Beginning with the second day of Passover, and continuing seven weeks, Judaism observes a time known as the Counting of the Omer
, marking the period between the Exodus and the reception of Torah at Sinai.  According to kabbalistic tradition, this is a special time for spiritual work – a time to raise oneself from bondage and slavery and grow into True Prophecy, Knowledge and Conversation of the Holy Guardian Angel.   Building on this tradition, they developed a system known as the 50 Gates of Understanding.  The Fifty Gates are an exegesis of the Tree of Life, and to understand them, it is with the Tree that we must begin.

An Introduction to the Tree of Life

The Tree of Life
 is the central ideogram of Kabbalah.  Properly understood, it forms a map of Creation, from the veils at the outer edges of comprehension to the material world.  It is a ladder of ascension and an atlas of universal experience.  The tree is composed of 10 nodes, called sephiroht
, and 22 paths
 connecting them.  The word “sephira” means “emanation”.  In the traditional creation model of the Tree of Life, the energy flows downwards, and represents the order of creation.  But, the Tree is more than that.  Just as energy flows down the Tree, from the Unknowable Absolute through the veils which remove it form human comprehension and into Material World, so too does current rise up.  When viewed in this way the Tree of Life is a road map to Self-Deification, and it is in exactly this context that the Fifty Gates are used.

At the very bottom of the Tree (emanation number 10) lies Malchat (literally, Kingdom), the Material World.  This is the every day physical world that we all share.  Above that is Yesod (Foundation), the Basis of Consciousness.  Yesod is correlated with the Moon.  It is the land of Fairie to which unsuspecting mortals are dragged off.  It is the 2nd chakra and the unconscious, both personal and universal.  Glamour, seduction, and illusion reside here.  

The next two are called Hod and Netzach (Splendor and Victory).  Together they make up the 3rd chakra, and represent the Intellect and the Heart, respectively.  Hod corresponds to Mercury, and Netzach to Venus.  In Hod, one’s intellect is dazzling; in Netzach one is dazzled by the universe.
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Sephira 6 (5th from the bottom) is called Tiphereth.  Tiphereth literally means “Beauty”, but a better name is The Beauty of Creation in Its Fullness.  Tiphereth corresponds to the heart chakra, and is the domain of the perfected man.  Up to this point, movement has been a perfecting of the human being; form here, the climber becomes less human and more divine.  Tiphereth is the Christ/Krisna consciousness and the Holy Guardian Angel.  It is the Throne of the Kingdom of Malchat.

The next two are known as Gevorah (Power) and Gedulah (Might).  Alternately, they are sometimes called Din (Judgment) and Chesed (Mercy).  In modern English they are Perfect Power and Perfect Love.  Together they form the throat chakra.

Above Gevorah and Chesed lies a chasm hard to describe.  It is often called the Abyss; its Hebrew name is Da’ath (Perfect Knowledge).  It is the abyss of pure and complete knowledge of the self, the must be traversed if one is to become truly divine.  Passage through the abyss has been described in any number of mystic works from nearly every tradition.

The three remaining sephiroht are known collectively as the Supernals, and any distinction between them is in some way false.  In essence, they are one, even as the whole tree is one.  The first two are known as Binah and Chokma (Understanding and Wisdom) or Aima and Abba (Mother and Father).  Binah is the mysterious Dark Mother of the World, the passive power behind creation.  Chokma is the Light of God-the-Father, the motive intent to create.  At their summit is Keter, the Crown of the Divine.  The quest for Self-deification is the quest to wear this crown.

The Fifty Gates of Initiation

Within each of the seven Created (i.e. non-supernal) sephiroht, we can imagine a truncated tree of seven sephiroht growing.  This is the first way to look at the Fifty Gates of Understanding, as progress through a series of seven trees, leading form the Earthly Kingdom to the precipice of the abyss and admittance into the Supernal World.  The Fifty Gates, when seen this way, offer an impressive and beautiful system of self-initiation into the mysteries.  The nested trees offer instructions that trace a path from the Earthly Kingdom to The Perfection of Love, and lead one to the very precipice of the Void, called Da’ath, True Knowledge.  Basic names for the Fifty Gates of Initiation follow:

