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Preface

Habent sua fata libelli. This work enjoyed a special fate even before it became a book. The idea of my writing a 
comprehensive study on Kabbalah emerged in a midnight discussion with my friends Professor Ivan Marcus of the 
Jewish Theological Seminary of America and Professor David Ruderman of Yale University. Since that discussion, 
which took place at Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1984, the initial idea underwent several substantive changes until 
it took the present form. A first draft of this book was submitted at a colloquium organized by the Jewish Theological 
Seminary in the summer of 1986 as part of that institution's centennial events. Owing to the kind interest of Professor 
Gershon Cohen, the former chancellor of the seminary, and Professor Ray Scheindlin, the provost of the seminary, 
and Professors Marcus and Ruderman, the colloquium was designed to include about thirty American scholars of 
Judaica and general mysticism who discussed and argued the content of this work. Both their criticism and their 
encouragement contributed greatly to the final draft. The hospitality of the seminary community, the careful 
organization of the colloquium, and the interest of the participants came together in a way that was, at least for me, a 
unique experience.

Especially helpful were the remarks and suggestions I received from Professors Ewert Cousins, Louis Dupré, 
Michael Fishbane, Arthur Hyman, and Bernard MacGinn. Two well-known scholars were kind enough to undertake 
a meticulous perusal of the manuscript, suggesting important corrections and improvements of both style and the 
content. The late Professor Alexander Altmann devoted much energy and wisdom to proposing numerous 
suggestions
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concerning all the chapters of the book; Professor Morton Smith kindly contributed his vast knowledge regarding 
most of the chapters. Helpful discussions with Professor Geoffrey Hartman, Professor Yehuda Liebes, Professor 
Shelomo Pines, and Professor Isadore Twersky contributed to the formulations of several issues. For any mistakes 
still occurring in the presentation, I alone am responsible.

The writing of this book would have been impossible without the constant and generous assistance of the Institute of 
Microfilms of Hebrew Manuscripts, which is part of the National and University Library in Jerusalem. The institute, 
which became my second home and whose staff is famous for its efficiency, helped me in numerous ways, for which 
I would like to thank them. The National Library in Jerusalem, the Widener and Andover libraries in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and the library of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York provided indispensable material for 
my researches. Part of the research was performed with the generous assistance of grants from the Memorial 
Foundation for Jewish Culture.

The time needed for studying and writing was diverted from the members of my family, and my dedication of this 
book to them is only a feeble recognition of their contribution. Jonathan Chipman kindly undertook the task of typing 
two drafts and improving my English; his devotion to this work contributed to its accomplishment. Finally, Yale 
University Press, and especially Charles Grench, changed what could have been a frustrating experience into a very 
pleasant cooperation whose fruit is now accessible to the reader.
  

< previous page page_x next page >



< previous page page_xi next page >
Page xi

Introduction

This study is based upon the assumption that there are two major trends in Kabbalah: the theosophical-theurgical and 
the ecstatic. This distinction is confirmed both by a phenomenological analysis of the Kabbalistic material and by the 
Kabbalists' own self-awareness. The first type encompasses two central subjects: theosophya theory of the elaborate 
structure of the divine worldand the ritualistic and experiential way of relating to the divinity in order to induce a 
state of harmony. This is a highly theocentric form of religiousness that, while not ignoring the needs of the human 
being, tends to conceive of religious perfection as instrumental for exerting effective influence on high. On the other 
hand, ecstatic Kabbalah is highly anthropocentric, envisioning the mystical experience of the individual as itself the 
summum bonum, regardless of the possible impact of this mystical status on the inner harmony of the Divine.

This distinction involves different types of religiousness, transcending the question of interest in various themes or 
clusters of themes. The major issues discussed in ecstatic Kabbalahsuch as devekut, the importance of isolation, or 
the centrality of letter combinationare far more than themes treated in a scholastic manner. Rather, they are cardinal 
matters that strongly molded the via mystica of the ecstatic Kabbalist; he was practically oriented to mystical goals 
other than those of his fellow, the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalist.

I now turn to the evidence of the Kabbalistic sources. According to the characterization of the Kabbalah by an early 
fourteenth-century Kabbalist, 1 the topics dealt with by this lore are the nature of the
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ten Sefirot and the mystical meaning of the commandments, which is an excellent definition of theosophical-
theurgical Kabbalah.

On the other hand, Abraham Abulafia, the main representative of ecstatic Kabbalah, described his Kabbalah as 
focused upon the divine names, in contradistinction to what he considered to be a lower type of Kabbalah, referred to 
by him as "the way of the Sefirot," evidently a reference to the theosophical Kabbalah. 2

The differences between the two kinds, however, are not merely a matter of self-perception or a scholar imposing his 
own categories on the material; the historical development of the two trends itself confirms the necessity for a clear 
distinction between them. From the very beginning, the ecstatic Kabbalah was attacked by a major representative of 
theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah; the first clash between Kabbalists was a sharp criticism of Abulafia's prophetic 
and messianic activity, as well as of his Kabbalistic theory, issued by R. Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret, a leading 
figure of theosophical Kabbalah.3 This attack generated a sharp reaction on the part of Abulafia, who noted the 
theological danger inherent in the doctrine of the ten Sefirot as divine potencies and compared some Kabbalists, 
probably including Adret, to the Christians who believed in the Trinity.4 The result of this controversy was the 
exclusion of ecstatic Kabbalah from Spain, which became from the 1280s onward the scene of the most important 
developments within theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah. The ecstatic trend migrated to Italy and the Orient, where it 
developed in a Muslim ambience,5 strikingly different in its mystical conceptions from the Christian environment of 
the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah.

Thus, the broad domain of Kabbalistic experiences comprised two major types of religiousness, each with its own 
particular focus. For a better understanding of the Kabbalistic phenomena, it will be helpful to deal with the two 
types separately before reconstructing the basic elements of each.

Rather than concentrate upon the Kabbalistic schoolsor trends, as Gershom Scholem designated themand their 
historical sequence, I will take a phenomenological approach that will deal primarily with the major religious foci of 
the Kabbalahtheir nature, significance, emergence, and development. Instead of presenting a historical sequence of 
Kabbalists or of ideas, I adopt an essentialist attitude to the contents of Kabbalistic material that places greater 
emphasis upon their religious countenance than on their precise location in place and time. Such issues as esotericism 
versus exotericism, innovation versus conservatism, theocentrism versus anthropocentrism, the role of theurgy versus 
that of mystical union, philosophy versus Kabbalah, mystical salvation of the individual versus national 
eschatologyall are
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parameters as significant as the temporal and spatial data that delineate any particular Kabbalistic text. The 
interrelationships among these various spiritual components of Kabbalistic texts constitute the fundamental structure 
or texture of one Kabbalistic system as opposed to another. Therefore, it is as fruitful to discuss Kabbalistic 
phenomena in contradistinction to one another as to give a chronological account. The unfolding of the key concepts 
that characterized and directed Kabbalistic activity and thought, their exposition as atemporal modes, and the 
understanding of their interplay in various Kabbalistic schools is the "inner" history of Kabbalah or of Jewish 
mysticism, just as the temporal description can be considered the "outer" history.

As we shall see below 6 the theurgical approach was part of the classical rabbinic conception of the commandments 
and could justifiably be regarded as an important rationale for the mizvot* that, inter alia, helped motivate the 
persistent observance of the commandments by Jews. This theocentric attitude assumed an "open" theology or 
theosophy, conditioned by the dynamics of human activity; centered on the halakhah, it was a strictly nomian system 
and, consequently, exoterically open to all Jews and therefore obligatory. The theurgical performance of mizvot did 
not include dangerous or ecstatic moments and could be regarded as part of what Max Kadushin described as 
"normal mysticism." Medieval Kabbalah, which elaborated this approach, had to articulate the precise 
correspondence of the commandments to the theosophical realm, so that a detailed theosophy became much more 
central for the Kabbalists than for their predecessors. I want to emphasize that theosophical motifs and structures also 
existed among the Jews in ancient times; the relationship between them and the commandments seems to have been 
implicit, as demonstrated by the correspondence between ma'amarot and dibberot.7 These theosophical structures 
were effectively suppressed by the rabbinic authorities, however, who focused their literary activity on the 
presentation and elaboration of the halakhah rather than on its conceptual superstructure. Speculative or mystical, 
metahalakhic issues, as they were designated by Isadore Twersky, were regarded as esoteric. The theosophical 
Kabbalah, which presumably inherited these ancient traditions, structured them into complex systems by which the 
specific theurgical meaning of each commandment was specified.

On this ground, it is easy to understand why the emergence of more complicated theosophies was accompanied by 
the composition of larger commentaries on the mystical rationale of the commandments.8 Indeed, the bulk of 
thirteenth-century Kabbalistic literature was dedicated to ta' amey ha-mizvot*. Sefer ha-Bahir includes several 
important discussions on the theurgical mean-
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ing of such commandments as ''sacrifice," "prayer," "priestly blessing." 9 R. Isaac the Blind had already composed a 
lost work dealing with this subject or, at least, transmitted mystical traditions that were cited in his name by later 
Kabbalists.10 R. 'Ezra of Gerona devoted a large part of his Commentary on the Song of Songs to the systematic 
treatment of the commandments, which constituted a treatise in itself. Extensive discussions on this topic are to be 
found, too, in the works of R. 'Azriel, where the prayer liturgy is Kabbalistically interpreted, as are the sacrifices and 
the answering of "'Amen." The issue of prayer seems to have been especially important to the early Kabbalists, 
preceding R. 'Azriel, as indicated by short remarks of R. Abraham ben David and of R. Jacob of Lunel, and 
particularly by R. Yehudah ben Yakar's Commentary on the Prayer. The first full-fledged Kabbalistic treatment of 
this issue, however, seems to have been done by R. 'Azriel, who integrated within his commentary the views of R. 
Isaac the Blind and others, paralleling some terms and concepts recurring in the literature close in time and subject 
matter to the Book of 'Iyyun. R. 'Azriel's contemporary, R. Jacob ben Sheshet, wrote polemically on the significance 
of the prayer, attempting to counteract the philosophical under-estimation of the ritualistic performance of this 
commandment.11 Nahmanides*' Kabbalah seems to have revolved uniquely around the Kabbalistical understanding 
of the commandments,12 although he only tantalizingly hinted at the existence of such a meaning, without disclosing 
its details.

The golden age of the Kabbalistic ta' amey mizvot*, however, occurred during the last two decades of the thirteenth 
century. A creative time also in other kinds of literary activity, this period generated an immense number of folios 
dealing with our topic, for this literary genre had been cultivated by most of the leading Kabbalists in Spain. An 
interesting commentary on the commandments spuriously attributed to R. Eliezer ben Nathan, Ma' amar ha-Sekhel, 
was composed during this period and included some important Kabbalistic discussions. Moses de Leon's Sefer ha-
Rimmon, R. Joseph Gikatilla's Kelaley ha-Mizvot*,13 and several shorter discussions of particular commandments 
were disseminated in printed works and manuscripts. R. Joseph of Hamadan's work, or works,14 on Ta'amey ha-
mizvot; an anonymous Kabbalistical commentary on this subject; the lengthy discussions in the Zohar, which 
included not only a special treatise on the issue15 but also numerous elaborationsall these and more unidentified 
manuscript materials apparently from this period are ample evidence of a renaissance of interest in the rationales of 
the commandments.

Nor did this phenomenon cease at the turn of the century. R. Menahem* Recanati's commentary on Ta'amey ha-
Mizvot and on the prayer at the begin-
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ning of the fourteenth century and R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid *'s 'Or Zaru' a on the prayer and later on the 
Ra'ya Meheimna (the later zoharic stratum composed under the influence of R. Joseph of Hamadan's work mentioned 
above) were influential works that continued the impetus of the previous generation. In the early fifteenth century, 
the Sefer ha-Kaneh, a Kabbalistic classic written in Byzantium, dealt exclusively with the rationale of the 
commandments, and at the end of the century in Russia, R. Moses of Kiev compiled his Shoshan Sodat, which 
included numerous Kabbalistical treatments of the mizvot*. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, R. Joseph of 
Hamadan's work was circulated under the name of R. Isaac Farhi*,16 and other works, such as R. Isaac Shani's Meah 
She' arim,17 R. Meir ibn Gabbay's Tola' at Ya' akov, and R. David ben Zimra's Mezudat* David,18 continued to 
reflect the impact of Spanish Kabbalah. With the emergence of the Lurianic system, a large exegetical literature of 
commandments and prayer was produced that reinterpreted the ritual and the significance of the mizvot in terms of 
Lurianic theosophical concepts. Lurianic writings on this theme remained the last major Kabbalistic production in 
this literary genre, because Sabbatianism was not interested in commandments and because the interest in theosophy 
and theurgy declined in Hasidic* mysticism. Important as they may be, such oeuvres as Hemdat* Yamim, R. 
Menahem* Mendel of Lubavitch's Derekh Mizvotekha*, and R. Isaac Yehudah Safrin of Komarno's 'Ozar* ha-Torah 
generally presented Lurianic explanations, the last two on occasion incorporating Hasidic perspectives.

We can conclude by emphasizing that, just as each major development in the field of Kabbalistic theosophy 
produced its commentary on prayer,19 so with the commandments in general. As I have already pointed out, the 
theurgical-theosophical Kabbalists were not interested in extreme types of devekut, their religious focus being the 
Kabbalistic performance of the mizvot.

Quite different was the phenomenological structure of the other major focus in Jewish mysticism, the mystical-
ecstatical trend. Its first clear state is to be found in the Heikhalot literature,20 where the use of anomian techniques 
was intended to induce paranormal experiences of ascent to the realm of Merkavah and contemplation of the 
Divinity. It is worth emphasizing that this type of contemplation was not a regular response to the request of the 
Divine, as were the commandments, nor was God seen as the beneficiary of this kind of human activity. It was 
mostly a human initiative that brought the individual to undertake the perilous path of ascending to the high for the 
sake of attaining an extraordinary and fascinating experience. In contrast to rabbinic theurgy, Heikhalot ecstasy was 
fraught with dreadful dangers that threatened to annihi-
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late the unworthy mystic. Whereas the theurgical interpretation of the commandments did not detract from their 
fulfillment by ordinary people, the ecstatic nature of the path of Heikhalot literature made it usually, although not 
always, 21 appropriate only to the elite few. Many of these features were preserved in Ashkenazic Hasidism*, where 
the existence of an anomian technique was coupled with that of "prophetical" experiences that naturally were also 
individualistic in their exceptional nature. Like their ancient predecessors, the Ashkenazic masters employed divine 
names rather than halakhic precepts in order to obtain their mystical revelations or visions.

The next stage was the ecstatic Kabbalah, which was influenced by Ashkenazic mystical techniques used to attain a 
goal formulated by the Judeo-Arabic philosophical epistemology: the perfect act of cognition was interpreted 
mystically as the union of the knower with the Divine as intelligibilia.22 Even more now than in its two preceding 
stages, the ecstatic Kabbalah emphasized the need for isolation for the effective performance of its anomian 
practices; it had also since the early fourteenth century included equanimity as a prerequisite of the mystical process. 
Just as in the Heikhalot literature, the ecstatic Kabbalist was embarking on a spiritual adventure that might end in 
death. The medieval mystic, however, was endangered not by malevolent angels but by the weakness of his own 
physical or psychic structure, which might be unable to resist the pressures of the Divine invading his personality so 
that he would die a "death by kiss"a beatific one.23 Now, more than earlier, mystical union was viewed as the 
highest religious achievement. But this school of Kabbalah paid a price for its anthropocentrical emphasis: a retreat 
from collective worship as the central and highest form of religious experience and concentration on an 
individualistic escapism. The complicated mystical techniques cultivated by the ecstatic Kabbalists were suitable to 
only a very few, although esotericism was not an essential feature of this type of Kabbalah.

Leading Safedian Kabbalists, such as R. Moses Cordovero and R. Hayyim* Vital, conceived the ecstatic practices as 
the highest type of Kabbalah, superior to the theosophical-theurgical version.24 They nevertheless practiced both, 
regarding the theosophical one as more appropriate for dissemination to a larger public and the ecstatic as suitable for 
more limited audiences.

This appraisement was inverted in Hasidism; theosophy was regarded either as a subject too difficult to be studied 
and practiced by the masses or as theologically suspect.25 Although the Hasidic* masters did not publicly expound 
ecstatic techniques in the same manner as did Abraham Abulafia and his followers, they were probably acquainted 
with them, either directly, through the study of their writings,26 or indirectly, by means of Cordovero's
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presentation of them in Pardes Rimmonim. The founders of Hasidism *, however, did emphasize some of the 
mystical values that characterized ecstatic Kabbalah; devekut understood as unio mystica, inspiration and revelation, 
the need for seclusion and equanimity for concentration, the psychological understanding of theosophy, and a unique 
interest in linguistic mysticism formed the basic structure of Hasidic* mysticism. Notwithstanding these affinities, 
Hasidism also emphasized the importance of the mystical performance of the commandmentsa nomian techniqueas a 
vital key to mystical life. Therefore, we may consider the emergence of Hasidism not so much as a reaction toward 
Sabbatianism or Frankism but as a restructuring of Jewish mysticism already initiated by the Safedian Kabbalists. 
With them, as with the Hasidim*, one major interest was the achievement of a certain balance, previously peripheral, 
between the theurgical-theosophical and the ecstatic elements in the Kabbalah. Although such an attempt to integrate 
these different and even conflicting religious values had already been adumbrated in R. Isaac of Acre's works Me'irat 
'Eynaim and 'Ozar* Hayyim*,27 which were studied in Safed, it would appear that Spanish Kabbalah itself rejected 
this syncretistic approach and had to await the disintegration of the stronghold of Kabbalah in the Iberian Peninsula 
in order to soften its resistance to ecstatic Kabbalah. Phenomenologically, we indeed can see R. Isaac of Acre a 
precursor of the Safedian and Hasidic synthesis, although the major impact of this novel approach was felt only after 
its "canonization" by Cordovero and Vital.

A proper understanding of the last major Jewish school of mysticism, Hasidism, must take into consideration the 
merging of these two mainstreams, which had competed with each other for more than a millennium and a half: 
ecstasy and theurgy, or anthropocentrism and theocentrism. The result was a synthesis that, on the one hand, 
attenuated the theurgical-theosophical elements and, on the other, propagated ecstatic values even more than 
previously. Or, as we shall see in a passage from R. Meshullam Phoebus, classical Spanish and Lurianic Kabbalah 
were reinterpreted ecstatically.28 This emphasis on individual mystical experience may be one of the major 
explanations for the neutralization29 of nationalistic messianism in Hasidism.30 Although the aftermath of 
Sabbatianism could also have prompted interest in a more individualistic type of mysticism and redemption, we can 
envision the emergence of the Hasidic type of mysticism as part of the dissemination of religious values crucial for 
the ecstatic Kabbalistic model. From this perspective Mendel Piekarz's emphasis on the importance of Mussar 
literature for the understanding of Kabbalah can be understood within the larger context of the prevalence of 
Cordoverian thought long after the emergence of Lurianism.
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Let me dwell briefly upon the manner in which I understand the term mysticism and its derivatives in the context of 
the following discussions. I consider a phenomenon to be of a mystical nature when there is achieved a contact with 
the Divine, differing from the common religious experiences cultivated in a certain religion both in its intensity and 
in its spiritual impact. Accordingly, the interest in ecstatic and unitive experiences as they occur in Kabbalistic 
literature are conspicuously mystical.

I also, however, consider certain types of experiences as mystical even when they differ substantially from the 
previous type of mysticism: I refer to the theurgical performance of the commandments as this appears in certain 
texts. As I shall argue below, Kabbalistic intention or kavvanah implied a cleaving to the Divine that preceded the 
theurgical operation. 31 According to other textsand these are the great majoritythe theurgical action involved a 
specific contact with the Divine in order to influence it (according to the moderate Kabbalistic theurgy) or even to 
sustain it or to "make" it, in still other texts.32

Moreover, the performance of the commandments in a Kabbalistic manner not only entailed the capacity to influence 
the supernatural world; it consisted of an initiation of the Jew into the secrets of the mizvot*, that is, into their 
rationale, including the theosophical systems that facilitated their Kabbalistic performance. The transition from the 
self-perception of the Jews as observant of the mizvot with no particular mystical implication to that of the theurgist 
whose religious activity was fraught with cosmic and theosophical implications and repercussions must have had a 
profound impact upon the initiated. Although I assume that such a passage was different in nature from the more well-
known rites of passage, it seems likely that a change of weltanschauung was indispensable for the new attitude to the 
idea of God and religion in general. Even if this change was a gradual one, sometimes even a matter of years, its 
profound impact was indispensable for the formation of a Kabbalistic type of personality. Therefore, whereas the 
ecstatic Kabbalah strove mainly toward a drastic change of personality that brought the Kabbalist into a direct 
relationship to god, in theurgical Kabbalah the change sought was in the sefirotic pleroma.

The main approach in this book is phenomenological: my assumption is that the two main foci of Kabbalistic 
mysticism were the ecstatic-unitive and the theosophical-theurgical. While focusing primarily upon the descriptions 
of these two cores of Kabbalah, I shall also take into consideration the historical development of these two themes 
recurring in Kabbalistic literature. Thus, my approach uses phenomenology in order to isolate significant phenomena 
and
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only thereafter to elaborate upon the possible historical relationships between them. In other words my starting point 
is the unfolding of the phenomenological affinity between two mystical patterns of experience, preceding their 
historical analysis per se. Hence, the phenomenological approach also serves historical aims, although not 
exclusively. In this sense, history plays a significant, but not central, role in the discussions included in this work.

For example, among the significant issues discussed in this book is the question of the antiquity of Kabbalaha clearly 
historical question. My principal interest is not, however, to prove the antiquity thesisan issue to be dealt with in 
detail elsewherebut to allow for the comparison between ancient Jewish sources and the medieval mystical literature 
that derived from them. The detailed elaboration of the antiquity thesis is therefore secondary to my interest here. 
The historical dimension is nevertheless important for the conception of Kabbalah as a Jewish mystical phenomenon, 
one deriving from Gershom Scholem's descriptions of Kabbalah as basically a Gnostic phenomenon.

My approach therefore combines phenomenology with history, thereby avoiding "pure" phenomenological 
descriptions. The juxtaposition of these two methods does not lie in their unique "deviation" from adherence to a 
single approach; by and large, I have tried to solve problems emerging from the texts, while using various 
approaches that may propose solutions. From this point of view, I am rather a pragmatist, allowing myself to be 
directed by the problems generated by the texts rather than attempting to superimpose one method upon all analyses. 
I hope that this methodological "inconsistency'' will avoid the reductionist attitudes that characterize those scholars 
who subscribe to "pure" methodologies. Phenomenology, textology, history, and psychology must in principle be 
used intermittently and combined in order to do justice to all the various aspects of Kabbalistic texts and ideas.

The structure of this work consists of the exposition of the two mystical concerns of the Kabbalists. Following the 
first two chapters, which deal with the state of research and some methodological observations, are three chapters 
devoted to the subject of mystical experience and some of the mystical techniques of the Kabbalists; theurgical and 
theosophical aspects of the Kabbalah are the subjects of the next three chapters. In two of these chapters, I focus 
upon issues representing the extremes of the ecstatic and theurgical trends of Kabbalah: chapter 4 treats of written 
evidence of extreme descriptions of unitive experiences, which, although relatively rare in Jewish mysticism, are 
nevertheless an interesting component of this type of mystical lore; chapter 8 discusses some rather daring views of 
theurgy that surpass the more common
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views of this type of Kabbalistic activity. These two extreme phenomena have been neglected by modern 
scholarship, and I hope that an elaborate exposition of them will contribute to a more variegated picture of Kabbalah. 
I should like to emphasize that the phenomena treated in chapters 4 and 8 are not merely marginal or bizarre but part 
of an inner development of the particular Kabbalistic trends they represent, albeit in a more accentuated way. Finally, 
the last two chapters deal with more general issues shared by the two main Kabbalistic lines referred to above: an 
interest in hermeneutics and symbolism crosses these lines, while some features of Kabbalistic anthropology are a 
common denominator of Kabbalah in general.
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Chapter 1
Remarks on Kabbalah Scholarship

Our little systems have their days, or their hour; as knowledge advances they pass into the history of the efforts 
of pioneers.
Andrew Lang to Georgina Max Müller, Life and Letters, 2:452

The aim of this short survey of Jewish Kabbalah scholarship is to point out the main trends in the critical approaches 
to this mystical lore. 1 Accordingly, it is neither an attempt to summarize the achievement of the scholars nor a 
criticism of their findings. The focus is upon noting the development of the first historical observations on the 
Kabbalah written by non-Kabbalists and concisely tracing their impact on later scholarly treatments of Kabbalah. A 
full account of the evolution of scholarship regarding this lore is still a desideratum, without which an accurate 
understanding of the achievements made in modern times in the portrayal of Kabbalah is impossible. For the time 
being, only a few limited surveys of this subject are available, primarily in the works of Gershom Scholem.2

I
Scholarship of Kabbalah from the Renaissance On

The earliest critical discussions of the phenomenon of Kabbalah are found in Provençal literature produced shortly 
after the appearance of the first Kabbalistic documents. R. Meir ben Simeon of Narbonne sharply criticized both the 
polytheistic implications of the Kabbalistic doctrine of prayers to varied divine manifestations and specific books 
containing Kabbalistic ideas. Strangely enough, despite the gradual broadening of Kabbalah as a religious movement, 
the critique against it became silenced, although it does seem that once
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there was more anti-Kabbalistic material than is extant in the surviving documents. 3 Some critical remarks may also 
be found in the works of Kabbalists who criticized different Kabbalistic approaches, although they attacked not 
Kabbalah itself but its misunderstandings.4 No elaborate and detailed survey of the nature and history of this 
religious movement is known, however, until the period of the Renaissance. The independent events that took place 
in the circle of Christian scholars connected to the family of the Medicis in Florence contributed to the emergence of 
a critical attitude to Kabbalah, and thus to the attempts to understand it with the help of philological-historical tools.

The first event was Marsilio Ficino's translation of a large corpus of Platonic and Neoplatonic writings from Greek 
into Latin; for the first time, the Western intellectual world had the opportunity to study Platonic thought in its 
various Neoplatonic or Hermetic versions. Two leading figures in the intellectual life of the Jews, and even in that of 
the Christians, in northern ItalyR. Elijah del Medigo and R. Yehudah Messer Leonwere Aristotelian philosophers;5 
their acquaintance with Platonic views enabled them to perceive the affinities between Platonism, which they 
rejected as a philosophy, and Kabbalah, with which they were already acquainted. R. Yehudah accused the 
Kabbalists of attributing corporeality, change, and plurality to God;6 in the same context, he indicated that their 
concepts were close to Platonic ones, a fact that could not pass unnoticed by these philosophers.7 More elaborate, 
though less acid, was the critique of R. Elijah del Medigo. He described the views of the Kabbalists in the following 
words: "They are in line with what was said by the ancient philosophers, who have been totally rejected by those 
who know. Whoever has seen what the ancient philosophers and some of the Platonists said, as well as what these 
<Kabbalists> said, know that this is the truth."8

As del Medigo pointed out, following a lengthy comparison of Kabbalistic and Platonic views, "These statements are 
very far removed from the words of the Peripatetics and their principles."9 The "philosophers" cited by Messer Leon 
and the ''learned people" of del Medigo were the philosophical establishment of the Jews, who continued to adhere to 
medieval Aristotelian thought. The recent access to Platonic views in their Latin versions facilitated their articulation 
of Kabbalah as cognate to Platonism, and thus as a negligible way of thinking. Until the period of the Renaissance, 
references to the affinity of Kabbalah to Plato's corpus had invariably carried a positive significance, mainly among 
the Kabbalists.10

From an Aristotelian viewpoint, this affinity had a derogatory overtone.
  

< previous page page_2 next page >



< previous page page_3 next page >
Page 3

Messer Leon drew no historical conclusions from his remarking of the resemblance of Platonism and Kabbalah; del 
Medigo, however, did. Although he did not explicitly mention any linkage between the nexus of Platonism-Kabbalah 
and his assertion that the book of the Zohar is a late forgery, it seems to me that such a linkage was implicit; del 
Medigo openly distinguished between "ancient philosophers"the prisci theologi of the Renaissance syncretistic 
theoryand some "Platonics," which apparently referred to later authors, that is, in our terminology, Neoplatonic 
philosophers. If del Medigo had some knowledge of the history of later Platonism, 11 he must have been aware of 
the fact that most of them lived after the time of R. Simeon bar Yohai*, to whom the authorship of the Zohar had 
been ascribed. As del Medigo stated that the affinities of Kabbalah to the "ancient philosophers'' and "Platonists" 
were the result of the elaboration by the Kabbalists of Platonic and ancient philosophic themes,12 then Kabbalah's 
development must have been seen as occurring after the emergence of Neoplatonism. According to del Medigo, or 
his anonymous sourcesif he indeed had such13the Zohar had been known for only about three hundred years, that is, 
since the end of the twelfth century. Del Medigo might have been aware of the existence of a Jewish Neoplatonic 
school that flowered in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, as evidenced by the works of R. Solomon Gabirol, Bahya* 
ibn Pakuda, or Joseph ibn Zaddik*;14 such an awareness could explain why he located the appearance of the Zohar 
shortly after the expansion of Jewish Neoplatonism.

An interesting parallel to this use of a comparative approach in order to demonstrate the forgery and, implicitly, the 
lateness of an allegedly ancient mystical classic is found in Lorenso Valla's assertion that Dionysius Areopagita's 
works were spuriously attributed to a contemporary of Paul, as they were influenced by Neoplatonism.15 No doubt 
the critical acumen of the humanists with whom del Medigo might have come into contact during the years of his 
teaching in Padua and his presence in Florence contributed, in one way or another, to his discovery of correlations 
between Platonism and Kabbalah, and his dating of the Zohar as a late work. Finally, before leaving this issue, it 
should be added that this recognition of the Platonic bent of Kabbalistic thought must be seen against the background 
of the growing trend to interpret Kabbalah Platonically, a direction shared by Pico della Mirandola, Yohanan* 
Alemanno, and later on, R. Isaac and Yehudah Abravanel. Those same resemblances that helped del Medigo to 
postdate Kabbalah helped his contemporaries to regard it as a source of Platonism, and hence as of greater 
antiquity.16

The second reason for the criticism of Kabbalah, particularly on the part of
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del Medigo, was apparently its diffusion in Christian circles and its use as an important tool in the missionary efforts 
of Pico della Mirandola. This explanation has already been advanced by scholars and needs no elaboration; 17 it is, 
however, worth emphasizinga point to which we shall return at greater length laterthat the Kabbalah's becoming a 
sociointellectual problem for the Jews contributed to its closer examination and, indirectly, to a more critical 
approach to this sacrosanct lore.

Del Medigo's work was written in 1491, but remained in manuscript until 1629. For the entire sixteenth century, no 
detailed criticism of Kabbalah is extant; although the antiquity of the Zohar was queried in a veiled manner by R. 
Elijah (Bahur*) Levita and R. 'Azariah de Rossi, no systematic criticism was addressed to the Kabbalah as the result 
of the infiltration of alien concepts.18 But under the impact of the publication in 1629 of Behinat* ha-Dat, del 
Medigo's critique became influential in the first work devoted to a sharp and extensive attack on Kabbalah: in his Ari 
Nohem, R. Yehudah Aryeh of Modena (Leone da Modena) expanded upon some ideas of del Medigo, especially 
upon the assumption that Platonic motifs penetrated into Kabbalah and thus can be dated as medieval. Modena 
indeed considered Kabbalah a definite distortion of Greek thought.19

Interestingly, he did not accept del Medigo's dating of the Zohar in the late twelfth century, but regarded the entire 
Kabbalah as a post-Maimonidean phenomenon that emerged in Spain.20 This diagnosis of Kabbalah as a post-
Maimonidean and Neoplatonic development was, for Modena, also connected with its anti-Maimonidean way of 
thought. One of his reasons for writing this critique of Kabbalah was to counteract the sharp criticism of Maimonides 
characterizing such Kabbalistic writings as R. Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov's Sefer ha-'Emunot and R. Meir ibn Gabbay's 
Tola' at Ya' akov and 'Avodat ha-Kodesh.21 Strangely, Modena does not elaborate on his opinion that Kabbalah 
originated in Spain at the beginning of the thirteenth century in the tense atmosphere of the anti-Maimonidean 
controversy.22

As in the case of del Medigo, Modena also had another motivation for composing his work, apart from a certain anti-
Platonic bent in his thought.23 Kabbalah, far more than in the times of del Medigo, had become a leading force in the 
intellectual milieu of northern Italy, and Modena had gradually become isolated in his anti-Kabbalistic attitude. His 
relative R. Aaron Berakhiah of Modena was an accomplished Kabbalist;24 his son-in-law, R. Jacob ben Kalominus 
Segal, whom he highly esteemed, and his most brilliant student, R. Joseph Hamiz*, turned before his eyes into 
fervent Kabbalists.25 This lore, an "innovation" of Diaspora life, became more and more pernicious
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through its missionary use by Christians. Modena, therefore, fought against the intrusion of alien Greek thought into 
Jewish religion in general and at the same time against the use of Kabbalah in Christian propaganda. The latter was 
effective enough to convince Jews to convert, and he finally attempted to induce two persons who were dear to him 
to abandon their interest in Kabbalah. 26 The core of Ari Nohem, however, is his criticism of the Zohar; he 
introduces an important document to strengthen del Medigo's view of the Zohar as a medieval forgery.27 Modena 
quotes in extenso and elaborates upon R. Isaac of Acre's story of his inquiries into the relationship between R. Moses 
de Leon and the Zohar.28 Since then, all scholarly discussions on the history of Kabbalah have reiterated this 
testimony of R. Isaac.29

Modena's compatriot and contemporary Simone Luzzatto elaborated upon the resemblance between Kabbalah and 
Platonism in his presentation of Judaism.30 In his famous Discorso circo il stato de l'Hebrei, he compared the 
Kabbalistic view of the Sefirot with the Platonic and Philonic parallels,31 mentioning also later Neoplatonic authors, 
the "Syrians," such as Plotinus, Iamblicus, and Porphyrius.32 Luzzatto noted what seemed to him a major difference 
between Platonic and Neoplatonic ideas and the Kabbalistic "ideas": that the Kabbalistic Sefirot formed a hierarchy 
that bridged the gap between the spiritual and the material, thereby constituting an important ring in the "great chain 
of being."33 Another subject whose affinity to Platonism was emphasized was the Kabbalistic theory of intermediary 
"spirit,'' which links the intellectual faculty to the corporeal function;34 this theory is reminiscent of the Neoplatonic 
astral body.35 Judging from the manner in which Luzzatto formulated his view on Kabbalah, it appears that he 
believed in its antiquity, although he himself is not to be considered either as a Kabbalist or as an opponent of this 
lore.

