The Ten Sefirot and the Emergence of the Whole From within the Parts

R’ Joey Rosenfeld

Be’ezras Hashem, we’re back together with the Mexico community, and we’re going a step deeper into
the basic introductory terms we need in order to really learn chasidishe seforim and the writings of the

Vilna Gaon and his talmidim.

What we’re doing is building a /exzcon—a simple, honest dictionary of kabbalistic terms—so that when
we see words like Ein Sof, tzimtzum, chalal hapanut, igulim, yosher, sefirot, partzufim, we’re not just

nodding along. We know what we’re talking about.
So far, we’ve sketched the big picture:

® There s, so to speak, Hashem’s essence before creation.

® From there emerges a desire to create, which expresses itself as the revelation of Or Ein Sof,
the Infinite Light.

® Thatlight undergoes tzimtzum, a withdrawal or concealment from an innermost point,
leaving behind the chalal hapanui, the “vacant space.”

e Into that space, a kav, a ray of Or Ein Sof, re-enters and begins to build the entire structure of

existence.

Now we’re going to deepen this picture and move toward understanding the ten sefirot and

eventually the partzufim—but always in a way that remains grounded, experiential, and human.

From Infinite Light to Vacant Space

Tzimtzum is the first great paradox. The Infinite Light “withdraws” from a point, leaving a space that
appears empty of G-dliness—chalal hapanui. Of course, we know that Hashem is present everywhere,

but from our perspective this space feels as if the light has been removed.

Into that space the kav, the slender ray of Or Ein Sof, re-enters. That ray is not the full, overwhelming
infinity; it’s a measured, guided expression of the Infinite that can engage with finitude without erasing

it. This kav is the beginning of a world that can exist and still be in relationship with Hashem.



Circles, Lines, and the Five Worlds

The kav first expresses itself as igulim—circles. Circles represent a grand, equal, non-hierarchical
expression of light. Everything on a circle is equidistant from the center. It’s a beautiful image of

equality, but spiritually it’s also a kind of immaturity: no up or down, no right or left, no process.

Within those circles appears a new form: yosher—straight lines. Yosher introduces structure: right,
left, and center. It is the emergence of order, system, and direction, the root of Avraham, Yitzchak,

and Yaakov, and ultimately, the root of Torah w’mitzvos.
Within this yosher, five worlds are formed:

Adam Kadmon - the primal, all-encompassing root.
Atzilus

Briah

Yetzirah

Asiyah
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These are not merely places “out there.” They’re modes of consciousness, degrees of revealed unity

versus concealment, patterns that appear everywhere—macro and micro.

Atzilus and BiYA: Where Unity Holds and Where It Begins to Crack

The world of Atzilus is the world of ezz/o—closeness. Hashem’s oneness is still transparent there.
There is already a structure and differentiation of sefirot, but the awareness that “there is nothing but

Hashem” is still clear and palpable. There is no real negativity; it’s all good.
Below Atzilus come the three “worlds of separation”—BiYA:

® Briah - from bar, outside. Mostly good, but the possibility of opposing G-dliness begins
to appear.
® Yetzirah — from yatza, leaving. Here, reality is roughly half light, half concealment.

® Asiyah - our physical world, where the felt experience is mostly concealment, a little light.

Our task is precisely here, in Asiyah: to uncover the good, the hidden Elokus, within a world that feels

fragmented and distant.

What Is a “World”? Macro Worlds and Micro Moments



We speak of the “worlds” Hashem created as big spiritual universes. But there’s a secret here: when

we’re talking about infinity and unity, the pattern that exists in the klal must also exist in the prat.

The Kadmonim say that the miracle of Har Sinai was that each stone looked like a miniature Har

Sinai. The whole pattern was visible in every piece.
Rav Dessler explains:

e A world is not only a metaphysical universe.

o A world is 2a moment of conscious encounter.

Any time I wake myself up from robotic functioning and actually show up—to this mitzvah, this daf,

this person in front of me—that moment is a whole world.

e Every moment is a world.

® Every person is a world.

So when we talk about Hashem creating “worlds,” we’re also talking about the inner architecture of

every lived moment. And what gives shape to any world—macro or micro—are the ten sefirot.

