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Overview of Our Course

Session 1:  Introduction and 
History of Kabbalah.

Session 2: The Zohar and the 10 
Sefirot

Session 3: Lurianic Kabbalah, the 
Soul, Angels, & Enhancing Our 
Jewish Spirituality



A Word From Our Sponsor

Rabbi Lotker’s Services as Our 
Community Rabbi Is Made Possible By:

Joel & Barbara Aaronson &

The Affordable Living Choices Trust

and



Supporting materials available at lotker.com



1st - Some Important Basics 
About Judaism

• The central focus is on acts and actions 
rather than belief.
– Jews count 613 commandments (mitzvot) in 

the 1st 5 books of the Bible (the Torah) alone.
• Big 10

• Love your neighbor/stranger/God, don’t eat pork, 
pay wages promptly, etc.

• Jewish focus is on this world rather than 
the next.
– Salvation is about making this world better.



Intro to Kabbalah

• The word Kabbalah means “received” 
meaning “the received tradition”

• The goal is to get closer to and even cleave 
to God

• It’s built on top of Judaism
– Not an alternative but a much deeper practice

– Begins with Orthodox observance

• Pop Kabbalah is pop spirituality
– Madonna, tattoos, red strings, etc.

– Wearing a stethoscope doesn’t make you a MD



Intro to Kabbalah

• This is not supposed to be simple or easy or 
even quickly understandable.

• Kabbalah was traditionally studied only:
– By married male scholars over 40 (so they 

wouldn’t abandon their earthly responsibilities)

– By those of high moral standards, prior rabbinic 
learning, and of mental and emotional stability.

– One on one with a teacher (so that teachings 
would not be misunderstood)

• The goal of our class is to provide an 
introduction and orientation.



Intro to Kabbalah -
Disclaimers

• I am a student of Kabbalah
– I’m not a kabbalist for reasons I will share

• I do have some 130 books on the subject and 
read most of them

• I will be sharing my struggle to learn this with 
you.

• There’s a value to hearing difficult concepts 
many times
– I generally takes me about 10 hearings before I can 

deeply “get it”



Kabbalah  & Judaism 
Connected

Byron Sherwin: 

• “Without Judaism, Jewish mysticism is a soul 
without a body, a vagabond spirit.  Without 
mysticism, Judaism is a body without a soul.”

• “Detaching kabbalistic practice from 
traditional Judaism would be like performing 
an operation with instruments that are not 
sterile.”

Cited in Horowitz, A Kabbalah & Jewish Mysticism Reader, pp. 98, 474



Defining Spirituality

From: The Jewish Lights Spirituality Handbook, S. M. Matlins, ed. 2001, pp. 9-10



Ka-BAL-ah or Ka-bal-AH?

• Both!

• Ka-BAL-ah is the Ashkenazi way of 
pronunciation
– Like SHA-bes or TAH-less

– Ashkenazim are Jews of Eastern European 
origin – 95% of American Jews

• Ka-bal-AH is the Sephardic way
– Like sha-BAT or tal-EET

– Sepharadim are Jews of Spanish and Middle 
Eastern origin.



Magic vs. Mystic 

• Magic suggests that if I follow all the 
commandments perfectly, pray correctly, 
use ritual objects, keep kosher, etc. 

– I CAN GET GOD TO DO MY WILL!

• Mystic suggests that if I follow all the 
commandments perfectly, pray correctly, 
use ritual objects, keep kosher, etc. 

– I CAN GET ME TO DO GOD’S WILL!



Speaking of Magic…

The Origin of Abracadabra
• From the Aramaic

“Av-RAH k’da-BRA”

– Meaning “I create as I speak”

– The verb bara is only used for God’s 
creation (as is Gen. 1:1)

– Maybe Abracadabra is God’s 
opening flourish to creation???



