Lesson 1
Climbing the Soul Ladder

Uncovering the Human Potential

Introduction

No matter where, no matter when,
fixed by a sense of self, and despite
assign it the greatest importance.
what is it that we need to do in

humanity searches for the ultimate. We are trans-
he enduring mystery of what a self actually is, we
Who are we? Are we really that important? And
rder to be true to ourselves?



Beneath the Floorboards

Treasure Hunt
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ronnie Ware is an Australian nurse who
spent several years working in palliative
care, caring for patients in the last 12 weeks
of their lives. She recorded their dying epiphanies in
a blog called Inspiration and Chai, which gathered so
much attention that she put her observations into a

book called The Top Five Regrets of the Dying.

Ware writes of the phenomenal clarity of vision that
people gain at the end of their lives, and how we might
learn from their wisdom. “When questioned about any
regrets they had or anything they would do differently,”
she says, “common themes surfaced again and again.”

Susie Steiner, “Top Five Regrets of the Dying,”
The Guardian, February 1, 2012
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Interaction

What do you think would be the most common regrets and disap-
pointments that people express when looking back at their lives?
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Text2

e hold these truths to be self-evident, that
all men are created equal. ..

The Declaration of Independence of the United States
of America

QOuestion for Discussion

Do you agree that the statement “all men are created equal” is self-
evident? If so, in which ways are all people self-evidently equal?




Reaching for the Heavens
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s is the death of man, so is the death of an

animal; each has a vivifying spirit, and the

superiority of man over beast is naught, for
all is vanity.

All go to one place. All came from the dust, and all
return to the dust.

How many understand, however, that the spirit of man
ascends on high, while the spirit of the beast descends
to the earth?

Ecclesiastes 3:19—-21
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ozens of U.S. billionaires pledged on
Wednesday to give at least half their for-
tunes to charity as part of a philanthropic
campaign by two of the world’s richest men—Warren

Buffett and Bill Gates. ...

A total of 40 of the richest people in the United States,
including Microsoft founder Gates and investor Buffett,
now have taken the pledge. . ..

“T've long stated that I enjoy making money, and I enjoy
giving it away,” energy tycoon [ I. Boone] Pickens, who is
worth about $1 billion, said in his Giving Pledge letter. . ..

Buffett said none of the members of the Giving Pledge
were driven by tax breaks. “Not one has talked to me
about taxes,” he said. “Anybody who is entitled to take
a tax deduction takes it, but I think the motivation goes
far, far beyond taxes.”

Michelle Nichols, “U.S. Billionaires Pledge Fortunes
to Charity,” Reuters, Aug 4, 2010

o not the very existence of all these “isms”
indicate that, by his very nature, man is
forever seeking to transcend his material-
bound self? If there is nothing more to man than the
urge for animal gratification, why have billions of peo-
ple accepted—to a greater or lesser degree—the moral
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demands of these creeds? Does this itself not indicate
that there is something more deeply ingrained in the
human soul than the desire for life’s temporal pleasures?

Obviously, in his heart of hearts, man longs for a free-
dom and transcendence that cannot be satisfied by mere
“ftreedom” from restriction; he is convinced that there is
a higher purpose to life, and is driven to learn it and to
apply himself to its realization.

Rabbi Yanki Tauber (1965-) Chasidic
scholar and author. A native of Brooklyn,
NY, Rabbi Tauber is an internationally
renowned author and lecturer who spe-
cializes in adapting the teachings of the
Lubavitcher Rebbe. He is the executive
editor of Chabad.org, the largest Jewish
content website, and has written numer-
ous articles and books, including Once
Upon a Hasid and Beyond the Letter of
the Law.

Rabbi Yanki Tauber, The Skeptic and the Believer,

“Conversation IV: So Many Religions and Isms! Where’s

the Truth?”

freedom

transcende

NnCe
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Zohar. The most seminal
work of Kabbalah, Jewish
mysticism. The Zohar

is a mystical commen-

tary on the Torah, written
in Aramaic and Hebrew.
According to Arizal, the

Zohar consists of the teach-

ings of Rabbi Shimon bar
Yocha’i who lived in the
Land of Israel during the
2nd century. The Zohar has

become one of the indis-

pensable texts of traditional
Judaism, alongside and
nearly equal in stature to
the Mishnah and Talmud.