1 Earthly Sovereignty

2 Earthly Surety

3 Earthly Acknowledgement

4 Earthly Eternity

5 Earthly Beauty

6 Earthly Power

7 Earthly Love

8 The Hidden Sovereignty

9 The Hidden Surety

10 Hidden Acknowledgement

11 Hidden Eternity

12 Hidden Beauty

13 Hidden Power

14 Hidden Love

15 The Rational Sovereignty

16 The Rational Surety

17 Rational Acknowledgement

18 Rational Eternity

19 Rational Beauty

20 Rational Power

21 Rational Love

22 The Inspiring Sovereignty

23 The Inspiring Surety

24 Inspiring Acknowledgement

25 Inspiring Eternity

26 Inspiring Beauty

27 Inspiring Power

28 Inspiring Love

29 The Pure Sovereignty

30 The Pure Surety

31 Pure Acknowledgement

32 Pure Eternity

33 Pure Beauty

34 Pure Power

35 Pure Love

36 The Definite Sovereignty

37 The Definite Surety

38 Definite Acknowledgement

39 Definite Eternity

40 Definite Beauty

41 Definite Power

42 Definite Love

43 The Perfected Sovereignty

44 The Perfected Surety

45 Perfected Acknowledgement

46 Perfected Eternity

47 Perfected Beauty

48 Perfected Power

49 Perfected Love

50 True Knowledge

By coming to possess each of these traits in turn, the magician can facilitate her initiation into the great abyss of Knowledge.  One method of doing this is to create a spontaneous litany of recitations.  “I am the master of my own domain; I am sure and stable in the world…” one correlating to each gate being passed through.  When the magician can truly and forcefully make each of the first 49 statements about herself, the 50th gate, The Gate of the Abyss, will open, and the view of Binah, beyond, will become clear.  Bill Heidrick recommends a similar practice
:

“[the Tree of Seven Trees] forms a structure for a negative confession like that found in the "Egyptian Book of the Dead"
.  In this, seven statements of purity are made for each of the seven lower Sephiroth.  These are not to be memorized, but are made up on the spot by the ritualist each time.  Each statement corresponds to a Sephira within each of the seven Sephiroth according to the pattern shown just above.  Seven times seven is forty-nine statements in all.  Each statement must take the form of a denial of fault, corresponding to the combination of the Sephiroth.  The depth and soul-searching quality of the forth-nine truths determines success or failure.  When the ritualist can say

all forty-nine of these statements truthfully, the fiftieth gate will open into the Supernals though Binah.”

But what exactly does it mean to say the fiftieth gate will open?  Just what is this experience of the Abyss?  On some level, there is simply nothing that can said about it; it transcends language.  It is the experience of Ain Soph, the truly Limitless.  It is the quintessence of ecstasy in a very real sense, ex-histanai, out of the bodily self.  In this moment, Malchat and Yesod combine and recede from view; the magician now stands in Tiphereth.  The Supernals collapse into their true unity, seen as Binah.  

The Fifty Gates of Self-Deification

When we view the Fifty Gates from this perspective, we find a very different view.  In each of the five Created Sephiroht
, there grows a full tree of the ten original Sephiroht.  This “view from above” provides a way to use the Gates as portals into real transmutation of the self.  In a very real sense, the Tree becomes Jacob’s ladder of angels, and the magician works to become, not the best human she can be, but to leave humanity behind, and ascend to something fundamentally greater.  It is said
 that humans are “made a little less than Divine, and crowned with glory and honor
.”  For the Magician who seeks to open the Fiftieth Gate of Binah, “little less” just isn’t good enough.

For the Gates to serve as a pathway to Self-Deification, it is important that they be clearly formulated as a functional series of steps from one place to another.  At the start of that path is an understanding of where one begins and where one is going.

Self-deification as a consistent spiritual practice should be undertaken from Tiphereth.  Only when the abyss has been glimpsed can the magician begin to make the plunge into the Supernal.  The Fifty Gates of Understanding form a doorway into Binah, the mystery of the Divine.  In their original form as the Israelite journey through the desert, they resulted in an entire nation of people experiencing Prophecy, hearing the Voice of the Divine.  The individual practitioner can expect results no less dramatic, if her heart and will are truly invested in the endeavor.  The quest to become more than human, to assume the Crown of the Divine, is the alchemy of old, the Philosopher’s Stone, and the Holy Grail.  It is at the core of everything the Academy does, and is the very quintessence of what it is to be a magician.

