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Forward 





	The present work, Understanding Zohar, addresses some of the educational and ideological barriers to Zohar study in the contemporary Jewish, and in particular, Reconstructionist community.  Currently, there are many Zohar translations (e.g.  Daniel Matt’s Zohar: The Book of Splendor, Isaiah Tishby’s Wisdom of the Zohar, Harry Sperling’s The Zohar. Gershom Scholem’s Zohar: The Book of Splendor),� but there are no textbooks which actually teach people to study and understand Zohar.  There are some Hebrew-language commentaries, but these do not systematically make the text accessible on a pshat (i.e., simple) level, and certainly are inaccessible to the majority of American readers.  For this reason, even though the book itself is in bookstores around the country, the actual content of the Zohar is inaccessible to many American Jews.


	My thesis addresses a range of difficulties faced by a contemporary audience in reading Zohar.  Contemporary readers face a number of difficulties in reading Zohar, including the following:





Some of the Zohar’s assumptions are different from those of a contemporary readership, such as certain legal principles and Kabbalistic (mystical) lore;


Most contemporary readers lack the knowledge of Jewish texts and of the process of midrash upon which the Zohar relies;


The Zohar’s language, terminology, and style are often intentionally esoteric and mystifying;


The Zohar’s representation of gender offends our sensibilities;


The Zohar’s worldview conflicts with a contemporary worldview on a number of issues: the existence of the soul, supernatural phenomena, the spiritual world, good and evil, etc.;


Some of the Zohar’s most basic religious beliefs are antithetical to Reconstructionist convictions.  For example, the Zohar believes deeply in the chosenness and inherent holiness of Israel, the divinity and authority of the Torah, etc.





 	The pedagogical issues faced in writing such a textbook are similar to those faced by anybody presenting classical Jewish texts. One must provide considerable information as well as explanations of patterns of thought and argumentation.  Moreover, traditional Jewish books are written in a dense style and were intended to be read slowly and closely.  The traditional method of study (i.e. close reading with a study partner/ ‘hevrutah’) is not one with which contemporary audiences are acquainted, and may be frustrating.  Many of the references to other books often hinge on the Hebrew wording of the source referred to, which is an obstacle for anybody not acquainted with Hebrew.


	Surveying contemporary attempts to address these problems, I found the following pedagogic strategies:


Provide all of the necessary background material within the book, including glossaries of any unfamiliar terms in the back.  (Joel Roth, A Course in Talmud)


Step through small segments of text, interspersed with explanation and commentary. (Holtz’s Back to the Sources,  Wineberg’s Lessons in Tanya)


Include general introduction to background ideas, either in the introduction or as appendices.  (Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya)


Review the flow of the text at the end. (Neusner, Invitation to the Talmud)


Include complete original texts at the end. (Neusner, Invitation to the Talmud)


Include both a close reading of the texts, as well as a general discussion of the texts as a whole. (Neusner, Invitation)


Include comprehension questions which cover both technical and content issues. (Shekel, Exploring Rabbinic Literature; Singer, Our Sacred Texts)


Choose briefer passages which would be  relevant to a contemporary context.  (Katz, Swimming in the Sea of Talmud)


Focus on creating meaning in a contemporary context, and end on a positive note. (Katz Swimming in the Sea of Talmud)


Contextualize the text within the history of Jewish thought.  (Holtz, Back to the Sources)


Include discussion questions and student assignments which precede the author’s interpretation.  (Roth, A Course in Talmud)





	This work attempts to incorporate these strategies, guiding readers through all the steps necessary for a thorough understanding of the text.  The texts are chosen based on accessibility and relevance.  The introduction to each text includes general background information about the Zohar’s worldview and assumptions, as well as specific background information necessary for understanding the passage.  After the translation, the student is asked to summarize the themes before proceeding.  The discussion breaks up the section into smaller paragraphs, and discusses each one’s meaning in a detailed way.  After this detailed discussion, it reviews the way the Zohar reinterprets the Biblical passages which it quotes.  The student is then asked general discussion questions, and my own discussion follows.  In my discussion, I attempt to address the ideological barriers to understanding the Zohar, including the various ways in which the text conflicts with a contemporary worldview, and what message a contemporary reader might be able to derive from the text.  The appendices provide all relevant background information in an accessible format (including both a glossary of terms, and a more extensive discussion of Kabbalistic cosmology).


	I proudly and joyfully submit Understanding Zohar in completion of the requirements for the Master’s degree at the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College.





David B. Siff


August 4, 2002


�
Introduction





The Zohar is the quintessential work of Kabbalah, the Jewish mystical tradition that stretches back thousands of years.  It is a rich and deeply poetic work, plumbing the mystical depths of the universe, but it can also feel utterly unfathomable.  This book will provide you with tools for the ongoing study of Zohar. 





The Book





	The Zohar is a collection of stories and teachings traditionally attributed to Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, a teacher who lived and worked in the second century CE in Palestine.  Modern scholarship attributes the work primarily to Moshe de Leon and an associated group of mystics who lived in Castile, a northern province of Spain, toward the end of the 13th century.





 	The Zohar is written in a poetic and often mystifying style.  Part of the mystical experience of the authors of the Zohar is the realization that the fullness of reality is beyond human understanding. As such, the Zohar’s literary style transports us to a place of awe and wonder, a place which Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel called “radical amazement.”�  The irony of the Zohar is that, although it purports to reveal the mysteries of the Torah, it itself is confusing and often somewhat incomprehensible.  Although this contributes to frustration when studying the text, it also can help us realize that we cannot fully understand anything in this universe; that whatever level of understanding we have is simple (pshat) and only masks a still deeper layer of spiritual secrets (sodot).  


	The Zohar is printed in the order of the parshiyot, the sections of the Torah which are read in synagogue each week.  However, it is not simply a running commentary on the Torah.  Rather, it is a collection of smaller units: exegetical sermons, stories, and conversations, that are sometimes directly related to the parashah but often are not.  Quite often, stories integrate divrei torah (exegetical comments on the Torah).  The Zohar’s stories themselves have received less scholarly attention than the divrei torah, but they are clearly an important part of the Zohar, and the events they describe often parallel the spiritual dynamics which are being discussed.  As you study the Zohar, you might want to look for the themes in the narrative framework and search for a connection to the content of the divrei torah.


The Zohar uses a traditional midrashic style of writing, which is likely to be unfamiliar to most contemporary readers.  Certain passages assume that the reader has an extensive knowledge of Bible and Talmud and quote from those sources in rapid succession.  At times, the Zohar will discuss five or more different verses from the Bible at the same time.  In addition, the Zohar engages in midrash—that is, it is less interested in the original meaning of a verse than in the reinterpretation of the verse.  In order to understand any passage of Zohar, one needs to be familiar with the wording of each Talmudic or Biblical passage being discussed and to appreciate how the Zohar is reinterpreting each passage.   


The Kabbalistic Worldview





	The Zohar assumes that there is an unseen spiritual world underpinning the material world.  From this perspective, every physical occurrence mirrors a parallel spiritual occurrence.  In the words of the late Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach, “everything is deeper than it really is”—that is, whatever we experience in the physical realm is merely a thin layer of reality, and every single event has cosmic significance.   The material world acts as a veil, or a garment, that disguises the true nature of reality in the same way that a piece of clothing disguises the actual body of the person who is wearing it.�  Underneath that veil are depths upon depths of spiritual significance.   


According to medieval philosophical thought, God is above and beyond all reality, and is, by definition, infinite and indescribable.  However, God also emanated more finite reflections of God’s self which would relate to time and space and create the physical universe.  Medieval philosophers posited ten emanations between God and the world through which God’s influence manifests itself in physical reality.  These emanations are identified with ten concentric heavenly spheres which surround the Earth, and within which the planets and moon rotate.  God’s influence flows down from outside the ten spheres to the Earth.  Hence, these ten spheres serve as intermediary steps that bridge the gap between an infinite God and a finite universe, between the spiritual world and the material world.


	In the Kabbalah, these ten emanations are called the sefirot (sefirah is the singular form).  These emanations, in the Kabbalah, exist within God, and are different aspects of God.  These ten sefirot explain the existence of contrary aspects of the divine:  God is both transcendent and immanent, loving and judgmental, etc.  Human beings are able to experience the divine in a variety of ways, and these experiences often seem to contradict one another.  According to the Kabbalah, these divergent experiences are all true experiences of God.  They are experiences of different sefirot, all of which are part of God.  Hence, God can be both Mother and Father, both immanent and transcendent.


	 


The Sefirot





	Although in principle the sefirot themselves are spiritual forces which are beyond description, the Zohar employs many metaphors to explain and describe them.  Just as God is ultimately indescribable and unfathomable, so too the sefirot are beyond complete human comprehension.  Nevertheless, the Zohar presents them through very concrete mythology.


Above the highest sefirah is Ein Sof, which is beyond human experience and comprehension and represents God’s transcendence.  The lowest sefirah (Malkhut) is God’s immanence, the presence of God felt in the world.  This lowest sefirah is also called Shekhinah (God’s presence), and is the sefirah which is most directly connected to the world.  The ten sefirot form a pathway between transcendence and immanence, along which Divine energy descends into the world.  Human mystical experience uses this pathway in the other direction, starting at Malkhut and climbing up toward the transcendent source.


