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yet could the deliv-

erance of the

trapped Israelites

from the pharaoh's

pursuing army also be attributed
to the mysteries of Kabbalah?

Rabbi Yehuda Berg, director of

Kabbalah Centres in Manhattan, Los

Angeles and six other US. cities,

thinks 5o,
RABBI “If you read cor-
SHNEUR rectly in the Bible,
WOLOWIK  you see that
says he Moses, not God,
teaches split the sea,” says

Kabbalah to Berg, whose recent
enrich Jews'  Kabbalistic book is

lives. "The 72 Names of
God: Technolo
for the Soul" (Kabbalah Publishing).

The same mystical forces Moses

harnessed can be used to “split our

K ; ' own red seas” — including anger,

| o y T excessive {.go and childhood trau-
3 8 . ma — Berg

; Orthndox lewu.h Kabbalists dis-

i Y ' ) agree, “When Torah says that God

. himself has created a strong, stem
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wind, and with that he split the
Red Sea, who are we to say other-
wise?” asks Rabbi  Shneur
Wolowik, spiritual leader of the
Jean Fischman Chabad Center of
the Five Towns in Cedarhurst.

When Wolowik teaches the
Jewish Learning Institute Kabbal-
ah courses of the Worldwide
Chabad Lubavitch Resource
Center in Brooklyn, he's assist-
ing other Jews in enriching their
spiritual lives. “We're not look-
ing to convert others to Torah;
we are looking to introduce
those born to a Jewish mother to
their heritage,” he says.

These interpretations of Kab-
balah, a Hebrew waord meaning
“tradition” or “that which is re-
ceived,” come at a time of intensi-
fied interest in Jewish mysti-
cism, fueled in part by celebri-
ties such as Madonna, Demi
Moore and Ashton Kutcher.

Ancient and New

Every month, about 30,000
people take Kahbalah Centre
distance learning courses, and
about 120,000 visit the organiza-

yoga or reiki, Berg says.

That mix of New Age and old-
time religion troubles some ob-
servers. "If Madonna or any
other celebrities are taking [Kab-
balah] seriously, then God bless
their heart,” says Shimon
Shokek, professor of Jewish phi-
losophy and Kabbalah at Balti-
more Hebrew University, "But
I'm not sure they are being
taught the way it should be
taught.”

As widespread a trend as
Kabbalah has become, it is a dis-
tinetly Jewish philosophy with
a several-millennia-old history
that some date as far back as
the Garden of Eden.

“Adam was the first Kabbal-
ist," says Rabbi Mendy Gold-
berg, associate director of the
Lubavitch of the East End in
Coram. “The Torzh tells us that
Adam gave all the animals
names, $0 Adam had to actually
see the spiritual aspect of the ani-
mal, and how he was able to do
that was through Kabbalistic in-
terpretations.”

Kabbalah is based on the be-
lief that every word, letter, num-
ber and accent of the Torah, or
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ON THE'COVER and above, Rabbi Shneur Wolowik teaches the Kabbalah in Cedarhurst.

stand themystical dimensions of
God, the deeper meaning of ex-
istence and being and the ways
through which the human being
can commune with God."

Spanish origins
Although  the movement
ml several millennia ago, Kab-
's central text, the Zohar —

ar the Book of Splendor — a mys-

theological and existential ques-
tions that were hidden in the
Torah, After the 18th century
founding of Hasidism by the
rabbi known as Yisrael Baal
Shem Tov, Kabbalah studies
flourished and began to spreac
beyond the purview of scholars.
The modern interpreters of Kab-
balah include the Hasidic Jews,
whose Chabad

of matzo on Passover.

“We eat matzo because this is
what the Jewish people ate when
we left Egypt, but the Kabbalis-
tic reason why we eat matzo is
matzo is a sign of humility, that's
why it's thin; it doesn't rise, in
contrast to leavened bread”
Goldberg says.

Berg believes Kabbalah ad-
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seen wearing a red wristband that was once
reserved for Jewish babies.

Paula Friedman of Cedarhurst said Jew-
ish babies will often be outfitted with “a lit-
tle red bendele” that goes hand in hand
with the traditional Jewish mothers' wish
that *no bad eye should harm you."

The string, worn on the left wrist, pro-
tects children and adults alike from “nega-
tivity from other people who are jealous
and want our energy,” says Rabbi Yehuda
Ber%, director of the Kabbalah Centre. The
*evil eye” ¢an harm even those “who have
everything," he says.

According to tradition, the red string is
wrapped around Jerusalem's Holy Tomb of
the Matriarch Rachel before being sold for
spiritual protection.

The Torah Codes, which purport to pre-
dict the future from numerical values in the
Bible, are other popular derivations of Kab-
balah, says Rabbi Mendy Goldberg, associ-
ate director of the Lubavitch of the East
End in Coram.

For all the positive attention, there may
be a downside to celebrities and other non-
kosher kabbalists stringing along with Kab-
balah. “I'm really sorry that it was popular-
ized to that extent,” says Shimon Shokek,
profi of Jewish phi (' y and Kabbal-
ah at Baltimore Hebrew University. “T don't
want to see Kabbalah as another muml
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ish adults how
to benefit from
“The Kabbalah of Prayer."

Describing prayer as “upload-
ing and downloading” between
the spiritual and physical
worlds, the rabbi says Kabbal-
ists ask for “blessings and a
higher consciousness.”

An aid to prayer

Kabbalah student Paula Fried-
man, 44, a Cedarhurst homemak-
er, says she is taking Wolowik's
course because "as an observant
Jew, 1 wanted to improve my
praying.” And, she says, the class
is "making every day more mean-
ingful for me because when 1

dresses issues of daily life, albeit
for a wider audience. In recent
years, New York has become
one of the “anchors” of Kabbalah
in the United States, and the big-
gest spike in attendance at the
Manhattan Kabbalah Centre hap-
pened after Sept. 11, 2001, he says.
“People started thinking, ‘Any-
thing can happen at any time.*
“There is no difference if you
are Jewish or not Jewish," says
Berg, who sees Eabbalah as a sys
tem that helps deal with proh
lems “through meditation, somc
prayer, some physical actions
that you need to do to gain

pray, I am ¢ ating more
on connecting with God.”

As Jews begin the celebration
of Passover, which begins at sun-
down April 5, Kabbalah demon-
strates that “everything in Juda-
ism has a body and soul — the
body is the actual deed E’J.ncd the
soul is the spiritual €50~
teric undmwndingage"hind el
Goldberg says. Kabbalah mani-
fests itself in every religious de-
tail, from the order of prayers to
the drinking of wine and eating

“It's easy to focus on what
separates us, to find a divide be-
tween people,” he says, “It's
harder to figure out what
brings us together. The thought
of bringing people together is
what Kabbalah focuses on. Tt
helps us deal with hatred and
fear and different feelings you
go through. In Kabbalah, you
embrace people.” :

Jim Merritt is
a freelance writer.
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