
LURIANIC KABBALAH

16TH CENTURY SAFED, ERETZ YISROEL

An explosion of interest in Kabbalah occurred in the middle of the 16th
century. This major change occurred mainly among Sephardic Jews. Until
this point, practical kabbalah had been more widespread among the French
and German Jews, but post-1492 it gained greater adherence among the
Sephardim. Prior to the Expulsion, Sephardic Jews had been engaged
primarily in the rationalistic and philosophic aspects of Judaism. But after
all the upheavals and relocations in their lives, they began to search for the
reasons for their sufferings and the conditions for their eventual
redemption.

The center of Jewish mysticism developed mainly in the town of Safed,
Israel. Since Eretz Yisroel was viewed as the gateway through which
human prayers ascend to Heaven, the mountain town of Safed seemed to
be the ideal locale wherein Jews could pray to Hashem and herald in the
arrival of the Messiah. Jerusalem at that time was in a very deplorable
economic state, so Safed took the lead in developing the practical aspects
of Kabbalah in ushering in the future redemption of the world.

The Kabbalists of Safed and their successors were motivated by the
hope that the Jewish people through their actions would bring about the
final Geulah.To do this mankind must be free of sin.Their methods
depended upon study, prayer, fasting, and the strict observance of Jewish
law and ethics. Kabbalists viewed their lives as a struggle to fulfill G-d’s
hope for mankind. The forces of evil were very strong, so their task was to
gain the assistance of the forces of good (the angels, the patriarchs, and
other saintly souls) in defeating all negative influences.

The leading Kabbalist of the early 16th century in Safed was R. Moshe
Cordovero (1522-1570), also known as Ramak. R.Moshe lived his entire
life in Safed. He studied Talmud and halacha under R. Yosef Caro, and at
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the young age of 20 was ordained by R. Yaakov bei Rav with the newly
established semicha. He also studied kabbalah while still a young man
under his brother-in-law, R. Shlomo Alkabetz (1505-1584). R. Alkabetz was
born in Salonica but emigrated to Israel in 1535 and settled in Safed. He is
most famous for his beautiful and inspiring piyut, Lecha Dodi, today
incorporated into both Ashkenazic and Sephardic siddurim. He also
composed numerous homiletic and kabbalistic works, mostly commentaries
to various Biblical books.

R. Moshe soon became the most recognized kabbalist of Safed and had
many renowned disciples. Ramak authored a classic work on the
fundamental concepts of the kabbalah entitled Pardes Rimonim. He also
authored a monumental commentary on the Zohar entitled Ohr Yakar.
R.Moshe is also known for his kabbalistic commentary to the piyut Atah
Konanta which describes the Temple service of the Kohen Gadol on Yom
Kippur, said to this day by Sephardic and Chassidic congregations in the
Mussaf of Yom Kippur.

The greatest kabbalist of this age, though, was R. Yitzchak Luria
Ashkenazi (1534-1572), known as the Ari. R. Yitzchak was born in
Jerusalem and descended on his paternal side from Ashkenazim. Losing
his father while yet an infant, he moved from Jerusalem with his mother to
her brother’s estate in Cairo, Egypt. At a young age he was already
recognized as an accomplished Talmudist and halachist. In 1549 the Ari
married his uncle’s daughter and was able to continue his studies
undisturbed. His uncle continued to generously provide for all his needs.
Following his marriage, the Ari spent six years of intensive study with
R.Betzalel Ashkenazi (1520-1592), then chief rabbi of Egyptian Jewry. R.
Betzalel was the author of Shittah Mekubetzes, a compilation of the
chiddushim of many of the great Rishonim on numerous tractates of the
Gemara.  The Ari even collaborated with R. Betzalel in the compilation of
Shitta Mekubetzes on Maseches Zevachim.

