3UST 11-17, 2004 - vo
\ *VOL. XLI . y
el XNO. 32 AMERICA'S LARGEST WEEKLY NEWSPAPER VILLAGEVOICE.COM - FREE
L - TR o T T ]
Q:“ _— "“_2“ - ‘ ,“:‘“‘ R - N : o ; & -

| THE KABBALAH CENTRE WANTS YOUR BRI n s

| The GtringThat Binds.

BY ABBY ELLIN

e
. e by~ {Fat Boals fcards] | Geraina Picket |




ec

VILLAGE VOICE AUGUST 11-17,2004

villagevoice.com

The String That

THE KABBALAH CENTRE WANTS YOUR HEART—AND YO

Binds

UR MONEY

BY ABBY ELLIN, WITH SPECIAL REPORTING BY ADAM J. SACKS

CESS IS TO KNOW THE LAWS OF LIFE—
NOT TO BELIEVE IN THEM. WHEN YoOU
TEST THESE LAWS AND PRINCIPLES,

i ) YOU WILL COME TO KNOW THE POWER OF
KABBALAH.” ® THE GROUP OF ABOUT
60 —MEN, WOMEN, BLACKS, WHITES, '
ISRAELIS WEARING YARMULKES—NODS
EARNESTLY. HOW COULD SOMETHING SO
ANCIENT, SO ESOTERIC, SOUND SO BASIC,
$0 ... BARNES & NOBLE SELF-HELP
SECTION? ® “WHY BE REACTIVE WHEN

Yes, this is Kabbalah, the mystical, an-
cient study that has turned into the
spiritual therapy du jour, its classes
meeting at a center near you. But
some claim Kabbalah—"receipt” in
Hebrew—is picking up where the
Scientologists, Hare Krishnas, and
Moonies left off.

* Naturally, celebrities, arbiters of
the zeitgeist, are all over it: Sandra
Bernhard, Barbra Streisand, Rose-
anne, and notable Jewish scholars
like Demi Moore and Britney Spears
have all taken classes with the Kab-
balah Centre. Some can be seen sport-
ing the red string, which supposedly
wards off evil. (In February, the center
tried to trademark the words Kab-
balah red string; their application was
rejected on the grounds that the string
wasonly “indefinitely identified” asa
religious object.) Just the other day
Target, which had been selling thered
strings in some of its stores and on its
website—foramere $25.99!—yanked
them off shelves after receiving com-
plaints from angry customers.

Madonna, of course, hasrecently
reinvented herselfas the poster child
for Kabbalah. On her appropriately
named Relnvention Taur, she al-
lowed only Kabbalah water in her
dressingroom, invited arabbi tobless
the venue, and donated proceeds
from sales of her children’sbook The
English Roses to the Kabbalah Cen-
tre’s Spirituality for Kids Founda-
tion. She has changed her name to
Esther and reportedly shelled out
$6 million for a Kabbalah facility in
London's West End. She has also
spent some $22 million for a Kab-
balah school in New York, which is
slated to open next fall.

“We don't answer people’s ques-
tions, we let people get their own an-

YOU COULD BE PROACTIVE? WHY NOT
EMBRACE THE LIGHT?” HE PAUSES
AND HIS EYES SHINE. “THIS,” HE SAYS,
“1s KABBALAH.” :

“We let people get
their own answers”:
Yehuda Berg, a
co-director of the
Kabbalah Centre
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he building at 155 East 4YBth Street gleams ke o freshly polished piece
OF MARBLE. IT IS SPOTLESS, PRISTINE; IT COULD BE |AN SCHRAGER'S LATEST HOTEL OR A SWANKY, IF AUSTERE, NEW
RESTAURANT. EVERYTHING ABOUT IT SPARKLES: THE HEAVY GLASS DOORS LEADING INTO THE WHITE-TILED LOBBY;

