Rabbi Yonah Gross Beth Hamedrosh

Halachik MythBusters 2015 - II
What is Kabbala and Do I Need to Be 40 to Learn it?

I. Concept
1. Reuven Ziegler: Majesty and Humility, p. 309

The Kabbalist and the Halakhist 2. sefiros

One way of bringing God into the world is by-means of halakhic cognition,
or talmud Torah; the other is by means of halakhic action, or shemirat ha-
mitzvot. To elaborate on these ideas, we must introduce the Rav’s presentation
of the doctrine of a Kabbalistic notion: tzimtzum, or divine contraction.

In Kabbalah — and note that the Kabbalist is a type of homo religiosus
— tzimtzum is a tragedy. Before the creation of the universe, God filled all of
existence, so to speak. Since nothing finite can exist within the Infinite, God
had to “contract” His existence in order to make room for world. “The mystic
sees the existence of the world as a type of ‘affront,” heaven forbid, to God’s
glory; the cosmos, as it were, impinges upon the infinity of the Creator” (49).
The world thus serves as a barrier between man and God; if the world were to
disappear, all would be united within God. Since the Kabbalist’s main desire
is to unite with God, 7zimtzum is a source of anguish to him.

Halakhic man understands zzimzzum differently. For him it is a source of
joy and gives meaning to his existence. Harking back to a midrashic use of
the term #zimtzum, Rav Soloveitchik takes it to mean not the contraction of
God away from the world, but rather His contraction into the world.'®
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Raba said: If the righteous desired it, they could [by living a life of absolute purity] be creators, for it is writ_en, But your
iniquities have distinguished between etc. Rabbah created a mai,2s and sent him to R. ZeGa. R. Zera spoke to him, but received no
answer. Thereupon he said unto him: “Thou art a creature of the magicians. Return to thy dust.” R. Hanina and R. Oshaia spent
every Sabbath eve in studying the ‘Book of Creation’, by means of which they created a third-grown calf and ate it.

Il. Fear of Its Study
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MISHNAH THE [SUBJECT OF] FORBIDDEN RELATIONS:MAY NOT BE EXPOUNDED IN THE PRESENCE OF THREE, NOR THE
WORK OF CREATIONs IN THE PRESENCE OF TWO, NOR [THE WORK OF] THE CHARIOT-IN THE PRESENCE OF ONE, UNLESS
HE IS A SAGE AND UNDERSTANDS OF HIS OWN KNOWLEDGE. WHOSOEVER SPECULATES UPON FOUR THINGS, APITYs
FOR HIM! HE IS AS THOUGH HE HAD NOT COME INTO THE WORLD, [TO WIT], WHAT IS ABOVE, WHAT IS BENEATH,10 WHAT
BEFORE, WHAT AFTER. AND WHOSOEVER TAKES NO THOUGHT FOR THE HONOUR OF HIS MAKER, IT WERE A MERCY 1z IF
HE HAD NOT COME INTO THE WORLD.
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Our Rabbis taught: Four men entered the ‘Garden’, namely, Ben ‘Azzai and Ben Zoma, Aher, and R. Akiba. R. Akiba said to them:
When ye arrive at the stones of pure marble, say not, water, water! For it is said: He that speaketh falsehood shall not be
established before mine eyes. Ben ‘Azzai cast a look and died. Of him Scripture says: Precious in the sight of the Lord is the
death of His saints. Ben Zoma looked and became demented. Of him Scripture says: Hast thou found honey? Eat so much as is
sufficient for thee, lest thou be filled therewith, and vomit it. Aher mutilated the shoots. R. Akiba departed unhurt.
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IV. Zohar
10) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moses de Le%C3%B3n
Moses de Ledn (c. 1250 — 1305), known in Hebrew as Moshe ben Shem-Tov ,(1w°%->7 21-0w 12 7wn) was a Spanish rabbi and Kabbalist who is
thought of as the composer or redactor of the Zohar. It is a matter of controversy if the Zohar is his own work, or that he committed traditions
going back to Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai in writing. His other works include Sefer ha-Rimon, written in Hebrew. It is said that he himself
admitted to not writing the Zohar. But rather his wife had started a rumor for fame.

V. Using it L’Halacha
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