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Arnis Ritups: Could you tell me what it means to be a Jew nowadays?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: There are many levels of being Jewish. The most basic level is to be born to two Jewish parents, or at least to a Jewish mother. A person born to a Jewish father (and a non-Jewish mother) must convert to Judaism in order to be considered Jewish. In such a case, the potential convert is not pushed away like someone who is born to two non-Jewish parents. The Jewish people do not want to force anybody to become Jewish, but if a person is already half-Jewish from the father, so then there is a good reason to allow them if they wish to convert. 

Whether we are talking about being born a Jew or converting, the important thing is being obligated in the commandments of the Torah (what is called “accepting the yoke of Heaven”). This is a very action-oriented teaching. You don’t just talk, you don’t just think, you don’t just meditate, you do. Of course, there should be a balance. What has become common among many Jews is to emphasize the action part to the exclusion the meditation and the study of the highest teachings. I personally think that we are now living in a generation when we have to join the highest ideas with the basics (the soul with the body). 

So beyond the basics of being Jewish through a Jewish parent (or converting), there is the idea that is called Yisrael. The idea of Yisrael transcends the Jewish people as we are now. There is Yehudi, which is a Jew, and then there is Yisrael which is a universal concept. It implies that the inner essence of every human being is potentially Yisrael. 

This level of Yisrael is not a religion that is pushed upon Mankind, that someone goes out and forces people to accept. It is a recognition of G-d as the Infinite Being who created all of us and sent our souls down into this physical world in order to serve Him even here. It is a recognition that our souls came to the planet Earth as part of an evolutionary history so that we could elevate Earth up to the highest levels of light and holiness. 

Right now this is only a potential, but we believe that, when the Messiah comes, all Mankind will be elevated to the level of Yisrael. Again, this will not be done by any force other than G-d Himself raising Mankind up beyond our present fallen state. This is what Isaiah meant when he said, “The earth will be filled with the consciousness of G-d as the waters fill the sea” (Isaiah 11:9). G-d also said through the prophet Joel, “I will pour My Spirit out on all flesh, and your sons and your daughters will prophesy. Your old men will dream dreams, and your young men will see visions” (Joel 3:1), and through Jeremiah, “I will place My Torah inside of them, and inscribe it upon their hearts... A man will no longer teach his friend and his brother saying, ‘Know G-d!’ For all of them will know Me, from the smallest to the greatest” (Jeremiah 31:32-33).

The Jewish people are the carriers of these teachings. At present, even we do not completely fulfill the idea of Yisrael, but we are its carriers. The name Yisrael is made up to two words, Yashar and El – Straight to G-d. It means many things, but Yashar El means that this people is dedicated directly to the Infinite One. They represent and embody this idea in the history of this world (this world which has – like the ancient Egypt of Biblical times – a built-in illusion). Yisrael represents the idea that we (our souls) came here in order to dispel the illusion, to see through the veil, to know that there is only G-d, even here in this world, to become Bnei Olam HaBa, “children of the next world,” even as we walk in this world. In truth, we are all children of G-d who were born now at this time in order to bring the higher consciousness of Heaven into this world. This is not a thing for which one kills people. You don’t bring people to a higher level by killing them! This is a great tragedy of history that continues in our days. Rather, you bring to life by giving the breath of life to each soul, non-Jewish and Jewish. Each person has to know that he is beloved of G-d.

AR: How is this idea of Yisrael related to the event when Yaakov/Jacob received this new name?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: In the verse in which Jacob was given his new name, the Torah states, “You have struggled with a divine being and you have won” (Genesis 32:39). You are not born Yisrael. You are born Yaakov/Jacob. In order to become Yisrael, you have to struggle, you have to attain, you have to work. So the Jewish people, at this point, are on the level of Yaakov. 

Isaiah said, “I have made you a light to the nations” (Isaiah 49:6). The Jewish people represents in a microcosm the whole struggle of Mankind, that we ourselves have to become Yisrael. Our mission is to be a light by embodying righteousness. Until we become a light for ourselves, however, which is the struggle of the Jewish people right now, we are not able to become a light for the nations. We carry the vision of what Mankind can be, but at this point even the Jewish people are lacking in understanding what this vision is.

AR: Could you describe this vision?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: I will describe it briefly in saying that we have an idea in our ancient sources that Jerusalem and the Temple Mount – the place where Beit HaMikdash /Holy Temple/ once existed (excuse me, there were two Temples, and we are presently waiting to build the Third Temple on the same spot) – this place is the holiest place in the world. It is the place where Heaven meets Earth, where Heaven comes and dwells on Earth. In the story of Jacob when he saw a vision of a ladder, he said, “How awe-inspiring this place is! This is none other than G-d’s Temple. It is the Gate of Heaven” (Genesis 28:17). The Temple is the gateway from this earth-plane to the spiritual dimension. This is why all Jews pray toward this place. It is the place where all eyes focus, the place where the Temple stood. 

