
THE EVOLUTION OF EGO

Our mystical journey is initiated by an overview of 
three unique spiritual worlds that precede the physical 
cosmic system within which we exist. These three 
realms correspond to three strata within the individual 
human experience—namely, thought, speech, and 
action. The insights from this awareness will become 
practical empowerment for personal growth.

IN THE BEGINNING

Jane Kamentser, oil on 
canvas, 2015, Los Angeles
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I. INTRODUCTION

Welcome to The World of Kabbalah: Revealing How Its Mystical Secrets 
Relate to You. This course provides a journey into the fascinating yet 
mysterious realm of kabbalah, genuine Jewish mysticism.

The intellectual bridge that facilitates this journey is an analysis of a 
fascinating hierarchy present within the human soul. That hierarchy is a 
reflection of a far higher cosmic order referred to as seder hishtalshelut, 
the magnificent sequence of spiritual evolution that stretches from 
G‑d’s* infinite desire to create the world all the way down the Divine 
pipeline until the final, finite product. This order gave rise to the 
curious‑looking charts that appear in kabbalistic works, and it is key to 
the present study.

* Throughout this book, “G‑d” and “L‑rd” are written with a hyphen instead of an “o” (both in our own translations and when 
quoting others). This is one way we accord reverence to the sacred Divine name. This also reminds us that, even as we seek 
G‑d, He transcends any human effort to describe His reality.
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Driving Questions

1. What is kabbalah?

2. What are its central teachings?

3. What is the significance of some of its key terms,  
like sefirot?

4. How are these teachings relevant to my  
everyday life?

F
FIGURE 1.1

KABBALAH

Bracha Lavee, felt on 
canvas, Israel, 2021
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Kabbalah Diagram
Rabbi Moshe Cordovero, Pardes Rimonim (Koretz, 1786), p. 32b

F
FIGURE 1.2

RABBI MOSHE  
CORDOVERO 
(RAMAK)
1522–1570

Prominent kabbalist. 
Ramak belonged to the 
circle of Jewish mystical 
thinkers who flourished 
in 16th‑century Safed. 
The name Cordovero 
indicates that his family 
originated in Córdoba, 
Spain. His most famous 
kabbalistic work is 
Pardes Rimonim.
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Kabbalah Diagram
Rabbi Shabtai Sheftel Halevi Horowitz,  
Shefa Tal (Hanau, 1612), p. 5a

F
FIGURE 1.3

RABBI SHABTAI SHEFTEL 
HALEVI HOROWITZ
1566–1619

Kabbalist. A resident of 
Prague, Rabbi Shabtai 
Horowitz was a nephew 
of the renowned 
kabbalist Rabbi 
Yeshayah Horowitz, the 
Shalah. Rabbi Shabtai 
is best known for his 
kabbalistic work Shefa 
Tal and for his emphasis 
of the Divine nature 
of the human soul.
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The Mortal Mirror
Rabbi Meir ibn Gabai, Tolaat Yaakov, Sod Hamilah

כִּי הָאָדָם דֻגְמָא עֶלְיוֹנָה. וְכָל מָה שֶׁבָּעֶלְיוֹנִים 

וְתַחְתּוֹנִים כָּלוּל בּוֹ. וְהוּא סוֹד "צֶלֶם אֱלֹקִים" 

)בְּרֵאשִׁית א, כז(, בִּהְיוֹתוֹ בְּדֻגְמַת הַדְבָרִים הָאֱלֹקִים, 

בְּסוֹד "וּמִבְּשָׂרִי אֶחֱזֶה אֱלוֹקַה" )אִיוֹב יט, כו(.

A mortal is a mirror for the supernal reality. All 
that exists in both higher and lower realms is 
present in microcosmic form within the human. 
This is the deeper significance of the Torah’s 
statement that the human was created “in the 
Divine image” (Genesis 1:27). And this is why we 
say, “From my flesh, I envision G‑d” (Job 19:26).

RABBI MEIR IBN GABAI
1480–AFTER 1540

Kabbalist and author. Ibn 
Gabai was born in Spain, 
from which he emigrated 
during the 1492 
expulsion. Eventually 
he settled in Egypt. He 
authored three books in 
which he elucidates many 
basic mystical concepts, 
which have become 
kabbalistic classics: 
Tolaat Yaakov (which 
he authored at the age 
of 26), Derech Emunah, 
and Avodat Hakodesh.

5
TEXT 1

JACOB’S LADDER

Lesley Friedmann, acrylic 
on board, on permanent 

display, Chabad of Vancouver 
Island synagogue foyer, 

Victoria, BC, Canada, 2017
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Divine Ladder
Rabbi Moshe Alshich, Genesis 1:26

מָה עָשָׂה הוּא יִתְבָּרַךְ? עָשָׂה "סֻלָם מֻצָב אַרְצָה 

וְרֹאשׁוֹ מַגִיעַ הַשָׁמָיְמָה" )בְּרֵאשִׁית כח, יב(, לְמַעַן 

עַל יְדֵי מַדְרֵגוֹת הַסֻלָם יִשְׁתַּלְשֵׁל שֶׁפַע עֶלְיוֹן, קַו לְקַו 

יוֹרֵד וּמִתְעַבֶּה, עַד יוּכַן לְהִתְקַבֵּל עַד מַטָה מַטָה.

