel free to amend it as it suits you – you might
wish to allow more time for chavruta and less for group work, for example.

I NTRODUCTION (5

MINS )

Orientation – recap and consolidate what happened in the last session. Elicit the main points of the essay for today/issues/questions/problems the essay raises (we strongly recommend eliciting rather than ‘teaching’ – easier on you, and
it involves the participants more. It will also be quicker and allow more time for chavruta.)

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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C HAVRUTA (30

MINS )

Study of texts in chavruta

G ROUP

WORK

(35

MINS )

• Presentation from the chavruta groups
• Consolidation of what has been learned from the texts

B REAK (10

MINS )

• (If you use a text for part 2 of the session, you can hand it out here)

G ROUP

STUDY

(40

MINS )

• Various options are provided: see individual session suggestions

C LOSEDOWN / JOURNAL (10

MINS )

•
•
•
•

What did we learn?
How does what we learned today sit in the context of previous sessions?
Journal entries
Hand out the essay for next time.

A

FEW POINTS TO NOTE :

• We recognize you are busy! The session notes have been designed to enable you to prepare your teaching quickly
and easily, so you might want to read them even before you begin to prepare the essay and texts. Basically, if you read
the essay & have some answers to the questions on the chavruta texts you will be ready to run the session.
• Four chavruta texts are provided per session, with questions to help guide the study. The idea is that you split your
participants into four chavruta groups. Initially, give each group one of the texts. When the time comes to report back,
give every group all of the texts so that they can study them as their colleagues report on them, and take them home.
This technique enables a lot of learning to be covered in a comparatively short time, and has the added benefit of empowering participants to teach each other. Then again, the sessions are packed and the material is rich, so you might
want to be selective.
• You may wish to use only two, or only one, of the texts for chavruta. The session has been designed to work whatever you decide. We only have one plea – please let the participants interact with the actual texts. Even when they
are complex – and some of them are – there is a magic in people studying together which invariably means that precious insights arise and are shared. If you wish to change the questions at the bottom of every text to help focus the
discussion, please feel free – they are only suggestions.
• It is entirely up to you what you do with the second part of the session. You can use the fifth text, or come up with
something of your own – we give some ideas in the session outlines. We have sometimes made the fifth text one with
which the participants might already be familiar so they can look at it with new eyes.
• Finally, please do not feel limited by the texts we have provided. There is a huge amount of material outside this book
which could be used, and which, for reasons which include copyright and space limitations, we have not been able to
include. Popular song lyrics, for example, are a rich resource.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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GOD IN KABBALAH
R ABBI P INCHAS G ILLER , P H .D.

I NTRODUCTION
God in Kabbalah is the same God as elsewhere in the Jewish tradition. There is really no special category, since
kabbalistic ideas grow out of the most normative and widespread teachings. What is unique to kabbalistic ways of
thinking is the various ways it perceives of reaching and understanding God.

E MANATION
The most essential teaching of Kabbalah is that God emanates into the phenomenal world. This godliness flows into the
world as a form of Divine energy and it is the task of the kabbalist to receive and direct that energy. The presence of
the Divine flow in the world also creates many signs and symbols which can be interpreted and understood by those
who are versed in kabbalistic ideas.
Accordingly, there are many metaphors and symbols in kabbalah for the way that reality flows into the world. The
process is compared to a flame, attached tenuously to a wick.1 Other kabbalistic works describe lights that flow out
of the throne rooms of Heaven, angels that journey up and down the ladder of Creation, and a series of chambers in a
multi-leveled palace, which may be accessed by a Divine chariot. All of this imagery has its origins in the classical
literature of Judaism, the Bible and the Talmud. The common aspect is that God emanates Divine essence to the
physical reality of everyday life. The flow of Divine energy into the world is known as Atzilut.
The most popular and recognized system was that of ten successive stages of God’s emanation into the world. These
stages are called the sefirot, the Divine spheres or emanations. God is infinite and the individual can never experience
God directly, but the sefirot are the intermediary that sentient beings do experience and with which they relate.

T HE S EFIROT
The Kabbalah teaches that God’s divine energy emanates into the world through the medium of the sefirot. The sefirot
are realms or levels of existence, a series of emanations and gradations of Divine light that cascades into the world. They
are the intermediary bridge between the abstract, infinite God and the material world.
The sefirot first appear in the mysterious little work Sefer Yetzirah (“ Book of Formation”) some time in late antiquity,
between the year 200 to 500 C.E. With the subsequent emergence of kabbalah in the 12th century the sefirot came to
be understood as each harboring a certain power or aspect of God. According to this view, every sefirah is an aspect of
God that can also be symbolized by dozens of euphemisms and associations. Hence, each of the sefirot spins off a host
of subsidiary associations and meanings.
The sefirotic system thus explains how the perfection of God could radiate into the imperfection of present existence.
Besides being a map of the workings of the Divine and the structure of the Universe, the sefirot are also a map of the
human soul.