The affinity of Kabbalah to Platonic thought was, as seen above, recognized by both the medieval and the 
Renaissance authors interested in Kabbalah or in its critique; modern scholarship has only elaborated, deepened, or 
explicated their findings. This also seems to have been the case regarding another major ancient school thought to 
have been influential on the Kabbalah; therefore, a short survey of the origin of the assessment of Gnosticism as a 
source of Kabbalistic ideas is pertinent.

The first author to note a specific resemblance between Kabbalah and Gnostic views seems to have been Cornelius 
Agrippa of Nettesheim.36 In his De Incertitudine Scientiarum, this author suggests that the Jewish Kabbalistic 
superstitions had influenced Gnostics as the "Ophitae, Gnostici, et Valentiniani haeretici," and he hints at usages of 
"numbers and letters."37 Agrippa's
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allusion is very vague, and it is rather difficult to fathom the precise significance of his assumption of pernicious 
Kabbalistic influence on the various Gnostic schools; however, it seems that he might have had in mind the affinity 
between such works as Shi' ur Komah and the related Heikhalot literature, which he had already mentioned in his 
earlier De Occulta Philosophia, 38 as well as the Gnostic theory of Marcos, as cited by Irenaeus, concerning the great 
size of the divine figures, whose descriptions are combined with numbers and letters.39 This interpretation of 
Agrippa's view places him at the beginning of a series of scholars who maintained the view that Marcos's theory was 
influenced by ancient Jewish mystical views related to the Shi' ur Komah. They include E. Ben Amozegh,40 M. 
Gaster,41 Scholem,42 Gedaliahu G. Stroumsa,43 and myself.44 For Agrippa, the similarity between Kabbalistic and 
Gnostic motifs showed the heretical potential of Jewish mysticism; like his older Jewish contemporary, del Medigo, 
he thought that the discovery of a resemblance between Kabbalah and another body of thought evinced the heretical 
nature of the former. Agrippa's finding was repeated by some sixteenth-century Christian sources and was adopted 
even by Simone Luzzatto.45 After dealing with Kabbalistic theosophy, Luzzatto wrote that, from its ideas, "the 
Valentinians, Gnostics and other ancient heretics have deviated like bastards, as it can be seen from Epiphanius, the 
Greek doctor, or from Irenaeus, the Roman."46 Agrippa's emphasis on the pernicious quality of Kabbalah is replaced 
here by the consideration of Gnosticism as a deviation from Jewish ancient lore. It remained for modern scholarship 
of Gnosticism gradually to recognize the importance of ancient Jewish mysticism for a better understanding of the 
emergence of Gnostic thought47 without, however, paying due attention to Agrippa's remark.48 It was Adolphe 
Franck alone who wrote: "We are, therefore, forced to admit that Gnosticism borrowed a great deal, if not precisely 
from the Zohar as we know it today, at least from the traditions and from the theories contained therein."49 The main 
thrust of modern Kabbalah scholarship, however, followed the opposite direction; time and again, Kabbalah was 
presented as a mystical movement influenced in crucial issues by Gnostic thought.

Two outstanding figures of eighteenth-century Judaism, R. Jacob Emden and Solomon Maimon, contributed in 
various ways to scholarship concerning Jewish mysticism. As part of his anti-Sabbatian struggle, Emden incisively 
analyzed the zoharic corpus, demonstrating the existence of medieval material that was included in the ancient book 
of the Zohar authored by R. Simeon bar Yohai*; this analysis is primarily philological, and his insights are still 
valuable.50 Maimon, an enthusiast of Kabbalah in his youth and a philosopher in
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his mature years, was more interested in Kabbalah as a religious phenomenon than in its history. 51 Viewing it as a 
kind of Jewish science that symbolically comprised insights into psychology, physics, morals, and politics, he wrote 
that it had, however, degenerated as a result of the tendency to discover analogies everywhere into "an art of madness 
according to method" or a "systematic science resting on conceits."52 Basically, Maimon assumed, Kabbalah was 
indeed a science, and he presumably attempted to decipher it accordingly, using philosophical termsan approach 
reminiscent of the Renaissance understanding of Kabbalah.53 Important also are his remarks on Hasidism*, his 
penetrating observations serving as starting points for modern research into this school of mysticism.54

II
Nineteenth-Century Jewish Scholarship in Western Europe

The emergence of academic interest in Judaism generally since the beginning of the nineteenth century also produced 
a revival of scholarly research of Kabbalah. One of the earliest representatives of the school of Wissenschaft des 
Judentums, Nachman Krochmal,55 had a sympathetic attitude toward Kabbalah, whose antiquity was, in his eyes, 
obvious. This ancient lore, he suggested, had reached Europe from the Orient and had proliferated in the West, this 
process being, however, part of its degeneration and the Zohar part of its decline.56 Like his Renaissance 
predecessors, Krochmal pointed out the resemblances between Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, on the one hand, and 
Kabbalah, on the other.57

One of his younger contemporaries, M. Landauer, was interested in both the historical and the bibliographical aspects 
of Kabbalah, producing several essays on these subjects.58 Notwithstanding many historical mistakes that spoil his 
surveys of the early Kabbalah, Landauer inaugurated serious study of this subject in the nineteenth century with 
extensive use of manuscript materials; he accepted the view of the Zohar as a medieval composition, adding to it the 
fantastic assumption that its author was Abraham Abulafia. Under the influence of German idealistic philosophy, he 
attempted a symbolic interpretation of the Bible using Kabbalistic categories.59 His premature death ended a 
promising contribution to the integration of Kabbalah as part of the Jewish religious phenomena. We can conclude, 
then, that the first two scholars to be interested in the world of Kabbalah in the early nineteenth century became so 
under the aegis of German idealism, which, as we now know, was sometimes influenced by Kabbalistic thought via 
the Swabian Pietists (led by F. C.
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Oetinger) who, in turn, absorbed Kabbalistic concepts from the Kabbalah Denudata. If the Renaissance contribution 
to Kabbalah research was mostly historical and provided the Neoplatonic corpus as an indispensable point of 
comparison to the Kabbalah (although commonly with negative overtones), the idealistic philosophy encouraged 
phenomenological Kabbalistic approaches, mostly sympathetic to this lore, whose repercussions are felt even in 
contemporary scholarship.

The first major work devoted to a detailed description of mainly zoharic Kabbalah and making use of historical, 
philological, comparative, and conceptual perspectives was Adolphe Franck's La Kabbale ou la philosophie 
religieuse des Hebreux printed in 1843 in Paris. This work was highly influential, enjoying two French editions (the 
second one in 1892), a German translation by Adolph Jellinek (1844), who added some important remarks, a Hebrew 
version dated 1909, and an English translation of the German version (1926), printed several times also in shorter 
forms. Franck's presentation contributed more to the knowledge of Kabbalah in modern Europe than did any other 
work prior to the studies of Scholem. Franck suggested that the Zohar, and Kabbalistic ideas in general, are of a 
hoary antiquity predating the Alexandrian philosophical school and Christianity. 60 The sources of important 
concepts of Kabbalah, according to Franck, were Chaldean and Persian, that is, Zoroastrian.61 Notwithstanding this 
basic assumption on Franck's partwhich was rejected by subsequent researchhe regarded Kabbalah as a uniquely 
important Jewish phenomenon, and his characterization of its is worth quoting in extenso:

We cannot possibly consider the Kabbalah as an isolated fact, accidental in Judaism; on the contrary, it is 
its heart and soul. For, while the Talmud took over all that relates to the outward practice and performance 
of the Law, the Kabbalah reserved for itself the domain of speculation and the most formidable problems 
of natural and revealed theology. It was able, besides, to arouse the veneration of the people by showing 
inviolate respect for their crude beliefs and teaching them to understand that their entire faith and religion 
rested upon a sublime mystery.62

Thus, already in 1843, Kabbalah was considered, in a well-known work, not only an important religious phenomenon 
in Judaism but its "heart and soul." This diagnosis of the role of Kabbalah is strikingly similar to Scholem's famous 
perception of the role of Kabbalah as a vital component of Judaism, which enabled the latter to continue its organic 
life for many generations.63 I wish to highlight this point, which was self-evident to the Eastern European 
contemporaries of Franck, in order to demonstrate that there was, as early as the mid-
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nineteenth century, clear precedent for the modern positive evaluation of Kabbalah by a Western-born scholar such 
as Scholem. 64

A contemporary and compatriot of Franck, Salomon Munk, was also interested in and sympathetic to Kabbalah. A 
great expert in Jewish and Arab philosophy, he included within his survey of "philosophie chez les juifs" some 
remarkable observations on Kabbalah that are deserving of emphasis.65 In his view, Jewish thinkers in Alexandria 
and Palestine influenced both Neoplatonism and Gnosticism by their combination of Oriental and Occidental 
doctrines. Although their emphasis upon pantheistic tendencies was not cognate to Judaism, Kabbalah and 
Alexandrian Jews were to be treated as important intermediaries between East and West.66 The emphasis Munk 
placed on the influence upon Gnosticism of doctrines that were later to become part of Kabbalah is notable.67 Munk 
considered Kabbalah as a ramification of Alexandrian thought;68 furthermore, there were striking affinities between 
the Gnostic doctrines of Basilides and Valentinus and the Kabbalistic Sefirot.69 Munk pointed out the influence of 
ibn Gabirol, as well as other Jewish Neoplatonic thinkers, on the Kabbalah,70 and believed that the Zohar was 
composed in the thirteenth century,71 on the basis of earlier lost traditions and Midrashim.72

Franck's evaluation of Kabbalah as the "life" of Judaism was, however, rejected by his contemporaries. Jellinek, his 
German translator and a scholar sympathetic to Kabbalah, reacted promptly, remarking in a footnote to Franck's 
passage: "The author should have added: 'Judaism after the return from the Babylonian exile until the conclusion of 
the Talmud.' For present-day Judaism, the Kabbalah is an entirely alien element."73

It must be noted that Jellinek does not here contradict Franck; he merely qualifies his assessment as applicable only 
to an early period of Jewish religion, whereas in the present Kabbalah is "an entirely alien element." This sense of 
alienation from the Kabbalah is also evident in the Dialogue sur la Kabbale et le Zohar by S. D. Luzzatto, who took 
full advantage of de Rossi's and Modena's critiques, as well as of a work by Jellinek, in order to rid the Mishnaic and 
talmudic masters of the spurious attribution of views contrary to their authentic thought. Luzzatto was sharply critical 
of Franck, writing: "les Textes de ce mysticisme que l'ignorance a appelé la Philosophie religieuse des Hebreux, 
n'appartiennent point aux auteurs de la Mishna et du Talmud et ne sont que des pseudonymes."74 As Luzzatto 
frankly acknowledged, this reaction was stimulated not only by Franck's work but also by "les dangereux effets que 
la fanatisme Kabbalistique, sous le nom de Khassidisme ennemis de toute culture."75 This remark is highly 
interesting; as Luzzatto admits, he had not
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only an academic aim for his Dialoguewhich is actually an attack on Kabbalahbut also religious and cultural 
motivations. The disastrous results of a recent development in Jewish mysticism (Sabbatianism) prompted a sharp 
reaction, as it had for Emden before him. It may indeed be that later negative attitudes of Heinrich Graetz, Moritz 
Steinschneider, and Solomon Rubin toward Kabbalah were also based upon their reaction toward Eastern European 
Hasidism *. Moreover, the relatively positive attitude toward Kabbalah expressed in the writings of Krochmal, 
Franck, Munk, and ben Amozegh predated most of the anti-Kabbalistic critiques launched by Jewish scholars in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. Some of those critical scholars, however, contributed a great deal to Kabbalah 
research.

Scholem's critique of the negative evaluation of Kabbalah in the writings of such representatives of the Wissenschaft 
des Judentums76 as Steinschneider and Graetz, although justified, is nevertheless partial. These two giants of Jewish 
scholarship must be seen not only as critics of Kabbalah but also as two of the founders of its academic study. Graetz 
performed the first major historical survey of Kabbalistic literature, larger than that of Landauer, and Steinschneider's 
articles dealing with such Kabbalistic personalities as R. Asher ben David and R. Jacob ha-Cohen and with 
Kabbalistic works such as those of Abraham Abulafia are pioneering discussions, although they are colored with 
partiality. In general, however, the attitude toward Kabbalah on the part of some of the nineteenth-century Jewish 
scholars is much more sympathetic than one might deduce from the way Scholem presents them. Nachman 
Krochmal, ben Amozegh, Franck, Munk, and Jellinek are some examples of Jewish scholars who held what seems to 
me the more common positive attitude to Kabbalah. Far from being negatively biased against Kabbalah, some of the 
pioneers of Jewish studies in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries not only were interested in this lore but also 
made several original contributions that were to lay the foundation for the later study of Kabbalah. It is regrettable 
that their achievements are at times ignored by contemporary scholars.

III
Twentieth-Century Kabbalah Scholarship

At the turn of the century, the feeling that Kabbalah had much more to reveal than scholars had previously 
understood emerged in Western Europe.77 Several studies of Kabbalistic topics were written, and I consider the 
assessment of S. A. Hirsch as representative of this mood. He wrote: "I am strongly of the opinion that our Cabbalists 
have not always been fairly treated by Jewish
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writers of the present time. The whole subject requires an entire overhaulingbut about this we need not be concerned. 
Jewish historiography is a comparatively recent growth. Time will assuredly show where the truth lies." 78

This passage, which was written in 1908 as part of an essay entitled "Jewish Mystics: An Appreciation," 
foreshadowed the great achievements of Hirsch's younger contemporary Gershom Scholem. As Scholem's 
contribution is already well known and has been extensively discussed in a number of recent essays, I shall touch 
upon it only briefly.79

Scholem's tremendous achievements in the study of Jewish mysticism concern four major issues:

1. He surveyed all the major trends of Jewish mysticism on the basis of perusal of the basic documents extant in print 
and manuscripts. His writings therefore contain the first authoritative presentation of the history of Jewish mysticism 
in its entirety.

2. In a long series of bibliographical studies, Scholem laid the basis for the modern bibliography of Kabbalah, 
building the structure for further descriptions of Kabbalistic literature. To a far greater extent than did Landauer, 
Steinschneider, and Jellinek, Scholem inspected an immense amount of manuscript material, enabling him to 
establish the authorship of a great number of Kabbalistic works.

3. Scholem approached Kabbalah as a religious phenomenon, more than either his predecessors or his successors did, 
and he attempted to describe it historically as well as phenomenologically. Therefore, he can be considered the 
founder of the phenomenology of Kabbalah. It is, however, significant that most of Scholem's discussions on 
phenomenological aspects of Kabbalah were written at a relatively later stage of his scholarly activity, many of them 
having been presented at the Ascona annual conferences. I suppose that this late turn toward a more 
phenomenological understanding of Kabbalah was the result of the need to present it to the particular type of 
audience that was characteristic of these symposia.

4. Last, Scholem, like Franck, regarded Kabbalah as a vital part of the Jewish religion, emphasizing its centrality for 
a proper understanding of its evolution. His emphasis upon the pluralism of Jewish thought enabled him to integrate 
within it Kabbalah and its offshoot, Sabbatianism. In his view, Judaism is whatever a given generation of Jews 
evolves as its expression.

Scholem began his scholarly activity by attempting to disclose the metaphysical substratum of Kabbalistic thought.80 
Although he never explicitly
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acknowledged it, he assumed that, on a deeper level, Kabbalah expresses a metaphysical reality that can be grasped 
by a proper hermeneutics, using historical, philological, and philosophical tools. 81 By decoding the symbols and 
discerning the lines of historical development of key concepts together with minute biobibliographical work, he 
attempted to approach the "mountain," namely, the core of that reality. He waited, as he himself confessed, to receive 
a hint coming from that core.82 I have no idea if he indeed received an intimation of this kind, for he did not commit 
to writing the presence or absence of such a call. What seems undeniable, however, is his conviction that Kabbalah 
may be a discipline that encompasses the quest of Kabbalists for the Divine and, seemingly, also their response to 
what they considered to be their contact with it. It is hard to describe Scholem's precise view on the relationship 
between these two subjects: the metaphysical core of Kabbalah and the "mountain," the core of reality. At least as far 
as the latter is concerned, however, he was apparently certain that academic research falls short of clarifying it. Was 
he of the same opinion regarding the inadequacy of these approaches to attain the metaphysical core of the 
Kabbalah? Scholem seems to have left no decisive answer. However, he gave explicit expression to his fear of 
deaththat is, spiritual deathas the result of academic preoccupations.83 Early in his life, he engaged in practical 
exercises based upon Abraham Abulafia's mystical techniques, as he told me in conversation and as he recorded 
shortly before his death in the Hebrew version of his autobiography.84 Taken together, these personal confessions 
may reveal his recognition that the scholarly approach has its limits; by transcending it through spiritual orientations, 
the scholar can be saved from the aridity of the academic, presumably by practicing some mode of spiritual 
experience.

This inference from Scholem's various statements must, however, be regarded more as a timid prescription than as a 
descriptive confession. If one wishes, Scholem may be considered as a theoretical mystic or a mystic in theory, as 
well as a theorist of Kabbalah.85 I use the term theoretical mystic not intending either a pejorative or a positive 
reflection upon his stand as a theorist. The common perceptions of his personality either solely as a historian or as a 
historiosopher unnecessarily reduce his spiritual physiognomy to his obvious and manifest activity, blatantly 
ignoring his own statements. Extraordinarily successful as Scholem was as a historian of mystical texts and ideas, he 
was, in his own eyes, rather a failure qua mystic, yet one who longed for mystical experience.86

Important contributions to the bibliography of Kabbalah and the analysis of its doctrines have been made by 
Alexander Altmann and Georges Vajda.
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Although their intellectual formation was independent of Scholem's, they accepted most of his historical and 
conceptual views on Kabbalah, contributing mainly to the study of the syntheses between philosophy and Kabbalah. 
87 Characteristic of their writings is the integration of Kabbalistic themes within their comprehensive studies along 
the line of the history of ideas, which included treatments of themes and motifs current in the Judeo-Arabic 
thought.88 Altmann has also contributed to research into the relationship between ancient Jewish material and 
Gnosticism, as well as the relationship between Kabbalah and postmedieval thought, both Renaissance and 
modern.89 The study of the philosophical-Kabbalistic synthesis was continued by younger scholars, such as Sarah 
Heller-Wilensky and David Blumenthal.90

The importance of Platonism for Jewish thought in general was stressed in Yizhak* Baer's studies on Second 
Commonwealth Judaism. Baer traced a significant number of ancient Jewish notions to the influence of Plato's 
thought either on the philosophy of Philo in Alexandria or on that of the Palestinian rabbis.91 Thus, a Platonic 
substratum was laid for Jewish mysticism; Baer refers in some footnotes to Kabbalistic formulations that reflect these 
older Jewish motifs.92 For the present, however, Baer's proposals have not been accepted by scholars; a deliberate 
ignoring of his assumptions can be seen in those works of Scholem and E. E. Urbach referring to issues he dealt with. 
Baer, however, has the merit of having offered an implicit alternative vision of the development of Jewish mysticism 
as a phenomenon growing organically from ancient to medieval times; notwithstanding certain shortcomings, such as 
his overemphasis of the importance of alien elementsmostly Greekon the emergence of Jewish thought in general, 
and mysticism in particular, his approach is the only post-Scholem endeavor to proceed along lines different from 
Scholem's. This fact, which deserves to be highlighted, stands in contrast to the basically conformist tendency 
characteristic of the academic study of Kabbalah following the crystallization of Scholem's theories on the evolution 
of Jewish mysticism.

This brief survey of Western European Jewish scholarship of Kabbalah shows a constancy of interest in the 
relationship of Kabbalah and philosophy. For Franck, Kabbalah was the "philosophie religieuse" of the Jews; for 
Munk, it was a ramification of Alexandrian speculations; for Krochmal, Kabbalah was appreciated as connected to 
the imaginative faculty, which is inferior to the intellectual oneagain, an implicit comparison to philosophy; even 
Amozegh, the nineteenth-century thinker most sympathetic to Kabbalah, repeatedly compared it to Neoplatonic 
views. In the approaches of these scholars one hears, mutatis mutandis, echoes of the Renaissance philosophiza-
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tion of Kabbalah and its critique as influenced by Neoplatonism; just as the Renaissance authors preferred the 
speculative aspects of this type of mysticism, neglecting its more practical and experiential sides, so did these 
nineteenth-century scholars. Kabbalah was envisaged as a peculiar type of esoteric knowledge, a Jewish "gnosis," 
rather than as a full-fledged mystical body of literature. This bias was partially accepted by modern scholars, 
including Scholem, who overstressed the importance of the speculative over the mystical; Kabbalistic symbolism is 
envisaged as a way to penetrate the texts and to understand the divine structure, rather than as a path to experiencing 
the divinely revealed texts. According to these scholars, Kabbalah is less a religious phenomenon using philosophical 
terminology in order to express idiosyncratic views than a philosophy reminiscent of other brands of speculations, 
albeit expressed in strange terms. Finally, the centrality of the discussions of the commandments and the particular 
manner of their performance were attenuated, if not completely eliminateda tendency that can easily be understood 
against the background of the religious changes that had been taking place since nineteenth-century Western 
Judaism. 93

In my description of the scholarly views of Kabbalah as they evolved from the Renaissance period, the affinity and 
resemblance of philosophy and Kabbalah, and of Gnosticism and Kabbalah, were the main foci of discussion. At this 
stage of our survey, some brief remarks on the relationship between Kabbalah and two other Jewish mystical 
movements that emerged at the same time it did would be pertinent.

Roughly speaking, the history of Kabbalah has been regarded as including two main stages: the Spanish one, from 
the beginning of the thirteenth century until 1492 when the Jews were expelled from Spain, and the Safedian one, 
which flourished during the second and third quarters of the sixteenth century. The most important Kabbalistic 
systems were composed in one or another of these centers, and from there they radiated throughout the entire Jewish 
world. But at least two additional centers have contributed certain esoteric traditions and concepts and the authority 
of their spiritual masters to the larger river of Kabbalistic lore. I refer to Ashkenazic Hasidism* of the Franco-
German provinces during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and the Hasidism that flourished in the EastEgypt, the 
Land of Israel, and their environsfrom the beginning of the thirteenth century. Although the mystical literature 
written in these centers has been studied per se, the impact for the history of Kabbalah of the ideas that were 
transmitted or emerged there has not been sufficiently evaluated.
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A relatively long series of studies has been devoted to the subject of Ashkenazic Hasidism * over the last century; 
several papers and books of Abraham Epstein,94 Jekutiel Kamelhar,95 Yizhak* Baer,96 Gershom Scholem,97 
Joseph Dan,98 Georges Vajda,99 E. E. Urbach,100 Haym* Soloveitchik,101 Ivan Marcus,102 and Abraham 
Grossman103 have succeeded in elucidating several bibliographical, conceptual, and social questions related to this 
body of mystical literature. The publication of some important texts by Dan104 and Vajda105 has contributed to a 
better acquaintance by modern scholars with this domain of Jewish mysticism. The problematics of the relationship 
between Kabbalah and Ashkenazic Hasidism, however, have been dealt with only peripherally, most such 
discussions dealing with the influence of Kabbalah on the Hasidic* masters.106 Scholem noted the arrival of Sefer 
ha-Bahir from Ashkenaz to Provence107 and the occurrence of theosophical motifs in a work of R. Eleazar of 
Worms;108 Dan elaborated upon the details related to these motifs,109 and his final conclusion is: ''It seems that we 
may say that the Ashkenazi Hasidim* did not know the Kabbalah as it was known to the sages of Provence, and even 
in those instances when quasi-Kabbalistic or proto-Kabbalistic sources were available to them, the Kabbalist-Gnostic 
element was unknown to them."110 Therefore, he concludes, it seems that we must regard "Ashkenazic Hasidism as 
a speculative movement, totally separated from the Kabbalah, at least until the middle of the thirteenth century."111 
These clearcut assessments issued by the most important authority on the thought of Ashkenazic Hasidism remain, 
for the time being, le dernier cri on the question of the influence of Hasidic thought upon the early Kabbalah. It 
seems to me that the entire question must be reopened on the ground of the existence of additional "Gnostic" motifs 
in Hasidic texts. Moreover, quotations by R. Jacob ben Sheshet and Nahmanides* of ideas from Ashkenazic 
Hasidism seem to be symptomatic of the greater influence exercised by Ashkenazic theology on the early 
Kabbalists.112 As we shall see later, in the second half of the thirteenth century mystical techniques penetrated 
Spanish Kabbalah in various ways.113

The emergence in the East of a center of Jewish mysticism based upon Sufic elements remained, until the end of the 
thirteenth century, without influence on the European Kabbalah.114 Such Hasidic-Sufic* masters as R. Abraham ben 
Moses (Maimonides) and his followers did not make use of either theosophical or ecstatic Kabbalistic elements; but 
as late as the last two decades of the thirteenth century, an encounter took place between the ecstatic Kabbalah of 
Abraham Abulafia and Sufic elements, apparently in the Galilee.115 This synthesis may have been eased by the 
previous existence of Sufic motifs in
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Eastern Jewish Hasidism * of the thirteenth century, although there is no solid evidence of the intermediary role 
played by this Jewish Arabic-language mystical literature in the infiltration of Sufism into Kabbalah. It may well be 
that some Jewish scholars in Galilee introduced Sufic concepts and practices directly from Muslim Sufism, then 
flowering in Damascus. The possible later influence of Sufic Hasidism on Kabbalah is still a matter for analysis in 
further studies.116 S. Pines has recently traced the impact of some Ismaili doctrines on Kabbalah, opening an avenue 
that seems promising for further research.117

Finally, the relationship between Kabbalah and such classical Jewish literary genres as Midrash and Halakhah has 
been largely neglected by modern scholarship, an outstanding exception being Jacob Katz's recent pioneering 
treatment of the relationship between Kabbalah and Halakhah.118
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Chapter 2
Methodological Observations

Gershom Scholem's works and the significant contributions of his contemporaries have served to gain considerable 
respectability for the academic study of Kabbalah. Nevertheless, Kabbalah does not yet enjoy the same degree of 
honor as Islamic, Hindu, and Buddhist mysticism. Only rarely are Kabbalistic concepts or ideas mentioned in 
comparative studies, and even then discussions are based almost invariably upon secondhand material; the works of 
Scholem or, in some rare cases, translations of the texts. 1 What is troubling about this state of affairs is not, 
however, the paucity of references to Jewish mysticism per se but the manner in which it is referred to even by 
serious scholars. On more than one occasion, some of these scholars, working in the field of Judaica or in 
comparative religion, have tended to the notion that his views on Kabbalah are tantamount to Kabbalah itself. The 
usual caution associated with scholarly research seems to be absent here; there is a widespread failure to distinguish 
between the authentic material and the opinions of scholars on the content of this material. Far more than in other 
fields, we encounter references to the view of the Kabbalah that are based solely upon Scholem's own assertions. 
This identification is problematic in several respects, and it may be helpful to elaborate upon the reasons for it.

I
Quantitative Quandaries

First, one generally unnoticed fact is the huge quantity of Kabbalistic works. At present, there is no comprehensive 
bibliographical survey of this body of literature in its entirety. We are in complete darkness
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as to the number of the thousands of Kabbalistic works and fragments, most of which are still in manuscripts and a 
great number of which are anonymous or unidentified; furthermore, even a list of the names of the Kabbalists is still 
unavailable. Great efforts to peruse this literature were made by Scholem, who, from the 1930s, roamed tirelessly 
through the libraries of Europe to this end. On the basis of these efforts, he produced some important bibliographic 
studies; one of them, written in 1933, which deals with the genre of treatises devoted to the explanation of the 
scheme of ten Sefirot, alone comprised at the time 130 entries, most of them extant solely in manuscripts and most of 
them anonymous. 2

Second, the difficulties involved in mastering this enormous body of writings are numerous; I shall dwell at present 
only on the most important ones. First, the selection of books chosen to be described bibliographically and to be used 
in phenomenological analyses itself had a decisive impact upon the picture offered of the field. The concentration of 
efforts on a particular field immediately gave an unexpected importance to that figure or school. A balanced 
approach is, in this incipient stage of research in Kabbalah, utopian. To illustrate: Scholem spent years collecting 
every piece of evidence concerning the various stages of the Sabbatian movement, focusing on every historical detail 
regarding the lives of Sabbatai Sevi* and Nathan of Gaza, whereas, in contrast, influential works of such central 
mystical figures as R. Moses Hayyim* Luzzato or R. Nahman* of Bratslav were only rarely mentioned by Scholem. 
Another example: Scholem was deeply interested in Abraham Abulafia and his works, devoting an entire chapter in 
his Major Trends to him, as well as some lectures published in mimeograph form in Hebrew. But in a series of 
studies on Kabbalistic subjects to which Abulafia's thought is pertinent, he is not mentioned at all. Thus, Scholem's 
discusssion of the meaning of the Torah and Kabbalistic hermeneutics omits certain ideas found in Abulafia's works 
that are indispensable to a full description of the subject.3 The same is true of Scholem's treatment of devekut, as we 
shall see in chapter 4. When the quantity of material is overwhelming and a scholar is nevertheless interested in 
providing a comprehensive survey, such an effort is likely to be biased either by technical factorsfor example, the 
greater availability of works in print over those in manuscriptor by conceptual presuppositions on the centrality or 
importance of a given figure, school, or work. I should like to stress that, in the present state of research, an adequate 
and balanced description of Kabbalistic lore is impossible, a fault that lies in the very nature of the material.

The fact that Scholem did not write a comprehensive history of Jewish mysticism, but confined his scholarly activity 
to descriptions of major trends
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and schools, testifies to his awareness that it would have been improper to attempt such a grandiose project, given the 
sheer quantity of Kabbalistic treatises that have never been analyzed by any scholar and the continued obscurity of 
the material in manuscripts. It goes without saying that my attempt here to survey central Kabbalistic concepts 
suffers from the same deficiencies. It has nevertheless been undertaken in order to supply insights resulting either 
from my perusal of Kabbalistic material unavailable to Scholem (some has been unearthed only since the late sixties) 
or from my focusing on portions of the material that were dealt with by Scholem only in passing. The very fact that a 
substantial number of the quotations cited in the following discussions stem from manuscript sources illustrates the 
need to return to the path opened by Scholem and explore available manuscripts before attempting more general 
discussions of the nature of Kabbalah. The need to broaden the range of Kabbalistic literature serving as the raw 
material for integrative approaches would seem to be an imperative that has often been neglected since Scholem's 
basic studies were published.

But the exploration of new material is not the only, or even the most important, object of this proposed return to 
neglected manuscripts. Even a rereading of texts studied by Scholem may yield interesting new findings; newly 
discovered manuscripts may offer better readings that will alter conclusions based upon inferior versions, and the 
study of the context of some quotations cited by Scholem may at times foster different interpretations.

II
Lost Material

The problems posed by Kabbalistic literature, however, transcend the quantitative quandaries. Even the totality of the 
printed works and manuscripts, notwithstanding their huge number, hardly encompasses the whole of Kabbalistic 
lore, for at least two reasons. The more obvious, although less important, reason is the loss of several interesting 
books written by central Kabbalistic figures, the loss having been caused in part by the vicissitudes of Jewish history; 
pogroms and expulsions are not conducive to the preservation of unique manuscripts. This seems to be the reason, 
for example, for the loss of some of the writings of R. Moses of Burgos, R. Moses de Leon, 4 R. Isaac of Acre5 and 
R. Abraham ben Eliezer ha-Levi.6

Another important reason for the disappearance of Kabbalistic works was the self-censorship imposed by the 
Kabbalists themselves. The loss of Abraham Abulafia's prophetic works,7 the fragmentary nature of the extant 
portions of Sefer ha-Meshiv,8 and the reduction of R. Joseph Karo's maggidic revelations
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to one-fiftieth of the original, 9 are sufficient examples of the tendency to suppress certain extreme aspects of Jewish 
mysticism. The survival of certain unique manuscripts in remote corners of the Jewish universe, such as Dublin, Palo 
Alto, and Melbourne, is evidence of the uncertain fate of these works.