G‑d fashioned “a ladder planted on the earth, 
whose top reaches into the heavens” (Genesis 
28:12). This ladder’s rungs serve as channels 
through which the flow of Divine energy can 
devolve degree after degree, in a constant pattern 
of progressive coarsening, until the flow can be 
received at the lowest extreme of existence.

hebrew term לוּת לְשְׁ תַּ סֵדֶר הִשְׁ

transliteration seder hishtalshelut

literal meaning system of devolution 

definition the many degrees of systematic 
descent that stretch between G‑d’s 
desire to create the universe and 
the tangible result of that goal

RABBI MOSHE ALSHICH
1508–1593

Biblical exegete. Rabbi 
Alshich was born in 
Turkey and moved to 
Safed, Israel, where he 
became a student of 
Rabbi Yosef Caro, the 
preeminent codifier of 
Jewish law. Alshich’s 
commentary to the 
Torah, titled Torat 
Moshe, remains popular 
to this day. His students 
included Rabbi Chaim 
Vital and Rabbi Yom 
Tov Tzahalon. He is 
buried in Safed.

2
TEXT 2

KEY TERM 1.1
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Word of Caution
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Likutei Torah, Vayikra 51c

אָמַר קְדוֹשׁ ה' הָרַב יִשְׂרָאֵל בַּעַל שֵׁם טוֹב 

נִשְׁמָתוֹ עֵדֶן: אֲשֶׁר בְּלִמוּד סִפְרֵי הַקַבָּלָה יֵשׁ 

לְהִזָהֵר שֶׁלֹא יְדַמֶה הַדְבָרִים כִּפְשׁוּטָתָן.

The saintly Rabbi Yisrael Baal Shem Tov taught 
that when studying works of kabbalah, we 
must be careful not to perceive the kabbalistic 
ideas as literal, physical concepts.

8
TEXT 3 RABBI SHNEUR 

ZALMAN OF LIADI
(ALTER REBBE)
1745–1812

Chasidic rebbe, Halachic 
authority, and founder of 
the Chabad movement. 
The Alter Rebbe was 
born in Liozna, Belarus, 
and was among the 
principal students of the 
Magid of Mezeritch. His 
numerous works include 
the Tanya, an early 
classic containing the 
fundamentals of Chabad 
Chasidism; and Shulchan 
Aruch HaRav, an 
expanded and reworked 
code of Jewish law.

RABBI YISRAEL 
BAAL SHEM TOV
(BESHT)
1698–1760

Founder of the Chasidic 
movement. Born in 
Slutsk, Belarus, the 
Baal Shem Tov was 
orphaned as a child. He 
served as a teacher’s 
assistant and clay digger 
before founding the 
Chasidic movement 
and revolutionizing the 
Jewish world with his 
emphasis on prayer, joy, 
and love for every Jew, 
regardless of his or her 
level of Torah knowledge.THE WAGON OF THE BESHT

Shoshannah Brombacher, 
oil pastel on paper, 

Brooklyn, 1995
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II. THE THREE WORLDS

The Zohar discusses the existence of three spiritual worlds that 
precede our physical universe. Their titles in Jewish mysticism reflect 
the varying degrees to which they are endowed with a sense of partial 
independence from G‑d. The greater the sense of self, the greater the 
loss of an empowering surrender to G‑d.

Beriah, Yetzirah, Asiyah
Zohar 2, 155a

דְאִית בֵּיה אוּף הָכִי בְּרִיאָה, וְעַל דָא בְּרָאתִיו.

בְּהַהוּא כָּבוֹד עִלָאָה אִית בֵּיה יְצִירָה, וְעַל דָא יְצַרְתִּיו . . .

בְּהַהוּא כָּבוֹד עִלָאָה אִית בֵּיה עֲשִׂיָה, וְעַל 

דָא אוּף הָכִי בְּבַר נַשׁ כְּתִיב עֲשִׂיתִיו.

לִמְהֶוֵי אִיהוּ כְּגַוְנָא דְהַהוּא כָּבוֹד עִלָאָה.

G‑d’s glory includes Beriah, and G‑d 
bestowed this unto the human.

G‑d’s glory includes Yetzirah, and G‑d 
bestowed this unto the human. . . .

G‑d’s glory includes Asiyah, and G‑d 
bestowed this unto the human.

Thus, the human is rendered in the 
image of the supernal glory.

ZOHAR

The seminal work 
of kabbalah, Jewish 
mysticism. The Zohar is 
a mystical commentary 
on the Torah, written in 
Aramaic and Hebrew. 
According to the Arizal, 
the Zohar contains 
the teachings of Rabbi 
Shimon bar Yocha’i, who 
lived in the Land of Israel 
during the 2nd century. 
The Zohar has become 
one of the indispensable 
texts of traditional 
Judaism, alongside and 
nearly equal in stature to 
the Mishnah and Talmud.

5
TEXT 4

 L E S S O N  O N E   9



hebrew term י"עַ  בִּ

transliteration BiYA

literal meaning created, shaped, made

definition acronym for the grouping 
of the three spiritual words, 
Beriah, Yetzirah, and Asiyah

hebrew term יֵשׁוּת

transliteration yeshut

literal meaning existence

definition existence with a sense of self‑
awareness and independence

KEY TERM 1.2

KEY TERM 1.3

ILAN SEFIROT 
(SEFIROT TREE)

Yehoshua Wiseman, 
acrylic on canvas, Israel
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Names of BiYA

NAME OF 
WORLD

TRANSLATION IMPLICATION DEGREE OF  
SELF-AWARENESS

BERIAH Created
The initial appearance 
of a novel entity

Minimal

YETZIRAH Shaped
Supplying form to a 
preexisting entity

Intermediate

ASIYAH Made
Completion of an 
entity’s production

Maximal

F
FIGURE 1.4

An introductory page of 
the Zohar from the first 

printed edition, Mantua (in 
modern-day Italy), 1558. 