After devoting years to the study of halacha, the Ari now began to
immerse himself in the study of kabbalah. He used to spend weekdays in a

2



house near the Nile praying and studying in complete solitude, and when
he returned home for the Sabbath, he would converse only in the holy
tongue. The Ari consequently attained great heights in the comprehension
of the kabbalah and even surpassed his predecessors. He claimed that
Elijah the prophet would instruct him in the sacred  teachings of the
kabbalah and would even reveal to him previously unknown mysteries. It
was Elijah who told him that his destiny was to ascend to Eretz Yisroel
where he was to transmit all of his teachings to  R. Chaim Vital, for
unfortunately, he was soon to depart from this world.

The Ari made Aliyah in 1570 and settled in Safed. He immediately went
to the home of R. Moshe Codovero who was then the recognized head of
the kabbalistic school. However, R. Moshe died soon after the Ari’s arrival.
The Ari eulogized him in the most glowing of terms. After R. Moshe
Cordovero’s death, the Ari was soon recognized as the greatest Kabbalist
of his generation. People saw him as a holy man who had the power to
perform miracles, read a person’s thoughts, and even predict the future.

Per Elijah’s instructions, the Ari occupied himself primarily with
instructing R. Chaim Vital (1543-1620) in the mysteries of the Kabbalah. R.
Chaim invited other disciples to join them in their studies, but the Ari
vehemently objected. His objections were based on the fact that he did not
feel these colleagues were yet worthy of learning such sublime secrets. R.
Chaim, however, persisted in this practice since he wished to share his
new-found knowledge with all of his colleagues. The Ari died soon after at
the young age of 38.

The Ari left no writings. When he began to lecture on a topic, there was
such a flow of wisdom from his lips that it was impossible for him to commit
it all to writing. This was true both for the study of Kabbalah as well as for
the field of Talmudic study. Much of the Ari’s great legacy was preserved by
R. Chaim Vital and later published in a work entitled Etz Chaim. This work,
divided into 8 parts, was based on the lectures that R.Chaim had
personally heard from his master. R. Chaim then devoted considerable time
and energy to elucidating his master’s teachings.Upon his death, the Ari
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was buried in Safed, and his tomb remains to this day a holy shrine for
pilgrimage.

Lurianic Kabbalah soon became the normative form of Kabbalah for
centuries to come. This kabbalah emphasized the concepts of G-d’s
seeming self-limitation (sod ha-tzimtzum) allowing for free will and evil to
feely co-exist in the world; of the release of sparks of spirituality from the
broken vessels  (sheviras kelim) of Creation; of the necessity to collect
those sparks (nitzotzei kedusha) and to somehow redeem them; and of the
doctrine of the necessary spiritual redemption of the world, mankind, and
every soul (sod ha-tikun). Lurianic Kabbalah placed great emphasis on the
ideas of reincarnation, imminent messianism, spiritual revelations, and the
inherent vast powers of holy men. Through R. Chaim Vital these ideas
became known world-wide and soon gained great popularity.

Lurianic Kabbalah placed particular emphasis on the Jewish exile and
its concomitant sufferings. There was an intensification of emphasis on G-’s
interdependence with Israel in fulfilling the Jewish role in history, and that
this in turn would lead to the ultimate redemption. Exile was now viewed as
a cosmic, metaphysical mystery. It was additionally viewed as an imitation
of G-d himself, exiling Himself within the concept of self-limitation
(tzimtzum). The goal of the Exile was to collect and restore all the “Divine
sparks” which were set loose at Creation. True redemption would only
occur once all these holy sparks were freed from their outer coverings
(klipos) which were smothering and containing them. The messianic era
would then be the final act of this Sod HaTikkun, rescuing all of the Divine
sparks, freeing them from their klipos, and restoring Israel to its homeland
and eventual greatness. Mankind would now be restored to its Divine
mission of holy service to G-d, and peace and harmony would reign
throughout. The spread of Kabbalah now became a mandatory obligation,
and teaching Tikun Olam would lead to the ultimate redemption.
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