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Israel's Four Holy Cities: 
III Safed 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 
January 23, 1983 

Besides nerory, our brains seem to have two basic capacities: intelligence 

and imagination. Intelligence operates in the linear fashion. It helps us nove logi­

cally fran fact to fact, fran nurrber to ntl'Clber, step by step. It's neat. When we use 

our intelligence effectively it's tidy and it allc:Ms us to live with a great deal of 

prudential canpetence. Imagination is another kind of place. It's untidy. We leap 

to conclusions. We claim to be able to see beyond the surface of things, within things, 

what they represent as opposed to what they physically are. We make camections which 

have no essential clear relationship between then. It's a place of insight, the capac­

ity which gives us art, poetry and religion. 

I don't krow where the idea developed in the last century or so, but I hear 

it expressed in a ntl'Clber of ways and it's the idea that the supposed superiority of 

Judaism over the other religions of the world is that we have no myth. We don't make 

absurd leaps of faith. We don't believe in magic am miracle workers and holy nen and 

faith healing and all the other oonsequences of the imagination. Now, it ' s true, of 

course, that learning plays an inp)rtant role in our Je,,ish tradition, that we are 

taught to cultivate the mind. In point of fact, the imagination and intelligence are 

never wholly separate, one fran the ot:hrr. And it's equally true that we've recx,g­

nized that the imagination, untranmelled, when it is not reined in, can be madness. 

But, on the other hard, Judaism does rot rest on empirical observation. When ~es 

set out to develop the catlnardtents he didn't send out sane social scientist to see 

what ways of life were functional and which dysfunctional and s.ilri>ly proclaim those 

which had worth, had practical merit, as those which were necessarily Jewish. Arrl 

when Isaiah preached against the evils, sins, arrl injustices of Jerusalan he didn't 

first cauplle a Palph Nader-kind of report on the prd:>lems of the cx:mnunity and then 

sinply use this as a basis for an effective semon against those who were of privilege. 

Rather, he saw a vision, , sanathing within him. There was a fire within him 
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which oould not be oontained. God hcrl placed that fire there. This was his .imagination 

playing on his experience, playing on what he knew of the prd:>lems of the time. 

Judaism, quite as nuch as all the other religions, but in its own special 

way begins in the .imagination for what is religion, after all, but our desperate attenpt 

to make sense out of that which does not make sense - life. All religion requires that 

we assume that the in<:X)hate experiences, the conflicting, oontradictory experiences 

which we go through in life saneha-, can be shaped into meaning, that the questions which 

we have about what is right and what is wrong, what is valuabl~ what is dysfunctional, 

these questions can be answered affinnatively and substantially and that, in fact, our 

lives can be graced with significant pfillX>se am not simply errl a few years after birth 

in the grave. Religion begins in the .imagination, and I suspect that one of the great 

problems of Jews in the last century or so is that we have not sufficiently used, trained, 

developed the powers of our .imagination, allowed then free enough rein in matters of 

the spirit. We've been so detenninerl to be rational. We've been so detennined to be 

20th century men and \-JCI'CleJ'l that we have danped down the fires of the .imagination and, 

as a result, the strength of our tradition, its ability to make sense oot of life, 

has been lessened for us and we are troublerl arrl oonflicted. But that's amther senron 

for another day. 

Today I want to talk, as you krnw, alx>ut Safed, the city in which Judaism 

allowed its imagination to run rampant, in which the nDst luxuriant, mysterious, my­

stical flowers of our .imagination were developed in the 15th and 16th and 17th cen­

turies. I'm going to take you into a world which makes no sense, a world which your 
. 

scientific, rational, linear minds will rebel against and instioctively declare to be 

un.Jewish, a world of ghosts and dybbuks and IX)ssession am mystical experiences of 

vigils and fl~tion~ strange, bizarre world which roost Jews, I think, believe only 

belongs in Salen with the goyim, but it's oor world, and this mystical traditicn which 

I'm going to describe in a very strange wey provided precisely the sanity, the sense 

of worth, which allowed Judaism to smvive the sufferings am the confusions am the 

owression of the Micxlle 1\ges . 
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Now, many of yru have been to Safed. You krDW it as a lovely, rrountain top 

tcMn in rorthern Israel, an artist colony, every tour stops there. The streets are 

quaint and they tell you that they' re very old. In point of fact, there isn't a build­

ing standing in Safed which is older than the thiro decade of the 19th century. Safed 

suffers fran periodic earthquakes, terrible earthquakes, arrl in 1831 the whole town 

was leveled. Safed c::ares fran a HebrcW root which means to look out - tsa fa. It was 

originally the lookout rrountain of Israel. We don't krow when Safed was first populated, 

but we do know that in Persian times or Greek times it was a lookout i;oint. There was 

a small garrison there. If you are on Mt. Zien in Jerusalem and you take sane faggots, 

sate sticks, and you bind than together and you light than and you wave them up like 

this, that fire, those signals, oould be picked up on Mt. Tabor which is the northern 

most major hill in the Judean range, and then you can light another faggot there and 

wig-wag whatever way with the fire you want, and that will carry across the Valley of 

