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Best-selling author and 

professor Marc-Alain Ouaknin

clearly introduces the

Kabbalah, the mystical, secret,

and often baffling tradition of

Judaism. Here the author

explains the ancient myths and

symbols t h at have so profound-

ly influ e n c e d both the Jewish
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The Kabbalah has been trans-

mitted orally from masters to 

disciples since its birth about

four thousand years ago. It

contains extraordinarily power-

ful metaphysical discourses,

combined with specific methods

to help us go beyond our nor-

mal level of consciousness

and discover a new light, deep

within ourselves, that will

lead us beyond the common-

place of our daily lives. The

Kabbalah can be understood

as a balance between “the love

of wisdom,” and  “the wisdom

of love.”
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vertical view of the universe;

the four worlds we live in; our

various ways of being; the 
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meaning of certain numbers or

“gematria.” The final chapter
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Throughout, the author refers
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tion as well other western and

non-western classical and 

contemporary philosophies. He

also explores the vital 
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The Path of Energies: The Sefirot, Letters,and Numbers

The purpose of the present work is to show as clearly as possible the path of
energy from its source, which is called the “infinite light” and which propa-
gates itself throughout the universe through a model of ten “transformers
of energy,” which the Kabbalah calls the sefirot . Each part of the world,from
the tiniest particle to the largest, most complex matter, the structure of the
spirit in its logical and rational organization or in the craziest fantasies, re-
ceives the vital energy-vibration, which has first passed through one or
more transformers—the sefirot. We will see that these energy transformers
are also deployed through the letters of the Hebrew alphabet and the figures
and numbers to which they correspond.
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D

Movement and Change

Truths made for our fe et , truths that are 
capable of dancing.
—Friedrich Nietzsche

One of the basic concepts of the Kabbalah is that of movement.Light circu-
lates through all of the worlds. It is the fundamental energy of every living
thing, the flow and reflow of every organism. As soon as the world was cre-
ated, it entered into a process of returning to its source and constructed it-
self by flowing from below to above, from the least perfect to the most
perfect. There is “a striving for perfection. The world is getting better and
better and is constantly acquiring new benefits, which it adds to those it al-
ready has, organizing them into units that are full of power and splendor,”
according to Baal Ha-Orot in the Orot Ha-Qodesh. Existence progresses, re-
news itself,moves closer to the light-without-beginning-or-end; “This pro-
cess of elevation is infinite because it reveals the force of divine will in the
universe,a force which aspires to absolute good. The evolution of the world
is a positive process and is based on optimism in the world. For how can one
despair when one sees that everything develops and everything thrusts up-
ward?” (Orot Ha-Qodesh, 537,“The Law of Evolution”).

The evolution of creation, with this “ever upward” movement, is the
source of the fundamental optimism of kabbalistic thought. It is this opti-
mism and joy that Rabbi Nachman of Breslov summarizes in his dictum:“It
is forbidden to despair.” This endless striving for a deeper, better, higher
existence is the very meaning of messianism, faith in the ultimate perfec-
tion of the human being in a return to the “without-beginning,” the source
of all life.

The essence of being is time, which in the human being is translated
as the dynamic force that constantly and infinitely renews and perfects 
the world.



Kabbalists and Scientists

It is understandable how fundamentally kabbalistic thought influences and
provides the dynamic for philosophical, metaphysical, and scientific re-
search. In fact,the scientific researcher seeks to unveil the secrets of the uni-
verse on a physical level, just as the researcher of the Kabbalah seeks to
unveil its secrets on the metaphysical level. Both are oriented toward the
construction of a more perfect world. For the Kabbalah, evolution does not
end with the human race; it continues, thanks to humans, toward even
higher stages. The whole “process of striving for perfection” is hope for and
striving toward absolute freedom. It is then that man will attain the creative
forces of which he still has no conception.

