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Praise for
PRACTICAL KABBALAH


“I think this is a superb, rich text that should be in the hands of everybody interested in furthering the understanding of the mystical aspects of their soul.”

—CAROLINE MYSS,
author of Anatomy of the Spirit and
Why People Don’t Heal




“Rabbi Laibl Wolf is a remarkable teacher who brings a wealth of contemporary understanding of psychology and humanity to his teaching of an ancient wisdom. That’s what makes his Kabbalah ‘practical,’ and usable in our everyday lives. This wonderful book could open the door to Kabbalah to anyone with an open heart or an open mind.”

—ROGER KAMENETZ,
author of The Jew in the Lotus and Stalking Elijah




“Rabbi Laibl Wolf’s book is the work of an extraordinary teacher. He presents complex concepts of the Kabbalah in a way that they are easily understood even by a novice in Jewish Mysticism. More important, his vivid wording and imagery succeed in making the ideas come alive: they become acutely relevant to the readers, illuminating them with insight and meaningfulness, opening doors to untapped self-discovery and authentic spirituality.”

—RABBI J. IMMANUEL SCHOCHET, PH.D.,
professor of philosophy, Toronto, Ontario;
author of The Mystical Dimension




“Rabbi Wolf’s is a compassionate and compelling guide on Kabbalah’s unique path for spiritual and personal growth.”

—RABBI ABRAHAM COOPER,
associate dean, Simon Wiesenthal Center




“With the clarity and grace of a master communicator, Laibl Wolf has given us an enchanting introduction to Jewish mystical teachings and their power as a code of self-transformation. This is a wonderful book—spirituality at its most life-enhancing.”

—RABBI PROFESSOR JONATHAN SACKS,
Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations
of Great Britain and the Commonwealth; author of
Faith in the Future and of The Politics of Hope




“Rabbi Laibl Wolf helps you to apply Kabbalah to your life in such a way that it is the surest way to transformation and realization.”

—RABBI ZALMAN M. SCHACHTER-SHALOMI,
rabbinic chair of Aleph: Alliance for Jewish Renewal;
holder of the World Wisdom Chair at Naropa Institute
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Introduction

Kabbalah is an ancient Jewish wisdom that explains the eternal laws of how spiritual energy moves through the Cosmos. For many centuries holy men have spent their lives immersed in the study of its mystical teachings. Library shelves are filled with thick volumes of arcane Kabbalistic commentary that illuminate tiny elements of its myriad levels of profound truth.

To truly understand the Kabbalah one must spend a lifetime committed to study and prayer. Yet even without delving deeply into its esoteric depths, the wisdom it embodies can enrich our lives in innumerable ways. In Practical Kabbalah we will embark on a spiritual adventure with a down-to-earth destination.

We all seek to imbue our lives with meaning and purpose. We aspire to clarity of vision and strength of conviction. Unfortunately, very few of us are born possessing the ability to act instinctively on our innate purpose.

I wrote this book to make the basic teachings of the Kabbalah relevant to daily life while at the same time providing the modern reader with a taste of the original intent. Self-understanding and personal mastery are the goals. Toward this end we will examine what the Kabbalah says regarding the nature of Mind and Heart. We will engage in simple imaging exercises and use as our guide the principles of Hassidic psychology as expressed through the school of Chabad Lubavitch Hassidism.

Practical Kabbalah is divided into two sections. The first provides a general introduction to the tradition of Kabbalah. We will look at some personalities and concepts and explore the fascinating parallels between Kabbalah and other spiritual traditions. In the second section we will study the ten spiritual flows known as the Sefirot that form the basic foundation of Kabbalah. Using a variety of meditation exercises and creative visualizations, we will learn how to tailor the deep knowledge of this ancient wisdom to satisfy our modern longings. We will discover how the Sefirotic wellsprings can guide us on our journey to spiritual growth.

Many spiritual travelers have followed the path of Kabbalah. It sustained the Jewish nation through a geographical exile of two thousand years. Even the Dalai Lama has consulted its teachers in search of the clue to the survival of his own newly exiled nation.

Until very recently, Kabbalah’s profound and complex teachings were inaccessible to Western society. It was written in the ancient languages of Hebrew and Aramaic and encoded to seal its insights from untutored eyes. Nevertheless some information filtered down and found its way into other cultures and religious traditions, both East and West. As you read this book, you may recognize aspects of Kabbalah that became transposed into other traditions of belief.

Today we return to these ancient precepts. In a world that lacks self-confidence and spiritual purpose, we yearn for a system that can lead us to fulfillment. If we are to survive as sensitive, caring, and evolved human beings, we must undergo a revolution in our perception of life’s meaning. We must study the success stories of those who have survived intense personal challenges and societal upheavals.

Four Keys to Growth

A case study appears within the Kabbalah’s ancient pages—the survival of the Jewish people in exile. Historically no other people have suffered such prolonged adversity and yet enjoyed such disproportionate personal success in host societies. What is the key to this extraordinary history?