Numerous handwritten notes 
of an unknown author fill the 

margins of this particular 
copy. (JTS Library, New York)

 L E S S O N  O N E   11



Decisive Factor: Closeness
Rabbi Shalom Dovber Schneersohn,  
Sefer Hamaamarim 5662, pp. 357–358

וְהֵן ג' מַדְרֵגוֹת: בְּרִיאָה, יְצִירָה, עֲשִׂיָה.

דִבְרִיאָה הוּא רֵאשִׁית הִתְחַדְשׁוּת הֲיֵשׁ . . . אֶלָא 

שֶׁאֹפֶן הִתְהַווּתוֹ עַד שֶׁנַעֲשָׂה בִּבְחִינַת יֵשׁ מַמָשׁ, דְהַיְנוּ 

הִתְגַלוּת יֵשׁוּתוֹ בְּפֹעַל מַמָשׁ, הוּא בְּג' מַדְרֵגוֹת . . .

וְהַטַעַם מָה שֶׁהִתְהַווּת הֲיֵשׁ הוּא בְּאֹפֶן כָּזֶה שֶׁאֵינוֹ 

נַעֲשֶׂה בִּבְחִינַת יֵשׁ מַמָשׁ בִּתְחִלַת הִתְהַווּתוֹ . . . לְפִי 

שֶׁבִּתְחִלַת וְרֵאשִׁית הִתְהַווּת הֲיֵשׁ הֲרֵי הוּא קָרוֹב עֲדַיִן 

אֶל הָאַיִן הָאֱלֹקִי וּמֵאִיר בּוֹ בְּחִינַת הָאַיִן . . . וְלָכֵן אִי 

אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיִהְיֶה בִּבְחִינַת מְצִיאוּת יֵשׁ מַמָשׁ.

כִּי אִם כַּאֲשֶׁר יֵרֵד מִמַדְרֵגָה לְמַדְרֵגָה, וְהַיְנוּ 

שֶׁמִתְעַלֵם הָאוֹר וְאֵינוֹ מֵאִיר בּוֹ בְּגִלוּי.

עַד בְּחִינַת עֲשִׂיָה, שֶׁהָאוֹר מֻסְתָּר לְגַמְרֵי, 

אָז דַוְקָא נַעֲשָׂה בִּבְחִינַת יֵשׁ מַמָשׁ.

There are three rungs: Beriah, Yetzirah, and Asiyah.

Beriah is the first introduction of yeshut, an 
independent self‑concept. . . . However, 
existence only develops into a complete 
yesh when it reaches the third stage. . . .

RABBI SHALOM DOVBER 
SCHNEERSOHN 
(RASHAB)
1860–1920

Chasidic rebbe. Rabbi 
Shalom Dovber became 
the 5th leader of the 
Chabad movement 
upon the passing 
of his father, Rabbi 
Shmuel Schneersohn. 
He established the 
Lubavitch network 
of yeshivot called 
Tomchei Temimim. He 
authored many volumes 
of Chasidic discourses 
and is renowned for 
his lucid and thorough 
explanations of 
kabbalistic concepts.

8
TEXT 5

THE WORLD OF KABBALAH12



The reason yeshut develops gradually . . . is because 
the initial stage of existence remains close to G‑d, 
and His presence is very much sensed at this level.

Then Beriah devolves into Yetzirah, where 
the presence of G‑d is somewhat concealed.

Finally, Yetzirah devolves into Asiyah, 
where G‑d is completely concealed. At this 
point, existence becomes a true yesh and 
gains a complete sense of selfhood.

hebrew term טוּל בִּ

transliteration bitul

literal meaning surrender, suspension, nullification

definition a subdued sense of self due to 
being absorbed by something 
overwhelmingly impressive, and 
the desire to become one with it

KEY TERM 1.4

v
Does bitul (surrender) 
harm one’s self 
self‑esteem? Rabbi Shais 
Taub responds: 
myjli.com/kabbalah
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III. THE HUMAN EXAMPLE

An analysis of mortal thought, speech, and action that identifies the 
distinctions unique to each of these functions provides an analogy 
through which to understand the nature of BiYA and the distinctions 
between these worlds.

hebrew term י הַנֶפֶשׁ  לְבוּשֵׁ

transliteration levushei hanefesh

literal meaning the soul’s garments

definition Thought, speech, and action—
the soul’s behaviors, which are 
external to the soul itself

KEY TERM 1.5

Title page of Sefer Yetzirah, 
an early kabbalistic work, 

from the first printed edition, 
Mantua, 1562. (Scholem 

Collection, National Library 
of Israel, Jerusalem)
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Removable
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi,  
Maamarei Admur Hazaken 5567, p. 414

שֶׁבְּחִינַת בְּרִיאָה יְצִירָה עֲשִׂיָה הֵם עַל דֶרֶךְ מָשָׁל כְּמוֹ 

לְבוּשׁ גַשְׁמִי, שֶׁיָכוֹל לִפְשֹׁט אוֹתוֹ וְלִלְבֹּשׁ לְבוּשׁ אַחֵר, 

לְפִי שֶׁהַלְבוּשׁ אֵינוֹ נוֹגֵעַ לְעַצְמוּתוֹ . . . כְּמוֹ מַחֲשָׁבָה 

דִבּוּר וּמַעֲשֶׂה לְעַצְמוּת הַנֶפֶשׁ, הֵם רַק בְּחִינַת לְבוּשִׁים.

Beriah, Yetzirah, and Asiyah are comparable to 
physical garments. We can always remove our 
garments and dress in alternative garments because 
garments are not part of our essential selves. . . . In 
the soul’s experience, this correlates to thought, 
speech, and action, which are not relevant to the 
core of the soul, but serve only as its garments.