Each human being (and all the more so the collective soul of Mankind), is a Temple of G-d. The universe in its entirety is also G-d’s Temple. As such, there has to be a place that represents this idea in space – and that is the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. In the Zohar, it is called the Heart of the World. When we approach that holy Place, it is like a blood cell travelling through the body now coming back to the heart. Going there is like going to our own heart. When I come out of there, I come out with a knowledge of G-d that is beyond the rational mind. I know there is a G-d. 

Again, it is like the blood cell that travels through the heart and lungs, and becomes a messenger of the heart to the rest of the body. So too when we go to that Place, the Place of G-d’s Temple on Earth, we become a messenger to the rest of the world. We invite all the nations of the world to the Temple, exactly as Isaiah said, “My House is a House of Prayer for all peoples” (Isaiah 56:7). 

Once we have understood the idea of the Temple, we can now understand how the whole world will eventually be elevated to the level of holiness of the Temple. This will not happen all at once, but in stages. First, the whole world will be elevated to the level of holiness of the land of Israel; and the land of Israel will be lifted up to the level of holiness of Jerusalem. The whole world then will become elevated to the level of Jerusalem, and the land of Israel will become the Temple Mount. The whole world will then be elevated to level of the Temple Mount, and the land of Israel will be elevated to the level of the Temple, and then to the level of the Holy of Holies in the Temple. The whole world will then continue to be elevated higher and higher beyond the physical world as we know it now, beyond the level of the Sun and the stars. 

In terms of Mankind, all of Mankind will be lifted up to be Yisrael, and all of Yisrael would become teachers and the priests. And it won’t stop there. It’s an evolutionary thrust that cannot be stopped. Sure, Mankind has free will, even to try to fight “against” G-d. But the highest use of human free will is to align ourselves with the will of G-d. What is G-d’s will? G-d’s will is to lift everything back up to Himself, to the Infinite. We (our souls) had to come down to a physical world in which we could have free will to either serve G-d or fight against Him. This world is thus a stage for human beings to have a free will. Our job here is to come to the realization that we are souls who are sent here to elevate physical reality, to transform matter into energy and light. 

AR: In this tremendous struggle what is the meaning of the actual fact that now there is a mosque on the Holy Mount?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Islam and Christianity are daughter religions, offshoots of Judaism. They both owe their existence to the Torah. They are an attempt to universalize the Jewish teaching for all Mankind, to take it away from a specific people. They did not understand exactly what the Jewish people were for; they did not realize what I just said before, which is that all Mankind will eventually become Yisrael, and that the Jewish people carry that idea until its fulfillment, until it becomes ripe for all of Mankind. They both tried to replace the Jewish people instead of bonding with the Jewish people to fulfill the Torah in the highest way. 

Why would anyone else want or claim rights to the Temple Mount (and then go so far as to deny that there was ever a Jewish presence there)? It is an attempt to replace Yisrael. In our eyes, this is only temporary. When the time comes, i.e., when Mankind is ready to receive the true teaching of Judaism in its fullness, the final and eternal Temple will be built on that spot. 

Christianity and Islam took only pieces of the teachings of Judaism, and mixed them with other teachings. This is why the Jew could never accept Christianity, and could never accept Islam. We are waiting for that day when Judaism in its true form will be available to all nations. This will not come by force. Rather, it will come about as a quantum leap in consciousness which is now gaining greater momentum at this very moment.

AR: Who will know that other people are ready to receive...
Rabbi Avraham Sutton: G-d is leading history to a moment of rendezvous, a moment of meeting when all Mankind will realize something. This is what our Jewish prayers are about. We ask for that day to come when G-d will reveal Himself and nothing less. A human being is not enough. We need something very clearly prophetic for all Mankind. As I mentioned, our prophecies are saying that all Mankind will experience prophecy. In the past it was only individuals, but we are coming to a time now when there will be a quantum leap of consciousness. All mankind will experience prophecy.

That will signal the beginning of the Messianic Age, which will prepare Mankind to enter the seventh millennium, the Great Sabbath. We believe that history is leading towards a Great Sabbath, and that we are closer than ever before. We believe that as we draw closer to that time, Mankind will be lifted up out of the illusions that presently are perpetuated by evil and manipulative, power-hungry people. These will all be phased out as we come closer to the Messianic Age and the Great Sabbath that will follow it. All Mankind will be liberated from the illusion that there is anything but G-d.