The Ten Sefirot as Windows and Cups

The ten sefirot are the basic building blocks of every world, every experience. But we have to be very

clear:

® On one hand, the sefirot are not Hashem’s essence. They are not the Infinite Light itself.
® On the other hand, they are not separate from Him. Hashem creates everything through the

sefirot.

The Ramak gives two classic images:

1. Colored Windows

o The sun is one simple light.

o Itshines through ten different stained-glass windows.

o The light appears in ten different colors, but it’s still one and the same sunlight.
2. Water and Cups

o One body of water.

o Ten different cups—different shapes, different sizes.

o The water in each cup is the same water, but each cup shapes and reveals it differently.



So too with the sefirot:

e The light never changes. Hashem is echad, yachid, w’'me’yuchad—absolutely unified and
unchanging.

® The keilim, the sefirot, do not break the light into pieces; they reveal it in ten ways.

® The infinite light is too intense to relate to directly—it would blind us like staring into the sun.

® The sefirot function like glasses: they dim, filter, and focus the light so that we can actually see

and receive it.

They are garments (levushim) that both conceal (by limiting) and reveal (by making it accessible).

Without them, there would be no world and no relationship.

The Light Behind All Lights: Chazon Ish and Rav Hutner
The ultimate point of all these structures is not to complicate things. It’s to reveal the deepest unity.
The Chazon Ish wrote:

Ein shum etzev ba’olam lemi shemakir es or ha'oros—

There is no sadness in the world for someone who recognizes the Light of all lights.

Rav Hutner—who, in the notebooks where he quotes this, hints that the writer was one of the greatest

baalei avodah—explains:

® There are many lights: light of chesed, light of gevurah, light of Netzach, light of Hod...

e If we getstuck in the ten different lights, the ten different modes, we can become confused and
sad: “Hashem was kind to me yesterday, but today I feel din. Yesterday I felt tiferes, today I feel
darkness. Maybe Hashem has changed.”

® The secret is to realize that all these lights are only expressions of one singular Or Ein

Sof.

Once a person recognizes the single light behind all the lights, the changes no longer feel like
abandonment. They become different faces of the same Hashem, and in that place, ein shum etzev

ba’olam—there is no sadness.

Naming the Ten: A First Map

Before we go deeper, let’s simply name the ten sefirot:



Kesser — Crown, will, pleasure
Chochmah - Wisdom, the raw flash of insight
Binah - Understanding, analysis, development

Chesed - Lovingkindness, expansive giving

Tiferes — Harmony, beauty, compassion
Netzach - Endurance, victory, pushing through
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5. Gevurah - Restraint, discipline, din

6

7

8. Hod - Surrender, gratitude, acknowledgment
9

Yesod - Connection, bonding, channel

10. Malchus - Expression, manifestation, existence itself

Now we’ll begin to see how each of these lives inside us, and from there we’ll understand what it

means for them to exist in the higher worlds.

From Shamayim to Aretz: Finding the Sefirot in Ourselves

One of the great novelties of the Baal Shem Tov is that to understand shamayim, you must look at

aretz. To understand how Hashem “functions,” we look at the human soul.

M7bsari echezeh Elokah — From my own flesh, from my own lived inner life, I come to

glimpse Hashem.
So our first task is not to speculate about sefirot “out there,” but to recognize them within ourselves:

e Our own right hand is only a mashal to “Hashem’s right hand.”

® Our emotional states are only metaphors for the divine attributes.

When we take the sefirot seriously inside, we can begin to recognize that every moment we live is built

from these ten qualities.

Kesser, Chochmah, Binah, and the Narrow Bridge of Daas
The first three sefirot live in the mind:

1. Kesser — Ratzon and Ta’anug
o Kesser is the innermost point of will —what I want from life.
o Its deepest core is pleasure (taunug). We desire because we believe, consciously or not,

that fulfilling this desire will bring us delight.



o The Ramchal writes at the beginning of Meszllas Yesharim that the ultimate pleasure is
le’hisaneg al Hashem—to delight in closeness to Hashem.
2. Chochmah — The Flash
o From that will emerges a flash of insight, a whole idea that appears all at once.
o It’s holistic, intuitive, like seeing a complete building in one glance.
o Butjust as quickly as it appears, it can evaporate. That’s Chochmah: koach mabh, a
potential that appears and disappears.
3. Binah — The Unpacking
o Binah is meivin davar mitoch davar: vaking that flash and slowly, patiently, unpacking
it.
0 Chochmabh is vision; Binah is hearing.
o Vision can see many things at once (the whole building). Hearing can only take one
word at a time. Binah moves step by step, detail by detail, to rebuild what Chochmah

glimpsed in an instant.
Chochmah and Binah are opposites and yet absolutely interdependent:

® Chochmabh is klal—the general picture.
® Binah is prat—the detailed unfolding.

