A different kind of Spiritual Liberation: the well-hidden Wisdom
of the Kabbalah.

Sermon by the Reverend Lone Jensen April 13, 2008.

Think of this sermon as a pinch of salt thrown over your shoulder.
It can only be a tiny taste, a few grains of the Jewish mystical tradition
called the Kabbalah. The topic is so huge that it could take the rest of
my life and several hundred possible incarnations where I to do it
justice. And I only have 25 minutes! The word itself is hardly neutral.
Kabbalah has been used to describe both political conspiracy and a card
game. For many of us this tradition is obscure and covered in layers of
misunderstanding, esoteric history and society’s prejudice. It has been
associated with Tarot cards, metaphysics and alchemy with its search for
the philosopher’s gold. But in the last few years it has become a
popular spirituality of the day in the typical American way, endorsed by
celebrities, such as Madonna. If you go to any bookstore or the web
there are plenty of books, ornaments, jewelry, videos, audio tapes and
other so- called “technologies of the soul’ which seems to be the latest
clever terminology merchandisers use to add credibility to their

products. You can find lots of uncritical and dubious information out



there that hardly does justice to the depth of this tradition, its age and

paradoxical wisdom teachings.

So let us begin with a few samples of what you can find in the
“Pop Kabbalah” universe. For a fee, you can have your personal
Kabbalah Life analysis where you will find the meaning of your life's
work and discover what your soul wants to learn in life. The analysis
will indicate how you got on the wrong track and how this can result in
physical problems. With a Kabbalah energy picture an instruction for
your life can be created. This will resolve your problems and all this
website needs amazingly is your maiden name and date of birth! Or

how about a set of cards based upon a book by Karen Berg God Wears

Lipstick. “The essence of the book has been distilled and presented in a
gift box of 72 cards with simple but profound nuggets of wisdom, printed
in different shades of lipstick.” Actually this last one sounds like fun!
Or how about his one: “Yehuda Berg, author of The 72 Names of God:

continues to reveal the secrets of the world’s oldest and most powerful

wisdom with his new book, The Red String: The Power of Protection.

Discover the antidote to the negative effects of the dreaded “Evil Eye”.
Find out the real power behind the Red String and why millions of

people won't leave home without it. “

Ok I have not read The Red String and 1 sure could use some

protection, couldn’t we all, but I did read The Power of the Kabbalah




endorsed by Madonna. She promises it is has: “No Hokus Pokus.
Nothing to do with Religious Dogma, the ideas in this book are earth
shattering and yet so simple. “ While the book does have a distilled
quality of the paradoxical stories and teachings of the Kabalistic
tradition, it struck me as yet another version of instant enlightenment. It
seems to me, and I confess I am a beginner in the study of the Kabbalah,
to lack some of the flavor and complexity of the original, sort of like
powdered Tang compares to fresh orange juice. There are places where
the message seems to be; blame the victim. If you do not follow your
inner wisdom beware evil, “the opponent”, will find an opening and you
will get ill. Even the long suffering Job of the Bible knew better than
that, human suffering is often inflicted on the innocent. Bad things
happen to good people and good things happen to very bad people as
well. Ifred strings changed the physical universe we would soon run

out of thread.

But just as I was despairing or thinking I had to learn Hebrew or
Aramaic to even begin to understand I found another book called God is
a Verb by David A Cooper ( Riverhead Books, New York 1997) Ah,
what a relief, I thought, Process Theology, this I can relate to. I And to
my surprise I began to find the Kabbalah tradition, at least in this
version, to be enlightening, spiritually satisfying and yes, a kind of

cosmic fun!



As in this story: “The Talmud records a story of a debate over
an esoteric point of law in which one sage, Rabbi Eliezer, stood alone
against dozens of other sages. He tried every conceivable argument to
convince his peers, to no avail. Finally, exasperated, he said, "If the Law
(God) agrees with me, let this carob tree prove that I am right." At that
moment, the carob tree flew out of the ground. Some say it moved 150
feet, others say 600 feet. But the sages were not convinced, and they

responded, "You cannot prove anything from a carob tree."

So Rabbi Eliezer said, "If the Law agrees with me, let this stream
of water prove that I am right," whereupon the stream reversed itself
and began to flow uphill. The sages once again replied, "Proof cannot

be brought from a stream of water."

Rabbi Eliezer persisted. "If the Law agrees with me, let the
schoolhouse walls prove that I am right." It is said that the walls of the
schoolhouse began to lean inward, but before they could fall, another
sage, Rabbi Joshua, yelled at the walls, saying, "When scholars are
involved in a dispute about the Law, what right do you have to
interfere?" At this the walls stopped leaning inward. It is said that in
honor of Rabbi Eliezer, they never went completely upright. But in honor
of Rabbi Joshua, they did not fall. Rather, they remained on a permanent

slant.



The story does not end here. Rabbi Eliezer stubbornly called out,
"If the Law agrees with me, let heaven prove that I am right!" At this, a
bat kol, a heavenly voice, thundered against all the scholars: "Why do
you argue with Rabbi Eliezer? Do you not know that he is always

right?”

One would think that this would be sufficient for the sages to change
their minds, but not so. At this point, Rabbi Joshua stood up and quoted
a verse from Deuteronomy: "The commandment which I command you is
not hidden from you, nor is it far. It is not in heaven that you should say,
'Who will go up to heaven and bring it to us that we can hear it and do
it?' Nor is it beyond the sea that you should say, 'Who will cross the sea
and bring it to us that we can hear it and do it?' But the word is very

near you, in your mouth and in your heart that you may see it."