	The ten sefirot are classically arranged on the following grid:


�0.  Ein Sof


��1. Keter


��


�����3. Binah			2. Chochmah


��	


����	5. Gevurah				4. Hesed		


�					


���6. Tiferet


��


��8. Hod				7. Netzakh


�


�9. Yesod


�


10. Malkhut





	The sefirot are numbered by the order of emanation.  On the diagram, the top is the starting point, and sefirot on the right precede those on the left (i.e. the chart is read the same direction as Hebrew).  The lines represent pathways of influence, by which divine energy can flow between sefirot.  


The diagram can be divided into three columns: those on the left, those on the right, and those in the middle.  The left side represents the aspect of Din: judgment, separation, and restraint.  The right column represents the side of Hesed: love and unrestrained giving. The middle column represents the joining of these two aspects in a balance.  


	The Kabbalah identifies the feminine with the left side (Din), and the masculine with the right side (Hesed).  These gender constructions may be partially due to the medieval understanding of reproductive biology.  In the medieval scientific understanding, the semen contains a homunculus (‘little person’) which ultimately becomes the child; they were not aware of the existence of the ovum.  The mother, according to this theory, nurtured the baby, and gave it limitation, thereby bringing it from potentiality into actuality.  The mother gave the child definite form, by limiting its pure potential into a definite physical being which had measure. 


The sefirot are explicitly viewed by the Zohar in terms of this birthing imagery.  Chochmah is the cosmic Father, and represents pure potential without shape.  Binah is the cosmic Mother, who represents the force of limitation and constriction which allows this potential to turn into something actual. 


This gender dichotomy is counterintuitive for many contemporary readers.  For the Zohar, the masculine side is the side of love and pure generosity, and the feminine side is the side of judgment and restraint.  This is the opposite of the gender stereotypes which abound today, whereby women are intuitive and nurturing, while men are harsh and judgmental.  They may have seen women in this way based on their understanding of reproductive biology.  Alternatively, it may be the case that for the authorship of the Zohar, since mothers raised their children, weaned them, and disciplined them, they were experienced as harsh and restraining.


The feminine also consistently acts as a vessel, surrounding the masculine.  Chochmah is described as semen which develops in the womb of Binah.  Tiferet (who is the male counterpart to Shekhinah) is described as a king, whose palace is the Shekhinah. 


From top to bottom, the sefirot descend from transcendent to immanent.  Hence, Ein Sof, which is just above Keter, is pure transcendence—so much that it cannot be comprehended by human beings. Next is Keter (the supernal purity), Chochmah (the point of pure potential), then Binah (the womb, seat of differentiation) and on down to  Shekhinah/Malkhut, God’s immanence—the aspect of God in this world.  


The  Zohar adopted the Neoplatonic gender dichotomy whereby the masculine is associated with that which is spiritual, while the feminine is associated with that which is physical.  Therefore, the top (transcendence) is masculine, and the bottom (immanence) is feminine.  Influence (shefa) flows down from the masculine into the feminine.





Adam Kadmon





	One can visualize the sefirot as a body.  This body is called Adam Kadmon, primordial man.  This is the primordial Adam which God was said to have created in the first chapter of Genesis,. When viewed by a human, Adam Kadmon’s right arm is on the right, and He is viewed from behind—that is, He faces the same way as the reader.  The sefirot correspond to the limbs of the body in the following way:�
				Ein Sof is above the body


	Keter= crown of head


��


��		        Binah = left brain        		Chochmah = right brain


		����


�		Gevurah = left arm				Hesed = right arm





��Tiferet = heart/torso


�		Hod = left leg					Netzakh = right leg


							


Yesod = male genitalia	


�			





Malkhut = female partner





	Chochmah and Binah, which are in the head, represent intellectual faculties: Chochmah (which literally means “wisdom”) symbolizes the intuitive germ of an idea; Binah (literally, “knowledge”) symbolizes the analytic examination of an idea, which expands it and breaks it down into details.  


	The lower seven sefirot are called middot (“attributes”), and are more emotional and practical in nature.  Hesed is generosity, while Gevurah is restraint.  Tiferet, which corresponds to the heart, is the harmonization of these two attributes; Yesod, the phallus, is the vessel through which Tiferet sends his shefa into the world, and as a middah is the attribute of sexuality.  Netzakh and Hod, the legs, are the seat of prophecy.  Shekhinah is the ‘daughter’, a female aspect of the divine.


	The upper nine sefirot comprise a masculine body, which is ideally united with its female counterpart, the Shekhinah.  Tiferet, which brings together the powers of all of the upper sefirot, symbolizes that body, and is Shekhina’s consort.  The Shekhina is a separate body, and ideally is united with Tiferet.





The Sitra Achra





	Corresponding to the Godly system of sefirot, there is a parallel system of quasi-sefirot that belong to something called the Sitra Achra (the ‘other’ side).  The Sitra Achra is the demonic realm.  Just as God is the source of all goodness in the universe, the Sitra Achra is the source of all evil.  Sometimes the Sitra Achra is viewed as an extension or servant of God, and sometimes it is seen as something of a competitor, vying with God for control of the physical universe/Shekhinah.





Yichud





	The task of Jews is to unite God and the world.  This unification is understood in terms of uniting Tiferet (the prince) with Shekhinah (the princess).  This is known as yichud (unification).  This unification is a sexual one; the sexual metaphor, often used by the Zohar, encourages us to experience this process as deeply as we experience human relationships.  Since Shekhina/Malkhut symbolizes the world, any separation between Shekhinah and Tiferet is a separation between God and the world.  


	The Zohar paints a picture in which there is an ongoing battle between the forces of good (the holy sefirot) and the forces of evil (the Sitra Achra) over control of the physical universe, identified with the Shekhinah.  The Shekhinah is in exile from the rest of the Godhead, and this exile is the spiritual truth underlying the fact that the world is not entirely a good place.  The world is in exile from God, and therefore exposed to all sorts of evils and terrible things.  


If the prince (Tiferet) is vying with the enemy (Sitra Achra) to get the princess (Shekhinah), then any conscientious person would want to ensure that the prince is victorious in being coupled with the princess.� When they are united, God and the world are bound together, and evil cannot find a foothold in the world.  When they are finally fully reunited, God’s presence and influence will permeate every corner of the world, and redemption will have occurred.


Separation (pridah) and reconciliation (yichud/tikkun) are events which occur at every moment: the world and God are constantly alternating between states of alienation and closeness, and any moment can be one of either pridah or yichud.  Yichud can be accomplished through every single mitzvah one performs and through every word of Torah one speaks, if one has the correct intention (kavannah).  Redemption can occur in every single moment, if one can draw God into that moment.











Torah and the coded nature of Hebrew





	The Zohar sees the Torah and mitzvot (the commandments) not just as the word of God, but as the world of God.  The mitzvot are not simply things God wants us to do—they are pathways to contacting the spiritual world, tools for connecting God with the world  Underneath every ritual action, underneath every word of the Torah, lie layers and layers of mystical meanings.  By using classical methods of exegesis, the Zohar attempts to discover and delve into the mystical secrets (sodot) embedded in the Torah.  The Zohar uses wordplays, homophones, symbolism, allusions, literary associations, and gematria (in which each letter has a numerical value) to find these mystical meanings.  The ultimate goal is to be able to see the world, the mitzvot, and Torah with new eyes, to catch a glimpse of the spiritual dynamics underlying all of reality.


	The Zohar’s style reflects its understanding of the nature of reality.  Just as reality is a veil behind which lurk unseen spiritual forces, the Zohar conceals mystical secrets behind its difficult language.  It is an encoded document, and one needs to learn the code in order to understand what it is hinting at.  There are many specific words which consistently refer to specific spiritual entities, and are used as code names for those entities.  For example, the phrase Kadosh Baruch Hu is generally used as a code word for Tiferet, or sometimes Shekhinah.  In addition, the Zohar will sometimes hint that it is referring to an esoteric event, without explicitly saying so.  Specific decoding skills will be presented in each chapter, in the context of that chapter’s passage; these skills are necessary to understand the true pshat of the Zohar.





Difficulties for the Contemporary Reader





	The Zohar assumes a worldview that is unfamiliar to most contemporary readers.  Many people agree that there is reality and meaning beyond the physical world—for example, that goodness and love exist in a larger cosmic sense, and that there is right and wrong in the universe.  The Zohar goes further, however, and systematizes these abstract entities, providing them with a concrete form.�  This is difficult for those of us who generally believe in these forces as abstract entities but not as entities with some sort of separate existence of their own.  Of course, even when the Zohar is discussing these entities as if they were physical beings, one should remember that they are spiritual entities, embodiments of abstract forces which comprise the spiritual world.


