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Abstract

Kabbalah, the ancient Jewish mystical wisdom, and its
concept of the Soul are correlated to Internal Family
Systems and the notion of the higher Self. This paper
courses through the history of Kabbalah and Hasidism
to the elements of free will and the paradox of healing
to show the correspondence between the essential tenet
of IF'S and the Kabbalistic view of the Soul. Both in its
contextual interpretation and its spiritual dimension, the
IFS model can be likened to the Kabbalistic theosophy
of the Soul which proffers that we are all sparks of the
divine flame imbued with responsibility to expand
awareness of one’s Self and of the world around us.

Introduction

“Fear is a part wanting to be understood and welcomed
into your life”, I said to my client, a Hasidic Rabbi
sitting across from me, dressed in the traditional black
and white of his ancestors, white beard neatly folded
under concealing the fact that it had not been trimmed
for many years. His response to my comment came
swiftly but thoughtfully: “Yes, that was written about by
Rebbe Nachman of Breslov in the 18" century”.

At this point, it was as if my client had opened a door
for me, revealing an association between a new
therapeutic treatment model and an ancient theosophy:
the correlation between the heart of Internal Family
Systems (IFS), a doctrine I had long embraced and
employed daily in my work with clients, and a whole
‘new’ world of ancient Jewish mystical wisdom called
Kabbalah. Thus, in spring of 2003, with the help,
dedication, and wisdom of my Rabbi client as mentor, I
began a journey that took me to an exploration of the
essence and nature of Kabbalah.
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In this work I attempt to examine the Kabbalistic view of
the Soul and how it correlates to IFS’ concept of the
higher Self: a higher power that is a unique and universal
expression within each of us. Richard Schwartz describes
the Self, the centerpiece of the IFS model, both as an
active, compassionate inner leader and as an expansive
state of mind experiencing no boundaries. Thus the “Self
is both an individual and a state of consciousness, in the
same way that quantum physics has demonstrated that
light is both a particle and a wave...likewise, the Self can
at one time be in its expansive, wavelike state when a
person is meditating and then shift to being an individual
with boundaries (a particle)...It is the same Self but in
different states” (Schwartz, 1995).

I have written this paper with the hope that those who
read it will be as curious as I have been about the
connection between the present day evolving and organic
concept of the Self as a pivotal component in IFS and the
Kabbalah’s view of the Soul as the entity that leads the
seeker to a connection with the Divine. For me this
journey into the ancient wisdom of Kabbalah led to an
inner place of glorious peace and self-awareness. If this
work provides clarity in defining and/or sustaining the
reader’s personal relationship with the Divine, then that
will be the reader’s gift as it was a gift to me.

An exploration of Jewish mysticism, the ancient mystical
wisdom that explains the timeless laws of how spiritual
energy moves through the cosmos, must begin with an
understanding of Hasidism, its most fervent following.

Hasidism

Hasidism, the movement of Jewish revival that swept
through Eastern Europe in the mid 18™ century, took the
esoteric, mystical concepts of the Kabbalah, applied them
to everyday life, thus rendering them emotionally and
psychologically accessible. Hasidism affirmed
Kabbalah’s deeply optimistic view that however broken
and fragmented things may seem, all of life is in fact
evolving toward a state of wholeness and that we have an
active role and responsibility in furthering this
evolutionary healing process. As Estelle Frankel says in
her book Sacred Therapy: “Each of us, taught the Hasidic
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Masters, has the power to become a holy fixer and
healer.  This sacred work of the soul is to be
accomplished in two ways: through acts of
lovingkindness and through healing our own individual
souls. These two expressions of healing are deeply
related, for it is not possible to perfect one’s own soul
without also becoming committed to the work of
healing the planet, and since every individual is a
microcosm of the world, every act of healing the soul is
of great, if not cosmic, significance” (Frankel, 2003).