M ALKHUT

AND THE

S HEKHINAH

The most immediate of the Sefirot is Malkhut (“Kingdom”). Malkhut is the simple fact of existence, and all things,
animate and inanimate, share this dimension. To exist in Malkhut is simply to be, and in this way, even inanimate things
are infused with a degree of being part of the existence that emanates from God. Hence, some kabbalistic systems taught
that human beings could be reincarnated into rocks and streams, because everything shares the quality of Malkhut.

1

Azriel of Gerona, Perush ha-Aggadot le-Rabbenu Azriel. Edited by Isaiah Tishby. Jerusalem, 1945, p. 118
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The Shekhinah, the existence of God in the world, is the main association with the sefirah Malkhut. The traditions
of the Shekhinah are some of the most widespread understandings to have come from kabbalah. Originally, the
Shekhinah was thought of as simply part of God, the aspect of God that literally “dwelt” (shachan) in the first and
Second Temples in Jerusalem, in the innermost part of the Temple that was known as the Holy of Holies. In the Bible,
it is called the “kavod”, or glory, that descends with Moses as he receives the tablets; its physical nature is like sapphire,
an ongoing metaphor for the existence of a transcendent light with a physical body. With the destruction of the
Temple, that presence went into exile with the people. In the Torah and generally in Talmud, the Shekhinah is understood as equivalent to the nature of God’s formal presence among the Jews.
In exile, wandering, the Shekhinah came to be understood as the immanent factor in God. Understood that way, the
Shekhinah was a spectral, ephemeral presence in the lives of the Jewish people. When ten people prayed together,
when three recited the grace after meals, when two people studied together or when even one man stood enrobed in
his prayer shawl and tefillin, the Shekhinah was understood as resting upon them.
Constant reference to the Shekhinah, with its attendant feminine vocalization, led to her being conceived as a female
presence. This, in turn, led to the Shekhinah’s association with all of the images of suffering femininity in the Hebrew
Bible: Rachel dying in childbirth, the childless widow of the book of Lamentations, the ruined city of Jerusalem in the
book of Isaiah. The image of the suffering woman was a metaphor for the existential state of exile, until gradually, in
the public mind, the Shekhinah became a woman, apposite to God. Finally the later midrashim began to refer to her
as entirely separate from God, God’s consort, bride and wife. As God’s consort, the Shekhinah drifts in and out of union
with God, Their unification came to be seen as the time that divine energy suffuses the world, while their separation
was seen as the deathly alienation of the Diaspora experience.
The Bahir, the first kabbalistic text,2 wedded the immanent notion of God’s presence exemplified by the Shekhinah to
feminine symbols such as bride, princess, mother and daughter. Gradually, a number of archetypal Freudian or mystic
images also came to be equated with her, such as date and stone. By the time of the Zohar, the Shekhinah is understood as presiding over the phenomenal world, symbolized by all mystical images of archetypal femininity: the hazelnut, the pomegranate, the dove, the well, the cave, the moon, the rose, the sea, the land and its fields. Because of the
influence of the cult of the Shekhinah, there are more symbols for Malkhut than any other of the sefirot.
The experience of Malkhut is fundamentally emptiness. This fuels its primary association with the Shekhinah’s
femininity. The sense of the Shekhinah as a receptacle, to be filled up by the aggregate maleness of the upper sefirot,
led to the Zohar reinforcing the trend of the late midrashim and conceiving of her as the consort, wife and lover of God.
While the Bahir’s paradigm for the relationship of God and the Shekhinah was the paradigm of the father and the
daughter, the Zohar emphasized the sexual union of the divine and the corporeal. In due course these ideas evolved
into the rite of the Divine marriage celebrated during the Friday night Kabbalat Shabbat service, the singing of the
hymn Lecha Dodi and the joyous march to escort the Sabbath bride or queen.

Y ESOD, H OD

AND

N ETZACH

The sefirah immediately above Malkhut, and the point of conjunction with it, is referred to as Yesod (“Foundation”).
Yesod governs the realm of sexuality. In practical terms, an entity that lacks the ability to reproduce, such as a rock,
would not have an aspect of Yesod in its existence, since only creations that have the quality of sexual reproduction
can possess it.
Above the realm of pure existence, as exemplified by Malkhut, and the added realm of sexuality, as embodied in Yesod,
are two further, parallel aspects of physical existence. Hod (“Grandeur”) refers to the physical scope of a sentient
being’s existence, while Netzach (“Eternity”) refers to how long they will live. Hod is generally placed on the left of the
sefirotic tree, with Netzach on the right. All of the bottom four sefirot in the world soul, the cosmic order and the
human soul are called the nefesh, or earthly soul of existence.
2

The date of the Bahir is in dispute. It was probably written somewhere between the 3rd and 10th centuries.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