Scholars who study the mystical writings of this ancient people have distilled four guiding principles that enabled the Jews as a people to survive and flourish. From them we can extrapolate our own keys with which to nurture the seeds of change and personal growth.





	          THE FOUR KEYS TO CHANGE



	Emunah:

	You must believe that you can change.




	Ratzon:

	You must draw upon strength of personal will.




	Avodah:

	You must practice a program of insight.




	Oneg:

	You must experience the joy of success.









Kabbalah explores the mysterious labyrinths of altered states and higher spiritual realms. Within its teachings lie the tools to tame the ego mind and harness haphazard emotions. In Practical Kabbalah we will interpret esoteric principles and apply them to our everyday lives.

We will learn that the key to happiness lies in our ability to draw from our positive side at the moment of choice. Even seeming adversities have a positive flipside, the proverbial blessing in disguise. But it is only through the exercise of wise choice that the blessing will reveal itself.

All events possess redeeming virtues—if we choose wisely. Everything that happens in our lives is a lesson to be learned. We can choose to interpret “reality” empathically or from a self-centered, narrow point of view.

The process of self-observation and self-scrutiny (avoido) is described in Hassidic psychology as cheshbon nefesh, which literally means becoming a “soul accountant.” The arena for cheshbon nefesh is the ordinary: the mundane, earthly realm of human endeavor. As a well-known mystical instruction in the Talmud states, life’s teaching “is no longer in heaven,” but in the moment, here on earth.

We discover in the Kabbalah that the world doesn’t change of its own volition. Our personal transformation alters the shape of the Cosmos, not the other way around. We are responsible for effecting change in the Cosmos, and it is profoundly enabling when one comes to truly understand that the Cosmos seeks our well-being.

It is written that before we came into the world we were all-knowing. At birth an angel came and “filed” our insights into our subconscious mind. Now the aim of life’s journey is to draw upon these intuitive insights and enrich the world with their expression. The Cosmos elicits these inner truths from us by offering up challenges upon which we can grow in wisdom. The mystics of Kabbalah teach that just as the grape produces wine when pressed, and the olive produces oil when pounded, so should we, when challenged, come forth with wisdom. But wisdom requires that we approach life with faith, discipline, and an open mind.

Sometimes life appears to be like a journey through a desert of greed, insecurity, and fear. But we can choose what we see: in the seemingly inert desert, life teems beneath the dry sands. Wait for night to fall and you will discover the nocturnal fauna. Look in the right places and you will find determined flora. And beneath the surface flow subterranean streams of living waters. Similarly, the same people who grasp, withhold, and threaten also possess an inner core of goodness that seeks the light of day. Each of us has the potential to share our insight and guidance and to elicit it from others. But first we must find the wisdom within ourselves.

The Cave

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, the scholar who compiled the Zohar, (the “Book of Splendor—the repository of the major Kabbalistic teachings), was forced to hide from powerful Roman inquisitors, who were so afraid of his Kabbalistic teachings that they saw in him a threat to the entire Roman Empire. Bar Yochai eventually emerged from the cave where he had lived for many years, and he beamed the light of Zoharic teachings on the generations that followed.

Each of us must discover how to emerge from our personal cave of constricting darkness and allow our uniqueness to illuminate the lives of those fated to share our journey. Only ego stands in the way of sharing our gifts, expressing compassion, and discovering the positive side of adversity.

The Kabbalah tells us that the more giving we are, the more our inner storehouses become replenished—with warmth, happiness, and inner peace. They appear on their own so that we don’t need to lunge for the sweet things in life. When we give to others we create the space within for a beneficent Cosmos to replenish us.

In Practical Kabbalah I have tried to provide you with the tools with which to reinterpret reality. We will discover how to reshape our world by creating a revolution in our relationships. Our objective is to achieve the universal goals of


FULFILLMENT: The balance of mind and emotion.

SECURITY AND INNER PEACE: The faith with which to vanquish fear. The capacity to embrace inner strength, wholeness, and serenity.

LOVE AND COMPASSION: The emotional connections that bond people in warm, empathic, and committed relationships.

HONEST AND CONFIDENT EXPRESSION: The mastery of words, behavior, and thought, so that they become an expression of our inner truth and uniqueness.



If these goals are universal, why do so many of us fail to achieve them in our personal and professional lives?

The answer lies in our understanding of the true nature of the Mind and Emotion.

According to the Kabbalah, Mind consists of a series of three spiritual energies that the physical brain mediates. These energies create enlightenment and understanding. Emotion consists of seven energies that manifest through the heart. Together they are the ten Sefirot, the spiritual energies that flow through the body.

On a Personal Note

Whenever I read a book, especially one that is trying to teach spiritual insights, I am always curious about the author. What is the author’s life experience? Where did the author study, and with whom? What is the author’s reason for publishing? Therefore allow me to share a little of my life’s story with you.