The emergence of Hasidism as an interpretive
expression of Kabbalah goes back to a man by the name
of Israel Ben Eliezer or the Ba’al Shem Tov (the bearer
of the good name) 1699-1760, the charismatic founder
and first leader of Hasidism in Eastern Europe. Through
oral traditions handed down by his pupils as well as
through the legendary tales about his life and behavior,
he became Hasidism’s first teacher and its exemplary
sage. He was adept in both herbal medicines and
shamanistic healing techniques. Stories abound of his
clairvoyant and healing powers, including his ability to
heal souls through story telling, prayer, and the mystical
power of love. He brought about a spiritual revolution
among the masses of downtrodden Eastern European
Jews by emphasizing the importance of love, joy,
simple faith and mystical devotion in serving the
Divine.  His teachings were filled with ecstatic
expressions of song, dance and wonderful allegorical
tales. The Besht, as he came to be known, brought
into the world a new spirit, and that spirit attracted,
through word of mouth alone, a major part of the Jewish
population within twenty years. His contribution was
that he opened new sources of creativity and gave rise to
a new people. His teaching was the beginning of a long
series of events, a long series of moments of inspiration.
In the words of the great Jewish theologian and
philosopher Dr. Abraham Joshua Heschel, “there has
been no one like him during the last thousand years”
(Heschel, 1996).

History of Kabbalah

‘Kabbalah’ is the traditional and most commonly used
term for the esoteric teachings of Judaism and for
Jewish mysticism, especially the forms it assumed in the
Middle Ages from the 12th century onward. The oldest
and most mysterious Kabbalah text is Sefer Yetzirah,
The Book of Creation. Attributed to the Patriarch
Abraham and dating to the 18th century BCE, this 1300
word treatise influenced most of the world’s great
religions. Sefer Yetzirah is cited both in the Book of
Mormon and in the Koran as the Book of Abraham
(Kaplan, 1997).

The Hebrew word Kabbalah means “receiving” or “that
which has been received.” On the one hand, Kabbalah
refers to tradition, to ancient wisdom received and
treasured from the past. On the other hand, if one is truly
receptive, wisdom can appear spontaneously, in an
unprecedented way, taking a person by surprise. The
Jewish mystical tradition combines both of these
elements. Its vocabulary teems with new-ancient words.
Many of its formulations derive from traditional sources--
the bible and rabbinic literature--but often incorporate an
acknowledgement of the present and future. For example
“the world that is coming,” a traditional phrase often
understood as a distant future messianic era, turns into
“the world that is constantly coming,” constantly flowing,
a timeless dimension of reality here and now (Matt,
1995).

Although Kabbalah emerged within Judaism and has
deeply affected Jewish thought and religious observance,
its influence extends far beyond these constraints. The
Italian Renaissance humanist Pico Della Mirandola
immersed himself in Latin translations of Kabbalah,
believing it to be the original divine revelation.
Kabbalah, he said, would enable Europeans to
comprehend Pythagoras, Plato and the secrets of the
Catholic faith. His writings drew heavily on the Kabbalah
and laid the foundation for Christian Kabbalistic
literature. In the 17" century, Knorr von Rosenroth
assembled translations of many important texts in
Kabbalah Unveiled., Sir Isaac Newton, the man most
responsible for the scientific revolution and the Age of
Enlightenment, was also a serious student of Kabbalah.
UCLA professor Brian Copenhaver in his article “Jewish
Theologies of Space in the Scientific Revolution” says
that one need not make a Kabbalist of Newton in order to
believe that kabbalistic theologies of space were
significant items in the mental furniture of his age (Berg,
2001). In the 20" century, elements of Kabbalah were
found in the fiction and poetry of Franz Kafka and Jorge
Luis Borges, in the thought of Walter Benjamin, and in
Jacques Derida’s Deconstruction (Matt, 1995).

Kabbalah: The Four Worlds and the Levels of the
Soul

Kabbalists developed a complex set of ideas concerning
the structure of reality, its relationship to consciousness
and the life of the soul. This multidimensional theory
describing reality has come to be called the doctrine of
“The Four Worlds,” in the sense of different realms.
These are not distinct physical worlds, but rather,
interdependent realities that exist simultaneously. Some
Kabbalists describe the worlds as concentric, each housed
within another. In ascending order of spirituality, these
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realms are known as Action, Formation, Creation, and
Emanation (Feldman, 1999).