72

4012-ZIG-Walking with God Final:4012-ZIG-Walking with God

5/25/07

4:19 PM

Page 73

GOD IN KABBALAH

H ESED, D IN

AND

R ACHAMIM

While, as we have seen, the lowest four sefirot address the aspects of pure physical existence, the next set governs the
emotions. This set is made up of the three sefirot: Hesed, Din and Rahamim. Hesed (“Lovingkindness”; also Gedulah) represents the spirit of pure lovingkindness, while Din (“Judgment”; also Gevurah) is the realm of judging and
withdrawal. Together they comprise the psychological and emotional dimension of the soul, which is called the ruach.
Hesed implies the quality of lovingkindness, but it is also a spirit of pure giving. Hence any interaction, even to the point
of violence, is also a form of Hesed. By contrast, Din is literally judgment, marked by the quality of detachment. As a
Divine quality, it refers to God’s stern behavior to the world and the Jews. The vicissitudes of life might seem to be
trials and punishments but, in the larger scheme of things, they are only outcomes of what, justifiably, according to
humankind’s respect for God’s law, ought to happen. Judgment, then, is really what happens when God withdraws to
let things take their course.
The world only operates through a combination of Hesed and Din. If, in one’s personal life, one wanted to be an entity
of pure lovingkindness one would only end up as a slave, totally subservient to the needs of others. If, on the other hand,
one withdrew into a world governed by Din, one’s behavior would be altogether imploded, with no relation to events
of the phenomenal world.
The middle way between the two extremes is called Rahamim, or Tiferet (“Splendor”). On the personal level, Tiferet
is the unifying sefirah. It represents the combination of Din and Hesed. The term “Tiferet” also refers to the aggregate
power of the six middle sefirot, Hesed, Din, Rahamim, Netzach, Hod and Yesod. Together they form an entity
that is viewed as the consort of Malkhut, the Shekhinah. It is perhaps for this reason that the six sefirot of Tiferet are
symbolized by the sixth Hebrew letter, Vav, which is also a phallic symbol.

H OKHMAH , B INAH

AND

D A’ AT

The highest sefirot may be grouped together as being are analogous to the highest levels of the soul, namely
the Neshamah. While Hesed, Din and Rachamim compose the psychological function of the universe, the sefirot
Hokhmah (also spelled Chokhmah), Binah and Da’at (acronym: ChaBaD), by contrast, compose the highest levels of
Divine intellect.
Hokhmah (“Wisdom”) is empirical wisdom; the accumulation of facts and figures, the ideas that can be that can be
demonstrated by experience. It is often portrayed as the Divine seed that is nurtured in the engendering womb of the
feminine sefirah, Binah (“Intuition”).
Binah is intuitive wisdom. It is simultaneously the knowledge of how things interact, without a prior assessment of
their natures. Because of this intuitive quality, it is also a feminine archetype. All images of the womb are understood
of being symbols of Binah. In many creation narratives, the sefirot are portrayed as being born out of the womb of
Binah. Binah is often considered an older mentor to the Shekhinah.
Da’at (“Knowledge”) is the highest attainment of wisdom, the union of Hokhmah and Binah. It is therefore, the highest human attainment. Sitting at the apex of human spiritual attainment, it is also the Malkhut of God, the root and base
of the beginning of the Divine reality, a system of sefirot whose nature is seen as being beyond human comprehension.
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T HE

EVOLUTION OF

K ETER

AND PLURAL SEFIROT

The idea of the sefirot could not remain just as it was; the idea, when queried by the essential tenets of Judaism, bred
contradictions that had to be resolved. For example, querying the nature of Da’at raised a theological problem. Just
as Malkhut is the ground of all sentient existence, so Da’at, the highest level of the sefirot, in the ground of God’s existence, was understood as being simultaneously the highest achievement of human consciousness and the first given
of where God begins. Yet God, by definition according to Jewish theology, should be infinite, abstract and unbounded
by limitation. Human beings, by definition, are limited and concrete, and their minds are limited as well. If one argues
that God’s ground of being is the human mind, then one is limiting God, for the human consciousness is necessarily limited. Such limitation of God is necessarily idolatry, as is any limitation of God. Hence, God cannot be in Da’at.
So, early in the development of the doctrine of the sefirot, a distinction was made between Da’at, which is the sefirah
that is the highest attainment off human consciousness, and Keter, which is a parallel sefirah that is the beginning of
the purely divine realm of God. Da’at and Keter are often used interchangeably in discussions of the sefirot, but, when
examined closely, they refer to two different, parallel realms.
Another adjustment of the sefirotic system occurred while trying to resolve the contradictions of the Zohar. The Zohar
contains many apparently contradictory traditions, and readers of the Zohar had a difficult time trying to sort them out
and synthesize one consistent mystical system. One idea that became current over the course of the Zohar’s reception
was that every sefirah is within is a set of ten sefirot, so that there are sefirot within sefirot. This tradition became normative in Tzfat, at the hands of Moshe Cordovero. It also became part of one of the most popular kabbalistic rites,
namely that of counting the Omer, the intermediate days between Passover and Shavuot.