8
TEXT 6A

Handwritten correspondence 
by Rabbi Shneur Zalman 

of Liadi, dated 1811.
(Library of Agudas Chasidei 

Chabad, Brooklyn, N.Y.)
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Triple Correspondence
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, ibid.

בְּרִיאָה הוּא בְּחִינַת מַחְשָׁבָה, וִיצִירָה הוּא בְּחִינַת 

דִבּוּר, וַעֲשִׂיָה הוּא בְּחִינַת מַעֲשֶׂה בְּגַשְׁמִיוּת.

Beriah corresponds to thinking; Yetzirah, to 
speaking; and Asiyah, to physical action.

8
TEXT 6B

v
Watch “Do Your Thoughts 
Matter?” by Mrs. Sara 
Esther Crispe: 
myjli.com/kabbalah

Kabbalistic diagram in the first 
printed edition of Shefa Tal by 

Rabbi Shabtai Sheftel Halevi 
Horowitz, Hanau (in modern-

day Germany), 1612. (National 
Library of Israel, Jerusalem)
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Degrees of Separation
F
FIGURE 1.5

SELF

ACTION

Our tangible accomplishments 
remain even after we leave 
the scene.

Our influence is physical 
and tangible.

ASIYAH

SPEECH

We often cannot convey the 
full intensity of our feelings.

We can communicate ideas 
and emotions to others.

YETZIRAH

THOUGHT

We can think of nonsense and 
of concepts that contradict our 
genuine opinions and feelings.

We can switch our train of thought 
from one topic to another.

BERIAH
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Souls in the Spiritual Worlds

The spiritual worlds of Beriah and Yetzirah are home to souls due to descend to, or that have 

already returned from, our physical world—Asiyah. Even while a soul is installed in a human body 

in Asiyah, it nevertheless retains a connection with its source in the higher, spiritual worlds. 

The following collection of texts chart the soul’s journey from 

the spiritual worlds to our physical world and back.

Rabbi Moshe Cordovero, Pardes Rimonim 1:7

The world of Beriah is referred to as the Divine 

Throne. It is the World of Souls, as per the Zohar’s 

(3:29b) teaching: “Souls are hewn from beneath 

the Divine Throne.” The original source of souls is 

actually far higher than Beriah, but Beriah is the realm 

within which souls emerge as distinct entities.

Rabbi Shmuel Schneerson, Likutei Torah: 
Torat Shmuel 5635:2, p. 3017

In our Morning Blessings, we turn to G-d and exclaim, 

“My G-d! The soul You placed into me is pure. Atah 

Beratah—You created it! Atah Yetzartah—You 

formed it! And You breathed it into me.”

The signifi cance of this prayer is that it depicts the 

path through which a soul descends into a human 

body. The soul’s earliest origin is described as “pure,” 

indicating that it is within pristine Divinity. In order to 

descend into our world, the soul must travel through 

the realms referred to as Beratah, “You created it”—

the world of Beriah, and then Yetzartah, “You formed 

it”—the world of Yetzirah, and fi nally, “You have 

breathed it into me”—the soul’s installation within a 

human body, here in the world of Asiyah.

SPIRITUAL ORIGINS

The Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot 9, p. 25

A number of Talmudic statements inform 

us that heavenly voices regularly call 

upon us to better our ways. This is rather 

puzzling. What could be the point of 

issuing calls that people fail to hear? 

The answer is that part of us indeed hears 

these calls. For part of our soul remains 

on high and does not descend into the 

body. This part of the soul, which resides 

in the spiritual realms, clearly hears the 

heavenly voices—and its reaction stirs 

the part of the soul that is installed within 

the body.

The result of this process is discernable in 

individuals who suddenly feel inspired to 

become more connected with G-d—even 

though they did nothing at all to invite 

such spiritual feelings. Rather, their 

inspiration is the trickle-down e� ect of a 

heavenly call that is heard by the part of 

the soul that resides in Heaven.

RESIDUAL SPIRITUALITY
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Torah Or, Miketz 32d

Our sages taught that “in the afterlife, there is no 

eating, drinking, procreation, business dealings, 

jealousy, hatred, or competition. Rather, the 

righteous sit with crowns on their heads and enjoy 

the splendor of the Divine presence” (Talmud, 

Berachot 17a).

What is the splendor of the Divine presence that 

the souls enjoy in Paradise? It is a radiance of G-d’s 

infi nite light that the souls in Paradise are capable of 

perceiving. 

There are two general levels within Paradise: Higher 

Paradise is located in the spiritual world of Beriah, 

while Lower Paradise is located in the spiritual world 

of Yetzirah. Within these two divisions, however, 

there exist infi nite sublevels. 

Souls in Paradise constantly advance. They rise from 

one level to the next, as they refi ne their capacity 

to perceive the radiance of the Divine Light. When 

a soul desires to graduate to the next level, it must 

fi rst immerse in nahar di’nor, the “fi ery river,” 

an experience that allows it to erase its memory 

of its previous understanding of the Divine. This 

is necessary because the perception attained on 

any given level is insignifi cant compared to the 

perception available on the next level and disturbs 

the absorption of the advanced understanding.  

SPIRITUAL RETURN

The Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot 14, pp. 34–35

The Talmud (Berachot 64a) states that “the 

righteous have no rest—not in the present world, 

nor in the next, as it is stated, ‘They will go from 

strength to strength’” (Psalms 84:8).

While the soul of the deceased constantly ascends 

within Paradise, it experiences a quantum leap on 

each anniversary of its passing (yahrtzeit). That is 

because the death of the body allowed the soul to 

undergo its fi rst quantum leap, releasing it from 

the physical world to the spiritual realm. Similarly, 

within Paradise, each major ascent of the soul 

requires “death,” a release from its previous level 

within Paradise. That is precisely what occurs on 

each anniversary of the soul’s departure from this 

world, allowing the soul to experience another 

quantum leap within Paradise.