III
The Problem of Oral Transmission

Yet in comparison to the corpus of Kabbalistic writings in our possession today, the total loss is not so great. Even 
during the period of the expulsion from Spain and Portugal, when the most important center of Kabbalah was 
destroyed, a list of the books lost would include hardly more than ten items. More important is the loss of Kabbalistic 
material that was never written down because it was in principle not intended to be committed to writing. When we 
attempt to reconstruct the various concepts of the different Kabbalistic schools, we must remind ourselves that these 
ideas were meant, from the beginning, to be limited to a small intellectual elite. The main medium of transmission of 
these traditions was, as the Kabbalists themselves indicate time and again, oral teaching. Although this fact is clear 
from a variety of Kabbalistic sources, modern research has failed to draw the implications from this major 
characteristic of Jewish mysticism.

There seem to be at least two main conclusions to be drawn from the perception of Kabbalah as an oral teaching 
during its formative period. The first, and more important, one is the necessity to presume the existence of oral stages 
preceding the earliest written documents of Kabbalah. The explicit statements of some important early figures are 
irrefutable evidence for the existence of esoteric traditions several generations before they were first committed to 
writing. In a document discovered and published by Scholem, R. Isaac the Blind, the teacher of several early 
Kabbalists, indicates that his father as well as his ancestors were unwilling to commit Kabbalistic matters to 
writing.10 Nahmanides*, another teacher of Kabbalah and an outstanding figure in the Jewish world generally, 
likewise warns those interested in Jewish esotericism to study it solely from authoritative masters, as this lore could 
be revealed only orally.11 Moreover, such masters of Ashkenazic esotericism as R. Eleazar of Worms refer to a long 
genealogy of ancestors who handed down the secrets of prayer that were finally committed to writing only by them 
under very peculiar historical circumstances.12 The people I just mentionedR. Abraham ben David, father of R. Isaac 
the Blind; Nahmanides; and the Ashkenazic Hasidim*exemplify what I suppose to be the conservative mind of 
medieval rabbinism. It hardly seems likely that these persons would
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formulate new ideas that they would later present as the esoteric meaning of Judaism. Moreover, the manner in 
which some of them wrote down the earliest esoteric traditions, whether Provençal or Ashkenazic, attests to the fact 
that these texts reflect prior stages. We must particularly consider the fact that both the remnants of the works of R. 
Isaac the Blind and those of his contemporaries, such as R. Eleazar of Worms, are elaborate bodies of mystical 
thought that, although they may be difficult to understand, nevertheless reflect comprehensive approaches rather than 
brief insights or remarks. The fullness of these first mystical documents thus reflects earlier stages of development 
that have eluded historical documentation. 13

I must note that this remark is not to be understood as an assertion of the antiquity of the Kabbalah. Without here 
entering into this highly complicated question, I would like to stress that Kabbalah may well be the result of certain 
religious developments without, however, stemming in its entirety from such earlier periods.

The importance of oral transmission was not drastically attenuated by the appearance of the Kabbala in the historical 
arena. Evidence of oral transmission can be easily adduced from a multitude of texts, even following the composition 
of the first Kabbalistic documents. I shall refer to only a few examples. The earliest statements on this subject by R. 
Isaac the Blind and Nahmanides* have already been mentioned. It should be noted, too, that certain Kabbalistic ideas 
were transmitted orally even to Kabbalists, and only after they attained the age of forty. As late as the early 
fourteenth century, a Kabbalist such R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon was ready to compose a supercommentary to 
Nahmanides' hints of Kabbalistic secrets, but repeatedly mentioned that there were also matters that could not be 
revealed. Replying to a letter from one of his students who asked him to explain a certain Kabbalistic matter, R. 
Shem Tov wrote that he had not revealed it when he was teaching him because the student was then younger than 
forty; now that he had reached this age, he was far away, and such an issue could not be committed to writing.14 
Thus, we can readily see that, more than 150 years following the emergence of historical Kabbalah, some of its tenets 
were withheld even from relatively mature Kabbalists.

This example illustrates the need to distinguish carefully between what was understood as Kabbalah according to 
Kabbalistic masters, who revealed it only fragmentarily, and what contemporary scholars, who assumed that the 
discipline was disclosed in written documents, believed to be Kabbalah. It is reasonable to suppose that those 
Kabbalistic matters that were kept secret even from younger Kabbalists concerned sensitive pivotal subjects. Hence, 
if we do not attempt to uncover the hidden problems of the Kabbalists and to decode
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them, our view of Kabbalah may be, at least to a certain extent, misleading. As far as I know, consciousness of this 
methodological question is absent in modern research of Kabbalah; rather, this lore is described and analyzed on the 
implicit assumption that all major Kabbalistic views are presented as such in documents in an articulate manner.

Another important indicator of the crucial role of oral traditions can be found in Kabbalistic epistles and responsa, 
which afford a better understanding of Kabbalah. The short discussions contained in the epistles of R. Isaac the Blind 
addressed to R. Jonah Gerondi and Nahmanides *, in the letters of R. Abraham Abulafia, and especially in the 
responsa of R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid* to his students contain a variety of major subjects, some of which are 
unknown from other sources. At least in the case of R. David, in responsa intended for his students rather than for the 
public, certain issues are discussed in such a way as to provide clues to his esoteric doctrines. Other Kabbalistic 
masters who did not write down their views, such as R. Solomon ibn Adret, were frequently quoted by their students, 
providing conclusive evidence for the oral transmission of Kabbalistic tradition.

At this stage in the research of Kabbalah, it is difficult to evaluate the depth of the changes in our view of Kabbalah 
that could be brought about by a decoding of some esoteric layers of Kabbalah. It may be possible, through an 
analysis of R. David ben Yehudah's responsa, to fathom a level of theosophical and mystical doctrines hitherto 
unnoticed by modern research.15 The existence of advanced states of ecstatic Kabbalah, taught orally, is suggested 
by the question the anonymous Kabbalist who authored the book Sha'arey Zedek* asked his master: "In heaven's 
name, can you perhaps impart to me some power to enable me to bear this force emerging from my heart and receive 
influx from it?"16 I would suppose that further discoveries of Kabbalists' epistles and responsa will entail major 
corrections in the academic understanding of Kabbalah. So much for the problems posed by the texts and their 
transmission.

IV
An Appraisal of a Phenomenological Approach

Concentration on the philological-historical approach has resulted in the nearly complete rejection of the comparative 
study of Jewish mysticism. This concentration on texts and Kabbalistic figures, rather than on concepts and systems, 
was from the outset Scholem's approach. Despite his vast erudition in a large variety of religious cultures, he 
apparently chose textology over the comparative approacha decision easily understood against the background of the 
need to carry on the hard work of preparing the first detailed inquiries
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into the entire Jewish mystical tradition. Bibliographical, historical, and textual research demanded a deliberate 
postponement of more elaborate comparisons of Kabbalah to other religious structures of thought, which would have 
had to be speculative, hence premature. We find no more than passing remarks on Gnostic, Catharic, or Christian 
sources in Scholem's works. Despite his recurrent insistence upon the influence of Gnosticism upon Kabbalah, he 
never presented in his published works a thorough treatment of the relationship of the two.

What I perceive as a conscious refrain in the founder of modern Kabbalah research, however, became in time a tacit 
ideology. For most of his students and followers, Scholem's initial commitment to the centrality of text study became 
an inert ideology of textology. 17 Even when the first stages of historical-textual studies were far in the past, the 
approach was not enriched by additional perspectives.18 Despite the great number of studies on Kabbalah published 
since the late 1940s, mostly in Hebrew, the names of Mircea Eliade or R. C. Zaehner, not to mention Claude Lévi-
Strauss, Gerardus Van der Leeuw, Victor Turner, and Paul Ricoeur, have been almost totally ignored. Only such 
"stars" of research of mystical thought as Ernst Cassirer or Evelyn Underhill occasionally shine in the firmament of 
these studies. These remarks, it should be noted, refer to the one-sided approach to texts based upon mythical and 
mystical concepts without taking into account the major developments in recent research of myth, symbolism, and 
mysticism. A striking lack of novel theories of the nature of Jewish mysticism that differ from those of Scholem is 
the result of this limited scope. His views have been repeated time and again with no proper attempt to add new 
theoretical perspectives influenced by modern research in comparative religion.19

I would like to be properly understood: I prefer a solid textological study to a bad comparative one. But the 
narrowness of textology when it alone is applied to mystical literature ought to be self-evident. On the other hand, I 
consider the simplistic addition of some comparative type of studies to textology to be equally pernicious. Let us 
take, for example, Mircea Eliade's booklets on comparative issues. The generalizations so characteristic of his later 
stage of research are only rarely sustained by textual evidence. The hybristic endeavors of Eliade to discover the 
"patterns" of religions can be compared only to the attempts of Jungian psychoanalysis to unfold the archetypes of 
the human psyche; their Platonic perspectives are highly reductionist and hermeneutical approaches to the variety of 
religious experiences and concepts. The mechanical application of the results of such types of research to Kabbalistic 
materials can only obfuscate an appropriate understanding of them. A strenuous effort to
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become aware of the possibilities inherent in various fields of modern religious research can, one hopes, fertilize the 
aridity of the conceptual approach to Kabbalah in the last decades. Only a balanced combination of textual and 
comparative approaches to Kabbalistic material will contribute to a better formulation of the unique nature of certain 
Kabbalistic views. The comparative approach, at least as practiced by Eliade, tends to ignore the unique features of 
any given religious structure; through sound textological examination the characteristics of a given mystical 
phenomenon can be retained, while its uniqueness, if and where it exists, can be placed in proper relief by its 
comparison to related phenomena.

Because of scholars' restraint in regard to utilizing current concepts and notions of comparative and 
phenomenological studies of religion, they have rarely succeeded in integrating the study of Kabbalah into the larger 
discussion of mysticism. Kabbalah has seldom merited mention in the studies of Joachim Wach, R. C. Zaehner, W. 
T. Stace, and Frits Staal. Moreover, the structure of Kabbalistic thought has been only poorly elucidated in a 
conceptual manner, which could fructify the modern research of religion in general and mysticism in particular. 
More than any other statements of Scholem, his assertion that unio mystica is absent in Jewish mysticism has been 
repeated by scholars of general mysticism. 20

This last observation expresses the possibility or probability that Kabbalah was actually a practical-experiential type 
of mysticism more than a speculative theory. It was comprehensive, as it commonly included both mystical 
perceptions of being and attempts to modify it. A scholar who approaches Kabbalistic literature only textologically 
(almost the single main perspective in present research) is unable to be sensitive to vital aspects of Kabbalistic 
phenomena. I have already discussed the possible contributions of comparative study to a more precise 
understanding of this lore. But there is no reason to refrain from careful use of other branches of humanistic 
studiesfor example, psychology. This field has provided a great variety of theories concerning the human psyche and 
its processes. As some Kabbalists refer covertly or overtly to spiritual experiences, we cannot neglect the 
contribution of one or another psychological theory to the fathoming of certain Kabbalistic phenomena. Again, 
Scholem avoided the use of psychological theories or concepts. Indeed, the quotations from Kabbalistic literature and 
their analysis by one of Scholem's great contemporaries, Carl Jung, are problematic.

Jung's interest in Kabbalah was great, and he even dreamed "Kabbalistic" dreams. But this interest in and even 
identification with Kabbalistic conceptions cannot mitigate his sheer misunderstanding of his sources and his
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reductionist approach to these texts. Although the same criticism can hold regarding Jung's analysis of other types of 
literature, such as alchemic, Gnostic, or Hindu texts, I am doubtful, at least insofar as Kabbalah is concerned, 
whether anything substantial can be learned from Jung's discussion of the particular passages he quotes in his works. 
I would like to stress, however, that more careful attempts to use Jungian conceptions may nevertheless be useful for 
certain aspects of Kabbalistic mysticism, such as, for example, the understanding of the Kabbalistic circle that 
appeared during revelatory experiences. 21 Furthermore, analysis of the psychological implications of using 
Kabbalistic techniques to attain paranormal experiences cannot be avoided. If the approach proposed here to see 
Kabbalah far more in terms of experiential phenomena than has been previously done is correct, then psychology, as 
an invaluable tool, must gradually be integrated into future study of this kind of mysticism.

V
Between Scholars and Mystics

It has been suggested that practical involvement of the scholar of mysticism in the mystical experience itself can 
contribute to his better understanding of the mystical phenomena. This assertion seems to me problematic, albeit not 
devoid of some truth. An experience undergone by a given individual may be highly idiosyncratic, so that any use of 
his own impressions and feelings in order to better understand and express those of another person may be 
misleading to the same extent that they are helpful. But contact with Kabbalists who both study and conduct their 
lives in accordance with the requirements of the Kabbalah can enrich the academic vision of what Kabbalah is. 
Direct contact with the manner in which Kabbalists approach mystical texts during their studies, the sight of 
Kabbalists praying, and especially, discussions with them regarding mystical issues can substantially contribute to 
the crystallization of the scholar's perception of Kabbalah. Strangely enough, despite the close proximity of 
Kabbalistic circles in Jerusalem and Benai Barak to the academic centers for the study of Kabbalah, such contacts are 
not regarded by the academic establishment as productive, all research in Kabbalah instead being focused exclusively 
on written texts. For this reason, no up-to-date picture is available on current Kabbalistic thought. More than one 
hundred years after ethnologists came to regard the collection of data and contact with remote tribes as essential for 
their descriptive work, and two decades after the introduction of the psychophysiological study of mystical 
experiences, researchers in Jewish mysticism work exclusively in relation to
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texts, without even an awareness of the necessity of making the acquaintance of their close neighbors, the Kabbalists.

The establishment of contacts between academicians and Kabbalists involves certain difficulties in comparison with 
the ethnologists' need to meet members of primitive cultures, but, obviously, it also has its own facilities. The latter 
are numerous: the scholar and the Kabbalist share a considerable body of knowledge of exoteric religious issues from 
the outset; they speak the same language (or languagesto the extent that knowledge of Yiddish is widespread among 
scholars of Hasidism *); they have both already studied a certain amount of esoteric literature. But the stumbling 
blocks are great, although not insurmountable. The Kabbalist is, at the outset, suspicious of the strange ''monstrosity" 
he is going to meet: a nonreligious personsuch are most of the scholars of Kabbalahwho is involved in the study of 
the Holy of Holies of Judaism, a realm reserved, according to the Kabbalists, for the very few and even saintly 
persons who are already accomplished students of halakhah. But notwithstanding any initial reticence, a dialogue is 
not impossible, even for women scholars, who arefrom the traditional Jewish perspectivenot supposed to study 
Kabbalah at all. More problematic is the great difference in their respective perceptions of texts and concepts, 
inherent in the difference between the academic attitude and the traditional one. The historicist bias of the academic 
perspective, if not coupled with the sensibility that grows out of the phenomenological effort to understand a 
mystical phenomenon as an entity in itself, may cut the dialogue short at the beginning. For example, modern 
research is notorious in religious circles for its denial of R. Simeon bar Yohai*'s authorship of the Zohar, a very 
important issue for the Kabbalists. Thus concentration on historical problems may constitute a minefield in the way 
of further discussion.

One may ask why a Kabbalist would wish to embark on such a suspicious dialogue. The reasons on the part of the 
academician are obvious. He may enrich himself both as a person and as a scholar through his direct contact with a 
mentality he attempts to penetrate; moreover, he may learn of traditions that are circulating only orally or of the 
existence of manuscripts otherwise unknown. On the other hand, the Kabbalists today are in a strange situation: at 
times they are isolated individuals in their own milieu, even when they are leading figures. Interested in a more 
nuanced self-definition, they may endeavor to stand face to face even with the "heretical" academy. In addition, the 
great achievements of academic studies in the fields of bibliography and history of Kabbalah turn the scholar into a 
potential source of information regarding certain technical details, even for the most erudite among the
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Kabbalists. The systematic classification of biobibliographical knowledge of Kabbalah in the academic world far 
outstrips the poor acquaintance of the Kabbalists with this particular area. Now, for the first time, academicians can 
not only learn from the Kabbalists and their works but also help them by providing information on manuscripts or 
biographical data on Kabbalists that would otherwise be inaccessible to them.

VI
Jewish Mysticism as an Experiential Lore

The impression received from a perusal of the scholarly descriptions of Kabbalah is that of a system of theosophical 
conceptions, various beliefs, and hermeneutical devices. Kabbalah is often presented as a body of theoretical lore, 
more a gnosis than a practical or experiential attitude to reality. Before we discuss the problems entailed in this 
theoretical perception of Kabbalah, it would be helpful to consider the manner in which modern scholars view the 
earlier, preceding stages of Jewish mysticism.

Scholem repeatedly presented the literature of the Heikhalot or the Merkavah as a body of mystical teachings also 
embodying descriptions of mystical experiences. Since the beginning of the present decade, however, some scholars 
have insisted upon the nonexperiential nature of the various works forming this literature. Some, such as E. E. 
Urbach, have depicted some of the mystical descriptions belonging to the Heikhalot literature as elaborations upon 
prior discussions in the Talmud and Midrash concerning the experience of revelation at Sinai. 22 According to this 
view, the proper approach to these texts is literary: the uncovering of their written source transforms these seemingly 
mystical texts into literary elaborations of earlier material, a perspective adopted as well by David Halperin.23 
Minute inspection of the manuscripts of the Heikhalot texts led Peter Schäfer to the conclusion that these works are 
redactions of earlier traditions, implicitly reducing the possibility of regarding them as descriptions of authentic 
mystical experiences.24 For the time being, this "literary" approach is the dominant one.

The next step in the development of Jewish mysticism, Ashkenazic Hasidism*, has been described as an "esoteric 
theology" rather than a properly mystical movement.25 There is sufficient evidence, however, to justify the attempt 
to present the experiential facets of this theology. Various references to figures from the Rhineland and northern 
France as "prophets" and the existence of techniques implying a deep interest in experimental mysticism are solid 
proof for the occurrence of mystical experiences also among the Franco-German authors; but again, no one has 
initiated such a project.26
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Scholars have analyzed the literary structures of some Kabbalistic treatises and engaged in lengthy discussions on the 
nature of the Sefirot, of the source of evil, of the feminine aspects in the divine realm, and so on. To understand 
Kabbalah is, accordingly, seen as tantamount to understanding its tenets. This approach is not new; it has been in use 
since the Renaissance, when Christian authors interested in occult lores involved themselves in the study of the 
Kabbalah. For them, Kabbalah was primarily a concealed philosophy whose inner message had to be decoded, owing 
to the obscurity of its terminology and symbolism. 27 This attitude was also embraced by various thinkers of the 
Enlightenment period and ultimately adopted by modern researchers of Kabbalah.28

But the evaluation of Kabbalah as predominantly theoretical rather than practical is misleading. Although the large 
body of printed Kabbalistical literature indeed deals with theoretical issues, an understanding of Kabbalah based 
primarily upon this material is highly problematic, as it cannot be aptly appreciated without taking into consideration 
what seems to me to be the ultimate goals of Kabbalah. According to the perceptions of the Kabbalists themselves, 
this lore is primarily practical and experiential, and only secondarily theoretical. The practical and experiential 
aspects, however, are found mainly in manuscript treatises, which were intentionally preserved for the use of the few. 
It is sufficient to mention here the scores of R. Abraham Abulafia's works, including several handbooks of mystical 
techniques that were never printed. The many books written by Kabbalists belonging to the school of ecstatic 
Kabbalah likewise remained in manuscript, including the fourth gate of R. Hayyim* Vital's Sha'arey Kedushah, 
which is heavily influenced by this branch of Kabbalah. Another major example of suppression is the voluminous 
Sefer ha-Meshiv, a text that originally consisted, as I understand it, of several hundred folios. Despite its influence on 
Safedian Kabbalah as well as on Sabbatian thought, substantial parts were never published, and others were 
apparently lost. This work includes divine and angelic revelations, as well as instructions on how to attain them. The 
Kabbalists considered both the content of the revelations and the techniqueswhich shall be discussed belowtoo 
sensitive to be published for a large audience. Yet the academic study of Kabbalah has neglected even this 
masterwork of Kabbalistic mysticism.

Another major genre of Kabbalistic literature that has passed nearly unnoticed by scholars is the extensive literature 
concerning the rationales for the commandments. As I have already remarked, since Kabbalah's beginnings as a 
historical phenomenon, Kabbalists produced an impressive number of
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theosophico-theurgical commentaries on the commandmentsseveral thousand folios. Only a small part of these were 
published, the other, greater portion remaining in manuscript form. The contents of this field of Kabbalah have been 
neglected by scholarly research. The publication and detailed analysis of this material, which is of great importance 
for a more profound understanding of the spiritual aspect of Kabbalah, may contribute to a change in our perception 
of this lore from a theoretical to a more practical and experiential emphasis. Through performing the commandments 
with Kabbalistic intentions, a Kabbalist not only was acting according to a prescribed and fixed ritual but also was 
entering into a particular experience of participating in, and influencing, the divine life. This statement can easily be 
exemplified through a specific, though common, commandment: prayer. Although this particular commandment was 
analyzed more than any other, some of the Kabbalistic commentaries on prayer are still in manuscript, ignored by 
those scholars who have surveyed mystical prayer in Judaism. Even the scores of commentaries on the 
prayerbooksome of which are highly interesting, such as those of Moses Cordovero or Naftali Hirtz Trevesremained 
beyond the scope of various studies on prayer. This neglect has affected a large portion of Kabbalistic literature and 
contributed to the formation of a one-sided image of the nature of Kabbalah. Furthermore, appropriate analyses of 
these types of literature could catalyze an interesting transformation in our understanding of the role played by the 
theoretical element in Kabbalistic literature in the Kabbalists' mystical life.

Being for the most part a topography of the divine realm, this theoretical literature served more as a map than as 
speculative description. Maps, as we know, are intended to enable a person to fulfill a journey; for the Kabbalists, the 
mystical experience was such a journey. Though I cannot assert that every "theoretical" work indeed served such a 
use, this seems to have been the main purpose of the greatest part of this literature. I likewise presume that there were 
Kabbalists who never undertook mystical journeys, but were content to collect, classify, and afterward describe the 
material stemming from the labors of their predecessors or colleagues, just as one can sketch a map without ever 
having actually seen the territory involved. This reservation notwithstanding, however, an organic conception of the 
various bodies of Kabbalistic literature may reveal unexpected affinities among seemingly disparate literary genres; 
thus, for example, commentaries on the ten Sefirot may serve as aids for the performance of commandments, or for 
praying, with Kabbalistic intention.
  

< previous page page_29 next page >



< previous page page_30 next page >
Page 30

VII
Kabbalah:
A Gnostic Repercussion?

Finally, some historical remarks may be in order here. Scholem's theory of the emergence of Kabbalah in Provence 
was based on the assumption that this religious phenomenon was the result of the merger of older Gnostic motifs or 
traditions with Neoplatonic philosophy. 29 This assumption was never substantiated by a separate study of the topic 
as such, although Scholem did eventually refer to what he considered to be parallels between early Kabbalistic 
material, mostly in Sefer ha-Bahir, and Gnostic motifs. The latter, however, were only rarely discussed in detail,30 
and the impression left is that Scholem considered the "novel" elements in the Kabbalistic version of Judaism as 
ancient traditions that infiltrated Jewish circles, were esoterically passed down within these closed circles, and 
eventually surfaced in late twelfth-century Provence, where they were combined with Neoplatonic concepts. This 
notion of the emergence of the theories of the Kabbalah theoretically allows for the contributions of the earlier strata 
of Jewish thought: Talmud and Midrash, Heikhalot literature, piyyut and Jewish philosophy, and, finally, Ashkenazic 
Hasidism*. Practically none of these, however, was envisaged as a major source of those elements that constitute the 
peculiar physiognomy of the Kabbalistic phenomenon; basically, Kabbalah was seen as the result of an outbreak of 
new ideas that reinterpreted rabbinic Judaism according to religious categories comparatively alien in the literature of 
classical Judaism. Scholem's efforts were thus directed toward the uncovering of the Gnostic and Neoplatonic 
concepts that underlay early Kabbalah; although he considered it a Jewish phenomenon, he endeavored to explain its 
roots as belonging to non-Jewish intellectual universes.31 This is, mutatis mutandis, a much more elaborated, 
detailed, and documented version of the perspective of Adolphe Franck and Heinrich Graetz.

This vision of Kabbalah as Jewish Gnosticism is an organic sequel to Scholem's understanding of Heikhalot literature 
as a "Gnostic" phenomenon. This "Gnostification" of Jewish mysticismwhich was later continued in Scholem's view 
of Sabbatianismtook place in a particular intellectual atmosphere, in which Hans Jonas's works had begun to be 
influential. It is worthwhile examining the relationship between Gnosticism and Jewish mysticism against the 
background of modern studies on Gnosticism. Research undertaken in recent decades seems to have contributed a 
novel approach to the long-debated problem of the origins of Gnostic thought. Far more than did scholars in the first 
half of the twentieth century, contemporary scholars of Gnosticism refer to Jewish influence on the emerging Gnostic 
literature; the
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studies of Gilles Quispel, 32 George MacRae,33 B. Pearson,34 Gedaliahu Stroumsa,35 and Jarl Fossum36 have 
altered the earlier Iranian-Egyptian-Greek explanations of Gnosticism.37 The potentially far-reaching significance of 
these modern studies for the history of Jewish mysticism has not yet been noticed. The assumption that Jewish 
mythologoumena were influential on ancient Gnostic literature, but not the other way around, allows for a 
completely different hypothesis for the sources of Kabbalah.

If the parallels noted by Scholem are indeed more than accidental resemblances, but reflect historical affinities, then I 
would propose another explanation: ancient Jewish motifs that penetrated Gnostic texts remained at the same time 
the patrimony of Jewish thought and continued to be transmitted in Jewish circles, ultimately providing the 
conceptual framework of Kabbalah. This theory postulates a long series of links that cannot be proven by the extant 
Jewish texts; however, this difficulty also holds if we accept Scholem's theory that the earliest Kabbalistic documents 
derived from ancient Gnostic traditions. Furthermore, the assumption that the so-called Gnostic elements that were 
formative factors in early Kabbalah were originally non-Jewish cannot explain why Jews were interested in 
absorbing them in general and how they came to be understood as the esoteric interpretation of Judaism. 
Furthermore, if such a metamorphosis indeed took place in antiquity and remained subterranean, it is hardly 
reasonable to assume that the first Kabbalists, some of whom were members of the rabbinic establishment, would be 
prepared to accept these traditions as constituting an authoritative understanding of Jewish texts. Such experts in 
texts as R. Abraham ben David, Nahmanides*, or R. Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret can hardly be described as 
naive thinkers who would accept, as the mystical core of Judaism, traditions that were in principle unrelated to it. 
Because such a stance would have been highly uncharacteristic of these men, the misreading is a strange one.

It is, however, possible to assume that, if the motifs transmitted in those unknown circles formed part of an ancient 
weltanschauung, their affinities to the rabbinic mentality would be more organic and easily absorbed into the 
mystical cast of Judaism. According to this hypothesis, we do not need to account for why ancient Jews took over 
Gnostic doctrines, why they transmitted them, and, finally, how this "Gnostic" Judaism was revived in the Middle 
Ages by conservative Jewish authorities. Furthermore, an attempt to study Jewish mysticism along the lines I have 
proposed has a manifest methodological advantage: it postulates a relatively organic evolution of Jewish mysticism 
that can be demonstrated by using Hebrew material found in the various layers of Jewish literature and that, 
consequently, can also be rejected
  

< previous page page_31 next page >



< previous page page_32 next page >
Page 32

by philological or historical analysis of the texts. It is obvious that my proposal is consonant with some of the 
assertions of the Kabbalists themselves, who repeatedly asserted that the Kabbalah is a genuine ancient tradition 
which is an esoteric interpretation of Judaism. This self-perception has been systematically disregarded by modern 
research of Kabbalah, with no detailed analysis. The traditional understanding of Kabbalah needs, therefore, to be 
carefully reevaluated and checked against findings in the related fields of Gnosticism, Midrash, and Talmud. All 
these types of literature could provide relevant material for what I assume was a silent growth of ancient Jewish 
esotericism. I do not propose to neglect Gnostic material but rather to examine it in order to extract evidence for the 
existence of Jewish views that were partially or totally neglected by ancient Jewish texts. The most serious work, 
however, must be invested in Jewish texts, which need to be meticulously inspected as relevant sources for later 
mystical or mythical motifs.

VIII
An Appraisal for Reconstruction

The affinities between Kabbalistic concepts, mainly theosophical ones, and the earlier Jewish material are important 
for more than one reason. Not only can they provide evidence for the antiquity of some of the Kabbalistic views, as I 
have pointed out; these medieval mystical treatises elaborate upon seemingly ancient concepts that can eventually 
provide important clues for the better understanding of their meaning or of the structures in which they were 
incorporated. Theosophical Kabbalah is, as a whole, a systematic exposition of a worldview, which surpasses the 
fragmentary treatment of theological topics either in the Talmud and Midrash or in Gnostic literature. If Kabbalah 
preserved some material historically linked with ancient Jewish concepts that can still be detected in ancient 
literature, it is also plausible that early Kabbalistic literature preserved other ancient material no longer extant in 
other bodies of literature. This is a highly hypothetical assumption, but one that cannot be rejected without more 
profound examination.

On the basis of a series of studies published in recent years, I should like to propose what I call the 
reconstructionalist approach, which may be described as an attempt to use the more elaborate conceptual structures 
of the Kabbalah in order to examine various ancient motifs and to organize them in coherent structures. 38 This 
approach is based on the assumption that not only unrelated motifs of ancient extraction reached medieval Kabbalah 
but also more complex structures, no longer extant in other texts. The use of Kabbalistic literature both as a source of 
material that may contribute to better understanding of
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individual motifs and as a source of inspiration for constructing larger structures to permit a broader understanding of 
ancient mysticism is certainly complicated and must be attempted only with great caution. A prudent and meticulous 
examination of both the Kabbalistic material and the pre-Kabbalistic traditions may yield significant results. But if 
one assumes that ancient Jewish mystics, who exerted some influence on Gnosticism, were in the possession of a 
more complex notion of divine reality and of Jewish tradition, one will only rarely find more elaborate discussions on 
these issues in ancient texts. I assume that Kabbalah has probably preserved some ancient conceptual structures that 
supply a more unified view of the otherwise unrelated and sometimes unintelligible motifs and texts. This 
reconstructionalist approach mostly concerns the pre-Kabbalistic texts, the understanding of which can be improved 
by applying a previously unexpected conceptual structure to an ancient text. The adequacy of this method, however, 
is indirectly important for the question of the antiquity of the Kabbalah; the possibility of approaching some ancient 
material with the help of modes of thinking preserved in Kabbalah may demonstrate that this lore not only makes use 
of older motifs but also continues more comprehensive intellectual patterns.

I cannot exemplify this methodological approach here, but I have made use of it in several articles in which I have 
attempted to show that anthropomorphic perceptions of the angelic world 39 and of the Torah40 preserved in an 
explicit and elaborated way only in Kabbalah can illuminate our understanding of earlier midrashic, talmudic, and 
Gnostic texts, as well as certain remarks found in the Heikhalot literature. Similarly, the Kabbalistic equation of 
Metatron with the "supernal anthropos" is corroborated by several ancient texts, which reflect the existence of a 
notion of Enoch's ascent as a return to the lost state of Adam, viewed as a cosmic anthropos.41

The treatment of the topics that follow is conducted in accordance with the above-described approach.42 I shall 
check the earlier Jewish sources for both the conceptual attitudes of Kabbalah and the mystical techniques it 
employed. This task is by no means an easy one; the potentially relevant material is spread over hundreds of treatises, 
including talmudic, midrashic, and poetic literature in Hebrew, and apocryphal works in a variety of languages. The 
main stumbling block, however, is not the huge quantity of material but the fact that it has been treated to date in a 
peculiar way; the mythical elements inherent in its conceptual structure were neglected by scholarly analyses that 
commonly preferred a nonmythical reconstruction consonant with the theological inclinations prevalent in the 
rationalistic approaches to Judaism of the Wissenschaft des Judentums. Without a new understanding of the mystical,
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mythical, and theurgic motifs and concepts or the broader intellectual structures found in the ancient and early 
medieval Jewish literatures, Kabbalah is doomed to remain a medieval revolution that enigmatically exploded in the 
bosom of "nonmythical" rabbinic centers. 43 Romantic and charming as such an explanation may be, it does not take 
into serious consideration the conservative trend of the rabbinic mind or its critical acumen toward texts; nor can the 
scholarly evaluation of Kabbalah as a novelty explain how it came to be acceptedfirst in a few elite circles and later 
on by a wider publicwithout significant opposition during the first hundred years of its appearance as a historical 
phenomenon, and with only limited and ineffective protests after the late fifteenth century.44 There seems to be a 
great gap in the estimation of the Kabbalah between its popular understanding as an ancient authentic esoteric Jewish 
lore and the scholarly disenchantment with this phenomenon as an intrusion of Gnosticism and Neoplatonism under 
the misleading guise of esoteric Judaism.
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Chapter 3
Varieties of Devekut in Jewish Mysticism

If mysticism is the quintessence of religion, the quintessence of mysticism is the sense of union with God. The 
intensification of religious life that characterizes most forms of mysticism culminates at times in paranormal 
experiences, whose literary expression appears in descriptions of unitive relations with supermundane beings and 
sometimes ultimately with God himself. Without taking a stand in the dispute over the ultimate nature of mystical 
experience as such, a scrutiny of its expression in the literary medium reveals rather limited forms of semantic 
articulation: erotic imagery, noetic propositions, and unitive phrases constitute most of the stuff of these descriptions.