Jezreal northward and the lookout point which can see this fire is at Safed. Anl so 

this was the northem outpost through which all satellite cxmnunications were passed 

fran Jerusalem to the north in ancient tines. And the small garrison there we kirJW in­

creased a bit by Josephus when he was in c:xmnand of the northern annies during the re­

bellion against Pane and there was a small town there through the rrost of the first 

tmusand years of this era, a town of no consequence. And then in the year 1140 the 

Crusaders, a man named Falkof Enjou, built a great massive Crusader fortress on top 

of the rrountain of Safed and it was like the fortress at Bulfour \Jlic:h the Israelis 

oo~red the first or secxmd day of their invasion of Iebanon, one of these great, 

high c:xmnand centers by which the Crusaders hoped ultimately to be able to pacify 

the lbly land. Ard for the next 120 years the knights tenplars woo provided the 

garrison of Safed am the Sarsans exdlarged conquerinJ the city until finally, in 

the year 1260, it was ex>rquered for the last tine by the Mamaluks woo made it a 

district cxmnand center, am a snal.1 market tam developed there. 

And then duri"] the 13th, 14th, 15th centuries Safed remained a Mclnaluk 

district headquarters. 'lbere was a snail mm:ket, a fa, Jews lived there. Nothing 
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Safed's early histocy suggests the kind of later histocy which it would enjoy. As a 

matter of fact, the histocy cane to Safed in rush. We know of a traveler who went to 

Safed in the year 1520. H describes the market town. He describes a few hundre:i Jews 

who are engaged in fanning and in small ccmnerce and the crafts, a sleepy little town 

of oo particular intellectual cultural consequence. And then in the 1520 's Safed sud­

denly became a boan ta-m. It grew fran a few hundre:i Jews to ten thousand Jews by 1530, 

to twenty th:>usand Jews by the 1550's. And what was at boan town, it's business? lt>t 

a gold rush, but a ooliness rush, a rush of piety. Safed becane the mecca, it became 

the focus of a pilgrimage of pious, largely Sephardic,Jews who came trere to the lbly 

land to do holy acts in order to bring about the ccmin:J of the ~ssiah. 

Now, why did they cxxne to Safed, to this garrison town, this town which had 

beneath it the ruins of the Crusader castles and the Mamaluk castles. It had oothing 

particularly Jewish abrut it except for one thirg. Sanetiroe during the early Middle 

Ages local custan declared that a certain grave three miles away, near Meron, was the 

grave of a man by the nate of Simeon bar Yohai. I talked a little bit abo.lt Sina:>n 

last week, a second century sage who was very much caught up in the Bar Kochba rebellion, 

a man who preache:i that Rane must be overthrown, who became such a pain in the side 

of the Ranans that the Ranans put a price on his head, am who had to go to flee to the 

wilderness where he lived in a cave, sane say for 12 years, scree say for 14 years, 

aoo during that pericx:1 in which he was an escapee in the wilderness by himself, the 

legeoo developed that he engaged in vigils, in lo~ private study of the ooly writ, 

and that in the oourse of these vigils he hcrl visions. In the oom-se of these vigils 

am the imposed fast, really, his sail hal at night gone up to heaven where he'd 

studied with Elijah in the academy that is on high, and that \tilen he emerged fran 

his twelve years in the cave, he emerged oot only with the arthritis I told you aboot 

last week, but he emerged with esoteric wisdan, knowl.Edge of the mystecy, knowledge 

of when the Messiah wcw.d rme, krKJwledge of what man nust do in order to hasten the 

a:ming of the Messiah, knowl.Edge of the secret deep imer mean:liV}s of the 'lbrah. 
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And over the first thousarrl or so years of this era, Si.neon Bar Yohai's biography 

turned into hagicgraphy, that is it turn:rl into legend, and he becane the patron saint 

of all Jewish mystics and they believed, because there were great stories told aba.lt 

it, that if they visited the grave of Si.neon bar Yohai and perfonred there the vigils 

and the fasts and whatever other acts they had to perfonn, Elijah might speak to them, 

Si.neon bar Yohai himself might speak to than, they would gain the kind of knowledge of 

the xeysteries which was so essential for the imagination, for tre developrent of those 

theories which \\Ould explain to them what Jewish life was all about. 