	The Zohar takes for granted many traditional assumptions which are no longer accepted in many contemporary Jewish circles.  The Zohar accepts the chosenness of Israel, the divinity of the Torah, a supernatural God, and the notion that Biblical passages are all deeply true.  In a contemporary setting, few if any of these assumptions hold true.  These assumptions are not uniquely Zoharic in origin; rather, they are shared by all traditional Jewish books.  They are the ideological foundation upon which the Zohar builds its spiritual edifice.  What is unique about the Zohar is not the acceptance of traditional doctrines and texts, but its spiritual reinterpretation of those Jewish doctrines and texts.  


The Zohar’s traditional assumptions nevertheless pose a formidable challenge to the contemporary reader who wants to incorporate the spiritual teachings but cannot accept the traditional assumptions.  To some degree, such an undertaking may make sense—one may be able to learn from the Zohar’s description of the spiritual dynamics of a minyan, while believing that minyanim should include women.  However, the system cannot be entirely divorced from this foundation; it makes little sense to study the spiritual meaning of a minyan if one does not believe in a minyan at all.  If the text is to speak to us today, we must focus on those experiences and beliefs which we share in common with it, and find areas where we can learn from it.  


	The Zohar is highly sexualized, and its gender constructions are somewhat misogynist.  The male gender is constructed as giving, loving, pure outgoing generosity (i.e. Hesed).  In contrast, the female gender is constructed as receiving, limiting, and shaping, and is identified with Gevurah (the side of harsh justice).  Additionally, the Zohar conceives of the union of male and female as being dominated by the right side (Hesed)—in other words, the male ultimately dominates the female.�


	While these gender constructions were most likely the authorship of the Zohar viewed men and women, they are also spiritual forces that permeate the universe and need to be cultivated in every human being (male or female). The gender dichotomy gives the Zohar the spiritual dichotomy (Hesed/giving vs. Gevurah/limitation) which is central to much of its thinking.  Hence, although they reflect a certain understanding of the nature of men and women, they are also  used to define and describe some of the spiritual dynamics which are most central to Kabbalah.  It is possible to learn from those dynamics without adopting the Zohar’s view of gender.





How to Use This Book





Before reading my explanations of the texts,  I encourage you to get a hevrutah (study partner) and try to study each selection in hevrutah together.  Take the opportunity to learn from each other, encouraging each other to wrestle with the text and understand it in your own way.  Hevrutah study is a spiritual practice in which opening oneself to another person teaches us how to open to Torah and to God.  This kind of study will, ultimately, provide for a much richer and more meaningful experience of the Zohar.


	My explanation will examine one small facet of the multifaceted and multi-layered gem which shines in each sentence of the Zohar.  It provides one pathway into the material, but it is certainly not intended as an exhaustive explanation of any given text.  The text only truly lives when each of us seeks meaning and spiritual insight in the text, when it is part of a larger process of searching for God in our lives.  


Read each passage that you are preparing to study at least twice.  The first time, try to get a general sense of the major themes and ideas in the text:  What seems to be the main point the Zohar is trying to communicate?  What is the overarching theme or idea?  After the first reading, review the background information: identify all of the sources which the Zohar discusses, understand them on their own, and find any connection which exists among them.  It would also be helpful to outline the flow of the Zohar’s discussion.  On the second reading, try to understand what each sentence of the Zohar means, and how it fits into the overall flow of the passage.  Figure out how the Zohar interprets the prooftexts which it uses, and how those prooftexts relate to the main idea.  You might also try to internalize the text by discussing how the text might speak to you, and identifying any specific ideas or images with which you can personally connect.


	Included in the present work are excerpts that I hope will be of particular interest to you.  I did not try to represent the overall themes and emphases of the Zohar.  Rather, I selected primarily pieces which are relevant to contemporary Jewish life.  I have arranged the selections starting at a basic skill level, and increasing in complexity through the course of the book.  The translations of Zohar passages are based on Tishby’s Wisdom of the Zohar, with some modifications when necessary; the translations of Biblical passages are taken from Orlinsky’s translation, Tanakh, but modified based on the context of the Zohar.  I hope these texts will serve as an introduction and invitation to a truly great work of religious thought, and give you some of the tools necessary for further study.


	


	In an age when the connection between God and Torah, and between God and mitzvot, is not so obvious, when we cannot connect to Torah as the literal word of God, when we need something deeper than the children’s stories we were brought up on, the Zohar is a refreshing piece of religious thought; indeed, it is one of the literary masterpieces of Western Civilization.  It encourages us to find a deep spiritual reality to everything we do, to Torah, to mitzvot, to the world.  May we discover depths upon depths of meaning in our lives, and be inspired to further learning and further acts of kindness.  I pray that this work helps unite heaven and earth, helps bring about the age when God’s presence is visible and tangible in every corner of creation.


�
Chapter 1: Minyan 





	The text we will be discussing in this chapter is an excerpt from Volume III of the Zohar, parashat� Naso.  In this text, the Zohar explains the mystical significance of the minyan, the prayer quorum of ten that is traditionally required for certain prayers to be said.  The authorship looks to the verse from Isaiah as well as other sources in order to understand the spiritual reason for the obligation.  It uses verses from the Torah, passages from the Talmud, and the experience of being in a minyan to explain why a minyan is required and important, creating a single theory— similar to a “unified field theory” in physics—to explain the significance of the practice of minyan as well as the meaning of the passages.


	Although our text occurs in parashat Naso, it is related to the parashah only by the centrality of the word “ish”(“man”/“person”) and is not concerned with the themes or content of the parashah.� Parashat Naso (Numbers 4:21-7:89) includes the passage,





o·¤v‡k£t ¼¨T§r©nœ¨t±u kº¥t¨r§G°h hÉ¯b‰C›k¤t ¿r‡C©S c :r«œnt‡K vË¤J«n›k¤t v¼²Iv±h rË‡C©s±h³u t


rhº°Z³h ¿rŠf¥J±u i°hÊ³H¦n d :vœ²Ivhœ‹k rh¼°Z©v‰k rhº°z²b r¤sÉ®b ¿r«S±bˆk ¿tˆk‰p³h hÊˆF v½¨­¦t›Iœt JhÉ¦t


ohË¦j‹k ohÁˆc²b…gœ³u vº¤T§J°h tÉO ¿ohˆc²b…g ,Ê©r§J¦n›kŠf±u v·¤T§J°h tÉO r¼Šf¥J .¤n«Ëj±u i°hÁ³h .¤n«Ëj


:kœ‡ft«h tËO oh¼¦J‡chœ°u 


“And the LORD spoke to Moshe, saying, Speak to the children of Yisra’el, and say to them, When either man or woman shall pronounce a special vow of Nazir to separate themselves to the LORD: he shall abstain from wine and strong drink, and shall drink no vinegar of wine, or vinegar of strong drink, nor shall he drink any liquor of grapes, nor eat moist grapes, or dried.”(Num 6:1-3)  





Our Zoharic homily focuses on the word ‘man’, (ish) which occurs at the beginning of the Biblical passage, but does not refer to the rest of the passage or to the Nazirite vow.  Rather, it is a midrash on Isaiah 50:2, “Why when I came was no person (ish) there, when I called there was none to answer?”  The Zohar interprets Isaiah 50:2 symbolically to refer to the spiritual dynamics behind the formation of a minyan, and takes the opportunity to explore the topic.  The Zohar’s text uses the word “ish” from the parashah as a jumping-off point for its discussion of the verse from Isaiah. 


	The passage  appears below.  It is helpful to read through for general themes and ideas before proceeding  to study it in depth.





Text: Zohar III 126a 


 


Rabbi Elazar opened [his discourse] with the following verse:  “Why when I came was no person� there?”(Isaiah 50:2)  “Why when I came”: How beloved are Israel before the Holy One, blessed is He, for in every place that they dwell the Holy One Blessed be He may be found among them, because He does not remove His love from them. What is the meaning of “And let them make me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them?”  [The phrase] “let them make me a sanctuary” is indefinite, for every synagogue in the world is called a “sanctuary,” which has already been explained.


The Shekhinah arrives at the sanctuary first.  Happy is the person who is one of the first ten people in the synagogue, because through them that which is completed is completed and they are the first to be sanctified by the Shekhinah; this has already been explained.� 


There must be ten people at the synagogue simultaneously.  They should not come piecemeal, so as not to delay the completion of the limbs.  For [the first] human was created in one moment, and all of his limbs were completed together.  This is what is meant by the verse, “[He] fashioned you and made you endure” (Deut 32:6).


Come and see.  When a person’s limbs are completed, every individual limb is completed in that instant as is fitting.  Likewise, once the Shekhinah has arrived first at the synagogue, ten men must come together there and the desired perfection be attained, and afterward everything can be restored.  How is this complete restoration effected?  In accordance with the verse, “The king is glorified by a multitude of people” (Prov. 14:28)—so the people who come afterward restore the body.


But if the Shekhinah has arrived and the men do not come together as they should, the Holy One, Blessed Be He exclaims “Why when I came was no person there?”  What does “no person” mean?  It means that the limbs have not been restored, and the body is not completed, and when the body is not completed there is “no person.” That is why it is precisely stated “no person.”


	Come and see.  When the body is completed below, celestial sanctity comes and enters the body, and the lower becomes an actual model of the upper.  Then everyone must be careful not to talk of mundane matters, for Israel are then in a state of supernal perfection, and are sanctified through celestial sanctity.  Meritorious is their portion!