Jewish Spirituality

• Jewish spirituality begins with study of sacred 
texts.
– The presumption is that our Bible and other sacred texts 

(Talmud, Zohar, etc.) are infinitely rich and deep in 
meaning.

– Like a singular love letter from God.

– So we read and re-read for messages from the most 
obvious to the most hidden.

– Leads to mitzvot/commandments and connection to 
your actions in this world.

• Let’s look at some texts. 



Jewish Spirituality-Texts

Source:  Matt, The Essential Kabbalah, pg. 163



Jewish Spirituality-Texts



Let’s Begin With the 
Beginning



The First Letter of the Bible

• Is the Hebrew letter “bet”   

• Why begin the text with this letter?
– To teach that you can’t ask what happened 

before, above, or below the Torah.
• Physicists now say that this is also true of the Big 

Bang – you can’t ask what happened before it.

– To teach that there are two Torahs:  
• Written – 1st 5 Books of the Bible

• Oral – The Talmud



We Cannot Simply
Translate the Bible

• The first two words of the bible present a grammatical 

problem:   “B’raysheet bara Elohim” 

– Often translated: “In the beginning, God created…”

• But if we wanted to say, “in the beginning God created,” 
we would write B’reeshonah…

• B’raysheet is half of an expression – Hebrew grammar 
requires the next word to be a noun – but the next word is 
a verb.

• Rashi teaches that God was teaching us that we can’t just 
translate – we must interpret. 

• I think God put this lesson here (between word #1 & #2) so 
those of us with ADD wouldn’t miss it.



Genesis 1:26

• “And God said, ‘let Us make humanity in Our 
image (b’tzal-may-nu), after Our likeness.”

– Note: tzel can mean shadow as well as image.  
More on this later.

– If we are created in God’s image what does this 
tell us about God?  About us?

– Why “Us/Our” and not “Me/My”
• Traditional Jewish answer:  God speaking to angels.

• Traditional Christian answer: God speaking to Trinity



Genesis 1:26

• An answer I like:

– God was talking 
to the animals!

– We have divine 
and animal 
natures.

• I believe this is a 
biblical proof text 
for evolution!



Does God Have an Image?

• The Bible’s portrayal of God is very 
anthropomorphic. 
– God speaks, many see God (Ex. 24:10), God’s 

nose get’s red (Ex. 4:14), God takes us out of 
Egypt with an outstretched arm (Ex. 6:6), etc.

– The Jewish philosophers say these are only 
figures of speech

– The Kabbalists will go overboard in the opposite 
direction by thinking of God in scores of 
physical ways.



God’s Physical 
Measurements

• God’s feet: 105 million miles

• Ankle to knees 665 million miles

• Neck size: 455 million miles

• Circumference of head: >10.5 billion miles

• Length of beard: 40,250 miles

• Each finger: 105 million miles

• The black of His eye: 40,250 miles

• Source: Shi’ur Qomah (6th century) quoted in D. Matt, Essential 
Kabbalah, pg. 74



Deuteronomy 6:4

ֵהינּו ְיהָֹוה  עְׁשמַ  דֶאָחֽ | ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְיהָֹוה ֱא  
She-ma Yis-ra-el, Ah-do-nai Eh-lo-hei-nu, Ado-nai Eh-chad

Hear O Israel: Adonai is (now) our God, Adonai (will be) One.

Hear O Israel!  Adonai is our God, Adonai alone.

Hear O Israel!  Adonai our God, Adonai is one.

Hear O Israel!  Adonai is our God, one indivisible Adonai.

Hear O Israel!  Adonai our God is a unique Adonai.

Hear O Israel!  Adonai our God is Ultimate.

Hear O Israel!  Adonai is our God, Adonai is Unity/Everything.



The Meaning of Echad:
25 Essays



The Meaning of Yisrael

• Jacob – Yaacov – gets his name changed from 
“heel” to Yisrael – Israel – when he wrestles with 
God/angel [Gen. 32:25-33]

• Yisrael means one who wrestles with God.