And to wrlerstand Safed probably the 100st graphic way I koow is to tell you 

satething aba.lt a feature of the architecture of the synagogues of Safed which is unique 

as far as I know in the \\Orld. Visitors to Safed in the 17th and 18th centuries tell 

us that in these very little synagogues, they're hardly 30 x 30, there must have been 

20 or 30 or 40 of them in the little tam. In each of them there hung fran the ceiling 

a long rope with a little basket at the end and in that basket there was an ostrich egg. 

Now, what have ostridl eggs to do with the synagogue? Well, if you koow your Bible and, 

of course, yoo all do, and you know all the references in the Bible to ostriches airl 

ostridl eggs, you koow that in the Book of Micah fran which I read to you this norning 

there's not only this great protnecy of the messianic times, but Micah is made by God 

to prophecy aba.lt the destruction which will precede the cxmi.ng of the ~siah. Israel 

is to be punished for her sins arxi he says, I shall larent and I shall wail as nourn­

fully as the ostrich. 'Ihese synagogues were the place where Jews came to 11Durn, to 

wail, to lament what had happened, the judgnent, am out of that IOOUrning and that 

wailing am lanenti.I¥J and the sacred acts which they wruld perfonn then would cane 

ultimately the redenption. 'lhese were not synagogues like ours where you simply a:me 

for study, for prayer, for the educaticn. 'lhese were places which were part of the 

whole apparatus of redellpt.ive power which Judaisn, which religion, assunes to be at the 

basis of life. 

Now, why in the 1520's, the 1530's, does piety of this kirn, mystery of this 

kirn, cnie sua:lenl.y to the fore? In the year 1260 by a strange ooincide!X:e, the very 
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same year in which the Mamluks destroyed the Crusader castle at Safed, a Jew at the other 

side of the ~iterranean, a Jew in Spain by the naioo of ~ses de I.eon brought together 

the mystic traditions of the first trousand years of this era and publishoo a cxmnenta:ty 

on the 'Ibrah, a mystical cxmnentary on the 'Ibrah, whidl he calloo the Zohar, the book 

of splerrlor. Arrl that book, the Zahar, he ascribed to Simeon bar Yohai, and in that 

book, which became known as the book of Sim3an bar Yohai and which became the Bible of · 

all those who play with the mysteries, of all the Kabbalists of the Jewish tradition, 

he put together the theological, philosophic, theosophic basis of mystical speculation. 

Mystical speculation has a noble, intellectual tradition. It was an interest not of 

only ordinary su~rstitious folk, but of ~t of all the best trained, rrost learned 

Talnudists and sages of the day, particularly ih the Sephardic world, particularly in 

Spain. What interested than? They knew what philosophy was all about and they felt that 

philosophy, by which they rreant the logic which Aristotle had taught that philosophy 

drainoo religion of all that was religious . It explainerl everything. Q:x1 was not 

simply a miracle worker, one wm listened to prayers, a creator, but He was simply a 

first cause. He was simply a logical postulate instead of a source of energy, a 

source of redanptive IXMer. One could explain al.rrost all of the mitzvot of the 'Ibrah, 

all of God's Instructions to Israel functimally. You smuld not steal, you should not 

murder, you should not mcud t adultery, you shc:uld not bear false witness, all of 

these rules have a very pragmatic social basis to than. Society really canrx,t exist 

withait then, and so by explaining everything they drain81 religion of its juice. '!hey 

drained religioo of that which is its source of energy, which makes it sanething 100re 

than philosophy, which allows religiai to do what it nust do, that is to give people 

hope, to give people a sense that the universe cares, the l.llliverse makes sense, life 

has sane meaning. PhilosqiJy had in these intellectual circles its followers, Mai­

nonides EllDD:J the Jews, 'Donas~ c11011g the Christians, Eban Rusht c11Dng the 

Arabs, and it also had its 0[4)0Dents, th:>se who sensed that philosoi;hy as it was 

practiced was bleeding out of faith all that was inp:>rtant to it. 
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'!hey say there's amther kind of thinking which is possible and that's the 

acceptance of the mystery, the acceptarx::e of tre imcgination. The world as we kI0,1 it 

is only the outer gannent of tre real world. Behind tre world as we kI0,1 it is the world 

of energies, the world of the divine, the world of God is the world of purpose, and if 

we can understand the makings of that world we' 11 ~ to understand our own. And so 

the 'lbrah ceases to be text, language. It becanes the shell behind which lies the real 

meaning, the mystery, the t.im: of the cx:ming of the Messiah, the real understanding of 

the purposes of the various mitzvot which are given within it. It was an attenpt by 

the imagination to get behind what the intellect told us religion was all about in 

order to maintain the sense of J.X)Wer arrl energy that religion provides. 