ATZMUT

AND

K ELIM

A second question arose from the problem of the limitation of the purely abstracted God. That question was, are the
sefirot actually God? Or is God ultimately separate from the sefirot, and therefore God just pours God’s divinity in to
the sefirot, as if they are instruments or vessels of Godly energy and flow? The first point of view, that the sefirot were
essential to God and actually part of God, was called the doctrine of atzmut (“essence”). The second, the idea that the
sefirot were vessels for God to pour into, and that God remained essentially abstracted and separate from the sefirot,
was called kelim (“vessels”).
In Jewish theological terms, the idea of kelim was certainly preferable, as it backed away from characterizing God in physical terms. While the early kabbalists up to and including the main sections of the Zohar in general, followed the tradition
of atzmut, the later strata of the Zohar, namely the sections called Tiqqunim and Ra’aya Meheimna, followed the understanding of kelim. The influential Tzfat kabbalist Moshe Cordovero made the understanding of kelim normative in
Tzfat, which in turn set the stage for his student, Isaac Luria, to develop the doctrine of “the breaking of the vessels.”

T HE F OUR W ORLDS
Tension over the Jewish idea of the abstraction of God versus the symbolic and mythic aspect of the doctrine of the
sefirot led to a further spin on the nature of the sefirotic system. The doctrine of the four worlds posited that there were
at least three sefirotic systems, overlapping on one another, with a highest system above the other three which was not
subject to sefirotic portrayal. This highest system was the wholly abstracted God posited by Maimonides and the other
Jewish philosophers.
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The names of the worlds are taken from the principal verbs used in the Creation accounts of Genesis. The lowest level,
consonant with the most prosaic reality, is the world of action, ‘Assiyah. Above the world of action is the phenomenal
world, the world of formation, Yezirah. Above that is the world of pure creation, B’riah. The highest is the world of
abstracted and inaccessible divinity, as posited by Maimonides, the world of ‘Azilut.
The doctrine of the four worlds is hinted at in early kabbalah, and the term “worlds” was used as a euphemism for the
sefirot in a number of early sources as well as the main sections of the Zohar. The normative conception of the four
worlds emerged in a number of sources that began to circulate in the fourteenth century, such as in the later strata of
the Zohar, the sections called Tiqqunim and Ra’aya Meheimna, as well as a short contemporary work known as the
Masekhet Azilut.

T HE C OSMIC FAMILY
The final sections of the Zohar are called the Idras (“gatherings”). These texts detail the death of the various
members of the Zohar’s cohort of mystics. These deaths come about as they visualize a new structure of the cosmic
order, in which the ten sefirot and four worlds are subsumed to a larger vision of a Cosmic Family.
The uppermost of these is Attika Kadisha, the “Ancient Holy One” who is a patriarchal figure. Beneath this is his
disciple or grandchild, Zeir Anpin. Zeir Anpin has a consort as well, who is called Nukvah. In their purest form, these
three initial countenances are counterparts to three groupings of the sefirot. Attika Kadisha (who is also called Arikh
Anpin (“the long face”) and Attik Yomin (“the Ancient of Days”, from chapter 12 of the book of Daniel) represents
the grouping of the sefirot Hokhmah, Binah and Da’at. Zeir Anpin represents the middle six sefirot that had previously
been grouped under the rubric of Tiferet. Nukvah is analogous to the Shekhinah.
This structure is further embellished in the Idra Zuta (“the smaller gathering”) with the addition of two further
Personae, Abba and Imma. Together, they bear and nurture their child, Zeir. This extended family and their trials
become a theme in Lurianic kabbalah.