Sources Used by the Zohar





	The text of the Zohar presumes that its readers are familiar with the Biblical and Talmudic passages to which it alludes.  (These references can be found in the Aramaic version in the commentary Nitzutzey Orot, which appears on the left of the original text in the Appendix).  I have reproduced the passages in their context. 


	Isaiah 50:1-2: 


hº©JIB¦n hÉ¦n IÀt ¨vhº¦T§j‹K¦J rÉ¤J£t ¿o†f§N¦t ,UÊ,h¦r‰F r†pÉ¥x v®Æz hÉ¥t v½²u«v±h rÉ©n¨t | v«ÉF t


:oœ†f§N¦t vË¨j‰KªJ o¼†fh‡g§Jˆp‰cU oº¤T§r‹F§n°b ¿o†fh¥,«œb«u…gœ‹C iÊ¥v I·k o¼†f§,¤t h¦T§rË‹f¨n›r¤J£t


,Uºs‰P¦n ¿h¦s²h vÊ¨r‰mœ¨e rIÎm¨e£v ¸v®bIg ihÉ¥t±u ¾h¦,t¨r¨e Jh½¦t ihÉ¥t±u h¦,tÂŠC ‹gUÎS©n c


JÊ©t‰c¦T rºŠC§s¦n ¿,Ir¨v±b ohÊ¦G¨t o½²h chÉ¦r£jœ©t hÄ¦,¨r…gœ³d‰C iÉ¥v kh·ˆM©v‰k ©j«¼f hËˆC›ihœ¥t›o¦t±u


ohË¦G¨t e¼©G±u ,U·r§s©e o°h¼©n¨J JhËˆC‰k©t d :tœ¨nŠM‹C ,«¼n¨,±u o°hº©n ihÉ¥t¥n ¿o¨,²d§S


:oœ¨,Ux‰F


Thus said the LORD:


Where is the bill of divorce


Of your mother whom I dismissed?


And which of my creditors was it


To whom I sold you off?


You were only sold off for your sins,


and your mother dismissed for your crimes.


Why when I came was no person there,


Why, when I called, would none respond?


Is my arm, then, too short to rescue,


Have I not the power to save? 


With a mere rebuke I dry up the sea,


And turn rivers into desert.


Their fish stink from lack of water;


They lie dead of thirst.





 	 In the original verse, God is rebuking Israel for being unfaithful and sinning.  The Talmud, however, reads the highlighted words midrashically, as God being upset if there is no minyan present for services.  The midrash focuses on the word “ish,” meaning “person” or “man.”  As we will see later,  the Zohar interprets “person” to refer to the Shekhinah’s body, which is itself composed of the ten men of the minyan.  


	The theme of divorce and abandonment which runs powerfully through this passage can be applied to the context of a minyan.  When there is not a minyan present for the Shekhinah, it is as if she has been abandoned by the people who are supposed to be married to her; it is as bad as running out on one’s spouse.  Our feeling of obligation and attachment to God (and to showing up for morning prayers) should be at least as strong as our feelings of obligation toward our most beloved human partners.





Babylonian Talmud, Berachot 6a-b





+c"p ohkv,+ :rntba ,xbfv ,hcc humn tuv lurc auseva ihbn :ejmh hcr rnt tst cr rc ihcr rnt


ihbnu `kt ,sgc cmb ohvkt :rntba - ovng vbhfaa ihkkp,na vragk ihbnu `kt ,sgc cmb ohvkt


ihcauha ohbak ihbnu `yupah ohvkt crec +c"p ohkv,+ :rntba - ovng vbhfaa ihsc ihcauha vakak


////u wv caehu uvgr kt aht wv htrh urcsb zt +wd hftkn+ :rntba - ovng vbhfaa vru,c ihexugu


ouenv kfc +wf ,una+ :rntba - ung vbhfaa vru,c exugu cauha sjt ukhpta ihbnu 


rpxc uvhhkn ic,fn hr, - ?thgcn hr, - sj ukhpts rjtn hfu /lh,frcu lhkt tuct hna ,t rhfzt rat


tbhs :tnh,s uvn ?thgcn t,k, - hr, ukhpts rjtn hfu /,uburfzv rpxc vhkn ic,fn tk sj ',uburfzv


- t,k, ukhpts rjtn hfu /vru, ubhhv hnb tbhss ik gnane - vbhfa th,t tku 'tuv tnkgc tnka


 /hc,hs sg - t,k, 'th,tu vbhfa vnse vrag - ?thgcn vrag


:rntba 'xguf tuv shn - vrag vc tmn tku ,xbfv ,hcc tc tuv lurc auseva vgac :ibjuh hcr rnt


 /vbug ihtu h,tre aht ihtu h,tc gusn +wb uvhgah+








Rabin bar Rav Adad said in the name of Rabbi Isaac:  From where do we learn that the Kadosh Baruch Hu is present in the synagogue?  As it is said, “God stands in the congregation of God” (Ps 82:1).�  And from where do we learn that the Shekhinah is with ten people who are praying?  As it is said, “God stands in the congregation of God.”  And from where do we learn that the Shekhinah is with three people� who are seated (as a court) in judgment?  As it is said, “He judges among the judges” (Ibid.).�  And from where do we learn that the Shekhinah is with two people who sit and study Torah?  As it is said, “Then they who feared the LORD spoke to one another: and the LORD hearkened, and heard it” (Malachi 3:16)…. And from where do we learn that the Shekhina is with even an individual who sits and studies Torah?  As it is said, “in all the places where I cause my name to be pronounced, I will come to you, and I will bless you.” (Ex 20:21)  


	If this is the case (that the Shekhinah is present)  for an individual, why does he need to teach


us that it is true for two people? (It should go without saying!) When two people study, their words are written down (by God) in the Book of Memorial, which is not the case for an individual.  


	If this is the case (that the Shekhinah is present) for two people, why does he need to teach us that it is true for three people?  One might have thought that deciding law [on the basis of Torah] is just bringing peace into the world [and is not really Torah study], so the Shekhinah does not come; therefore he teaches us that deciding law [on the basis of Torah] is also Torah study.


	If this is the case (that the Shekhinah is present)  for three people, why does he need to teach


us that it is true for ten people? (It should go without saying!) In the case of ten people, the Shekhinah comes [to synagogue] first; in the case of three, she waits until they are seated [together as a court]….


	Rabbi Yochanan said:  When the Holy One Blessed be He arrives at the synagogue and does not find ten people, he immediately is angry, as it is said, “Why when I came was no person there” (Isaiah 50:2).





This passage from the Talmud is a discussion of the idea that God (the Shekhinah) is physically present for various groups of Jews who are occupied in holy words (of either Torah or prayer).  The verse from Psalms indicates that the Shekhinah is physically present in the room when ten people (i.e. a minyan) are praying together.  The discussion farther down in the passage asks how this situation is different from a court of three, or from a study group of two, with whom Shekhinah is also present.  The Talmud answers that in the case of a minyan, the Shekhinah (God’s presence) gets to synagogue first.  The Talmud proceeds to describe God becoming angry if He arrives and there is no minyan.  


The Zohar’s mythological conception of the Shekhinah arriving to synagogue before the minyan is simply a reiteration of Talmudic mythology.  The Zoharic homily actually starts with the verse which God proclaims when there is no minyan, and gives a theosophical explanation of that verse.  The Zohar adopted the mythology from the Talmud, and added a new Kabbalistic interpretation.








	Exodus 25:1-8: 


kº¥t¨r§G°h hÉ¯b‰C›k¤t ¿r‡C©S c :r«œnt‡K vË¤J«n›k¤t v¼²Iv±h rË‡C©s±h³u t   


:hœ¦,¨nUœr§T›,¤t U¼j§e¦T IºCˆk UBÉ†c§S°h rÉ¤J£t ¿Jh¦t›kŠF ,Ê¥t¥n v·¨nUr§T h¼ˆk›Uj§e°h±u


iÁ¨n²D§r©t±u ,†kÍ‡f§,U s :,¤Jœ«j±bU ;¤x¼†f²u cË¨v²z o·¨T¦tœ¥n U¼j§e¦T rË¤J£t vº¨nUr§T©v ¿,t«z±u d


hË‡m…gœ³u oh¼¦J¨j§T ,«Ër«g±u ohÁ¦n¨S¨t§n oÍˆkh¥t ,«Îr«g±u v :ohœ°Zˆg±u JË¥J±u h¼°b¨J ,‹gË‹kI,±u


:ohœ¦N©X©v ,¤r«¼y§eˆk±u vº¨j§J¦N©v i¤nÉ¤J‰k ¿oh¦n¨G‰C r«·t¨N‹k i¤n¼¤J u :ohœ¦Y¦J


h¼¦T±b‹fœ¨J±u J·¨S§e¦n h¼ˆk UGËŠg±u j :i¤Jœ«j‹k±u s«¼p¥tœŠk oh·¦tŒK¦n h¼¯b‰c©t±u o©v«ÈJ›h¯b‰c©t z


,hÉ°b‰c©T ,¼¥t±u iºŠF§J¦N©v ,hÉ°b‰c©T ,¥Àt ºW§,Iœt vÉ¤t§r©n ¿h°b£t rÊ¤J£t k«½f‰F y :oœŠfI,‰C


:UœG…gœ©T i¼‡f±u uh·Šk‡F›kŠF


The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Tell the Israelite people to bring Me gifts; you shall accept gifts for Me from every person whose heart so moves him.  And these are the gifts that you shall accept from them: gold, silver and copper; blue, crimson, and purple yarns, fine linen, goat’s hair, tanned ram skins, dolphin skins, and acacia wood; oil for lighting, spices for the anointing oil and for aromatic incense; lapis lazuli and other stones of setting, for the ephod and for the breastpiece. And let them make me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them.  Exactly as I show you—the pattern of the Tabernacle and the pattern of all its furnishings—so shall you make it.





