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Introduction

The Sefer Yetzirah is without question the oldest and most mysteri-
ous of all Kabbalistic texts. The first commentaries on this book were
written in the 10th century, and the text itself is quoted as early as
the sixth. References to the work appear in the first century, while
traditions regarding its use attest to its existence even in Biblical
times. So ancient is this book that its origins are no longer accessable
to historians. We are totally dependent on traditions with regard to
its authorship.

Equally mysterious is the meaning of this book. If the author
meant to be obscure, he was eminently successful. It is only through
the most careful analvsis, studying every word with its parallels in
Biblical and Talmudic literature, that its haze of obscurity begins to
be penetrated.

There have been many interpretations of the Sefer Yerzirah. The
earliest commentators tried to interpret it as a philosophical treatise,
but their efforts shed more light on their own systems than on the
text. The same 1s true of efforts to fit it into the systems of the Zohar
or later Kabbalists. Efforts to view it as a book on grammar or pho-
netics are even more unsuccessful.

In general, the Kabbalah is divided into three categories, the the-
oretical, the meditative, and the magical.' The theoretical Kabbalah,
which in its present form is based largely on the Zohar, is concerned
mostly with the dynamics of the spiritual domain, especially the
worlds of the Sefirot, souls and angels. This branch of Kabbalah
reached its zenith in the writings of the Safed school in the 16th cen-
tury, and the vast majority of published texts belong in this
category.

Meditative Kabbalah deals with the use of divine names, letter
permutations, and similar methods to reach higher states of con-
sciousness, and as such, comprises a kind of voga. Most of the main
texts have never been published, but remain scattered in manuscripts
in the great libraries and museums. Some of these methods enjoyed
a brief renaissance in the mid 1700’s with the rise of the Hasidic
movement, but within a half century they were once again largely
forgotten,
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The third category of Kabbalah-the magical-is closely related to
the meditative. It consists of various signs, incantations and divine
names, through which one can influence or alter natural events.
Many of the techniques closely resemble meditative methods, and
their success may depend on their ability to induce mental states
where telekinetic or spiritual power can effectively be channeled. As
with the second category, the most important texts have never been
printed. although some fragments have been published. One of the
best examples of these 1s the book Raziel.

Careful study indicates that Sefer Yetzirah is a meditative text,
with strong magical overtones. This position is supported by the ear-
liest Talmudic traditions, which indicate that 1t could be used to cre-
ate living creatures. Especially significant are the many reports and
legends in which the Sefer Yetzirah 1s used to create a Golem, a sort
of mystical android.

The methods of the Sefer Yetzirah appear to involve meditation;
and it is highly possible that it was originally written as a meditative
manual. A major 12th century philosopher thus states that it does
not contain philosophy, but divine mystery.? This comes across very
clearly in the commentary of one of the greatest Kabbalists, Isaac the
Blind (1160-1236), who stresses the meditative aspects of the text.

It is also particularly evident 1n a very ancient manuscript of
Sefer Yetzirah, dating from the 10th century or earlier. The introduc-
tory colophon states, “This is the book of the Letters of Abraham our
father, which is called Sefer Yetzirah, and when one gazes (tzafah)
into it, there 1s no limit to his wisdom.™ As we shall discuss 1n our
commentary (on 1:6), the Hebrew word rzafah does not denote mere
physical gazing, but mystical meditative insight. This very early
source would therefore support the position that Sefer Yetzirah was
meant to be used as a meditative textL

The commentaries which treat Sefer Yetzirah as a theoretical
text, read much of it in the third person: “He combined,” “He
formed,”™ and the like, According to this reading, the text is referring
to God’s creation. In many cases, however, the grammatical form
more closely resembles the imperative.* The author 15 telling the
reader to “combine™ and “form™ as if he was actually giving instruc-
tions. In many other cases, the text is unambiguously instructive, as
in such passages as, “if vour heart runs, return to the place,” and,
“understand with wisdom, and be wise with understanding.™ Rather
than have the text oscillate between the third person and the impera-
tive, it would certainly be more logical to read it all in the imperative,
The Sefer Yetzirah thus becomes an instruction manual for a very
special type of meditation. Out of deference to the majority of com-
mentaries we have refrained from translating it in the imperative, but
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the implications of such a reading are discussed in the
commentary.

What we therefore have in Sefer Yetzirah appears to be an
instructional manual, describing certain meditative exercises. There
15 some evidence that these exercises were meant to strengthen the
initiate’s concentration, and were particularly helpful in the develop-
ment of telekinetic and telepathic powers. It was with these powers
that one would then be able to perform feats that outwardly appeared
to be magical. This is supported by the Talmudical references, which
appear 1o compare the use of Sefer Yetzirah to a kind of white magic.®
An important 13th century commentator writes that students of
Sefer Yetzirah were given a manuscript of the book Raziel, a magical
text contaiming seals, magical figures, divine names and incantations.®

The Text

The Sefer Yetzirah 1s a very small and concise book. In its Short Ver-
sion, it is only some 1300 words long, while the Long Version contains
approximately 2500 words. The Gra Version used in this translation
contains around 1800 words. So short is the text, that one of the earliest
fragments appears to have the entire book written on a single page.’
There 15 speculation that the onginal source may have contained as few
as 240 words.®

The present text contains six chapters, and in some editions, these
are said to parallel the six orders of the Mishnah.® Some ancient sources,
however, state that the book contains five chapters, and it seems likely
that the present fifth and sixth chapters were combined as one in these
texts.'” The earliest commentator, Saadia Gaon, in a somewhat different
version, divides the book into eight chapters.!!

The text is presented dogmatically, without substantiation or expla-
nation. In the first chapter in particular, it is solemn and sonorous, read-
ing like blank verse poetry, Very few Biblical passages are quoted, and
with the exception of Abraham, no name or authority is mentioned.

The book seems to be divided into four basic parts. The first chap-
ter introduces the Sefirot, speaking of them at length. After this, how-
ever, there is no mention whatsoever regarding the Sefirot in subsequent
chapters. This had led to some speculation that the Sefer Yetzirah might
actually be a combination of two (or more) earlier texts.

The second chapter consists of a general discussion about the letters
of the alphabet. It clearly appears to be introducing their use in a medi-
tative context. Also introduced in this chapter are the five phonetic fam-
ilies and the 231 Gates. Again, neither the phonetic families nor the
Gates are ever again mentioned in the text.
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Chapters three to five discuss the three divisions of the letters,
“mothers, doubles, and elementals.” These are related to the “universe,
soul and year.” presenting a fairly detailed astrological system. In these
chapters, the entire thrust of the book is changed, and they contain vir-
tually no himt  whatsoever of its meditative aspects.
This. however. can be explained by a principle found in many later
Kabbalistic texts. In order to focus spiritual and mental powers, one
must take mto account the time and astrological environment.