The Soul of the Matter
Beyond the Skin, Flesh, and Bones
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oncerning the creation of the human it is writ-

ten, “You have clothed me with skin and flesh,

[and covered me with bones and sinews]” (Job
10:I1).

What, then, is the human? Merely skin, flesh, bones,
and sinews? No, the essence of the human is the soul;
the skin, flesh, bones and sinews are but an outward
covering, mere garments, but they are not the human.

Zohar 2:75b-76a
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abbi Shne'ur Zalman of Liadi was once
holding his grandson in his lap. Young
Menachem Mendel was sitting contentedly
stroking his grandfather’s beard, murmuring, “Zeide,

Zeide (Grandfather, Grandfather).”
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“That is not Zeide,” Rabbi Shne'ur Zalman teased, “that
is Zeide's beard. Where is Zeide?”

The child put his hands on Rabbi Shneur Zalman'’s
head. “This is Zeide!” he exclaimed.

“No, that is Zeide’'s head. Where is Zeide?”

The same conversation repeated itself when the child

touched Rabbi Shne'ur Zalman’s eyes, hands, and chest.

Menachem Mendel got up off his grandfather’s lap and
hid behind a door. Suddenly he shrieked, “Zeide! Zeide!”
Rabbi Shne'ur Zalman turned to him and with concern

in his voice asked, “What happened, my dear?”
“Aha! There is Zeide,” Menachem Mendel triumphantly
answered.

Rabbi Raphael Nachman Kahan, Shemu’ot Vesipurim
(1990) 1:53

Rabbi Raphael Nachman
Kahan (1897—1988) Chasidic
mentor and author. Rabbi
Kahan studied in the cen-
tral Chabad yeshivah in the
city of Lubavitch, Belarus.
In 1930, he was sentenced
by the Soviet regime to
three years of forced labor
in Siberia for his activism
in the field of Jewish edu-
cation. Kahan immigrated
to Israel in 1935. He is the
father of Rabbi Yoel Kahn,
the chief transcriber of the
Lubavitcher Rebbe’s dis-
courses and the preemi-
nent authority on Chabad
philosophy.
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Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon
(Maimonides/Rambam, 1135—
1204). Halachist, philoso-

pher, author, and physi-

cian. Maimonides was born

in Cordoba, Spain. After the
conquest of Cordoba by the
Almohads, he fled Spain and
eventually settled in Cairo,
Egypt. There, he became the
leader of the Jewish commu-
nity and served as court physi-
cian to the vizier of Egypt. He is
most noted for authoring the
Mishneh Torah, an encyclopedic
arrangement of Jewish law, and
for his philosophical work, Guide
for the Perplexed. His rulings on
Jewish law are considered inte-
gral to the formation of halachic
consensus.

Rabbi Moshe Isserles (Rema, 1525—
1572). Halachist. Rema served as
rabbi in Krakow, Poland, and is
considered the definitive authority
on Jewish law among Ashkenazic
Jewry. Rema authored glosses on
the Shulchan Aruch (known as

the Mapah) and Darchei Moshe, a
commentary on the Halachic com-
pendium Arba’ah Turim.

On Foreign Territory
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he form of this soul is not a combination of the

physical elements [fire, wind, water, and earth],

into which it will ultimately decompose. . . .
Rather, it is from God, from heaven.

Therefore, when the matter of the body, which is a com-
bination of the fundamental elements, decomposes . . .
this soul does not cease to be. ... Rather, it exists forever.

Maimonides, Mishnebh Torah, Laws of the Fundamentals
of the Torah 4:9
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od performs wonders in that He sustains the
human soul in a body and binds a spiritual
entity with a physical one.

Rabbi Moshe Isserles, Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 6:1
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In the Image of God
10
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od created man in His image; in the image of

God He created him.

Genesis 1:27
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ecause it has been established that He does
not have a body or corporeal form, it is clear
that He is not subject to any properties or
incidences that characterize the physical: neither inte-
gration nor disintegration, space nor measure, ascent
nor descent, right nor left, front nor back, standing nor
sitting, He is not subject to time, so He does not have
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a beginning, end, or an age. He does not change, for
there is nothing that can cause Him to change.

Death, life (in the context of physical life), foolishness, wis-
dom (in terms of human wisdom), sleep, waking, anger,
laughter, joy, sadness, silence, and speech (in the human
understanding of speech) are not applicable to Him.