“Let them build me a sanctuary, that I might dwell among them.”  The plain meaning (pshat) of this verse is that God tells the Israelites to build a sanctuary where His presence will dwell.  The Tanakh understands God as having a presence (the kavod) that dwelled in the mishkan and later in the Temple, but left Jerusalem when the Temple was destroyed. The use of the word bam (literally, “in them”) in this context, however, seems to suggest that God dwells in the people themselves.  Notice, also, that the verse reads “build me a sanctuary,” and not “build me the sanctuary”-- this linguistic peculiarity suggests that the “sanctuary” referred to could be something other than the mishkan.  As we shall see, according to the Zohar, this indwelling actually occurs in the people who are assembled in the synagogue to pray.


	


Deuteronomy 32:1-6:  


:hœˆp›h¥r§n¦t .¤r¼¨t¨v gË©n§J¦,±u v¨r·‡C©s£tœ³u o°h¼©n¨­©v UbhË°z£tœ©v t


oh¼ˆchˆc§rˆf±u t¤Jº¤s›h‡k…g oÉ¦rhˆg§GˆF h·¦,¨r§n¦t k¼©Y‹F kË³Z¦T hº¦j§eˆk ¿r¨y¨N‹F ;«Êr…gœ³h c


Iºk„gœŠP ohÉ¦n¨T ¿rUM©v s :Ubhœ¥vOtœ‡k k¤s«¼d UËc¨v t·¨r§e¤t ¼v²Iv±h oË¥J hÁˆF d :c¤Gœ‡g›h‡k…g


t¼O IÁk ,Ë¥j¦J v :tUœv r¼¨J²h±u ehË¦S‹m k®uºŠg ihÉ¥t±u ¿v²bUn¡t kÊ¥t y·ŠP§J¦n uh¼Šf¨r§S›kŠf hËˆF


o·Šf¨j tÉO±u k¼Šc²b oË‹g ,t«ºz›Uk§n±d¦T ¿v²Ivh‰k©v u :k«œT‰k©,‰pU J¼¥Eˆg rIËS o·¨nUn uhÉ²bŠC


:Wœ®b…b«œf±hœ³u ¼W§GœŠg tUËv Wº®b¨E WhÉˆc¨t ¿tUv›tIk£v


Give ear, O heavens, let me speak;


Let the earth hear the words I utter!


May my discourse come down as the rain,


My speech distill as the dew,


Like showers on young growth,


Like droplets on the grass.


For the name of the LORD I proclaim;


Give glory to your God!


The Rock!— His deeds are perfect,


Yea, all His ways are just;


A faithful God, never false,


True and Upright is He.


Children unworthy of Him—


That crooked, perverse generation—


Their baseness has played Him false.  


Do you thus requite the LORD,


O dull and witless people?


Is not He the Father who created you,


fashioned you and made you endure?





 This verse, which alludes to God’s creation of mankind, concludes with two parallel verbs which describe that event:


God fashioned (asah) humanity


God made humanity endure (kanan) 


The Zohar interprets the verb asah as referring to creation itself, and the verb kanan as referring to a full fashioning and formation of that which is being created (perhaps paralleling the male and female roles in creation).  By this interpretation, the verse implies that at the very moment that God made Adam (Gen 1:27), He also established him as a fully formed person in every detail.  In the verse from Genesis, Adam is made in the image of God.  The Zohar will take this idea of being fully formed at the moment of creation, and apply it to God as well.





	Proverbs 14:28-32:





v·²bUc§T›c©r o°h‹P©Ót Q¤rÉ¤t yf :iIœz¨r ,Ë©T¦j§n o«½t‰Ãk x†pË¤t‰cU Q†k·¤n›,©r§s©v oËŠg›c¨r‰C jf


:vœ¨t±b¦e ,IÉnŠm…g c¼©e§rU t·‡P§r©n cÉ‡k oh¦r¨G‰Óc hÉ¯H©j k :,†kœ®U¦t ohË¦r¥n ©jU½Ãr›r‹m§eU


v¼¤x«j±u g·¨J¨r vÉ¤j¨S°h I,Šgœ¨rœ‰ÓC ck :iIœh‰c¤t iË¯b«j I½s‰C‹f§nÃU Uv·¥G«g ;É¥r¥j k¨ÓS eœ¥JÉ«g tk


:ehœ¦S‹m IÉ,In‰c





The king is glorified by a multitude of people;


	Without a nation a ruler is ruined.


Patience results in much understanding;


	Impatience gets folly as its portion


A calm disposition gives bodily health;


	Passion is rot to the bones.


He who withholds what is due to the poor affronts his Maker;


He who shows pity for the needy honors Him.


The wicked man is felled by his own evil;


	The righteous man finds security in his death.





In Proverbs, this statement appears as one pair in a list which compares righteous people to wicked people.  It suggests that a person should assemble allies through one’s behavior with others, and that such a strategy will ensure success in one’s life.  However, the Talmud consistently interprets the word “king” as a reference to God.�  By this interpretation, the verse implies that God is glorified when large numbers of people join together to perform a single mitzvah.  





	Now, having seen the prooftexts in their original contexts, read the Zoharic passage a second time, and try to get a more specific understanding of the ideas and interpretations conveyed by the text.  I have inserted thematic comments between passages of the text.  The footnotes are more technical, but contain information necessary for a thorough understanding of the passage.





Commentary





Rabbi Elazar opened [his discourse] with the following verse, “Why when I came was no person there?” (Isaiah 50:2)  “Why when I came”� How beloved are Israel before the Holy One, blessed be He, for in every place that they dwell the Holy One Blessed be He may be found among them, because He does not remove His love from them.�  What is the meaning of “And let them make me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them?”  [The phrase] “let them make me a sanctuary” is indefinite,�  for every synagogue in the world is called a “sanctuary,” which has already been explained.�





	The Zohar has set out its task: to interpret the verse “Why when I came was there no man” from a mystical point of view.  It begins with the concept of God dwelling in the synagogue, and then points out that the verse applies to every synagogue.  Thus, there is the potential for God to dwell in any synagogue.  God’s indwelling is called the Shekhinah.  The Shekhinah is the feminine aspect of God, and corresponds to the sefirah of Malkhut.  The Shekhinah is described by the Zohar as a sort of ‘person’ who is present in every synagogue.


	The Zohar is an encoded text, and uses divine names very precisely to refer to different sefirot; there is no word just for “God.”  Rather, the different divine names are allusions to different sefirot within the Godhead.  The phrase “Holy One Blessed be He” (Kadosh Baruch Hu), which is used in the original Talmudic passage, is one such code-word.  It most often used refers to Tiferet, the sixth (and central) sefirah which is the masculine counterpart to Shekhinah, but it can at times refer to Shekhinah.  Based on the context of the present passage, it should be understood here to refer to Shekhinah.


	The Shekhinah arrives at the sanctuary first.  Happy is the person who is one of the first ten people� in the synagogue, because through them that which is completed is completed and they are the first to be sanctified by the Shekhinah; this has already been explained. 





The phrase “through them is completed that which is completed” is worded vaguely to let us know that it is referring to a mystical ‘sod’(“secret”)—that is, an esoteric piece of mystical information about some mystical entity or event.  In this case, the esoteric reference is to the completion of the Shekhinah’s body.  The ten people complete a single, collective body in which the Shekhinah can dwell, like a soul dwells in a normal human body.  In Jewish mysticism, one of the goals of human existence is to serve as a merkavah, a ‘chariot’ for the Divine presence.  That is, we should strive to live our life such that God acts through us.  The function of a body, then, is to serve as a chariot in which the soul dwells, and potentially the spirit of God can also dwell.  A group of people can also form such a body and can “channel” God’s presence through their actions.


	In Jewish mysticism, God has a “body.”  The image of an enthroned heavenly person which is described by Ezekiel is understood by the Kabbalah as the “Body of the Shekhinah” (guf ha-Shekhinah).  This body is the ideal for merciful living: its right hand is a hand which stretches out to give tzedakah, and its left hand metes out appropriate consequences to those who perform evil.  By making our hand in the image of God’s hand, and doing the mitzvah that corresponds to it, we make our hand a merkavah for God’s hand.