The world in which we live, with all that it embraces, is
the ‘world of action’. The lower part of ‘the world of
action’ is known as the ‘world of physical nature’,
where natural law prevails. Above this world of
physical nature, still part of the ‘world of action’ is the
world of ‘spiritual action’. Man is the common element
in these two domains of action. As a part of the
physical system of the universe, man is subordinate to
the physical, chemical, and biological laws of nature.
Every aspect of human existence is therefore comprised
of both matter and spirit. In this world, the spiritual is
subordinate to the material, in keeping with the fact that
the laws of nature determine the form of all things and
serve as focal points for all processes. The world of
action, however, is only one world in a general system
of four fundamental dimensions of being, each with its
own cosmos of varying essences (Steinsaltz, 1980). The
Four Worlds of Action, Formation, Creation, and
Emanation can be seen as corresponding loosely to
physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual
dimensions of our being (Frankel, 2003).

The Four Worlds also express the progression of divine
unfolding from infinite being to finite reality. They
depict creation as a downward chain of spiritual
domains, from the most exalted, hidden realm to the
physical plane in which we live. However, since all
creation is continually being brought into existence
anew, the Four Worlds are simultaneously existing
aspects of reality, operating holographically, as each
contains within it all the other levels of reality. So too
each of the Four Worlds, like the four basic elements —
earth, air, fire, and water - exist within each aspect of
creation in different degrees (Dosick, 1997).

The Kabbalah delineated not four but five distinct soul
types: five dimensions of awareness based on the Four
Worlds. This notion appears in the writings of the
famous 18" century Italian Kabbalist Rabbi Moshe
Chaim Lussato, who identified souls according to the
world in which they are most rooted. The soul is that
which leads us on our inner journey to the Divine, for
our soul corresponds to these Four Worlds of existence.

The human soul, at any of its levels, is a manifestation
in varying degrees of the Divine force. Though the Soul
of man shares this commonality of the Divine, all souls
are unique. No two souls coincide in their actions, their
functions and their paths. No one soul can take the
place of another, and even the greatest of the great
cannot fill the special role, the particular place, of

another that may be the smallest of the small. From this
notion, one derives a profound respect for human life
(Steinsaltz, 1980).

The Soul and Creation

The soul in Jewish mysticism is one of the more essential
aspects of creation itself. Just as the physical universe
could not exist without energy, the spiritual dimension is
based upon ‘soul matter.” The Kabbalistic viewpoint is
that we could not have a universe without the spiritual
realm, and thus one could say that one of the key pillars
upon which creation rests is the soul.

Kabbalah describes the soul as a kind of spiritual
magnetic field, not unlike the premise in Western science
that the physical universe is held together by
electromagnetic forces. It is hypothesized that the same
gravity that keeps the solar system operating also binds
the protons, neutrons, and electrons of atoms. Physicists
continue to search for a universal formula by which to
describe electromagnetic theory. Similarly, spiritualists
wrestling with esoteric metaphysics attempt to define the
integrating force of matter. The mysteries of
electromagnetic forces are to science what the soul and its
inherent divinity are to Western theology. We cannot
taste, smell, see, hear or touch the soul, but everything we
sense, and even our senses themselves are functional only
because of the soul (Cooper, 1997).

In the language of metaphysics, the principal action of the
soul, its paramount importance lies precisely in the world
of living creatures and in its contact with matter. Through
complex relationships between the soul and the world of
material substance, the soul is able to achieve far higher
levels than it can in its abstract state of separate essence.
At its most primary level, the soul animates existence in
terms of life force, movement, and propagation of the
species. On a higher level, the soul acts as the source from
which man thinks, imagines, dreams, and contemplates.
In Kabbalistic spiritual thought the divine spark that is the
soul thus vitalizes the human body with the essence of the
life of all living creatures, though in a manner far more
complex and potent than in other forms of life. In spite of
the added complexity of mind and emotion, this level of
the soul is called the “animal soul” in the sense that it is
parallel to the souls of other living creatures and it
functions, thinks and is aware of itself as being
concentrated in the vessel of the body. At a higher level,
above the primal soul, there exists, in every human being,
a divine soul. This connection of the divine soul exists
hidden and veiled as a spark of higher perception and
superior aspiration (Steinsaltz, 2003). The language of the
soul lives at the edges of thought; it is symbolic,
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metaphoric, and poetic, always hidden and elusive. The
intangibility of the soul is irrelevant since another part
of us is touched and this is sufficient (Cooper, 1997).