THE BOTTLED WATER LINED UP ON A TABLE; THE BEATIFIC FACES ON THE WORKERS MILLING ABOUT. ® UPSTAIRS,

IN A GENERIC CONFERENCE ROOM — ROWS OF PLASTIC CHAIRS, AN OVERSIZE |P CHART SET UP ON AN EASEL, RECESSED
FLUORESCENT LIGHTING — PEOPLE LISTEN TO A BEAMING TEACHER AT THE MANHATTAN BRANCH OF THE KABBALAH CENTRE.
® “DON'T BELIEVE ANYTHING YOU HEAR IN THIS COURSE. TEST IT IN YOUR LIFE. [T HAS TO WORK FOR YOU. BELIEVING
MEANS THERE IS ALREADY AN ELEMENT OF DOUBT,” HE SAYS WITH THE CADENCE OF A CANTOR. “THE SECRET To suc-

swers,” says Yehuda Berg, 32, the
scruffy; bespectacled, yarmulke- and
jeans-wearing co-director (along with
hisbrother, Michael, 30) of the centers.
Their father, Philip Berg—known as
the Rav—is the organization’s founder
and spiritual leader. )
“One of the biggest problems in
religion is that the rabbi, the minis-
ter—whoever it is—keeps the infor-

“You need them so they can give you
the answer. Religion wasn’t meant to
be like that. Religion was meant to be
the power for the people.”

Kabbalah originated in Spain and
France around the 13th century,
when a Spanish mysticnamed Moses
de Leon is credited with having writ-
ten the Zohar (Book of Splendor), the
text upon which Kabbalah is based.
The book was penned in Aramaic
and is, by all accounts, virtually im-
possible to comprehend.

Traditionally, only Jews were al-
lowed to study Kabbalah, and then
only those who were at least 40 years
old, male, and well versed in the Tal-
mud. But everyone is welcome at the
Kabbalah Centre, youngand old, His-
panic and Asian, white and black
(about 50 percent of its students are
not Jewish).

Nearly 4 million people have
walked through various Kabbalah
Centre doors since its first course was
given in 1969 on the campus of Tel
Aviv University. The first U.S. center
opened in 1972; there are about 40
branches worldwide, thelatestin War-
saw (thelargestarein Tel Avivand Los
Angeles, with about 1,000 students
each; Manhattan is quickly catching
up). About 20,000 people visit the

website kabbalah.com each month.
»Ellin p24
[ SN ) y o GRS
bLaa N > B8R

OO i ST 5
Pk MAAUGLA AL AR A A B ALY 4L

&

mation,” Yehuda Berg continues.
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foremost authority o ing Mr. Berg finan-

attheconter. “Anything that takesa person to

‘he Jewish
bt suchan extreme isacult.”

HETHER PHILIP BERG IS TECH-

“whomever is support : S hissoul.” nically running a cult is up
Cm}lly orotherwise. ‘;‘,’,’;ﬂ‘{'f,ﬁﬂﬁg; his real for debate. According to the

Last Apr;!'l‘;“i":l the Wast Village, began Interfaith Coalition of Con-
name), “'h(; lvzs at the center in New York, cern About Cults, a des.tm.c-
attending ¢ assd tring, which he wore faith- tive cult has a “self-appointed messianic
He bougg‘ aslrﬁsz()ha;-, leader” who exercises total control ova(rl
mll).,fg‘l:e g inginl(abbnlah isaboutcorrec- members’ lives; who uses ;g:f:,pr:a:\g:n-

misrepresentation for recrui

tion Weal e and fundraising”; and who aims to crmtro}v

i and not Jewish. “The message | privacy:
:;1};0 glisvg?s much like the Bush administra- “individual thought azi(?;;::f::s g“ of the
tiori,——‘lfyou stickwithus, you'll be safe. The To qualify, @ group M
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THE LITTLE LAPTOP SHOP
: 9 CLINTON ST. NYC, NY (Just OFf E. HOUSTON)

Laptop Accessories

Refurbished Laptops

' L)

Starting at $179.00 Availab » Monitor Blowout |

+ 56K v.90 Modem ¢ Refurb 17" _ |

. Printerrk Cab‘ljs 1 SVGA Monitor !
This o Network Cables ]

weeks o Wireless NIC Cards i only 54904 ‘

Laptop « Speakers ¢ Cables 1 MBIV

Deal o Adaptorselocks ~ TTTTTTTITTIOC

. o Batteries * Laptop Cases [ gms S 1

Compaq M700 PIli o Flex Lights 1 Save on !