	In this passage, the Shekhinah’s body corresponds to the collective body formed by the ten people in a minyan. It is in the image of Adam Kadmon, the arrangement of ten sefirot which is the paradigm for all other bodies.  Since each sefirah is itself composed of ten sefirot contained within it, the Shekhinah (which corresponds to the sefirah of Malkhut) has ten sefirot which compose her “body.” Each person in the minyan corresponds to one of these ten sefirot.


	These ten people in the physical world correspond to a cosmic body in which the Shekhinah dwells, much like a soul inhabits a regular physical body.  In the imagination of the Talmud, the Shekhinah is a personality which gets to synagogue early, and is upset if there is no minyan.  In the Zohar’s understanding of this process, she is affected by the action of humanity: if there is a minyan, she has a body, but there is no minyan, she has none (or, as we will see later, she has merely part of a body).


	Reality, for the Zohar, is multi-layered.  There exist the ‘body’ formed by people in the physical realm, the spiritual body of the Shekhinah (the body seated on a throne which Ezekiel saw), and the Shekhinah herself.  Each level is more abstract than the one below it, but these levels of reality can actually inter-relate, with divine energies flowing up and down between levels.  Hence, when the minyan below is in the pattern of the Shekhinah’s body, she is present in the physical space of the synagogue, and we should act appropriately considering the sanctity which is dwelling in that space.  The minyan has become a “channel” for the presence of God.


	There must be ten people at the synagogue simultaneously.  They should not come piecemeal, so as not to delay the completion of the limbs.�  For human was created in one moment, and all of his limbs were completed together.  This is what is meant by the verse, “[He] fashioned you and made you endure.” (Deut 32:6)





	The metaphor is now drawn out.  If there are less than ten people present, it is as if the Shekhinah is missing a limb.  Just as our worship of God must involve every limb of our body and being,� our minyan must form a ‘complete’ body which is completely dedicated to the service of God.  


There is an ideal of yichud (“unification”)—unity among the sefirot—in the Zohar.  When all of the sefirot are properly and harmoniously connected, divine influence (shefa) can flow from God down to the Earth.  When there is any separation (pridah), there is no flow, and the relationship between God and the world is broken.  Therefore, the religious person will constantly try to unify the sefirot; since each act of yichud brings God back in touch with the world, it is an act of redemption in miniature.  Each member of the minyan represents a sefirah, and by coming together as a corporate entity they are performing an act of yichud.


This ideal of yichud applies to sefirot and also, symbolically, to different people in a group, and to different parts within an individual.  To create harmonious community, we need to respect different people as distinct expressions of the divine, and cooperate to utilize different peoples’ strengths.  By doing so, we bring about reconciliation between different people.  The quintessential expression of such reconciliation is a marriage, in which two very different people share their lives and learn to live together, ideally, in peace and acceptance.  Reconciliation can occur between any people, when they learn to live together and love each other despite their differences.  Such acts of reconciliation, for the Kabbalah, are the ultimate act of imitating the divine.  


	Come and see.� When a person’s limbs are completed, every individual limb is completed in that instant as is fitting.�  Likewise, once the Shekhinah has arrived first at the synagogue, ten men must come together there and the desired perfection be attained, and afterward everything� can be restored.�  How is this complete restoration effected?  In accordance with the verse, “The king is glorified by a multitude of people.” (Proverbs 14:28)—so the people who come afterward restore the body.





	The beginning of the paragraph asserts that each limb is only complete if it is part of a complete body.  Each person is only complete himself when he is part of a minyan, because living in relationship to other people is an inherent part of being human; he is only complete when relating to others, and part of something larger.  As limbs, the members of the minyan are not complete without the full minyan.  This could be understood to suggest that one is only a complete “praying Jew” when praying in a minyan.  The requirement to pray in a minyan is not because one can necessarily pray better in a group, but rather because one is part of something larger.  In a contemporary metaphor, someone praying alone is like a sports player without a team:  the goal of working together as a group is more important than the achievements of any individual.


	The Zohar next addresses the role of people who are not essential to the “team”:  people who come after there is a minyan.  In the terminology established, there is already a complete body, and no more limbs (i.e. people) are required for it to function.  Each additional person, however, has an important function: glorifying and further adding to the body.  The more people who pray together, the more powerfully can God’s presence be channeled.


	The ideal of reconciliation can thus be seen to apply to entire communities.  The entire community is a body for the divine, and need to cooperate in order to keep that body intact, and to allow that body to do holy actions in the world.  When a community gets together and brings holiness into the world, they are serving as a chariot for the divine, and allow the divine to enter the world.  From a Reconstructionist point of view, one might say that when a religious community works together and thereby brings salvation into the world, they allow the divine “power that makes for salvation” to come into the world through them. 


	But if the Shekhinah has arrived and the men do not come together as they should, the Holy One, Blessed Be He� exclaims ““Why when I came was no person there?”  What does “no person” mean?  It means that the limbs have not been restored, and the body is not completed, and when the body is not completed there is “no person.” That is why it is precisely stated “no person.”





	The Zohar uses dayka, (“precisely”), to indicate that the present term is meant to be interpreted in a technical (often theosophical) sense: it refers to a mystical entity.  Here, the word “person” (ish) refers to the Shekhinah’s cosmic body that the minyan is creating.  If there is no physical union of the ten people, there is no spiritual joining of the ten sefirot in that body.  Since the complete body is the ideal for the Zohar, a partial body is effectively not a person at all, and the Shekhinah does not dwell in it.  Hence, she complains that she has come but there is no “person.”


	The body we form as a community is, for the Zohar, more important than our own individual body; the divine enters the world through communities.  We are often tempted to think of congregational life in terms of what it does for us: how does it fill our religious, social, and cultural needs?  The Zohar suggests that our job, as members of religious communities, is to serve that community, and allow it to become a body for the divine.  The individual’s job is to serve the community, and not vice versa.  


	Come and see.  When the body is completed below,� celestial sanctity� comes and enters the body, and the lower becomes an actual model of the upper.�  Then everyone must be careful not to talk of mundane matters, for Israel are then in a state of supernal perfection, and are sanctified through celestial sanctity.  Meritorious is their portion!





	This section ends with a unification between the people and the presence of God.  Israel’s achievement of “supernal perfection” is the way in which they approach God: they have made themselves correspond to a celestial body for God.  By aligning themselves with the spiritual nature of the cosmos—that is, with the ten sefirot of the Shekhina’s body-- they become a channel for God’s presence.  God’s presence waits for us to become aligned with it, and descends upon us when we do.


The Zohar’s last sentence is a reminder of how lucky Jews are to be able to have a role in this celestial drama.  The Zohar believes that mitzvot give Jews the ability to act on a spiritual level.  We do not always realize how powerful our actions are or how lucky we are to have such capacities.  According to the Zohar, if a person became conscious of the effects his actions can have on the spiritual world, she would be filled with gratitude at the opportunity he has been given by God through Torah and mitzvot.  The ability to draw the presence of God into the world through one’s actions (e.g. through joining a minyan) is truly a privilege.





Summary





	Explain the main idea of the passage using your own words.  What exactly happens when a minyan forms?  Review each of the prooftexts, and see if you can explain the mystical significance of each one.  Part of the Zohar’s agenda is to reveal the hidden meanings in these verses, and it is a useful exercise to take the Zohar’s content back to the verse, and read it in the new light.  How does your new knowledge affect your relationship to the verse?  How does it affect your understanding of the nature of communal prayer?


	The ten members of the minyan create, on a mystical level, a body for the Shekhinah, who dwells in every synagogue where a minyan assembles.  There must be ten people to be a full body, and they must arrive together so that the body which they constitute is a whole body from the beginning.  Once they form a minyan, the cosmic body is formed, Shekhinah inhabits it (like a soul inhabiting a physical body), and the whole system clicks into place.  These people, having assisted in the completion of the Shekhinah’s body above, receive holiness from God’s presence.  Thus, the corporate body formed by the community can serve as a body for the divine when it is properly brought together.


	Isaiah 50:2: “Why when I came was there no person, when I called there was none to answer?” The Shekhinah, in this verse, is upset if there is no minyan present when she arrives at synagogue.  “Person” is interpreted theosophically, to refer to the body of the Shekhinah, which is formed by the ten people who compose the minyan.  


	Berachot 6a-b:  The original Talmudic passage describes God’s presence arriving at synagogue early.  If there is no minyan, God becomes angry and cries out, “Why when I came was there no person?!” The Zohar interprets this process theosophically: the Shekhina arrives at synagogue, and needs the minyan to form a body (“person”) for her to inhabit.  The minyan which forms the Shekhina’s body must have ten people, because it represents the ten sefirot which are in her body (i.e. the ten sefirot within Malkhut).


	Exodus 25:8: “Let them build me a sanctuary, that I might dwell among them.”  Every sanctuary which we build—every synagogue, havurah, or minyan—is a place where God’s Shekhinah rests.  We should be aware of the weight of what we are doing when we form these prayer groups, and act so that we will be able to channel the presence of God.  The word “among them” (bam) suggests that this presence happens through the people who are at the synagogue, and not simply through the place; it is through the presence of a community that the divine Shekhinah is brought into the world.