AR: What is the role of the Messiah?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Mashiah/Messiah is a human being. When he attains his fullness, he will become like a lightning rod for all of us. As we said above, Jeremiah prophesied about this when he said that no man will have to teach his friend or his brother to know G-d. “Rather everyone, from the smallest to the greatest, will know Me, says G-d” (Jeremiah 31:32-33).

We are talking about a human being who will become a lightning rod. He will not have to teach anyone. Through him, we will be lifted up beyond anything we can imagine. If it was just somebody teaching us, somebody telling us what G-d is, that is not a fulfillment of the Messianic Age. That’s why we were not satisfied with anything that came until now. The true Messianic Age is when there no longer exists a possibility of evil, of misuse of power. 

The potential for Messiah exists in every generation. In our generation, there are now over six billion people living on planet Earth. Despite appearances to the contrary, the conditions for this evolutionary leap into the Messianic Age are perfect now.

AR: Is there something else besides prayer which people could do to somehow promote this?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: The job of the Jew is to be davuk, “attached” to G-d, by accepting the yoke of His commandments, and by fulfilling them in a pure and selfless manner; to care for all human beings; to serve G-d by loving all His creatures. There are meditations and actions that the Jew must start to do. It is for his good and for the good of Mankind. The non-Jewish world should tell the Jew, “You must be Jewish! You must own up to your Jewishness; you must know who you are; you must learn about your religion, and you must be a practicing Jew. Because if you are not, then you are causing a distortion in creation.” We believe that every human being is important. Everyone has a role to play. The Jew has his role of learning the deeper meaning of life through the Torah, and performing the commandments of the Torah with devekut, sincere intention and loving attachment.

AR: One of the basic problems that other nations find difficult to understand is the idea of a nation that is elected and a certain pride coming with that.

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Yes, but remember, the election is never seen as being better, but rather as being more responsible. It entails more obligations and responsibilities, not privileges. And remember too what I said before. The Jewish people are a reminder to every single human being that there is a G-d; that we are all children of G-d. That’s why I said at the beginning that the concept of Yisrael potentially includes every human being.

AR: But historically there had to be an elected nation...

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Well, it didn’t have to be, but we have the idea here... it has to do with reading the Bible and understanding the Bible. The concept of what the Bible calls the archetypal “seventy nations” (Genesis 10) only comes into the existence after the sin of Adam. Adam was a complete collective OverSoul who included all souls within himself. As the result of making the mistake that he made, this OverSoul split into billions of pieces and created the possibility of many nations. The Messiah represents the coming together of all those nations back into Adam. The difference is that now that OverSoul will now be called Yisrael.

AR: What was Adam’s mistake?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Good question! Of course, the Torah says that Adam ate from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, but this itself has many levels of meaning. I go into this subject in depth in my upcoming book “Sacred Technology.”  Everything I write is based on the deep reading of the Torah by the ancient rabbis. The rabbis are the only ones who gave over the true meaning of the Biblical story.

AR: So there was not one single mistake he made, or there is not one understanding of the mistake he made?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: As I said, the Torah speaks on many levels; it is multidimensional. The Torah is the divine text (we call it the blueprint for creation) that was given to the Jewish people in order to awaken from the dream of this world. It is therefore much more than its external narrative of stories and commandments. At a very deep level, it is a single mathematical sequence of many letters that contains encoded information that no human being could have ever known. 

The Baal Shem Tov, one of the great teachers from three hundred years ago who lived in the Carpathian mountains in the Ukraine, explained how the Messiah will begin to reveal some of these deeper levels of the Torah. First he will take every word of the Torah and do all the permutations of the different combinations of its letters. That itself will reveal incredible wonders. But then he will fuse all the words together into one long word (note: this is long before computers, what a mind he had!), and he will do all the permutations of this one long formula and show how many levels are included. 

So we see the Torah as something much more than most people know. The Torah is a divine text, it’s a mathematical text, it has codes in it, it has information in it that is deeper than the story itself. There’s the story and then there is what is underneath the story. That is what the Kabbalah is about, the secret teachings of the Torah that are embedded, that are within the story, but are not obvious on the outside. So in the books that I do, I go into what’s going on behind the scenes.

AR: What are the means to get into those deeper meanings?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Well, there are many sources, one is the Zohar... In the Zohar, Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai says, “Woe to he who thinks that the Torah has come only to tell worldly stories! Rather all the words of the Torah are extremely exalted and contain supernal secrets...” 