Man’s present scientific achievements and his ability to change nature
thereby are merely signs that are the precursors of a distant future in which
“the human spirit will reveal itself freely, with force and splendor, much
more than it does now”(Orot Ha-Qodesh). The ultimate finality of develop-
ment lies in a distant future that transcends the finitude of the human
spirit. Supreme spiritual perfection cannot be achieved midway through
the journey; the quest is infinite. The path with which man is confronted in
the course of his development is infinite,as is his desire to “return to his in-
finite source, to unite with the divinity.” In fact, he wants to override his
human nature and rise “beyond the limits of the created being.” One can no
doubt envisage man at the next stage of evolution as a higher being, capable
of comprehending that which transcends the narrow limits of sensory per-
ception. The relationship between science and the Kabbalah is probably
stronger than it has ever been, thanks to recent discoveries in astrophysics
that, in many points, offer surprising analogies to the models proposed in
the Kabbalah.

Kabbalah and “Return to Self”

Im ata ma’amin she-ata ya k h ol leqalqel
ta’amin she-gam ata yakhol le taqen.
[If you believe that you are capable of destroy-
ing,believe that you are also capable of repair-
ing.] 
—Rabbi Nachman of Breslov
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The flow of life attracts man, moves him upward toward what constitutes
both the source and the ultimate object of desire. Life remembers this pri-
mordial light,and wants to return to its days of splendor.

Natural evolution is presented as one of the manifestations of the cos-
mic movement of return (teshuva). This process of return requires the exis-
tence of the transcendence one aspires to regain. Evolution results from the
power of the cosmic will, the “ardent desire” to use it in order to “return to
the source of reality”—to life from life.

The Hebrew word teshuva has three different meanings, whose com-
mon denominator is the idea of returning. First, it means “to return to
God,” in the sense of repentance. Second,it means “to turn, to turn round,
to turn from a particular way of life and choose another.” Finally, it also
means “reply” or “response.” The sages of the Talmud included teshuva as
one of the things whose creation preceded that of the world; it thus consti-
tutes a phenomenon that is both primordial and universal, one on which
the very existence of the world is based. In this perspective, teshuva has two
meanings.

First, as it is written into the structure of the universe, teshuva shows
that even before he was created, man was granted the ability to change the
course of his life. Thus, in a certain sense, it constitutes the highest expres-
sion of human freedom, a sort of manifestation of divinity in human form.
In the context of freedom, teshuva indicates that man is capable of releasing
himself from his past and the quasi-mechanical causality that seems to lead
him down a path from which there is no return, in which a sin leads to an-
other sin, in which every action causes a reaction and every intention has
unfortunate consequences. In this sense it indicates the presence of divinity
in man, since God is not subject to laws nor to causality. Teshuva is itself a
way of breaking the immutability of determinism. This concept is closely
allied to the thinking presented later in the Kabbalah about astrology.

The second aspect of teshuva, also a universal one, is that it gives man
the ability to control his movements in all the dimensions of his existence,
and especially that of time. Without it, time would be linear and irre-
versible. Apparently there is no way of making an event that has happened
“unhappen,” nor can it be corrected or changed; the past is static. And yet
teshuva implies that there is a possibility of changing the past, or at least of
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altering its effect upon the present and the future. It is this paradoxical ca-
pability of mastering time that explains why teshuva precedes the creation
of the world. It has this exceptional dimension of being beyond time and
the inexorable interlocking relationship between cause and effect.*

Kabbalah and Culture

The Kabbalah as a dynamic and vital force has a relationship not only to sci-
ence and scientific research, but to culture in general.

What is culture? Every culture is a culture of life. It is the action that life
exercises upon itself and through which it transforms itself. If “culture”
means anything, it is the self-transformation of life, the process through
which life constantly modifies and changes itself to attain higher forms of
achievement and accomplishment, to grow, to transform itself,and to fulfill
itself.A culture that does not pursue this movement of creation, elevation,
and perfection, even if it considers itself to have achieved a very high level,
enters the realm of barbarism.A culture that does not renew itself is a bar-
barian culture.