Rabbi Joshua's position was that the Torah was given at Mt. Sinai
so that earthly matters were now mankind's domain, and heaven should
not interfere. Human reason carries precedence over heavenly
mandates. It strongly declares complete independence. It is definitive
evidence in support of total free will. The sages voted, and defeated
Rabbi Eliezer, despite the fact that God was clearly on his side! “

I really like this story. What an expression of spiritual freedom

and human liberation to vote even against God’s expressed will. The



sages remind me of our own stubborn, independent people of the
question mark. They sound like good Unitarian Universalists perhaps of

the Lox and Bagel variety.

True spiritual liberation allows you to believe or not to believe.

The Zohar 1s the Kabbalistic Holy Book of wisdom teachings and

commentary upon the Torah. According to tradition this book is said to
have been revealed to Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and his son Elazarin in
the second century of the Common Era while they were hiding in a cave
to escape the Romans. (The Essential Zohar by Yehuda Berg, Bel Tower
New York, 2002). But many scholars hold the opinion that it was written
by Moses De Leon and his contemporaries in the eleventh century from

many strands of oral tradition.

The cave image makes sense. Jewish mysticism was often practiced
in secrecy and in fear of oppression. Until recently Reformed and
Conservative Judaism, influenced by the principles of the Western
Enlightenment, saw this as a tradition they had largely outgrown. But a
hunger for religious experience and the non literal interpretation of
Reform Rabbis like Lawrence Kushner have led to a revival and today
most Rabbinical Schools have courses on the Kabbalah. The word
comes from the Hebrew root kbl which means to receive. Humanity is
both the receiver and the giver and so 1s God. [t is said: The Holy One

found it necessary to create all things in the world so that there should



be a central light of awareness with many vessels encircling it. ( Cooper)

Kabbalah is not really a system but a way of perceiving reality.

According to Cooper there are two ways to transmit the Kabbalah.
One school, the more popular one, held by the Theosophical School,
holds that mystical teachings must be transmitted from teacher to student
and the other the Estatic Kabbalah that it can be transmitted by direct

experience.

Bel Sham Tov, a founder of the Hassidic movement, proposed that
joy, prayer and an ecstatic connection with God were as important as
living according to the Torah. It seems ironic, a kind of cosmic joke,
that a celebrity like Madonna, who has created an image of herself as a
liberated sexual being, the original material girl, has turned to a tradition
that is also practiced by the Hassidic Jews. Theirs is a very rule bound
way of life, where for example men will refuse to even shake hands with

a woman who 1s not his wife or relative.

Within the Kabbalah traditions the image of God is abstract and
far removed from the personal and anthropomorphic God of Moses that
we find in Exodus. It, not he nor her but it, is described as the great

nothingness or absence before anything existed called: Ein Sof. All the

names of God such as EI, Elohim, Shaddai, Zevaoth, and H-1/-H are



only ways in which this energy makes itself known in the visible

universe. God is limitless, and there are no means to comprehend It."

Kabbalists say that Ein Sof is perfect, by definition, and this
universe is constantly in the process of perfecting itself. The very
purpose of existence is the continuous perfecting of the universe, God

not as a noun but a verb. (Cooper)

All existence reflects the light of an ever birthing, ongoing
creation. We give and receive holy sparks of divinity. As co-creators
with creation, or if you prefer evolution, our purpose is to move toward
perfection. But paradoxically if we were ever to reach it the Universe
itself might cease to exist. As a recovering perfectionist I find that
notion oddly liberating. It makes my heart laugh to realize how absurd
my own illusion of perfection really is. Cooper writes: Once we fully
appreciate that our purpose is not to achieve some transcendental level
but to deal with the imperfect world as a partner in creation, we gain the
very thing we turn away from. Once we surrender to the fact that we
will constantly be repairing our own souls and those of others around
us, we gain a new sense of the fullness of each moment. “ This is one
lesson I am still learning. We will constantly be repairing our own souls
and those around us. Some days I forget entirely that my soul also need
repairing. And there are many days I fervently wish there was less

repairing to be done in the world around me. How is with your soul?



Does it need some attention? Will you be able to give it some? I know
there 1s joy to be found here this morning but also sorrow, calm and
restlessness, pain and healing and every other possible human emotions.
The Kabbalah teaches us that we all reflect the divine and I wonder what
this congregation would look like if we really believed this. Nothing is
inconsequential. Every encounter with another being is a point of
contact upon which the universe pivots. When we enter into this frame of
mind, reality as we see it becomes a vast opportunity. We experience the
interconnectedness of all creation. We come to the realization that

every piece is integral in the unfolding of Creation including

us.(Cooper)

There are layers upon layers within the Kabbalah and one can draw
thousands of diverse teachings from it. There are five levels of soul
from animal instinct to divine awareness and the Sefirot, the ten
emanations of God. Some find God as a verb hidden in these texts and
others count the numbers associated with each of the Hebrew letters and
try to decipher the code. To study the Kabbalah is like opening the
wooden Russian Babushka dolls I used to have long ago. As a toddler it
was such a surprise and joy to discover that the big shiny doll with pretty
flowers contained within it another doll and yet another. We have here
boxes within boxes, truths revealing other truths but going on forever.

Can any human being do more than imagine eternity?
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May we all be blessed to find comfort in being less than perfect,

and find peace in the eternal chaos of life. Amen