Stemming from standard religious terminology or from philosophical texts, these statements attempt to convey an 
experience that surpasses ordinary states of consciousness. The assumption, implicit or explicit, that these documents 
describe experiences that transcend normal consciousness is generally accepted by both mystics and scholars of 
mysticism; however, little attention has been paid by the latter to the implications of such an assumption for the study 
of mystical experience. At its best, the mystic's testimony is a veil covering a psychic process that as such must 
remain beyond the scope of textual studies. At worst, it reflects conventions accepted in their social and religious 
milieu and may be helpful for the understanding of their intellectual parameters.

It is my conviction that psychological or psychoanalytical approaches to mystical texts must be employed with care, 
given the reductionist tendency inherent in their hermeneutical techniques. The chance of
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success in reconstructing the nature of a mystical experience from written texts is close to nil. As the components of 
this experiencethe human psyche, the external and inner conditions, and the divine aspects that enter the 
experienceare either fluid or incomprehensible, or both, any reconstruction is mostly an approximation based more 
on the presuppositions and tendencies of the scholar than on recombination of the authentic components of the 
original experience. 1

It follows that the psychological processes described by mystical literature as unitive experiences are beyond the 
scope of academic research. If so, the scholar making a serious comparison among mystics, even when they belong 
to the same religious group, must limit himself to an analysis of their motifs, ideas, and sources, abjuring inferences 
as to the similarities or differences between the actual experiences. Another important consequence is that attempts to 
characterize the mystical experiences in a given religion must be limited to the expressions found in its literature 
alone, without attempting to infer from them the typology of the experiences themselves.

Textual and comparative approaches to unitive imagery, rather than tentative discussions on the ''nature" of the 
unitive experience, are more than a literary exercise. These approaches, although intentionally refraining from 
defining the psychic processes themselves, transcend mere literary interpretation by focusing attention upon the self-
understanding of the mystic, on the one hand, and on the religious-sociological categories accepted by both the 
mystic and his intellectual milieu, on the other hand. I assume that the conscious or unconscious impact of the 
mystic's prior intellectual structures is discernible, more in the form of the written expression of his allegedly unitive 
experience than in the contents of that experience itself. Therefore, more room must be allowed for hermeneutics and 
history of ideas than for psychology or psychoanalysis. Again, without denying the psychological and/or ontological 
aspects of mystical union, the focus of study must be upon their manifestation rather than on their inner essence.

My argument against the possibility of the reconstruction of unitive experience or any experience in general does not 
apply to the study of mysticism as a whole; as far as the mystical path is concerned, including such subjects as 
mystical techniques, revelations, or theosophical systems, I believe we can benefit to a far greater extent from both 
psychological and theological approaches. The less the matters to be analyzed depend upon momentary experiences, 
idiosyncratic characteristics of the mystic, or extreme anomalous or paranormal states of consciousness, the greater 
the likelihood that they can be successfully articulated to persons living on relatively "normal" psychologi-
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cal levels. Again, the argument against projection of postexperience confessions concerning unio mystica onto the 
experience itself is in a sense related to the famous "ineffability" argument of the mystics themselves. Whether this 
type of experience is indescribable or not is beyond my line of argumentation, as I propose to refrain from the use of 
descriptions for reconstruction of the experience insofar as it is defined as a mystical union, even when the mystics 
maintain that these descriptions may be appropriate for their experience.

Let me briefly exemplify the complexities involved in inferences from texts on the nature of experiences. Two 
differing states of unio mystica may be expressed in the same phrase taken from the same sacred text, whereas 
similar experiences may be expressed in various ways because of the differences between the literary sources 
available to the mystic. We must, therefore, be aware that similar shells may cover different cores, just as the same 
core may eventually hide under various shells. For more than one reason, the study of mysticism is similar to the 
attempt to imagine the content of a shell whose core has never been seen by the scholar.

This skeptical attitude toward the possibility of fully reconstructing the meaning of mystical experiences also implies 
a hesitant attitude toward the approach that overstresses the importance of traditional elements for the emergence of 
these experiences. 2 Without denying the probability that the mystic is sometimes conditioned by images, concepts, 
and various realia that may indeed mold his experience, whereas other times it is amorphous,3 I think that their 
impact is on the manner of expression rather than on the mode of the experience itself. Emphasizing the pre-
experiential elements as molding the experience itself is basically an implicit attempt to demystify it, and as Eliade 
succinctly put it,4 "demystification does not serve hermeneutics."5 To put it in Paul Ricoeur's terms: "Another reason 
for having recourse to exegesis rather than theology is that it invites us not to separate the figures of God from the 
form of discourse in which these figures occur. . . . Because the designation of God is in each case different."6

An important issue to be addressed in the context of the discussion of mystical techniques is the close affinity 
between the pre-experiential elements and the contents of the experience itself. As I have proposed above, there is a 
good chance that theological and sociological factors enter into the experience. I have tended, however, to emphasize 
the centrality of text over the variety of possible theological issues that may be relevant for an understanding of a 
given mystical phenomenon. Nevertheless, the cautious attitude toward granting a central role to pre-experiential 
elements is superfluous in the specific case of mystical techniques. In those instances in which we know for certain 
that a
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certain mystic used specific practices in order to induce his mystical experience, it would be methodologically 
advisable to employ the components of the techniques in order better to understand the contents of the text. I propose 
this approach because of the immediate proximity of the particular practice to the experience itself, a fact that renders 
it a potential factor molding the consciousness of the mystic in the crucial moment of the experience.

I shall open our discussion on Kabbalistic views of the mystical experience with a short terminological survey.

I
Devekut:
A Historical Survey

Cleaving to God is an explicit biblical imperative; its multiple recurrence in the Pentateuch strongly points to the 
importance attached to this commandment. 7 Less clear, however, is the peculiar meaning of this cleaving; given the 
numinous nature of the Divine in the eyes of biblical Jews, an understanding of the verb dbk as referring to union or 
to "mere" communion between the human and the divine essence is improbable. We can assume that this imperative 
must be regarded as a demand for devotion to the divine will or to the way promulgated in the divine revelation. 
Understood in this manner, devekut indicates a rather active attitude, a call upon the Jew to strengthen the bond 
between himself and God. The elite was supposed to cleave to God's ways or attributes by various versions of 
imitatio dei,8 whereas the vulgus could participate in this cleaving only indirectly.

A certain holding back from the mystical implications of this term is evident in some talmudic-midrashic passages 
that, according to A. J. Heschel, stem from the school of R. Ishmael, in which devekut is interpreted in terms of one 
performing pious deeds, such as marrying one's daughter to a scholar. On the other hand, R. 'Akiva, a contemporary 
of R. Ishmael, is regarded as the author of a mystical perception of cleaving that maintains: "'But ye that did cleave 
unto the Lord your God'literally cleaving."9 The use of the word mamash (literally) in this context is intriguing; it 
suggests a distinctly mystical understanding that is corroborated, according to Heschel, by another passage found in 
the same talmudic source.10 Rav, a mystically oriented amora who tended to follow R. 'Akiva's views, indicated that 
the same verse in Deuteronomy points to the cleaving together of "two [palm] dates."11 From the context, we may 
conclude that cleaving is a closer kind of contact than "attaching," as exemplified by the contact of a bracelet with a 
woman's arm. Though devekut apparently cannot be regarded here as mystical union in the extreme sense, it 
nevertheless seems to imply real contact between two
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entities, more than mere attachment of the devotee to God. According to R. Eleazar, "Whoever cleaves to the divine 
presence, the divine spirit will surely dwell upon him." 12 This text presupposes the possibility of cleaving to the 
Shekhinah; from the context, it is not clear whether this entity is identical with God or is to be understood as a 
manifestation of him. Even if the latter alternative is the more congenial interpretation, assuming a certain 
independence of the Shekhinah from God, it is nevertheless considered to be a divine entity, cleaving to which was 
negated in other classical rabbinic texts.

R. 'Akiva's younger contemporary, Numenius of Apamea (in Syria), is regarded as one of the two sources of Plotinus' 
conception of mystical union;13 the other is, directly or indirectly, Jewish, as E. R. Dodds has proposed.14 As is well 
known, Numenius was acquainted with Jewish conceptions; it stands to reason that not only might Philo's mystical 
thought15 have been the source of Numenius' view, but also concepts related to R. 'Akiva, who was close to 
Numenius in both space and time.16 The fact that a certain mystical view of devekut occurs in both rabbinic and 
Philonic17 texts would seem to point to a common source. This ancient, presumably Jewish, conception might have 
influenced Numenius and Plotinus.

Explicitly mystical interpretations of devekut occur in Jewish medieval and postmedieval texts. Some of them may 
convey real mystical, possibly unitive, experiences; others may represent exegetical attempts to interpret sacred texts. 
There is no way to either confirm or negate the possibility that such types of experience existed among Jews, even 
before the written evidence on unitive experiences emerged. The fact that this happened, however, only after the 
appearance of philosophical terminology demonstrates that philosophical concepts were a garb used by mystics in 
order to articulate their experiences. I should like to propose a typology of concepts and images used to communicate 
the unitive perception of a mystical experience that will show the gamut of divine nomenclature in this domain. One 
can distinguish three main types of devekut terminology: Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, and Hermetic, according to the 
specific bodies of speculative literatures that generated the various themes.

1. Aristotelian terminology primarily provided concepts for what was called intellectual union. According to 
Aristotelian epistemology, during the act of cognition the knower and the known, or the intellect and the intelligible, 
are one; this is true of both human and divine acts of intellection. It is only logical to suppose that the act of 
intellection wherein God is the object of the human intellect amounts to what is known as mystical union.

This conception of intellection permeated all Aristotelian schoolsGreek, Arabic, Jewish, and Christian.18 Of primary 
importance for the development
  

< previous page page_39 next page >



< previous page page_40 next page >
Page 40

of Kabbalah were the unitive notions of intellection (union with the Active Intellect or with God) discussed by such 
Jewish and Arabic thinkers as Maimonides, Samuel ibn Tibbon, Avicenna, Abubaker ibn Bajja, and Averroës. 19 It 
should be noted, however, that the possibility of union ("conjunction" with immaterial entities ("separate intellects"), 
let alone with God, was a problematic issue in these sources. The pertinent texts of these philosophers were 
translated into Hebrew and represent milestones of Jewish thought: some of the Kabbalists who studied them or were 
in personal contact with one of these thinkers, ibn Tibbon, absorbed and adopted the Aristotelian philosophical 
jargon. As we shall see later, an entire tradition of intellectual union can be traced from the earliest Kabbalistic 
documents in Gerona down to Hasidism*. The impact of Aristotelian terminology, however, is more evident in the 
ecstatic Kabbalah than in any other branches of this lore. This terminology likewise occurs in instances where 
descriptions of extreme types of union are intended, far more than in those cases in which mere communion or 
attachment is meant. Therefore, at least in the case of Jewish mysticism, Aristotelian thought contributed a major 
share to the emergence of mystical terminology, a contribution tantamount to the Platonic one, and perhaps even 
greater. A general comparison of Jewish mysticism to that of Islam and Christianity would seem to support the 
assertion that, in the former, the role played by "intellectual" terminology transcends the importance of such 
terminology in the latter two.

2. Another important source of motifs, concepts, and terms supplying significant material to Jewish medieval 
mysticism was Neoplatonism, which was mainly interested in the union of the human soul with its root, the universal 
soul or, at times, God. Typical signs of the penetration of Neoplatonic thought are mention of the transformation of 
the particular soul into the universal soul or of the ascent of the soul or her return as central to the mystical 
experience. Again, as in the case of Aristotelian terminology, Neoplatonism reached the Jewish mystics via the 
intermediacy of philosophersArab, Jewish, and only rarely Christian; its influence is easily discerned as beginning 
with Geronese Kabbalah and continuing into Hasidism. The deep religious significance of this form of philosophy 
for mysticism has already been recognized in the cases of Islamic and Christian mysticism, and Kabbalah fully 
shares with these mystical systems a deep interest in Neoplatonism.

3. The last major source of terminology for the description of mystical experiences is an undefined corpus of 
speculative writings, including Neoplatonic and Hermetic treatises, with strong magical interests, widely known also 
as theurgy. According to several ancient works, which include part of the
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Hermetic corpus and Iamblicus and Proclus, we are able to draw the spirits of the gods downward into humanly 
prepared statues, which thereby enter into communication with men. Sometimes, according to these magical views, 
these spirits can enter the magician himself and take possession of him. 20 These experiences were attained by the 
use of certain technical devices: incantations, fumigations, and so on. The contact between the magician and the 
higher beings was therefore achieved not by his ascent to them but by drawing them down into a lower realm. This 
"descent" magic gradually changed into a mysticism of descent, in which supernal spiritscommonly designated as 
ruhaniut*, spiritual beingswere drawn by the mystics upon themselves, the latter thereby attaining a mystical 
union.21 The descent of these spiritual beings was accomplished by detailed practices, mainly by the combination of 
letters and their recitation, as in the ecstatic Kabbalah, or by the concentration of mind and direction of the heart 
while performing the commandments, as in Hasidism*.

Although the various types of terminology referred to above reflect different metaphysical assumptions and entered 
Jewish texts from varied sources, in more than one instance their influences merged. Abraham Abulafia, who was 
mainly interested in the Aristotelian and Hermetic views, was also influenced by the Neoplatonic one, as was the 
case with R. Moses Cordovero and Hasidic* mysticism. We cannot, therefore, speak of three separate interpretations 
of devekut presented in distinct texts of mystics, but of the interplay of three major terminologies throughout Jewish 
mystical material. The experiences referred to by these terminologies were held to enable one to bridge the gap 
between manmainly his spiritual facultiesand God in rather radical ways.

The centrality of philosophical terminology for Kabbalistic expressions of mystical experience is a significant 
indicator of the fertilization of Jewish mysticism by alien views; a major segment of medieval mysticism was heavily 
influenced by philosophical motifs and concepts that substantially changed Jewish language expressive of human 
relationship to divinity. Notwithstanding the philosophical sources of that terminology, however, it underwent an 
important change when it was absorbed in Kabbalistic circles. Philosophical literature is poor in descriptions of 
personal experiences that are interpreted by speculative terminology; although there are a few examplessuch as 
Plotinus or Porphyrythey are exceptions that confirm the rule. In Kabbalah we find not only theoretical discussions 
on the possibility of union with God, the Sefirot, or the active intellect but also descriptions of spiritual experiences 
that were occasionally interpreted by using philosophical terms. Thus, Kabbalah attempted to spiritualize 
philosophical thought by decoding personal mystical
  

< previous page page_41 next page >



< previous page page_42 next page >
Page 42

experiences according to speculative concepts that were rendered in terms of Aristotelian or Neoplatonic thought. 
For some Kabbalists, Maimonides' definition of prophecy was more than a philosophical statement about the 
prophetic process; it was the description of a mystical contact with a higher entity. Philosophy not only served as a 
discipline based upon physics and psychology but also offered the ecstatic Kabbalist a better understanding of his 
own experiences; instead of dealing with "objective" issues, the philosophical terms were sometimes applied by 
Kabbalists to "subjective" processes. One result of this metamorphosis was the attenuation of the "rational" burden 
attached to these terms; as we shall later see, the "cleaving of thought" possesses in early Kabbalistic texts emotional 
overtones that increase in the later Hasidic * ones.

We shall analyze two major examples of philosophical terminology that had already infiltrated the earliest 
Kabbalistic documents: Neoplatonic terminology and "cleaving of thought."

II
Devekut:
Neoplatonic Influences

Early Kabbalistic material concerning the relationship between the human soul and higher entities reflects the 
obvious influence of Neoplatonic thought. R. 'Ezra of Gerona's description of such a process well illustrates this 
tendency:22

The righteous causes his unblemished and pure soul to ascend [until she reaches] the supernal holy soul23 
[and] she [that is, the human soul] unites with her [the supernal soul] and knows future things.24 And this 
is the manner [in which] the prophet acted, as the evil inclination did not have any dominion over him, to 
separate him from the supernal soul. Thus, the soul of the prophet is united with the supernal soul in a 
complete union.

The terms used here to denote the unitive experience are worthy of closer scrutiny: the Kabbalist uses the verbs 
hityahed* and hitahed*, and the noun yihud*, which are best translated as "unite" and "union." The use of the 
adjective complete qualifying union bears evidence of the author's intention to convey the state of total fusion 
attained by the soul of the righteous or the prophet. More so than the more usual usage of devekut, which is 
ambiguous and lends itself to various interpretations, the occurrence of hitahed/hityahed would seemingly 
demonstrate that the experiences of these ancient figures were perceived as having been close to mystical union. 
Indeed, we can consider this passage as an interesting example of the overlapping of two types of union: the ontic 
one, explicitly referred to as "complete union," and "epistemic union,"
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implicit in the conveyance of knowledge from the supernal to the human soul. 25 Ontic union is in turn a prerequisite 
for epistemic union. The same problematics appear also in R. 'Ezra's younger contemporary Nahmanides*; he 
indicates that the human soul, "by her sharpness26 will cleave to the separated intellect, and will direct [her 
intention] to it; and this person will be called a prophet, since he is prophesying."27

Prophecy is here explicitly related to the state of cleaving to the higher intellect.28 It would seem possible to trace 
the specific type of Neoplatonism represented in this text. Shortly before the text cited above, R. 'Ezra writes,29 "For 
man is comprised of all things,30 and his soul is linked to the supernal soul." The Kabbalist regards the conjunction 
between the two souls as a natural state, facilitating the union between them after the ascent of the human soul. This 
conception of a basic link even after the separation of the individual from the supernal soul apparently reflects 
Plotinus' theory on the presence of the universal soul also in individual ones. Given this natural affinity, there is 
nothing exceptional about the achievement of a complete fusion.

R. 'Ezra's description contains explicit Neoplatonic overtones; the "supernal soul" stands for the Neoplatonic 
"universal soul" to which the human soul cleaves by an act of ascent. Let us turn to another example that partly 
reiterates motifs already found in the previous quotation. R. Menahem* Recanati, an important Kabbalist at the turn 
of the thirteenth century, wrote as follows, apparently under the influence of Geronese Kabbalah:31

When the pious and the men of deeds [engaged in a state of mental] concentration,32 and were involved in 
supernal mysteries, they imagined, by the power of their thought, as if these things were engraved before 
them,33 and when they linked their soul to the supernal soul, these things increased and expanded and 
revealed themselves. . . . as when he cleaved his soul to the supernal soul, these awesome things were 
engraved in his heart.

This passage is evidently based upon the perception of the soul as a mirror in which higher matters are reflected 
when she ascends to and cleaves with the supernal soul. The nature of this experience is described by Recanati in 
terms that had far-reaching influence on European thought. The Kabbalist elaborated upon the talmudic dictum 
stating that the ancestor died by the divine kiss of divinity; originally pointing toward a blessed death, a death 
without pain, in the Kabbalistic-Neoplatonic interpretation, this dictum was seen as referring to an ecstatic 
experience:34

Know that, just as the ripe fruit35 falls from the tree, it no longer needing its connection [to the tree], so is 
the link between the soul and the body. When the soul
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has attained whatever she is able to attain, 36 she cleaves to the supernal soul, and will remove its raiment 
of dust and sever [itself] from its place [that is, the body] and will cleave to the Shekhinah; and this is [the 
meaning of] death by the kiss.

Thus, the ultimate experience of cleaving to the supernal soul enables her to attain the final union, namely, the 
cleaving to the divine presence; the preceding experiences are implicitly regarded as lower and intermediate states, 
culminating in this, a beatific union. Again, the Neoplatonic scheme seems to be transpiring in Kabbalistic garb; in 
both ontological schemes, the supernal soul is only an intermediary entity that must be transcended in the final return 
of the soul to her origin. The union with the universal soul is therefore a preparatory stage on the natural journey of 
the worthy soul toward her source;37 until then, the experience of union can be regarded as a series of intermittent 
acts that, as we shall see below, enable the person to remain alive and active in this world. Again, Recanati seems to 
have used R. 'Ezra's views. In one of the latter's works, we are told:38 "The kiss is a metaphor for the cleaving of the 
soul39 . . . but since he allegorized the cleaving of the soul to the kiss of mouth, he had to employ the phrase 'his 
mouth,' in order to link the allegory to it, as one of the sages of [our] generation has already written in his book."

Thus, the use of the kiss as an allegory for the cleaving of the soul is presented by the first Kabbalists, who referred 
to it as influenced by a sage who was a contemporary of R. 'Ezra. No Kabbalistic master would have been designated 
by R. 'Ezra simply as a sage without further qualification. It is reasonable, therefore, to suppose that R. 'Ezra refers 
here to a contemporary philosopher, perhaps R. Samuel ibn Tibbon.40 We can assume, then, that one of the earliest 
Kabbalistic understandings of cleaving stemmed from philosophical circles. This obviously contributed to Recanati's 
interpretation of the "death by kiss" as an unitive experience.

At the beginning of the fourteenth century the death by kiss was understood as a metaphor for the cataleptic state of 
the righteous immersed in ecstasy.41 The anonymous author of Ma' arekhet ha-' Elohut explained the significance of 
the death by kiss in the following words:42 "The soul of the righteous one will ascendwhile he is yet alivehigher and 
higher, to the place where the souls of the righteous [enjoy their] delight, which is 'the cleaving of the mind.' The 
body will remain motionless, as it is said: 'But you that cleave unto the Lord your God are alive every one of you this 
day.'"43 The cleaving of the soul is presented here as a state wherein the body undergoes a temporary death that is in 
reality a symptom of "real" life. It is worth emphasizing that this Kabbalist
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refers to two distinct events: the spiritual one, which takes place between the human soul and a higher entity, one of 
the divine Sefirot, and the corporeal one, which is an anesthetic experience. The soul herself does not even 
metaphorically undergo a mortal experience; to the contrary, she attains true life. Interestingly, death concerns only 
the body, whereas the soul enhances its spiritual life without an intermediary stage of "death." The Neoplatonic and 
Christian mystical views on the necessity of a preliminary "death" of the old manthat is, the death of his spiritfor the 
spiritual rebirth are not emphasized by these Kabbalists. 44

Most of the above-mentioned citations are taken from a highly influential work, Recanati's Commentary on the 
Pentateuch, which served as a source for the later Kabbalist, R. Yehudah Hayyat*;45 from these authors, the theme 
of Neoplatonic union found its way to other Jewish Kabbalists. Moreover, Recanati was one of the sources upon 
which Pico della Mirandola drew for his concept of death by kiss, which reverberated throughout Renaissance 
literature as "morte di bacio."46 Interestingly, Pico already recognized the affinity between Recanati's Kabbalistic 
views and those of Plato regarding the ecstatic death by the kiss.47 Both medieval and Renaissance Neoplatonism 
met through the intermediacy of the Kabbalistic concept of devekut; no wonder the later Neoplatonists were so fond 
of Kabbalistic doctrinesthey fit their unique form of philosophical thought.

The concept of the miraculous powers of the perfect soul is an issue pervading Neoplatonic literature.48 In Jewish 
thought, this was adopted and discussed several times by R. Abraham ibn 'Ezra,49 who was one of the most 
important channels through which the perception of soul infiltrated into early Kabbalah. His description of the 
cleaving of the individual soul to her supernal source, the universal soul, as the cause of the human soul's ability to 
change the mundane world was especially influential in Jewish philosophy,50 as well as in Kabbalistic literature, 
reverberating both in theosophical and ecstatic Kabbalah.51 Some few examples will suffice to illustrate the echoes 
of this view in Jewish mysticism. The anonymous Kabbalist who wrote an epistle on sexual union indicated: "When 
the pious make their thought cleave to the higher [entities], whatever they were contemplating and intending came 
immediately into existence, whether for good or for bad. . . . And from this matter, [you can learn] the matter of 
prayer and sacrifices, which is the secret of cleaving to the higher [entities]."52 For this Kabbalist, the union of 
human thought with the supernal beings facilitates the descent of the higher powers downward upon the object 
envisioned by the pious, thereby fulfilling his intention.53
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Less explicit, but still evident, is Nahmanides *' view of the relationship between devekut and wondrous acts.54 
Speaking of the cleaving to the Tetragrammaton, he refers to the Hasidim*, who benefit from the ''manifest 
miracles."55 This cleaving seems to have the Sefirah of Tiferet as its object; though Nahmanides does not 
specifically attribute the performance of miracles to the pious as an active deed, this is apparently the implication of 
his consequent use of the term Hasid*, whether referring to an individual who cleaves to God56 or to the 
Tetragrammaton57 in some texts or to the magical use of the divine name of seventy-two letters in another text.58

III
Cleaving of Thought

Closely related to the texts cited above are the discussions concerning "cleaving of thought." This subject relates to a 
distinct set of motifs, while nevertheless at times equating "union of the soul" with "cleaving of thought." We may 
easily see, in some of the examples to be given below, the emergence of Neoplatonic and Aristotelian terminologies. 
Again, we shall start with the view of R. 'Ezra of Gerona,59 who probably inherited an already existing view:60 "The 
ancient pious men caused their thought to ascend to the place of its source, and they would recite the mizot* and the 
[Ten] Commandments61 and through this recitation and this cleaving of thought, the things were blessed and 
increased, and they received a [divine] influx from the annihilation of thought."62 As in the previous discussions, the 
ascent of thought now precedes the act of cleaving; the object of this cleaving is, however, different. It seems that the 
pious have to return human thought to its supernal source in the divine world and, therefore, cleave it to the Sefirah 
of Hokhmah*, whence it was generated. As R. 'Ezra explicitly indicates, human thought cannot rise beyond its 
source, analogous to water, which cannot reach a higher level than that from which it descends. Thought therefore 
"stands below" the Sefirah of Keter, or "the annihilation of thought," and receives its influx.

Another text of Geronese provenance supplies a complementary description of thought with the second Sefirah. R. 
'Azriel, apparently under the influence of R. 'Ezra, wrote: " 'Say to Wisdom, you are my sister'; namely, to cleave 
[human] thought to Hokhmah, so that she and it [become] one entity."63 We may assume that when thought arrives 
at its source it becomes totally identical with it, just as water does when it returns to its source. Here, we again 
witness the ascent that precedes total union, this time in relation to human thought: however, unlike the cleaving of 
the soul to the supernal soul, and only finally to the Shekhinahthe lowest divine manifestationthought reaches the 
highest
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divine powerHokhmah *. This difference is worthy of elaboration: the union of the soul with a divine Sefirah is 
possible only when she is permanently separated from the body, whereas thought, a faculty of the soul, can ascend 
beyond the sphere the soul is able to mount. According to R. 'Ezra, an attempt to pass beyond the Sefirah of 
Hokhmah will end not only in confusion of thought but in the return of the soul to her source.64 This time, the 
Kabbalist is dealing with a "negative" kind of death, in comparison to the ecstatic one that may occur during the 
union of the soul to the universal soul. In other words, ontological union may culminate in an ecstatic death, whereas 
epistemic union, when forced, tends to end in dreadful and mortal experience.

Extremely important in our context are Abraham Abulafia's explanations of the mystical experience as cleaving or 
union of the human intellect to its source in the active intellect or even in God, described as the supreme intellect. 
This union is the result of the epistemic act that, according to Aristotelian psychology, involves the complete 
identification of the intellect and its intelligiblesin this case, the active intellect or God. I shall not dwell on this issue, 
which has been elaborated elsewhere, but shall cite one outstanding example from a younger contemporary of 
Abulafia.65 Following a short presentation of Aristotelian epistemology, he affirms:66 "Man does not intellectualize 
by means of his matter, but by means of his intellect. Thus, when the righteous man intellectualizes his Creator by 
means of his kavvanah and his performance of commandments of God, he cleaves to God, as it is said: 'But you that 
did cleave of the Lord your God are alive every one of you this day.' "67 What is highly interesting in this passage is 
the interiorization of Aristotelian psychology by an antiphilosophical Kabbalist, who applied it to the mystical 
performance of the commandments as a way of attaining devekut. As we shall see below, this avenue was later 
cultivated by Hasidic* masters in similar contexts.68

One of Abulafia's disciples, the anonymous author of Sefer ha-Zeruf*,69 interestingly indicates the possibility of 
cleaving to God: "When your intellect becomes pure, though it is still in matter, in that same [material] substratum, it 
indeed attains a high degree, to cleave to causa causarum after the separation of the soul from the matter." This 
Kabbalist seemingly discusses the union with God that takes place after death, but the main organ of this experience 
is the purified intellect.

Let us turn now to an example of "return" and "cleaving" mysticism, taken from the mystical diary of R. Isaac ben 
Samuel of Acre, which evinces a clear echo of the Neoplatonic movement of the soul back to her source:70

I have seen the secret of [the verse], "But in the fourth year all its fruit shall be holy
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for praisegiving to the Lord." 71 Namely, that God has comanded us to increase the power of our rational 
soul over that of our appetitive soul [during] three years, which allude to the three worlds. [This is to be 
done] in order to cleave our soul to the secret of the fourth year, which reflects the secret of the Godhead 
which transcends the three worlds. "And in the fifth year," which refers to the 'Eiyn Sof72 which surrounds 
everything,73 this [rational] soul will cleave to the 'Eiyn Sof and will become total and universal, after she 
had been individual,74 due to her palace, while she was yet imprisoned in it, and she will become 
universal, because of the nature of her real source.

Returning to her source, the soul regains her primordial plenitude, which is symbolized by the 'Eiyn Sof. It is 
important to emphasize that the organ of the mystical union is the human intellect or rational soul, a fact 
demonstrating the philosophical influence upon R. Isaac of Acre.

I shall close this discussion on "cleaving of thought" with a Hasidic example. The Great Maggid interpreted a 
talmudic homily concerning phylacteries in a remarkable manner:75

"What is written in the phylacteries of the Master of the world?76 [It is written]77 'And who is like the 
people of Israel, a singular78 nation on the earth.' "It is written in the works of Isaac Luria79 that the 
phylacteries are called brainsthat is, brains, called pleasure and enthusiasmby which we are united to him, 
be he blessed and praised.80 "And all the peoples of the earth shall see that you are called by the name of 
the Lord," as if you are called by the name of the Lord, blessed be he, since you become one unity with 
him, and this pleasure is called our phylacteries. And his pleasure,81 be he blessed, in which he delights 
because we are united to him, be he blessed, is called his phylacteries. "And who is like the people of 
Israel, a singular nation"as they reach a state of unity which transcends number, but the number is under 
their control . . . for time is under their control to do whatever they want, as they transcend time. And he, 
blessed be he, is united to us, the only obstacle being our capacity, as it is written: "Turn to me, [says the 
Lord of hosts], and I will return to you,''82 as he, blessed be he, dwells in the thought. And when a person 
thinks futile things, he pushes him away [as it is written], "And Moses was not able to enter the tent of 
meeting."83 As the cloud was dwelling on him, the Mind cannot dwell on man, since darkness dwells in 
him.