Maimonides, Mishnebh Torah, Laws of the Fundamentals

of the Torah 1:11

Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra (1092—
1167). Biblical commentator, lin- -7 WYW?) 107N M 5R” nx 191 .0wH mnT b nbon nbhm

guistand poet. lbn Ezrawasborn— qyy yyaxypy pwh anrna nbwnl nnn MPRY YR DIRA NNWIY MY
in Tuledo, Spain and fled the

Almohad regime to other parts of ~ 13,R NMWRA2 ,RATY 1aNX
Europe. It is believed that he was
living in London at the time of his

death. Ibn Ezra s best known for eaven forbid [to say] that God possesses any

his literalistic commentary on the “ .

Pentateuch. He also wrote works form, as the Prophet SElYS, TO Whom WIH
of poetry, philosophy, medicine, you compare Me?” (Isaiah 40:25)

astronomy, and other topics.
The [likeness of man to the divine consists only in that
the] human soul is spiritual, incorporeal, and immortal.

Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra, Genesis 1:26
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The Call of the Soul
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T L,AWNN LAY 2PN 1IN DX 1D M DOIAN TAYN RYND WX X
PIW DN 12 X PP 0D ,0MHW NPNYTM NPT MYNnm yanm
YT AKX N MW 0w nX,0XIHDN DR XYY IR XP1T D7POX

,072 NDNON 110D MO TN X1 M0 DI D WP 1 19Tan mnd vyn oxX
25w P x5 5o 51 Ox Dan ,aman Tnn Mmoo A o ann 0y oo
nX vynS 15 MH¥T AW NP MAn Mo Sw nay won arRa ypwd 5o ox
,0771 197K XD DR 1IN X¥N 120w 1NT 1219w TP L,10T TN ArRD 10 X

A0 592 1By nR Sm phpn Mo NN Yo mAan
VWP Y L,ANMIX

he human spirit finds stability only within a
Godly atmosphere. The [human spirit’s] knowl-
edge, feelings, vision, desires, and internal and
external drives require humans to be divine beings.
Only then will they achieve wholeness and find proper

and fulfilling associations.

One who seeks anything less than this greatness is imme-
diately confused and torn like a ship attempting to navi-
gate a violent storm. The crashing breakers [of life] toss
him from one wave to another, depriving him of serenity
and tranquility. He may submerge in the sludge of ego
and insensitivity, and thus temporarily dim the light of
life and delude himself into believing that he has found
inner peace. It won't be long, however, before emotional
pandemonium will resume in all its intensity.

Rabbi Avraham Yitschak Hakohen Kook, Orot, p.

119

Rabbi Avraham Yitschak Hakohen
Kook (1864—1935). Scholar and
thinker. Rabbi Kook was born in
Latvia and immigrated to Israel

in 1904 where he became a lead-
ing figure in the religious Zionist
movement. In 1917, he was
appointed rabbi of Jerusalem,
and in 1921, he became the first
Ashkenazic chief rabbi of pre-state
Israel. Kook wrote many books on
Jewish thought and law, includ-
ing Orot Hakodesh, most of which
were published posthumously.

| e s s o n 1

climbing the soul ladder
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Rabbi Chaim Vital (1542—1620). Lurianic
Kabbalist and author. Rabbi Vital was
bornin Israel, lived in Safed, Jerusalem,
and later Damascus. He was the princi-
pal disciple of Arizal, Rabbi Yitschak Luria,
though he studied under him for less
than two years. Before Arizal’s passing,
he authorized Vital to record his teach-
ings. Acting on this mandate, Vital began
arranging his master’s teachings in writ-
ten form, and his many works constitute
the foundation of the Lurianic school of
Jewish mysticism, which was later uni-
versally adopted as the Kabbalistic stan-
dard. Among his most famous works are
Ets Chayim, and Sha’ar Hakavanot.

Beyond What Meets the Eye
The Kabbalah of the Soul
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he soul is from the supernal realm; it is a part of
God from above.

Rabbi Chaim Vital, Ets Hada’at Tov, Parashat Va'etchanan
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od is One; not two or more. His Oneness

surpasses any unity that is found in the world.

His Oneness is not like the singularity of a
species, which includes many individual entities, nor
even like the oneness of a single body, which is divisible
into parts and dimensions. Rather, He is utter Oneness,
the like of which does not exist in the world.

Maimonides, Mishnebh Torah, Laws of the Fundamentals
of the Torah 1:7
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God with a Last Name
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he most basic feature of light is that it is only
an emanation [from the light-source], not the
source itself.

