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Said Rabbi Shimon: “Come, see, there is not a single blade of grass that is

born of the earth that does not carry within her immense wisdom, and

immense heavenly power.”

Zohar, 2:80b (circa 12th century)

They say that Hillel the Elder (1st century BCE) that there was no wisdom

that he did not endeavor to learn from the masters, even all the languages

of humans, even the art of conversing with the mountains and hills and

valleys, of conversing with the trees and grasses, of conversing with wild

beasts and domestic animals, and of conversing with the spirits and the

planets.”

Talmud, Sanhedrin 17a

We do not assign to the Sanhedrin (high Rabbinic court) other than those of

impressive stature, masters of wisdom, masters of visioning, masters of

eldering, masters of sorcery…”
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-Ibid (tr. Winkler).

To cycle back to a question with which we began this course, what is magic?

One possible definition is the use of various techniques to alter reality by

means of the powers of the mind or the spirit-world. By this definition, one

could argue that there really is no distinction between religion and magic.

Buddhists use the powers of concentration, positive mental states, and good

karma to alter present and future, and some chant mantric incantations and

explicitly practice the magical evocation of Bodhisattva deities.  Catholics

engage in ritual cannibalism and chant in ancient tongues led by shamans in

elaborate costumes, to a dead and resurrected spirit-man, one who

Pentecostals, for their part, dance and sing in ecstasy to and claim to speak

directly with.

Jews follow an elaborate code of taboos and ritualized ceremonies organized

according to seasonal and lunar calendars, and live in a covenant with a

deity who offers wisdom, protection and blessing. Furthermore, as we have

seen, classical Jews believe that we can alter reality through chants,

incantations, and invocation of angels, and that our studying of divine

speech and practicing of divine action brings flows of celestial blessing into

the world and repairs the cosmos.
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When religions are viewed this way, there really isn’t such a thing as religion

versus magick, but just orthodox/acceptable magick and unorthodox/

unacceptable magick.

One thing that I find interesting is that historically, as we've seen, there

really hasn’t been a suppression of magick within Judaism in the same way

there has been within some other traditions. The use of incantations and

sacred names, amulets and magical diagrams, and the magickal invocation

of angels was common and generally accepted.

One contemporary theorist of the Majickal, Gershon Winkler, argues that

Jews were always a shamanical people, but to some extent hid or

suppressed this side of ourselves out of fear of Christian and Muslim

animosity, instead modelling ourselves more in terms of what was

acceptable to our often dangerous host cultures. More recently Jews

suppressed the Majickal out of a desire to conform to modernist scientism.

Winkler has tried to reanimate these aspects of Judaism for today, a project

we will return to shortly.

As we have discussed, and as Alycia further elucidated for us last class, one

things that has been suppressed with mainstream Judaism has been

women’s majick. Not that it hasn’t existed, just that it hasn’t been embraced
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and celebrated by the tradition, and has not been given a serious seat the

table until recently. Women have always been a major force with the Jewish

community, and have always had sacred obligations which were celebrated-

parenting, caring for the household, and specific ritual obligations- but

women’s thoughts and practices were never given a central role in defining

the tradition. Certainly women were not invited to make law or practices for

men, while men took upon themselves the role of making laws and practices

for women.

That said, although it is sometimes said that the earth, the body, and

immanent divinity have been suppressed with Judaism, I think this can be

overstated. It is true that since medieval times the locus of God’s revelation

has been understood to be in the Torah itself, with nature being revelatory

but not as direct and important a revelation for Jews. That differs from the

point of view of the Tanakh itself, as patriarchal a text as it is, which

consistently points to nature as the place of YHVH’s revelation. Even in the

Talmud, there are dissenting voices: “Greater is rainfall than the giving of

the Torah (Ta’anit 7a).”

The Judaism of the Talmud and Kabbalah is intimately tied to natural cycles

and has a high degree of respect for the agency and moral relevance of the

non-human, for example animals. The body is taken very seriously as a
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locus of religious practice, for example with circumcision, the laws of

sexuality, menstruation and pregnancy, as well as with ritualized movement,

the adornment of the body with tzitzit, tefillin and talit, and the saying of

blessings over going to the bathroom, and also over beautiful natural

phenomena. Among Kabbalists sexual intercourse was seen as a metaphor

the spiritual life as a whole, and also seen as a ritual mystical act when done

with the right intention (and, admittedly, within the context of heterosexual

marriage). The body was not presented as irrelevant or a mere obstruction

(as in some other traditions) but as a metaphysical symbol whose organs,

bones and sinews are a secret map of the Torah and the cosmos. Lastly,

despite the excessive focus on text study that has developed in some

epochs, Judaism has always been a religion of action, emphasizing acts of

kindness, justice, and community service. As the 19th century Kabbalist,

Lituanian intellectual, and community Rabbi, Rav Chaim of Volozhin, himself

a great lover of books and texts, once said, “What is the purpose of a Rabbi?