For that reason, we recite the Kaddish prayer on 

each anniversary of passing, and observe related 

practices—for at that time, the soul experiences a 

similar propulsion to the day of mortal demise. 

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Lubavitch, 
Likutei Torah, Bamidbar 2b, note

A soul’s post-life experience in the lower Gan 

Eden is far more profound than its pre-life 

experience in the higher Gan Eden.
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Three Types of Angels

Isaiah and Ezekiel frequently 

encountered angels in their prophetic 

visions. They employed rich and 

detailed metaphors to describe them.

The angels of Heaven are divided 

into three general categories, each 

occupying a distinct spiritual realm.

The following texts are selections from 

the prophetic visions that describe the 

various forms of angels, together with 

explanatory texts that highlight the 

unique qualities of each particular form.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Likutei Torah, Emor 32b

Seraphim reside in Beriah, the realm 

in which there is a high degree of 

comprehension of G-d’s infi nite light. The 

angels of this world perceive G-d as He 

transcends the entire process of Creation. 

For that reason, they proclaim, “Holy!” 

(Kadosh)—because the term kadosh 

connotes something entirely separate and 

distinct. 

As a result of their mental concentration 

and their comprehension of this aspect of 

G-d, the Seraphim burn with passion to 

fully perceive G-d’s glory.

Isaiah 6:1–4

In the year that King Uziah died, I saw the 

L-rd sitting on a high and exalted throne, 

and His lower extremity fi lled the Temple.

Above Him stood Seraphim, each with six 

wings: with two wings they covered their 

faces, with two they covered their feet, and 

with two they would fl y. 

The Seraphim were calling to one another: 

“Holy, holy, holy is the L-rd of Hosts! The 

entire earth is fi lled with His glory!”

At the sound of their voices the doorposts 

shook, and the house was fi lled with 

smoke.

BERIAH
Seraphim: Flaming Entities

ANGEL ABOVE THE SHTETL (DETAIL)

Ksenija Pecaric. acrylic on canvas, New Jersey, 2009
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya,
Likutei Amarim, ch. 39 

The holy Chayot reside in the world 

of Yetzirah, while the Seraphim dwell 

in Beriah. 

Beriah is a world of intellectual revelation 

of G-d, and the Seraphim are therefore in 

a constant state of bitul, standing in the 

same spot without change. 

By contrast, in the world of Yetzirah, 

G-d’s emotive attributes—Divine 

love and awe, etc.—are revealed. The 

angels of this realm are referred to 

as Chayot, “animals,” because like 

animals, they experience emotions 

rather than intellect. Being primarily 

emotional creatures, the Chayot of 

Yetzirah are highly excitable, and as 

they experience the revelations of 

Yetzirah, they rush back and forth.

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Lubavitch, Or HaTorah, Shemot 5,
pp. 1467–1468 

Ofanim reside in the spiritual layer of the world 

of Asiyah (as opposed to the material layer of 

Asiyah that mortals inhabit). Asiyah is a world 

of action, devoid of the depth of understanding 

and profundity of feeling available in the higher 

realms. Consequently, the Ofanim’s perception 

of G-d takes the form of uncomplicated 

acknowledgment and straightforward 

acceptance. 

Due to their lack of intellectual understanding, 

the Ofanim are incapable of distinction and 

complexity. This is why they are described 

as round like a wheel, without a particular 

beginning or conclusion, and within which no 

position carries uniqueness over any other.  

Therefore, whereas the Chayot express 

their emotional perception of G-d in rushing 

movements, racing upward, then racing 

back down, the Ofanim express their 

acknowledgment of G-d as a steady, simple 

motion, like the unfl uctuating turning of a wheel.

Ezekiel 1:13–14

The appearance of the living 

creatures was like burning coals of 

fi re, like torches. The fi re moved 

back and forth among the creatures; 

it was bright, and lightning fl ashed 

out of it. The creatures rushed back 

and forth like fl ashes of lightning.

Ezekiel 1:16

This was the appearance and function of the 

wheels: They had the appearance of crystal, 

and all four looked alike. Each appeared and 

functioned like a wheel within a wheel.

YETZIRAH ASIYAH
Chayot: Holy Animals Ofanim: Wheeling angels
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IV. LESSONS

Several insights emerge from an analysis of BiYA: Firstly, BiYA’s sense 
of independence from G‑d implies that humans are endowed with the 
ability to control their actions, speech, and even thoughts, irrespective 
of one’s internal makeup. Furthermore, the existence of BiYA’s three 
rungs and their specific hierarchy imparts insight into human planning, 
consulting, and implementation. In addition, it is possible to begin each 
day with a BiYA‑exercise to facilitate an adequate sense of grounding 
that is coupled with spiritual focus.

Peruse the following list, and mentally identify one trait 

that does not pose a challenge for you. Then mentally 

identify one that does.