The Kabbalah represents the vigilance of the spirit as it avoids falling
into the trap of cultural satisfaction, on both an individual and a collective
level. The Kabbalah is a reminder of the life force that exists in every living
thing, and which constantly seeks action, creation, and invention. Even
when the elementary forms of the living creature seem to be transfixed and
their blind transmission ends in the mere mindless,automatic repetition of
infinitely repeated structures,the Kabbalah intimates that in the very deep-
est corners of the human being in the world, deep forces are at work that
may still be allowed to emerge. Man then perceives his own strengths, hid-
den as though they had been asleep, “not only maintaining the state of
things which permit the continuation of life, but remaining vigilant and,
not content with preserving that which is, waits with a patience on a par
with the millennia that it takes, for an opportunity to use the sum of knowl-

* These are the perceptions of teshuva that AdinSteinsaltz provides in his introduction to the Kabbalah in
his magnificent work The Thirteen Petaled Rose. As regards the critique of determinism,see Marc-Alain
Ouaknin, Lire aux éclats (Reading in bursts).
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edge acquired in past in order, in one fell swoop, to discover hitherto unno-
ticed relationships, to invent a tool or an idea, to build a new world”(Michel
Henry, La Barbarie).

Baal Ha-Orot,the Master of Lights, teaches:

Everything moves and rises. Every step is an ascent. Even descents are ascents
within themselves. Everything moves, everything flows,and everything rises. . . .

Every true poet, every man who knows how to penetrate the internal nature
of things, everyone who is alert to the spirit of holiness perceives all reality in his
upward movement. . . .

Man should perceive the world not as something complete and finished, but
as something that is always in the course of moving on, of ascending, of develop-
ing, and ascending again.Everything renews itself. This is what is called“constant
renewal,” khiddush hatemidi.

In each little corner of the world, at every moment, each part of the tiniest
creature is in movement,attracted or repelled,ascending, descending, always on
the rise even though it may look outwardly as ifit is falling, constantly moving to
and fro, as the prophet Ezekiel says: And the creatures came and went. Vehahayot
ratso veshov, an expression that can also be read as vehahayut ratso veshov, that is
to say : “And cosmic vitality is always moving to and fro.” . . .

Each piece of existence,however tiny, contains a spark of holiness which as-
pires to return to its source and it is this which produces the fundamental move-
ment of elevation and the dynamic of existence.

These rises and falls are uninterrupted in man and in the cosmos in its en-
tirety. Every movement, even a fall,a descent or a psychological depression are an
elevation. Changes of state, of mood, and even deep depressions have a positive
value.

It is the moon, which is almost invisible before its renewal,it is the low tide
before the return of the high tide;it is sleep, which offers renewal and force for the
morrow and for awakening. . . .

A fall is not an accident,it is a natural movement in our participation in the
world.

Is the world not the result of a descent of light and of the infinite?
To quote a famous expression of the Kabbalah, there is a state of yerida let-

sorekh ha’aliya, “descent for the purpose of rising,” in other words, descending
can have no other outcome than rising again.
(Orot Ha-Qodesh II, fifth discourse,511 ff.)
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3

What Is a Kabbalist?

One day, a rabbi gathered all his disciples and
invited them to question and even to criticize
him. The disciples said to him:
– Master, your conduct surprises us,you never
do what your father, your master, did, whom
we knew before he chose you as his successor.
How do you co n s i d er his heri t a ge , wh ere is
your loyalty?
The rabbi looked at his disciples gravely, but he
had a gleam in his eye, a spark of joy and of
malice. He said to them:
– I will explain to you,it is very simple.No one
is more faithful than I am! In everything,I do
exa ct ly what my father did; just as he never
imitated anyone else,I do the same! 
—Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim

An Initiate and a Master

The Hebrew word for a kabbalist is mequbal. This word poses a translation
problem. The literal meaning of the word is: “he who is received.” The cor-
rect term ought to be meqabel, meaning “he who receives” a teaching, a se-
cret,a tradition, etc.

If being a kabbalist means “to be received,” it is important to under-
stand the meaning of such an “act of receiving.”



The first interpretation teaches us that the Kabbalah is not a matter of
lonely meditation, but is studied within a group of initiates. The kabbalist is
indeed“one who is received, accepted into a group.” The correct translation
of kabbalist would thus be “initiate.”