To defend the vulnerable.”

With regards to birth and death, it is true that Judaism has carried within it

taboos about the ritual impurity of sexual fluids and dead bodies. These were

largely inherited from the ancient Middle Eastern milieu in which we were

born, as a study of Egyptian, Assyrian and Mesopotamian texts will show.

Such taboos are common in African and Near Eastern religions.  It is also
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true that birth was seen as a sacred process in which YHVH was directly

involved and was proof of divine goodness, and every aspect of death and

the dead body was treated as a sacred process by the members of the

Chevre Kadisha (“holy friends'') who carefully venerate and respect the dead

body and care both for the departing soul and the mourners through

carefully prescribed custom.

To return to the earth and animals again for a moment, note that Rabbi Dov

Ber of Mezritch (1698-1772) was said to meditate by ponds to learn the

speech of frogs; Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz (1728-1790) knew the language of

birds, animals and plants and taught it to his students; Rabbi Shlomo of

Karlin (1738-1792) taught that the full service of the divine required one to

understand the way that grasses, animals and trees served the divine; and

Rabbi Schneir Zalman of Liadi (1745-1813), the founder of Chabad, had

mastered the language of animals. With regard to immanence, when dying

the Rebbe famously asked his son what he saw above them. “A roofbeam,”

his son said.

“I do not see a roofbeam,” said the Alter Rebbe. “I see only the Limitless

One, Blessed Be.”
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Rabbi Z’ev Wolf of Zbaracz (early 19th century) was known for his opposition

to the common practice of whipping horses. “You must never whip them,” he

said, “You just need to know how to talk to them.”

Finally, a story about the great Kabbalist of Sfat, Isaac Luria: “A chicken

farmer once approached the Ari z”l and asked to be admitted to his mystery

school. The Ari peered into his soul and said, “I would admit you but I see

one flaw within you that does not allow it.”

The man went off to search himself, but could not discover what this grave

flaw could be. He was kind to his wife and children, never showed anger,

followed Jewish law, and was honest in business. He went back and asked

the Ari, who asked him, “What do you do for a living?”

“I raise chickens.”

“When you get up in the morning, what is the first thing you do?”

“I go to the shul to pray and study.”

“Ah,” said the Ari, “the first thing you should be doing is feeding your

chickens.”
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The idea of Jews who care only for law and text and a transcendent God

while disregarding the body, the earth, sexuality, nature and its creatures,

and the mysteries of birth and death is somewhat of a caricature. Again, I

am in no way wanting to downplay how all of these things have been

distorted and limited by patriarchy, andro-centrism, and, in some cases,

misogyny.   I just want to push back a little against Melissa Raphel in her

depiction of traditional Judaism. I think the binaries between male/female,

mind/body, heaven/earth, text/life, transcendence/immanence, are more

symptomatic of the modernist post-Enlightenment culture of the 19th and

20th century, including that of Jews, than they are of the pre-modern,

traditional Judaism of medieval Europe, North Africa, or the ancient Levant.

Today I want to look at new paths in Majick opened up by two Rabbis

associated with Jewish Renewal, and two examples of the way that Kabbalah

continues to develop and have an impact beyond the Jewish world. We’ll

have three short practice sessions today, and then time at the end for a

more expansive conversation.

Shamanic Judaism
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The Modern English word shamanism derives from the Russian word šamán,

which itself comes from the word samān,  possibly from the Sym Evenki

peoples, or from the Manchu language. So perhaps from the Manchurian or

Siberian regions? The etymology of the word is sometimes connected to the

Tungus root sā-, meaning "to know", however scholars have pointed out that

there is no direct evidence of this and it would be an unusual use of linguistic

roots. Mircea Eliade noted that the Sanskrit-Pali word śramaṇa/samana

–which referred in India to a forest dwelling practitioner of yogic arts–has

spread to many Central Asian languages along with Buddhism and could be

the ultimate origin of the word, since Buddhism is an ancient presence in

Siberia and Manchuria.