B IBLICAL PARADIGMS
All of the sefirot were subject to symbolization, but no system of symbols was more widespread than the associating of
the sefirot with different Biblical paradigms. If certain figures from the Bible were associated with given sefirot, then
one could read the Bible as an enormous code for the interaction of the sefirot.
The paradigm of Hesed is Abraham. He was always giving of himself. He sprang up to host the angels who came to visit
him after his circumcision, he pleaded for God’s mercy on Sodom and Gomorrah, he even gave his wife away to other
men on two occasions, the Pharaoh and Avimelekh. Obediently he follows God’s command to bring his only son as a sacrifice on Mount Moriah. So Abraham is always a paradigm of loving, as it links to the giving of oneself.
Isaac, on the other hand, is the paradigm of Din. Repeatedly he assesses a situation without interacting with it. On the
way to Mt Moriah, he asks his father, “Here is the fire and the knife, but where is the lamb for the sacrifice?” At the end
of his life, old and blind, when Jacob presents himself to steal Esau’s blessing, he exclaims, “The hands are the hands
of Esau but the voice is the voice of Jacob.” In each situation, Isaac does not respond to what he knows. He continues
walking with his father, he gives the blessing to Jacob in spite of the discrepancy. This is the essential emotional quality of Din. Isaac is detached from what he knows, like a judge who doesn’t argue the case before but sits on the side
mainly passively listening, then dispassionately rendering the verdict.
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The middle way between the extreme of Din and Hesed is the middle path of Rahamim or Tiferet, and that sefirah is
linked to Jacob. Jacob’s life is defined by upheavals and rank untruths, his deception of Esau and Laban, the pain
of the loss of his son Joseph and the death of Rachel. His life is the hardest and most complex and he is least easy to
characterize for, essentially, the dilemmas that Jacob had are the same dilemmas that conventional people deal with.
Each patriarch’s spouse complements his sefirotic identity. Therefore, just as Abraham is the paradigm of Hesed, so
Sarah is the paradigm of Din. She is a judgment specialist. When she hears Abraham discussing her having a child with
the angels, she laughs bitterly and says, “How can I have a child when my husband is so old?” When Abraham palms
her off as his sister to Pharaoh and Avimelekh, she goes along without protest or interaction. According to a tradition
in the Midrash, when she hears that Abraham has taken Isaac up to the mountain to be sacrificed, she dies
immediately of a broken heart, not being able to imagine any divine intervention or mercy. Hence, Sarah is clearly the
paradigm of Din.
Rebekah, Isaac’s spouse, is the paradigm of Hesed, just as Isaac is the paradigm of Din. In every situation, she is outgoing and interactive. At the well, when she is first spotted by Abraham’s servant Eliezer, she is peripatetic; running to
and fro, washing his feet, watering the camels; she is like a giving spring of Hesed herself. Similarly, as she prepares to
help Jacob steal the blessing from Esau, she slaughters the goats, skins them, prepares them as a meal. In every way
she is an energetic font of activity as opposed to Isaac’s imploded Din and passivity.
Jacob is more complex and so his spousal relationships are more complex. Rachel, his apparent true love and erotic
ideal, is the paradigm of Malkhut. Yet Leah, the apparently despised first wife, is indicative of something higher, for she
is the paradigm of Binah, the next sefirah up, which is a transformative, intuitive feminine wisdom. So it is that Jacob’s
relationship with Leah is not devoid of spiritual qualities, but they are tucked away in the higher realms of the sefirotic
tree, and therefore difficult or impossible for an outsider to understand.
The lower sefirot of the cosmic Nefesh also have paradigmatic identities. Aaron, as the original high priest, represents
the sefirah Hod, as there is no earthly grandeur, in the Jewish context, greater than the Temple. Moses, who forever
will be the greatest of the prophets, is the paradigm of everlastingness or Netzach. Joseph, because of his great forbearance in the attempted seduction by his master’s wife is considered the paradigm of Yesod, for sexual energy is a mute
force that must be conquered and channeled. Finally, David, the once and future king, is the central paradigm of
Malkhut, as he is the founder of the messianic line.
The most direct ritual reflection of these paradigmatic relationships occurs on the holiday of Sukkot when over the
course of the seven days of the holiday, each one of the “seven shepherds” are invited into the Sukkah for one of the
festive meals. This ceremony, the inviting of the “guests” really is an invocation of the shaping and “fixing” of each of
the dimensions of existence, just as the cube-shaped booth itself denotes six directions and the four species of plants
are waved in various directions in the synagogue service.

C ONCLUSION
As we have seen, the kabbalistic tradition provides a number of systems and paradigms for human beings to find their
way to God. The paradigms are complex, requiring study and effort to understand, and a lot of terminology is involved.
Yet the message of the kabbalistic tradition is not that God is inaccessible. On the contrary, while it wrestles frankly
with the difficulty and fragmentation of staying in relationship with God, it is also infused with images of ecstatic union
and love.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

76

4012-ZIG-Walking with God Final:4012-ZIG-Walking with God

5/25/07

4:19 PM

Page 77

GOD IN KABBALAH
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GOD IN KABBALAH – TEXT 1

Z OHAR III 257 B
One must know that He is called “Wise”, with all kinds of wisdom, “Understanding”, with all kinds of understanding,
“Saintly”, with all kinds of saintliness, “Heroic”, with all kinds of heroism, “Counsel”, with all kinds of counsel,
“Righteous”, with all kinds of righteousness, and “King,” with all kinds of royalty, until infinity. At the various levels
of His existence, He might be called “compassionate”, while elsewhere He will be called “Judge”, and so forth on a number of levels until infinity. There is a distinction between “Compassionate” and “Judge”! Before the world was created,
however, He was known by those qualities that had yet to exist, for if there was no world, how could He be the Compassionate Judge? His qualities were potential. Hence, all of God’s names are His symbols because of His actions.
He therefore created the soul in His image, to be known through its functions, so that every limb of the body is a
microcosm (of the Godly body). The Master of the World does this with every creature and in every generation
according to its acts. The soul is defined according to the actions of its limbs. A limb that fulfills a commandment causes
the soul to be called “compassion”, “kindness”, “grace” and “mercy”, while that limb that commits a transgression is
compelled by a soul that is known as “anger”, “judgment”, and “rage.” It is known apart from the body for its
compassion or cruelty. Therefore, the Master of the World created the World and its phenomena, whether they
are compassionate, or gracious or judging, His names are symbols. They do not point to God, rather, every name is a
creation of this world. Therefore, when a generation is good, they know Him as YHVH, with the quality of compassion,
and when they are sinful, they call Him ADNY with the quality of judgment, according to every generation and individual,
but not that He has any particular quality or personal name.