The sixth chapter again does not appear to have a clear connection
to the earhier parts of the book, although in the Long Version, it is pre-
sented almost as a commentary. Here, for the first time, are introduced
the concepts of the “axis, cycle and heart,” ideas which are not discussed
any place else in Hebraic or Kabbahstic hiterature, with the exception
of the Bahir,'* Of all the chapters, this one seems the most obscure, and
it is difficult 1o decide if its emphasis is theoretical or meditative,

This chapter concludes with a stanza hinking the Sefer Yetzirah to
Abraham. It 1s this quote that serves as a source to the tradition that
the book was authored by the Patnarch.,

Authorship

The earliest source to which Sefer Yetzirah 15 attnbuted 1s the Patnarch
Abraham. As early as the 10th century, Saadia Gaon writes that, “the
ancients say that Abraham wrote it.”'* This opinion is supported by
almost all of the early commentators.'* Such ancient Kabbalistic texis
as the Zohar and Raziel also attnbute Sefer Yetzirah to Abraham.'® A
number of very old manuscripts of Sefer Yetzirah hkewise begin with
a colophon calling 1t “the Letters of Abraham our Father, which is called
Sefer Yetzirah.™"

This does not mean, however, that the entire book as we have it
now was written by Abraham. As Saadia Gaon explains, the principles
expounded in Sefer Yetzirah were first taught by Abraham, but they
were not actually assembled in book form until much later.'® Another
authority notes that it could not have actually been written by Abraham,
since if it had, it should have been incorporated into the Bible, or at
least be mentioned in  scripture.’® Similarly, when the
Zohar speaks of books antedating the Torah, it does not include the
Sefer Yetzirah among them.®

The atinbution of Abraham is supported by the final stanza of
Sefer Yetzirah: “When Abraham... looked and probed... he was success-

ful in creation...” This passage clearly suggests that Abraham actually
made use of the methods found in this text.
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In many editions of Sefer Yetzirah, scniptural evidence 15 provided
by the verse, “Abraham went as God had told him, and Abraham took...
the souls that they had made in Haran™ (Genesis 12:5). According to
some commentaries, this indicates that Abraham actu-
ally used the powers of Sefer Yetzirah to create people.?' This would be
the earliest example of the use of Sefer Yetzirah to create a Golem.
According to this, Abraham would have learned how to use the myster-
1es of Sefer Yetzirah before God told him to leave Haran.22

Other authorities, however, say that “making souls” refers to con-
verting them to belief in the one true God, and this i1s also supported
by the Zohar.® Some commentaries attempt to reconcile this with the
text of Sefer Yetzirah, explaining that with the miracles wrought
through the Sefer Yetzirah, Abraham was able to convince people of
the power of God, and thus convert them to true belef.?

The scripture states, “the souls that they made,” in the plural. This
would indicate that Abraham was not alone in his use of Sefer Yetzirah,
but had a companion. A Midrash states that if Abraham would have
engaged in the secrets of creation by himself, he would have gone too
far in emulating his Creator, and he therefore worked together with
Shem, son of Noah.” Ancient sources identify Shem with Malchizedek,
who blessed Abraham and taught him many of the earlier traditions.?®

The most important mysteries of Sefer Yetzirah involve the inner
significance of the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Here too, we find that
Abraham was a master of these mysteries. A Midrash thus states that
“the letters were given to none other than Abraham.™" As we shall see
in the commentary (on 1:3), the arrangement of the animals when Abra-
ham made his covenant with God, also appears to be based on the mys-
teries of Sefer Yetzirah.

Further support linking Abraham to the Sefer Yetzirah is found in
the Talmudic teaching that *Abraham had a great astrology in his heart,
and all the kings of the east and west arose early at his door.”*® Sefer
Yetzirah is one of the primary ancient astrological texts, and it is possi-
ble that it incorporates Abraham’s astrological teachings. The fact that
this astrology was said to be “in his heart™ might also indicate that it
involved various meditative technmigques, as was indeed the case with
ancient astrology, and is also suggested by Sefer Yetzirah. There is evi-
dence that these mysteries were also taught to Abraham by Shem, along
with the mystery of the calendar (Sod Halbbur).*® When God revealed
himself to Abraham one of the first things that He taught him was not
to be overdependent on astrological predictions.®

Abraham was also fully aware of the magical and idolatrous uses
that could be developed from these mysteries. The Talmud thus says
that Abraham had a tract dealing with idolatry that consisted of 400
chapters.’! There 15 also a Talmudic teaching that Abraham taught
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the mystenes involving “unclean names” to the children of his concu-
bines.* This 1s based on the verse, “to the sons of the concubines
that Abraham had, Abraham gave gifts, and he sent them away... to
the lands of the east™ (Genesis 25:6). These gifts consisted of occult
mystenes, which then spread in eastern Asia.

The attribution of the mysteries of Sefer Yetzirah to Abraham
would place its origin in the |8th century before the common era.
This is not very surprising, since such mystical texts as the Vedic
scriptures date from this period, and there is every reason to believe
that the mystical tradition was further advanced in the Middle East
than it was in India at the time. Since Abraham was the greatest mys-
tic and astrologer of his age, it is natural 1o assume that he was famil-
iar with all the mysteries of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. Abra-
ham was born in Mesopotamia, and he also lived in Egypt.

The next place where we find the use of Sefer Yetzirah is in a
tradition regarding the older sons of Jacob, which states that they
used it to create animals and maid servants.”* When the scripture
states that “Joseph brought an evil report [regarding his brothers] to
his father” (Genesis 37:2), it is referring to this. Joseph's brothers had
eaten an animal without slaughtering it properly, and Joseph did not
know that the animal had been created through the Sefer Yetzirah
and did not need such slaughter. He therefore reported that his broth-
ers had eaten “flesh from a living animal.”

The mysteries of Sefer Yetzirah were used again after the Exo-
dus, when the Israelites were building the Tabernacle in the desert.
The Talmud states that Betzalel had been chosen to build this Taber-
nacle because he “knew how to permute the letters with which heaven
and earth were created.”™ Such esoteric knowledge was required,
since the Tabernacle was meant to be a microcosm, paralleling both
the universe, the spiritual domain, and the human body.* It was not
enough merely to construct a physical building. As 1t was built, the
architect had to meditate on the meaning of each part, imbuing it
with the necessary spiritual properties.

The Talmud derives this from the verse where God says, “1 have
called in the name of Betzalel... and | have filled him with the spirit
of God, with wisdom, vnderstanding, and knowledge™ (Exodus
31:2-3). *Wisdom, Understanding and Knowledge™ (Chakhmah,
Rinah and Daat) refer to states of consciousness, which we shall dis-
cuss at length. It is through the manipulation of the letters that such
states of consciousness can be attained.

The sources are silent about the Sefer Yetzirah then until the
time of Jeremiah the prophet. Here again we find a tradition that
Jeremiah wished to make use of Sefer Yetzirah, but as in the case of
Abraham, was admonished not 1o attempt to do so alone. He there
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fore took his son, Ben Sirah, and the two explored these mysteries
together.® Through their efforts, they were able to create a Golem,
but they did not preserve 1t

There might have been more than one person with the name Ben
Sirah, but the one in this tradition was clearly the son of Jeremiah.
Regarding his birth, there is a fascinating tradition. Jeremiah had
been accosted by homosexuals in the bathhouse, and as a result, had
experienced an ejaculation in the tub. His semen remained viable,
and when his daughter later used the same tub, she was impregnated
by it, eventually giving birth to Ben Sirah.”” Ben Sirah was therefore
the son of both Jeremiah and the latter’s daughter.