Both are needed.
Daas sits between the mind and the heart. It’s like the neck—a very narrow bridge.

® Daas is not exactly its own sefirah; it’s the translation of Kesser—Chochmah-Binah into lived
experience.
® It’s the consciousness that takes what I “know” in my head and allows it to affect my

emotions and behavior.
The ten sefirot are often grouped as 3 + 7:

® The upper three: Kesser, Chochmah, Binah—mind and inner will.

® The lower seven: the emotional and practical processes we actually feel ourselves living.

Chesed and Gevurah: Love, Limits, and the Risk of Extremes
The lower seven begin with Chesed, associated with the right arm:

® Chesed is the impulse to give, to share, to expand outward.



e It’s Avraham Avinu, whose tent was open on all sides, whose kindness flowed like water.
But like water in a flood, unmeasured Chesed can become destructive.

The Torah uses the phrase k7 chesed hu in the context of arayos, forbidden relationships. The Baal

Shem Tov explains:

® This is Chesed gone wrong—desire to connect, to give, with no boundaries.

® It becomes codependency, self-serving giving, giving in the wrong place.

From Avraham’s unbounded Chesed emerges Yishmael, who represents the distortion of Chesed.

Chazal say nine portions of zznus came to Yishmael; it’s Chesed without constraints.
To balance Chesed, we have Gevurah, associated with the left arm:

® Gevurah is restraint, din, containment.
® It’s Yitzchak’s fear, patience, and inner steadiness.
® Yitzchak doesn’t travel, doesn’t spread outward. He is pachad Yitzchak—the awe of limitation

and measure.
But Gevurah also has a dark side:

e From Yitzchak emerges Esav, charbacha al charbecha, the violence and cruelty of Gevurah

misused.
So we have two extremes:

® Chesed: unlimited giving.
® Gevurah: strict holding back.

Tiferes: The Beauty of the Middle Road
Between them stands Tiferes, the torso, the middle of the body, the attribute of Yaakov Avinu.

e Tiferes is beauty, the harmony of opposites.

® Itis compassion and empathy: the balanced blend of love and boundaries.

In Tiferes, Avraham’s Chesed and Yitzchak’s Gevurah finally come together in a healthy synthesis.

That’s why Yaakov is called ha’bechir she’ba’avos and why he has no “psoles”—no corrupted offspring.



Tiferes produces the shivtei Kah, Am Yisrael, a people of the middle path, the golden mean the

Rambam describes.

We are Bnei Yisrael —children of this middle line. This is our path: not extremity on either side, but a

beautiful, living center.

Netzach and Hod: Victory and Surrender
Below Tiferes come Netzach and Hod, the two legs:

e Netzach (right leg) is the drive to push forward, to overcome obstacles, to insist: “I can do
this.” It’s persistence, ambition, nitzchiyus.
e Hod (left leg) is surrender, gratitude, acknowledgment, the awareness: “I can’t do this

alone. I need help from above.”
Rav Hutner explains hodaa—gratitude—as a double act:

1. I'macknowledging that you did something for me.

2. I'm acknowledging that I couldn’t have done it myself.

Netzach without Hod says: kochi ve'otzem yadi asab li es hachayil hazeh—my own strength made me
successful. That’s the klipah of Netzach.

Hod balances Netzach by bending, by bowing, by saying: I thank You because I know this victory is

not mine alone.

Netzach and Hod are two sides of one process: drive and surrender, effort and humility.

Yesod and Malchus: Gathering and Revealing
From Netzach and Hod we come to Yesod and then to Malchus:

® Yesod corresponds to the reproductive organ, the place of connection and transmission.

e It gathers all the previous sefirot into a single channel: k7 chol ba’shamayim nvaaretz—“for all
that is in heaven and earth.” Everything is collected there in order to flow into the next stage.