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

Is this text different from previous texts you have seen which discuss God’s qualities? How?
What do you understand by the ‘limbs’ of the soul?
What does it mean for the soul to be created in the image of God?
Do you think that this idea is a useful one today? Why/why not?
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GOD IN KABBALAH – TEXT 2

Z OHAR III 257 B
Each sefirah has a personal name and quality and limit and realm. The Master of the World extends through these
names, dominates them, is called by them and dwells in them, as the soul dwells in the limbs of the body. The Master
of the World has no personal name, or specific place, but every place is His realm. The soul, as well, has no personal
name or place in the body, rather the whole body is its realm, and there is no limb empty of it. Therefore, one cannot
contain the soul in one place, for then it would be absent in other jurisdictions, nor may one call it by one, two, or three
names, to say that it is only Hokhmah, or Binah, or Da’at, but not more, for that would deny its other aspects. How
much more so with the Master of the World, that one must not fix Him in any one place, to call Him by His names...

M OSHE C ORDOVERO, S EFER PARDES R IMMONIM 106 A
The sefirot represent various aspects, issues and realities. Every aspect has a name and expression, so that one
symbol teaches what another might not.

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

According to the first text, why do we need multiple understandings of the soul?
Does the second text have a different reason? If so – what is it, and why do you think the two texts are different?
Why do we need multiple understandings of God?
What names would you use today for the various aspects of the soul? of God?
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GOD IN KABBALAH – TEXT 3

I SAAC L URIA , C OMMENTARY

TO THE

Z OHAR I 15 A

Before the emanation, He and His Name were one alone and they would fill all of the worlds. It arose in His simple will
to create all the worlds and to benefit others beside Himself. He contracted his Shekhinah and withdrew his light
upward. The remaining place in which He could create the Worlds was left vacant. The light returned and withdrew
upward through the power of the Judgment that was there, for all the return of the light was only from the side of Din.
From that same power of the Din that was there, a vessel was created. …There the residue (reshimu) remained from
the light that had left, in the vacant place to which the light had initially extended. The residue that remained was
made into the first vessel. This vessel filled all of the empty space. The vessel, which was made through the force and
root of all the gevurot, and the residue, which was the light, mingled. The vessel was large, and the light returned to
it, to create the worlds and give them life. The light that had been emanated to did not fully return, for were it so, it no
worlds would have been created. A tiny bit of it returned, which was (the Hebrew letter) Yud. It entered this vessel,
sorted the residue, which was the light, from the vessel, and the vessel was made smaller. The light, which is the residue,
was clothed in this vessel. Below, there remained an empty measure for the emanation. Everything was clarified in
thought, for thought is the Yu”d that clarifies everything. The first vessel is the primordial ether called the luster, for
it is clear and very glistening, and it is not a vessel except for the merit of the Infinity that shines within it. The Yu”d
split the vessel. It descended into the empty space, returned and withdrew into the first vessel. Upon its return it was
made into the vessel of emanation in this empty place. This is “descending and not descending” for in the beginning,
the light descended, yet it returned and withdrew, in order that He could create the vessel and create the Worlds. The
second vessel is darker than the first, for it was made from the return of the great light and the other from the return
of the small light, this one from one return of light and this one from two returns. When the light descends below to
the second vessel, it had no countenance except for the power of the extent of the soul that is within it. The power of
the Judgment came from the power of the Yu”d, which is the inert rock that extends this way and that. According to
its potential, thus does the vessel expand to receive the light.
STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

How does Luria understand the process of creation?
What does it mean that the second vessel is darker than the first?
What does it mean that a vessel expands to receive light according to its potential?
What do you think the place of human beings might be in this scheme? Why?
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GOD IN KABBALAH – TEXT 4

Z OHAR II 27 B
A cluster of henna is my beloved to me (Song of Songs 1:14) The cluster is the transcendent Mother. Just as the
cluster of grapes is bedecked with leaves and vines to nourish Israel, the transcendent Shekhinah is bedecked with the
vessels of the eight sacrifices and their pure atonement. So bedecked, she goes up to the king with the petitions of
Israel, the prayers offered by the Rabbis. At that, the judgments of the lower Shekhinah change to acts of mercy…This
beloved Shekhinah is (Genesis 3:24) the swirling double edged sword. Sometimes it swings sometimes to mercy,
sometimes to Judgments, sometimes male, sometimes female, sometimes judgment, sometimes mercy. For it is from
the realm of the tree of life, all Judgments turning to mercy, and from the realm of the tree of knowledge of good and
evil, all mercy turning to Judgment, judging those who transgress the commandments of the Torah. This tree is in the
World-to-Come, which is intuitive understanding, in which all the names of Judgment turn to mercy. So it is, as the
Rabbis maintained, that this world is not like the world to come, because of this understanding, which is the swinging
double-edged sword that swings from Judgment to Mercy for the Righteous, to bring them a reward in the next world.

Z OHAR III 243 B
Wherever Israel are, they are protected and tranquil. Therefore it is forbidden to plow the earth and to make furrows
on the Sabbath, for it is like a blemish in the Holy Land, the Shekhinah. Therefore it is forbidden to use agricultural
tools on the Sabbath, even to carry a stone...