And durinJ the 12th, 13th, 14th, 15th centuries this tradition flourished 

anong learned circles in Spain. A similar tradition was flourishing in learned circles 

in Christianity and in Islam, and they fed on one arotrer. And then in the 14th and 

15th centuries Jewish life underwent the worst tragedies it wa.ild undergo until our 

own generation. 'lhe Christians began the reconquest of Spain in the 11th century. By 

the 14th century they hai managed to recorquer roost of Spain. '!here had been a cru-

sade. 'lbe Crusades were not all against the Holy Larrl. '1he largest arrl nost oontinoous 

crusade was a crusade to rerorq.ier Spain and Portugal fran the Arabs. It lasted for 

500 years, and this military religious act spurred the kim of fanatic fervor anong 

Christians which tunled against any and all other religions with a terrible anger. '!he 

Arabs were pushed out. '!heir annies were ovezwhelmed. Those who survived were im­

priscned or sold as slaves. The Jewish cxmnunities were left behind. 'Ihe Jewish CXJtlltu­

niti.es of Spain represented, like the Jewish cxmcunity of Atrerica tcxlay, the richest, 

rrost intellectual, nost cultured, IIDSt powerful Jewish cxmnunity in the "WOrld. And 

for awhile they were left umolested because as with the Muslims, so with the Chris­

tians, the Jews provided alloost all of the intellectual, cultural, medical services 

the society required. But then, little by little, the Olristians began to be very 

jealous of the status of the Ja,, the infidel, the pariah, the Olrist-killer, am 
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in 1391 there were terrible destructive raids at Easter tiioo against the Jewish can­

munities in Barcelona and Seville and Madrid, 'lbledo; and then during the 14th century 

Jewish life tried to rebuild itself, but as Christian autrority develops its stronger 

and stronger hold and more andnore Christians becane educated and were able to take 

over the jobs in •. the bureaucracy the Jews had had, more and ioore Jewish life became 

precarious. Arrl in 1492, the year in which Ferdinand arrl Isabella were married, the 

year in which and, ~refore, brought together Aragon and castile into a single union, 

the year in which the last Arab strongrold in Spain near Gibraltar fell to the Chris­

tians, that very year when Columbus sailed the ocean blue, a decree of expulsion was 

written in Madrid and signed in 'lbledo. All Jews were to be exilerl fran Spain within 

six nonths. The rich, the po,,erful and many of the learned chose arother way - con­

version. They were afraid to leave their I,X>ssessions behind. Sane of the rich and 

powerful, and most of the ordinary Jews, took to exile and went to Portugal across the 

nountains. Portugal was still a place which seem:rl to welcxme than. But six years 

later the King of Portugal published an evenioore draconian order of expulsion, and 

that is there was to be none . '!he Jew must either oonvert or be burned at the stake . 

And out of these two drastic acts six hundred trousarrl Jews found then.selves on the 

roads of Europe and North Africa, and where were they to go? 'lhe la,, oountries were 

mt yet Protestant. Italy, largely oontrolled at this t.ime by the papcy, had up till 

then beenafairly quiet place for Jews, but the cnmter refonnation was in full cry. 

'Ibey were afraid of \that lilt.her am 1klingli am calvin were dol.D3 in oorthem Europe 

and so the Pope began to inlx>se new restrictions on these Jewish a:mrunities and to 

expel many of them. 'lhe eras of the Renaissance Pope with a relative toleration was 

givl.D3 way to the fierce Pq>es of the counter Refonnatioo. Really, the only place J8118 

could hope to settle with aey d1anoe of starting ne,, life was in the Fast where the 

Turks had recently oorquered o:mstantioople in 1453 am where they were eager for the 

skills arxl the culture and the literacy and the m111e.rcial talent am the capital t.hidl 

sane of these Seplardim were able to briD:J with than. 
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In 1493 the 'l\rrkish sultan is reported to have said of Ferdinarrl, he can't 

be a very wise king for he's impoverished his kingdan in order to enrich ours. tbw, 

the ccmnerc:iall. Jews, the Ja.,s of wealth, the Jews of skill of that kind, settlerl in 

Constantinople and Salonica and Ismir, all up and dCMn the 'I\rrkish and Aegean coast. 

'!here was another kind of refugee on the road, sdlolars, people trained in this mystical 

tradition, who no,, saw that Israel had not only been exiled fran its own land but exiled 

fran Spain. Tragedy was cnnpounded upon tragedy, and they felt deep within their bones , 

this was sanehow or other the time near when the Messiah would care. Why so? 