In another text, from one of the great Kabbalists of the early 20th Century, we read, “It is known to every fully believing Israelite that the entire Torah is founded on the distinction between soul and body and garment. That is, the Torah itself has many layers of meanings, it also contains an even deeper meaning, the soul of the soul, the deepest mysteries of the universe encoded in the Torah. All this is known from the Zohar...”

But how do we get to that? Here it is important to point out that the simple meaning of the Torah is not just a shell to be discarded in order to get to the mystery. Many have made this mistake and paid dearly for it. They try to go only for the fruit and forget the protective outer covering. Rather, on one very important level, the Bible is a moralistic text. In hundreds of places it makes the point very forcefully that good is rewarded, and evil and wrongdoing is punished; and that what is good and right, or evil and wrong, is decided by G-d, whether or not man understands the distinction. Furthermore, reward and punishment are not external; the reward for good is goodness. The reward for good essentially strengthens and re-establishes man’s relationship with his Creator; it changes his inner being into one of goodness; it grants him eternal attachment to the good based on his own actions. Similarly, punishment is not merely external; it is intended to cause an inner change; it is educative. Through suffering the consequences of his own actions and learning from his mistakes, man is purified and refined; he is ennobled to truly become man. This is what the Bible wants. 

Now, of course there is another level beyond this. The moralistic level is like an entry room into the deeper levels. Once a person internalizes the ethical teachings of the Torah, then we open up to him the inner teachings. If a person wishes to bypass the moral teachings and go to the inner teachings, he will not succeed. 

AR: So, in a sense, fulfillment of the commandments should open the eyes of the mind, so to speak… and in a sense if the eyes are not fully open, not all the commandments have been fulfilled?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Interesting, we have to think about it and study it together. Without study, we will never know what these commandments say. For instance, G-d commands us in the Torah, “Love your friend as [you love] yourself, I am G-d” (Leviticus 19:18).

AR: Yes, what does it mean to love somebody as myself? And what if I am not particularly in love with myself?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Beautiful. So we have to learn what is the “self” that I love? Let’s go step by step. G-d is telling us, “Love your friend as yourself,” and this is followed by the words Ani Hashem, “I am G-d.” It is as if G-d is saying, “If you shall love others as you love yourself, then I shall be G-d. But if you hate each other; if you steal from each other; if you kill each other; nobody will believe in Me!” The world has to be a place of ethical righteousness as a basis for people to be able to believe that there is a Higher Power. Then G-d says, “Then, by loving each other, you will create a place for Me to dwell in your midst.” In other words, only through loving other human beings do we create a sacred place for G-d to manifest in our midst. This is the meaning of Ani Hashem, I am G-d, at the end of the verse. 

And what is it that I love in my friend. It is the Ani Hashem, the “I am G-d” in the other. I love the spark of the Infinite One within you, the infinite spark that is you, that is your essence. I can still disagree with you about certain things, but I don’t hate you, because I don’t need to hate you. I have learned to love every human being, every creature, and still be able to have a relationship with it. 

You know what happens in a marriage. I can love my wife, and my wife can love me, and all of a sudden we disagree and start to fight. Why are there so many divorces? Because we don’t understand how, yesterday, I loved you, and today I hate you more than anybody in the world. Terrible things happen in a marriage because the whole concept of love is not understood. What is it that I love in my wife? When all the external things fall away, is this really love? Only when we love the essence, the Ani Hashem, the “I AM G-D,” only then do all the other aspects of our relationship automatically fall into place. If, however, I just love the external beauty, then if something goes wrong, I have nothing…

AR: But if to love your neighbor means to love the Infinite in him, this still is unclear. Does it by definition imply that I love the Infinite in myself? Then there would be no evil in the world…

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Well, the whole system of commandments was given to us in order to eliminate ignorance, eliminate darkness, eliminate the misuse of power. If a leader would truly love his people and work for their benefit, the world would be different, but we see that it’s not like that. You asked, if I would love the Infinite in myself, there would be no evil, right? If everybody would do that, there would be no evil. So first of all I have to learn what it is to love myself. It is just like I said to you now about loving another human being. We are still able to disagree; I can disagree with your ideas, your ideology, etc. But there’s something deeper than ideology; there is the essence, the soul. 

So the same applies with my own self, my own personality. There may be things about myself that I do not like. But is that all of me? Didn’t G-d put us here in order to enact a process of self-transformation? I want to become fully who and what I am potentially capable of being. In order to do that I have to connect to my G-dly soul, to the divine within myself. That is the power source of becoming transformed, out of the hang-ups and depressions, and the self-hatred and the guilt. 