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

How many images of the Shekhinah are present in the first text? How are they different?
How does the second text contrast with the first?
Can you think of other ways the Shekhinah might manifest in the world?
Do you have a personal way that you perceive ‘Shekhinah’? If so – what is it?
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GOD IN KABBALAH – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

Z OHAR IV 206 A
When the Torah scroll is put there, every person should make prepare themselves below, with awe and dread,
trembling and shivering. They should direct their hearts as if they were at this very moment standing at Mount Sinai
to receive the Torah. They should listen with full attention and incline their ears. They are not permitted to open their
mouths, even to speak words of Torah, and all the more so if they want to discuss other matters. Rather, they should
all be in awe, as if they were speechless [lit. mouthless]….
Rabbi Shimon said that when the Torah scroll is brought out for public reading, the heavenly gates of Mercy open and
awaken the love above. A person should then pray as follows:
Blessed is your name, Master of the Universe. Blessed is your crown and your place.
Let your favor be with your people Israel forever, and let the deliverance of your right
hand be seen by your people in your Temple. Grant us your good light, and receive our
prayers with compassion. May it be your will [lit. from before you] that you lengthen
our lives with goodness, and may I be counted among the righteous so that you have
compassion upon me and guard all that is mine, and your people Israel’s. You are the
One who feeds all and sustains all; you are the One who rules over all. You rule over
kings, and the kingdom is yours. I am a servant of the Holy Blessed One, and before
him and his glorious Torah at all times. I do not trust in any man, I do not rely on any
angel; rather, I trust and rely on the God of Heaven, who is a God of truth, whose Torah
is truth, whose prophets are truth, and who is mighty to work goodness and truth. In
him I trust; and to his holy and precious name I utter praises. May it be your will [lit.
from before you] that you open my heart to Torah and fulfill the wishes of my heart
and those of all your people Israel, for good, and for life, and for peace. Amen.
Only one person is may read from the Torah. Everyone else should listen attentively and be silent so they can hear the
words of his mouth as if at that very moment they were receiving them at Mount Sinai. One person should stand next
to the reader, and remain silent, so that only one set of words can be heard, not two. The holy tongue is one, singular:
not two, and if two voices happen to be heard when the Torah is being read it removes something from the secret of
belief and from the preciousness of the Torah. It is a requirement that there be only one voice. And there should only
be one translator; and the secret of this is the shell [kelippah] and the fruit [the translator is being thought of as the
shell and the reader the fruit].
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SESSION SUGGESTIONS – GOD IN KABBALAH

In this session the group will consider God in Kabbalah. The texts for this session have been chosen so as to familiarize people
with some basic kabbalistic concepts. This is an esoteric area, which is why the text for creative study is a familiar one – the
b’rich shmei from the Torah service. While the texts in this area are complex, there is great potential for creativity – some ideas
are suggested at the end of this session plan.

I NTRODUCTION
Briefly remind people of the content of the essay. Some questions to generate a brief recap might be:
• What is Kabbalah?
• How does the kabbalistic tradition understand the process of creation?
• What are some key concepts from kabbalah (sefirot, Shekhinah, etc)?

G ROUP

STUDY

Split the class into [up to] 4 chavruta groups and hand out the texts. The questions provided should help generate the
discussion. You may wish to let groups begin working on their own, and then put them together, two and two, so that
they can compare and contrast the texts they have been working on. It is likely that people will find the texts complex
and it will be useful to ask them to refer back to the essay.
You might wish to have copies of the Sefirot diagram available for people to use.
This may be a session where you want all groups to work on a single text. If so, the first text is probably the one which
will generate most responses; also, the Luria text is good background for the session on Hassidut.
Allow each group to report back on their understanding of the text(s) and their answers to the questions, and then draw
the discussion together.

C REATIVE

STUDY

Text based: Ask people about the Torah service. What does it do/represent? Why might a text from the Zohar resonate
with it?
Then refer people to the text (B’rich Shmei, in context) and let them read & digest it. (The Aramaic is in the Siddus,
if you need it.) Now that participants understand the origin of the text, do they see any aspects of the Torah service
differently? Why, according to the Zohar, do we read Torah on Shabbat? What does the imagery of the shell and the
fruit convey? You might wish to refer to the equivalent prayers which are said on the chagim, for comparison. What
might participants expect to see in a prayer before Torah is read? Why?
Free-form: there are endless possibilities here. Images and art related to kabbalah abound on the internet and can
provide a jump-off point for discussion, meditation or art. A good exercise, if you can provide resources, is to ask
people to draw/paint/create their own Sefirot diagram using whatever medium they like. Or ask them to write a guided
meditation; or guide one yourself, if they are amenable. Or use Reuven Kimelman’s book to take a closer look at the
Kabbalat Shabbat service and the lecha dodi.

C ONCLUSION
Hand out the essay for next time and conclude the session.
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CONTRIBUTORS

R ABBI B RADLEY S HAVIT A RTSON (http://www.bradartson.com) is the Dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic
Studies at the American Jewish University, where he is Vice President. He is the author of 6 books, most recently Gift
of Soul, Gift of Wisdom: Spiritual Resources for Leadership and Mentoring, and is a Doctoral candidate in
Contemporary Theology at Hebrew Union College – Jewish Institute of Religion.