® Malchus is the actual expression and revelation—the world as it appears, the spoken word,

the built house, the real action.

Yesod is the inner readiness; Malchus is the actual doing.



Building a House: A Parable of the Sefirot

A talmid of the Kedushas Levi gave a beautiful mashal to show the flow of the ten sefirot: building a

house.

1. Kesser — Desire and Pleasure
o Itstarts with a desire: [ want to build a home.
O Behind that desire is the imagined pleasure of living in that home.
2. Chochmah — The Vision of the House
o Isee, in my mind’s eye, a complete vision of what this house could be—my dream
house.
3. Binah — The Realistic Plan
o Now I have to take that dream and decide what’s actually possible.
o Irefine the vision into a detailed, realistic blueprint.
4. Daas — Commitment
o Idecide: I'm really going to do this. The idea drops from fantasy into intention.
5. Chesed — Outward Push
o I want to do everything now: hire everyone, buy everything, build every part at once.
6. Gevurah — Order and Restraint
o Irealize it has to be done step by step: foundations first, then walls, then roof.
7. Tiferes — Honest Middle
o Ibalance what I ideally wanted with what I can actually build.
o Ireach abeautiful, realistic compromise.
8. Netzach — Going Out to Do
o I go buy materials, tools, contracts; I overcome obstacles.
9. Hod — Working with Limits
o Taccept that I can’t do everything at once, or alone. I work one step at a time, with
help.
10. Yesod and Malchus — Connection and Actualization
o Yesod gathers all these decisions and energies into one clear act.

0 Malchus is the house itself being built, wood and stone and reality.

This is the story of the sefirot writ large. And it’s also the story of every goal, every relationship, every

spiritual movement in our lives.

Three Lines: Right, Left, and Center



We said earlier that yosher expresses itself as three lines: right, left, and center—yamin, smol, emtza.

® The right is always expansion—lovingkindness, outwardness.
® The left is always contraction—din, containment.

® The middle is always harmony—integrating opposites.
Now we can see the sefirot in this arrangement:

e Right line:
o Chochmabh (right brain, expanding light in the mind)
0 Chesed (right arm, expanding love in emotion)

o Netzach (right leg, expanding push in action)

All three are one pattern—chachain—the same impulse of outward movement on three levels:

thought, emotion, and deed.

o Left line:
o Binah (constriction of Chochmah in thought)
o Gevurah (constriction of Chesed in feeling)

o Hod (constriction of Netzach in action)

Again, one pattern on three levels—containing, measuring, holding back.

e Middle line:

Kesser (source of Chochmah and Binah, root of both sides)

Daas (unity of Chochmah and Binah, neck bridging head and heart)
Tiferes (unity of Chesed and Gevurah in emotion)

Yesod (unity of Netzach and Hod in connection)

o O O O O

And finally Malchus as the expression of that whole integrated system.

The middle line is where opposites reconcile, where right and left are woven together into a living

whole.

Top, Middle, Bottom: Nine Parts and a Hidden Tenth

The Kadmonim describe another pattern:

® Every physical thing has top, middle, and bottom—or beginning, process, and end.

® Because spirituality is fractal, each of these parts themselves has its own top, middle, bottom.



So:

e Top has: top-of-top, middle-of-top, bottom-of-top.
e Middle has: top-of-middle, middle-of-middle, bottom-of-middle.

e Bottom has: top-of-bottom, middle-of-bottom, bottom-of-bottom.
That’s 3 x 3 = 9 distinct inner parts.

When these nine components come together as a real, unified thing, they manifest as a tenth—a

complete entity, a makom, a Malchus.
So every object, every idea, every lived moment is structured as:

e Nine inner aspects (top/middle/bottom within top/middle/bottom),

® DPlus one final revealed form—its Malchus, its actual “being there.”

This is the inner “quantum” architecture behind every book, every table, every conversation.

Everything has inside, middle, and outside, each with their own inside, middle, and outside.