Some sources say that his name was originally Ben Zera (Son of
Seed), but when this name proved embarrassing, he changed it to Ben
Sirah.*™ Because of the sensitive nature of his birth, he did not call
himself “son of Jeremiah.” There is an allusion, however, since Sirah
(#vo) and Jeremiah (vroo) both have a numerical value of 271. Later
authorities were to bring proof from this incident that artificial
insemination does not constitute adulterv or incest.®

These traditions are of particular interest, since there are many
hints that Jeremiah taught these mysteries to a certain Yosef, son of
Uziel, son of Ben Sirah.* There 1s also at least one source that states
that Ben Sirah actually taught the Sefer Yetzirah to Yosef ben Uziel *
What 1s even more interesting 1s the fact that there are hints that this
very same Yosef ben Uziel may have written a commentary on Sefer
Yetzirah, or even possibly one of the earliest versions of the text
itself .+

This is important because i1t would date the first version of Sefer
Yetzirah to the early vears of the Second Temple. This was also the
time of the Great Assembly, who put some of the last books of the
Bible, such as Ezekiel, into writing, and then closed the Biblical Can-
non.** Much of the regular Hebrew prayer service was also composed
by this Assembly.** Like these prayers, the Sefer Yetzirah was not put
into writing, but was taught from memory.

The Talmudic Period

Upon entering the Talmudic period, we make a transition from tradi-
tion 1o history. We find actual mention of Sefer Yetzirah in the Tal-
mud, and even though it is not absolutely certain that it is identical
with our version, there 15 no real reason to doubt that they are one
and the same. In Talmudical times, the Sefer Yetzirah began as an
oral teaching, and was eventually incorporated as a book, which was
used by the sages.
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The first reference to such use involves Rabbi Yehoshua [ben
Chananyal), a leading sage of the first century, He is credited with the
statement, “I can take squashes and pumpkins, and with the Sefer
Yetzirah, make them into beautiful trees. These will in turn produce
other beautiful trees.”* Although the phrase, “with the Sefer
Yetzirah,” does not occur in printed editions of the Jerusalem Tal-
mud, 1t 15 found 1n manuscripts.

This reference to Rabbi Yehoshua is highly significant. Rabbi
Yehoshua was one of the five main disciples of Rabbi Yochanan ben
Zakkai (47 sce-73 cx), leader of all Jewry after the destruction of the
Temple, and a renowned expert in all occult arts.** It was Rabh
Yehoshua who was Rabbi Yochanan's main disciple in the mysteries
of the Markava (Chariot), and he later gained fame as the greatest
expert of his time in the occult.¥

This also sheds light on another important mystical personality.
According to one ancient source, Rabbi Yehoshua also received the
tradition from Rabbi Nehunia ben HaKanah, leader of the school
that produced the Bahir. In Sefer HaTagin, we find that the tradition
regarding the mystical significance of the crowns (fagin) on Hebrew
letters was handed down in the following manner: “Menachem gave
it over to Rabbi Nehunmia ben HaKanah, Rabbh Nehunia ben
HaKanah gave it over to Rabb Elazar ben Arakh, Rabbi Elazar ben
Arakh gave it over to Rabbi Yehoshua, and Rabbi Yehoshua gave it
over to Rabbi Akiba,™

Rabbi Elazar ben Arakh is best known as the greatest disciple of
Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai.*® It is also known that he learned the
Markava mysteries from Rabbi Yochanan.®® From the above tradi-
tion, we also see that he learned from Rabbi Nehunia, possibly after
he left Rabbi Yochanan. The Talmud reports that at this point, Rabbi
Elazar went to live by the river Dismas, in the town of Emmaus.?
Emmaus, however, is also known to be the place of Rabbi Nehuma,
as well as a general seat of Kabbalistic teaching.5* It is quite possible
that Rabbi Elazar became so involved in mysticism, that, as the Tal-
mud reports, he lost his grasp of legalistic theory.

Also significant is the fact that Rabbi Nehunia is said to have
received the tradition from Menachem. It is known that Rabhi
Nehunia was the leading mystic of the first century, as well as a col-
league of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai.”* There are, however, no
records as to whom his masters were. From the Sefer HaTagin we
learn that Rabbi Nehunia learned at least some of the mysteries from
Menachem, who served as vice president of the Sanhedrin (Supreme
Court) under Hillel. It was when Menachem resigned his post that
Shammai was appointed in his stead.*
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Most authorities identify this individual with Menachem the
Essene, discussed by Josephus.”® Menachem had once seen Herod as
a child, and had prophesied that he would be king. Because of this,
when Herod later ascended the throne, he honored Menachem as well
as the other Essenes. Due to his relationship with Herod, Menachem
could no longer maintain his position in the Sanhedrin.

If we accept the above tradition, Nehunia ben HaKanah might
have received at least some of his mystic knowledge from Menachem
the Essene. This would indicate that the Essenes were conversant in
the mystical arts, and that they taught them to at least some of the
Talmudic masters. Josephus states that the Essenes made use of the
names of angels, and were able to fortell the future, using various
purifications and methods of the prophets.* Even more significant,
Josephus also likens the Essenes to the Pyvthagoreans.’” Since the
Sefer Yetzirah apparently contains some elements that resemble the
teachings of the Pythagoreans, it may be that the text was preserved
by the Essenes during the period that preceded the Talmud.

Rabbi Elazar taught the tradition regarding the crowns on letters
to Rabbi Yehoshua, who in turn gave it over to Rabbi Akiba (12-132
ce). Rabbi Akiba excelled in this area, and the Talmud reports that
he could derive many important teachings from these crowns.® He
also received the Markava tradition from Rabbi Yehoshua, as well
as other important occult lore.* There is no question that in his time,
Rabbi Akiba was considered the greatest of all experts in the mystical
realm.® Rabbi Shimeon bar Yochai, author of the Zohar, was also a
disciple of Rabbi Akiba.

It is therefore not surprising that a number of sources attribute
the authorship of Sefer Yetzirah to Rabbi Akiba.®! Most of the early
Talmudical texts originated with Rabbi Akiba, who transmitted them
orally in a well defined form.%* Although these books were not written
down, they had been worded by Rabbi Akiba, and it was his wording
that was taught orally.

At that time, there was a rule that the oral tradition be reviewed
exactly, word for word, precisely as they had been given over. the
rule was, “One should always reveiw the precise wording of his mas-
ter.”®* Each master would therefore provide a program of study,
which his disciples would memaorize word for word. In the legalistic
field, this was known as the “First Mishnah.”* It is possible that
Rabbi Akiba also produced an oral text of Sefer Yetzirah for his stu-
dents of mystical lore to memorize. Besides this, personal notes may
also have been kept.

In this respect, the Sefer Yetzirah would have been no different
from the rest of the oral tradition. Although it was meant to be trans-
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mitted by word of mouth, and was not actually published, personal
records and manuscripts were kept.®® This was especially true of
important teachings that were not usually reviewed in the academies,
as well as esoteric texts.® Similarly, the heads of the academies would
keep written notes in order to accurately preserve the traditions.®

Although these notes were never published, they were carefully
preserved in the academies. Subsequent teachers often added mar-
ginal notes to these manuscripts, and such notes were even occasion-
ally found in the Biblical scrolls which they used.®® Since these notes
were preserved by private individuals and never distnbuted
publically. they were collectively known as “hidden scrolls™ (Megillat
Setarim).*® Not only such esoteric material as Sefer Yetzirah was
included in this category, but even such legalistic material as the
Mishnah, which was meant to be transmitted orallv.