In our tradition the descriptions of the pre-Messianic era had always been 

one in which it said the world will get terribly difficult for everyone. There will 

be trouble, travail, turnoil of all kinds until the great day dawns. As a matter of 

I 

I 

: fact, the Talmud uses a very hooey image to describe this period, the birth pangs of i 

I 
the 1-~ssiah. Just as before the baby anerges the nother goes through the terrible strains, 

agonies and pains of childbirth, so before the Messiah a:mes the world wculd go through 

pains and agonies of this order:. in 1492 the expulsion fran Spain, in 1498 the mass 

conversicns and mass executions in Portugal, in the early 1500's the papacy.>began to 

make it very difficult for Ja.,s to ranain in the papal states, in 1521 Venice was 

the first city of Europe to establish a ghetto, to lock in the Jews. And everywhere 

you turned you rould see the birth pangs of the Messiah. 

But there was another side to the ooinwhichnoverl these people, and that 

was a sign that the pc:Mer of lane was weakening. There was first of all the great power 

of the Turks. They oorquered Cbnstantioople in 1453. 'lhrough the next hundrerl years 

they moved further am deeper into &lrope so that by the mid-sixteenth century they 

stcx:xi at the very gates of Vienna, and the Jews looked upon this as the prophets had 1 

once looked upon Cyrus, as the avengll¥j hard of God against lbne, they hated the enemy. 

And to the north there was Illther and calvin am ZWirr:Jli and Huss and all kinds of people 

who were rallyll¥j, Christians against Clu:istians. Christeman seemed to be splitting 

up. And there were interesti.BJ stories, if you read the Jewish literature of the time, 

which suggest that Martin Illther was in fact a Je,, woo wore a 11D11k'a di11gnt ■e in oxder 

I 
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to bring alx>ut at God' s will the destructicn fran within of the Olurch. And so these 

people, as they looked aboot at their times, described the time as the messianic era, 

and so they woold go to the Holy Lard and to a holy place to perform holy things to 

hasten the caning which they so desperately needed. And their \tJOrk would be as critical 

and significant and inp:)rtant to Jewish life as that of anyone who established a nore 

traditional kind of city or a:mnunity. 

Now, to give yoo a sense of tre rrood of the tine, let me tell you a bizarre 

story, a true story, a l>little kna-m story to most Je,ra, of a man by tre name of David 

Rubeni. Rubeni neans of the tribe of Ruben, and if you renenber that Ruben was one of 

the ten tribes that got lost in the 8th century B.C.E. When the Assyrians destroyed 

Israel the ten tribes were taken into exile arrl becane the fc100us, or infarrous, ten 

lost tribes. So how does a man suddenly appear in the 16th century who calls himself 

of the tribe of Ruben? 

In 1523, three years after the ghetto had been established in Venice, there 

appeared in Venice a small brown-skimed, dark-skinna:l man woo proclaimed himself to be 

a prince, the son of a king by the nane of Joseph, woo was king of a mighty Jewish 

oountry down deep in the bcwels of Arabia and he \\OUld care to meet with the Pope, 

Clement VII, in order to enter a treaty with the Pope that the Jewish countries, this 

Jewish country \tJOuld open a secorrl front against the Muslims fran behind if the Pope 

woold only do certain things for the Jews - be tolerant am provide him with noney 

and with anns which he cx,uld take back to Joseph in order to reann and to bring the 

nost sophisticated weapons of war to the amory of this king. It srums like today, 

doesn't it? And the amazing thing is that people believed David Rubeni. Historians 

row believe that David Rubeni was a falash;J,that is that he was of the Jews of Ethiopia. 

He was a ccmnercial traveler who had been captured by pirates, who had been ransaned 

as Jews always ransaned fellow Jews by tle oamunity of cajro or Alexandria, that 

while in Alexandria or cairo in ~ he hm read sane of the Kal:i>alistic materials, 

the Zdlar. He hai been caught up in this mystical messianic world. He'd gone to 

Safed which by the 1520's was already becxmi.ng this beau town in piety arxl he saw 
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himself really on a messianic mission in order to bring abalt, to hasten the long 

awaited age. He went to see Clement arrl he was granted an audience. Clarent wrote 

for him letters of introduction to the kings of Gennany arrl France and of Portugal. 