Judaism doesn’t believe in feeling overly guilt when we do something wrong. It simply isn’t beneficial. We believe that in order to become completely free, I am not supposed to sink down into depression about how bad I am. If I’ve done something wrong, obsessive guilt is not the answer. Rather, the answer is to dissociate the real me from that action, to no longer have that action define me. I free myself from things that I’ve done, or from things that other people have done to me to make me a certain way. I free myself, and thereby I reclaim my energy to be who I really am. This is the essence of the commandment of teshuvah (repentance). The real meaning of the word teshuvah is to “return,” to return to the essence of who we are, to come to the fullness of what it is to be human. We have deep teachings about this and it’s for all Mankind. At this moment, G-d is calling upon the Jewish people to return in collective teshuvah. Only then will we be able to communicate these things in a way that everybody will see. 

AR: What does it mean – sin?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: There are three words for sin in Hebrew – chet, which is to err, to make a mistake; avon, which can be translated as a sin or a transgression, a transgression of the rules of good. It implies that I no longer do it as a mistake, but rather I say, “I like to do this.” I know it’s wrong, but either I can’t help myself (the desire is too powerful and overwhelming), so I need to do it, or I say, “Oh, it’s okay, it’s only a small thing; it’s nothing bad.” In other words, I rationalize; I justify. Once I start justifying things, then there’s what’s called pesha, which is crime. I say, “I’m doing this and I don’t care; this is who I am.” I become completely identified with the action. 

So teshuvah (return) frees me from identifying with this shell of a persona that I’ve become. I realize that I am more than this persona. I’m not a thief. I may be a person who has stolen, but I’m not a thief. I must now reclaim my Self back, and in doing so, my own dignity. I don’t want to steal, that’s not me. 

This is what the Book of Psalms is all about. It could be called “the Book of Transformation.” On the surface, the Psalms (and the Bible in general) seem to speak about “evil people” and “righteous people” as if these were separate categories of people. Really, these are aspects of myself. It’s not just out there. It’s inside. I want to transform the lower parts of myself and transmute their energy and use it to grow and develop more than if I hadn’t had them! The greatest work is the work of self-transformation. If I was created righteous and perfect, there would be nothing for me to do. I was created with a part of me that needs to be worked on. This is what the Bible is about. It’s very psychologically advanced in my opinion; it’s beautiful.

AR: But out of these three words what is it that Adam did?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton:  It’s called chet, a mistake, because he did it with the purest of intentions.

AR: As I’ve been studying Greek philosophy what I find strange in your description is that understanding and ignorance play a more decisive role in becoming good or becoming evil…

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Consciousness, awareness, understanding, yes.

AR: What I miss in this picture is something like the will, because it seems to me that understanding is not enough to become good, even if you understand good.

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Beautiful… Yes. It’s interesting – we have in Kabbalah what’s called the Tree of Life. It’s based on the Tree of Life in the Garden of Eden. There’s also the Kabbalistic Tree of Life which is made up of ten sefirot. The highest sefirah is keter, which means literally “crown,” and refers to the will. The second sefirah is chokhmah, “wisdom,” and corresponds to the right hemisphere of the brain. The third sefirah is binah, “understanding,” and corresponds to the left hemisphere. So above “wisdom” and “understanding” is the will, the highest part of the human being.

AR: And will is understood as power, as energy?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: It’s the most powerful part of the human being. We see it as a progression, like a computer program. First you have the will; you want (will) to do something. This arouses an idea and the need to design a program that is going to embody this idea. For instance, you want to build a house; you have a specific idea of what you want this house for. This is the level of chokhmah, the blueprint of the house (whose abstract symbols are only understood by an architect). The description of the house is binah, like a drawing of an actual house with all its details (so that even a child can see it). When you finish the house, someone can go into each room and look at every detail, and work backwards to discover your original intention, your original will and desire, the very reason you wanted the house. Your ratzon, your will is the original force, the thing that makes you do things. Then comes wisdom and understanding and all the other faculties you need to actually get to the house. All of these are seen as merely means to an end. The main thing throughout the entire process is the will. The house now is the embodiment of something you wanted. 

Having said this, we can now understand how G-d works. G-d wills the universe into existence. Once the universe exists, it reveals the will of its Creator (if we know how to look). With man as well, when we make something, we make it with the power of our will. And as we said above, the highest form of free will is to align our will with the divine will. In doing so, I don’t give up my will. I connect the power of my will to the Infinite Power and I realize that what G-d wants is exactly what I want. In other words, as the Torah says, He created human beings in the “image” of the divine. Since G-d has no “image,” we usually understand this to mean that He gave free will. When we use this ability to connect to Him, we become a Temple for the divine.