This might help explain why the Sefer Yetzirah exists in so many
versions. Unhke the Mishnah, which was eventually published in a
well defined edition, the Sefer Yetzirah never developed beyond the
state of being a “hidden scroll.” Different versions may have been
taught by various teachers, and, since the text was never openly pub-
lished, there was no way in which these versions could be compared
and corrected. Furthermore, many marginal notes may have been
incorporated into the text, also producing different versions. All this
may provide an explanation for the fact that there 15 no Hebrew clas-
sic that is found with so many versions and variants as the Sefer
Yetzirah,

It seems highly probable that the Sefer Yetzirah was already in
its present form when the Mishnah was redacted 1n the year 204 ce
The Mishnah was edited by Rabbi Yehudah the Prince (135-220 cg),
usually referred to simply as “Rebbi.” It 1s indeed possible that there
15 a reference to Sefer Yetzirah in the Mishnah itself. In one of the
few places where 1t discusses esoteric lore, the Mishnah states, “The
mystenes of creation (Maaseh Bereshit) may not be expounded in the
presence of two disciples, and the mysteries of the Markava (Maaseh
Markava) may not be expounded even in the presence of one, unless
he is wise, understanding with his knowledge.™™

The term Maaseh Merkava refers to the meditative methods used
to ascend to the higher spiritual realms.” Although such later philoso-
phers as Maimonides claimed that this involved philosophical specula-
tion, the most ancient sources clearly state that Maaseh Markava dealt
with the meditative methods used for spiritual ascent.”™ As such, it was
considered the most esoteric of all spiritual exercises.

According to many authorities, Maaseh Bereshit refers 1o the
mysteries of Sefer Yetzirah.”™ Since we know that Maaseh Markava
was of mystical nature, 1t would be logical 10 assume that the same
was true of Maaseh Bereshit. Furthermore, the assumption that
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Maaseh Bereshit involves Sefer Yetzirah also clarifies a number of
otherwise obscure Talmudical references. There is also evidence that
Rebbi was familiar with the mysteries of the Markava, and it 1s logi-
cal to assume that he was also aware of Sefer Yetzirah.™

A generation later, we thus find an account of two of Rebbi's
disciples clearly involved in the mysteries of Sefer Yetzirah. The Tal-
mud relates, *“Rabbi Hanina and Rabbi Hoshia would engage them-
selves in Sefer Yetzirah every [Friday] before the Sabbath, would cre-
ate for themselves a prime™ calf, and would eat it.”™ Another version
of this account states that they engaged in Hilkhot Yetzirah (Rules of
Creation), rather than Sefer Yetzirah.” The term Hilkhot, however,
can apply to philosophical rules as well as legal ones.™ In some of the
most ancient manuscripts, Sefer Yetzirah is actually titled Hilkhot
Yetzirah™

There are many interpretations as to exactly what these two sages
accomplished in creating such a calf, and why they did it. Some say
that they did not actually create a physical calf, but created such a
clear meditative image that the spiritual satisfaction was the same as
eating.®® Even such a Kabbalist as Abraham Abulafia (1240-1296)
maintains that their creation was mystical rather than physical.* The
Rashba (Rabbi Shlomo ben Aderet: 1235-1310) saw particular signi-
ficance in the fact that they would engage in this on Friday, the day
in which mammals were originally created.®? This entire question will
be discussed further in our commentary.

Evidently, Rebbi also taught these mysteries to his disciple Rav
(Abba Arikhta), who in turn taught them to Rav Yehudah (220-299
ce), founder and first master of the Babylonian academy in
Pumpadita. This Rav Yehudah, together with Rav Aina, were called
the “elders of Pumpadiia.”™ The Talmud relates that the “elders of
Pumpadita were versed (fanu) in Maaseh Bereshit.™ From the use
of the word tanu here, 11 1s evident that Maaseh Bereshit already
existed in a definite form, most probably as a written book.®s This
would suggest that Sefer Yetzirah had already been put in writing.

There is also other evidence that Rav Yehudah learned the mys-
teries of Sefer Yetzirah from Rav. The teaching, “Betzalel knew how
to permute the letters with which heaven and earth were created,” is
attributed to “Rav Yehudah in the name of Rav."® Also attnbuted
to him 1s the statement that God told Abraham to “go out of your
astrology.™ This indicates that he had some evidence that Abraham
was versed in astrology, a position clearly found in Sefer Yetzirah.
There is also evidence that Rav Yehudah learned the mysteries of the
42 letter Name from Rav 5

As an initiate into the mysteries of Sefer Yetzirah, Rav Yehudah
would also have a deep understanding of the mystical significance of
the Hebrew language. We thus find that he emphasized the use of the
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Hebrew language, even in his daily conversation.®® Rav Yehudah also
maintained that prayer should be voiced in Hebrew, and not in the
Aramaic vernacular.*

The Talmud relates that Rav Yosef knew the mysteries of the
Markava, while the “elders of Pumpadita™ were versed in the myster-
ies of creaton. Rav Yosef got the elders to teach him the mysteries
of creation, but would not entrust them with the Markava mysteries
in return.”

This indicates that the mysteries of the Markava and those of
Sefer Yetzirah were taught by different schools, and that members of
one school did not know the teachings of the other. The two mvolved
different disciplines, and care was taken to keep them separate. This
also answers the question as to why the Sefer Yetzirah 1s never men-
tioned in the Hekhalot, the classic of Markava literature.” The
Markava literature developed in a school that might have not had
access to Sefer Yetzirah, even though certain of its members were
definitely versed in it. In the same context, Sefer Yetzirah is men-
tioned but a very few times in the Zohar, and then, not in the main
text.”?

In that period, there were some sages who eschewed these mys-
teries completely. Such an individual was Rabbi Elazar ben Padat,
who headed the academy in Tiberius after the death of Rabbn
Yochanan in the year 279 ce. When Rabbi Yochanan had offered to
teach him the Markava mysteries, he deferred on the grounds that he
was too young. After Rabbi Yochanan's death, when Rabbi Assi
wished to impart these mysteries to him, he again deferred, saying,
“If I would have been worthy, | would have learned them from Rabbi
Yochanan your master,”

Instead, Rabb Elazar adopted a position somewhat opposed to
the esoteric schools, accepting the viewpoint of Rabbi Yosi ben
Zimra. Denying that the Sefer Yetzirah could be used to actually cre-
ate life, he said in the name of Rabbi Yosi, “If all the people in the
world came together, they could not create a gnat and imbue it with
a soul.”™ It was not that Rabbi Elazar doubted that such powers
existed. Rather, he felt that they were no longer known. These pow-
ers, however, did exist in the Torah. Rabbi Elazar thus said, “The
paragraphs of the Torah are not in order. If they were in [correct]
order, anyone who read them would be able to [create a world,] resur-
rect the dead, and perform miracles.”™