• If you struggle with God – welcome to the club!

• Contrast with Islam – the word Islam mean one 
who submits (to God).



The Calligraphy of the
Shema



The Calligraphy of the
Shema

ֵהינּו ְיהָֹוה  עְׁשמַ  דֶאָחֽ | ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְיהָֹוה ֱא  
She-ma Yis-ra-el, Ah-do-nai Eh-lo-hei-nu, Ado-nai Eh-chad

As written in the Torah, the large Ayin ( ) and Daled ( ) 

have two explanations:

1.  Stand for the word “Aid” ( ) meaning “witness”

2.  Large ayin ensures that we don’t read (SHEM-ah), 

meaning “perhaps” and large daled ensures that we don’t 

read the letter as a resh ( ), making the last word 

echar meaning “another”



The Mystics’ Interpretation 
of Echad

The mystics understand echad to mean unity.

• So “Adonai echad” means God is unity

• God is the ultimate unity of the universe

• Everything is God and God is everything
– The separations are illusions

– Like a wave seems to be a distinct entity but is really 
one with the sea

– Like the various parts of a tree.  We may give these 
parts separate names, but the tree doesn’t know where 
the roots end and the trunk begins, where the trunk 
ends and a branch begins, etc. 



Where is God?

When I count to 
three, point to 

God!



Two Valid Images of God:
#1:  Conventional/Rational

God

Me

• In this image, God is “up 
there” and I am “down 
here”

• This is reflected in 
conventional Jewish 
blessings which begin 
with “Blessed are You, 
Adonai…”



Two Valid Images of God:
#2:  Mystic/Kabbalist

God

Me

• In this image, God is 
everywhere and 
everything (indicated by 
dashes)

• And my separation from 
God is an illusion (also 
indicated by dashes)



The Mystics’ Understanding 
of Free Will

The mystics understand that since everything is 
God, then everything is under God’s control, and 
everything is just as it should be.

• This is a theology that should not be brought into a 
hospital.
– It says that the cancer, the accident, even the war 

(holocaust, gas chambers, etc.) are under the control 
and will of God.

• I personally have great difficulty with this, and this 
is at the heart of why I’m not a kabbalist.



Session #2

Topics for discussion this evening

• Historical overview of Kabbalah

• The Zohar

• The 10 Sefirot

• Gematria and the Tzitzit

• Lots of wonderful Kabbalistic texts!



A Word From Our Sponsor

Rabbi Lotker’s Services as Our 
Community Rabbi Is Made Possible By:

Joel & Barbara Aaronson &

The Affordable Living Choices Trust

and



Supporting materials available at lotker.com



History of Kabbalah

• Exclusively male – there were NO female 
kabbalists in history

• Begins in 2nd Temple times with contemplation of 
God’s throne (as described in Ezekiel & the chariot 
(Merkabah)
– Remnant – chanting Kadosh, kadosh, kadosh (Isa. 6:3)

• Hasidism in Medieval Germany: 1150-1250
– Idealization of the Hasid (ascetic, serene, and altruistic) 

– Christian influence – deprivation – sitting in snow

– But never promoted sexual abstinence

• The goal is always to deepen connection with God



The Zohar: the Central Text 
of Jewish Mysticism



The Zohar: the Central Text 
of Jewish Mysticism

The Zohar is a work of pseudepigrapha.

• It reads as though it was written by 
Shimon Bar Yochai, a 2nd century CE 
Mishna teacher.  It is written in the 
Aramaic of the period.

• But it was actually written in the 13th

century in Spain by Moshe de Leon or his 
school.  We see examples of 13th century 
Hebrew and even medieval Spanish in 
the text. 



The Zohar

The Zohar:
• Is structured as a commentary on the Torah.

– Underlying idea is that all wisdom is in Torah.

– Is written in Aramaic.