The will of the Infinite Creator, the ultimate purpose for which He created the world, is to bring everything back into Itself, but this time, consciously. I am referring to another wonderful teaching that states that we existed in the Infinite One in a state of potential, in a state of unconsciousness. He created a world by hiding Himself so to speak. In other words, He withheld His Light (it’s called tzimtzum, self-contraction) in order to create a world where individual creatures could exist. His ultimate purpose, however, is that He wants to bring us back into Him, but this time fully conscious. That is, we will not lose our individual existence, but rather attain higher and higher levels of individual existence forever. This is the gift that the Infinite One wants to give to each soul – its full, eternal, individual consciousness. So if that is the will of G-d, what more could we want? And the answer: That it becomes my will, that my will becomes the most powerful desire to do the will of the Creator. This is the ultimate teaching that the world needs. It is the sacred space in which all the various traditions of Mankind have to meet. We must decide to do G-d’s will. 

So first we have to know about G-d’s will, struggle to understand it and internalize it, and then decide to do it. For this we turn to the prophets. We have Isaiah, Jeremiah and Daniel. Back further, we have Moses and Avraham. They told us what G-d’s will is (and they lived in accord with that will). In other words, G-d revealed His will through these special individuals. Let us see if the Muslims and the Christians, and the Buddhists and the Hindus, and all the Native peoples of the world, can come together with us on this. This is what we are waiting for.

AR: You seem to be saying that G-d’s will doesn’t change… how this can be reconciled with the constant change that history exhibits? 

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Let me give you an example. We Jewish people keep the Sabbath every Saturday. We see that the work of the six days of the week lead to the Sabbath. The work on the Sabbath is totally different from the work in the six days of the week, yet the six days of the week prepare for the Sabbath. 

Similarly, as we said above, we believe that the 6,000 years of history as we know it are leading the Great Sabbath. [According to the Jewish calendar, we count years from Adam; we are presently in the year 5767, more than 750 years (¾) through the sixth millennium.] It may be hard to understand exactly how that works now, but we believe that when we will look back, after it’s all over, we will see that everything led to the Great Sabbath. This is the way G-d works. He works with a single thought, a seed-thought, and then He allows it to unfold. Only at the end you understand; you look back, and, ah, amazing, everything was exactly right. Of course it is very hard to see this as long as we are in the process. Being human, we are very limited. But to the best of our ability we live this idea by keeping the Sabbath each week. 

AR: And what is the work to be done on the Sabbath?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: The work of the weekly Sabbath is joy and thankfulness to the Creator for being alive, at realizing that privilege. It is an inner work, a work of self-refinement and self-transformation.

But this is only a hint of the work of the Great Sabbath, the seventh millennium. As I mentioned, we believe that the world will be elevated beyond its present physical state into a higher energy state. Scientists speak about this as “the end of the world,” when the sun will get so hot that it will burn life up on this planet. For us, however, this will not signal the end of life at all. Rather, it will signal the moment we have all been waiting for; the reason why our souls have been born here. It will be the beginning of the return trip back up to the higher levels from which we came. Again, however, the difference is that we will return conscious, as opposed to the way the entire universe unfolded from above-to-below, coalescing from very powerful high energy states into matter. 

Where does physical matter come from? It comes through many stages; first a big bang, and then many super-nova explosions. Millions of particles are hurled out into space; eventually they coalesce together into stars. The stars are like furnaces in which many heavier elements are developed that couldn’t exist in prior stages. The stars themselves then explode, scattering these heavier elements to the farthest reaches of the universe. Eventually these elements cooled down enough to allow our planet Earth to exist. 

According to Judaism, Earth is the planned result of all the above explosions. Earth could only exist after the heavier elements were formed in the stars. Only then could a planet come into being that is hospitable to life as we know it. 

But then we are told in our tradition that eventually the Earth will return to the level of the Sun and the stars. In other words, the process is going to be reversed. We are destined to go back higher and higher, beyond the stars. And even that won’t be the end. This is the universal circle closing. The net gain of such a thing is be that we lived here on this planet where G-d is not revealed, and yet we were able to serve G-d even in the midst of the most extreme concealment. This is something that cannot be done in the heavenly spheres, in the spiritual world. That is why Earth is so special. And this, in spite of the fact that we’ve seen so much tragedy in history. Nevertheless, we believe that it’s a privilege to be here. We love this planet because it gives us the ability to attain eternity within this lifetime. 