650MHz . compatible ink :

passomnz, 12sveram, 212-674-3111 | for Epson,

12GB, Floppy, 56K, www.LaptopAdapter.com !

10/100 Only $499

Canon and HP g

Computer & PC
Repair & Upgrade
Service

{[] es of comput:
cables and adapters
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it degree-
i i above qualities to some aboutthe
wor};‘; ;x",ee\;yrxsx‘;ar:yéisheartened asthe weeks ) .Yehuda Beec‘t‘; p ha\ggzlah. but he and_
progressed. “[ found the classes were kind of spiritual asp f 1o respond to ques

ials chos 2 1
mediocre, very pop psychology, New A%"va’r‘l ?i?:: :&3 allegations a%a;::t ::;ﬁ:::&e::alls
“You're in control of your life, it’s your 9%/ «Qver the years We tribute
fault, if youhaveacold itmeans something’s from people who felt &r:t\:;fi;‘;:"; Rabbi
wrong spiritually.’ " hoditspedkcafisr money and;;)rlllcﬁ‘g Ma:kowitz,adinical so-

But hisannoyance ro& sarchaseanen- BB SIET ) irector of the Cult Hotline
his teacher pestered him to P Gldmt  cial worker be Jewish Boar d of
i Zohars, and a counselor WO d Clinic operated by the JEWIT t-
iu‘te S:t ofzone ;namﬂy and Children’s Services in a
etup.

“I said, ‘What are you asking n';a,t:?rc?;el'ellel
id, T'm asking you for yourmoney, |

:‘:::‘:ns. « +If you make a huge donation yog

could get a certain number of Zohars printe

i i ber
up and dedicated to you ora family mem
oxl‘)whoever you want.” 1 said, ‘What about

donating to another worthwhile place?
They said, Ifyou donate to somewhere else
it’s just perpetuating all the chaos in the

TT— ‘The question is, really,
is the Kabbaoloh Cenfretransmitting kobbal-
istic +en:\|t|‘i&f'l‘gs{espunsi|:|g?'

i is wi be very as-

_“Rabbi Bergand his wife can
:ienrtive about their beliefs. Butit’s really very
hard tosayifit'sa cult. Different people have

i t experiences.” .
dlﬁe\l;veger:‘s)ome say they've found enlight-

oy

world. Volunteering is good but money re-
ally makes the difference.’ " Disgusted,
Green left the center and hocked his Zohar
on eBay for $350.

Michelle Waterman (not her real name),
- wholives outside New York City, blames the
Kabbalah Centre for the demise of her mar-
riage. In the late 1990s, after receiving a
knock on the front door from a Zohar-wielding
volunteer, her then husband began taking
classes and was soon “entrenched” in it.
Although he had never been especially reli-
gious, soon he was keepinga Zoharin his car,
praying throughout the day and boring
friends with talk of Kabbalah.

Once, he brought their grade-school
daughter to meet the Rav. “When she came
home she said, ‘Mommy, you should see his
soul,’ ” Waterman, in her early 40s, recalls.
“Iasked her what she was talking about. She
told me Rabbi Berg had a beautiful soul.
It was very eerie. I said to her father, ‘Chil-
dren don’t see souls. I don’t want her near
thereagain.’”

The final straw came when her husband
chose to spend Rosh Hashanah with the Rav
and not with his own family. “I'd say, 'mgoing
to be with my family on a holiday, and they
would say, ‘For what? You can celebrate with
them any night; there’s only a few chances to

Mail on Sunday quoted Jerry Hall as saying
she left the center because she was tired of
havingtoask friends to donate a tenth of their
annual incomes.