A generation later, we find two important sages actively engaged
in the mystenes of Sefer Yetzirah. The first was Rava (299-353 ce),
founder and first master of the Babyloman academy in Mechuza,
who is credited with saying, “If the righteous desired, they could cre-
ate a world.”™ His partner was Rav Zeira, who was known as the
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“saint of Babylon.”™ So great were Rav Zeira’s meditative powers
that he was able to place his feet in fire without burning them. He
would test himself each month to see 1if this power was unabated. On
one occasion, the other sages distracted him, and he failed, where-
upon he was called, “The little man with the burned feet.”*

An ancient tradition states that Rava and Rav Zeira worked
together for three years, meditating on the Sefer Yetzirah. When they
finally mastered it, they created a calf and slaughtered it, serving it
at a feast celebrating their accomplishment. They then lost their pow-
ers and had to work for another three years to restore them. '™

The Talmud relates that “Rava created a man™ and sent him to
Rav Zeira. When the latter saw that this android would not answer
his questions, he realized that it was a Golem, and told it to “return
to the dust.”'"" The Bahir remarks that the Golem could not speak
because Rava was not completely free from the taint of sin, and as
long as man sins, he cannot partake of the powers of the Creator.'™
Only God can make a man who can speak. This is the first mention
of the creation of a Golem in Hebraic literature, but in the middle
ages, several other instances are reported.'®

Even the expression, “Rava created a man,”™ has mystical conno-
tations. In the onginal, it is RaBh4 BaRA GaBhRA (w33 873 xav),
and, as an early Kabbalist notes, the second word is nothing other
than the reverse of the first.!™ The third word adds a Gimmel, the
third letter of the alphabet, to the word before it. This yields a phrase
consisting of ten letters, with a numerical value of 612, one less than
613, the number of bones and blood vessels in the human body, %5
The man created by Rava was thus something less than human. In
many ways, this expression 1s remminiscent of the word Abracadabra
(ABRA K'ADaBRA-s 33 wax), which literally means, “I will create
as | speak. ™™

During the Talmudic period, there were many sages who engaged
in these mysteries.'” With the close of this era, however, a blanket
of silence was cast over all occult activities. It appears that a number
of mystical books were written during the subsequent Gaonic period,
but their origins are shrouded in mystery. Still, knowledge of these
practices clearly existed as late as the 10th century, and Hai Gaon
(939-1038) speaks of people engaged in the mystical permutation
(tzeruf) of letters. %

Texts and Commentaries

It is not until the post-Talmudic period that we find actual quotations
from the Sefer Yetzirah. One of the earliest such references is in a
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Table 1. Historical opinions as to when Sefer Yerzirah was written.

Before 100 ace Lazarus Goldsmidt, Das Buch der Schopfung,
Frankfurt, 1894, p. 12.
Israel Weinstock, Temirin I, Jerusalem, 1972,
p. 21. (for earliest parts).

100 see-100 ce Adolphe Franck, Die Kabbalah, Leipzig,
1844, p. 65.
Israel Weinstock, loc.cit. (for second layer).

1-100 ce Adolph Jellinek, Introduction to Die
Kabbalah, pp.6-9.
Yohann Friedrich von Mever, Das Buch
Yezirah, Leipzig, 1839, p. v.
Heinrich Graetz, Gnosticismus, Krotoschin,
1846, pp. 102-103.

100-200 ce Isadore Kalish, Sefer Yetzirah, New York,
1877, p. 3.
David Castelli, Commenti di Donolo,
Firenze, 1880, p. 14.
Abraham Epstein, Beitrage zur Judischen
Alterthumskunde, Vienna, 1887, 1:46 49.
Idem., Rescherche sur le Sefer Yecira, Revue
des Edut es Juives 29:75-76 (1894).
Gershom Scholem, Ursprung und Anfange,
Berlin, 1962, pp. 21, 25 (note 45).

Avraham Meir Habermann, Sinai 10:141
(1947).

200-400 ce Louis Ginzberg, Jewish Encylopedia, New
York, 1904, 12:605.
Gershom Scholem, Encyclopedia Judaica,
Berlin, 1932, 9:109.

400-600 ce Leo Baeck, Aus drei Jahrtausende, Berlin,
1938, p. 382.
600-800 ce Hermann L. Strack, Einleitung in Talmud

und Midras, Munich, 1921, p. 221.

Sh. Morg, Sheva Kefalot, BGD KRFT, Sefer
Tur Sinai, Jerusalem, 1960, pp. 233-236.
Nehemia Aloni, Historische Grammatik,
Hal, 1922, p. 92.

Idem., Temirim I, p. 96.
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Table 1. Historical opinions as to when Sefer Yerzirah was written
(continued).

800-900 ce Leopold Zunz, Die Gottensdienlichen
Vortrage der Juden, Berlin, 1892, p. 175,
Mortiz Steinschneider, Judische Literatur,
p. 401.
Heinrich Graetz, Geschechte der Juden
(1875) 5:297.
Ph. Bloch, Mystik und Kabbalah, Trier,
1896, p. 244.
Israel Weinstock, loc cir. (for latest

additions).

poem written by Rabbi Elazar Kalir, who lived in the fifth or sixth
century, and perhaps even earlier. He writes: '™

Then, from eternity, with Ten Sayings You gouged

With Scribe, script and scroll-Ten,

You finished them in six directions,

Ten words.

There are also allusions to the teachings of Sefer Yetzirah in
Bereita deShmuel HaKatan, which, according to internal evidence,
was written in or around 776 ce!"? There is also a mention of the
“Ten Sefirot of Nothingness™ in a late Midrash, which could have
been redacted around this time, !

The absence of any unambiguous references to Sefer Yetzirah in
earlier literature has led some historians to speculate whether or not
the Talmudic citations are referring to our text. Some maintain that
our version was written much later than the Talmud. A list of such
estimates in given in Table 1.

The most careful analysis, however, reveals a number of strata in
the text. The earliest parts of the book appear very ancient, possibly
antedating the Talmudic era.'? A considerable amount of the text
appears to have been added later on, possibly as a glossary or commen-
tary. As some of the earliest commentators on Sefer Yetzirah note, com-
mentaries and marginal notes were occasionally incorporated into the
text.!"? In the 10th century, Rabbi Yaakov ben Nissim writes, “People
write Hebrew comments on the book, and other foolish people come
later and comment on the commentary, Between them, truth is lost, ™14
This is not surprising, since in Talmudic times, such marginal notes
were even common in Biblical scrolls, although enough was known of
their text, that the comments were not incorporated into it.

Several strata are evident in Sefer Yetzirah, some apparently
added in the late Talmudic period, and others in the Gaonic era.
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Thus, critical estimates as to its age would depend on which parts
were studied.

The earliest commentaries on Sefer Yetzirah were written in the
10th century. The first was writien in 931 by Saadia Gaon, one of
the most important religious leaders and philosophers of his time.
The second, Chakamoni, was written by Rabbi Shabbatai Donnelo
in 946, while the third was written by Donash ibn Tamim a decade
later.''® All of these are philosophical, rather than mystical, in
content.