We believe in an eternal afterlife, but the reason that we came this time (we’ve been here many times before) is to see the transformation of the planet Earth into the higher level. We were told when we were souls in Heaven that we would come this time and that it would be very difficult, but we came down in order to attend the Great Sabbath, that great celebration at the end of history, at which time we will understand everything that ever happened, in every lifetime we ever had. We came down knowing this and we did it to serve the Creator. There’s nothing greater, no greater joy than to serve the Creator. This is the idea behind the teaching that we are souls, that we are not just Frenchmen or Russians or Africans or Indians. We are souls, and we all came down here to serve the Creator. It’s a paradigm shift away from the small way of looking at things to the great picture.

AR: You mentioned that we’ve been here before, what does it mean?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Yes, reincarnation. We’ve been here before, but never exactly as we are now. Each time it’s different, unique. It involves a teaching that, as history proceeds toward the Great Sabbath, the great souls of the past split up into smaller and smaller “sparks.” This explains why there are more human beings alive now than ever before. 

History can thus be seen as a great Cosmic Body. The first souls that were ever born came from the “head” of this body (of history). We are presently in what is called the “feet” of the body of history. That is to say, we were here at each stage, but each time we came back our souls split (I call it ‘bifurcation’) into smaller units. First there were two, then four, then sixteen, and before you know, there were millions. So the farther “down” we go, the more people are born on the planet, but the higher up we go, the more we connect to our soul groups, and the more we know that we all come from one great OverSoul. The point then is to bring the consciousness of Oneness all the way down into the man, to overcome the illusion of many and connect to the one. 

AR: What’s then the meaning of death?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Beautiful. From the point of view of this world, death is the end. But from the point of view of Heaven, a soul that was sent down here is returning home. We feel the loss of a loved one here when someone passes away, but we have to know that it isn’t the end. That soul will continue to exist in the spiritual realm until the time of the resurrection.

Most people find it hard to understand this belief in the resurrection, and they therefore decide that they don’t believe in it. In truth, with just a little explanation, it makes complete sense, and is one of the most beautiful and wonderful teachings of Judaism.

When we die and our souls return to the spiritual dimension, that is only half the story. The only way that our souls could come down and do what they need to do here in this world is by incarnating into a body. This body is precious to us. We therefore believe that the soul owes a debt to the body. This is why the soul returns to its body, to illuminate it with the full power of its light, to lift the body up to accompany the soul into eternity. For the body of the resurrection is not a physical body as we know it. It is more properly described a light-body, an energy-body. To us it will lack the qualities that make something into a body. It will no longer be physical. Nevertheless, because it will always be a body relative to the soul that it carries, it is called a body. 

The teachings about this go even deeper, but I will stop here for the moment in order to answer a question that I know you are asking. We mentioned reincarnation. If a soul has existed in more than one body, which body will rise in the resurrection? The Zohar asks this question and answers that every single one of them will rise up in the resurrection. Each one is unique; each one lived a whole life. Each one was a spark, a potential, but when it became alive in a human being, it was a specific combination that never existed before. All these parts may be aspects of one bigger soul, but they will all be given eternal individual existence by virtue of the good they did in each body they inhabited. 

AR: Could you tell me what you mean by soul?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: In the Torah, it is written, “G-d blew into the nostrils of man a Nishmat Hayim, a living soul” (Genesis 2:7). Really, there are five names for the soul in Hebrew. Nefesh is the lowest level. Above that you have ruah, neshamah, hayah, yehidah – all together five primary levels of soul, the highest level being one in G-d, and the rest of them coming down into being this little person here. Only the lowest part of my soul comes into me. That is why the body is considered like a shoe for the whole body of the soul. Just as only the lowest extremity of my body fits into my shoe, so only the lowest extremity of my soul fits into my body. 

So when we speak about soul in Judaism, everybody has a soul, everybody has a spark of life, of G-dliness; it depends on how we develop it. It’s the basis of our ability to be aware of ourselves, to appreciate what it means to be alive, to breathe. Neshamah actually comes from the word neshimah, meaning “breath.” Neshamah is G-d breathing part of Himself into man. That didn’t only happen back in the Garden of Eden; it’s happening right now with every breath we take. G-d is breathing into us. What is G-d? G-d is not something that I can see and touch. G-d is the oneness beyond everything, the Ground of all Being. He is not a Being; He is BEING. Really, there is nothing but the Infinite One, but He creates the necessary illusion that we exist separately, and He breathes His lifeforce into us so that we can become independent, autonomous beings and serve Him. 