E
EXERCISE 1.1

Anger

Arrogance

Crassness

Cynicism

Dishonesty

Disloyalty

Disorganization

Extravagance

Fickleness

Flakiness

Frivolity

Greed

Insensitivity

Intrusiveness

Jealousy

Laziness

Pessimism

Pettiness

Selfishness

Stinginess

Timidity
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In Control
The Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson,  
Torat Menachem: Sefer Hamaamarim Melukat 3, p. 382

מַחֲשָׁבָה דִבּוּר וּמַעֲשֶׂה הֵם לְבוּשֵׁי הַנֶפֶשׁ. וְלָכֵן כְּמוֹ 

שֶׁלְבוּשֵׁי הַגוּף . . . בִּיכָלְתּוֹ לְפוֹשְׁטָם, וּמִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן 

שֶׁאֵינוֹ מֻכְרָח בִּלְבוּשִׁים אֵלוּ )שֶׁלוֹבֵשׁ עַכְשָׁו( וּבִיכָלְתּוֹ 

לְהַחֲלִיפָם בִּלְבוּשִׁים אֲחֵרִים, עַל דֶרֶךְ זֶה הוּא בִּלְבוּשֵׁי 

הַנֶפֶשׁ, דְהַלְבוּשִׁים דִבּוּר וּמַעֲשֶׂה אֶפְשָׁר לְפוֹשְׁטָם. וְגַם 

הַמַחֲשָׁבָה שֶׁהִיא בִּתְמִידוּת, נֶחְלֶפֶת בְּמַחֲשָׁבָה אַחֶרֶת.

מָה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן הַשֵׂכֶל וְהַמִדוֹת הֲרֵי הֵם מַהוּת 

הַנֶפֶשׁ, וְלָכֵן בִּכְדֵי לְשַׁנוֹתָם צָרִיךְ לִיגִיעָה.

Thought, speech, and action are merely garments to 
the soul. Just as we are able to remove . . . the body’s 
garments, so we can remove the soul’s garments of 
speech and action by refraining from speaking or 
acting. And just as we can exchange one article of 
clothing for another, so can we switch our thought, 
which constantly runs, from one subject to another.

This is in contrast to the intellect and emotion 
that, as part of the actual soul, demand 
much effort to effectively change.

RABBI MENACHEM 
MENDEL SCHNEERSON
1902–1994

The towering Jewish 
leader of the 20th 
century, known as “the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe,” or 
simply as “the Rebbe.” 
Born in southern 
Ukraine, the Rebbe 
escaped Nazi‑occupied 
Europe, arriving in 
the U.S. in June 1941. 
The Rebbe inspired 
and guided the revival 
of traditional Judaism 
after the European 
devastation, impacting 
virtually every Jewish 
community the world 
over. The Rebbe often 
emphasized that the 
performance of just 
one additional good 
deed could usher in 
the era of Mashiach. 
The Rebbe’s scholarly 
talks and writings have 
been printed in more 
than 200 volumes.

8
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Human = Thought, Speech, Action
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Likutei Torah, Behaalotecha 31c

HEBREW 
LETTER ENGLISH REPRESENTING 

THE WORD MEANING

א A Alefcha
Thought  

(lit., teaching/  
 learning)

ד D Dibur Speech

ם M Maaseh Action

F
FIGURE 1.6

v
Kabbalistic tips on how 
to control your mind 
and emotions: 
myjli.com/kabbalah

THE WISE SON

Joel ben Simeon Feibush, 
from The Ashkenazi 

Haggadah, an illuminated 
parchment manuscript from 

South Germany, c. 1460. 
(British Library, London)
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The Physiognomist
Rabbi Betzalel Ashkenazi, Shitah Mekubetzet, Nedarim 32b

מַעֲשֶׂה בְּחָכָם אֶחָד שָׁלַח דְמוּת פַּרְצוּפוֹ לְחָכָם 

אַחֵר שֶׁהָיָה מַכִּיר בִּדְמוּת הַפַּרְצוּפִין.

נִטְמַן פָּנֵי מִבִּיעֲתוּתֵיה דְהַהוּא פַּרְצוּף. 

לְסוֹף שָׁאַל לוֹ לָמָה נִטְמַן מִמֶנוּ.

וְעָנָה: אוֹתוֹ הַפַּרְצוּף מֵאָדָם רַע שֶׁאֵין כִּדְמוּתוֹ – 

חַמְדָן וְנוֹאֵף וְלִסְטִים – וְאֵין לְהַבִּיט אֵלָיו.

וְהַמְבִיאוֹ נִתְיָרֵא מִלָשׁוּב אֶל אֲדֹנָיו, עַד שֶׁשָׁלַח 

אֵלָיו שֶׁלֹא יִירָא מִמֶנוּ. וְשָׁאַל לוֹ כָּל הָעִנְיָן, וְאָמַר 

לוֹ כָּל מָה שֶׁשָׁמַע וְלָכֵן יָרֵאתִי לָשׁוּב אֵלֶיךָ.

אָמַר: בְּוַדַאי אֵין חָכָם כְּמוֹ אוֹתוֹ בַּעַל הַפַּרְצוּף, שֶׁמִן 

הַכֹּל אָמַר אֱמֶת – שֶׁיִצְרִי מְגָרֶה בִּי וּמֵסִית אוֹתִי לַעֲשׂוֹת 

כָּל זֹאת. אֲבָל הַחָכְמָה שֶׁבִּי מוֹנַעַת אוֹתִי מִכָּל זֶה.

There was once a sage who sent a drawing 
of his face to a physiognomist—a master 
who discerns temperament and character 
from one’s outward appearance.

When the master saw the drawing, he immediately 
blocked his face in fright. The messenger who 
brought the drawing asked him, “Why have you 
blocked your face from looking at the drawing?”

RABBI BETZALEL  
ASHKENAZI 
C. 1520–1592

Rabbi and scholar; lived 
in Egypt and Israel. 
While in Egypt he 
studied under the Radvaz 
and, upon the latter’s 
immigration to Israel, 
assumed leadership of 
the community. Later, 
he himself immigrated 
to Israel, where he 
became the leader of the 
Jerusalem community. 
He is best known for his 
Shitah Mekubetzet, an 
anthology of classical 
commentaries to the 
Talmud. His most 
important disciple was 
the famous kabbalist, 
Rabbi Yitzchak Luria.
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The master replied, “I’ve never seen the face 
of such a horrible person before. I saw in 
him coveting, adultery, and robbery. One 
shouldn’t gaze at the face of such evil.”