• In it, we read of a brilliant rabbi of 2,000 years ago, 
wandering the Galilee with his disciples (sound 
familiar?)  

• Provides a structure to the study and practice of 
Kabbalah.

• Introduces the 10 Sefirot

• Is very difficult.



Some Zohar Text

“At the head of the potency of the King, He engraved 
engravings in luster on high.  A spark of impenetrable darkness 
flashed with in the concealed of the concealed, from the head of 
infinity – a cluster of vapor forming in formlessness, thrust in a 
ring, not white, not black, not red, not green, no color at all.  As 
a cord surveyed, it yielded radiant colors.  Deep within the spark 
gushed a flow, splaying colors below, concealed within the 
concealed of the mystery of Ein Sof.  It split and did not split its 
aura, was not known at all, until under the impact of splitting, a 
single concealed supernal point shone.  Beyond that point, 
nothing is known, so it is called Reshit, Beginning, first 
command of all.” (Zohar Be-Reshit, 1:15a)

• This modern translation is accompanied by three pages of 13 
footnotes. 



Here’s A Little Zohar



Here’s A Little Zohar

From description of this book in Amazon.com:  “It is said that just owning the Zohar can protect you 
and aid in your healing. You do not need to know Hebrew-- in fact most of it is so condensed that you 
cannot read it.. The 72 names for healing can be scanned however and can elicit the energy of healing. 
It is a beautiful small book that can fit in your pocket, glove compartment, purse. The gold lettering on 
the cover is expertly done. Pinchas is a section of the Zohar, that involves healing, protection, and 
blessings. The energy of this small book is transmitted into your soul. It is like owning a piece of the 
Torah. Do yourself a favor and bring to yourself the energy and light of the Zohar.”



The Sefirot



The Sefirot

“Just as the gentiles say that 
He is three and the three are 
one, so also some of the 
kabbalistic masters believe 
and say that the Godhead is 
ten sefirot and the ten are 
one.”

Abraham Abulafia (13th century Spanish mystic), cited in 
Horwitz, p 173



Gematria: A Key to Unlocking 
Scriptural Secrets

Aleph 1

Bet 2

Gimmel 3

Dalet 4

Heh 5

Vav 6

Zayin 7

Chet 8

Tet 9

Yod 10

Kaf 20

Lamed 30
Mem 40
Num 50
Samech 60
Ayin 70
Pey 80
Tzadi 90
Kof 100
Resh 200
Shin 300
Tav 400

Thus Chai =  = life =18



Gematria of the
Tallit &Tzitzit

<8 Threads



Gematria
of the Tallit &Tzitzit

1st group = 7 = Number of Days in Creation
2nd group = 8 = Number of Days of Brit Milah

Sum of 1st 2 groups = 15 = 1st 2 letters of 

3rd group = 11 = last two letters of 

4th group = 13 = value of echad

Total of windings = 39 = value of 

More on the Value of Echad
= 1 = The one Tallit
= 8 = The 8 strings per Tzitzit

= 4 = The 4 corners of the Tallit



More on the Tallit &Tzitzit

Source: the Artscroll Siddur,
Mesorah Pub. 1990, pp. 4-5



Even the Shapes of the Letters 
Hold Secret Meanings

Consider the Hebrew word for truth -emet

• Each letter is well balanced on a firm base

• And aleph is the first letter, mem is the middle 
letter, and taf is the last letter of the alphabet.

Now consider the word for lie sheker

• Each letter is unbalanced on a wobbly base

• And shin, kof and resh are the 3 next to last 
letters of the alphabet.



The Four Olamot (Worlds) or 
Levels of Spiritual Awareness

Material taken 
from A. 
Green, A 
Kabbalah for 
Tomorrow, 
Jewish Lights 
Publishing, 
2003, pp. 61-
73.