He went to Portugal. Not only did he go to Portugal, but he went to Portugal with 

a lovely entourage of four or five ships of war which had been given to him by the 

Pope, flying his own banner, the banner of a Jewish prince. And when he arrived with 

this entourage in Lisbon harbor in 1526, you can imagine what the Meranoes of Spain 

must have felt. Here was a Jewish prince cx:mim to their prince, and here they were, 

a:,wardly Jews who were hiding behirrl Clrristian gannents, and many of then cirCLUnCised 

thenselves and fled to the ships and aska:1 to be taken back, to rejoin the Jewish 

world. Well, Rubeni made the mistake that roost nen of his kirrl make. He kept his act 

on too long and finally, in 1532, when he was in Spain the king of Spain got a little 

tired of him and he threw him into prison arrl he died in prison, we think in Barcelona, 

sanetime around 1536. But, can you iroagine the headlines that must have appeared in 

the press of the day? Jewish prince arrives in Portugal, David Rubeni. 

Now, David Rubeni had simply passed through Safed. lt>st nen were cxming to 

Safed. Safed had becane a kind of pennanent revivalist camp. It was a place in,whi.ch 

men regularly hcrl visions. It was a place in which people talked a great deal abalt 

the transmigration of the soul. There was a wh:>le ooctrine popular in Safed called 

kibut ha kevir which means that ps:>ple in the grave talk am if you knew the secret 

you oould talk to the people in the grave am learn the mysteries which they had learned. 

Am beyond that there was the idea throoghout this woole world that when you die your 

soul didn't go imnediately up to Heaven. It remained on earth. It entered other souls, 

particularly if it was a wicked sool because it didn't deserve to enter into Heaven. 

Or it was pmished in a kioo of hell erdlessly, futilely, for '4latever sins it had. 

'!he only difference between Dante am the kinds of semons which were preached in the 

synagogues of Safed was that Dante speaks of eternal dannation, of th:>se wh:> are sinners 

as rotting forever in Hell, and those who preached in Safed said that after sate period 
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of time the sinners would be purifiErl and would be allONed to have their rest, to enter 

Heaven. It was a time when rabbis, holy men, cculd exorcise the dybt:uk, could exorcise 

the evil spirit which had entered the soul of people, largely waoon. And if you read 

about the Salen witch trials, you'll read largely, yoo can alnDst transFOse this kirrl 

of activity, there were no trials an:1 no executions but there were the exorcisms am 

there were the feelings that an evil soul had entered the body of saneone and needed 

to be brought out. There was a feeling that trose who were charismatic and were holy 

rren had secret knowledge and if you gained that koowledge you could gain peace of mind 

for yourself, you could gain the secret of enterin:J Heaven rather easily. It was at 

this time, by the way, that the custan developed of reciting the Kaddish for the benefit 

of the dead. 'nle Kaddish was always associated with glorification of God, gratitude 

to God for life, but at this point in time and in this kind of world the Kaddish became 

the prayer that you recited in order to guarantee that your loved one would enter 

Heaven. It was interceded with God or with toose angels in Heaven for your dead, and 

because you didn't want your dead to feel that they needed a full measure of your inter­

cession, you said the Kaddj sh for only eleven nnnths and not for the full twelve nnnths 

of the year when it was mnnally said. It was a time of public confession, flZiations. 

They would get up in the middle of the night and have , midnight vigils in 

the synagogue where they would starrl arrl study and pray all night long until the vision 

~. '!here's a wh:>le series of regulations which have been published of what must be 

done by toose woo lived in Safed, these mystics if they had ccmnitted sane kind of sin, 

:txJwever mioor we 'NOuld think it to be. For instan::e, if you'd spoken maliciously or 

gossiped aboot saneone you ha::i to oot only beg their pardon, ask their forgiveness. 

you had to fast two days a week for two years. Arn every time yru passed that person 

in the street during trose b«> years yoo had publically to bow yrurself before them, 

offer yourself to be beaten by than, and ask public forgiveness of them. Am at the 

beginn.inJ of this two year-period am at the end of this tt,,,o-year pericxi you had to 

appear in the synag:>gue arxi to be there beaten, flalifated, thirty-nine strokes, in 

order to aani.t ·yoor guilt am to make atonsnent. 
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It's a strange, bizarre, mysterirus world. Now, the best way to suggest to 

you scnething of the meaning of this world as opposed to its bizarreness and the strange­

ness is to tell you about the nost irrp:>rtant mystic woo lived in Safed, a man named 

Isaac Luria. Isaac Illria was born in the 1530's. He was born in Jerusalem. His father 

died when he was very young, six or seven. His 100ther took the family to F,gypt where 

her brother was a rich merchant, one of the exiles woo had been able to brirg out a good 

bit of noney with him, arrl there Isaac Luria studied cx:mnerce and business of his uncle. 