According to Wikipedia, “Shamanism is a religious practice that involves a

practitioner (shaman) interacting with what they believe to be a spirit world

through altered states of consciousness, such as trance. The goal of this is

usually to direct spirits or spiritual energies into the physical world for the

purpose of healing, divination, or to aid human beings in some other way.”

With this definition, one could definitely consider much of Jewish Kabbalistic

and Majickal practices to be shamanism.

Gershon Winkler is a controversial figure who started out as an Orthodox

Jewish Rabbi who wrote books on esoteric subjects. Eventually a
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combination of changing beliefs and inability to live within the constraints of

the Orthodox life causes him to implode and leave the community in a

somewhat scandalous manner, which he wrote about in an autobiography

called Travels With The Evil Inclination. This led to a radical change in

worldview where he wrote books centering aspects of Judaism which have

come to be regarded as peripheral. He elevated voices and perspectives in

traditional sources which could be read as sexually liberal, feminist,

Shamanic, eco-centric, and nondogmatic. He famously translated Ivri

(Hebrew) as “Boundary-crosser.” He formed an institute for the teaching of

Shamanic Judaism in New Mexico and became known as a funny, iconoclastic

and eccentric teacher with brilliant ideas, before eventually falling into

criticism because of his defense of a permissive attitude to sexuality even

between teachers and students and claims of inappropriate relationships

himself.

Whatever one thinks of Gershon’s personal behaviour, there is no doubt in

my mind that his work on what he calls Shamanic Judaism is a brilliant, and

deeply learned, presentation of what I am calling Majick, and even if he his

behaviour is perhaps not such a gift to the community (I honestly don’t

know enough to pass judgment one way or the other) much in his work on

Jewish thought and practice is such a gift. Winkler highlights real strengths

and wisdoms of the Rabbinic and Kabbalistic traditions which have often
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been plastered over by highly “religious” Judaisms (i.e. dogmatic, square,

sexophobic, institutional, hyper-intellectual, and wanting to fit in with

Christian or Modern cultures).

A full summary of Winkler’s presentation of Judaism would be beyond us

here, but a good entry point might be to consider how he structures and

explains a Jewish ritual practice.

A Shamanic Jewish Worldview

For Winkler, the cosmos arises out of the blee mah (“without what”, as the

Sefer Yetzirah says.) From this open ineffability, forever beyond human

comprehension, comes a sacred cosmos which we experience through the

sacred earth. YHVH is concealed (ne’elam) in the world (olam). The human

being was created as a microcosm of the universe (as Kabbalistic sources

confirm) and containing the aspects and powers of all animals (as a Midrash

says). The human thus stands in a sacred cosmos full of spiritual powers and

divine symbols.

The four directions (and above and below) correspond to different ruch’ot

(spirits, winds), angelic forces, animals, and elemental qualities. The Jewish

Shaman, understanding these correspondences, honing their spiritual
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senses, and undertaking sacred ritual actions and meditations, can relate to

these forces for healing and insight.

Winkler has powerful teachings on kavvanot and brachot. The kavvanah that

Jews used to use to preface the performance of mitzvot (and which some

among the Orthodox, Kabbalists, and neo-Hasids still do) is b’shem yichud

haKudsha Barich Hu U’ Shechinateh al yidei hahu tamir v’ne’elam, bidchilu

urchimu, l’yached shem yud-heh b’ vav heh…. Winkler translates this as “for

the sake of unifying the Sacred Wellspring [kudsha “sacred, holy” barich hu

“source of blessing”] and the Shechinah, through this act, disguised and

concealed, performed in awe and love, to unify the name YH and VH.”

As Winkler points out, Rebbe Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev taught that YH

signifies ayin (the transcendent ineffable) and VH signifies yesh, the

manifest world. Thus this invocation signals that the act to be done is a

bridge between the Otherworld and This World. It is common in Shamanic

and Magickal traditions to speak of two worlds, or “ordinary” and “magical”

reality, or sacred and mundane. Winkler speaks of Jewish practice as looking

beyond the par’gawd (veil) which separates these realities, or acting in the

hashmal, the places where they touch. This is the unification of the Sacred

Wellspring and the Shechinah, the unification of these realities in one.
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Winkler also writes about the common b’rachot, pointing out that the english

translation, which suggests one is “blessing” or “thanking” God, departs from

the Kabbalastic understanding of the phrase (which it does). A more

accurate translation would be “Source of Blessing Are You….” The purpose of

the Bracha is to link the act to the source of blessing so as to bring shefa-

divine blessing, into the world. It is acknowledging the blessing already

present in the thing to be enjoyed or done, and a linking of it back to its

source. Thus Jewish B’rachot are micro-majickal practices.