Emotion/Relationship
with God:

Fear-Awe / King

Love & Demands / 
Parent

Love – Eros / Lover

self = Self / SELF



God’s Names:
Adonai and Elohim

Material 
taken from 
A. Green, A 
Kabbalah for 
Tomorrow, 
Jewish 
Lights 
Publishing, 
2003, pp. 
82-85.



Texts and More Texts

Material taken from D. 
Matt, The Essential 
Kabbalah: the Heart of 
Jewish Mysticism, 
Harper, 1995, p. 91.



Paradise = Pardes – 4 Levels
of Understanding Torah

[Insight from biblical commentator Avivah Zornberg:
• Pshat is what you tell your therapist
• Drash is what your therapist hears]



Texts and More Texts

Material taken from D. 
Matt, The Essential 
Kabbalah: the Heart of 
Jewish Mysticism, 
Harper, 1995, p. 91.



Texts and More Texts

Material taken from D. 
Matt, Zohar: Annotated 
and Explained, Skylight 
Paths Pub. 2002, pp. 
59-71.



Texts and More Texts



Texts and More Texts



Session # 3

Lurianic Kabbalah, 

the Soul, Angels, 

& Enhancing Our Jewish 
Spirituality



A Word From Our Sponsor

Rabbi Lotker’s Services as Our 
Community Rabbi Is Made Possible By:

Joel & Barbara Aaronson &

The Affordable Living Choices Trust

and



Supporting materials available at lotker.com



Kabbalah Has an Answer!



Isaac Luria and His School

• Luria’s family was expelled from Spain.

• Taught in Safed only 2.5 years before dying in 
an epidemic in 1572

• Called “Ha-Ari” – the lion – acronym for “the 
Ashkenazi Rabbi Isaac”

• He wrote almost nothing, but his students 
recorded his teachings.



Lurianic Kabbah and 
Creation



Lurianic Kabbah and 
Creation - Texts

From Matt, Essential Kabbalah, pp. 94-95



The Foundation Stone
Even Ha-shteeyah



Lurianic Kabbalah and 
Creation

• The Breaking of the Vessels and the release of 
divine sparks.

• This results in a universe that needs repair.

• Every time a mitzvah is performed, a holy spark 
is released, and a bit of the universe is repaired. 



Tikkun Olam & the Messiah 

• Perhaps the most astonishing insight of 
Kabbalah is that God cannot repair the 
universe without our help.

• This “repair of the universe” is called Tikkun 
Olam and is the centerpiece of Reform 
Judaism.

• Thus, our efforts, as God’s partner, are 
required to bring the Messiah and redemption.



Tikkun Olam – A Bit Like a 
Jigsaw Puzzle



God Needs Humanity



What is Soul?



What is Soul?



What is Soul?



Being God’s Shadow

Recall that one understanding of Gen.1:26 is 
that we are created as God’s shadow.

• If I look at these shadows, can I tell what the 
people are doing?

• The shadow and its source are deeply linked.



Being God’s Shadow

This leads to the mystical idea that we, God’s 
shadows, “force” God’s hands by our actions.

• So, for example, by making harmony on Earth, 
we make harmony in the heavens.

• And, I would add, when we do good things 
inspired by God and God’s teachings, we bring 
God into the world.

• Example of feeding the hungry, visiting the sick.  
When we, God’s shadow, do this, God is doing it.  
And it doesn’t matter if God actually exists!



Being God’s Shadow

Carrying this thought to the end of life.

• When does a shadow disappear? 
– When the image and the Maker of the image 

touch at last.



Angel or Messenger?

The Hebrew word for angel is, malach

And the Hebrew word for messenger is 

Judaism teaches that God sends us into the 
world to complete creation:

• Are we simple messengers or divine 
angels?

• Speaking Hebrew, there’s no difference!



Angel or Messenger?



Sexual Imagery in Kabbalah



Judaism and the Afterlife

What do Jews believe about the afterlife?

• I don’t know – go ask them!

What does Judaism teach about the afterlife?

• That there is one!