For example, the sunlight that reaches our planet is
only an emission from the sun; the sun itself is not to
be found in this planet’s atmosphere. Though the sun’s
rays are a perfect reflection of the sun—the sun itself is
a luminous entity, and its rays simply project its lumi-
nosity—the rays are not the sun itself.

God’s Infinite Light is called so because it, too, is only
an emanation, containing nothing of G-d’s essence. . . .
Nevertheless, it serves to reveal G-d’s essence, for it is a
petfect expression thereof.

Rabbi Shalom Dovber of Lubavitch, Yom Tov shel Rosh
Hashanab 5666, pp. 176-178

Rabbi Shalom Dovber of Lubavitch
(Rashab, 1860—1920). Chasidic rebbe.
Rabbi Shalom Dovber became the 5th
leader of the Chabad movement at the
age of 21, upon the passing of his father,
Rabbi Shmuel of Lubavitch. He estab-
lished the Lubavitch network of yeshi-
vot called Tomchei Temimim. During
World War |, he fled to Rostov on the
Don, Russia, where he passed away and
is buried. He authored many volumes of
Chasidic discourses and is renowned for
his encyclopedic method of expounding
upon Kabbalistic concepts.
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Philosophical Jewish = Kabbalistic

Understanding = Understanding
of the Human Soul | of the Human Soul

Immortal | Immortal

Non-physical | Non-physical

The essence of the human | The essence of the human

A fountain of goodness | A fountain of goodness

Seeks transcendence | Seeks transcendence

A God-like creation | Part of God; Godliness

Has a self-identity | Has no self-identity

Finite | Infinite

Human Soul
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The Chameleon
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y God! The soul that You instilled within

me is pure. You created it, You formed it,
and You have breathed it into me.

Siddur Tebilat Hashem, Morning Blessings
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ven as the soul becomes a created being with

a selft-identity, its core is Godliness. This is

the difference between the soul and all other
creations. With regards to other creations, the Godly
energy that creates them remains distinct from them.
... With regard to the soul, however, Godliness itself
becomes the entity of the soul.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson,
Torat Menachem, Sefer Hama'amarim 5717, p. 13

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 south-
ern 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, impact-
ing virtually every Jewish commu-
nity the world over. The Rebbe
often emphasized that the per-
formance of just one additional
good deed could usher in the era
of Mashiach. The Rebbe’s schol-
arly talks and writings have been
printed in more than 200 volumes.
volumes.
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The Upshot
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in Liozna, Belarus. He was among 12 P13 ,R%N
the principal students of the
Magid of Mezeritch. His numer-

ous works include the Tanya, an ne . . . whose soul yearns and thirsts for God
early classic containing the fun- . :

reneals of Chastdi Torah and pines fo? Him a}l day, but does not qtiench
Or; Likutei Torah; and Shulchan the thirst with the “waters of the Torah” that

Aruch HaRav, an expanded code

of lewish law. ate readily available, is like a person who stands in a
river and shouts: “[I need] water! Water to drink!” As
the prophet laments: “Ho! All who are thirsty go to the

waters (Isaiah 55:1).

Rabbi Shne’ur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya, ch. 40
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Points
1. The human being’s innate goodness flows from his essence,
his soul.

2.The human soul is a spiritual entity. When the body dies, the
soul remains intact. The soul always was and always remains
transcendent, an entirely spiritual entity.

3.The more materialism-oriented a person’s life, the more he
represses his true self. The more he engages in spiritual activi-
ties, the more he expresses his true self.

4. In the world of Jewish philosophy, all of existence is divided into
two categories: Creator and creations. The greatest innovation of
mysticism is the concept of “Godliness” (Or Ein Sof). Or Ein Sof is an
emanation from God. It is not the essence of God, but is not any-
thing other than God either; it is a perfect expression of Him.

5. According to the mystics, the human soul is “a part of God
from above, i.e., Godliness..

6.The Godly human core takes on containment, limitation, and
ego. But even as it assumes a personality, at its core it remains
Godly. It is Godliness in disguise.

7.The knowledge of what lies at our core ought to lead to an
increased sense of self-respect and self-worth and affect our es-
timation of our fellow human beings.

8.0ur souls are lonely in this material world; the salve for this
loneliness is Torah study.

lesson 1 climbing the soul ladder

19