There he married,arrl one of the interesting things alx>ut all of these mystics, and it's 

irrp:>rtant, I think, for us if we want to understand sane of the evidences of mysticism 

in our world today, is that throughout his short life, he lived only to be 38, he re­

mained married. He raised a family and he remainerl in business. As a matter of fact, 

the only ham-written document we have fran Luria is a bill of sale for an order of 

pepper which he was to deliver to sore merchants who were on their way to Bagdad. You 

wonder how it is that the madness of I<haneni's Iran and the madness of people in the 

cults is associated with a certain kind of practicality, how they remained able to live 

what we would oonsider otherwise normal lives. 'lhink of these Jewish mystics. Luria 

ranained a fine Talmudist. He had been a great sclDlar. , His life, his inner life, 

was one of visions and fascinations, fanaticism, perhaps. In any case, he received a 

traditional Talmudic education. He was a very bright man. He had a poetic soul. He 

came across a oopy of the Zahar when he was in his late teens or early twenties and it 

fascinated him. And he went to sane teachers and he learned what he oould fran them, 

and then he went off, as 'lhoreau once went to Walden Ford, he went off to an island in 

the middle of the Nile near cairo which was owne:l by his uncle and he lived there, 

sane say, seven years. He lived there by hlmself except, like Th:>reau, on Shali:>as he 

went back to his wife am to his bane and then he woold a:ne back for the six days of 

the vigil . He oontinued as a father. He oontirua:1 in business . He oontinued with 

his family, blt six days a week he was on this isl.am, studyir¥J, neditating, fasting, 

and he felt his soul risiDJ up ultimately to Heaven am he was able to study there in 
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the great acadany on high the secrets of the mysteries. Arrl when he had mupleted these 

years of vigil he went back to the cxmnunity, and now he felt cnupelled to go to Safed 

and there he came. And when he came to Safed the charisma, the sense of the holiness of 

this man, and the mystery which surrounded him attracted inmediately a large number of 

followers, and he and his followers became the circle of pious in this city of the pious. 

'Ihey woold go out to visit the graves, and apparently Illria claimed and people beclaimed 

for him)that he could speak with the graves and people in them; he cx::uld speak with the 

animals; he oould speak with the birds. 'Ibey woold go to this grave of Simeon bar 

Yohai and there great mysteries took place and much was revealed that had oot been krxJwn. 

He would spend all night in the synagogue and people woold cx:me to him and he would be 

able to see what their problem was. He would see what soul possessed them, whose soul, 

and he was able to exorcise that soul . 'Ihey said that he, himself, was a reincarnation 

of Simeon bar Yohai and of Elijah. He certainly looked uµ:>n himself as the forenmner 

of the Messiah. 

He lived for only a year arrl a half in Safed before he was taken off by one 

of those plagues which periodically came through the an::ient world. Dying young is very 

iJnEx>rtant to the life of a saint, and he fulfilled that mission ably. It was said that 

ore day when he was out in the fields with his friends and his disciples, it was Friday 

aftermon, and he said to them, let's go up to Jenisalem, the shahinah, the divine 

presence is there. And sare said to him, we' 11 go, and others said to him, we have to 

go lune and pack and tell our wives, we can't sinply leave. Arxl he is reported to have 

said to his disciples, woe to you, this generation has so little merit; if you'd gooe 

up with me inmediately the Messiah waild have cane. '!hat kind of story gives a sense 

of the urgency and the inmediac.y which was part of this world. 

Now, what did these people think they could do to hasten the a::ming of the 

Messiah? lklw do you get fran here to here? Very sinply. Acoordll'J1 to lllria, when 

the world had been created and the big bang had taken place, it had been of such intensity 
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that part of the playrana, part of the divine energy had spilled out of the circles of 

Heaven which were designed as its oontainers, arrl it got lost into space. And in space 

part of this overflow of God had been surrounded by hard material shells, arrl the reason 

that redenption did not care to the world is that God Himself was mt powerful ein.lgh to 

bring about redeupt.i.on. Only if God was µit ba~, together again oould God bring 

redemption. Now, ha,, oould God be put back together again? What could break open the 

shells and bring this light back to the light of God? 'lhe prayers of the Jews, the 

prayemspecifically of the holy men of the Jews. 'Ihe Bible, the 'Ibrah, was mt simply 

what it seaned, language, history, a series of practical instructions. It was a revela­

tion of mystery. It was a revelation of the mystery of the nature of the universe arrl 

it told man ho,, he CX)Uld , put the world back in shape again, arrl by roncentrating 

on tikuno lam, on bringing back God to God, the lost light, the light of the Divine, 

the mystics will be able to strengthen God and ultimately God would bring about redemption. 

So essentially these holy men and the Jewish people row becane the center of the universe. 