“Itshould be called the Berg family busi-
ness,” says Rick Ross, founder of the Ross In-
stitute of New Jersey, a cult watchdog
(rickross.org). “You have Daddy Berg,
Mommy Berg, and baby Bergs and their
cadre of high-ranking friends. It's a business.
Who else but a business would be interested
in trademarking the words red string? Or
bottling Kabbalah water? Someone gave it to
measasouvenir; it’s Canadian spring water.”

“Kabbalah is a complex system of
thought,” sighs Professor Shaul Magid, a for-
mer professor of Jewish thought at the Jewish
Theological Seminary in Manhattan. “The
question is, really, is the Kabbalah Centre
transmitting kabbalistic teachings responsi-
bly? The fact that they interpret it psycholog-
ically is not problematic by definition, but
are they transmitting the tradition and then
making a distinction between what the text
says and their own reading? Or are they un-
consciously, or perhaps consciously, trans-
mitting their interpretation as the tradition?

) “I'believe they are trying to do the real
thing,” the professor continues. “The prob-
lem is that they are doingit in a way that’s eas-

A 3 oy

be with the Rav,’ ” Ms. Waterman recalls.

il i PR A
“When You spend Rosh Hashanah with the Ly accessible. Kabbalah is written precisely

so there is no easy access. It’s encoded in a
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enment, others tell of Kabbalah-inspired il
divorces and pressure to donate hefty sums. =2
of money. An October 2003 articlein London’s
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way that people can't access it without prior ~ Rabbi Philip B i
arg (cente

knowledge. So, perhaps they are teaching the llltlhrl| b &

Kabbalah in a non-kabbalistic way.”

Newscom

Full Beds $99 -

@usen Also Avail

Critics worry that he transforms young i
aifs
r&;.z THE EXPERTS MEASURE who volunteer at the center in¥o Stgpfol‘d
eir words, the Hasidic Jews, where they'rehousedi.ndorm—like ac-

comn\\nﬁty—ﬂhenbmnded commodations and do ‘menial- labor like
scrubbing toilets or schleppi
3 opping Zohars door- Futon Prame $169

Convertiblas s289 - 5408

M::dam Fumﬁum

a cult in its own right—is
n}’ox}e finhll;ight‘,iobjecﬁng to to-door.
e center’s non-/1aiact s brand of Jjudaism They object to his more bizarre tactics, Futon Plus Ccanal Furniture
(ha/acllais]aurisb law). They protest Philip  like «gshadow reading.” Seven years 880
Gedalia Kohler joined his wife when she 375 Broadway 402 Broadway 8318 QUEENS Blvd
212-941-1384 212-925-5343 718-505-2594

Berg's blend of Judaism and mysticism—

call it McSpin'tuaIity——cIai.ming he's bas-  started taking classes at the center in

tardizing sacred texts to make a dime. Queens. Kohler, an Orthodox Jew living in
“Naturally, all of us involved in Kab- Brooklyn, went betause ] wanted to see

balah want the beauty and the richness ofa  what kind of people were there,” he says.

www.nyfuton.com www.canalfurniture.com

tradition which is integrally part of Judaism
and by no means a new movement to reach
the public,” says Nama Frenkel, owner of

Frenkel & Thayer, 2 Baltimore-based mar-

“He [Berg] comes outina white turban an

he looks like he's God. Before Rosh
Hashanah he puts white sheets in the back-
yard. When you walk by the moon, it shines
on your body and reflects on the sheet. He

keter of spiritual and healing books, videos,
and tapes, who converted toJudaismin 1973. wasableto tell people if they were going to
«But it's a disappointment when someone havea good year or bad yearbased on there-
like Berg does it for self-aggrandizement and flection off the moon. People are eating this
wealth, because the people who study with ~ up. It's like watching cartoons.”