Sacred Cosmos

The following is the circle of sacred cosmos Winkler has drawn from Jewish

texts.
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Tzafon/North/Hidden

The wind of YHVH; the angel Uri’el (illumination); the Eagle (protection);

Atzilut.

Mizrah/East/Shining

Micha’el (reflection); Lion (arousal); Briyah.

Negev/South/Cleansing

Rafa’el (healing); The human (tzelem, d’yokna, self); Yetzirah.

Ma’arav/West/Blending, Twilight

Gavri’el (balance); Bull (majesty, determination); Assiyah (realization).

Ma’aleh/Above

Tsome’ach (sprouting things), Katri’el, Panther, Shekhinah.
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Mahtah/Below

Domem (silent ones), Malchut’iel, Bear.

Practice (based on Winkler’s correspondences).

Imagine yourself walking into a sacred space and sitting down. Repeat after

me, “B’shem yichud haKudsha Barich Hu U’ Shechinateh al yidei hahu tamir

v’ne’elam, bidchilu urchimu, l’yached shem yud-heh b’ vav heh.” For the

sake of the unification of the Source of Blessing and Shechinah, by means of

the divinity disguised and concealed in the world, in love and awe, to unite

the names Yah and Vah.

In front of you is the place of Mizrah/East/Shining. This is the world of

B’riyah, Creation. Imagine Micha’el facing you in the form of a Lion.  To your

right is Tzafon/North/Hidden, the world of Atzilut. The angel Uri’el faces

you there in the form of an Eagle. Behind you is Ma’arav/West/Blending,

Twilight. This is the world of Assiyah, Action. Gavri’el faces you there in the

form of a Bull. To your left is Negev/South/Cleansing, the world of

Yetzirah, Formation. Rafa’el faces you there in the form of a human.

Ma’aleh/Above you, is the realm of Tsome’ach (sprouting things).  The

angel Katri’el is above you in the form of a Panther, and above the panther,
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the light of the Shekhinah. Mahtah/Below you is the realm of the Domem,

the silent ones, Earth. The angel Malchut’iel roams within earth in the form

of a Bear.

Imagine that energetic branches spread upwards from you like a tree into

the world of the Shekhinah, past the panther into the light. Underneath you

roots spread into the earth where the bear roams. Micha’el offers wisdom;

Uri’el offers vision. Rapha’el offers healing, and Gavriel balance. If you need

one of these, ask that animal for guidance and listen to what it has to say.

When you are done, imagine the animals all return to the light of the

Shekhinah and the vision dissolves.

As well as the rebirth of Shamanic and Majickal Judaism, the andro-centric

and heteronormative aspects of the tradition and being questioned and

reconstructed. Jay Michaelson has been thinking, writing and teaching on the

queering of Kabbalah for years. In one essay, for example, he discusses

“the role of yichud, unification, particularly when male mystics take the role

of the feminine sefirah of Malchut, imitating God, who is, via the Sefirot, a

multi-gendered, trans-gendering deity wearing the masks of different

genders at different times, and seeking partners who do the same.” He has
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also explored a possible symbolism of circumcision as a cutting off of the

phallic pretension to completeness.”

“Every Kabbalist, then,” writes Michaelson, “is invited to participate in an

almost comic gender play, imitating God Him/Herself, who is, via the sefirot,

a kind of multi-gendered, transgendering, hermaphroditic drag queen...

Pious Jews beg God's sweet feminine side (malchut/lower) to come out on

the Sabbath -- but beg God's mean feminine side (gevurah/left) to be

sweetened by the softer, masculine attributes of lovingkindness. And if we

take seriously the Zohar's repeated insistence that kulo chada -- that

everything is one, and the monistic, panentheistic Reality is the true ground

of existence -- then the entire gendered masquerade is part of a Divine

dance, or perhaps strip tease, enacting concealment and revelation, dressing

up and undressing, in a sort of theological carnival.”

Tirzah Firestone, Perle Besserman and many others have offered feminist

Kabbalah practices, and Jill Hammer has made the Sefer Yetzirah available to

moderns as a mystical text which centers the feminine to an unusual degree.