	Deuteronomy 32:6:  “Is not he [God] your father that bought you, has he not made you and established you?”   The Zohar interprets the verse to mean that God made Adam all at once, “establishing” him as a full person at the very moment he made him.  Thus, when we cannot constitute a “body” or vessel for God if the community is not complete, and even our individual identity is not complete without the harmonious functioning of the community.  No part is complete without the completion of the whole.


	Proverbs 14:28: “The king is glorified by a multitude of people.”  The Zohar reads the verse to refer specifically to God (“the king”) and what happens when there is more than a minyan present at the synagogue.  Additional people add to God’s glorification, by adorning the original body, and hence serve a function even though they were not part of the ten people necessary for the body.  The divine body we create, and the force of the divine presence we channel, is enhanced by every single member of the community.





Before proceeding, I would suggest spending time discussing some of the themes of the text on your own.  The following questions are intended to help you explore the text:





What do you understand the Shekhinah to be?  How do you understand the idea that she is present at synagogue?  How do you react to the Zohar’s personification of her?


How do you understand the relationship between the Shekhinah (God’s presence) and the minyan?  What might it mean for the minyan to form the “body” for the Shekhinah?


Do you think the Zohar necessarily thinks praying in a minyan is more spiritual?  What are the benefits to praying in a minyan?  Do you think it is correct?  


What is the significance of a minyan for you?  How might you use some of the ideas from the Zohar to enhance your experience of Jewish prayer?


What theological and religious problems does this text raise?  How do you relate to the text in light of those problems?





Discussion





	The Zohar, in the passage we have been discussing, presumes the importance of traditional Jewish categories, elevating minyanim and other mitzvot without acknowledging alternative spiritual practices.  This presumption on the part of the Zohar should not be surprising.  In the medieval Jewish world, the general body of halakhah  (Jewish law) was taken for granted.  The Zohar considered it the job of Jews to understand the mystical reasons for halakhah, but not to question halakhah itself.  It would be anachronistic to expect the Zohar to argue that women or non-Jews should be able to constitute this “body” for God’s presence (especially given the Zohar’s suspicion both of women and of non-Jews).  It generally accepts halakhic categories as given, and channels its creativity into new mystical interpretations of the standard laws and texts.


The Zohar, in all of these respects, is typical of traditional Jewish texts.  As Reconstructionists, we must discern what to take and what to leave, how to inherit its rich symbolism and spiritual sensitivity while not abandoning commitments to feminist and other values.  The teachings of the Zohar are timeless, and we can learn from it despite the different cultural context from which it emerged.  I do not believe it would be a disservice to adopt the mystical teaching to our own notion of a minyan.  Certainly a minyan that includes women can be a channel for God’s presence, as can a group of non-Jews who join in worship of God.  And hopefully when we join our minyan for worship, wherever that is, we will feel the presence of the Shekhinah joining with us in the room.





	It seems somewhat illogical that an infinite God could have a “presence” which could physically dwell in the Temple or in synagogues. God is not, after all, a physical being which has a definite location; He is everywhere, and “His glory fills the world” (Ps 72:19) .  At the same time, there are moments when one feels the presence of God more than at others; this intense experience may simply be a change in our own perception, or it may be that God is somehow changing in relation to the world.  For medieval philosophy, God is unchanging, and it is only the universe which changes in relation to God.  For the Zohar, on the other hand, God actually changes in response to human action.  Human beings can affect God, and are therefore responsible for God’s actions in the world.  


	This theory of human responsibility serves as part of an explanation of the imperfection of the universe.  God wants the universe to be perfected, and does not want evil to exist in it, but has stepped back from taking a completely active role.  This is not the “omniscient omnipotent and benevolent” God of Western thought.  This is a God who creates the world by stepping back, and allowing other forces space to exist independently of Himself.  He wants to dwell in the world, but gives human beings the responsibility of creating a place for Him.  God’s place in the world is wherever we let Him in.





	The Zohar’s anthropomorphism can be jarring.  It conceives of a personified aspect of God, the Shekhinah, which gets to synagogue in time for prayers!  How is this possible, when God is not  person?  It would be inaccurate to suggest that the language is merely metaphorical.  In the experience of the author of the Zohar, these spiritual events are even more “real” than the physical reality we commonly experience.  The Zohar invites us to go beyond the limitations of ordinary perception, to put aside our understanding of reality, and to adopt a completely counterintuitive map of reality.


	One response to this invitation is to draw any meaning which can fit into our understanding of reality.  Although we may not actually believe that God’s presence actually goes to synagogue on time for prayers, we may believe that our very natural expectations and intentions cause us to experience God’s presence at synagogue. Although we may not believe that the minyan is literally a body for God, we can draw meaning and insight from the metaphor.  Jewish community is a “body” for God in that it serves as a vessel for God’s presence.  A minyan serves to channel divine energy into the world by creating sacred community space.  We fulfill our highest potential when we serve as limbs of a communal body, and should allow ourselves to be swept into the community’s task rather than focus on our own individuality.  We are only complete as people when we are part of a community.  


	It is also valuable to read the Zohar in a more literal light.  In reading fiction, one “suspends disbelief” and allows oneself to momentarily experience a different reality.  When reading Zohar, similarly, it can be valuable to set aside one’s own world-view in order to experience reality as the Zohar sees it.  If we try to perceive reality in this multi-layered way, we can develop an awareness of spiritual forces underlying the universe.  The Zohar imagines the Shekhinah getting to synagogue and the minyan forming a body for its presence; it is a richly mythological worldview according to which the universe is teeming with spiritual forces and entities.  


The authorship of the Zohar knew the philosophical problems with this mythological approach, but adopted it nevertheless.  It would be a disservice to strip the Zohar of its mythology.  I believe that it adopted this mythological approach in order to achieve a richer religious experience.  I encourage you to allow yourself to experience religious myth, by suspending disbelief and allowing yourself to perceive the world in this mythological light.  With the lenses of the Zohar, one can see layers of depth underlying physical reality and witness the profound holiness which suffuses the universe.  Such an approach, I believe, will ultimately be more rewarding than simply fitting the Zohar’s teachings into one’s own worldview.  


�
Appendix 1:  Glossary of Hebrew and Aramaic Terms





Adam Kadmon (“Primordial Man”)  The first “person” created was, according to Kabbalah, actually the array of the ten sefirot in the heavens in the shape of a man.  Every human being is in the image of this being, and this being is the “image” of God.


Binah (“Knowledge”)  The second sefirah, the mother/womb of creation.  As a form of knowledge, Binah is based on differentiation and measure.  Mythologically, Binah is the mother.


kavod (“glory”)  God’s glorious presence, which according to the Bible used to dwell in the Temple.


Chochmah (“Wisdom”)  The second sefirah, which corresponds to the singular point/seed of creation.  As a form of knowledge, it is intuitive and undifferentiated creativity.  Mythologically, Chochmah is the father.


dayka/davka (“specifically”) used by the Zohar to indicate that a particular word is being used precisely by the text to refer to a specific mystical entity.


dvar torah/divrei torah (“words of torah”) an exegesis on a particular passage from Torah.  


Ein Sof (“Infinite”)  The aspect of God which is above even the first sefirah, which is infinite and indescribable.  


gematria (“numerology”)  The use of numerical values of letters to find meanings in various words and phrases.  Each letter has a numerical equivalent based on its position in the alphabet (aleph=1, bet=2, etc.)


Gevurah (“Strength”) The fifth sefirah, the power of limitation and restraint, corresponding to the left arm.  Gevurah is also referred to as Din, God’s aspect of judgment and wrath, and is the source of the Sitra Achra (see below).


Hesed (“Lovingkindness”)  The fourth sefirah, power of overflowing generosity, corresponding to the right arm.


hevrutah (“partner”) a study partner.  Jewish texts are classically studied in pairs, and each partner bounces her ideas off the other.


Hod (“Glory”)  The eighth sefirah, corresponding to the right leg.  This is the power of prophecy.


Kabbalah (“that which has been received”)  the Jewish mystical tradition.


Kadosh Baruch Hu (“The Holy One, Blessed is He”)  A common Talmudic term for God, this term in Kabbalah signifies Tiferet. 


kavannah (“intention”)  The focus in one’s mind at the moment one is performing a mitzvah.  Kabbalistically, this focus should be on the process within the sefirot to which the mitzvah corresponds.  For example, if a particular mitzvah is directed at the unification of Tiferet with Shekhinah, one should concentrate on that union while performing the mitzvah.


Keter (“Crown”) The first sefirah, corresponding mythologically to God as King. 


kitzutz (“cutting”) The central sin, in Kabbalah, of making a separation between sefirot, most often between Shekhinah and the remaining nine sefirot.  From the talmudic phrase kitzutz hanetiyot, cutting the shoots, which Elisha ben Abuyah did on his mystical ascent, and which prevented him from returning to normal life.