The Mind is but a veiled reference to God, who is alluded to earlier in this passage in the following way: "as if when 
we perform worthy acts the world of the mind, blessed be he, is broadening. Therefore, the divine mind dwells in our 
thought, this state being regarded as one of union."84 The concepts used by the Great Maggid forcefully point to a 
description of an experience that may be designated as unio mystica; the type of cleaving described in this passage
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transcends the mere connection between two unities since, in the end, they achieve a union passing beyond unity, an 
attribute reserved in medieval sources for God alone. 85 Even the atemporal nature of Israel at the moment of the 
cleaving is appropriate to the Neoplatonic view of the world of the intellect, here identified with Deity as surpassing 
time.86 The divine phylacteries include the statement of the uniqueliterally, onenation, whereas the human 
phylacteries, in which Israel is designated as if it is called by the divine name, hint at the state of union; it is the 
union of two thoughts that is performed out of enthusiasm and causes delight to God.87 We have here an interesting 
example of what Scholem designated as the transformation of thought into emotion during the devekut process.88 
Nevertheless, we perceive the continuation of philosophical terminologywhich flourished in thirteenth-century 
Kabbalah in order to express unitive experienceinto early Hasidic* thought. More than any other set of concepts, the 
philosophical framework provided a relevant terminology to the Hasidic masters in matters of unio mystica.89

IV
Devekut:
In Kabbalah and in Hasidism*

As we shall see below, Hasidism preserved and continued earlier Kabbalistic terminology interpreting devekut. One 
could easily add to the list of affinities between the two mystical movements.90 The question, even when discussing 
a foremost Hasidic concept such as devekut, is to what extent Hasidism was a novel mystical phenomenon. 
According to Scholem, the novelty to be found in the Hasidic "popularization" of the Kabbalistic view of devekut 
was the latter's presentation thereof as the starting point of the mystical path:

The novel element is the radical character given to devekut by this change. Hasidic devekut is no longer an 
extreme ideal, to be realized by some rare and sublime spirits at the end of the path. It is no longer the last 
rung in the ladder of ascent, as in Kabbalism, but the first. Everything begins with man's decision to cleave 
to God. Devekut is a starting point and not the end.91

Since the Hasidic self-perception of its approach to devekut is that it is a novelty, no one has attempted to discover 
the sources of this particular interpretation of devekut. It seems, however, that the sources for devekut as the starting 
point of the mystical path are to be found already in R. Isaac of Acre's Me'irat 'Eynaim: "Whoever reaches the secret 
of cleaving, will reach the secret of equanimity; and if he will reach the secret of equanimity he will reach the secret 
of concentration, and since he has reached the secret of concentration, he will
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reach the divine spirit, and from it [he will attain] prophecy, and he will prophesy and foretell the future." 92 The 
same mystical ladder occurs again, when R. Isaac states: "The reason for equanimity is the cleaving of the thought to 
God, may he be blessed, since the cleaving and connection of thought with God, may he be blessed, causes that man 
not to be sensitive either to the honor or to the contempt people show toward him."93

R. Isaac of Acre's book was a classic of early Kabbalistic literature, whose influence may be discerned in Safedian 
Kabbalah.94 The second passage quoted above is adduced by R. Hayyim* Vital in the unpublished part of his 
Sha'arey Kedushah. R. Isaac's placing of cleaving of thought at the beginning of a series of mystical states, and not at 
its apex, could easily have been known to the first Hasidic* masters and molded their appreciation of devekut.95 
Furthermore, the concepts of devekut in R. Isaac and the first Hasidim* share a highly significant common 
characteristicit was a value that had to be cultivated even by common Jews: "I, R. Isaac of Acre . . . say to the elite as 
well as to the vulgus, that whoever wishes to know the secret of the connection of his soul to the supernal [world] 
and the cleaving of his thought to the high God . . . must set before his spiritual eyes the letters of the divine 
name."96 Hence, not only was devekut considered to be an initial step of a spiritual progress; it was, according to R. 
Isaac, recommended to the masses as well as to the elite. The connection between devekut and meditation upon the 
letters of the Tetragrammaton has a long and fruitful history, the most important stage of which was the Hasidic 
practice. I should like to discuss here some important passages, in print already in the sixteenth century, that 
influenced the Hasidic literature.97

Another most interesting discussion, however, that includes the elements of the Hasidic view is to be found in R. 
Elijah de Vidas's Reshit Hokhmah*:

Whoever wishes to rejoice his soul must seclude himself for a part of the day and meditate upon the 
grandeur of the letters of the Tetragrammaton. . . . as it is said by King David, "I set the Tetragrammaton 
before me always." . . . Therefore, by his meditation upon the Tetragrammaton, the soul is enlightened . . . 
and rejoices . . . and this is the degree of the Zaddikim* who cleave to the Tetragrammaton, so that even 
after their death they are considered to be alive, because of their cleaving to the Tetragrammaton.98

This cleaving is achieved by the Zaddikim, although it is recommended to everyone, as de Vidas maintains. Indeed, it 
seems that the way to attain the spiritual enjoyment is simple enough and does not include any complicated 
exercises; the main element is the contemplation of the Tetragrammaton.
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Immediately afterward, the author refers to another element, the singing of the divine name: 99

"Sing, O ye righteous, to the Tetragrammaton"100 . . . so that this name be before you, in order that you 
unify it in such a way that this song is the complete cleaving. And it is possible that the meaning of "song" 
is that its mere performance causes the cleaving. . . . R. Yehudah ha-Levi, the pious, has composed several 
laudatory poems to God, and whoever recites them causes the cleaving of his soul to God.

The singing of the Kabbalist before the Tetragrammaton seems to be connected to Abraham Abulafia's use of music 
during his recitation of the combination of letters of various divine names.101 Like de Vidas, Abulafia viewed music 
as part of a process the final aim of which was mystical union and prophecy. Moreover, an interesting passage on 
music quoted by R. Hayyim* Vital states that its final result is "supreme union and prophecy."102 Thus, even 
singing is sufficient to attain cleavage to God via contemplation of the Tetragrammaton; this contemplation is also 
intended, as seen above, to reach a spiritual enjoyment.103 No ascetic element is mentioned by de Vidas in this 
context, and we find here a mystical technique that can be accepted even by the common Jew. It seems, therefore, 
that long before the emergence of Hasidism* devekut was considered by Kabbalists to be a mystical status easily 
attainable by everybody; two of the components of the technique for attaining devekutmusic and contemplation of the 
divine nameare common both to Kabbalah and Hasidism.104

At least one of the elements mentioned above was widespread at the time Hasidism first appeared; as evinced by the 
testimony of R. Pinhas* Elijah Horowitz, the contemplation of the Tetragrammaton was a famous practice.105 The 
practice of devekut by simple Jews was also related by a contemporary of the first Hasidim*R. Moshe of Satanov.106 
It may well be that he hinted not at a "new" Hasidic* practicethat is, one introduced by the Ba 'al Shem Tovbut at a 
popular practice with a long history that was adopted by the new mystical masters who gave it a central place in their 
religious way of life.107 De Vidas's recommendation that one contemplate the Tetragrammaton in isolation 
seemingly influenced a passage in R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye's Toldot Ya'akov Yoseph: "When he is still isolated, 
let the letter of Tetragrammaton be before him."108

V
Devekut qua Mediation

Devekut, in a previous text, already was regarded as an elevated state preceding such experiences as the acquisition 
of knowledge of the future or the reception
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of supernal influx or impressions. Indeed, only rarely was the aim the mystical union itself; rather, the goal was close 
encounters with higher entities that enabled the human soul, or thought, to act in an exceptional way. In several early 
texts, however, Kabbalists indicated that devekut of the soul, or thought, seemed to be a prerequisite for performing 
certain commandments. R. 'Azriel, for example, asserted: 109

When the priest offers the sacrifice, he attaches his soul to the altar, and his [higher] soul mounts 
above. . . . therefore, by the cleaving of the soul above, first the spirit of man mounts [above] . . . and 
returns to its source, whence it was taken . . . and afterwards it mounts even higher to the place of it 
source110 . . . like the water which mounts until the level from which it came. And this is the priestly 
blessing. . . . they [the priests] attach their souls above and bless the people [of Israel].

The connection between devekut and sacrifice can be conceived as part of the integration of the psychological 
process into ritualistic practices: sacrifice and priestly blessing. In comparison to the previous quotations, devekut no 
longer was related solely to exceptional psychic experiences, such as prophecy, but also to two important practices of 
ancient Jewish service in the Temple. The transition between R. 'Ezra's discussion of devekut and "prophecy," on the 
one hand, and R. 'Azriel's connection of devekut and priestly worship, on the other, represented a turn in the direction 
of integration of mystical experience into "normal" religious values. Priests, unlike prophets, continued to bless the 
people of Israel also in R. 'Azriel's times. A further step in this direction was the role attributed to devekut in the 
anonymous epistle on sexual union:111

It is well known to the masters of Kabbalah that human thought stems from the intellectual soul, which 
descends from above. And human thought has the ability to strip itself [of alien things] and to ascend and 
arrive at the place of its source. Then it unites with the supernal entity, whence it comes and it [the thought] 
and it [its source] become one entity.112 . . . Our ancient sages stated that when the husband copulates with 
his wife, and his thought unites with the supernal entities, that very thought draws the supernal light 
downward, and it [the light] dwells upon that very drop [of semen] upon which he directs his intention and 
thinks upon . . . that this very drop is permanently linked with the brilliant light . . . as the thought on it [the 
drop] was linked to the supernal entities, and it draws the brilliant light downward.

Here, the union of human thought to its source is a prerequisite for a common act: procreation. More so than in the 
passages of R. 'Ezra and R. 'Azriel, the mystical union is represented as a means to ensure an ideal behavior; 
common
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peoplenot only priestscan and even must combine devekut with impregnation.

As in the previous examples, the emphasis here is obviously upon the act that follows the mystical 
experienceprophecy, blessing, impregnation being the ultimate goals of the union, rather than the other way around. 
113 Furthermore, although devekut is a preeminently personal experience, it serves here as an opening toward an 
other-oriented action. Mystical union, or communion, thus serves as a vehicle used by the individual in order to 
better serve the community; personal perfection is transformed into a means of contributing to the welfare of others. 
A closer perusal of these sources, especially the last one, will reveal that the attainment of mystical union is 
tantamount to the change of the worshiper into a channel by which the supramundane influx reaches the terrestrial 
world.114 The above-mentioned forms of unio mystica can consequently be considered as attempts undertaken by 
perfecti to reestablish a broken link between the divine and the lower worlds by the mediation of their spiritual 
faculties. This stand was concisely formulated in the Zohar, where the connoisseur of theosophic lore "who cleaves 
to his Lord" is portrayed as the Zaddik*, the pillar of the universe, since "he draws blessings onto the [lower] 
world."115 Here, devekut assumes an even cosmic function. Elsewhere, the Zohar describes "the virtuous man who 
with his soul and his spirit cleaves to the Holy King above with fitting love, has power over the earth below, and 
whatever he decrees for the world is fulfilled,'' as it was for Elijah in the matter of the rain.116

VI
Devekut and Theurgy

As seen above, the personal experience of contact with divine manifestations is sometimes envisioned as 
instrumental to an other-oriented goal, mainly other men. This goal may be achieved by virtue of the creation of a 
pathway between the divine world and the lower one. Let us now turn to the theurgical impact of devekut on the 
divine structure itself. In an early Kabbalistic text, seemingly belonging to the Geronese school, we learn:117

Even if the facilities [of the Temple] have been destroyed, there remained for Israel the great name in lieu 
of the sacrifices, to cleave to it in holy places,118 and the righteous and pious men, and those who practice 
mental concentration and unify the great name, they also stir the fire on the altar of their hearts.119 
[Thereby] all the Sefirot will then be unified in its [Israel's] pure thought and will be linked to each other 
until they are drawn [up] to the source of the endlessly sublime flame. And this is the secret that all Israel is 
cleaving to God, blessed be he120"But ye that
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did cleave unto the Lord." And this is the secret of the morning and evening unification"To show thy 
loving kindness in the morning, and thy faithfulness every night." 121 And this is the secret of the 
unification [done] by a man in the morning and evening prayer, causing the elevation of all the Sefirot into 
one bundle and their union122and then he cleaves to the great name.

"Cleaving to the great name" is mentioned twice in this passage, at the beginning and at its end. In between, the 
unification of the Sefirot to one another, and all of them to their source, is presented as occurring through the activity 
of man's pure thought. Thought is obviously the organ of influence upon this theosophical structure; the main 
instrument at man's disposal is the great name,123 which is a substitute for the sacrifice service in the Temple.124 I 
assume that the theurgical operation of sacrifice was transferred to the letters of the great name;125 I also assume 
that the Kabbalist conceived the role of the sacrifice as causing a unification of the Sefirot, an interpretation almost 
unanimously accepted by the early Kabbalists.126

On the basis of these assumptions, it seems reasonable to regard the role of the letters of the great name as inducing a 
state of union amid the divine manifestations. This activity is achieved by a preliminary cleaving of human thought 
to the letters of the name, meditating upon their nature and unifying them. After the unification of the letters and of 
the Sefirot, the cleaving to the namepresumably its unified lettersis again mentioned. We must thus consider that this 
text refers to two types of cleavingthe preliminary one, which serves as a starting point for theurgical activity,127 
and, at the end, the cleaving to a unified entity, as the culmination of the mystical process.

This analysis is roughly corroborated by the interpretation offered by R. Meir ibn Gabbay to a text authored by R. 
Isaac the Blind, as quoted by his student, R. 'Ezra:128

The quintessence of the worship of the Kabbalists129 and those who contemplate his name is "and to him 
shall you cleave"130 . . . and the intent of [the verse] "and those who contemplate his name," is to hint to 
the appropriate [mystical] intention of the worship, and it [the intention] is that the worshiper ought to 
contemplate and intend during his worship to unify the great name and join it by its letters and include in it 
all the [supernal] degrees131 and unify them in his thought, up to 'Eyin Sof. And the reason that it is said: 
"and to him shall you cleave" is to hint to thought, which must be free and pure of everything and 
subdued,132 cleaving above in an everlasting and forceful cleaving, in order to unify the branches to [their] 
root without any separation.133 And thereby will the person who unifies cleave to the great name.134

What is the exact nature of the "worship" mentioned in the first quotation as
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the substitution of cleaving to the great name in lieu of the sacrifices? A plausible answer seems to be prayer, which 
was considered as the counterpart of the sacrifices after the destruction of the Temple, on one hand, and "worship," 
on the other. Indeed, an early Kabbalistic view of the spiritual intention connected with the prayer Shema' Yisrael 
explicitly refers to the unification of the ten Sefirot. 135 One version of this view asserts:136

Since you know that the Sefirot are designated as middot [that is, attributes], and they are not [limited]137 
in attribute by their nature, but from our perspective, you ought to unify all of them twice during the 
day.138 . . . As the 'Aleph139 in the word 'EHaD* stands for [the Sefirah of] Keter, and the het*140 stands 
for [the Sefirah of] Hokhmah*, with the other seven Sefirot . . . and the dalet . . . stands for [the Sefirah of] 
Malkhut, and all the ten Sefirot are hinted at in the [word] 'EHaD . . . let [him] direct [the thought] as if he 
will cause all of them to enter the [Sefirah of] Keter, from whence they were emanated.

The unification of the Sefirot during the recitation of Shema' is also connected with the names that occur in the same 
context. I would therefore consider this tradition as one component within the view represented by the first two 
passages on the unification of ten Sefirot, the other being of the type found in R. Abraham ibn 'Ezra, who refers to 
cleaving to the Tetragrammaton.141 In the first component, the motif of cleaving is absent; in the latter, that of 
unification of Sefirot.142

The implications of the previous texts for the Kabbalistic conception of devekut are important for more than one 
reason. First of all, according to some Kabbalists, the object of cleaving is a dynamic system of divine 
manifestations, which must be unified before the higher cleaving can be attained. This process of unification is the 
subject of a continuous effort to be accomplished, as these texts reveal, twice a day. The theurgical act is therefore an 
ongoing experience the Kabbalist must contribute toward the unification of God's powers. More than a self-oriented 
act, it is a theocentric operation, albeit the locus of this happening is the thought of the Kabbalist, who must integrate 
the ten Sefirot, as manifested in the letters of the Tetragrammaton or of the word 'EHaD, into their source.143 This 
restitutio rerum ad integrum on the human spiritual level is considered to have sympathetic influence above, causing 
the return of the Sefirot to their source on the divine level. I would assume that human pure thought parallels 
supernal pure thought, the Sefirah of Keter. Thus, by the very act of contemplation of the most powerful symbol of 
the ten Sefirot, the divine name, human thought is "filled" with these contents and, presumably, becomes identical 
with them. This psychological interpretation
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seems to be corroborated by the fact that no mention of the ascent of the human soul or thought to the higher world is 
made in these texts. As far as human thought is described as cleaving to God, it seems that this state is achieved by 
the meditation on the great name. My analysis is based on the assumption that inner mental processes are able to 
activate the divine powers by means of their reflections in human thought, an interiorization of the Divine that could 
have been perceived by the Kabbalist as a real mystical union with an imago dei. We can therefore describe the 
stages of Kabbalistic worship, as presented in the above passages, as follows: (1) the primary cleaving of thought to 
the letters of the divine name; (2) the activation of these letters as symbols of higher entities so as to constitute a 
unified totality; and (3) cleaving to this unified divine totality.

Most of the previous examples stemmed from early Provençal and Catalan Kabbalah or from that of R. Isaac of 
Acre; after the second half of the thirteenth century, Spanish Kabbalah became progressively indifferent to devekut as 
the highest ideal. This is the case in the Zohar, and in the works of R. Moses de Leon, R. Joseph Gikatilla, R. Joseph 
of Hamadan, R. Joseph Angelino, and R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid *. To the extent that devekut is mentioned, it 
is by those Kabbalists who echo the earlier Geronese texts, as does the Italian Kabbalist R. Menahem* Recanati. The 
focus of religious activity is now theurgic; the biblical commandment to cleave to God is reinterpreted in a manner 
similar to that done by R. Ishmael's school in the Talmud. In one example of this demystification of devekut, it is 
given mythical perspective. According to R. Moses de Leon:144 "It is incumbent upon man to be in the supernal 
image, as it is said, 'to Him you shall cleave'145 and it is written, 'and walk in his ways'146[namely] according to this 
very image." Here, imitatio dei is referred to both as an accomplished fact and as an ideal to be achieved by proper 
acts. Cleaving turns out to be an assimilation by operation.147 The emphasis is conspicuously on the structural 
relation of the human body to the supernal imagenamely, the Sefirotand on the resemblance of the activity of the 
human and divine entities.

Following the view of Geronese Kabbalah, the Zohar presents the state of devekut as a precondition for theurgic 
influence on the Shekhinah; this state is, however, achieved at the moment of death, thereby attenuating the mystical 
nature of the act.148 This nexus thereafter reverberates in theurgic Kabbalah, and it represents the main way in 
which mystical experience was absorbed in religious systems that focus upon actions and their impact above.149

According to R. David ben Zimra, writing in the middle of the sixteenth century:150
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When a person unifies [the Sefirot] with a whole heart and wholehearted intention, then his soul is linked 
with and made to cleave to the love of God, 151 as it is written, "I have set the Lord before me always, 
surely he is at my right hand. . . ."152 Just as I do not forget my right hand, so I do not forget his love, as 
he is always before me. Know that whoever loves God with a wholehearted love causes love above, and 
the [divine] attributes [turn] their faces to each other with great passion and love.153

This passage must be understoodin light of a statement preceding itas pointing to the theurgical implications of love 
of and cleaving to God.154 As evinced by the use of the verse from Psalms, R. David does not emphasize the unitive 
nature of this cleaving, as the awareness of the presence of God, rather than union with him, is the major feature of 
his sort of mysticism; setting God "before" one highlights the distance from him rather than its reduction. As in the 
preceding examples, the goal of the act of cleaving to a divine manifestation is the theurgical effect.

In Lurianic Kabbalah, for example, devekut was mobilized for the achievement of the main goal of Kabbalistic 
activity: the restoration, or tikkun of the supernal anthropos:

Concerning the study of Torah . . . all his intention must be to link his soul and bind her to her supernal 
source by the means of Torah. And his intention must be to achieve thereby the restoration of the supernal 
anthropos, which is the ultimate intention of the creation of man and the goal of the commandment to 
study Torah. . . . As when studying Torah man must intend to link his soul and to unite her and make her 
cleave to her source above . . . and he must intend thereby to perfect the supernal tree [of Sefirot] and holy 
anthropos.155

It is evident that the mystical aspect of union with the supernal sourcewhich was central in some earlier Kabbalistic 
sources in Gerona as well as later Hasidic* onesis here only a means of attaining a higher objective: theosophical 
restoration.

Following the Lurianic pattern, the Sabbatian theosophy portrays the Messiah as cleaving to the divine power in 
order to restore the divine system to its harmonious status:156 "The soul of the King Messiah cleaves to the tree of 
life157 [and] he is the master of all the treasures of his Father158 and he performs restorations [tikkunim] in all 
aspects [of the divine powers] and [all levels of] existence. . . . by virtue of his adherence to the tree of life everything 
he does is a restoration." Cleaving and adhering are strikingly presented as enabling the Messiah to play a restorative 
role on all levels of reality, the theurgical goal being achieved only after the accomplishment of the mystical 
experience.

Safedian Kabbalah, however, absorbed not only the zoharic attitude to
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devekut as instrumental for theurgical purposes but also the perception of devekut in ecstatic Kabbalah, in which the 
ultimate goals are the achievement and revelation of unio mystica. 159 The last phase of Jewish mysticism, 
Hasidism*, not only continued the perception of devekut as unio but also interpreted, or factually misinterpreted, the 
major interest of the basic works of theurgical Kabbalah. Thus, according to R. Menahem* Mendel of 
Premyshlyany:160

Nistar161 is the name given to a matter which one cannot transmit to another person; just as the taste of [a 
particular] food cannot be described to a person who has never tasted this taste,162 [so] is it impossible to 
explain in words how it is and what it is; such a thing is called seter [hidden]. Thus is the love and fear of 
God, blessed be heit is impossible to explain to another person the love [of God] in one's heart; [therefore], 
it is called nistar. But the attribution of the term nistar to the lore of the Kabbalah is strange, as whoever 
wishes to study [Kabbalah], the book is available to him, and if he does not understand he is an ignoramus, 
as [indeed] for such a person, the Gemara and Tosafot are also nistar. But the concealed matters in the 
Zohar and the writings of R. Isaac Luria are those based upon the cleaving to God,163 for those who are 
worthy to cleave and to see the supernal Merkavah, like R. Isaac Luria, to whom164 the paths of the 
firmament were clear and he walked on them [seeing his way] with his mental eyes,165 like the four sages 
who entered Pardes.

The significance of this passage lies not only in the characterization of Kabbalah as a mystical experience but also in 
the reinterpretation of the entire Kabbalistic heritage as a quest for mystical experience rather than as a theosophical 
gnosis.166 Thus, the gamut of conceptions of devekut in Hasidism is an intermingling of theurgic interpretations, in 
the vein of the zoharic-Lurianic tradition, and mystical interpretations, stemming from Geronese, Abulafian, and 
Safedian texts.

Let us now turn to some expressions of extreme forms of devekut, which can reasonably be classified as unio 
mystica.
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Chapter 4
Unio Mystica in Jewish Mysticism

I
Unio Mystica:
Methodological Observations

One of the most widely accepted theses regarding Jewish mysticism asserts the reticence of Kabbalists to express 
their experiences in terms that could be understood as pointing to a total union of the mystic with God. Edward Caird 
has formulated this preconception in a lucid manner: "The Jew was always defended against the extreme of 
Mysticism by his strong sense of the separate personality of God and man, and, as a consequence, his vivid 
consciousness of moral obligation as involved in the worship of God." 1 Caird's stand was expressed in contrast with 
Plotinus' opposite perception of the relationship between the human and the Divine, which can reach a stage wherein 
"the barrier between the infinite and the finite is thrown down, and the former is brought into immediate contact with 
the latter, so that every distinction and relation of the finite vanishes away."2

Apparently independently of Caird's diagnosis, Gershom Scholem stressed, time and again, that a total union with the 
Divine is absent in Jewish texts: "It is only in extremely rare cases that ecstasy signifies actual union with God in 
which the human individuality abandons itself to the rapture of complete submersion in the divine stream. Even in 
this ecstatic frame of mind, the Jewish mystic almost invariably retains a sense of the distance between the Creator 
and his creature."3 This assessment offered by such a fine scholar of Jewish mysticism has reverberated in a long 
series of studies and has been endorsed by most of Scholem's followers,4 as well as by scholars of general 
mysticism.5 Scholem's diagnosis was accepted with such certainty that such a
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fine scholar as Stace could regard unio mystica as "an aberration from standard Jewish types [of mysticism]." 6 A 
leading scholar of Judaica, Salo Baron, went so far as to affirm that exclamations of identity with God, such as are 
found in the Islamic mystic Hallaj, "would have sounded as execrable blasphemies in the ears of the most confirmed 
Jewish followers of Sufism. . . . they never forgot the chasm which separated the Infinite from all his creatures. . . . 
Individually, too, they sought mere communion not actual union, with the Deity."7 Obviously, Scholem's view has 
been accepted without qualification.

Some scholars did attempt to qualify this generalization, but even they regarded the Kabbalists who expressed 
"audacious" stands on unio mystica as exceptions that might slightly modify Scholem's view without, however, 
necessitating an overall reassessment of its validity.8 Scholem himself was not convinced by these exceptions and 
tended to interpret them in a less radical manner.9 To my knowledge, no attempts at revising Scholem's thesis as 
such have been undertaken by scholars of Kabbalah, and notwithstanding certain minor reservations, it has remained 
the regnant view in Kabbalah research. In the following pages, I shall propose an alternative view on expressions of 
unio mystica in Kabbalah: far from being absent, unitive descriptions recur in Kabbalistic literature no less frequently 
than in non-Jewish mystical writings, and the images used by the Kabbalists do not fall short of the most extreme 
forms of other types of mysticism.

I shall begin with the implicit assumption underlying both Caird's and Scholem's negation of extreme mysticism in 
Judaism. It presupposes that the transcendence of God as affirmed in an exoteric religion does not allow unio mystica 
even on the esoteric level.10 Such an assumption, however, is unfounded on both theoretical and factual grounds. As 
we have seen above, the Kabbalists employed unitive philosophical terminology that had been in existence long 
before the composition of their works and that was recognized as acceptable in Jewish circles.11 Concepts regarding 
union with supernal entities, such as R. Abraham ibn 'Ezra's view of devekut or Averroës's notion of intellectual 
union, were well known and recurred frequently in Kabbalistic treatises.

Moreover, the transmutation of Enoch into the angel Metatron, an important motif in some ancient Jewish texts, 
could be understood in some instances as the fusion between the human patriarch and the angel that predated this 
experience. According to the ancient Jewish texts, Enoch was invested not only with garments of glory and a huge 
size but also with all-comprehensive knowledge. No wonder that his example was considered a mystical ideal
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among ecstatic Kabbalists. 12 Therefore, we cannot attribute the "reticence" concerning the use of unitive imagery to 
inhibitions caused by external conceptual factors, such as the lack of unitive motifs in Jewish theologies. To the 
contrary, philosophical terminology, for example, could and did serve as a conceptual frame that could at the same 
time facilitate communication with certain intellectual groups.13 The fact that a religion that gives rise to a certain 
mystical movement subscribes to a transcendental theology cannot be adduced as decisive proof for the suppression 
of unitive imagery. For example, Islam, whose transcendental character is undisputed, gave birth to extreme types of 
mysticism.14 Islamic rationalistic theology, in its unsuccessful attempts to suppress mystical groups, was backed by 
strong sociopolitical forces that were absent in Judaism. The same was also the case in Christianity; despite the 
powerful domination of the intellectual arena by the church, which had condemned spiritual dissenters and 
sometimes even executed them, one finds from the end of the thirteenth century on an abundance of assertions of the 
possibility of union with God. Against this background, the existence of a plethora of unitive expressions in Jewish 
mysticism is neither problematic sociologically nor curious from the religious point of view.

II
Union in Ecstatic Kabbalah

So much for the theoretical aspect of the problem. The textual evidence also points to a direction other than that 
indicated by Scholem. Part of the material to be discussed below was, to be sure, known to Scholem and used by 
him; he interpreted it in a way different from the one I shall follow. Another part was not used by him at all, although 
we can reasonably assume that he was well acquainted with it; still another part may not have been known by him. I 
shall first outline the historical context of the usage of unitive descriptions and then discuss some important 
examples.

As noted above, Geronese Kabbalah was interested in devekut as a central mystical value, and in some instances, the 
unitive interpretation of this term is more appropriate than a communitive understanding. Yet from the second half of 
the thirteenth century onward, Spanish Kabbalists tended to deemphasize devekut, giving primary emphasis to the 
theurgical significance of performing commandments with Kabbalistic intention. Such is the case in the Zohar and in 
the works of R. Moses de Leon, R. Joseph Gikatilla, R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*, and R. Joseph of Hamadan. 
Notwithstanding the vivid Geronese interest in devekut as one of the highest religious values, the late thirteenth-
century Kabbalists overemphasized the centrality of theurgical practice for
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Jewish life. Although these Kabbalists eventually mentioned devekut with respect, it never became the center of their 
religious outlook. Spanish Kabbalah followed this type of theurgical religion until the Expulsion in 1492, and 
continued doing so in northern Africa, Italy, and the Ottoman Empire.

Outside thirteenth-century Spain, the ecstatic Kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia regarded the attainment of ecstatic 
experiences as the summum bonum of human spirituality and at times described these experiences in unitive terms. I 
have devoted a detailed study to Abulafia's views concerning mystical union, in an attempt to show that several 
passages in his works can be understood only as indicative of unitive tendencies. I shall restrict myself here to some 
representative examples. In one of his commentaries on the Guide, Abulafia asserts that the Kabbalist "prophesies, 
according to the entity which causes him to pass from potentiality into the final and perfect actuality, and he and He 
become one entity, inseparable during this act." 15

The "inseparableness" of the factors that enter the ecstatic experience is here explicitly referred to in the classical 
formula "he and He become one entity."16 The philosophical gist of this passage is unmistakable: the transition from 
potentiality into the perfect actuality is tantamount to the transformation of the individual human intellect into the 
active intellect, which is achieved by an act of union. Elsewhere in the same work, Abulafia indicates that the human 
faculties gradually ascend to the active intellect17 "and will unite with it after many hard, strong, and mighty 
exercises, until the particular and personal prophetic [faculty] will turn universal,18 permanent and everlasting19 
similar to the essence of its cause, and he and He will become one entity."

This kind of unitive expression abounds in Abulafia's works, many of which are extant in manuscript form and some 
of which are influential treatises. The total absence of Abulafia in Scholem's most elaborate analysis of the 
phenomenon of devekut is hard to explain.20 Only by neglecting such a major Kabbalistic figure in a study devoted 
to devekut or by misinterpreting his views in others could a totally nonunitive picture of Jewish mysticism be 
constructed.21 Moreover, Abulafia was not merely a major exception; he opened an avenue that was followed by 
several interesting Kabbalists, some of whom were themselves as highly influential in the spiritual physiognomy of 
Jewish mysticism as he was.

III
Mystical Union:
Reconstruction of a Broken Unity

Let me illustrate the affinity among the perceptions of devekut in three mystical schools, which may be seen as 
constituting a continuum of interest in this
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matterthe ecstatic Kabbalah, Safedian Kabbalah, and Hasidism *. All these schools envisioned devekut as a 
reintegration of the human into the primordial unity, whose other half is the Divine.

According to one of Abulafia's disciples, the anonymous author of Sha'arey Zedek*, man is the last of the compound 
entities (as Maimonides22 and Abulafia23 already maintained) and is therefore represented by the letter yod, that is, 
the number ten, which is considered the last primary number. He then continues:

He is the yod in this world, who has received the power from the all, and he comprises the all, like the yod 
in [the realm of] the Sefirot. Understand, therefore, that there is no discernible difference between this yod 
and that yod but a very fine one, from the aspect of spirituality, and that it [the letter yod] is the milluy 
[plene spelling] of the other yod. . . . And this is the secret [of the verse] ''and cleave unto Him"the cleaving 
of yod to yod, in order to complete the circle.24

Each of the two yods are explicitly defined as halves of the circle, which is completed by the ascension of the lower 
man and his turning into "the higher man, the man who [sits] on the throne and25 shall be called: 'The Lord our 
righteousness.'"26

Man, then, is but half of a greater unit, the circle, and by his ascent he can reconstruct it. Against this background, we 
may understand the elaboration of the two yods; in Hebrew, the word yod stands for ten, and in the plene spelling 
(YWD) the letters WD also bear the numerical value of ten. Hence, the form yod itself comprises two yods: one 
symbolizing the human, the other the divine part. Each of these is represented graphically by a semicircle, the shape 
of the yod in the Hebrew alphabet.27 The cleaving together of these semicircles results in the formation of the 
complete circle.28

The shared metaphor of the circle as a symbol of the union of the human and the Divine is deserving of closer 
examination; its occurrence as part of the description of human perfection recalls the Jungian conception of the 
mandala as a symbol of individualization. Abraham Abulafia indeed visualized a circle as part of his ecstatic 
experiences. The recurrence of the metaphor here allows us to understand that these two references to the circle are 
not only a literary description; they also point to a vision of a circle during an experience interpreted as unitive. 
Moreover, the explicit formulation of unio mystica in the Bodleian manuscript to be quoted below helps us 
understand the significance of these passages, including the circle metaphor that occurs in Sha'arey Zedek; I assume 
that the anonymous Kabbalist who wrote this book understood the mystical experiences recorded in his work as 
unitive experiences.
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In another work closely related to Abulafia and preserved in the Bodleian Library, we read: 29 "He told me: 'Thou art 
my son, this day I have begotten thee,'30 and also: 'See now that I, even I, am He.'31 And the secret [of these verses] 
is the cleaving of the powerthat is, the supernal divine power called the circle of prophecywith the human power; and 
it is also said: 'I, I.' "32 The phrases "I, I" and ''I even I, am He," stand for the union of the Divine with the human; 
according to the plain reading of the texts, the "circle of prophecy" is tantamount to the divine power. A closer 
reading, however, reveals another sense: the numerical value of the Hebrew phrase galgal ha-nevu' ah is 132; the 
same holds true of the phrase 'Aniy 'Aniy hu', this gematria being a decisive indication that the circle includes two 
I'sboth human and the Divine.

In both sources from the ecstatic Kabbalah, mystical union is presented as a process of assimilation to the Divine. In 
Sha'arey Zedek*, man ascends to the status of an entity sitting on the divine throne. The second passage uses three 
verses that forcefully point to a union of man with the Divine to the extent that the former is referred to by the same 
phrase as the Divinity: 'Aniy. Before I leave the anonymous author of Sha'arey Zedek, it is pertinent to quote his view 
of the soul:33 "The universal soul is one, and she was divided into two [parts] because of the division of matter."34 
These two parts are the soul of the "sphere of 'Aravot"seemingly the highest sphere, the most spiritual of the souls 
existing in the entire worldand "the natural soul" derived from the first one.35 This affinity enables the human soul to 
ascend to the soul of 'Aravot and change its nature. This description of the soul parallels the description above of the 
two semicircles, although this point cannot be proven definitively. In both cases, an ascent that precedes the 
attainment of human perfection is mentioned.