Most significant is the fact that each of these commentaries was
written on a different version of Sefer Yetzirah. The commentary by
Donash was written on what is now generally referred to as the Short
Version. With minor variations, it was this version that was printed
in 1562 in the Mantua edition, and 1t is dominant in all subsequent
printed editions.

The commentary of Shabbatiai Donnelo was written on what 1s
now referred to as the Long Version. Many printed editions included
this Long Version as a sort of appendix. A complete manuscript, dat-
ing from the 10th century, also exists of this version. Although there
are important differences in the assignment of values to letters and
planets, the Long Version is very much like the Short Version with
an additional commentary. This i1s particularly evident in the sixth
chapter, where we find a commentary on the first stanza of the book.
Also significant are some recaps (4:14, 5:20), which are actually revi-
sions of the previous text. The existence of both a Short and Long
Version was noted as early as the 13th century by Abraham
Abulafia "%

The third version is that of Saadia Gaon, which is also found in
some early Geniza fragments. This is very much like the Long Ver-
sion, excepl that the stanzas are in completely different order. Thus
variant, usually called the Saadia Version, has been virtually ignored
by the Kabbalisis, even though 1t was apparently used by Rabb
Yehudah HaLevi in his Kuzari.

As early as the 10th century, Saadia Gaon remarked about the
many vanants of Sefer Yetzirah, saying, “It 18 not a common book,
and many people have been careless in changing or transposing the
text.”""" A century later, Rabbi Yehudah Barceloni hkewise notes
that, “there are many versions, some very confused.”"* In 1562, the
printers of the first Mantua edition remarked how they had to sift
through many manuscripts 1o find a dependable text.

If all the vanants found in manuscripts are counted, there are
literally dozens of different vanants in the text of Sefer Yetzirah. No
other Judaic text exists in so many versions. Some of these might
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have come from different schools, who, because these teachings were
secret, did not communicate with each other. Different marginal
notes and commentaries also apparently became incorporated into
the text, producing different variants. Furthermore, if the text was
preserved orally for a long time, variants in its ordering may have
also developed.

Besides this, there is another possibility, suggested by the fact
that, in essence, the Kabbalists rejected all the above mentioned ver-
sions. It 15 known that during the Gaonic period (6th-10th centuries),
the Kabbalists restricted their teachings to very small secret societies.
Great stress was placed on maintaining secrecy so that their teachings
should not fall into improper hands. Since Sefer Yetzirah is such a
small book. it presented the greatest danger. The leaders of these
schools may have deliberately released spurious versions, so as to
confuse those who would be tempted to penetrate their mysteries,
With several versions in circulation, the uninitiated would not know
which to choose.

It was the Kabbalists themselves who preserved the correct text,
imitially concealing it from outsiders. Around 1550, Rabbi Moshe
Cordevero, leader of the Safed school and the greatesi Kabbalist of
the day, sifted through the ten best manuscripts available, choosing
the one most closely fitting the tradition of the Kabbalists.!'* A gene-
ration later, the text was further refined by the Ari (Rabbi Yitzchak
Luria), one of the greatest Kabbalists of all time. This text, known as
the Ari Version, was published a number of times, usually as part of
some other collection. It resembles the Short Version in many ways,
but there are some very significant differences in assignment, In gen-
eral, the An Version is the only one which is in agreement with the
Zohar.

A number of vaniations were found even in this version, and a
final edited text was finally produced by the Gra (Rabbi Eliahu, Gaon
of Vilna) in the 18th century.'* This is known as the Gra-Ari Ver-
sion, or simply, as the Gra Version.

Thus, there are four important versions of Sefer Yetzirah. They
dre:

1) The Short Version
2) The Long Version
3) The Saadia Version
4) The Gra Version.

Since the Gra Version was considered the most authentic by the
Kabbalists, this is the one that we have chosen for the initial transla-
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tion and commentary. The other three versions are presented in
Appendix 1.

Owver eighty commentaries have been written on Sefer Yetzirah.
Some, especially the earliest, were primarily philosophical. With the
emergence of Kabbalah as a public teaching, a number of Kabbalistic
and mystical commentaries were also written. When the Bahir and
the Zohar were published, commentators worked to fit the Sefer
Yetzirah into the system of these texts. The same was true of the
teachings of the Arni, which dominates the later commentanes. A his-
tory of the commentaries on Sefer Yetzirah reads very much like a
history of the Kabbalah in general. A list of the major commentaries
is found in the Bibliography.

Our commentary on Sefer Yetzirah takes into account most of
these, as well as our other research into the methods of the
Kabbalists, much of which has been published in my Meditation and
Kabbalah. While the vanous theoretical approaches are important, |
have focused primarily on the mystical techniques outlined in Sefer
Yetzirah, as well as the meditative methods that they imply.

3 Kislev, 5737
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With 32 mystical paths of Wisdom
engraved Yah
the Lord of Hosts
the God of Israel
the living God
King of the universe
El Shaddai
Merciful and Gracious
High and Exalted
Dwelling in eternity
Whose name is Holy —
He is lofty and holy —
And He created His universe
with three books (Sepharim),
with text (Sepher)
with number (Sephar)
and with communication (Sippur).

With 32

As the next stanza will explain, these 32 paths are manifest as
the 10 digits and the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The 10 digns
are also manifest in the Ten Sefirot, which are the most basic con-
cepts of existence.

The letters and digits are the basis of the most basic ingredients
of creation, quality and quantity.! The gualities of any given thing
can be described by words formed out of the letters, while all of its
associated quantities can be expressed by numbers.

Numbers, however, cannot be defined until there exists some
element of plurality in creation. The Creator Himself is absolutely
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Table 2. The 32 Paths in Genesis 1.
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ol o .

wh

oo

10.

11.

12.
13.

14,
15.

16.
17.

18.
19,
20.

21.
22,

23.
24,

25.
26.
217.

In the beginning God created
The spirit of God hovered
God said, let there be light
God saw the light that it was

good

God divided between the
light and darkness

God called the light day
God said, let there be a

firmament

God made the firmament
God called the firmament

heaven

God said, let the waters be

gathered

God called the dry land earth
God saw that it was good
God said, let the earth be

vegetated

God saw that it was good
God said, let there be

luminaries

God made two luminaries
God placed them in the

firmament

God saw that it was good
God said, let the waters swarm
God created great whales

God saw that it was good
God blessed them, be fruitful
and multiply

God said, let the earth bring
forth animals

God made the beasts of the

field

God saw that 1t was good
God said, let us make man
God created man

Keter

Heh
Chakhmah
Bet

Vav

Zayin
Binah

Alef
Chet

Chesed

Tet

Gimel
Gevurah

Dalet
Tiferet

Mem
Yud

Kaf
Metzach
Lamed

Peh
Nun

Hod
Shin
Resh

Yesod
Samekh

Sefirah 1
Elemental 1
Sefirah 2
Double 1

Elemental 2

Elemental 3
Sefirah 3

Mother |
Elemental 4

Sefirah 4

Elemental 3

Double 2
Sefirah 5

Double 3
Sefirah 6

Mother 2
Elemental 6

Double 4
Sefirah 7
Elemental 7

Dwouble 5
Elemental 8

Sefirah 8
Mother 3

Double 6
Sefirah 9
Elemental 9
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Table 2. The 32 Paths in Genesis | (continued). |

28. In the form of God He cre-  Eyin Elemental 10
ated him

29. God blessed them Tzad1 Elemental 11

30. God said, be fruitful and Malkhut Sefirah 10
multiply

31. God said, behold | have Kuf Elemental 12
given you

32. God saw all that He had made Tav Double 7

simple, containing no plurality whatsoever. He is the most absolute
unity imaginable. Therefore, plurality only came into existence with
the advent of creation. Only then could numbers be defined.

