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Introduction: A mini-Sermon 

Each wisdom tradition, says Hassidic teacher Reb Nachman of Breslov (1772-1810), 

vibrates at a unique frequency. Each tradition is a unique slice of the infinite eternal 

vibration of Eyn Sof, divine infinity. Were our ears spiritually attuned, we would hear a 

cosmic symphony of paths to God. 

 

If only our ears were so attuned! Most of us get so used to our own melody that others 

just seem wrong. So we disagree, we argue, we split, we compete, we fight. And to 

people not attached to the religious life, our disputes look ridiculous. Look how 

contentious religion is, they say! Look at the tiny differences that rip apart communities 

into teams of enemies! I want nothing to do with it. 

 

Imagine religious debates as a flowing river, says Reb Nachman. Opposing opinions 

about religion are like silt piled up on the banks, leaving a void in the middle where 

atheism can take root – not simply an atheism that rejects a particular metaphor for 

God, but an atheism that completely denies the spiritual life. 

 

Pharaoh, the slave-owning, God-denying king featured in the Bible is the Biblical 

archetype of that atheist – says Reb Nachman. 
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Who has the power to confront Pharaoh? Why, the Hebrews — the Ivrim, those who 

cross the river — do! Not the historical people, but the ones who know how to bypass 

disputes and differences. 

 

Who leads these Hebrews? A Moses, one who calls himself a speaker of few words. One 

who knows she cannot win over a Pharaoh with words or arguments, but only with 

silence. Only by meeting a Pharaoh where they are, moving with their vibration, and 

quietly demonstrating a living faith in God, a living, non-divisive faith. 

 

Bo el Par’oh, “Approach Pharaoh,” God says to Moses (Exodus 7:26). Bo el Par’oh – words 

addressed not just to one historical Moses, but to the Moses power in all of us.  

 

Background Knowledge: Kabbalah and Rabbi Nachman 

What background information do you need to know to understand this sermon? 

 

Kabbalah, literally means “received tradition” – but in our context, it means a mystical 

tradition that has been handed down from Biblical times, a tradition that reappears over 

and over again in the language and cultural style of different places and different eras. 

The kabbalistic tradition focuses on direct knowledge of the divine – through 

theological modeling of God’s inner nature; metaphorical interpretations of biblical 

words and phrase; use of traditional prayers as reflective tools; cultivation of psycho-

spiritual qualities; sound, music and chanting; silent meditation; visions; imaginative 

astral travel; silent meditation; eating with special intention. It is quite diverse.  
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Within this diversity, we can find something like a unified theology. The Kabbalistic 

tradition takes the idea of monotheism, one god, very seriously. So seriously that it 

turns monotheism into monism – the view that the entire universe is a single substance. 

Here is the reasoning: God is infinite; thus God has no limits or boundaries. If anything 

besides God existed, that would imply a boundary or a limit to God. So, nothing else 

can exist. Of course, it looks like other things exist. But those other things are just 

costumes, appearances, or garments of God. Perceive them correctly, and you will 

recognize them as emanations of divine energy. Human beings have the potential to 

develop this kind of spiritual perception. Through both study and grace, we can learn 

to see the divinity that underlies the surface of things. We already experience multiple 

worlds of consciousness in our daily life, operating on pragmatic, emotional, rational 

and spiritual levels.  

 

If everything is an emanation of God, so is each of us. So is our good behavior; so is our 

bad behavior; so is our pleasure; so is our suffering. We are part of the divine field and 

everything we do shifts that field in a tiny way. Every ritual action that reminds us of 

God’s presence, strengthens the God field. Every ethical action that to our human 

understanding raises up someone, improves the God field. When the God-field is fully 

perfected, through a combination of human and divine action, we will have achieved a 

Messianic time.  