Some possible sources of the view of man as a semicircle, and of his soul as part of the universal soul may be the 
following: (1) Plato's description of the division of the primeval androgynous spherical being into two halves, male 
and female,36 and (2) the medieval versions of this myth, both Arabic37 and Jewish,38 which transferred the 
division from the body to the soul. Our anonymous Kabbalist seems to have drawn upon both versions, albeit 
introducing a substantial change: the whole is no longer the primordial man or his soul but the universal man and the 
universal soul; the division is no longer "vertical," resulting in two sexually differentiated and "equal" beings, but 
rather "horizontal," creating an asexual polarity of supernal man or higher soul, versus lower man or human soul.

Phenomenologically, and perhaps also historically, the conceptions of Sefer Sha'arey Zedek, are close to those of R. 
Elijah de Vidas, an important Safedian
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Kabbalist and moralist. 39 Dealing with the significance of the term part (helek*), he wrote: "It indicates that the 
souls are hewn from him, and he and they are two parts, like the matter of 'half-bodies' . . . and when the part of the 
lower soul unites with him, the two parts become united and one."40

The view of the union of the two semicircles as a metaphor for unio mystica has its closest counterpart in the famous 
interpretation by the Great Maggid R. Dov Baer of Mezherich41 of the meaning of the verse: "Make thee two 
trumpets."42

Two halves of forms, as it is written "on the throne, a likeness in the appearance of a man above upon 
it,"43 as man ['ADaM] is but D and M,44 and the speech45 dwells upon him. And when he unites with 
God, who is the Alpha46 of the world, he becomes 'ADaM. . . . and man must separate himself from any 
corporeal things, to such an extent that he will ascend through all the worlds47 and be in union with God, 
until [his] existence will be annihilated, and then he will be called 'ADaM.

The Maggid bases his homily on the verse: "Make thee two trumpets of silver, of a whole piece shall thou make 
them." The Hebrew word for trumpets, Hazozerot*, is interpreted as Hazi-zurot*, that is, "[two] half-forms." This 
phrase occurs already in one of R. Joseph Gikatilla's short treatises, in which he refers to the two halves of the 
original soul, which is divided into male and female souls.48

In Gikatilla, this partition of the soul reflects a higher one: that between the Sefirot of Yesod and Malkhut. The 
earthly intercourse between male and female, who derived their souls from an original unity, is conducive to the 
attainment of the harmony on high. This theurgical perception of the two halves of souls was presumably known to 
the Great Maggid. R. Moses Hayyim* Ephraim of Sudylkow reported an interesting version of R. Dov Baer's 
interpretation of the trumpets, according to which they correspond to the name49 and heaven, who long to be united 
with each other;50 our duty is to facilitate this union.51 The mystical conception of the two half-forms may thus 
represent a neutralization of an earlier theurgical view existing in thirteenth-century Kabbalah.52

Let us return to the passage from R. Dov Baer. According to Scholem, his unitive terminology must be considered in 
the "context of his thought," which points to a state wherein "man finds himself by losing himself in God," a view 
consonant with "the eminently Jewish and personalistic conception of man"; thus, the Great Maggid does not intend 
a "pantheistic obliteration of the self within the divine mind.''53 This view, however, is far from being a definitive 
interpretation: the Great Maggid's terminology"union with God" and the annihilation of individual existencesupport a 
rather more radical interpreta-
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tion, which is corroborated, as we shall see below, by the existence of extreme unitive conceptions in the circle of R. 
Dov Baer. 54 Scholem's reading of "Adam" in the last sentence of the quotation as the new spiritual identity of the 
mystic following the unitive experience is no more than one of the many possibilities inherent in the Hasidic* text. It 
is equally valid to assume that "Adam" refers not to the mystic who has returned from the annihilative experience but 
to what remained absorbed in the depth of the Godhead. The reference to union as a step preceding annihilation is 
evidence that the unitive experience culminates with the total loss of individuality.55 A similar sequence is found in 
another text of R. Dov Baer. Describing the state of the world designated by a talmudic dictum56 as haruv* 
(destroyed), he wrote: '' 'and one [thousand years the world] is destroyed'when all arrives at union, the world is 
destroyed and annihilated."57 Annihilation is, again, preceded by union. The unqualified reference to the annihilation 
of existence leaves no room for the assumption that the term Adam persists beyond the state of annihilation. 
According to one version of this passage, the "complete form" is attained only when God and man are together, 
without any hint of the possibility that the phrase is applicable to either of these entities when separated.58

The same verse from Ezekiel was employed both by the author of Sha'arey Zedek* and by the Great Maggid in order 
to refer to the new stage achieved by the mystic. These authors likewise share similar linguistic techniques to 
demonstrate their view: Y plus WD,59 or A plus DM. Moreover, they use the term half to describe each of the entities 
involved in the mystical union. These affinities, however, important as they may be, are insufficient as conclusive 
proofs of a direct influence of Sha'arey Zedek on the Great Maggid; but they clearly establish the similarity between 
an important aspect of ecstatic Kabbalah and mystical Hasidism*.

In all three mystical schools mentioned above, the Neoplatonic motif of the cleaving of the human soul to its source 
is prominent. This was combined with the Platonic theory of "halves," and the synthesis functioned as a powerful 
expression to convey the state of mystical union. Let me conclude this point with a quotation from the work of one of 
the first masters of Hasidism, R. Menahem* Nahum* of Chernobyl:60 " . . . to bring himself closer to the divine part 
which dwells in him, closer to the root of all, to him, blessed be he; and he becomes attached to the divine unity by 
means of the union of the part to the all,61 which is 'Eiyn Sof. Consequently, the light of the holiness of 'Eiyn Sof 
shines in him, as the part cleaves to its root."62 The Neoplatonic terminology of "the part" (individual) cleaving to 
"its root" (all) is obvious. The fusion of the particular with the general, as presented here by a member of R. Dov 
Baer's
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circle, has, in my opinion, nothing personalistic about it; what remains is the divine light that invades the individual 
in a unitive experience.

IV
The Drop and the Ocean

At this stage in our analysis of devekut, it would be worthwhile to survey the recurrence of another classical 
metaphor of unio mystica in Kabbalistic textsnamely, the dissolution of the drop of water within the sea. This 
metaphor is an ancient one that had already appeared in the Katha Upanishad IV:15; in Zaehner's rendering, it reads: 
"As pure water poured into pure becomes like unto itso does the soul of the discerning sage become [like unto 
Brahman]." 63 Both Muslim and Christian mysticism have employed this image as well.64 In Kabbalistic sources, it 
apparently appears for the first time in R. Isaac of Acre:65 "She [the soul]66 will cleave to the divine intellect, and it 
will cleave to her. . . . and she and the intellect become one entity, as if somebody pours out a jug of water into a 
running well, that all becomes one. And this is the secret meaning of the saying of our sages: 'Enoch is Metatron.'67 
And this is the secret meaning of [the phrase] 'a fire devouring fire.' "

For R. Isaac, the dissolution or absorption of the human soul into the supernal entity is total and presumably final. No 
wonder that he warns against the dangers of sinking68 into the ultimate experience of union:69

When Moses our master said: "show me thy glory,"70 he sought his death in order that his soul should 
obliterate the barrier of her palace71 which separates her and the wondrous divine light, which she was 
eager to contemplate. But because Israel still needed Moses, God did not wish that Moses' soul would 
leave her palace in order to apprehend this light of his. . . . Now you, my son, strive to contemplate the 
supernal light since I have certainly introduced you into "the sea of the ocean"72 which surrounds the 
[whole] world.73 But be careful and guard your soul from gazing and your heart from pondering [upon the 
light], lest you sink; and the effort shall be to contemplate but [at the same time] to escape from 
sinking. . . . Let your soul contemplate the divine light and certainly cleave to it, as long as she dwells in 
her palace.

In principle, the great endeavor of the mystic is to attain the state of union without, nevertheless, being absorbed and 
lost in the divine abyss. Sinking is envisioned here as a perilous possibility inherent in the unitive experience.74 
However, at least in the case of Moses, deathwhich I suppose is parallel to sinking75is portrayed as a higher mystical 
step that Moses attempted to achieve; it was denied him only because he was needed to lead the people of
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Israel, an activity consisting of corporeal acts. 76 Cleavingand in R. Isaac's texts we can use the term unionis not the 
terminal point of the mystical path. Beyond that lies the "ocean," tempting the mystic to accomplish his spiritual 
adventure by an ecstatic sinking.77 It is worth emphasizing that, in fact, R. Isaac of Acre assumes that a total fusion 
with the Divine is possible and that Moses, the paragon of Jewish mystics, indeed strove to attain such an experience. 
Therefore, from the theological point of view, the abyss that separates the human and the Divine is not unbridgeable.

One of R. Isaac's contemporaries and probably also a compatriot, the anonymous author of Sha'arey Zedek*, 
explicitly expresses his overwhelming experience in oceanic terminology. He requested of his master:78

"In heaven's name, can you perhaps impart to me some power to enable me to bear this force emerging 
from my heart and to receive influx from it?" For I wanted to draw this force toward me and receive influx 
from it, for it much resembles a spring filling a great basin with water. If a man [not being properly 
prepared for it] should open the dam, he would be drowned in its waters and his soul would desert him.79

These texts all strongly illustrate that images of the ocean are to be found in Kabbalah as in other types of mystical 
literature.80 Moreover, some of the earliest Christian mystics who used this simile in its most extreme modethat of 
the absorption of a drop of water into the sea81were condemned as heretics; one of them, Marguerite Porete, was 
even burned for heresy.82 This happened at roughly the same time when the Kabbalistic sources above were being 
written, with no condemnation or even protest uttered by Jewish theologians or halakhists. Even stronger examples 
can be adduced from Hasidic* literature.

The "drop" imagery is found in early Hasidism*. R. Yehiel* Mikhael of Zloczow,83 one of the Besht's important 
disciples and a companion of the Great Maggid, indicates that the Jews84

made all their powers cleave to their thought [and] to the Creator, blessed be he, as they were wont to do in 
the past. Therefore, they are very great, for the branch arrives at its root,85 this [arrival] being a union with 
the root, and the root is the 'Eiyn Sof; thence the branch is also 'Eiyn Sof, as its existence was annihilated86 
as in the simile of the single drop87 which has fallen into the great sea, and arrived at its root, and hence is 
one with the water of the sea, so that it is totally impossible to recognize88 it per se.

The soul is therefore dissolved into 'Eiyn Sof, so that she can no longer be distinguished as a separate entity; she is 
completely obliterated in the ocean
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from which she emerged. This passage seems to be more than just a random uncharacteristic utterance. It accurately 
expresses the view of the Great Maggid, with whose works it shares terminological and conceptual views. R. Yehiel 
* Mikhael's far-reaching perception illuminates the Great Maggid's concepts, bringing into sharper relief his more 
radical, impersonal stand.89

The relationship between devekut and "death"which has Kabbalistic precedents, some of which have been mentioned 
previouslyis also found in the circle of R. Dov Baer. R. Jacob Isaac ha-Levi Horowitz, the Seer of Lublin, reports in 
the name of the Rabbi of Pinsk, R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev, a fascinating interpretation of the talmudic dictum "One 
who is poor is considered as if he is dead,"90 presented in the context of another talmudic statement "One who 
wishes to live should mortify himself.''91 R. Levi Isaac asserts:92

One who wishes to live should disregard the concerns of his body, and let his thought cleave to God, 
blessed be he. He will mortify himself and will depart93 from himself; but he is nevertheless alive, as he 
cleaves to the life of [all] lives.94 . . . whoever is impoverished by his cleaving to God, blessed be he, is 
certainly considered . . . as if dead,95 as freed from [actual] death, but [nevertheless] lives by them [the 
commandments].

Devekut is here closely related to the state of poverty or "death"; indeed, cleaving leads to the emergence of the next 
mystical stage of total disengagement from the world. We can formulate a three-stage mystical path hinted at by R. 
Levi Isaac: (1) detachment from one's corporeal needs,96 (2) attaching of one's thought to God, and (3) spiritual 
"poverty," or "death" at the culmination of the mystical path. Like the annihilation that comes after union in the text 
of the Great Maggid, his disciple assumes a spiritual death that crowns one's experience of union.97 There is nothing 
new in the argumentation about the true life that succeeds one's dying to this world; it is a reverberation of a 
Neoplatonic motif98 already recorded in the Babylonian Talmud.99 The Hasidic* text locates devekut as an initial 
step on the mystical path; only after cleaving does one "die," and this "dying" ensures everlasting life.100 In the last 
passage the term poor ('aniy) bears an overt mystical overtone, implying the natural result of cleaving rather than a 
self-induced awareness of pauperitas sancta vis-à-vis God. This perception of "poverty" is to be compared to R. Dov 
Baer's "self-annihilation" that follows cleaving.101 Again a mystical state emerges without any initiative on the part 
of the mystic; no self-abasement is referred to by the Great Maggid, or at least not such a state alone, but a passive 
experience of annihilation that seems closely related to "death"102 or "poverty."103

The very end of R. Levi Isaac's passage, ve-hay* bahem (Lev. 18:5), is an obvious
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reference to the performance of commandments. Cleaving and total detachment cannot release one from the yoke of 
the commandments. Such a reference is indispensable since, according to a talmudic view, only the dead are free 
from the commandments. Furthermore, according to the well-known perception of devekutwhich was described 
abovecleaving is sometimes regarded as a prerequisite for the spiritual performance of the commandments. But this 
point was not elaborated by R. Levi Isaac in our passage; by comparing it to conceptions of prayer during unitive 
experiences in the Great Maggid's circle, we may perceive that this performance has lost its activistic, intentional 
characteristics, being replaced by quietistic acts. The very occurrence of the phrase ve-hay * bahem evinces a 
sensibility toward the possibility that someone might understand devekut and "spiritual death" as states of 
consciousness that keep one from the performance of commandments, rendering them superfluous. Rather, the 
mystic reaches a state in which the mizvot* are performed as if God himself performed them through him, the mystic 
having attained a state of Gelassenheit, to use Meister Eckhart's term. "Death" in the metaphorical sense is here 
applied exclusively to the soul with no reference to the body, a fact that strengthens our observation that the 
performance of commandments is still going on.104 Again, as in the case of the earlier Kabbalists, no protests were 
raised, as far as I know, against these extreme statements and expressions, despite the fact that Hasidism* was, in the 
very years these texts were written, under heavy attack from its opponents.

V
The Swallowing Metaphor

Another interesting image for mystical union can be found in the writings of the fourteenth-century Flemish mystic, 
John Ruysbroeck. According to him, "To eat and to be eaten? This is union. . . . since his desire is without measure, 
to be devoured of him does not greatly amaze me."105 This text is considered an example of extreme unitive 
metaphor and is indeed a fascinating expression.106 Judged by the criterion of the presence or absence of the 
"devouring" type of imagery, Jewish mysticism also presents extreme tendencies.107 Thus, for example, we learn 
from R. Isaac of Acre that the mystical significance of the biblical phrase describing God as "a devouring fire" is the 
"eating,"108 referring to109

that thing which is swallowed by another. "And he cleaves to his wife [and they become] one flesh."110 
When the pious mystic causes his soul to ascend [in order] to cleave in an appropriate cleaving to the 
divine mystery to which she [the soul]
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cleaves, [the Divinity] 111 swallows her.112 And this is the secret meaning of [the verse],113 "but they 
shall not come to see when the holy things are covered [literally, swallowed]114 lest they die."

There can be no doubt that the cleaving referred to here, portrayed as a state of being swallowed up, takes place 
between the human soul and the Divine.115 Not only does this passage precede the discussion of the jug of water and 
the running well, in which the divine intellect is mentioned; both images, those of fire and water, are supposed to 
reveal the significance of a phrase explicitly referring to divinity.

Another pertinent discussion is to be found in the Commentary to the Prayer Book by R. Shneur Zalman of Lyady, 
the founder of Habad* Hasidism*. According to him, the ritual of Nefilat Appayim (prayers recited in a semiprone 
posture) symbolizes the union of two different entities that become like one inseparable body.116 Even when a man 
continues his regular activity after prayer, he does not fall from this state of union. Commenting upon his own 
remarks on mystical union, R. Shneur Zalman asserts:117

As we see that when man cleaves to God, it is extremely delightful for Him, and very sweet,118 so much 
so that he will swallow it into his heart,119 and so on, as the bodily throat swallows. And this is the true 
cleaving, as he becomes one substance with God into whom he was swallowed, without being separate 
[from him] to be considered as a distinct entity120 at all. That is the meaning [of the verse], "and you shall 
cleave to him"121[to cleave], literally.

Some comments on this passage are in order. This is more than a mere metaphorical usage; the beginning of the 
quotation expresses, through the simile of devouring, common experience. As I remarked above, from the 
methodological point of view we are not in a position to compare the contents of R. Shneur Zalman's experience 
either with that of R. Isaac of Acre or with that of Ruysbroeck. At least on the literary level, however, the similarity 
between their images is surprising.

The sequence "cleavingswallowing," obvious in R. Shneur Zalman, is presumably parallel to that of 
"cleavingannihilation" occurring in some Hasidic* texts, including some of those discussed above. Accordingly, 
"swallowing" is similar to the annihilation of the human soul after the act of union. If this understanding is correct, 
then a major disciple of the Great Maggid envisioned mystical annihilation as the highest step on the mystical ladder, 
an interpretation confirming our previous allegedly radical understanding of the two-trumpets simile.

Two final remarks concerning the Hasidic usage of the "devouring" simile.
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First, R. Shneur Zalman's view can be better understood against the background of the widespread Kabbalistic 
concept of elevation by ritualistic eating; as the vegetable and animal entities are elevated through their consumption 
by a human being, so is the latter elevated through being swallowed by the Divine. 122 In all these cases, the 
spiritual cores or the holy particles are liberated and thereby achieve their return to a pristine status. And second, 
from both the R. Isaac of Acre and Shneur Zalman passages, we can gather that, in spite of the imagery used, the 
experience it reflects does not seem to be considered a final one. Neither of these authors is searching for a mystical 
death as an aim in itself, although the nature of this experience may indeed be attractive.

The possibility of total assimilation of the human to the Divine is also conspicuous in Kedushat ha-Levi, written by 
another disciple of the Great Maggid, R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev:

When the Zaddik* cleaves to the nought, and is [then] annihilated, then [alone] he worships the Creator 
from the aspect of all the Zaddikim*, since no division of the attributes is discernible there at all. . . . There 
is a Zaddik who cleaves to the nought and nevertheless returns afterward to his essence. But Moses our 
master, blessed be his memory, was annihilated all the time since he was constantly contemplating the 
grandeur of the Creator, blessed be he, and did not return to his essence at all, as it is well known, since 
Moses our master, blessed be his memory, was constantly cleaving to the nought, and from this aspect he 
was annihilated. . . . Since when he contemplates the Creator, blessed be he, then there is no essence in 
him, since he is annihilated . . . he contemplated the nought and was annihilated. . . . and Moses was 
constantly cleaving to the nought.123

The distinction between Moses' constant contemplation, which caused an annihilative state from which he did not 
return, and that of the Zaddikim, who return from their unitive experiences, is highly significant. What is at stake is 
not the possibility of assimilation by or in God from the divine perspectiveor, in other words, the possibility of 
bridging the distance between man and Godbut the problem of human nature, which can hardly sustain a state of 
continuous immersion in a contemplative/annihilative experience. Moses was seen as a mystic who was capable of 
maintaining this supreme state of union and hence served as an ideal for the Zaddikim; he was seen similarly by R. 
Isaac of Acre.

Let us now return to the "swallowing" image, which is alluded to again in a later Hasidic* text by R. Eliezer Zevi* 
Safrin. God here expresses the relationship to the Zaddikim in these terms: "In the entire exile I have only 'a little
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[literally, "few"; me'at] food'; namely, at certain [rare] times a union with a Zaddik *, designated as 'few,' occurs. 
And eating is the holy union, as is known [in the phrase] 'a little food.' "124

We may compare the "swallowing" imagery as reflective of mystical experiences to the type of imagery occurring in 
the initiatory ordeals of tribal rites.125 In the mystical type of imagery, there is a clear fascination with being 
swallowed as the culmination of a long process of approaching the Divine. In the mythical worldview of the archaic 
mentality, the initiate is involved in a dreadful experience of meeting with "the monster," which, by "devouring" the 
initiate, enables him to attain a more mature level of behavior as well as a new social status.126 In both types of 
experience, the person is elevated to a higher level: the primitive approach uses the technique of presenting to the 
youth the mysterium tremendum,127 and the mystical approach, that of seeking a meeting with the mysterium 
fascinans.128 In the former case, the personality is supposed to develop into a mature mode of perceiving reality; in 
the latter, we can assume that the encounter with the Divine brings about a disintegration of the "old man," but 
without substituting a higher structure of social personality. In the tribal initiation, a person enters a new society; in 
extreme mysticism, man leaves society and enters God. The initiation ordeal is a rite of passage; the mystical 
experience is mostly an exit into God. The ordeal is primarily physical; the mystical experience is essentially 
psychical.

Given the material we have examined in this chapter, it is apparent that the rarity of the existence of mystical union 
in its extreme form in Jewish sources should be reconsidered; both the Kabbalistic theory and praxis call for such a 
revision. Let us turn now to the ways in which Jewish mystics attained their mystical experiencestheir mystical 
techniques.
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Chapter 5
Mystical Techniques

I
Nomian and Anomian Mystical Techniques

Like mystics of other faiths, Kabbalists used certain techniques in order to induce paranormal states of 
consciousness. But despite the great importance of these practices, their history and description have received only 
scant attention in the modern study of Jewish mysticism. 1 The very existence of elaborate systems of mystical 
practices constitutes significant evidence for the reliability of the confessions of Jewish mystics. The fact that those 
Kabbalists who related their mystical experiences are the same Kabbalists who described mystical techniques 
enhances their credibility as to the practical use of the techniques and the experiential nature of their mystical life.2

Unlike unitive terminology, which is heavily influenced by external sources, the descriptions of mystical techniques 
combine ancient and presumably authentically Jewish elements with practices that were absorbed from alien sources. 
One can distinguish between two main types of Kabbalistic techniques, which I will designate nomian and anomian. 
Nomian refers to the internalized halakhic practices that were performed by the Kabbalists with "intention" or 
kavvanah, one of the important goals of which was devekut. Thus, nomian stands for the spiritualization of the 
halakhic dromenon, which is thereby transformed into a mystical technique. Anomian refers to those forms of 
mystical activity that did not involve halakhic practice. I should like to stress from the outset that anomian is far from 
synonymous with alien practices. Although some anomian techniques may indeed have stemmed from non-Jewish 
sources, others were practiced by ancient
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Jewish mystics but did not become a part of the halakhic way of life. It was precisely the anomian practices that, 
during the later stages of development of Jewish mysticism, became the most esoteric part of Kabbalistic techniques. 
Before I enter into detailed discussion, it should be remarked that part of the material to follow stems from 
anonymous treatises or from literary genres such as hagiographical and pseudepigraphic works. I decided to include 
such material when there was sufficient reason to suppose that, even if it did not reflect the actual practices of the 
persons to whom it was attributed, the details provided in these texts can nevertheless be useful for a better 
understanding of certain techniques. Actual or spuriously attributed practices may have been imitated by the mystics.

I shall present below four main mystical techniques. The first twoweeping and the ascent of the soulexemplify the 
continuity of Jewish mysticism throughout the centuries, notwithstanding the changes in theological conceptions that 
occurred; the last twocombination of letters and visualization of colorsare representative of the more intensive types 
of techniques characteristic of the medieval period. I deliberately ignored a long series of other devices for attaining 
paranormal states of consciousness, such as oneiric techniques, 3 isolation,4 or mental concentration,5 which I have 
described elsewhere. Of the four techniques dealt with here, the first two are analyzed extensively, whereas the third 
and fourth ones are, for various reasons, only generally surveyed.6

II
Weeping as Mystical Practice

I shall begin my description of the techniques by focusing on a practiceunnoticed beforethat can be traced back 
through all the major stages of Jewish mysticism over a period of more than two millennia. I refer to the 
recommendation of the use of weeping as a means for attaining revelationsmostly of a visual characterand/or a 
disclosure of secrets.7 Before introducing the relevant material, I will review the role played by weeping in Judaism. 
Within the nomian framework, weeping was incumbent for a limited time within the period of mourning for either a 
member of one's family or an outstanding sage. It is obvious from the halakhic regulations that, although weeping 
was obligatory during the period of mourning, it was not viewed as appropriate common behavior. Weeping was 
likewise recommended in connection with mourning for the Destruction of the Temple, either as part of the rite of 
Tikkun Hazzot* or as an integral component of the observance of the Ninth of Av. The shedding of tears on the latter 
occasion was indeed highly
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appreciated, God himself being portrayed as weeping for the Destruction of the Temple. 8 In addition to these 
instances of bewailing a personal or national loss, weeping was seen as part of the process of repentance.

All these occurrences of weeping were past-oriented, being directed toward an event or events that had already taken 
place. The future-oriented uses of weeping were more limited; repentance and weeping could contribute to the 
coming of the Messiah, and groups of mourners were established to hasten this event. According to another version, 
weeping was part of the effort toward repentance that aimed at safeguarding the Jews from the dreadful events 
anticipated in the period immediately preceding the arrival of the Messiah. These past- and future-oriented types of 
weeping were connected with value concepts that were themselves an integral part of the midrashic-talmudic view of 
life and history. Although participation in these future-oriented practices was not seen as obligatory, they were 
intended to achieve goals of national importance.

I shall discuss here two present-oriented uses of weeping elaborated upon in Jewish mystical texts. The first was 
mystical weeping: that is, the effort to receive visions and information about secrets as the direct result of self-
induced weeping.9 The second type, the theurgical one, was intended to induce "weeping" aboveinternal processes 
within the Divine triggered by the shedding of human tears. This present-oriented theurgic activity will be analyzed 
in the chapter on kabbalistic theurgy, but the main differences between these two kinds of present-oriented weeping 
ought to be noted here. The latter activity was essentially a theurgic reinterpretation of the nomian recommendations 
to weep; the focus of this technique was the supernal processes, the Kabbalist being the instrument and not the goal 
of this activity. Mystical weeping, by contrast, posited as the ultimate goal of weeping the acquisition of paranormal 
consciousness by the Kabbalist. Although it can be viewed as a spiritual interpretation of nomian practices, it can just 
as easily be defined as an anomian activity, as nowhere was disclosure of secrets, or even study of esoteric topics, let 
alone visions of God, part of the midrashictalmudic conception of things. Moreover, the occurrence of the earliest 
evidence for this practice in pre-talmudic or midrashic texts is an important proof of its independence from classical 
halakhic regulations. On the other hand, there are only scanty references to this perception of weeping in classical 
rabbinic sources, an issue to which I shall return at the conclusion of this discussion.

The earliest evidence for mystical weeping is found in the apocalyptic literature. One version of II Enoch states that 
this patriarch was "weeping and grieving with [my] eyes. When I lay down on my bed, I fell asleep; and two
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huge men appeared to me." 10 An interesting parallel occurs in IV Ezra; the angel who has previously revealed some 
secrets to the prophet ends his speech by saying, "and if you pray again, and weep as you do now, and fast for seven 
days, you shall hear yet greater things than these."11 Later, 'Ezra indicates, "I fasted seven days, mourning and 
weeping, as Ariel the angel has commanded me," and he received a second vision.12 The third one is also preceded 
by a similar process: "I wept again and fasted seven days as before."13 Similar statements occur in the Apocalypse of 
Baruch. Baruch and Jeremiah had repeated the same practice: "we rent our garments and wept and mourned and 
fasted for seven days, and it happened after seven days that the Word of God came to me.''14 A common feature of 
"apocalyptic" weeping was a state of desolation, associated with the Destruction of the Temple or other signs of 
religious decline; the feeling of despair was expressed in weeping, followed by comforting revelations.

The connection between weeping and paranormal perceptions taking place in dreams is also evident in a midrashic 
story:15

One of the students of R. Simeon bar Yohai* had forgotten what he learned. In tears he went to the 
cemetery. Because of his great weeping, he [R. Simeon] came to him in a dream and told him: "When you 
wail, throw three bundles,16 and I shall come." The student went to a dream interpreter and told him what 
had happened. The latter said to him: "Repeat your chapter [that is, whatever you learn] three times, and it 
will come back to you." The student did so and so indeed it happened.

The correlation between weeping and visiting a grave seems to point to a practice intended to induce a vision. This 
was, to be sure, part of a larger context in which graveyards were sites where one might receive a vision.17 Falling 
asleep weeping, which is mentioned here, also seems part of the sequence: visiting a cemeteryweepingfalling asleep 
weepingrevelatory dream. As we shall see later, this sequence, with the exception of the use of graves, repeats itself 
in R. Hayyim* Vital's experience. It is evident that this story was preserved in the Midrash because it was focused 
upon obtaining a remedythe mnemonic technique of repetitionfor the forgetting of the Torah. Again, the connection 
between weeping and improving one's knowledge of Torah will recur.

Against this background, I shall analyze a passage from Midrash Hallel, a late Midrash, elaborating upon a theme18 
that had already been discussed in the earlier 'Avot de-Rabbi Nathan:19

"Who turned the rock into a pool of water, the flint into a fountain20 of water."21 We have taught that R. 
'Akiva and ben 'Azzai were as arid as this rock, but because they
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were anguished for the sake of the study of Torah, God opened for them an opening to [understand] the 
Torah, to those matters which the School of Shammai and the School of Hillel were unable to 
understand. . . . and matters which were closed to the world were interpreted by R. 'Akiva, as it is said: "He 
binds the floods that they trickle not; and the thing that is hidden, he brings forth to light." 22 This 
demonstrates that R. 'Akiva's eye23 had seen the Merkavah, in the same manner that Ezekiel the prophet 
had seen it; thus it is said: "Who turned the rock into a pool of water."

The metamorphosis from a rock into a fountain of water is a metaphor for R. 'Akiva's transformation from an 
ignoramus into the source of both halakhic and esoteric knowledgea metamorphosis that was the result of his 
anguish, accompanied by weeping. Job 28:11 contains the Hebrew word bekhi ("weeping"), usually translated here 
as "trickle." The anonymous interpreter evidently understood the verse as indicating that through "weeping" God 
caused the hidden things to surface;24 decisive proof for the role of weeping in bringing about R. 'Akiva's new status 
is the emphatic mention of his "eye." The entire passage may be interpreted on two levels: weeping transformed R. 
'Akiva from a rock into a fountain; his eye, which caused it, received a vision of the divine chariot. Following the 
two verses in the Book of Job, we may summarize the subjects hinted at in Midrash Hallel; suffering and weeping 
open the way to (1) revelation, that is, vision: "his eye sees every precious thing,'' or the vision of the Merkavah; and 
(2) understanding of esoteric matters: "he brings forth the things which are hidden."25 These two effects of suffering 
and weeping occur in some Kabbalistic texts that will be analyzed below. It ought to be emphasized that the 
combination of vision and of the secrets of the Torah indicates that these secrets are more than unknown information 
hidden from the eyes of preceding generations; I assume that their understanding has some transformative value for 
"R. 'Akiva," who is presented here as a "fountain," presumably of the teachings of the Torah.

Before proceeding with our discussion, however, it would be worthwhile to analyze briefly the combination of 
weeping with placing one's head between one's knees. This posture is mentioned in connection with Elijah on Mount 
Carmel, probably as part of his prayer;26 it recurs in the Talmud as part of R. Hanina* ben Dosa's prayer for the life 
of R. Yohanan* ben Zakkai's son.27 In yet another passage, the Talmud mentions R. Eleazar ben Dordia's attempt to 
repent, in which he places his head between his knees and weeps.28 The outcome of R. Eleazar's sorrow and 
weeping is death, envisaged by a talmudic authority as the acquisition in a moment of the bliss of the world to 
come.29 This story cannot in itself serve as decisive evidence for the technical status of weeping; however, its 
association with the posture of Elijah is highly sug-
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gestive, as in both the Heikhalot literature and in a later description of its practices 30 the mystical vision of the 
supernal palaces is attained by using Elijah's posture.31 As we have already seen, R. 'Akiva attained his vision of the 
Merkavah through means of weeping. Nowhere in the texts related to the Heikhalot literature, however, are these two 
practices combined.

The single exception of which I am aware, probably conveying a certain casual affinity between a pattern of acts and 
a revelatory experience, states as follows:

R. Ishmael said: I devoted myself to the pursuit of wisdom and the calculation of the holidays and moments 
and of the [eschatological] dates and times and periods [of times], and I turned my face to the Supreme 
Holy One through prayer and supplications, fasting and weeping. And I said: "God, Lord of Zevaot*, Lord 
of Israel, until when shall we be neglected."32

R. Ishmael's prayer had an overt messianic goal: to know the date of the redemption, that is, to receive a revelation 
whereby he might receive occult information thereof. It seems that the more "mathematical" methods for achieving 
knowledge of the secret date of the end of the suffering of Israel either were inappropriate or had to be attained by a 
mystical technique, which included weeping, together with other types of ascetic practices.