The first elements of plurality in creation involved the Ten
Sefirot. Hence, it was the Sefirot that defined the numbers, and there-
fore, the concept of quantity in general.

Most of Sefer Yetzirah will deal with these 32 paths, as they are
manifest in the letters and numbers. The 32 paths, themselves, how-
ever, will not be mentioned again. The early Kabbalists define these
32 paths as different states of consciousness. A list of these is given
in Appendix IL

According to the Kabbalists, these 32 paths are alluded to in the
Torah by the 32 times that God’s name Elohim appears in the account
of creation in the first chapter of Genesis.? In this account, the expres-
sion “God sand™ appears ten times, and these are the Ten Sayings with
which the world was created.’ These Ten Sayings parallel the Ten
Sefirot.* The first saying is said to be the verse, “In the beginning God
created the Heaven and the Earth™ (Genesis 1:1). Even though "(God
said™ does not appear here, it is implied and understood.?

The other 22 times that God’s name appears in this account then
parallel the 22 letters of the alphabet. The three times in which the
expression “God made”™ appears parallel the three Mothers. The
seven repetitions of “God saw™ parallel the seven Doubles. The
remaining twelve names parallel the twelve Elementals, See Table 2.

In general, none of the names of God refer to the Creator Him-
self. The Creator is only referred to as Ain Sof, which means the Infi-
nite Being, or simply, the Infinite. The names used in scripture and
elsewhere merely refer to the various ways through which God mani-
fests Himself in creation.

The name Elohim, which is used throughout the first chapter of
Genesis, refers to the manifestation of delineation and definition.
Each of the 32 paths therefore served to delineate and define a partic-
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Table 3. The Hebrew alphabet.

Sigmfication | Num-

Represented | Hebrew | Sounded of the erical

Final |Form by name as names value
x Silent nox | A-leph | Ox 1

2 b. bh m3 | Beth House 2

3 g, gh bos | Gi-mal | Camel 3

1 d, dh ny1 | Da-leth | Door 4

! h x| He Window 5

1 v n | Vv Hook 6

' z m | Zda'vin | Weapon 7

n ch e | Cheth Fence 8

2] 1 ma | Teth Snake 9

, y (i) T | Yodh Hand 10

1 3 k, kh na | Kaph The hand bent 20
b 1 wh | Ld-médh) Ox-goad 30

o B m on | Mem Water 40
| ) n w | Nan Fish 50
- 5 e | Sd-mékh| Prop 60

P Silent ry | A-yin Eye 70

" ] p, ph My | PP Month 80
r ¥ 1% viy | Thd-dhé’ | Fish-hook 90

P k (q) ne | Qoph Back of the

head 100

1 r v | Résh Head 200

v sh, s ¢ | Shin Tooth 300

n t, th w | Tav Cross 400

ular aspect of creation. Man is seen as a microcosm, with each thing
in his body paralleling something in the forces of creation. Thus, for
example, the six days of creation have parallels in man's two arms,
two legs, torso and sexual organ. This is the significance of the
Torah's statement that God formed man “in the image of God™ (Gen-
esis 1:27). Note that the word for “God”™ here is Elohim. This 1s
because man's form parallels the structure of the delineating forces
that define creation.

The Kabbalists note that the 32 paths of Wisdom have their par-
allel in the human nervous system.® Thirty-one of these paths then
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parallel the 31 nerves that emanate from the spinal cord. The thirty-
second and highest path corresponds to the entire complex of cranial
nerves, which are twelve in number.

The nervous system serves a double purpose. First, it transmits
messages from the brain to all parts of the body, allowing the mind
to control the limbs and organs. Secondly, the nervous system trans-
mits information from the various senses to the brain. Four of the
senses, sight, hearing, taste and smell, come directly through the cra-
mal nerves, which are entirely in the brain. The impulses that come
from the lower 31 nerves deal primarily with the sense of touch and
feeling.

Like the nerves, each of the 32 paths is a two way street. First it
1s the channel through which the Mind exerts control over creation.
Secondly, however, 11 is also the path through which man can reach
the Mind. If an individual wishes to attain a mystical experience and
approach the Mind, he must travel along the 32 paths.

In Hebrew, the number 32 is written Lamed Bet (2%). This spells
Lev, the Hebrew word for heart.” It is in the heart that the action of
the Mind is manifest in the body. As soon as the influence of the
mind ceases, the heart ceases to function, this being the definition of
death.

The heart also provides lifeforce to the brain and nervous sys-
tem. When the heart stops pumping, the nervous system can no
longer function, and the mind no longer exerts influence on the body.
The heart therefore serves as a cauwsal link between mind and
body.®

It is for this reason that Sefer Yetzirah calls the heart “the king
over the soul™ (6:3). It also describes the mystical experience as a
“running of the heart™ (1:8).

The Torah 1s seen as the heart of creation. The first letter of the
Torah 1s the Bet (3) of Bereshit (reesna)—"In the beginning.” The last
letter of the Torah is the Lamed (%) of Yisrael (Sswr)—*Israel.”
Together, these two letters also spell out Lev (3%), meaning heart.’
The 32 paths are contained in the Torah, which is the means through
which the Mind 1s revealed. It 1s also the link between the Mind and
the physical universe. The Torah is therefore expounded in 32 differ-
ent ways, as taught by Rabbi Yosi1 of Galili.

The two letters Lamed (%) and Bet (3) also share another unique
distinction. As a prefix, Lamed means “to,” and Bet means “in.” The
three letters of the Tetragrammaton, Yud (*), Heh (7), and Vav (1),
can also serve as suffixes for personal pronouns. The suffix Yud
means “me,” Heh means “her.” and Vav means “him.”™
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In the entire aiphabet, there are only two letters to which these
suffixes can be joined, and these are Lamed and Bet. These then spell
out the words:

Li " to me Bi 3 in me
Lah 7 to her Bah 73 in her
Lo ™ to him Beo 1 in him

The two letters, Lamed and Bet, are the only ones in the entire alpha-
bet which combine with the letters of the divine name in this
manner.'?

The number 32 is the fifth power of two (25). As the Sefer
Yetzirah explains (1:5), the Ten Sefirot define a five dimensional
space. The 32 paths correspond to the number of apexes on a five
dimensional hypercube.!'

This is not as difficult as it might seem. A line, which has one
dimension, has two (2') apexes or ends. A square, having two dimen-
sions, has four (2?) apexes or corners. A cube, which has three dimen-
sions, has eight (2%) corners. We thus see that with the addition of
each dimension, the number of apexes is doubled. A four dimen-
sional hypercube has 16 or 24 apexes, while a five dimensional
hypercube has 32 or 29 apexes.