The second interpretation relates to the fact that man receives the title
of “master” during a ceremony in which his own master recognizes his right
to teach and to make legal judgments. In the second meaning, he is not re-
ceived into a special group of initiates who practice meditation, but re-
ceived into the chain of tradition.

The Initiation Ceremony of the Masters: Semikha, or the 
Laying On of Hands

For a disciple to be promoted to the rank of master, for him to receive au-
thorization to teach Torah, to lead the people, and to decide any judicial
matter, even a criminal case, he must first provide proof of his lucidity of
mind and his capacity for initiative. (We shall later define this wisdom, in-
telligence, and knowledge as khokhma, bina, and da’at.) Only then can the
ceremony of initiation and the laying on of hands take place: “The Lord an-
swered Moses: “Single out Joshua, son of Nun, an inspired man, and lay
your hand upon him. Have him stand . . . before the whole community and
ordain him in their sight. Invest him with some of your authority, so that
the whole Israelite community may obey” (Numbers 27:18–20). The pur-
pose of this ordination is clear. It is to “appoint someone over the commu-
nity who shall go out before them and come in before them and who shall
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take them out and bring them in,so that the Lord’s community may not be
like sheep that have no shepherd”(Numbers 27:16–17). Although the ordi-
nation must be performed publicly, it is of a private and mystical nature. In
fact,thanks to the laying on of hands,the spiritual power of the master or, at
least, part of this power—Moses having received it directly from God—is
secretly transmitted to the disciple (Talmud Bavli, Bava Batra,75a).

The laying on of hands began even before Moses.It is encountered very
explicitly for the first time as a ceremony of both transmission and benedic-
tion in the story of Jacob, who called all his children to him as he lay on his
deathbed so he could transmit his last words to them (Genesis 48). This tra-
dition is perpetuated to the present day in the words of the blessing that
parents give their children on Friday evening or Saturday evening, at the be-
ginning or end of Shabbat or the festivals, which are the same as those of the
priestly blessing and which refer to Ephraim and Menashe, for boys and to
the matriarchs, for girls:

May God make you like Ephraim and Menashe 
[May God make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel,and Leah]
May God bless you and keep you
May God make His face to shine upon you and be favorable unto you 
May God turn his face unto you and grant you peace :Shalom !

The Hebrew blessing consists of sixty letters that correspond to the en-
ergy of the first perfect number, 6, which runs through the ten sefirot (see
the subject of perfect numbers below). Today, the use of the hands as a
medium for the transmission of divine energy can be encountered in the
ceremony of the priestly benediction (birkat kohanim, the plural of kohen).

The Laying On of Hands and the Light of Infinity

Each disciple becomes a master through the laying on of hands (semikha).
The kabbalistic significance of this ceremony lies in the disciple’s ability to
receive the light of infinity into himself. He then opens himself up to a new
perception of the celestial energies, which he may transmit in his turn. The
prophet Habbakuk (Hab. 3:3) said:
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The majesty of the Eternal has covered the skies and the earth is full of his praise,
his brilliance is like the light (or) the rays are emitted from his hand and this is the
hidden place of his power.

Sefer Ha-Bahir (the “Book of Clarity”) relates:

The disciples asked their master:
–What is the meaning of “the ‘rays’ are emitted from his hand”?
–There are five rays, replied the master, which correspond to the five fingers of
the human right hand.

The light from above is extended in the fingers of the right hand and is
transmitted to the disciple. The light of infinity is also transmitted through
the five fingers of the left hand,but this is not evoked explicitly in this verse.
It will be seen below that all of the thought of the Kabbalah is to some extent
a commentary on the ability to receive and use this light of infinity.

Tradition and Innovation

The fact that a disciple, ordained as a master, follows a long and powerful
tradition in no way weakens his initiative. He must assume his own respon-
sibilities. After having bowed his head while receiving the semikha, the dis-
ciple raises it again immediately. His first gesture assumes respect for the
past; the second, consciousness of the present and responsibility for the 
future.