In a recent article Richard Schwartz elucidates the
concept of Soul: “All the esoteric traditions within the
major religions - Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity,
Judaism, Islam - emphasize the same core belief: we are
sparks of the eternal flame, manifestations of the
absolute ground of being” (Schwartz, 2004).

Emergence of Self from the Concept of Soul

Just as the soul in Kabbalistic interpretation gives life to
the body, so too does the body imbue the soul with
physicality. In this manner, the soul has access to all
the body’s physical capabilities, channels of perception
and connections with both material and immaterial
worlds. The contact and mutual attraction between the
body and soul creates a contingency, a unique situation,
generating the human Self, which represents a merging
of body and soul. Self is an orchestration of our
awareness, an integration of consciousness holding
everything together, making us whole and able to be
called by a single name — our name. Self integrates and
unifies our physical body, our thoughts and our actions.
The essence of spirituality is a return to the Self, a re-
direction of vision of the one who asks the question, a
discovery that what is sought is, and has always been,
right here all along. To become aware that we are part
of the Self of the universe gives our lives ultimate
meaning and purpose (Steinsaltz, 1980).

This concept is closely associated with the belief in IFS
that the essence of the person is peace and joy, and from
that place, an individual exudes amazing healing
qualities and a sense of spiritual connectedness to a
higher Self. The Self is that inner leader present in
every human being just waiting to come forth to
elucidate the way with its compassionate wisdom. It is
that quiet core of clarity and connectedness allowing for
the oneness with the universe and harmonious in
relationships both outside and within.

Ten Emanations or Sefirot

In Kabbalistic thought as we traverse the Four Worlds
and the five levels of the soul on our journey to reach
the Divine, the Divine is working to bridge the gap
between the infinite and the finite by reaching to us.
The mystics teach us that between the infinite and the
finite are ten emanations or steps that are called Sefirot.
The word Sefirot may simply come from the Hebrew
word meaning ‘numbers’, because we count the number
of steps to the Divine, but it may also come from the

Hebrew word meaning ‘sapphire’ because the mystics
visualized the Divine’s radiant light as the illuminated
brightness of a precious gem (Kushner, 1991).

The importance of learning to balance polarities in the
pursuit of wholeness is reflected in the Kabbalah’s
doctrine of the ten Sefirot, the Divine attributes with
which divinity continually creates and interacts with
creation. The ten Sefirot can be understood as a ladder of
ascent by which humankind can increasingly identify with
the creator. By learning to emulate the Sefirot, we come
to embody the divine attributes of wholeness. The Sefirot
are arranged as paired energies — one primarily feminine
and the other primarily masculine — that stand in balanced
relationship with one another, with a middle integrating
point (Dosick, 1997). In IFS we deal with opposing,
polarized forces by bringing them together through the
trusted “Self” of a third party, with the intention of
generating understanding and the eventual resolution of
long standing discordance. This is only achieved if both
ends of the polarized continuum come together at the
same time and achieve a balanced relationship with one
another.

The Kabbalists saw these Sefirot in a structured order and
form, which they called the Tree of Life. Because each
Sefirah is an archetype or a model, every one represents a
wide spectrum of categories. The names of the ten Sefirot
are: Crown, Wisdom, Understanding, Loving-Kindness,
Strength, Beauty, Triumph, Empathy, Foundation, and
Sovereignty. By internalizing the Sefirot, we can arrive at
a greater and deeper understanding of ourselves, our
nature, needs, desires, imperfections and our paths to
healing. The Sefirot can act as guideposts in our journey
to enrich and ennoble our own existence. Much like the
Hindu concept of Chakras, the Sefirot are energy centers.
Each Sefirah corresponds to a place on the body, to an
aspect of our being, whether physical, emotional, mental
or spiritual, and to a particular life-purpose. When an
energy center is fully developed and fully realized, and
when the energy is flowing pure and without obstruction,
then the corresponding place in the body is healthy and
well (Frankel, 2003).