Nevertheless, we may assume that such a combined practice existed in ancient Jewish mysticism, and not only on the 
evidence of the talmudic story about R. Eleazar. The Zohar describes R. Simeon bar Yohai* as both practicing 
Elijah's posture and weeping in connection with a mystical experience.33 The mystic asked who could disclose to 
him the secrets of the Torah and then "wept and placed his head between his knees and kissed the dust." His friends 
encouraged him, saying, "be happy in the happiness of your Lord." He then wrote down all he had heard that night 
and learned it without forgetting anything. R. Simeon remained in this posture the entire night and in the morning 
lifted his eyes and saw a vision of light representing the Temple. Thus, for R. Simeon, as for R. 'Akiva in Midrash 
Hallel, weeping is connected both with the disclosure of secrets of the Torah and with a vision; although the 
Merkavah is not identical with the Temple, the similarity between Midrash Hallel and the Zohar passage is 
striking.34 Can we perhaps infer from this that the author of the Zohar had available to him a source in which 
weeping and Elijah's posture were already combined in the talmudic text?

An important instance in which weeping was part of a larger pattern culminating in a mystical experience is found in 
a thirteenth-century Judeo-
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Arabic treatise, Perakim be-Hazlahah *, spuriously attributed to Maimonides. The Oriental author describes the act 
of prayer in these words:

The one praying shall turn to God, blessed be he, standing on his feet and delighting in his heart and lips 
[!]. His hands shall be stretched and his vocal organs shall murmur and speak [while] the other limbs 
tremble and shake; he shall not cease singing sweet melodies, humbling himself, imploring, bowing and 
prostrating himself [and] weeping, since he is in the presence of the Great and Majestic King, and [then] he 
will experience an ecstatic experience and stupefaction, insofar as he will find his soul in the world of the 
intellects.35

No doubt the anonymous author presents here an intentional device for an ideal prayer ending in a mystical 
experience.

The weeping technique is powerfully expounded by R. Abraham ha-Levi Berukhim, one of Isaac Luria's disciples. In 
one of his programs for attaining "wisdom," after specifying "silence" as the first condition, he names

the second condition: in all your prayers, and in every hour of study, in a place which one finds difficult, in 
which you cannot understand and comprehend the propaedeutic sciences or some secret, stir yourself to 
bitter weeping until your eyes shed tears, and the more you can weepdo so. And increase your weeping, as 
the gates of tears were not closed and the supernal gates will be opened to you.36

It is obvious that, for Luria and Berukhim, weeping is an aid to overcoming intellectual difficulties and receiving 
secrets.37 It is plausible to interpret the final sentence as referring to a revelatory experience, in which the supernal 
gates are opened. This text is recommended for a practical purpose; it appears that R. Abraham Berukhim indeed had 
the opportunity to apply this recommendation, as it is reported that Luria had revealed to him that he would die 
unless he prayed before the Wailing Wall and saw the Shekhinah. It is then reported:38

When that pious man heard the words of Isaac Luria, he isolated himself for three days and nights in a fast, 
and [clothed himself] in a sack, and nightly wept. Afterward he went before the Wailing Wall and prayed 
there and wept a mighty weeping. Suddenly, he raised his eyes and saw on the Wailing Wall the image of a 
woman, from behind,39 in clothes which it is better not to describe, that we have mercy on the divine 
glory. When he had seen her, he immediately fell on his face and cried and wept and said:40 "Zion,41 
Zion, woe to me that I have seen you in such a plight." And he was bitterly complaining and weeping and 
beating his face and plucking his beard and the hair of his head, until he fainted and lay down and fell 
asleep on his face. Then he saw in a dream the image of a woman who came and put her hands on his face 
and wiped the tears of his eyes. . . . and when Isaac Luria saw him, he said: "I see that you have deserved to 
see the face of the Shekhinah"
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It is clear that the two visions of the womanthat is, of the Shekhinahare the result of R. Abraham's bitter weeping: the 
former a waking vision of the back of the Shekhinah, the latter a vision of her face, which occurs only in a dream. 
The first one provokes anxiety; the second, comfort.

Akin to the story of R. Abraham Berukhim is the autobiographical confession of his friend, R. Hayyim * Vital:42

In 1566, on the Sabbath eve, the eighth of Tevet, I said Kiddush and sat down to eat; and my eyes were 
shedding tears, and I was sighing and grieving since . . . I was bound by witchcraft43 . . . and I likewise 
wept for [my] neglect of the study of Torah during the last two years. . . . and because of my worry I did 
not eat at all, and I lay on my bed on my face, weeping, and I fell asleep out of much weeping, and I 
dreamed a wondrous dream.

As in the ancient apocalyptic texts and in R. Abraham Berukhim's story, Vital seems to have combined here 
weeping, sorrow, andto a certain extenteven fasting. The last is indeed curious, as the entire incident took place on 
the eve of the Sabbath, a time when the consumption of a ritual meal is incumbent upon all Jews. The content of the 
dream that followed is intricate, and this is not the place to deal with it. It is sufficient to note that Vital had a highly 
elaborate revelation, paralleled by revelations already found in other Kabbalistic works: it is reported as a revelation 
rather than as a dream.44 What is certainly novel in Vital's relating of the revelatory dream is his vision of a beautiful 
woman whom he thought to be his mother, who in the dream asked him:45" 'Why are you weeping, Hayyim, my 
son? I have heard your tears and I have come to help you.' . . . and I called to the woman: 'Mother,46 Mother, help 
me, so that I47 may see the Lord sitting upon a throne, the48 Ancient of Days, his beard white as snow, infinitely 
splendid.' "

The references to biblical prophetic visions, found only in Safrin's quotation, are extremely relevant to our 
discussion. In the first stage, Vital apparently wept in order to receive an answer to two problems that were troubling 
him: his sexual impotence and his interruption of the study of the Torah. In the revelatory dream, he saw himself as 
weeping in order to obtain a vision of God. Vital's request to see God, formulated in prophetic verses, reminds one of 
the end of the passage in Midrash Hallel, in which R. 'Akiva's vision of the Merkavah is compared to that of Ezekiel.

Also relevant to our subject is Nathan of Gaza's description of his own vision. After a complacent description of his 
religious perfection, the Sabbatian prophet indicates:49

When I attained the age of twenty, I began to study the Zohar and some of the
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Lurianic writings. [According to the Talmud], he who wishes to purify himself receives the aid of heaven; 
thus, he sent to me some of his holy angels and blessed spirits, who revealed to me many of the mysteries 
of the Torah. In the same year, my force having been stimulated by the visions of the angels and the 
blessed souls, I was undergoing a prolonged fast during the week before the feast of Purim. Having locked 
myself in a separate room in holiness and purity, and reciting the penitential prayers of the morning service 
with many tears, the spirit came over me, my hair stood on end and my knees shook, and I beheld the 
Merkavah. 50 And I saw visions of God all day long and all night, and I was vouchsafed true prophecy like 
any other prophet, as the voice spoke to me, beginning with the words "Thus speaks the Lord." . . . The 
angel that revealed himself to me in a waking vision was also a true one, and he revealed to me awesome 
mysteries.

The vision of the Merkavah, quite unusual in the medieval period, is depicted here as following a protracted fast that 
culminated in the shedding of tears. Interestingly, Nathan was vouchsafed not only a visual experience but also 
"awesome mysteries. "Thus, the two topics mentioned in the early Middle Ages Midrash Hallel recur in the 
experience of the seventeenth-century Kabbalist. Again, as in the midrashic source, the vision of the Merkavah is 
apparently related to the "awesome mysteries"the latter concerning Sabbatai Sevi*'s messianism, Nathan having 
envisioned Sevi's image engraved on the Merkavah.51

Mystical weeping also seems to have been cultivated in certain Hasidic* circles. Before discussing in detail the 
evidence for this practice, I shall cite a highly interesting dream of R. Joseph Falk, the cantor of the Besht:52

In his dream he saw an image of an altar to which the dead man ascended, and he saw him put his head 
between his knees and begin to cry the Selihah*: "Answer us, O god, answer us. Answer us, our father," 
and so on throughout the alphabet. After that he said: "Answer us, O God of our fathers, answer us. 
Answer us, O God of Abraham, answer us. Answer us, O revered of Isaac, answer us. Answer us, O 
mighty one of Jacob, answer us. Answer us, O compassionate one, answer us. Answer us, O king of the 
chariots, answer us." Then he ascended to heaven.

This technique of entreatyElijah's posture and cryingseems to reflect the older motif of weeping while sitting in 
Elijah's posture. R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov interpreted it as an attempt to ascend to a higher level by the recitation of 
the "answer us" formula. Therefore, according to the earliest Hasidim*, crying and, I assume also tears, seem already 
to have been part of a mystical technique.

A younger contemporary of Ba'al Shem Tov, R. Elijah, the gaon of Vilna,
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also presumably cultivated the device of weeping. His main disciple, R. Hayyim * of Volozhin, reported to R. 
Elijah's grandson that his grandfather had several times been very pained and had fasted and avoided sleeping for one 
or two days and wept copiously because God had withheld from him a certain secret of the Torah.53 But, he 
continued, when the secret was revealed to R. Elijah, his face became joyful and his eyes lighted up. R. Hayyim's 
report points to a certain pattern of behavior intended to attain knowledge of hidden secrets of the Law. The fact that 
it was used several times points to the apparently technical nature of the pattern. We can see that in early Hasidism* 
and in the practice of their opponents, the Mitnaggedim, weeping was employed as a component of mystical 
technique.

An interesting example of the relationship between weeping and revelation is reported by R. Isaac Yehudah Yehiel* 
Safrin, in his Megillat Setarim and Netiv Mizvotekha*, in which he relates an experience of his own.54 I shall present 
here a combined version of this mystical confession, based on the author's account in these two books:

In 1845, on the twenty-first day of the 'Omer, I was in the town of Dukla.55 I arrived there late at night, 
and it was dark and there was no one to take me home, except for a tanner who came and took me into his 
house. I wanted to pray Ma' ariv and to count the 'Omer, but I was unable to do it there, so I went to the 
Beit Midrash alone, and there I prayed until midnight had passed. And I understood from this situation the 
plight of the Shekhinah in exile,56 and her suffering when she is standing in the market of tanners.57 And I 
wept many times before the Lord of the world, out of the depth of my heart, for the suffering of the 
Shekhinah. And through my suffering and weeping, I fainted and I fell asleep for a while, and I saw a 
vision of light,58 splendor and great brightness, in the image of a young woman59 adorned with twenty-
four ornaments.60 . . . And she said: "Be strong, my son," and so on. And I was suffering that I could not 
see but the vision of her back61 and I was not worthy to receive her face. And I was told that [this was 
because] I am alive, and it is written, "for no man shall see me, and live."62

The vision of the feminine apparition possessing maternal featuresshe calls R. Isaac "my son"is characteristic of the 
Kabbalistic image of weeping, and is shared by the visions of R. Abraham Berukhim and R. Hayyim Vital. R. Levi 
Isaac of Berdichev must also have experienced such a vision. In Netiv Mizvotekha, prior to the passage cited above, 
after quoting R. Hayyim Vital's account from Sefer ha-Hezyonot*, R. Isaac wrote:

"And it happened to the holy R. Levi Isaac, that on the evening of Shavu' ot he achieved the vision of the 
Shekhinah in the image of . . . and she said to him: 'My
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son, Levi Isaac, be strong, for many troubles will befall you, but be strong, my son, for I shall be with 
you.'" 63

R. Levi Isaac therefore also experienced a vision of Shekhinah, who appeared to him as a young woman, although R. 
Isaac Safrin censored this word, just as he did when he related his own vision shortly thereafter. Moreover, the time 
when the well-known master of Hasidism* attained this vision is also significant for two reasons; the eve of Shavu' ot 
is close in time to the period when Safrin experienced his own vision, on the twenty-first day of the 'Omer; in 
addition, the night of Shavu' ot was the precise time when two noted Kabbalists received their revalation of 
Shekhinah. I refer to the vigil of R. Joseph Karo and R. Solomon ha-Levi Alkabez*.64 Therefore, R. Levi Isaac 
attempted to imitate the experience of his Kabbalist predecessors. Safrin, however, does not even hint at the 
experience of these two sixteenth-century figures, although it is impossible to assume that he was unaware of it, as it 
was printed in the famous Sheney Luhot* ha-Berit.65 His failure to mention it is all the more inexplicable since he 
alludes to the less well-known cases of R. Abraham Berukhim and R. Hayyim* Vital. But the answer to the quandary 
is simple and highly relevant to the understanding of Safrin's view. In the heading to the discussions we quoted 
above, he writes, "The revelation of the Shekhinah [happens] by means of and following the suffering that one is 
caused to suffer, by means of which he feels the suffering of the Shekhinah, and the fact that this relevation has a 
form and an image is on account of his being corporeal."66 This title postulates a visual relevation of the Shekhinah 
as a female image resulting from sufferingtwo elements that are absent in the vigil of Karo and Alkabez. In their 
session, the Shekhinah was audible through the lips of Karo, but invisible. Safrin and the examples he adduces deal 
exclusively with the visible revelations of the Shekhinah. Furthermore, in the Shavu' ot vigil the technique used by 
the Kabbalists entailed study of various passages excerpted from Jewish classical sources. If participation in and 
affliction for the fate of the Shekhinah occurred, these were the result of the revelation, not its cause. In the cases of 
Abraham Berukhim, Hayyim Vital, Levi Isaac, and Safrin, weeping preceded the appearance of the Shekhinah. In 
other words, Safrin viewed self-induced suffering culminating in weeping as a technique for contemplating the image 
of the Shekhinah.67 He seems to have striven for the vision of the face of the Shekhinah, a quest similiar to Vital's 
desire, but he was prevented from doing so because of his human condition.68

The activation of the eye ends in a visual experience. In the case of Karo and Alkabez, the organ activated was the 
lips; indeed, the Shekhinah spoke from
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the throat of Karo. The correlation between the technique and the nature of the revelation is striking; Safrin regarded 
weeping as a trigger for the mystical experience. We can propose an even more elaborate explanation: his presence at 
night in a small town was a premeditated device intended to induce a state of deep melancholy culminating in 
weeping. His journey to Dukla can be seen as part of a self-imposed exile, a Galut imitating the self-exile of the 
Shekhinah; the reward for this "participation mystique" was the revelation of the Shekhinah. 69 As it took place 
during the period between Passover and Shavu' ot, we can suppose that the journey was a preparatory exercise in 
suffering and weeping whose goal was the revelation on the eve of Shavu' ot; the Shekhinah, however, made its 
appearance sooner than expected.

According to another passage from Safrin, penitential prayer performed with weeping and a broken heart may bring 
about the appearance of divine light and a "second birth."70 But the most important case in which weeping is used in 
order to induce an experience of the Shekhinah is absent from Safrin's collection of examples in Netiv Mizvotekha*. I 
refer to the custom Of R. Zevi* Hirsch of Zhidachov, R. Isaac Safrin's main teacher in Kabbalah matters; in his 
commentary on the Zohar, Safrin relates an event pertinent to our discussion:71

It was his [R. Zevi Hirsch's] custom regarding the matter of holiness to pray in order to bring upon himself 
a state of suffering, uneasiness and affliction on every eve of Sabbath. This was done in order ro efface 
himself completely before the Sabbath, so as to be able to receive his light,72 blessed be he, during the 
prayer and the meal of the Sabbath [eve] with a pure, holy, and clear heart. This was his custom regarding 
the matter of holiness, owing to his constant fear lest arrogant and alien thoughts would enter his heart. 
Once, on the feast of Shavu' ot, hundreds of people crowded around him. Before the [morning] prayer, with 
the [first] light of dawn, I entered one of his rooms, but he did not see me, for he was pacing about the 
room to and fro, weeping and causing heaven and earth to weep with him before God.73 And it is 
impossible to write it down. And he humbled himself before God with a mighty weeping, supplicating that 
he not be rejected from the light of his face.74 . . . then I was overcome by a great trembling, because of 
the awe of the Shekhinah, and I opened the door and ran away.

According to this report of R. Isaac Safrin, R. Zevi Hirsch's self-afflictions were a means of preparing himself to 
receive the divine light on the Sabbath eve, as well as on at least some feasts; weeping, however, is related only in 
connection with the Shavu' ot account. Moreover, Safrin witnessed an overwhelming feeling of the presence of the 
divine countenance, seemingly induced by the self-abasement and weeping of his uncle. Although an experience of 
the Shekhinah is not directly mentioned, the fact that Safrin attests such
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an experience is clear evidence that R. Zevi * Hirsch himself intended to induce such an experience; that the 
occasion of this event is Shavu' ot is evidence, too, that the master from Zhidachov is continuing an already existing 
tradition concerning the possibility of experiencing the presence of the Shekhinah on Shavu' ot. I have already 
mentioned the major predecessorsKaro, Alkabez*, and Levi Isaac of Beridichevbut here we learn for the first time of 
the occurrence of weeping as part of an actual practice. Safrin's vision of the Shekhinah can now be seen in the 
context of a broader mystical endeavor, cultivated in Hasidic* circles, to attain experiences of the Shekhinah, and we 
can well assume that this was a continuation of earlier Kabbalistic practices.

I shall now turn to the relationship between weeping and secrets. At the end of Safrin's Commentary to the first 
volume of the Zohar, he confesses:75

By much weeping, like a well, and suffering I became worthy to be transformed into "a flowing stream, a 
fountain of wisdom";76 no secret was revealed to me, nor a wondrous apprehension, but afterward I 
became like dust and wept before the Creator of the universe like a spring, lest I should be rejected from 
the light of his face, and for the sake of gaining apprehensions out of the source of wisdom, and I became 
as a flowing well, weeping.

This voluminous commentary on the Zohar, one of the most comprehensive of its kind, was composed, according to 
the author's confession, with the help of revelations triggered by, among other things, weeping.

As late as the second half of the nineteenth century, the old mystical technique of weeping was still being practiced 
in order to attain the same goals alluded to in Midrash Hallel: visual revelation and disclosure of secrets. Following 
in the footsteps of his father, R. Eliezer Zevi Safrin confesses in the introduction of his own commentary on the 
Zohar that when he was mature,77

I once woke in [the middle] of the night and wept greatly with a broken heart before God, for the exile of 
the Shekhinah and of the community of Israel, the holy ones who are suffering . . . and I woke up after the 
middle of the night on the second day as well, and I wept even more than the previous day for the same 
things. And before daybreak I went to sleep for half an hour, so that my mind would be calm and tranquil 
for the [morning] prayer. And during my sleep I saw in a dream that I was standing in the Land of 
Israel.78 . . . and it is possible that because of this dream which I was worthy to see, that Old Holy Man79 
gave me the strength to interpret the holy book of the Zohar.

Before concluding our discussion of this mystical practice, some general observations on the nature of the material 
above are in order.
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1. In all the cases analyzed, the practice of weeping was attributed to, or practiced by, figures who were part of the 
Jewish elite; in other words, it was nowhere recommended that weeping be popularly used as a means of inducing 
the vision of the Shekhinah. It was intended for, and indeed practiced by, the very few who were interested in 
experiencing such a vision.

2. The passages quoted above are excerpted from texts that did not belong to the mainstreams of talmudic-midrashic 
literature. The absence of halakhic treatment of mystical weeping is no mere matter of chance; rabbinic thought 
proposed alternative means to attain the goals of mystical weeping. According to one dictum, the study of the Torah 
for its own sake is rewarded by the disclosure of its secrets to the student; 80 a midrashic statement recommends the 
study of the Torah in the Land of Israel for whoever wishes to contemplate the Shekhinah.81 Thus, the nomian way 
of receiving secrets or visions of the Shekhinah did not include weeping but provided an avenue not only for the elite 
but for all Jews.82

3. Again, the aforementioned revelations were described as attained in a state of desolation and mourning for the 
sake of the Shekhinah and participation in her suffering because of an incapacity to learn Torah. A talmudic-
midrashic view concerning the indwelling of the Shekhinah, however, affirms that "the Shekhinah does not dwell [on 
one] either through sadness, or laziness, or frivolity of mind, but through the joy of performing a commandment."83 
Thus, there is an overt contradiction between the talmudic requirements and the mystical weeping triggered by an 
initial state of desolation.

These remarks heighten the anomian character of the weeping technique; whatever it promises can be attained as 
well within the framework of classical halakhic activities, such as the study of Torah or the performance of 
commandments. As the earliest evidence of the existence of this technique is ancient, it seems to me that the practice 
must have been suppressed in rabbinic sources for a long period but was revived upon the emergence of Kabbalah, 
which was interested in attaining mystical experiences far beyond the "normal mysticism" inherent in the rabbinic 
system. A closer inspection of the ancient materials in the above discussions seems to deny the likelihood that the 
medieval practices were propagated through the perusal of ancient literary evidence alone. It is hardly reasonable to 
assume that Midrash Hallel, for example, is the source of the later practices. Therefore, assuming that there are no 
crucial texts that have escaped my examination of the pertinent literature,
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we can presume the oral transmission of this ancient mystical technique, probably among the elite.

I should like to note that early Christian ascetic traditions may have been influenced 84 by ancient Jewish traditions 
concerning the mystical possibilities inherent in weeping and, directly or indirectly, Sufi asceticism as well.85 These 
kinds of ascetic practices have been presented in unrestrained ways, as neither Christianity nor Islam was interested 
in obliterating extreme types of asceticism. This proposal is, for the time being, a hypothesis, as no significant 
research has been conducted in this direction. But the very fact that such an ascetic practice existed in ancient Jewish 
texts, as well as later on, may foster a novel approach to this issue.86

Finally, a brief remark on the psychological mechanism triggering these experiences: weeping is never described as a 
discrete practice; it is always part of a more elaborate sequence of ascetic exercisesfasting, mourning, self-induced 
sufferingand is commonly their last step. In some instances, the mystic is actually exhausted by the time he begins 
weeping; a state of falling asleep or sometimes previous fainting gives concrete evidence of this exhaustion.

On the other hand, the hyperactivation of the ocular system represents a concentration on one mode of perception at 
the very moment when all other doors of perception are progressively being repressed. This new balance of stimuli 
prepares the way for paranormal states of consciousness focused upon visual experiences. In such cases, the ideas or 
concepts upon which one has focused his intellectual and emotional activity tend to reveal themselves through the 
hyperexcited medium. From a more strictly psychological point of view, the visions that follow a painful and 
sorrowful state of mind can be related to what Marganita Laski designated as ''desolation ecstasies."87

III
Ascent of the Soul

The next type of mystical technique I wish to present is the ascent of the soul in order to perceive the supermundane 
entitiesthe Merkavah, the seat of glory, the angelic company, or God himselfas well as to receive sublime secrets. 
The following presentation will exclude discussion of bodily journeys to heaven, on the one hand, and the mental 
ascent from the material to the spiritual, on the other.88 My focus will be, rather, on the celestial ascent of the soul, 
in which the body is left below, commonly in a cataleptic situation or during the night's sleep, in order to undergo a 
paranormal experience and return to the body thereafter.89
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This device is part of a more complex technique, including reciting divine names, chanting hymns, fasting, and 
assuming special bodily postures. These components, as well as the act of ascent, have nothing to do with halakhic 
prescriptions and may therefore be classified as an anomian type of mystical technique.

The ascent of the soul has been repeatedly discussed by scholars of ancient religions; the long sequence of studies 
dedicated to this topic renders superfluous any further presentation of the basic facts concerning this matter. 90 I 
should like to dwell, however, upon the recent discussions of Morton Smith, who has emphasized the importance of 
the ascent experience for a better understanding of certain passages concerning Jesus himself in early Christian 
literature.91 According to this scholar, "We can fairly conclude that one or more techniques for ascent into heaven 
were being used in Palestine in Jesus' day, and that Jesus himself may well have used one."92 As Smith indicates, 
Paul attributed an ascent to Jesus,93 saying that he was caught up to the third heaven "whether in the body or out of 
the body."94 Therefore, the conception of the soul ascending to Paradise"out of the body"for the sake of an ineffable 
experience, even before death, was current among Jews of the first century.95 This obviously represents a concept 
different from the more widespread belief in the possibility of bodily ascent to heaven, which seems to have 
prevailed much earlier. This mystical perception of celestial ascent is a remarkable parallel to the frequent ascent of 
the soul to heaven in order ''to draw life" for her body during the night.96

According to some discussions in Heikhalot literature, it is obvious that, alongside what was seemingly conceived as 
bodily ascent, the ancient Jewish mystics also practiced ascent of the soul. In Heikhalot Rabbati, R. Nehuniya* ben 
ha-Kaneh is described as sitting in the Temple, apparently in Elijah's posture, while contemplating the divine chariot 
and the wondrous glory.97 As it is evident that R. Nehuniya was in the world and at the same time also 
contemplating on high, it must be assumed that it was his soul that ascended above. The same conclusion applies to 
the passage that immediately follows the discussion on R. Nehuniya's recall by his students. There, the "descenders 
to the chariot" were requested to employ worthy amanuenses, whose role was to record the revelations of the 
mystics. Thus, those who did not ascend (or descend) to the Merkavah heard what was revealed to those who did, 
from the latter's mouths.98 I presume that the mystics, whose bodies remained in this world while their souls 
wandered in the higher realms, functioned as transmitters of supernal secrets through the collection of their speeches 
by their amanuenses.99
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Related to this perception of the Merkavah experience is the report of R. Hai Gaon, who elaborated on our topic in a 
singular way. In one of his responsa, he indicates: 100

Many scholars thought that one who is distinguished by many qualities described in the books, when he 
seeks to behold the Merkavah and the palaces of the angels on high, he must follow a certain procedure. He 
must fast a number of days and place his head between his knees and whisper101 many hymns and songs 
whose texts are known from tradition. Then he perceives within himself and in the chambers102 [of his 
heart] as if he saw the seven palaces with his own eyes, and it is as though he entered one palace after 
another and saw what is there. And there are two mishnayot which the tannaim taught103 regarding this 
topic, called the Greater Heikhalot and the Lesser Heikhalot, and this matter is well known and 
widespread. Regarding these contemplations, the tanna taught: "Four entered Pardes"those palaces were 
alluded to by the term Pardes, and they were designated by this name. . . . For God . . . shows to the 
righteous, in their interior, the visions of his palaces and the position of his angels.

The contemplation of the Merkavah is here compared to the entrance into Pardes, both of which activities are, 
according to R. Hai Gaon, allegories for the inner experience attained by the mystics.104 I believe that the mystical 
flight of the soul to the Merkavah has here been interpreted allegorically; the supernal palaces can be gazed at and 
contemplated not by referring to an external event but by concentrating upon one's own "chambers." The scene of 
revelation is thus no longer the supermundane hierarchy of palaces, but the human consciousness.

According to a younger contemporary of R. Hai Gaon, R. Nathan of Rome, the gaon's intention was that the ancient 
mystics105 "do not ascend on high, but that they see and envision in the chambers of their heart like a man who sees 
and envisions something clearly with his eyes, and they hear and tell and speak by means of a seeing eye,106 by the 
divine spirit." Therefore, the earliest interpretation of R. Hai's view emphasizes inner vision rather than mystical 
ascent. This type of mystical epistemology is congruent with Hai's view concerning the revelation of the glory of 
God to the prophets through the "understanding of the heart"'ovanta' de-libba'. Therefore, far from expounding a 
mystical ascent of the soul, the gaon offers a radical reinterpretation of ancient Jewish mysticism. In the vein of more 
rationalistic approaches, he effaces the ecstatic or shamanic aspects of the Heikhalot experiences in favor of their 
psychological interpretation. Although I imagine that this recasting of an earlier religious mentality was motivated by 
R. Hai's adherence to rationalist thinking,107 I cannot ignore the possibility that his psychological perception
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may bear some affinities to much earlier views of the Merkavah. 108 But even if such early understandings of 
Merkavah mysticism indeed existed, they were seemingly marginal in comparison to the bodily and spiritual ascent 
cultivated by the Heikhalot mystics. This kind of rationalization consistently reveals a reserved attitude toward the 
object of interpretation;109 therefore, R. Hai Gaon seems to have been reacting against a relatively common practice, 
as we may infer from his remark "and this is a widespread and well-known matter." Even the opening statement of 
the quotation, although formulated in the past tense, bears evidence of the recognition of the technique by "many 
scholars."110 On the ground of R. Hai's passage we can therefore conclude that the use of Elijah's posture in order to 
attain paranormal states of consciousness perceived as visions of the Merkavah was still on the agenda of Jewish 
mystics, notwithstanding R. Hai Gaon's attempt to attenuate some of its ''uncanny" facets.111

The main heirs of Heikhalot mysticism were the Ashkenazic Hasidic* masters of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
who preserved the ancient texts, probably redacted parts of them, and, I assume, also continued the practice of their 
mystical techniques. Some of the figures related to Franco-Ashkenazic Jewish culture were regarded as 
"prophets"112 or as having various types of intercourse with the higher worlds.113 I should like to give here two 
significant examples of the acknowledgement of the existence of an ascent of the soul. It is reported of R. Mikhael 
the Angel, a middle-thirteenth century French figure, that

[he] asked questions, and his soul ascended to heaven in order to seek [answers to] his doubts. He shut 
himself in a room for three days and ordered that it not be opened. But the men of his house peered 
between the gates [!], and they saw that his body was flung down like a stone. And so he laid for three 
days, shut in and motionless on his bed like a dead man. After three days he came to life and rose to his 
feet, and from thence on he was called R. Mikhael the Angel.114

Thus, the ascent heavenward was a technique to solve problems. The nature of the questions is not specified in this 
passage, but on the basis of the range of questions asked of heavenly instances, they may include both halakhic and 
theological issues. Even more interesting is the report regarding R. Mikhael's compatriot and older contemporary, R. 
'Ezra of Moncontour. R. Moses Botarel mentions a tradition received from his father, R. Isaac, asserting: "The soul 
of the prophet from the city of Moncontour ascended to heaven and heard the living creatures singing before God a 
certain song;115 and when he
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awoke he remembered this song and told his experience as it was, and they wrote down the song." 116

This particular technique of composing verses is not, however, unique. The prominent early medieval paytan R. 
Eleazar ha-Kallir is described as having ascended to heaven and asked the Archangel Michael the manner in which 
the angels sing and how their songs are composed. Afterward he descended and composed a poem according to the 
same alphabetical order.117 Interestingly, R. Eleazar ascended to heaven by the use of the divine name, an ascent 
technique attributed by Rashi to the four who entered Pardes118no doubt an affinity expressing an attempt to include 
this famous poet among the Merkavah mystics. This also seems to be the tendency of another report concerning this 
poet; R. Zedakiah* ben Abraham119 states in the name of his father, who heard it from his masters, the Ashkenazic 
sages, that while R. Eleazar was composing his well-known poem, The Fourfold Living Creatures, "fire surrounded 
him."120 This phrase has an obvious connection with the mystical study of sacred texts or discussions of Merkavah 
topics, particularly in the Merkavah tradition.121 Again, in a third description of R. Eleazar, likewise of Ashkenazic 
origin, he is referred to as "the angel of God,"122 an epithet reminiscent of R. Mikhael mentioned above. Thus, R. 
'Ezra of Moncontour's study in the celestial academy via the ascent of his soul, and his transmission of a poem he 
heard there, find close parallels in the tradition regarding a much earlier person, portrayed with the help of motifs 
connected with the Merkavah traditions.

The ascent of the soul gained a certain impetus from the Safedian Kabbalah onward. Its main hero, R. Isaac Luria, is 
reported as one

whose soul ascended nightly to the heavens, and whom the attending angels came to accompany to the 
celestial academy. They asked him: "To what academy do you wish to go?" Sometimes he said that he 
wished to visit the academy of R. Simeon bar Yohai*, or the academy of R. 'Akiva or that of R. Eliezer the 
Great or those of other tannaim and amoraim, or of the prophets. And to whichever of those academies he 
wished to go, the angels would take him. The next day, he would disclose to the sages what he received in 
that academy.123

This quote reveals one of two ways by means of which the mystic may acquire supernal secrets of the Kabbalah: he 
may either ascend to study Torah together with ancient figures, as above, or else be taught by Elijah or others who 
descend in order to reveal Kabbalistic secrets, as we read in other texts concerning Luria.124

The frequency of heavenly ascent is indeed remarkable: every night Luria visited one of the celestial academies and 
thereafter transmitted the teachings
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to his students. This perception of Luria is no doubt closely connected to the huge amount of Kabbalistic material he 
communicated that produced the extensive Lurianic literature. Nor is the description of the celestial academies as the 
mystical source of this esoteric lore any novelty in Kabbalah. According to R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon, the mystic who 
sees divine visions is like one who dreams with eyes shut; once he opens his eyes, he forgets those visions and 
prefers death to life, as the ideal is 125 "to ascend from the lower academy to the supernal academy and to subsist 
from the splendor of the Shekhinah126 and not worry about his sons or the members of his family, because of his 
great cleaving."

Significantly, immediately prior to this passage, R. Shem Tov mentions the need to fathom intellectually the secrets 
of the Merkavah and the structures of the Creation. The result is not only beatific or divine visions but also an 
impressive explosion of literary creativity, consisting in "copying" the contents revealed in his mind as if from a 
book.127 The affinity of this description to Luria's own creativity is startling; we must remember that R. Shem Tov's 
work quoted above was partially composed in Safed, where he lived during his last years.