The Kabbalah bears witness to the Revelation. This revelation is not
consumed in the mystic fire of an exceptional event; it remains inex-
haustible. It offers reason infinite possibilities of research. Since not only
faith, but reason itself, contains multiple virtualities, semikha offered to the
disciple,far from hindering his intellectual development,should only serve
him as a support. In the eyes of his pupil, the master merely represents the
support given to him by the past.

Despite its profound respect for the past, the Kabbalah does not lan-
guish in a static attitude. It throws man into the perpetual movement of
time. The past extends into the present, renews itself, and opens up to the
miracle of the future (see A. Safran, The Kabbalah, 101–15).
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The Kabbalist Is Someone Who Follows a Path

Never forget that you are a traveler in transit.
–Edmond Jabès

God always travels incognito.
–Anonymous wayfarer in Jerusalem

It is interesting to note that many of the texts of the Kabbalah, the Talmud,
and the Midrash are introduced by a journey:“Rabbi Bahya and Rabbi Hiya
were on their way . . . ,” or “Rabbi Simeon and Rabbi Eleazar his son were
taking the road to . . . ,” and so on. In fact, the whole text of the Kabbalah
opens with an inaugural announcement of “being on the way,” on a path,
even ifthe expression is not formulated explicitly. The Kabbalah,and Jewish
philosophy in general, contains a concept of thought as a voyage, that of
people who think as they walk and according to the truth of walking. This is
certainly one of the meanings of the verse, “You shall speak of them . . . as
you go on your way.” (Deuteronomy 6:7)

Everything depends on the way. We are closer to the place we are going
to when we are on our way than when we convince ourselves that we have
reached our destination and merely have to establish ourselves. The word
way or path does not necessarily have a spatial significance. It does not
merely refer to a stroll through the fields or forests of wandering thought. It
does not merely take us from one place to another. It is the passage of the ac-
tual train of thought.

The road makes things move, calls them into question, places them in
the balance. It invites and disquiets, incites and solicits. The “wayfarer” is
not solely the kabbalist, but mankind in general. To set out on the path, to
go on one’s way, is also the meaning of the words heard by Abraham: “Go
forth from your native land and from your father’s house.”

Kabbalistic thought is not only the result of research but also the ad-
vances, the detours and dead ends, the fumblings and discoveries, that we
experience through many hours of reading, learning, and writing.
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pathLrd
Thinking—that is to say to truly experience the act of thinking, does

not mean rehashing a set of definitive theses which we have in our posses-
sion, but rather the desire to discover and formulate that which one does
not know or which one knows imperfectly, and to discover new modes of
life itself. “We only live at the extremity of our knowledge,at the very tip of
what separates our knowledge from our ignorance” (Gilles Deleuze, Dif-
férence et répétition). For the kabbalist,living is an adventure and not a nos-
talgia for forms that have already been lived!

To Be Open to Meeting with the Most Radical Strangeness 

An idea is false from the moment one is 
satisfied with it.
—Alain

During our lives we meet other people, encounter books,ideas,and images.
This is a true dialogue,in which the conduct of the conversation is reversed.
We no longer lead the conversation ourselves; we are led. No one can know
in advance what will emerge from such a situation. Consequently, the time
may come when we feel at a loss, defeated. But this defeat, this feeling of
having strayed from the path of knowledge,is the very experience of study.

“The experience of study” denotes not only the sense of instruction
that we may receive on one subject or another, but the act of being open to
experiences. The kabbalist is an eternal student. His position is that of a
“seeker after truth,”and not of a “possessor of truth.” When they mention a
sage,the Kabbalah and the Talmud use the term talmid-khakham, “disciple-
sage.” The sage always remains a disciple-sage,always ready to study. And to
study means to be open to an encounter with the most radical strangeness.
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The Kabbalah and Study

In terpreting means to have an ef fe ct on the
destiny of individuals and the world; it means
giving this destiny a new course,taking the ab-
solute responsibility for it and being ready to
pay the price. . . . Also, interpreting the Book is
firstly to rise up against God in order to deliver
vo i ce and pen to His power. We need to ri d
ou rselves of the divine pa rt that is within us
for the pu rpo se of ren d ering God to himsel f
and delight in our freedom as human beings.
—Edmond Jabès, Elya