Imagine what's happened,. a dispersed people,wanted na-mere, who had just 

suffered the worst tragedy in their history since the destruction of the 'I'arple, a 

people who, a:inpared to the great powers of the world, are of m account, a people who'll 

exist, if they do exist, at the edge of tolerance, the toleration of sane other pc:Mer, 

this people develops a theosophy which imagines itself at the very center of the uni­

verse. Nothing can hawen of significance unless Jews make it hawen. Nothing can 

hawen redanptively unless the ooly men of the Jewish people make it happen. What do 

we have here? We have here an attsrpt to find dignity in a world where one is beaten 

constantly around the neck, when one has rot:ruB1 one affims sanet:ruB1. When one is 

frightened, one affinns • Nlen one feels deprived of Gcxl, one declares oneself 

essential to God. And in this, what might \e call it, this mishegas, in this craey 

theology Jews for the next 200, 300 years, found that which is the ultimate sanity, 

dignity and the sense of purpaae. No raticmal systan, oo philoscply, CD1ld have pro­

vided this to t1'x:>se Jam. 'lh1ly had ally to look out thanselves, waarinJ a Ja, bac%Je, 
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cursed openly on the street, treated as social outcasts, incapable of managing their 

lives, prohibited fran engaging in nost occupations, to know that they were of no ac­

count. We can't live if we're of no aCXJOUnt, if our lives have no purpose, oo sense, 

oo meaning, and if there's no meaning given to us in the outside world, where can we 

find meaning but in the world within? 'lhe imagination provides us the oontext of 

meaning, and Saf ed was the place where this imagination "WOrked out the mystical schare, 

the mysterious theosophy, which allowed Jews to survive with sane dignity until the 

Emancipation and more recent times. 

Now, I will not defend this thesis of Safed teachers as reasonable, it cer­

tainly would not be reasonable for us, but what strikes me as strange is when I first 

learned about the ZOhar and alx>ut Safed, when I first tried to understand this strange, 

bizarre teaching which lay at its roots, I oould oot imagine 

Zahar and all of the mishegas, all of the nonsense, which made so rruch sense to these 

people long ago. And I wonder, therefore, if there's not &Irething to be learned fran 

Safed, that strange, medieval cxmnunity which is oot imnediately relevant to our CMn 

lives. Why this interest in mysticism, not only Jewish mysticism but the mysticism 

of the Fast? Ci>vioosly, again, the times are tragic. Cbviously, people no longer feel 

thenselves in oontrol of their lives. Cl:>vioosly, they're turning nore and nore to the 

imagination and less and less to intelligence. The think tanks are in ill repute. 

'lhe soul is again being talked about as the basis of all sense, and it's rot so long 

ago that we had a woole spate of books here in America which claine:1 that it was our 

intelligence that was misleading us, we had to listen to the imagination, to feeling, 

we had to be genuine, we had to be in tune with our senses. Ranember the Greening of 

America am all the books of that kind? 

'!he imagination and the intelligence, the two capacities of the mind, must 

sarehcw work together for real progress to take place, but in times when intelligence 
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does not provide answers, in tlllles like ours 'When there is no rational way which any 

of us can imagine to avoid the nuclear war which we all fear, it's not surprising that 

people are turning to the cults. What was Safed? It was a Jewish, mystical cult. They're 

turning to the bizarre; they're turning to the imagination, into its fantasies, to pro­

vide them a sense of meaning, a sense of worth that the external world does not provide 

to than. 

Now, perhaps the history of Safed is the most encouraging thing that we have 

because after the two centuries of fervor God sent earthquakes . In the 18th century 

and the 19th century Safed was ruinerl, leveled, as if God was saying, enough yet, let's 

get on with the world as we have to get on with it. And today Safed is, as you kncM, 

a lovely artists.' colony, arrl art is a wonderful way to use the imagination and to 

canbine it with intelligence, but, at the sanE tnne, that:-;the synagogues of Safed are 

erpty I worry that the synagogues of Jews thrrughout the world are not using the ca­

pacities of the imagination in the nost effective way that we might. I'm not advocating 

that we plunge into the bizarre. I do believe that oor 20th century has turned to 

the imagination but done it iW1tmdisciplinai kind of way. We want to break all the 

rules, to take all kinds of strange leaps into the unknown. What about using the imag­

ination on the ru.les themselves, to accept them, and to see how much more they could 

mean if we consecrated family, if we truly allow the imagination to play with the 

rroral life and all of its value and all of its neaning? Perhaps in that way we might 

begin to see a way out of the dead end in which our world seems to feel itself arrl we 

would not find rurselves plunging more and more tc:Mard • :a world-wide Safed, with 

one oountry after amther picking up sane kind of ieystical frenzy, plunging ahead in 

the name of imagination into world suicide. 
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