Jill Hammer
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Jill Hammer has dedicated her work as a Rabbi to reviving the kohenet

tradition, to vivifying the archetypes of female leadership, telling the stories

of our female ancestors, and opening up new paths in contemplative

Judaism. With regards to the latter she has provided a meditation manual to

the root-text of the Kabbalah, the Sefer Yetzirah, and recently written a book

of sacred dreamwork.

Practice: The Wheel of Letters

Close your eyes and breathe out.

You are at the center of a double circle of stones carved with Hebrew letters.

One by one, the letters are shining and sounding their sounds.

Two stones begin to shine, sounding their letters together.

As they do, a ray of light enters the circle.

Now two other letters glow and sound, then two others.

Each time a pair of letters glows and wounds, a ray of light appears within

the circle, until there are many, many rays of light.

What do you see, hear or feel as the lights interweave with one another?
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The lights dim and the circle of stones falls silent.

In the silence, know that you have heard and seen a name of God.

Breathe out and open your eyes.

Majick and Kabbalah continue to inspire art and practice outside the Jewish

world as well.

Janaka Stucky
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Janaka’s website says, “Written over the course of twenty days, coming in

and out of trance states brought on by intermittent fasting and somatic

rituals while secluded in the tower of a 100-year-old church, Ascend Ascend

is Janaka Stucky's most powerful book to date.” The book is a long poem

which traverses the four worlds and is decorated with angelic sigils.

“Rooted in the Jewish mystical tradition of Hekhalot literature, which

chronicles an ascent up the Kabbalistic Tree of Life to witness the Merkabah,

or “chariot of God,” this book-length poem drafts a surreal, mythological

landscape in which maximalist language shreds the natural world. Light

becomes rainbowed sex. Intestines tangle into an aria. The sky is gallowed.

At the center of this apocalyptic devastation stands the speaker of these

poems, asserting: I explode. I shall love. I ascend. Stucky’s verse reminds

us that even as we sink deeper and deeper into unknown darkness, we

become our own flashlight beaming outward.”

David Chaim Smith

David Chaim Smith was born in 1964 in Queens, New York. He is an artist

and writer with a BFA in drawing from Rhode Island School of Design and a

masters degree from Columbia University. He has held exhibitions in New

York City at the Cavin Morris Gallery and at the Andre Zarre Gallery, and his
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work has been lauded by the New York Times. He has studied Chassidic

mysticism and traditional Hebrew Kabbalah for decades. His early career was

as a visual artist throughout the 1980s. In 1990 he began an immersion into

the root sources of Alchemy and the Hermetic and Hebrew traditions of the

Kabbalah. In 1996 he abandoned visual art for a total dedication to spiritual

practice, from which came a unique blend of practical mysticism and creative

innovation. This blend coalesced while working with an obscure

thirteenth-century text called “The Fountain of Wisdom,” which he mapped

out diagrammatically in notebooks during his ten-year hiatus from visual art.

The resulting symbol vocabulary served as the basis for his 2006 return to

art, generating the content for several books, including a full length

commentary on the Fountain of Wisdom and two books on Kabbalah:

Quintessence of Secret Mercury and Black Aether.

Smith’s teachings have been described as “nondual Kabbalah”,

“non-emanationist Kabbalah” and they also are a form of impersonal, or

non-anthropomorphic Kabbalah. What this basically means is that for Smith,

the structures described in Kabbalah (the sefirot, etc) emerge from infinite

being, the Ein Sof, pure radiant awareness-being, and also dissolve in it,

being in the final analysis inseparable from it. So the sefirot arise within the

Ein Sof, as opposed to being “emanated” from it, and the four worlds are

structures within consciousness, not transcendent spiritual realms. For
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Smith, his art and use of Kabbalah is a way of waking to the already present

En Sof and experiencing reality as the play of the En Sof. A notable feature

of Smith’s work is his radical take on Hasidic mysticism and primal Kabbalah

and the influence of Dzogchen- nondual Tibetan Buddhist teachings, on his

thought and practice.

Nondual Kabbalah Practice

Time For Reflection, Questions and Sharing

Further Reading

Return To The Place: The Magic, Meditation and Mystery of Sefer Yetzirah

Jill Hammer

Magic of The Ordinary: Recovering The Shamanic in Judaism
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Gershon Winkler

Quintessence of Secret Mercury

The Fountain of Wisdom

The Kabbalistic Mirror of Genesis

David Chaim Smith

God In The Body

Everything Is God

Kabbalah and Queer Theology

(https://www.readcube.com/articles/10.2139%2Fssrn.2150725)

Jay Michaelson
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