Paths

The Hebrew word for “paths™ here 1s Netivot (marn), a word that
occurs only rarely in scripture. Much more common is the word
Derekh (77). As the Zohar states, however, there is an important dif-
ference between these two words. A Derekh is a public road, a route
used by all people. A Nativ, on the other hand, is a personal route, a
path blazed by the individual for his personal use.' It 15 a hidden
path, without markers or signposts, which one must discover on his
own, and tread by means of his own devices.

The 32 paths of Wisdom are therefore called Netivot. They are
private paths, which must be blazed by each individual. There is no
open highway to the mysteries—each individual must discover his
own path.

The numerical value of Nativ (»ra) is 462, This 1s twice the num-
ber of the 231 Gates discussed below (2:4). These gates are a means
through which one ascends and descends along the 32 paths.
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Mystical

These paths are said 10 be mystical, Peliyot (mee5s) in Hebrew.
This comes from the root Pala (x52), which has the connotation of
being hidden and separated from the world at large.'® Not only are
these paths individual, but they are hidden, concealed and
transcendental.

This is very closely related to the word Peleh (#%9), meaning a
miracle. A miracle is separated and independent from the laws of the
physical world. It is also influenced by hidden forces. As such, it is a
link with the mystical and transcendental plane. The same is true of
the paths of Wisdom.

According 1o the Zohar, the word Peleh specifically relates to the
paths of Wisdom.'* The type of miracle denoted by the word Peleh
is specifically one that is accomplished through the manipulation of
these paths. The methods of manipulating these paths is one of the
important teachings of Sefer Yetzirah.

The Sefer Yetzirah later calls the three Mothers, “a great mysti-
cal (muPhLA) secret™ (3:2). The first of the three Mothers is Aleph
(®). When spelled out, Aleph (q>x) has the same letters as Peleh
(hp), 15

According to the Kabbalists, the letter Aleph denotes Keter
(Crown), the highest of the Sefirot.'® It is with regard to Keter that
Ben Sirah said, “In what is mysterious (muPhLA) for you, do not
seek.”!"

The Kabbalists call Keter the level of Nothingness (4yin).'® It is
on this level that the laws of nature cease to exist, and can therefore
be altered.

As the book Raziel points out, the three letters of Peleh (x52) rep-
resent increasingly hidden values.'® According to the phonetic fami-
lies defined by Sefer Yetzirah (2:3), the first letier, Peh (), is pro-
nounced with the lips, the second letter, Lamed (%), with the middle
of the tongue, and the final Alef (x), with the throat. Thus, the first
letter 1s pronounced with the outermost revealed part of the mouth,
while the last is voiced with the innermost concealed part. The word
Peleh thus denotes the transition from the revealed to the
concealed.

Wisdom

These 32 paths are said to be paths of Wisdom (Chakhmah). In
a Kabbalistic sense, Wisdom is seen as pure, undifferentiated Mind. >
It 1s pure thought, which has not yet been broken up into differenti-
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ated ideas. Wisdom is the level above all division, where everything
is a simple unity.

It is in recognition of this that the Talmud states, “Who is wise
(Chakham)? He who learns from every man.”™ It is on the level of
Wisdom that all men are one. Hence, if one is on this level, he must
learn from every human being, and indeed, from all creation.
According to the Baal Shem Tov, this means that a person on the
level of Wisdom must even learn from Ewvil.?? It 1s only on levels
below Wisdom that people are separated into different individuals,
Only on lower levels does the division between good and evil
2X151.

The Talmud likewise states, “Who i1s wise? He who perceives the
future.” This is because Wisdom is the pure mind force that tran-
scends time. On the level of Wisdom, past, present and future have
not yet been separated. Hence, on this level, one can see the future
just like the past and present.

The antithesis of Wisdom i1s Understanding. The Hebrew word
for Understanding is Binah (7r3), which comes from the root Beyn
(r3). meaning “between.”

Understanding is the level immediately below Wisdom. It is on
the level of Understanding that ideas exist separately, where they can
be scrutinized and comprehended. While Wisdom is pure undifferen-
tiated Mind, Understanding is the level where division exists, and
where things are delineated and defined as separated objects.

On the level of Wisdom, all men are included in a single world
soul. Understanding is the level of Neshamah, where the soul of each
individual assumes a distinct identity, and each one is seen as a sepa-
rate entity.

The divine name associated with Understanding 1s Elohim.»
This is a plural word, since Understanding implies a plurality of
forces. It is the name Elohim that is used throughout the entire first
chapter of Genesis in describing the act of creation. The 32 times
that this name occurs correspond to the 32 paths of Wisdom.

This resolves an important difficalty, If Wisdom 15 a simple
undifferentiated Mind, how can 1t be manifest as 32 distinct paths?
But actually, Wisdom 1s undifferentiated, and it is only through the
power of Understanding that it is divided into separated paths. These
paths are therefore designated by the name Elohim, the name associ-
ated with Understanding.

An example would be water flowing through a system of pipes.
Water itself is an undifferentiated fluid, having no essential (macro-
scopic) structure, Structure i1s only imposed on 1t when it flows
through the system of pipes. In the analogy, Wisdom is the water,
while Understanding represents the pipes that channel it.
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The 32 paths are expressed as the letters and numbers. Since
these represent division, they are manifestations of Understanding.?®
Hence, Wisdom represents nonverbal thought, while Understanding
1s its verbalization.

In this respect, Wisdom and Understanding are seen as being
male and female respectively. In the Kabbalah, Wisdom is seen as
the Father (Abba), while Understanding i1s the Mother (Immah). The
male represents unchanneled creative force. This can only be brought
into fruition when delineated, enclosed and channeled by the female
womb. It is for this reason that the Sefer Yetzirah (1:2) calls the pri-
mary letters “Mothers.”

This also resolves another difficulty. Earlier, we said that the 32
paths represent the heart, since the Hebrew word for heart, Lev, actu-
ally spells out the number 32. The heart, however, is normally associ-
ated with Understanding, while these paths are said to pertain to
Wisdom.?” But the paths merely channel Wisdom, while the sub-
stance of the paths themselves is Understanding.*®

Engraved

The text states that the Creator used these 32 paths to “engrave”
so as to create His universe.

The Hebrew word here is Chakak (ppn). This usually has the con-
notation of removing material, as in the verse, “Engrave (chakak)
yourself a dwelling in a rock™ (Isaiah 22:16). Derived from this root
are the words Chok (pn) and Chukah (7pn), meaning “rule”™ and
“decree,” since rules and laws serve to remove some of the
individual's freedom of action.?® Thus, the word Chakak is closely
related to Ma-chak (pno), meaning “to erase,” as well as to the root
La-kach (np5), meaning to “remove” or “take.”™

The word Chakak is very closely related to the concept of writ-
ing.”" The main difference between engraving (chakak) and writing is
that when one writes, one adds material such as ink to the writing
surface, while when one engraves, one removes material. When the
Bible uses the work Chakak to designate writing, it is referring to
such systems as cuneiform, where the text was written by removing
wedges of clay from a tablet.

To understand why the author uses the term “engraved™ here,
we must understand the idea of creation. Before a universe could be
created, empty space had to exist in which it could be made. But ini-
tially, only God existed, and all existence was filled with the Divine
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Essence, the Light of the In