Just as they do in the higher world, the ten Sefirot exist in
the human soul; and from their mutual inter-relationships
are derived and manifested all the broad span of thoughts,
feelings and experiences of man. The first three Sefirot
assert the aspects of pure consciousness:  Crown,
Wisdom, and Understanding. Following these initial
Sefirot of basic consciousness are the three Sefirot of the
higher emotions: Loving-Kindness, Strength, and Beauty.
From these levels, we proceed to the three Sefirot that act
directly on the actual world of experience: Triumph,
Empathy, and Foundation. Finally, the Sefirah of
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Malchut, Sovereignty, is the transition from Soul to
outer existence, to thought and to deed. Sovereignty is
the ultimate step in the approach to the Divine (Dosick,
1997).

By contemplating the Sefirot, one explores the
emotional and psychological texture of the Divine’s
personal qualities, such as love, fear and compassion.
Kabbalists employ the Sefirot not merely as abstract
concepts or divine metaphors but as tools for
meditation. Each serves as a focus of visualization,
disclosing depths of archetypal personality within the
Divine and the seeker. Yet, contemplation and
meditation are themselves means to an even greater end.
In the words of Moses Cordovero (1522-1570), “the
essence of the divine image is action.” The following is
an example of how Cordovero suggested embodying
Hesed, Grace: “Desire the well-being of your fellow
creature, eyeing his good fortune benevolently. Let his
honor be as precious to you as your own, for you and
your fellow are one and the same. This is why we are
commanded: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Desire
what is right for your fellow; never denigrate him or
wish for his disgrace, suffering or ruin. Feel as bad for
such suffering as if it were your own. Similarly, rejoice
over another’s good fortune as if you were basking in it.
It is impossible to conduct yourself according to these
qualities constantly,” Cordovero conceded, “Accustom
yourself to them little by little. The essential quality to
attain, the key to them all, is humility” (Steinsaltz,
1980).

The Sefirot, not unlike the C’s that define the Self in
IFS, function as an ethical training course, a systematic
way of translating spiritual ideals into concrete action.
Yet, at the same time, the Sefirot constitute a mystical
path, a ladder of ascent back to the One. The mystical
and the ethical reinforce one another, through a rhythm
of self-exploration and awareness of our contextual
existence in the world. One may experience spiritual
and psychological wholeness by imitating and
integrating the Sefirotic attributes. Unexplored shadows
of our psyche must be encountered and attended to, not
evaded (Matt, 1996). The concept of attending to our
psyche correlates with the concept of ‘parts’ in IFS,
particularly exiled burdened young parts, that need to be
cared for, loved, and allowed to be unburdened.

Awareness of the Soul

Jewish mysticism teaches that no matter how ill or
spiritually disconnected we have become, within each of
us there is a pure and wholesome essence capable of
calling us back to our center. This essence is our Soul

and is always our direct connection with the divine.
When we attune ourselves to its calling, the Soul provides
us with the exact guidance we need for our evolution.

We find an analogous philosophy encircling the Internal
Family Systems model: we embark on the healing journey
with our clients specifically to awaken in them the inner
restorative power of their Souls. We know that when we
reach the inner guide that lies within each individual, we
can bring awareness, spaciousness and leadership to a
person’s daily life and relationships. The qualities of the
individual’s core, his Soul, which we attempt to tap are
also the qualities incontrovertibly attributed to the Divine:
calmness, curiosity, clarity, compassion, confidence,
creativity, courage and connectedness.

Free Will

Throughout the ages, theologians have debated whether
human beings have the ability to choose freely. Jewish
mystical belief is based upon a foundation of free choice
for humankind. We have human consciousness. We are
told that acts of lovingkindness will bring a higher level
of consciousness to everyone in the world. We have the
choice to effectuate these acts of kindness or ignore them.
We are informed that an unkind word can set things in
motion that may cause great harm and pain to others. We
have the choice of what to say. Nothing is
inconsequential.  Every encounter with another being is
a point of contact upon which the universe pivots. When
we enter into this frame of mind, reality as we see it
becomes a vast opportunity to experience the
interconnectedness of all creation. From this perspective,
we come to the realization that every part is integral in the
unfolding of our lives.

Kabbalistic free will and Internal Family Systems (IFS)
process go hand in hand. If we are caught in the illusion
of separation, in the belief that Self and other are distinct,
then we do not experience the interactive process. If,
however, we comprehend the paradigm of free will and
process then we can experience the interconnection of all
things.  We become co-partners in a cosmic process,
imbued with the full freedom of choice to change the
universe. This is a fundamental tenet of IFS.