 

These concepts help us understand the mini-sermon in a universalistic way. For Reb 

Nachman, there is only one infinite God, towards whom all theologies reach. And every 

religious tradition is, in reality, an emanation of the Divine. Wherever chance and 

culture placed you, you can reach God. Thus, it is quite silly to focus on inter-religious 
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disputes, which give religion a bad name anyway. It is better for all of us to stop our 

contentious talk. 

 

In Eastern Europe of the late 18th and 19th centuries -- turbulent times in the region -- 

Kabbalah took a popular form in the Hassidic movement. The word “Hassidic” means 

“pious,” though its innovators were (of course) often criticized as impious. Hassidic 

philosophy focused on seeing Divinity in everyday life. Hassidic practice cultivated 

spiritual perception through music, personal prayer, and inner development. Hassidic 

teaching was quite eclectic. Each teacher taught about their own inner journey, and each 

practitioner followed a particular spiritual teacher or rebbe.  

 

Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, who lived from 1772-1810, was a Ukrainian spiritual teacher 

or Rebbe. Reb Nachman was an introverted and intense teen. Because he was raised in a 

well-known Hassidic family, he learned to give his existential struggles a spiritual 

interpretation. Over his short career as a teacher, he gathered a close circle of disciples – 

sources different about whether there were 30 or 300 disciples – and offered teachings 

based on the themes of his own inner work. He struggled with depression, so he offered 

many teachings about finding inner joy. He loved music, especially the Hassidic 

niggun, a wordless melody that attunes a singer’s heart to a particular spiritual key, so 

he often used vibration, sound, and melody as spiritual metaphors. He quarreled 

intensely with rival teachers, so he taught about how to navigate controversy by finding 

the good points in everyone. When he was depressed or under professional attack, he 

wondered what was the point of his life as a spiritual teacher. Sometimes he concluded 

he was to play a special role in bringing Messianic time. 

 



	 5	

Reb Nachman’s biography also helps us understand how one might understand the 

mini-sermon in a more personal way. Within his own Hassidic community, Reb 

Nachman finds himself surrounded by controversy. In a sober moment, he says: we 

Hassidic teachers should not be in conflict. Sure, we offer personal teachings, each in a 

different key – but they are all songs of God. Wouldn’t it be better if I backed off the 

conflicts? If I just sat down and shut up once in a while?  

 

A Theology 

Isn’t the Kabbalistic theology powerful? So persuasive in its universalism, able to solve 

inter-religious and inter-personal problems in a single sermon. Many respected Jewish 

scholars say that Kabbalah is the theology of the Jewish people. Here is where we 

discuss the big questions that exist at the boundaries of everyday thought, questions 

about the nature of God, divine revelation, ultimate truth, creation and what came 

before it. Here is where we propose creative metaphors for answering these questions 

and push those metaphors to their logical limits. It’s true that Kabbalistic study slipped 

into the background during the hyper-rational early modern period of history. But it 

was preserved in the Hassidic movement, and is re-emerging today. 

 

But here is a big question. If this is our theology, why are we not all thoroughgoing 

universalists? 

 

Because religion shifts in response to political and cultural dynamics. For over a 

thousand years, European Jews have been a religious minority – a “marginalized 

group.” When social change happens, and chunks on the social map shift, the people in 

the margins get squeezed – they might get pushed up, they might get squashed down. 
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And they use their theology – its language and its images -- to understand their 

situation.  

 

For example, Jewish poet Solomon ibn Gabirol lived in Muslim Spain in the early 11th 

century -- a time of open intellectual exchange between Islamic, Jewish and Christian 

thinkers, especially in philosophy of religion and spiritual poetry. In this time, Ibn 

Gabirol could simply say: every creature seeks to get close to the one God. And it 

seemed true for his time and place. 

 

Kabbalistic writer Yosef Gikatilla also lived in Spain – but about 100 years later, as 

Christians warred with Muslims to retake the region. It’s true, Gikatilla wrote, there is 

only one God whose energy infuses everything. But God sends representatives in the 

form of political leaders to “judge and adjudicate” within each nation. Although they 

have no power in themselves, God chooses to give them power to determine the fate of 

the world. And it seemed true for his time and place. 