From Parts to Faces: Enter the Partzufim
Up to now we’ve been talking about parts—individual sefirot, like separate parts of a car:

® The engine, the wheels, the steering wheel, the exhaust, each necessary, each distinct.
The Arizal took us to the next level and said:

Don’t stop at the parts. Look at the whole configuration that emerges when all ten

sefirot work together.
This is called a partzuf—a face, a gestalt, a living system greater than the sum of its parts.

® The ten sefirot are like the components of a car.

® The partzufis the car itself: a single, functional reality that all the parts participate in.

The Arizal showed that there are five primary partzufim through which Hashem reveals Himself to

us. Each is built from ten sefirot, but each presents a distinct mode of divine relationship.

Five Partzufim, Five Worlds, and the Name of Hashem

The five main partzufim are:



1. Partzuf of Kesser

2. Partzuf of Chochmah

3. Partzuf of Binah

4. Partzuf of Zeir Anpin - the configuration of Chesed, Gevurah, Tiferes, Netzach, Hod,
Yesod

5. Partzuf of Malchus
These five partzufim correspond to the five worlds and to the five aspects of Hashem’s name:

e The upper point of the Yud - Adam Kadmon - corresponds to Kesser.
® The Yud - Atzilus - corresponds to Chochmah.

® The first Hei — Briah — corresponds to Binah.

® The Vav - Yetzirah — corresponds to Zeir Anpin (the six middos).

e The final Hei - Asiyah — corresponds to Malchus, this world itself.

So instead of ten disconnected lights everywhere, we now have five living systems, five “faces” of how
Hashem relates to creation. This is Ramchal, the Gra, the Baal Shem Tov, the Rashash, and all of

pnimiyus haTorah:

The world is not random. Everything we experience is Hashem revealing Himself through

sefirot and partzufim, through measured forms of light.

Chanukah, Vessels, and Measured Light

All of this comes down to a very simple, practical point, especially as we approach Chanukah.
Before we light the menorah, what do we do?

® We clean the glass cups.
e We set up the oil.

® We position the wicks.

All of that is preparing keilim, preparing vessels. When we finally light, the flame only shines because

it has proper keilim to sit in.

Many spiritual systems are comfortable with talking about infinite light. They believe in divinity, in
the Absolute.

What they struggle with is:



e How does that infinity come down into measurement, detail, and law?

e How does it enter the “smallness” of daily life, halachic particulars, pratim?
Yiddishkeit—and especially Chanukah—is about the opposite move:

“Yes, I want the Infinite Light. But I know the only way I can truly receive it is through

vessels—through Torah and mitzvos, through the very details I often want to skip.”

The Arizal is teaching us that the deepest experience of Hashem comes through the system of sefirot

and partzufim, not in spite of it.

When we approach pnimins haTorah, we might expect to hear only “Ein od milvado, Hashem is

everything, all is one.” And then suddenly we’re given:

® Ten sefirot
e Five partzufim
o Five worlds

® Letters and names and measurements
And the mind protests: I thought we were talking about unity—why all this complexity?
The secret is:

Hashem wanted to reveal that even within measurement, within multiplicity and

detail, He is absolutely One.

To remain purely infinite, without worlds, would have been “easier,” so to speak. But then there would

be no relationship, no reality, no you and me.

So the Infinite Light passes through tzimtzum, sefirot, and partzufim. It becomes measurable,
nameable, graspable—precisely so that within those limits we can discover a deeper infinity than we

could ever have known otherwise.

Through Details to a Deeper Infinity
Where does all this leave us?

® Every moment we live is a world structured by the ten sefirot.
® Every experience is a configuration of right, left, and center—expansion, contraction, and

the attempt to reconcile them.



e Hashem is forever revealing Himself through measured forms of light—the sefirot and

partzufim.
Our avodah is to become vessels for that light:

e To prepare our inner keilim the way we prepare the glass cups and oil of the Chanukah lights.
e To trust that through the details of halacha, through specific mitzvos, through the tiny, almost

boring pratim of Jewish life, we are actually touching the deepest Or Ein Sof.

Be’ezras Hashem, in the next step we’ll go further into the partzufim themselves and then return to
Chanukah—to understand what it means that Chanukah is rooted in Hod, in gratitude and holy
powerlessness, and how looking at the lights can teach us to see the One Light shining through all the

different colors of our lives.
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