Malkhut (“Kingship”) The tenth sefirah, God’s kingship on the earth, corresponding to the earth, Shekhinah, and the Jews.  This is God’s immanence, the presence of God which can be felt through nature and the physical world.


mefarshim (“exegetes”)  Classical commentators on Jewish texts.


midrash/midrashim (“exegesis”)  Adding further meaning and explication to a verse, often based on subtle nuances such as unique phrasing, extra words, etc.


minyan  (“number”)  the quorum of ten men required for regular daily prayers


mishkan  (“dwelling place”)  The temporary sanctuary which the Jews carried through the desert, and which was the dwelling place for God’s presence (kavod/Shekhinah)


mitzvah/mitzvot (“commandments”)  Any of the 613 obligations traditionally incumbent upon any Jew.  These include both ritual mitzvot as well as common acts of human decency.


Netzah (“Eternity”)  The seventh sefirah, right leg, one of the seats of prophecy.


parashah/parshiyot (“section”) The section of the Torah which is read in any particular week.


pshat (“simple”)  the plain, literal meaning of a verse.


sefirah/sefirot (“numbers”)  Cosmic entities which are aspects of God in various stages of relationship to the world, and which are connected to each other.  Each sefirah is itself composed of ten sefirot in the same arrangement, so that one may speak of “Malkhut in Hesed,” etc.  


Shekhinah (“Indwelling”)  Corresponding to Malkhut, this is the presence of God understood as a female presence.  The Shekhinah is, mythologically, the daughter of the king (i.e. God), who is in exile along with the Jews, and wants to be reunited with her lover (i.e. Tiferet).


shefa (“abundance”)  The divine energy which flows through the sefirot from God down to the world.  This is the source of all goodness in the world.


Sitra Achra (“The Other Side”) The evil aspect of the universe, sometimes depicted as an entity which is independent of (and antagonistic to) God, and sometimes depicted as God’s agent for punishing the wicked.  The Sitra Achra has its own array of quasi-sefirot which mirror God’s sefirot.


sod/sodot (“secret”) the esoteric mystical significance of a verse.


Talmud:  Compendium of legal and exegetical discussions dating from ca. 70-550 ad.  This is the central text which is focused on in traditional Jewish learning.


tikkun (“fixing”)  The act of restoring harmony and connectedness among the sefirot, and of repairing any flaws among the sefirot which may have occurred.


tikkun olam (“fixing the world”) social action, making the world a better place.


Tiferet (“Beauty”) The sixth sefirah, corresponding to the heart.  Tiferet gathers the shefa from the sefirot which surround it, and sends it to Malkhut.  Therefore, Tiferet can symbolize the entire array of upper sefirot.  Mythologically, Tiferet is the prince.


tzedakah (“charity”)  The mitzvah of giving money to the poor.


tzimtzum (“constriction”)  The act by which God (who is infinite) constricted God-self in order to make room for the universe to exist.


Yesod  (“Foundation”)  The ninth sefirah, which conducts shefa from Tiferet to Malkhut.  Yesod corresponds to the male genitalia.


yichud (“unification”)  The act of connecting two sefirot which have been separated, allowing shefa to flow between them.  The most common yichud is between Tiferet and Malkhut, although Isaac Luria developed a complex and intricate system of yichudim which connect specific aspects of different sefirot with one another.�
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� In fact, none of these except Sperling intend to be a complete translation of the Zohar, and even Sperling’s work is highly abridged.


� Heschel, pp. 40-44.


� In truth, the clothing also creates the appearance of the person and allows them to be publicly visible, or, as the saying goes, “the clothing makes the man.”


� This is, it is true, a bold personification.  The Zohar probably understands the sefirot in terms of their abstract natures, but is also attracted to the power of a mythological understanding of the Godhead.  This tendency to personify aspects of God is at once the strength and weakness of the Zohar’s theology.


�In truth, this is a philosophical understanding of the common medieval worldview.  In the medieval world, the existence of demons and angels, witchcraft, and souls which were somehow independent of the body, was taken for granted (see Tishby’s discussion of these medieval concepts in Wisdom of the Zohar)  The Zohar systematizes these supernatural forces into a theologically consistent unit, in which they are all expressions of aspects of God.


� see Wolfson, The Circle in the Square.





� Parasha(t)= weekly torah portion.  The Zohar is arranged in order of the weekly Torah portions, and Zoharic passages are often identified by the parashah in which they occur.  The Zohar is also divided into three volumes: Volume I covers Genesis, volume II covers Exodus, and volume III covers the remainder of the Torah.  


� It is not atypical of midrash to focus on a particular word or verse, and not relate at all to the context of the verse or to the actual themes of the verse in that context.  For more, see Heinemann, Darchei HaAggadah.


� The word ish, in the Hebrew, generally means “man”, but is the generic word for “person”.  In this case, I have translated it as “person” because the intent of the Biblical passage does not have to do with gender, and because I believe the neutral term makes the text more accessible without sacrificing any essential meaning in the passage.  We will see that the “person” consists of the ten people (men, traditionally) who comprise the minyan; the Shekhinah inhabits this person as a soul inhabits a body.  It is interesting to note that the men stand in relation to God as the body to the soul; by the Zohar’s gender dichotomy, the men comprising this ‘person’ are actually feminine in relation to God.


� This is a reference to Berachot 6a, which states that in a place where a minyan assembles, the Shekhinah arrives first.


�  The full verse reads: “A Psalm of Asaf.  God stands in the congregation of God: He judges among the judges.”


� A Jewish court of law consists of three people.


� The Talmud is citing the verse phrase by phrase, and doing a midrash on each phrase.  This phrase directly follows the phrase previously cited.


� E.g. Berachot 53a, Pesachim 64b.


� The verse seems to imply that God physically arrives at a certain place, hence the suggestion that God comes to synagogue in time for prayers.


� In terms of the sefirot, this may mean that the Shekhinah’s dwelling among Bnei Yisrael is a sign of God’s love for us.   


� I.e. by saying “a sanctuary” rather than “the sanctuary,” the Hebrew implies that the verse can apply to any sanctuary.


� See Mishnah Megillah 3:3, which is discussing the laws pertaining to a ruined synagogue:  “And I will bring your sanctuaries into desolation (Lev 26:31)  their sanctity endures although they lie desolate.”  The Mishnah is interpreting the word sanctuaries to refer to synagogues; perhaps because the word “sanctuaries” is plural and therefore could not refer to the Temple alone.


� i.e. those who make the minyan.  When ten men arrive, there is now a minyan and all of the prayers can be said.  It is considered an important mitzvah to make sure there is a minyan for a prayer service.


� Each person is a limb of the body.  The Shekhinah needs a complete body; if she is present but there are only nine people it is as if her body is missing a limb.  The prohibition against ‘missing limbs’ may be derived from the Torah’s prohibition against offering sacrificial animals which were missing limbs or otherwise blemished.


� This ideal is central to the ve’ahavta, Deut 6:5-9, which commands us to love God with all of our heart, mind, and being.


� This is the Zohar’s version of Ta Shma, an Aramaic phrase meaning “come and hear,” which is often used in the Talmud to bring another idea into the discussion.  However, the Zohar expresses itself primarily through visual metaphors, and generally describes spiritual experiences using visual imagery.  The Jewish mystical tradition includes many visionary ascents, the goal of which is to see the face of God.  You might say that the Zohar looks both at reality and at Torah as part of an effort to see the face (and other parts) of God.  This mystical vision is itself the goal of its mystical efforts.   For more on the visionary nature of Jewish mystical experience, see Wolfson, Through a Speculum that Shines.


� I.e., When all of a person’s body parts are involved and working together, each individual body part is “completed” because only then can it properly perform its function.  An arm without a torso is not a complete arm, because an arm’s function is relative to the rest of the body—e.g. bring something near, push something away, etc.  Thus, an individual limb is not complete unless the entire body is complete.


� I.e. Each individual limb


� The word here translated as “restore” is the Hebrew tikkun, meaning “to fix.”  The concept of tikkun  has to do with fixing and improving something, i.e. “fixing up”, and is commonly used in contemporary Judaism to refer to acts of improving the conditions of the world through activism—tikkun olam.  


Our text describes how each additional person “fixes up” the Shekhinah’s body just a little bit more.  In the Kabbalistic mindset, events in the physical world have repercussions in the supernal world, and vice versa.  Each piece, each sefirah, each moment, is a microcosm of the universe, and an act of tikkun in any one place or act is a part of the universal tikkun, in which all of the divisions in the physical and spiritual worlds are overcome.  Hence, reparation of the physical and spiritual worlds is achieved through any single act of tikkun.  Social action and spiritual action are inseparable. 


� Generally a term signifying Tiferet, although sometimes can be used for Shekhinah.  Here, it seems to be the Shekhinah complaining that she has come but there is no body (referred to as a “man”) for her.


� I.e. the minyan, which is the collective body that holds the indwelling of the Shekhinah.


� The presence of the Shekhinah 


� I.e. there is a direct correlation between the body composed by the minyan, and the body composed by the sefirot.  It would seem that not only is there a correlation, but also an identification between the minyan and the Shekhinah’s body:  the minyan allows the Shekhinah to enter her cosmic body.  Since the Shekhinah is God’s presence, this is another way of saying that the presence of God enters the synagogue through the presence of a minyan.
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