There are other claims. Don't feel well?

him don't receive the healing and wisdom
ther teachers. In all o_f Simply meditate on & Hebrew letter. (In his

that others get from o
the 2,000 years since the Temple was de- book The 72 Names of God, Yehuda Berg
stroyed, no one ever got rich teaching Torgh. promises that by meditating on the appro-
How can Berg be the first one?” priate letter, you'll “bring more money into
That's a question a lot of people ask. In- your life, ignite sexual energy and passion,
deed, Rabbi Berg is a deeply controversial ~meetyour true soul mate and radiate beauty
character, considered a guru by some anda to all who see you.”) Should illness befall
charlatan by others. you, well, you cither needed to learn that les-
Born Feivel Gruberger in Brooklyn, Berg ~ sonor you're simply payinga karmic debt.
«] went to one of the free meetings and

initially worked as aninsurance salesman. He ] :
met the Kabbalist rabbi Yehuda Brandwein they said if you do this and this you won't
i get cancer or sick,” recalls Rachel Bern-

on a trip to Israel in 1962, and soon Marre °
hisniece. They hadelghtchild.renandstayed stein, the community education coordina-
together until the early 70s. Then young tor at the Cult Hotline and Clinic here in
toBerg, left his New York. “If you go to all the classes and

ancer, that’s

Feivel shortened his lastname

wife and kids in Israel, and married his cur- make a donation and you get ¢

rent wife, Karen, wholectureson subjects like because when you were scanning the Zohar,
you were not truly feeling it in your heart. I

Kabbalahand parenting;
“This is a perfectly well-defended

women in Judaism;
and kabbalistic insights into relationships. thought, !
Thei.rtwosons,YehudaandMichael.havees- organization. If it doesn’t work, it's your
sentially taken over the enterprise. faul'tI:JJYou $d somue]thmg :vronfg.' ”
en there’s the matter O scanning, a
SUMMER SALE. $0 down through August 16th.

Reports about the Rav are conflicting.
method ofreading the Zohar that does notre-
The lowest rate of the year.

According toa 1994 article in Tel Avivmaga- Y ¢
zine, Rabbi Berg says he was ordained in the quire actual comprehension of Aramaic oI,
Simply run your fin- G x
rab a membership before time runs out.

U.S.A.intheearly '50s and gotan additional  forthat matter, Hebrew.
ordination inlsrael from his former father-in-  ger f;long the tex(ts, like & scanxtlﬁr at a super-
Task Force o0 Cults mar et counter. canning with your eyes is
R New York Health & Racquet Club
57th & Park 212-826-9650

law. The Los Angeles

and Missionaries claims he is not affiliated  equally acceptable.) )

with the 80-year-old Yeshivah Kol Yehudain The rabl‘ii&lxicgl c{:mf:]u;]lmatg tls]ct.‘:fk‘"s at the ,‘,,;lh,;,vs,::um“ 5. ﬂi:ﬁlﬁ:ﬁ;’ sone paien ;:::::;m o 2102000
headed by Berg'’s ex-father-  practice: «In [the Book of | Noah theres s0me- ¢ - iy 586 | -

{:r-‘ll:\irl etﬁ‘é f::: (;Qa;gi Bran}c,iwer'i, though he S‘Aing about how thelight shows through the _ll_’: Ri‘*‘h 1 12989200  Sethesith  212:3417200 Great Neck ns1 ;‘ ::3.43:;

claims' he is. A questionabout the Yeshiva window of the ark, The way the Kabhalists | . Think es;-ee .Bctt-r:~L.w.a-we\u\v..~.- ¢ v ~DYNICAGO -

went unanswered by the Kabbalah Centre. »Ellin p26 o A
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THE LARGEST COLLECTION OF HANDCRAFTED RINGS IN THE METRO

AREA, REPRESENTING 100 OF AMERICA’S FINEST GOLDSMITHS

THESE BANDS ARE HANDMADE BY JERRY SPAULDING. CREATED
OUT OF SOLID TITANIUM WITH GOLD AND DIAMOND ACCENTS,
THEY ARE EXTREMELY LIGHTWEIGHT AND VIRTUALLY INDESTRUCTIBLE.

NOW OFFERING RESETTING SERVICES FOR YOUR FAMILY DIAMOND.