The messenger was obviously terrified of bringing 
back this reading to the sage. However, the 
sage sent word that he should return without 
fear. Upon his return, the sage inquired about 
what had occurred. The messenger conveyed 
everything that he had heard, concluding, 

“That’s why I was afraid to return to you.”

The sage replied, “Surely, this physiognomist 
outshines all others. Everything he said about 
me is true. My internal inclination drives 
me and seduces me to commit all of the 
wrongdoing that the master saw. Yet, I use 
my wisdom to refrain from acting on it.”

THE WORLD OF KABBALAH26



Rate yourself in terms of the following three statements:

A. I strategize and plan well. 1  2  3  4  5

B.  I solicit helpful advice from others.  1  2  3  4  5

C. I get the job done. I’m an implementer.  1  2  3  4  5

5  = very much 

4  = pretty well 

3  = average 

2  = somewhat weak 

1  = very weak

E
EXERCISE 1.2

TYPES OF JEWS, 
JERUSALEM 

James Tissot, ink on 
paper mounted on board, 

France, c. 1886 or 1889 
(Brooklyn Museum, N.Y.)

 L E S S O N  O N E   27



Plan, Consult, Act
The Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson,  
Sefer Hasichot 5750:2, pp. 464–467

דִי הַנְהָגָה פוּן אַ גֶעזוּנְטְן אוּן פוּלְקַאמֶענֶעם מֶענְטְשׁ )אַ בַּר 

שֵׂכֶל( אִיז בְּאַגְרִינְדֶעט אוּן וֶוערְט אָנְגֶעפִירְט דוּרְך דְרַיי זַאכְן 

ה: צוּם אַלֶעם עֶרְשְׁטְן טְרַאכְט עֶר;  בָה דִבּוּר אוּן מַעֲשֶׂ - מַחֲשָׁ

דֶערְנָאך בְּרֶענְגְט עֶר אַרוֹיס זַיין מַחֲשָׁבָה אִין דִבּוּר צוּ אַנְדֶערֶע, 

דֶערְצֵיילְן זֵיי וָואס עֶר טְרַאכְט, זִיך בַּארָאטְן מִיט יְדִידִים 

מְבִינִים )אִין דֶעם תְּחוּם מְסֻיָם( בִּכְדֵי קְלֶערֶער אוּן רִיכְטִיקֶער 

פַארְשְׁטֵיין דִי זַאך; דֶערְנָאך קוּמְט עֶר צוּ אַ מַסְקָנָא לְפֹעַל, 

אוּן בְּרֶענְגְט אַרוֹיס זַיין מַחֲשָׁבָה וְדִבּוּר אִין מַעֲשֶׂה בְּפֹעַל . . .

אַן אָדָם שָׁלֵם בַּאנוּגְנְט זִיך נִיט מִיט מַחְשָׁבָה אַלֵיין, אָדֶער 

אֲפִלוּ מִיט מַחֲשָׁבָה אוּן דִבּוּר, נָאר עֶר בְּרֶענְגְט אַרוֹיס 

ה בְּפֹעַל )דֶער  זַיינֶע פְּלֶענֶער )בְּמַחֲשָׁבָה וְדִבּוּר( אִין מַעֲשֵׂ

עִנְיָן הַשְׁלִישִׁי( . . . לְאִידָךְ גִיסָא: בִּכְדֵי דִי מַעֲשֶׂה זָאל זַיין 

בִּשְׁלֵמוּת דַארְף זִיך אִין אִיר אָנְהֶערְן וִוי זִי אִיז אַן עִנְיָן 

שְׁלִישִׁי, וֶועלְכֶער אִיז בְּאַגְרִינְדֶעט אוּן קוּמְט נָאך מַחֲשָׁבָה 

וְדִבּוּר: זַיין מַעֲשֶׂה זָאל נִיט זַיין סְתָם גֶעכַאפְּט אוּן גֶעטָאן, 

נָאר זִי זָאל קוּמֶען דַוְקָא נָאך דֶעם וָואס עֶר הָאט עֶס גוּט 

דוּרְכְגֶעטְרַאכְט אוּן דוּרְכְגֶערֶעדְט מִיט אַנְדֶערֶע . . .

אוּן כְּשֵׁם וִוי שְׁלֵמוּת הָאָדָם בַּאשְׁטֵייט פוּן אַלֶע דְרַיי עִנְיָנִים 

פוּן מַחֲשָׁבָה דִבּוּר וּמַעֲשֶׂה, אוּן דַוְקָא אַלְס שְׁלֹשָׁה דַרְגוֹת 

אוּן בְּסֵדֶר זֶה – אַזוֹי אִיז דָאס אוֹיך אִין עוֹלָם, אַז שְׁלֵמוּת 

הִשְׁתַּלְשְׁלוּת הָעוֹלָמוֹת . . . וֶוערְט אוֹיפְגֶעשְׁטֶלְט דַוְקָא 

דוּרְך דִי דְרַיי דַרְגוֹת הַנִזְכָּרוֹת לְעֵיל וּבְסֵדֶר זֶה דַוְקָא.

8
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THE WORLD OF KABBALAH28



The behavior of properly functioning people is 
based on and guided by three things: thought, 
speech, and action. First comes thought. Those 
thoughts are then expressed via speech to 
others, such as when consulting friends who 
understand a specific field, for the sake of 
arriving at a clearer and more accurate picture 
of the matter. This allows a person to arrive at a 
practical conclusion, whereby their thoughts and 
discussions are translated into concrete action. . . .