Athanasius Kircher was one of the first Christians to write about Kabbalah, and his works brought Kabbalah into the mainstream of European occult thinking in the 1600s.  He gives a version of the Fifty Gates in the 5 decade model.
   This was translated into the English with some alterations by William Wescott (one of the founders of the Golden Dawn) and attached as an appendix to his translation of the Sepher Yetzirah
.  From there, they passed into the mainstream of modern occult thinking.  Heidrick says
 of this presentation, “No wonder Crowley did not find meaning in the fifty gates!  This partly Christianized hotch-potch does not display a clear system.”  I could not agree more.  As a system for self-deification, the Kircher-Wescott formulation is murky at best, and simply unusable for the average magician.  However, they provide a panoply of symbolic keys to the nature of self-deification.  Additionally, they help to fit the practice into the broader spectrum of western mystical practice.  

Examine them closely, deconstruct and reconstruct them time and again until the symbols become a blur and nothing is left but the progression of self through the realms.   Only then are you ready to start to construct your own keys for the Fifty Gates.

"First Order: Elementary."
1.  Chaos, Hyle, the first matter.
2.  Formless, void, lifeless.
3.  The Abyss.
4.  Origin of the Elements.
5.  Earth (no seed germs).
6.  Water.
7.  Air.
8.  Fire.
9.  Differentiation of qualities.
10. Mixture and combination.
"Second Order: Decad of Evolution."
11. Minerals differentiate.
12. Vegetable principles appear.
13. Seeds germinate in moisture.
14. Herbs and Trees.
15. Fructification in vegetable life.
16. Origin of low forms of animal life.
17. Insects and Reptiles appear.
18. Fishes, vertebrate life in the waters.
19. Birds, vertebrate life in the air.
20. Quadrupeds, vertebrate earth animals.
"Third Order: Decad of Humanity."
21. Appearance of Man.
22. Material human body.
23. Human soul conferred.
24. Mystery of Adam and Eve.
25. Complete Man as the Microcosm.
26. Gift of five human faces acting exteriorly.
27. Gift of five powers to the Soul.
28. Adam Kadmon, the Heavenly Man.
29. Angelic beings.
30. Man in the image of God.
"Fourth Order: World of Spheres."
31. The Moon.
32. Mercury.
33. Venus.
34. Sol.
35. Mars.
36. Jupiter.
37. Saturn.
38. The Firmament.
39. The Primum Mobile.
40. The Empyrean Heaven.
"Fifth Order: The Angelic World."
41. Ishim --- Sons of Fire.
42. Auphanim --- Cherabim.
43. Aralim --- Thrones.
44. Chashmalim --- Dominions.
45. Seraphim --- Virtues.
46. Malakim --- Powers.
47. Elohim --- Principalities.
48. Beni Elohim --- Angels.
49. Cherubim --- Archangels.
“Sixth Order: the Archetype."
50. God.  Ain Suph. He Whom no mortal eye hath seen, and Who has been known to Jesus the Messiah alone.

� An “omer” is a measure of grain, brought as ritual sacrifice to the temple.  


� Those unfamiliar with the Tree of Life are HIGHLY encouraged to seek a more detailed introduction to it.  Paper 10 provides this, as do ubiquitous other sources.


� Sephira (sef-ear-uh) is singular.  Sephiroht (sef-ear-oat or sef-ear-oath) is plural.


� Although not directly relevant to the discussion here; study of the paths is a valuable and initiatory experience recommended to every magician.


� in “The Star Sponge and the Fifty Gates, Two Passages to Attainment” 1975.


� There is a very similar practice, and more obviously kabbalistic, in the Jewish Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) ritual prayers.


� Malchat-Yesod-Tiphereth, Hod, Netzach, Gevorah, and Chesed


� Psalm 8


� This is an allusion to Tiphereth, crowned with Gevorah and Chesed.


� in “Oedipus Aegyptiacus”.  (Rome, 1652)


� 3rd edition, 1911.


� “Star Sponge” as above