PARK SLOPE ® BROOKLYN

162 7th ave « catalogs

800989 35

79 « claypolrings@rcn.com o www clay-pot.com
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is i ;od's light shines
interpret this is that God's ligl s
::rﬁulgh the lettors of the Hebrew lung'\m!gla. .
says Rabbi Howard Avruhm Addison, :\ud3u
of The Enneagram and Kabbalah: Reading

1 At

x/*’s’ bl

noeditate on a particular problem,

forehead, 1 P hottan—ia $2. “You arg

and zap! you'll fee

Iso drink-
ly drinking water, you are a :
ll:)g‘:lllllho prayers ‘and meditations of tho cen-
" Yehuda Berg.
. ;?\ZsKubbnlah Centro and its related or-

Your Soul. “There is such a concept, but the
idea of trying to bilk people out of hundreds
of dollars at inflated prices and telling them
it’s okay not to understand, just run your fin-
gersoverit? I find it disingenuous.”

Right or wrong, rabbis, Orthodox Jews,
and former students are all curious about the
Kabbalah Centre’s financial situation, espe-

‘We don't :hn:"‘_ge
far membership,
soys Yehudn
Berg.'lWe don't
charge for holiday
services....
Obviously, every
place needs ;11nnzg

to survive.'

\
cially since it’s forbidden to take money for
teaching Torah (a loophole: you can collect
for your time). Yet it seems to be doing ex-
tremely well.

Classes are relatively inexpensive—the
introductory course costs $270 for 10 weeks,
and you're supplied with fres class notes and
cassettes (plus concerned phone calls if
you'reabsent). But the cost of books and var-
fous accoutrements adds up. A 23-volume
set of the Zohar in English is available for
$415 (you can get a five-volume set for $100
on amazon.com). Friday-night services are
free, but the meal afterward is $30, and extra
seminars—soul mate, palm reading, astrol-
ogy, or healing workshops—costabout $40a
Ppop. Asimplestrand of red yamn “energized”
at Rachel’s Tomb near Bethlehem goes for
$26 (blessing and tying included); a liter of
Kabbalah water—put the bottle against your

Phatograph by George De Sota/Retna
Madonna (center) with Kabbalah rabbi
Yehuda Berg ) and husband Guy Ritchie
in New York last ysar

ganizations are registered as churches with
the RS, so they’re not required to file annual
financial returns. At the close of 2000, the
Kabbalah Centre International Incorporated,
headquartered in L.A., showed assets of
$14,581,729, with revenue of $5,568,964,
against a total of $5,022,315 in expenses
and liabilities.

That year, the Los Angeles center took in
$4,135,064, after expenses, with assats ap-
proaching $12 million and lighilities well
under a halfmillion.

HE KABBALAH CENTRE LEADERSHIP
maintains that its approach is
affordable and welcoming.
“We don’t charge for member-
ship; I don't know how many
synagogues don't charge,” says Yehuda Berg.
“We don't charge for holiday services. We
don’t hand out envelopes. . . . Obviously,
every place needs money to survive.”

To be sure, thousands of people have
found a source of comfort at the Kabbalah
Centre,a way toconnect with oreven find Ju-
daism while further exploring their New
Age-y sides. Everyone's looking for some
kind of relief in this world, and whether it's
called energy, power, or light, if it helps,
well, who are we to judge?

Some people, like Rubin Margules, an
Orthodox Jew and former owner of Brown's
resort in Loch Sheldrake, New York, even
praise the Kabbalah Centre. In the early
'90s, he says, about 500 members spent two
Rpsh Hashanahs at his resort. “They were
highly spiritual; it was admirable,” he says.
“Sure, it was alittle weird that they liked to
daven [pray] an extra two hours a day, but
they h.ad tremendous kavot [dedication]. It
‘wasnice.”

So what if instead of blowing a ram's
hom (shofar) they brought out an entire ram’s
head on a platter? “They didn’t hurt any-
body,” hesays. “Totell you the truth, it's nice
tohaveaJewish thing out there.”

And that, perhaps, is the real message.
“We want Kabbalah for the whole world,”
says Yehuda Berg, his eyes shining. “We
are not going to stop until 6 billion people
are enlightened.”
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