• Resurrection – a mainstay teaching of the 
rabbis.

• Reincarnation – a key element of Kabbalah

• Communication between worlds - a Talmudic 
teaching.



What Happens After I Die: Jewish Views of 
the Afterlife – on www.lotker.com



Becoming More Spiritual

Step #1: Blessings and prayer

• The traditional blessings of Judaism:
– “Thanks for the good stuff” blessings such as for 

bread, wine, and even going to the bathroom.

– Mitzvah blessings

• Fixed liturgical prayer
– Not because God needs our prayer

– But because we need to pray together

• Simply talking to God.







Becoming More Spiritual

Step #2:  Seeing the holy in the world.



Becoming More Spiritual

Step #2:  Seeing the holy in the world.



Becoming More Spiritual

Step #2:  Seeing the holy in the world.



God’s Gift of Mustard

• If I didn’t have any 
mustard at all, I 
could be happy.

• If I only had deli 
mustard, I would 
be fine.

• So how many 
choices of 
mustard do I find?



God’s Gift of Mustard

One time, 
preparing for 

a sermon, I 
counted 39 
choices of 
mustard at 
Gelson’s!



God’s Gift of Olive Oil

So how 
many 
choices of 
olive oil do 
you think I 
found at 
Whole 
Foods 
Market?



God’s Gift of Olive Oil



But You’ve Got to Notice the 
Miracles

Rabbinic story  of 
Reuven and Shimon:  
They never looked up 
to see the miracle!  
All they saw was the 
mud and the muck 
(Midrash Exodus 
Rabbah 24.1)



Becoming More Spiritual

Step #2:  Seeing the holy in the world.

The point:

• Notice the miracles in your life!

• Notice when you’ve been blessed!

• The “thank you card” for these gifts is to share 
your blessings with God’s children.

• A gift without acknowledgement is a theft!



Becoming More Spiritual

Step #3:  Religious New Year’s Resolutions.

• Resolve to take on one new spiritual practice 
each year.
– Prayer

– Dietary

– Good deeds

• Don’t let the best be the enemy of the good!



Becoming More Spiritual

Step #4:  Seeing yourself as God’s hands.

• Moving your prayer from
– “Give me” to “Teach/help me” to “Use me”

– Mystic – not Magic!

• You are God’s shadow so bring God with you 
wherever you are.
– Isaiah 43:12 quotes God as saying, “You are My 

witnesses and I am God.”

– The rabbis say that this means God can only be 
God if we serve as God’s witnesses!



Suggested Reading

Kabbalah:
A Love Story

Rabbi
Lawrence
Kushner Stuart Matlins

The Essential
Kabbalah

Daniel Matt

Kabbalah: A Very 
Short Introduction

Joseph Dan

A Kabbalah & 
Jewish 

Mysticism 
Reader

Daniel M. Horwitz



Even More Suggested Reading
(see my website)



The Last Word



We Are God’s Shadow
by Rabbi Mike Lotker



Next Class: 
Children of Abraham

“Children of Abraham: Comparing Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam.” (August 4, 11, 18 & 25)
About half the people of the world worship the God of Abraham as 
members of faith traditions that trace themselves back 4000 years to 
this inspired individual. In four classes, Rabbi Lotker will introduce 
these three faiths with special emphasis on where they are similar and 
where they differ. We will read texts from the Hebrew Bible, the 
Christian Scripture and the Koran relating to the Garden of Eden, 
Abraham, Moses, and others to help understand the fascinating history 
and theology that shape our worlds to this day. Differences in beliefs, 
historical origins and the reasons behind historical and current conflicts 
will be explored. We will also take a detailed look at Holy Neighborhood 
of Jerusalem and the sacred sites to be found there.



CNN Series Of Interest

I hope that the 
CNN series 
might be 
interesting for 
our own 
discussions in 
the “Children of 
Abraham” series 
starting 8/4/21