The kabbalistic viewpoint is that awareness is a holistic
continuum. Once we believe all parts are complete
replicas of the whole then everything in the universe, by
definition, is integrally connected. Each time we do
something that raises consciousness we lift sparks of
holiness to new levels, simultaneously healing the Soul
and mending the world. In Kabbalistic thought, as in IFS
belief, these two paradigms are mutually interdependent.
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Paradox of Healing

Jewish mysticism teaches us how to walk a middle path
that finds balance in the many contradictions of our
lives. In order to avoid either/or solutions to
complicated problems, Jewish thought finds that
contradictory notions can and do co-exist within a larger
truth. The fact that so many Hebrew words combine
opposite meanings suggests that the Hebrew language
itself is based on a worldview that sees all opposites and
polarities as deeply connected to a unified source.
Hebrew words seem to follow the principle of physics
where, as Neils Bohr has suggested, a great truth is one
whose opposite is also true.

Dialectical reasoning lies at the core of Jewish thought
and paradox is one of the fundamental features of
Kabbalistic doctrine. Everything in this world,
according to Kabbalah, is essentially revealed through
its opposite manifestation. In therapy, we find that the
ability to recognize and appreciate the complexity and
paradoxical nature of life and of people is, in fact, one
of the crucial components of psychological wholeness.
The ability and the capacity to integrate good and bad
feelings about others and ourselves are at the heart of
emotional maturation.

An important component of many Jewish spiritual
practices involves creating harmony and balance
between opposing energies. To heal the soul, we must
be able to integrate and contain the opposing forces that
exist inside us within a larger, unified field of being.
Taoist philosophers wrote about the interplay of
opposites in the process of change. They viewed
polarities as mutually defining expressions of the same
whole, recognizing that those who divide life into
discrete dichotomies - self vs. other, pleasure vs. pain,
good vs. bad - end up separated from their own
experience and desperate to cast out problems in the
pursuit of pleasure (Matt, 1996). Jewish mysticism and
its spiritual practices enable us to live as citizens of both
the upper and lower worlds. In this lower world, where
multiplicity and polarity are the rule, we heal into
wholeness by making ourselves into vessels that can
contain opposites. In the upper worlds, healing is about
opening ourselves to the experience of unification by
tapping into the realm in which duality ceases to exist,
as when the Self in IFS operates synergistically to bring
divine energy to our experiences. Having experienced
unity we are better able to tolerate paradox because we
will have found the whole that connects the many
disparate parts. By attaining wholeness and integration
we are more able to embrace and apply the insights we
gain from the experience of unity to our actual lives
(Flemons, 2004).

The Self and the Soul

The Internal Family Systems model (IFS) has evolved
over the past twenty years to adopt a more holistic
interpretation of the individual, recognizing that the larger
context of family, community, and the world is
fundamental to its philosophy. The exploration of the
Self in the IFS model, which began with the recognition
and honoring of the parts and later led to the uncovering
of the core essence of the individual, the Self, is now
developing into a view of the higher Self in the context of
the larger universe.  Acknowledging the contextual
significance of the Self, in turn, allows the prospect of a
single element of connectivity: a higher power resident in
the core of the Self. However intangibly and individually
that spirituality may manifest, the evolved IFS model
allows spirituality as a component of the Self. Both in its
contextual interpretation and its spiritual dimension, the
IFS model can be likened to the Kabbalistic theosophy of
the Soul which proffers that we are all sparks of the
divine flame imbued with responsibility to expand
awareness of one’s Self and of the world around us. The
contextual significance of the Self is clear: if we make no
effort to raise our own consciousness and that of the
world, we abdicate our humanity (Cooper, 1997).

Yet this correlation between the concept of Self in IFS
and Soul in Kabbalah is only the beginning of a long
ladder that will enable humanity to bring that divine
presence to their midst and act according to that belief. It
behooves all of us, as co-creators of this expanding
reality, to think beyond dualism. Only when we
transform multiplicity to unity will the reconfigured
vessel of creation, made up of all the broken pieces of our
lives and our world, be able to hold the light of the
Divine.
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