So, to conclude, when we say that we have a divine soul, we are referring to the divine essence of each human being. What we tried to say above, based on the fact that there are five words for soul in Hebrew, is that the soul is more like a ladder. It begins above in G-d, and its lowest extremity descends in many stages down into us. So even down here, we are connected to the higher levels of our own soul, and it is our job to internalize and embody the illumination of those higher levels, to become more fully who we are. 

According to this, we are meeting now on many levels. (It could very well be that we met in other lifetimes as well, and that is why we are meeting now.) The main thing to know is that when we meet down here, and we speak truth with each other, we are bringing more G-d into the world. Like we said before, loving each other makes a place for G-d. This is not just an idea, but the reality of who we are. When we do this, the world changes; it becomes a better place. This is the deeper lesson of that verse “Love your friend as yourself, I am G-d.” It means that the deepest way to love G-d is to love each other. 

AR: Last question. You described the process of creation…why did G-d create anything?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Beautiful question. We believe that G-d desires to give, just like a parent desires to give everything they have to their children. So, of course, on a different scale of magnitude, but G-d is the loving parent. Have you ever heard of Maria Montessori, the Italian educator? She was a great, beautiful soul. She understood many things about children and child development. She founded a school in which the main idea was to create special environments for a child. The teacher sets up the environment, but then steps back and allows the child to be there for 15, 20, 30 minutes; as long as the child maintains concentration (which is so rare today in a generation where children watch so much television). What she found was that, a child who has been left alone in these special environments is a happier child. Instead of interfering with the child, instead of always telling the child what to do, you create a special environment and the child now has 15 minutes of concentration on one thing. Based on this, I say that G-d is a true Montessori Teacher. He creates this world in which He is totally hidden, and He holds Himself back. In the meantime, we’re calling up to Him and saying, “Will You please help us!!” He says, “Don’t worry; you can do it! And once you get the idea, you will see that I’ve given you everything you need to create a perfect world!” 

AR: So humans are the ones who must create the perfect world?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: Yes. He wants us to do it. Everything is 100%. It’s 100% G-d and its 100% man. We are totally responsible for everything we’ve done, and yet we know that it’s all G-d. In broad terms, we say that the East (India) emphasizes that everything is G-d (to such an extent that everything else is an illusion), and the West (the legacy of Greco-Roman civilization) emphasizes that everything is man. Israel is in the “Middle East.” That is, we are in the middle and yet slightly to the East. We have sex, but we elevate sex through holy marital relations between man and wife. We eat meat, but we eat meat with holy respect for the lifeforce of the animal. We slaughter an animal with sacredness. We are not allowed to kill anything just to kill. It’s only allowed when the intention is to lift it up. So we try and do things in the Middle, where there is G-d and there is man, but slightly to the East, which is that it’s a little bit more G-d. Did I answer your question?

AR: You started with parenting. My question before that was: why did G-d create anything?

Rabbi Avraham Sutton: We have a principle that everything existed within the Infinite in a state of non-existence. It’s a very special formulation. We existed in the Infinite in a state of non-existence. That’s deeper than saying that we existed in potential. Why is this important? Because, in the Infinite, anything finite is subsumed. It’s like sand in the ocean. You can’t see the sand in the water. You taste salty water, but to a great extent the salt is dissolved in the water and has no separate existence. Of course, if you suck out the water, you’ll suddenly see the sand that was there the whole time. This is even more striking in the Caribbean. If you look down from a helicopter, it’s so beautiful; there’s nothing but water. But again, if you suck the water out, you’ll see that it was filled with sand. That’s amazing. So, by analogy, within the Infinite, the potential for finite existence was there but it couldn’t be expressed, because the Infinite is all there is. I call this Stage One. When the Infinite then withdraws itself out of love to give existence to us (remember, we existed in the Infinite in the state of non-existence), this puts us in a state of exile, a state of alienation. This is Stage Two. This is painful, because now the illusion has been created that we are no longer connected to the Infinite Source. Stage two is always painful; it’s the trauma of being separated from Mother; it’s birth. We were one; we were immersed in our Mother, and now we are here on our own. Stage Three is coming back into the Infinite, with fully developed individual consciousness. This might sound like a contradiction in terms. How can the finite go back into the Infinite and maintain its finiteness? Nevertheless, our books say that this is why THE INFINITE BEING created the universe and us in it. His will was and is to give the ultimate gift to each and every one of us: an infinite eternal existence of joy and light; neverending bliss within G-d. True individuality will be maintained and free choice will exist, but on higher levels; no longer the choice between good and evil but between higher and higher levels of good, higher and higher levels of service. It’s a beautiful vision. I hope that I’ve helped to clarify it to some extent.