I am the son and son-in-law of Holocaust survivors. Like all children of survivors, I am self-conscious about being alive. I am deeply aware that I might never have been born—at least not to the parents who brought me into the world. As a child, I found a book that graphically depicted the unspeakable horrors of concentration camp life. Late at night I would lie in bed and re-create in my mind scenes from the text. Even more traumatic were my parents’ anguished nightmare screams as they relived the Holocaust in their dreams.

What haunted me as a child continues to haunt me today. Would I have had the will to survive? Or would cowardice have afforded me a simple way out—to give up and die?

Fate played a cruel trick on my parents. They survived, but their parents, grandparents, brothers, and sisters were murdered in the gas chambers. Yet these survivors somehow drew strength and conviction from a hidden resource—an inner fountain of life. They did not rage against a G-d who silently witnessed the absolute degradation of humanity; or against a Cosmos that bred cultured monsters, Ph.D.s with a taste for good music and torture, kindness to animals and bestial brutality toward humans.

Instead my parents and in-laws married, bore children, and brazenly stared down Western society. They even went on to achieve economic and social success. Unbelievably, they remained true to the G-d who suffered with them in Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, and Treblinka. How did they patch-quilt their broken bodies, broken minds, and broken hearts? From where did they summon the will to live and even the audacity to bring new lives into an uncertain world?

Pause a moment. Recall an instant in time when you were genuinely terrified. It may have occurred in real life or in a dream. Relive that moment. Stand outside yourself and observe your mind. Where are your thoughts—those “monkey thoughts” that jump around at the beck and call of your emotions? Where are your feelings? You might admit to yourself that in the terror of the moment you lost control. Your inner balance dissolved. An unnamable force seemed to hold you in its grip. Close your eyes and relive the experience.

Now think about the hundreds of thousands of survivors of senseless violence and terror throughout the world, who live nightly with the memory of horrendous demons overpowering them yet somehow, impossibly, go on to lead conventional lives of relative balance, discipline, and even faith.

Herein lies the secret I want to share and explore with you: the will to survive and the quest for meaning—the greatest of life’s mysteries. Through my study of the Kabbalah I have gained profound insights into the nature of human motivation, and I now understand how my parents managed to continue to live in the wake of unprecedented calamity.

Twenty-eight years ago I was taken under the wing of a wise man. His name was Reb Zalmen Serebryanski, of blessed memory. He too was a Holocaust survivor and a new immigrant to Australia. He was a cultured and well-known scholar and an extraordinary teacher. He was also a Hassid, and as I learned, Hassidism holds the key to understanding the Kabbalah. He taught me many things, but the source that directed me on my life’s journey was his teaching of Hassidic psychology. His insight and wisdom sowed the seeds of my own growth and development. It was he who introduced me to the teacher who was to become my master, the Lubavitcher Rebbe.

I spent years engaged in intense study and strict discipline, struggling to experience the joy of enlightenment. During those same years I studied law and graduate work in educational psychology. I taught in high school and university and became a counselor and chaplain to university students in the United States and Australia. I became a lecturer and seminar leader and traveled more than a million miles around the world. Somewhere in between I helped to rear seven children—an endeavor that succeeded only because of the gifts and forbearance of a very special woman, Leah, my wife of twenty-nine years.

In the course of my travels I developed close ties with people from all cultures, religions, and walks of life. I have been honored to meet with spiritual teachers, spiritual seekers from both the East and the West, hard-nosed business executives, psychiatrists and psychologists, child care professionals, and many others, all striving to put together the puzzle of life.

It is they who first gave me the idea of writing a book. At first I was hesitant, but I received encouragement from my master, the late Lubavitcher Rebbe, Menachem M. Schneerson, of blessed memory. He urged me to seize the opportunity to lend direction to humanity’s spiritual quest as we approach a new millennium.

You are standing at the threshold of a new path. Be courageous. Summon up the commitment you need to see it through. You are about to embark on a journey along an ancient road. It was the road taken by the People of the Book through countless generations. It has also provided the spiritual impetus for the major world religions. Yet the Kabbalah still remains enshrouded in mystery, and its contributions are not readily apparent.

You will discover how to integrate the insight and wisdom contained in the Kabbalah into your life. The result will be balanced and deeply bonded relationships. You will have an effective life, one of joy and serenity.

May my humble contribution help pave the way for all of us to sing a new song of personal and world redemption.

A Word About Chabad Hassidism

Chabad Hassidism, the theology and transpersonal psychology that explains and decodes the ancient Kabbalah, seeks our physical, emotional, and mental well-being. It demonstrates that person and Cosmos are complementary and synergistic aspects of one greater Whole. It teaches that what we think, say, or do leaves a mark on the universe. And the changed universe “communicates” with us in the new “language” that includes our contribution.

Kabbalah is deeply mystical, but its Hassidic explanations provide surprisingly practical approaches to the challenges of daily life. At a time when modern society is searching for ways to free itself from dissension and personal estrangement, this ancient tradition provides contemporary answers.
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