R ABBI D AVID L IEBER , DHL is president emeritus of the American Jewish University and the Flora and Arnold
Skovron Distinguished Service Professor of Literature and Thought. He was educated at the College of the City of
New York and ordained at the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1948. He has been a leading figure in American Jewish
life and learning for many years, being, inter alia, the senior editor of the Etz Chayyim commentary on the Torah,
sponsored jointly by the Rabbinical Assembly and the Jewish Publication Society, past president of the Rabbinical
Assembly, a former spiritual leader of Sinai Temple, Los Angeles and dean of students at the American Jewish University
until he assumed the presidency in 1963. Dr Lieber has written extensively, with articles published in Commentary,
The Christian Century, The Reconstructionist, The Torch, and Jewish Education. In recognition of his work, Dr.
Lieber was awarded the “Doctor of Humane Letters” degree, honoris causa, by the Hebrew Union College in 1982 and
the “Torch of Learning” Award by the Hebrew University of Jerusalem in 1984.

R ABBI G AIL L ABOVITZ , P H .D. is assistant professor and chair of the department of Rabbinics at the Ziegler School
for Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish University. She was ordained at the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1992
and received her doctorate in Talmud and Rabbinics there in 2002. Prior to her current position, she served as
a senior research associate for the Feminist Sexual Ethics Project at Brandeis University and as coordinator of the
Jewish Feminist Research Group, a project of the Women’s Studies program at JTS.
R ABBI I LANA B ERENBAUM G RINBLAT is the rabbi of Temple Beth Shalom of Long Beach California where she has
served for the past five years. She also teaches midrash at the American Jewish University’s Ziegler School of Rabbinic
Studies, where she was ordained. In the fall of 2007, she will begin her Ph.D. studies in midrash at UCLA.

R ABBI D ANIEL S. N EVINS is the Pearl Resnick Dean of the Jewish Theological Seminary Rabbinical School. He was
ordained rabbi by JTS in 1994, and received his bachelor's in history from Harvard University in 1989. From 1994-2007,
he served as rabbi of Adat Shalom Syngogue in Farmington Hills, Michigan. He is a member of the Rabbinical
Assembly's Committee on Jewish Law and Standards and writes frequently on topics of contemporary halakhah.

RABBI JOEL REMBAUM, PH.D. is Senior Rabbi of Temple Beth Am in Los Angeles. Formerly Dean of Undergraduate
Studies and Associate Professor of Jewish History at the American Jewish University, Rabbi Rembaum, a recognized
scholar in the area of Medieval Jewish History, is currently a member of the faculty of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic
Studies.
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CONTRIBUTORS

R ABBI P INCHAS G ILLER , P H .D. was ordained at Yeshiva University and received his doctorate at the Graduate
Theological Union, Berkeley. Rabbi Giller has written extensively on Judaism and Kabbalah. He has written three books,
The Enlightened Will Shine: Symbolism and Theurgy in the Later Strata of the Zohar (State University of New
York Press, 1993), Reading the Zohar (Oxford University Press 2000) and Shalom Shar’abi and the Kabbalists of
Beit El (Oxford University Press 2008). Rabbi Giller has taught in multiple contexts and is presently Associate Professor
of Jewish Thought at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish University, Los Angeles.

R EB M IMI F EIGELSON (www.ziglerpodcasts.com) is the Mashpiah Ruchanit and Lecturer of Rabbinic Literature at
the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish University, Los Angeles. She is an Israeli - Orthodox
Rabbi and an international Hassidism teacher and story teller.

R ABBI E LLIOT N. DORFF, PH.D. is Rector and Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at the American Jewish University
in Los Angeles. He specializes in ethics, with books on Jewish medical, social, and personal ethics, but he has also written
on Jewish law and theology. His book on theology is entitled, Knowing God: Jewish Journeys to the Unknowable.

R ABBI J ONATHAN W ITTENBERG was born in Glasgow, Scotland. He studied at King’s College Cambridge and Leo
Baeck College, London, and is presently the rabbi of the New North London Masorti Synagogue. As well as being a
full-time congregational rabbi, he is a hospital chaplain, and is involved in a project to create a multi-faith secondary
school. His books include Three Pillars of Judaism: A Search for Faith and Values and The Eternal Journey:
Meditations on the Jewish Year.

R ABBI A LANA S USKIN was ordained in 2003 at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish
University. Her essays, poetry and other writing have appeared in a wide variety of journals, books and anthologies.
Her most recent project, “Ethical Smachot” (with Rabbi Joshua Ginsberg and Jews United for Justice), can be found
online at http://www.myjewishlearning.com/lifecycle/ About_Jewish_Lifecycle/Overview_Themes/ethicalsmahot.htm.

D EBORAH S ILVER is entering her third year at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish
University. She holds a Master’s Degree in Hebrew Studies from Cambridge University, England, as well as an MA in
the theory and practice of literary translation. She is past holder of the George Webber Prize for Hebrew Translation,
and she is the Senior English Editor of the Oxford English-Hebrew Dictionary of Current Usage (Oxford, 1996). Prior
to coming to Los Angeles, she practiced as an attorney before becoming an Associate Professor at BPP Law School,
London.
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