 

Kabbalistic teacher Isaac Luria lived in the Holy Land 300 years later, in the 16th century, 

shortly after Jews were expelled from Christian Spain and Portugal. Yes, Luria said, all 

reality emanates from God, and all creatures affect the God field. But history shows us 

that the task of perfecting the God field has been left to the Jewish people alone. And it 

seemed true for his time and place. 

 

Philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), lived only 100 years later in the Netherlands, 

in a Jewish community built by refugees expelled from Portugal. Spinoza found hope in 

the very beginnings of secular democracy. If you believe, he wrote, as philosophers do, 
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that God is infinite, without boundaries or limits, then you must agree that God is 

everything. God is the sum total of nature, following the laws of nature, incapable of 

acting against its nature, immune to our influence. We humans should learn to work 

out problems ourselves, through inner ethical reflection and democratic process. And 

this seemed true for his time and place. 

 

Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, a refugee from Nazi Germany, lived in the United 

States in the 20th century – when the U.S. saw itself as a “melting pot” of cultures that 

would blend into something new and uniquely American. Reb Zalman felt all of planet 

earth as a single spiritual organism, and each religious tradition as a vital organ. 

Together, we would learn from our spiritual teachers how to care for each organ and 

the planetary body as a whole. And this seemed true for his time and place. 

 

My own view 

What seems true for our time and place, in a country sincerely trying to create a public 

square welcoming of multiple spiritual traditions? [more description of Canada] Or: 

what seems true to me, someone formed by the Kabbalistic theology, living in this time 

and place?  

 

About two and a half years ago I experienced a mystical vision that lasted for five 

hours. Not a vision in the sense of seeing new things, but in the sense of seeing 

everyday things with a new kind of vision. As I took my seat on an airplane flying from 

Toronto to Vancouver, the man next to me put on large headphones. He had his reasons 

for wanting to be alone and they had nothing to do with me. Still, what he did sparked 

something for me. 
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Despite the walls he put up, we were not actually separate. His actions, and the 

thoughts and feelings behind them, affected me. And I saw: His psyche is inside him, and 

also outside of him. Consciousness is both inside and outside each of us. To imagine my 

consciousness centered in my body, as I usually do, is an illusion. The source of experience lies 

beyond my body, brain, or mind. What I am, what we are, is not bounded by our bodies. Of 

course there is life after death, because the source of life does not die. My old view of an “I” 

centered within me and generated by my brain is a false product of unclear thinking. Just as 

gossip makes it hard to see people truly, so the conventions of language and dogmas of science 

make it hard to see myself truly. To see clearly, I have to lift veils of opinion over and over again. 

 

[sense of a single shared reality, not quite a stage on which or in which we enact 

religion but that – judged by theological standards -- no practice is better than any 

other. We certainly might judge by ethical standards. How do I keep this in view, given 

habits of everyday thinking?] How do I lift the veils of my own opinions and and 

through inter-religious study? I follow Reb Nachman. 

 

I quiet the clamor of those opinions. I become silent. I listen a lot more than I talk. These 

days. 

 

I try to let go of old gut feelings about what counts as avodah zarah (as we say in 

Hebrew), strange and forbidden religious ritual. When I experience new religious 

thought or practice, I try to feel its vibration, and hear its song. 
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I use analogies to cross rivers of difference, trying to understand the strange as 

analogous in some way what is familiar to me. And then, so as not to reduce all 

difference to sameness, I let go of the analogy when it no longer works. 

 

It doesn’t always feel good. Even in our relatively safe, peaceful city, sometimes I 

struggle to see the positive, or to understand where our society is going, or to believe I 

play a meaningful role as a teacher and a mother. But I keep on singing, because, for 

me, divine infinity leaves no other choice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