Thought alone is insufficient. Similarly, 
contemplation with subsequent discussion is not 
enough. We must bring our plans to action. . . . At 
the same time, in order for an action to be complete, 
it must reflect the reality that it is simply the third 
link in a chain, following forethought and helpful 
discussion. Otherwise, our actions will be rash. . . .

When we engage all three (thought, speech, and 
action, and in that particular order), we can 
reach our full potential, just as the hierarchy 
of the worlds is complete . . . only with all 
three worlds present in their specific order.
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Daily Exercise
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Shulchan Aruch HaRav,  
Mahadura Tinyana 1:4–6

וּמִיָד שֶׁנֵעוֹר מִשְׁנָתוֹ . . . יַחֲשֹׁב בְּלִבּוֹ לִפְנֵי מִי הוּא שׁוֹכֵב, 

וְיֵדַע שֶׁמֶלֶךְ מַלְכֵי הַמְלָכִים הַקָדוֹשׁ בָּרוּךְ הוּא חוֹפֵף 

עָלָיו, שֶׁנֶאֱמַר "מְלֹא כָל הָאָרֶץ כְּבוֹדוֹ" )יְשַׁעְיָה ו, ג( . . .

וְטוֹב לְהַרְגִיל עַצְמוֹ לוֹמַר מִיָד שֶׁנֵעוֹר מִשְׁנָתוֹ 

)מוֹדֶה אֲנִי לְפָנֶיךָ מֶלֶךְ חַי וְקַיָם שֶׁהֶחֱזַרְתָּ בִּי 

נִשְׁמָתִי בְּחֶמְלָה רַבָּה אֱמוּנָתְךָ(, וְעַל יְדֵי זֶה יִזְכֹּר 

אֶת ה' הָעוֹמֵד עָלָיו, וְיָקוּם בִּזְרִיזוּת . . .

וּלְפִי שֶׁבְּנֻסַח זֶה אֵין בּוֹ שׁוּם שֵׁם מִז' שֵׁמוֹת שֶׁאֵינָם 

נִמְחָקִין, אֵין אִסוּר לְאָמְרוֹ קֹדֶם שֶׁנָטַל יָדָיו.

As soon as we wake up . . . we should 
contemplate before Whom we are lying, and 
become aware that the King of kings is close 
at hand, as it is stated, “The entire earth is 
filled with His glory” (isaiah 6:3). . . .

It is best to habituate ourselves immediately 
upon waking to recite Modeh Ani—“I thank You, 
living and eternal King, for You have mercifully 
restored my soul within me. Great is Your 
faithfulness!” This will remind us of G‑d’s intimate 
presence and inspire us to rise energetically. . . .

7
TEXT 10
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Seeing that the Modeh Ani does not include 
a Divine name, we are permitted to recite 
it before ritually washing our hands.

Title page of Seder Hayom, 
by Rabbi Moshe ben Machir 

of Safed, from the first 
printed edition, Venice, 1599. 

This work is the first-known 
source of the custom to 

recite the Modeh Ani prayer.
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KEY TERMS

1. Seder hishtalshelut

The many degrees of systematic descent that stretch between G‑d’s 
desire to create the universe and the tangible result of that goal

2. BiYA

Acronym for the grouping of the three spiritual 
worlds, Beriah, Yetzirah, and Asiyah

3. Yeshut

Existence with a sense of self‑awareness and independence

4. Bitul

A subdued sense of self due to being absorbed by something 
overwhelmingly impressive, and the desire to become one with it

5. Levushei hanefesh

Thought, speech, and action—the soul’s behaviors, 
which are external to the soul itself
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KEY POINTS

1 The study of Jewish mysticism is not simply 
a pursuit of fascination and mystique 
but is primarily geared to bear a positive 
effect on how we live our lives.

2 Kabbalah is largely an exploration of seder 
hishtalshelut. In addition to thereby advancing 
our knowledge of G‑d, this material allows us 
to better understand many aspects of life.

3 Analyzing the human character and soul yields 
much insight into seder hishtalshelut, because 
the human is created in the Divine image.

4 When studying kabbalah, we must avoid 
perceiving spiritual ideas in a literal, physical sense.

5 Kabbalah teaches that the first existence with 
yeshut (independent sense of self ) is the 
spiritual world of Beriah. However, because 
Beriah senses G‑d acutely, it remains in a 
constant state of overwhelming bitul. By 
contrast, the subsequent worlds of Yetzirah 
and Asiyah sense G‑d to far lesser degrees, 
resulting in more extreme degrees of yeshut.
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6 We are able to tap into these higher worlds and reside in 
them temporarily during moments in which we sense 
G‑d acutely and are overwhelmed by His presence.

7 Human thought, speech, and action correspond 
to Beriah, Yetzirah, and Asiyah. We can use these 
three areas of life to advance our understanding 
of BiYA. The same is true in reverse: studying 
BiYA produces numerous insights into living more 
effectively through thought, speech, and action.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

1 The disposition of our internal character need not 
automatically dictate what occurs in the realm of 
our thought, speech, and action. We can control 
our levushim irrespective of our personality.

2 Our actions should be preceded by proper planning 
(thought) and consultation (speech). On the other 
hand, we must make certain to graduate from planning 
and discussion to engage in concrete action.

3 We can begin each day with a motivational exercise 
that is a built‑in feature of Jewish practice: to first 
think about the Creator, then verbalize our gratitude 
toward Him, and then act by ritually preparing our 
hands. This brief early morning tour through BiYA 
sets the appropriate tone for our entire day.
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