Kabbalah goes pop

Modern believers seek solutions in ancient wisdom
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Religion? Science? Spiritual practice?
Kabbalah can be hard to explain — but that hasn’t slowed modern aficionados who are latching on by the bookstore-load to a mystical discipline almost as ancient as recorded civilization itself.
What modern practitioners call a science began where war-weary Iraq now sits — in ancient Babylon, to be exact — some 5,000 years ago with Abraham, the father of the world’s monotheistic religions. It’s re-emerging today with solutions to modern problems, according to Rav. Michael Laitman, author of “The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Kabbalah.”
Answers from the ancients
Laitman insists Kabbalah is more than just a passing fad, more than a new trend sparked by the interest of celebrities like Madonna, David and Victoria Beckham, Liz Taylor and Mick Jagger.
“One common misconception is that Kabbalah is a ‘Jewish thing,’ Laitman said. “In fact, the roots of Kabbalah are not in Judaism; they reach far back into the days of Babylon, before the birth of Judaism.”
“Kabbalah began some 5,000 years ago in Mesopotamia (today’s Iraq) in the town of Babylon. Judaism as we know it started only after the ruin of the Second Temple, about 2,000 years ago,” he said.
“Kabbalists maintain that Moses was given the 613 laws of the Kabbalah, a set of spiritual actions that one performs internally,” Laitman writes in his “Idiot’s Guide.”

“Judaism, on the other hand, is a collection of religious rules that dictate how to conduct oneself in this temporal, physical world,” he said.
At Judaism’s roots
But Rabbi David Hoffman of Congregation Beth Knesset Bamidbar in Lancaster strikes a contrast to Laitman’s assertions: True Kabbalah, Hoffman said, is actually similar to Judaism.
It is, in fact, the main theology of historic Judaism, Hoffman said.
Hoffman defines Kabbalah as “the transmission of knowledge pertaining to an intimate awareness of God, within Judaism.”
“It is a powerful guide, and it inspires people in their life to passion, commitment and meaning. It’s about becoming more intimate with God,” he said.
“For the person who holds the historic point of view, they will always say the Jewish civilization precedes its Kabbalistic formulation. The mystic practitioner will say Kabbalah precedes Judaism,” he said.
Receiving God’s blessings
According to Laitman, Kabbalah is a science, offering a scientific tool for studying the spiritual world.
In Hebrew, the word Kabbalah means “reception.” The “Idiot’s Guide” explains that the science is “a method that teaches you how to receive.”
The book says the Creator’s primary desire is to give pleasure to His creations, who are imbued with a desire to receive the Creator’s gifts.
Kabbalah’s purpose is to reveal the Creator while we live here in this temporal world.
Kabbalah teaches that in order for people to claim the gifts they were created to receive, they must first earn those gifts, according to the Kabbalah Centre’s Web site (www.kabbalah.com). Individuals earn them by undertaking their spiritual work — the process of fundamentally transforming themselves.
The belief system/science also teaches that every human being is a work in progress. That means that any pain, disappointment or chaos that exists in our lives is not because this is how life is meant to be, but only because we have not yet finished the work that brought us here.
That work is the process of freeing ourselves from the domination of the human ego and creating an affinity with the sharing essence of God, the Web site says.
In everyday life, this transformation requires letting go of anger, jealousy and other reactive behaviors in favor of patience, empathy and compassion.

Work of transformation
Kabbalah isn’t just about transforming the individual, Laitman said, but about transforming all of society — one person at a time.
Kabbalah teaches “how all parts of the world are interconnected, how people should be connected, and how we should be connected to nature in general. If we follow the rules that Kabbalah teaches, we will live a happy life,” Laitman, speaking through an interpreter, told the Valley Press in a phone interview.
“People from all belief systems and religions are using Kabbalah, from Muslims to Christians. The more people learn about Kabbalah and relate correctly to nature, our lives will be better. Without it, our lives will only get worse,” Laitman said.
How so? “Because the human ego constantly increases to the point where we’re so alienated that we want to destroy the whole world,” he said.
“That’s why we’re seeing such problems as drug abuse, despair, terrorism, and divorce rates soaring,” he said. The science offers solutions to these and other problems in society, Laitman contends.
By studying Kabbalah’s teachings, Laitman said, “You begin to understand your own nature and human nature in general. Another bonus is that you learn to tell where you have choice and where you don’t have choice, so you don’t waste time and energy with things you have no control over.”
As a person thinks — One of Kabbalah’s fundamental teachings is that the power of thinking is the world’s most powerful force. “The worst negative thought is egoism, alienation and everything we see in society today,” Laitman said.
“If you use the wisdom of Kabbalah, you turn those thoughts into positive thoughts, and that affects every area of life. Family relationships and relationships with co-workers change drastically,” he said.
“Problems like depression, drug abuse — all of that will be gone. If we practice (Kabbalah) in masses, it becomes a social change,” Laitman said.
Interest ignited
Once limited to isolated teachers who led small groups of students, the teachings of Kabbalah are now spread to thousands of individuals across the globe through books, the Internet, TV, advertising and newspapers.
“(Madonna’s) ongoing dedication to Kabbalah studies made many wonder what this Kabbalah business was all about and what it could possibly give someone who seemingly had everything,” says the book.
Other celebrities including Britney Spears, Demi Moore, Liz Taylor, Mick Jagger, Jerry Hall, Courtney Love, Sandra Bernhard and Barbra Streisand have delved into Kabbalah.

Rabbi Hoffman said Kabbalah is resurfacing now because “people are hungering for spiritual nourishment.”