The kabbalist is not a scholar but a researcher. He is therefore constantly
reading the texts of the tradition and all the writings that enable him to
make progress in his research. He is always in the process of reading and in-
terpreting. Interpretation is not a futile game but a fundamental attitude,
perhaps even the fundamental attitude of the human being, implementing
the emotional, spiritual, and intellectual functions of man. Through its in-
terpretation a dynamic of the psyche is produced, and of man in his en-
tirety, who has been given the essential task of invention and the activity of
opening up.

This is a perfect summary of the epistemiological objective that the
Kabbalah sets itself. Through several thousands of pages and over and
above the various themes discussed, openness is taguth, a deployment of the
creative imagination and unblocking of the channels of the spirit. Through
interpretation, man becomes an “infinitive man,” stretched in a transcen-
dental movement toward the infinite. The Kabbalah teaches that a text is in-
definite, always open to new interpretations that are not guaranteed in any
encyclopedia. The most diverse philosophical, sociological, political, lin-
guistic, and historic interpretations can each only exhaust a small part of
the possibilities of the text and of life; life remains inexhaustible and in-
finitely open.

The essential question is not, What is interpretation? but, Why is there
interpretation? There is interpretation in order to show that, “contrary to
the aspirations of an ideology, the meaning must be constructed patiently, it
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is not identified with a pre-existing truth which can merely be appropriated
once and for all and imposed upon others” (Catherine Chalier, La Patience).

Interpretation is not only commentary, the fact of saying something
else and of saying it better. More essentially, it brings into play the very
movement of thinking, which consists precisely in shaking the prefabri-
cated institutions of sense to their foundations. Commentary is a long jour-
ney that is an invitation to the urgency of waiving the need, often a
passionate one, to draw conclusions, forming a definitive opinion and a
judgment. Interpretation is the patience of sense. One needs to know how
to renounce “the intense need to want to draw conclusions.”

Impatience is idolatry! The messiah will always arrive late. . . . Wanting
everything, immediately, is wanting to a stultified being.“The instant God,”
a stultified God,a dead God:the golden calf! Patience means giving time the
opportunity of being time. It is the very meaning of the possibility in time
of being time. It is the very meaning of the tetragrammaton.

The Human Being: Constantly Called into Question

Being is to interro ga te the labyrinths of t h e
Question asked of God and of others to which
there is no reply.
—Edmond Jabès, Elya

If the kabbalist is a researcher and not a possessor of truth, as has been em-
phasized, he must nevertheless always be questioning himself.“I question,
therefore I am!” is one of the fundamental tenets of kabbalistic thought.
Man is the “thrust toward,” the effort, tension, and desire, always beyond
identity. Man constructs himself, produces himself, in time, each time be-
coming a different man,a different life,a different experience.

Man does not exist but becomes; this means that he has a duty to exist
through his incessant change. This also applies on a collective level. A soci-
ety that does not devise new forms of organization is signing its own death
warrant. Man is always already above and beyond himself.

The expression “above and beyond” is translated in the philosophical
language derived from Greek by the term meta. Man is a “meta” animal—
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metaphysical, metaphoric, and so on. In Hebrew, this metaphoric quality
of human reality is expressed as sham, “over there.” Sham consists of two
letters,the same letters that are used to write the word shem, “name,” and it
is the term that produced the word shemit or semite. Man is fundamentally
a creature who bears a name, a name that goes before him: transcendence
and “existence.”

Man is an infinitive being, open to the future and the incessant possi-
bility of calling himself into question. He himself “has become the ques-
tion,” according to a formulation found in the Zohar. In Hebrew, as will be
discussed again later, man is called adam, a word with the numeric value of
45; this number can also be written in Hebrew as ma, “why?” Man is a
Why?—his essence is the effect of dynamic questioning. Man is the sentinel
of questioning. By preserving the Why? he returns the speech of which he is
constituted.

The man, adam/ma, is an opening into the future.