Such perceptions of the celestial academy as a source of mystical revelations recur in the visions of Solomon 
Molkho, at least one of which appears shortly after a reference to dream revelations.128 Although these texts make 
no explicit mention of the ascent of the soul, I assume, from the fact that these were events connected to dreams, that 
we can infer in Molkho as well the existence of a visionary technique perceived as a spiritual ascent to a higher 
academy. Thus, Luria's portrayal as a mystic adept in these celestial universes is not an invention of Kabbalistic 
thought.

We find several discussions of spiritual ascent in the writings of Luria's main disciple, R. Hayyim* Vital. In his 
mystical diary, he reported a dream of one of his acquaintances, R. Isaac Alatif, concerning himself, which Vital 
described as follows:129

Once I fainted deeply for an hour, and a huge number of old men and many women came to watch me, and 
the house was completely full of them, and they all were worried for me. Afterwards the swoon passed and 
I opened my eyes and said, "Know that just now my soul ascended to the seat of glory, and they sent my 
soul back to this world in order to preach before you and lead you in the way of repentance130 and in 
matters of charity."

Although the dream itself concerns Vital, one cannot infer from it his own stand regarding this technique. 
Nevertheless, we can assume that the ascent to
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the seat of glory has a certain mystical implication, perhaps an effort to contemplate God, such as Vital attempted 
according to one of his dreams. 131 The cataleptic state here reminds one of the earlier description of R. Mikhael the 
Angel.

R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov was well known for his practice of soul ascent. In the famous epistle to his brother-in-law, 
he relates:132

On Rosh ha-Shanah of the year 5507 [1746], I performed an incantation for the ascent of the soul, known 
to you. And in that vision I saw wondrous things, which I had never seen until then from the day that I 
became spiritually aware. And it is impossible to relate and to tell what I saw and learned in that ascent 
hither, even in private. But when I returned to the lower Paradise, I saw the souls of living and of dead 
persons, both of those with whom I was acquainted and of those with whom I was not acquainted . . . 
numberless, in a to-and-fro movement, ascending from one world to the other through the column133 
known to adepts in esoteric matters. . . . And I asked my teacher and master134 that he come with me, and 
it is a great danger to go and ascend to the supernal worlds, whence I had never ascended since I acquired 
awareness, and these were mighty ascents. So I ascended degree after degree, until I entered the palace of 
the Messiah.

Thus, in 1746, R. Israel was already familiar with the practice of ascending heavenward. In order to attain this 
experience, which surpassed all his previous ascents, he made use of a device known also to his brother-in-law, R. 
Gershon of Kutow. The mystical nature of the revelations received by R. Israel is obvious, concerning as they did the 
eschatological meaning of the dissemination of his mystical teachings.135 One of the anticipated results of the spread 
of Hasidic* lore would be, the Messiah told R. Israel, that all Jews would become able to "perform yihudim* and 
ascensions" as he did.136 This inclusion of the ascent as a common ideal is highly significant; until then a privilege 
for a small elite, it was included in the Hasidic program to be diffused to a larger public.137

Another known ascent is that of 1750, introduced by the phrase "and on Rosh ha-Shanah 1750 I performed an ascent 
of soul, as is known."138 From this epistle it seems obvious that the practice of spiritual ascent was a common 
experience for the founder of Hasidism*. Indeed, he is described as disclosing to one of his followers that each night, 
when he ascended above, he was preceded by R. Hayyim* ben 'Atar, his older contemporary and a paragon of 
Eastern Jewish mysticism. According to R. Israel, ben 'Atar was more rapid in his ascent, although he considered 
himself superior to the Moroccan sage.139

As we have seen above, in his own opinion at least two of R. Israel's
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contemporaries either practiced this mystical technique oras in the case of R. Gershonwere aware of its details. 
Moreover, this list can easily be expanded to include at least one leading figure of R. Israel's entourage. R. Yehiel * 
Mikhael of Zloczow, a student of the Besht and of the Great Maggid, was portrayed by R. Abraham Joshua Heschel 
of Apt as sleeping for only two reasons, one of them being his wish to ascend to heaven.140 In the generations 
immediately following the death of the Besht, the importance of such spiritual ascents of the soul was manifestly 
attenuated. In lieu of this mystical technique, commonly connected with the state of sleep or of dreaming, the major 
students of the Great Maggid preferred mystical activities performed in a waking state.

During the mid-nineteenth century, however, there was a revival of interest in spiritual ascent. In some of R. Isaac 
Yehudah Yehiel Safrin's writings, R. Israel's ascents are mentioned and elaborated upon far more than in Hasidic* 
writings of the preceding hundred years. R. Israel is portrayed as attaining spiritual perfections, and he mentions, 
inter alia, "the ascents of the soul and ascents to Pardes" and "the apprehensions of R. 'Akiva and his 
companions."141 The affinity between ascent of the soul and ascent to the Merkavah or to Pardes is self-evident. We 
can easily perceive the connection between the two also in Safrin's Heikal ha-Berakhah, in which the journey of the 
four who entered Pardes is described as a celestial ascent, taking place after one had stripped himself of corporeality 
and uncleanness.142 In contrast to the ancient discussion of the Pardes journey in which the ascent seems to have 
taken place in corpore, for Safrin it is a spiritual experience. Moreover, according to this Hasidic master, even 
Moses' ascent to receive the Torah was an ascent of the soul. In his commentary on the Zohar, he interprets Moses' 
abstention from eating and drinking for forty days in a way reminiscent of the description of R. Mikhael the Angel. 
The body of Moses, he states:143

was thrown in the cloud with but little vitality,144 as it is for all those who practice ascents of the soul, 
such as our master R. Israel the Besht, and others like him. [But] their body is thrown down like a stone for 
only a short hour or two, no more; however, Moses' body was thrown down for forty days and [the vitality] 
returned to it after forty days, and he was [again] alive.

Moses was thus the incomparable master of ascent of the soul, as he sustained his mystical experience for an 
uncommonly long period and nevertheless returned to life.145 Thus, even the receiving of the Torah is seen as 
accomplished by the help of this mystical technique. No wonder that R. Isaac Safrin himself practiced it. In his 
mystical diary, he confessed:146
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I performed a yihud * and linked myself with the soul of our divine master, Isaac Luria. And from this 
union I was overcome by sleep, and I saw several souls until I was overwhelmed by awe and fear and 
trembling, as was my custom. And from this it seemed that I shall rise to greatness.147 And I ascended 
further and I saw R. [Abraham] Joshua Heschel . . . and I awakened.

This experience was doubtless closely related to that of R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov. It is rare, however, for a later 
mystic to confess that he seemingly employed this technique in order to communicate with the souls of the dead. In 
any event, as late as 1845,148 this ancient practice remained viable enough to be used.

Even a superficial examination of the above material will yield the impression that nearly all of the medieval authors 
mentioned above in connection with heavenly journeys were of Franco-Ashkenazic extraction. I know of no 
Sephardic mystic involved in this type of mystical technique: Vital's report might have been the result of Luria's 
influence, while R. Hayyim* ben 'Atar's practice of this technique, as attested by the Besht, is uncorroborated by 
authentic evidence from his writings or other independent testimonies.149 It is difficult to determine if this is a mere 
coincidence or whether this sequence of Ashkenazic authors who reported on ascent of the soul can be described as a 
continuous tradition. I tend to accept the second possibility, notwithstanding the serious gap between the evidence for 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and Luria. Interestingly, the extant material concerning the technique of weeping 
would seem to suggest a pattern similar to that of the ascent technique. In that case, the only exception seems to be in 
my proposed understanding of the Zohar passage; otherwise, we find only persons who were Ashkenazic by origin or 
under obvious Ashkenazic influence, such as Berukhim or Vital. This conclusion holds true also in the case of a 
practice of oneiric divination: the majority of earliest European evidences for the usages of She'elat Halom* are of 
Ashkenazic origin. As we shall see in the following section, Abraham Abulafia's mystical technique also derives 
from Ashkenazic sources. We may therefore infer that the Ashkenazic provinces were an important source of older 
esoteric traditionsin our case, mystical techniques150which were at times accepted and adopted by Spanish 
Kabbalah, whereas others remained the patrimony of Ashkenazic culture alone. This conclusion holds true not only 
for the movement of these techniques from the Rhineland to Provence and Spain but also for the transmission of 
important segments of Kabbalah in general, a point to be elaborated elsewhere.
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IV
Combination of Letters of the Divine Name

Ongoing recitations of letters and divine names are well-known techniques for the attainment of paranormal states of 
consciousness; they are used alike by Christian, 151 Muslim,152 Hindu,153 and Japanese154 mystics. Most, if not 
all, of these techniques seem to operate upon the consciousness of the mystic by enabling him to focus his attention 
upon a short phrase or sentence"There is no God but Allah," "Jesus Christ," "Namou Amida Boutso"or even a few 
letters, as in the Hindu Aum. This relatively simple device is comparable to fixing one's vision upon a point;155 the 
mystic must escape the impact of external factors, and in this respect his activity is similar to that of someone 
undergoing sensory deprivation.

Ancient Jewish sources, primarily those of Heikhalot literature, present a technique closely parallel to those found in 
non-Jewish forms of mysticism.156 These affinities become evident when one compares some of the details shared 
by the Jewish and non-Jewish techniques. In another type of Jewish technique, however, the psychological result is 
different, given the discrepancy between this technique and its parallels on one important issuenamely, the use by 
Jewish mystics of a complex and intricate system of letters to be pronounced or meditated upon. Instead of the 
simple formulas of non-Jewish techniques, the Jewish texts evince elaborate combinations of letters with hundreds of 
components. Moreover, as we shall see, according to Jewish practice the mystic had not only to pronounce them 
according to strict, fixed patterns but had also actively to construct these combinations as part of the mystical 
practice. The effect of combinatory techniques was the result both of the process of their utterance and of the 
hyperactivation of the mind required to produce the contents that were pronounced. These monotonous repetitions of 
well-known phrases or divine names thus achieved not a calmness or stillness of the mind but rather a high excitation 
of the mental processes, triggered by the unceasing need to combine letters, their vocalizations, and various bodily 
actsmovements of the head or hands or respiratory devices.157 Although superficially similar to a variety of mystical 
techniques based upon language, the Kabbalistic practice possessed an idiosyncratic psychological mechanism, only 
rarely occurring in such techniques. I shall briefly discuss here some sources concerning the pronunciation or 
repetition of divine namesa practice paralleled in non-Jewish techniques; I shall then discuss the medieval use of 
combinations of letters, which differs significantly from the more ancient technique.

It is a striking fact that a detailed and systematic technique of letter
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combination forming the divine name appears for the first time in a work of R. Eleazar of Worms and, under his 
influence, among Spanish Kabbalists. More than in the other examples of mystical techniques attested by Franco-
German sources prior to their appearance in Spanish Kabbalah, in this case there are reliable indications that the 
repercussions of this technique in Spain were directly connected to the Ashkenazic culture. 158 Abraham Abulafia 
explicitly mentions R. Eleazar's works as books he had studied; thus, the transition can easily be proven.159 The 
other two Kabbalists of the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries acquainted with combination techniquesR. Joseph 
ben Shalom Ashkenazi and R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*were either Ashkenazic by origin (the former) or had 
visited Germany (the latter).160 We can reasonably conclude, then, that the mystical techniques surveyed below 
passed from Germany to Spain. According to the historical evidence, this movement took place only from the middle 
of the thirteenth century, thereby excluding Provençal and most Catalan theosophical Kabbalah from its influence. 
Thus, in contrast to the Ashkenazic influence on the emergence of the Kabbalah in those centers with regard to 
theosophical issues, this mystical technique was cultivated in Spanish circles relatively late. The delay can be 
understood in terms of the topic's esoteric nature, a feature that seems to be corroborated by the fact that, even 
centuries after R. Eleazar of Worms had recorded some details of this technique, they remained in manuscript, as did 
the mystical handbooks of Abulafia and his disciples.161

Several indications of recitations of nameseither angelic or divineare extant in Heikhalot literature.162 These 
recitations, as we have seen above, were still practiced during the Gaonic period.163 There is conclusive evidence 
that the pronunciation of mystical names was known and cultivated in Germany, at least during the lifetime of R. 
Eleazar of Worms. The anonymous author of Sefer ha-Hayyim*164 indicates: "He pronounces the holy names or 
names of the angels in order to be shown [whatever] he wishes, or to inform him of a hidden matter, and then the 
Holy Spirit reveals itself to him, and his flesh . . . trembles . . . because of the strength of the Holy Spirit."165

The fiery attack by R. Moshe of Taku, written shortly after the floruit of R. Eleazar, is highly instructive. He speaks 
of persons "void of understanding" and "heretics who pose as166 prophets and are accustomed to pronouncing the 
holy names; and sometimes, they direct [their heart] when they read them [pronounce the names] and their soul is 
terrified. . . . But when the power of the pronounced name leaves him, he returns to his initial state of confused 
reason."

These statements provide appropriate background to understand R. Ele-
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azar's statement that neither the divine names nor their vocalizations ought to be written down, lest those "devoid of 
understanding" use them. 167 R. Eleazar's fears can easily be understood in light of the criticism of a more 
conservative figure such as Taku; significantly, both use the same phrase, haserey* da'at, in order to describe those 
who make use of the divine names. R. Eleazar, however, confesses that168 "some future things and spirits were 
revealed to us by means of the [divine?] attributes169 through the pronunciations of the depths of the names170 in 
order to know the spirit of the wisdoms."

The use of the phrase "revealed to us" clearly shows that this refers to a practical technique, not a repetition of no 
longer active formulas;171 therefore, the three above-mentioned statements, like the analogous evidence in the 
preceding section concerning the ascent of soul, are conclusive proof of the experiential use of the pronunciation of 
divine names. The names cited by R. Eleazar shortly before the above text are mystical names already occurring in 
Jewish texts related to Heikhalot literature, such as Adiriron, Bihriron, and so on.172 Moreover, the assertion of this 
Ashkenazic Hasidic* master that each of the forty-two letters of the divine name is a divine name in itself obviously 
reflects an ancient Jewish conception.173 It is therefore reasonable to assume that R. Eleazar preserved ancient 
mystical material and techniques that had been passed down to Spanish Kabbalists via the intermediacy of 
Ashkenazic masters, the most important of whom, Abraham Abulafia, elaborated upon the received traditions in a 
relatively detailed fashion.174 Abulafia also explicitly refers to Heikhalot literature as an important source of his use 
of divine names.175 Before entering into a brief presentation of Abulafia, however, I should like to discuss the 
influence on two important Kabbalists who flourished in Spain of a peculiar pattern of combination of divine letters 
occurring in R. Eleazar.

In his Sefer ha-Shem,176 R. Eleazar discusses the combination of the letters of the Tetragrammaton with each of the 
letters of the alphabet.177 Moreover, these combinations are in turn combined with their vocalizations by two of the 
six vowels. Thus, the combination of 'aleph with yod, vocalized according to these six vowels, is expressed by this 
sample:
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R. Eleazar explains the combinations of these letters only on the cosmological and theological levels, with no 
reference to their possible use as a mystical technique. However, the fact that not only letters but also vowels are 
included in this table points to a praxis of pronunciation. Against the background of the earlier evidence concerning 
R. Eleazar's revelation using divine names, and the fact that he perceived their vocalization as connected with the use 
of these names, we can infer that, notwithstanding his silence, the author conceived these combinations as a mystical 
practice. This assumption is corroborated by a description of the creation of a golem (the vivification of a humanlike 
form made out of clay) by R. Eleazar, in which he wrote that we must pronounce all the letters of the alphabet over 
every limb of the golem, combined with one of the letters of the Tetragrammaton and vocalized according to the six 
vowels mentioned above. 178 Thus, despite the author's silence, the table found in Sefer ha-Shem was meant to be 
pronounced as part of a magical praxis for the creation of a golem by a certain incantation of combinations of letters. 
According to Scholem, this technique can culminate in ecstasy.179 This assumption seems to be corroborated by R. 
Eleazar's confession that he received a revelation by means of the divine names.

The table above was copied in its entirety by R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*, who presumably learned it during his 
visit in Regensburg.180 He, however, considered the thirty-six combinations and vocalizations to be paralleled by 
the thirty-six movements of the lulav, an issue I was unable to locate in Ashkenazic texts. R. David's contemporary, 
R. Joseph Ashkenazi, an important source for some of his Kabbalistic ideas, elaborated upon R. Eleazar's table in his 
Commentary on Genesis Rabbah181 and in an unidentified discussion of the creation of a golem.182 These two 
Kabbalists do not, strictly speaking, belong to the ecstatic Kabbalah; however, both of them were interested in 
combinatory techniques, as indicated in their works. R. Joseph quoted Abraham Abulafia's Commentary on Sefer 
Yezirah* and, as we shall see in the next section, preserved an important text on ecstasy and visualization of the 
divine names;183 R. David apparently received revelations of Elijah.184 Although I cannot conclusively describe 
these Kabbalists as following the mystical technique of R. Eleazar, the supposition that they were more than mere 
repositories of the Ashkenazic master's views seems a reasonable one.

There is little room for doubt as to the use of R. Eleazar's technique of combination for mystical purposes by his 
older contemporary, R. Abraham Abulafia. In his mystical handbook, 'Or ha-Sekhel, one finds a similar table, albeit 
in slightly changed form: instead of six basic vowels, Abulafia prefers only five; thus, his tables consist of twenty-
five basic combinations of letters
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and vowels. 185 As in R. Eleazar, Abulafia's table is no more than a sample for the recitation of the combinations of 
all twenty-two letters, combined with the four letters of the Tetragrammaton. According to this table, the 
pronunciation of the divine name involves many sublime matters, and whoever does not take care when performing it 
endangers himself. For this reason, asserts Abulafia, the ancient masters concealed it. But the time has now come to 
reveal it, since, as he says, the messianic eon has begun.186 Abulafia's assessment is indeed interesting: he argues 
that he merely reveals a hidden technique that has been in existence for a long time. This assertion strengthens the 
earlier assumption that R. Eleazar's table was intended to serve mystical, and not only magical, purposes.

Abulafia was more than a Kabbalist who disclosed esoteric techniques; his 'Or he-Sekhel was an attempt to integrate 
this technique into a speculative system including a philosophy of language and a definition of the ultimate goal of 
the techniquethe attainment of unio mystica.187 Thus, he succeeded in imposing an elaborate mystical technique on 
a larger public, as convincingly indicated by the relatively large number of manuscripts of 'Or ha-Sekhel.188 In early 
sixteenth-century Jerusalem, R. Yehudah Albotini composed a mystical handbook, Sullam ha-'Aliyah, based upon 
Abulafia's techniques, including among other things the tables found in 'Or ha-Sekhel.189 Moreover, Abulafia's 
tables, accompanied by some of his explanations, were quoted in one of the classics of Kabbalistic literature, 
Cordovero's Pardes Rimmonim.190 Significantly, this Safedian Kabbalist begins his extensive discussion of 
pronunciation of the divine name with Abulafia's system,191 afterward mentioning that of R. Eleazar of Worms, 
copied from a secondary source.192 As we learn from the testimony of R. Mordecai Dato, a disciple of Cordovero, 
his master, influenced by Abulafia's works beyond their quotation, practiced Abulafian techniques and taught them to 
his students.193 Furthermore, he regarded Abulafia's technique as a ''Kabbalistic tradition transmitted orally, or the 
words of a Maggid [celestial messenger]."194 It is no wonder, then, that he considered Abulafia's type of Kabbalah 
as superior even to that of the Zohar.195 Cordovero, however, not only contributed to the dissemination of Abulafia's 
tables, as he did with those of R. Eleazar; quoting Abulafia's explanations, he also propagated the view that the union 
of the human and divine minds was to be achieved through this technique,196 which, as Abulafia put it, "draws down 
the supernal force in order to cause it to be united with you."197 This Hermetical understanding of Abulafia's 
technique198 had an important influence on the Hasidic* perception of devekut as attained by causing divine 
spiritual force to descend upon the mystic.199 Strangely, the old Ashkenazic mystical technique
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had to travel throughout Spain and Italy, as well as Safed, before it eventually returned to Ashkenazic mysticism.

I have surveyed the history of one combinatory technique. A few others, connected with the recitation of the alphabet 
according to the permutations of letters given in Sefer Yezirah *, were used both by R. Eleazar of Worms and by 
Abulafia.200 The latter presented several elaborate techniques in his other handbooks: Sefer Hayye* ha-'Olam ha-
Ba, Sefer ha-Heshek* and Sefer 'Imrei Shefer This willingness to propose more than one technique as a suitable path 
for attaining a mystical experience is decisive proof that Abulafia transcended the magical perception shared by the 
mystics that there was one and only one way to attain the supreme experience. Although his various techniques 
shared some elements in common, such as the need for isolation, breathing exercises, bodily movements, and the 
wearing of clean garments, they differed in many basic details. Abulafia also cultivated the pronunciation of letters of 
the divine names inscribed variously in different kinds of circles, a technique having nothing to do with the table 
technique mentioned above. These circles consisted of permutations of some of the biblical and later divine names 
according to different combinatory techniques; the use of circles is also conspicuous in Hayye ha-'Olam ha-Ba, 
which was aptly designated The Book of Circles.201 No wonder, then, that one of the most elaborate visions reported 
by Abulafia is that of a circle, a Kabbalistic mandala including both cosmic and psychological structures.202 
Interestingly, the vision of circles recurs in the works of other ecstatic Kabbalists, who used Abulafian or similar 
techniques of combinations of letters, such as R. Isaac of Acre, R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon, and R. Elnathan ben Moses 
Kalkis.203

In 'Or ha-Sekhel Abulafia emphasizes, more than does R. Eleazar in his works, that his tables, as well as his circles, 
are methods for facilitating all possible combinations of the letters of the divine names. These letters are sometimes 
permutated without adding other letters; at other timesas in the tablethe entire alphabet is used in order to pronounce 
the letters of divine names. Although the pronunciation of the Tetragrammaton was conceived as a transgression of 
both biblical and rabbinic interdictions, there was no attack on Abulafia's technique on this ground in the Kabbalistic 
material with which I am acquainted. Although it is a conspicuously anomian technique, the recitation of letters as 
described by Abulafia managed to escape the fierce criticism to which his prophetic and messianic activities were 
subjected.

We can summarize this short survey of one of Abulafia's techniques by stating that the incorporation of R. Eleazar's 
method of combination of letters into the Spanish Kabbalah fertilized it by allowing for the construction of a
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more elaborate technical path intended to attain mystical goals such as revelations and union with supernal beings. 
This technique remained the patrimony of a few, albeit important, Kabbalists, contributing to the emergence of 
extreme types of mystical experiences.

V
Visualization of Colors and Kabbalistic Prayer

The final type of mystical technique to be surveyed here is a nomian one relating to a particular understanding of the 
Kabbalistic meaning of kavvanahthat is, that intention which, according to the Talmud, should accompany the 
performance of the commandments. In Provence and Catalonia, the Kabbalists had already emphasized the mystical 
significance of such intention; it was no doubt connected to the theosophical system of Sefirot, toward which the 
Kabbalist was to direct his thought throughout prayer. 204 The basic assumption of earlier Kabbalah, which 
remained unchanged for centuries, was that the words of prayer were symbols of the supernal divine potencies and 
hence could serve either as starting points for the contemplation of higher entities or as ways of influencing them, or 
as both together.

According to this understanding, kavvanah effects an elevation of human thought from the words of prayer to the 
sefirotic realm, apparently achieved without any intermediary mental operation or external factor. The intrinsic 
affinity of language to its sources in the divine realm enables human thought to ascend to the Sefirot and to act upon 
them.205 Externally, the Kabbalist is supposed to recite the standard prayer text; the mystical kavvanah is an 
additional activity, in no way intended to change the halakhic regulations of prayer.206 Mystical kavvanah can 
therefore be defined as a nomian technique, using as it does the common prayers as a vehicle for accomplishing 
mystical and theurgical aims.

But this presentation of mystical prayer fails to answer certain basic questions concerning the psychological 
processes enabling the shift from language to Sefirot. Is concentration on the symbolic connotations of a given word 
the only mental operation that ensures the mystical elevation of thought? How does the linguistic medium, corporeal 
in both its written and its oral forms, enable human thought or soul to penetrate utterly spiritual dimensions of 
reality? Can kavvanah be regarded as an attempt to interiorize the supernal pattern of Sefirot in some unknown way 
in order to cleave to and be capable of influencing it?207 No answers to these and similar questions regarding the 
psychological aspects of kavvanah have been proposed, since they were evidently never asked by academic research. 
I cannot propose an answer or even a
  

< previous page page_103 next page >



< previous page page_104 next page >
Page 104

range of alternative answers, as the material involving the technical part of kavvanah is very scanty. No descriptions 
of the stages of kavvanah are extant, nor are confessions concerning the inner changes in one's consciousness 
provided by early Kabbalists. I suppose that we can view this technique as involving an extensive process of 
deautomatization, every word being pronounced not as part of an automatically performed prayer but in a meticulous 
way. 208 The Kabbalist would direct his attention toward both the precise pronunciation of the sounds and their 
symbolic significance.

I should like to elaborate here upon a far more complex technique that was part of Kabbalistic prayernamely, the 
enactment of kavvanah through the visualization of colors as part of traditional prayer. What follows is a sampling of 
some significant texts treating these issues out of several score that I have identified, almost all in manuscripts, and 
that I hope will be printed and analyzed in detail elsewhere. Let me start with a brief historical survey of the 
emergence of the technique.209 Early Kabbalistic discussion of prayer never mentioned the visualization of colors in 
general nor in connection with prayer in particular.210 With the exception of a single text attributed (in my opinion 
spuriously)211 to an eary KabbalistR. 'Azriel of Gerona212even the question of the experience of light or lights in 
prayer is absent in texts composed in the first three quarters of the thirteenth century.213 The earliest texts explicitly 
referring to this technique are those connected to the name of R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*, a Spanish Kabbalist 
of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries:214

R. David215 said: We are not allowed to visualize the ten Sefirot, except in accordance with the rashey 
perakim which reach you, such as Magen David to Hesed* and Honen* ha-Da' at216 to Tiferet. Therefore, 
you should always visualize that color which is [attributed to the Sefirah according to] the rashey perakim, 
that color being the hashmal* of the Sefirah, the hashmal being the covering217 [or dress] of that very 
Sefirah around [it]. Afterward you shall draw [downward] by your visualization the efflux from "the depth 
of the river" to the worlds down to usand this is the true [way], received [in an esoteric manner] by oral 
tradition.

According to R. David, any attempt to visualize the Sefirot themselves is forbidden; instead, we must visualize their 
colors. For this reason, the focus of human activity during Kabbalistic prayer was not upon the sefirotic domain but 
rather upon the realm of colors produced by the creative imagination of the Kabbalists. These imaginary colors, 
being the "covering" of the Sefirot, formed a lower ontological level open to human contemplation and manipulation. 
The exact relationship between the fact that the colors were humanly
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created and their ontic status as surrounding the Sefirot is not altogether clear; it may have related to the world of 
lights emanating from the Sefirot according to the theosophy of the anonymous author of Tikkuney Zohar and Ra'ya 
Meheimna. 218 The peculiar correspondences between the Sefirot and their parallels in the imaginative world of 
colors appear in a highly esoteric tradition that was transmitted orally, and even then only in an abbreviated form or 
in notesrashey perakim. The aim of this type of prayer was obviously theurgic; by means of the process of 
visualization, the Kabbalist drew the efflux from the supernal realm to the world under it and finally into our world. 
We can therefore surmise that the process of visualization enabled the ascent of the Kabbalist's imaginative faculty to 
a higher ontological level, and only afterward could he attract the divine efflux downward.219

Before proceeding to the description of this technique of prayer, I should like to discuss briefly two texts that seem to 
me to be highly significant for understanding the mystical nature of visualization of colors. From the conceptual 
point of view, the closest Kabbalistic system of thought to this appears in the writings of R. Joseph ben Shalom 
Ashkenazi, also called R. Joseph ha-'Arokh, a late-thirteenth-century Kabbalist who emigrated from Germany to 
Barcelona.220 The affinities are unmistakable, some already having been noted by Scholem.221 This Kabbalist 
affirmed:222

The philosophers have already written on the issue of prophecy, saying that it is not improbable that there 
will be a person to whom matters will appear in his imaginative faculty, comparable to that which appears 
to the imaginative faculty in a dream. All this [could take place] while someone is awake, and all his senses 
are obliterated, as the letters of the divine name [stand] in front of his eyes,223 in the gathered colors.224 
Sometimes, he will hear a voice,225 a wind, a speech, a thunder, and a noise with all the organs of his 
hearing sense, and he will see with his imaginative faculty with all the organs of sight, and he will smell 
with all the organs of smell, and he will taste with all the organs of taste, and he will touch with all the 
organs of touch, and he will walk and levitate.226 All this while the holy letters are in front of his eyes, and 
its colors are covering227 it; this is the sleep228 of prophecy.

The problems posed by this text are numerous and complex. From our perspective, it is important only to stress the 
occurrence of colors in close connection with the divine name and the fact that an altered state of consciousness is 
induced by the appearance of these colored letters. Although it is not obvious from a first reading of the passage, it 
seems plausible to surmise that the letters and their colors emerge as the result of the activation of the
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imaginationthat is, that their appearance is the result of an effort of visualization. The difference between the 
occurrence of the Sefirot in R. David and of the divine name in R. Joseph is obvious, although not as significant. For 
the Kabbalist, the divine name and its letters are among the most common symbols of the ten Sefirot; moreoverand 
this is a decisive proof of the affinity between these two Kabbalists on the issue of colorsR. Joseph repeatedly refers 
to the symbolism of color for Sefirot in his writings, far more than did any of the preceding Kabbalists. 229 Highly 
interesting is his description of the contemplation of the "prophet" or "unifier" (meyahed*), who looks to the ''holy 
lights" that, however, appear and disappear intermittently. According to this passage, the colors are by-products of 
the increasing inner movement of the Sefirot and therefore are constantly changing.230 They seem to be entities 
"standing" in front of the prophet's eyes in a relatively steady manner. The psychological state described is very close 
to one of anesthesia, allowing for the arousal of the facultyimaginationwhich can now mold the sense perceptions by 
their activation from within; for the Kabbalistwho bases himself on philosophersthis state is tantamount to prophecy. 
For the time being, we can conclude that, in the view of R. Joseph Ashkenazi, the visualization of letters and colors is 
a technique for achieving the prophetic state.

Let us turn now to another Kabbalist, otherwise unknown, who indicates that231 "when you vocalize Devarekha,232 
you shall visualize233 in your thought, the letter of the Tetragrammaton before your eyes, in a circle [or sphere] with 
a color red as the fire, and your thought is performing many things." This passage constitutes solid evidence that the 
Kabbalists practiced visualization of the Tetragrammaton in colors. Hence, our understanding of R. Joseph 
Ashkenazi's first text quoted above is corroborated by this additional source. R. Tanhum* describes a circle, 
including a visualized Tetragrammaton, vocalized with the vowels of the word Devarekha and the color "red as the 
fire." This circle, or at least a similar one to that described by Tanhum, is evidently extant in a manuscript.234 As I 
have shown elsewhere, just before and after this circle, this manuscript includes Kabbalistic material stemming from 
the writings of R. Joseph Ashkenazi and R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*.235 The circle consists of a diagram 
containing ten concentric circles, each one representing a Sefirah whose name is inscribed on it and beside which is 
the name of the color corresponding to the Sefirah and a vocalized Tetragrammaton. Thus, next to the Sefirah 
Gevurah we read the phrase "red as the fire" and a vocalization of the Tetragrammaton identical with that of 
Devarekha. We can therefore assume that the list of colors and the vocalization of the Tetragrammaton in the 
concentric circles constitute detailed instructions for visualizing
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the Tetragrammaton in various colors corresponding to the Sefirot. We can furthermore assume that this list is at 
least some part of the "notes" mentioned by R. David when he wrote, "you shall always visualize according to that 
color which is [attributed to] the Sefirah [according to] the rashey perakim.

On the basis of this material, as well as of other material there is not room for here, I consider the existence of 
traditions dealing with visualization of colors, as well as their actual practice, an established fact. But before 
returning to the subject of mystical prayer, I should like to discuss the significance of the circle. In the Kabbalistic 
material accompanying this figure, there are no instructions regarding either the role it may fulfill or the meaning of 
the various details inscribed within the circles. The way in which R. Tanhum * refers to the circle, however, opens 
the possibility that we can envision not only the details as instructions for visualization but also the circle itself as 
part of this process. R. Tanhum states, "You shall visualize the letter of the Tetragrammaton before your eyes in a 
circle in your thought," and so on. I see no reasonable argument against interpreting his words as a recommendation 
for visualizing the divine name along with the color and the circle. If this understanding is correct, then the circle can 
be regarded as a Kabbalistic mandala incorporating the colors corresponding to the ten divine powers, the Sefirot, 
and their names. Interestingly, this diagram draws a distinction between the first Sefirah, Keter, and the other nine, 
designated as Ze'ir 'Anpinthe lower divine configuration according to zoharic symbolism. The latter is an obvious 
anthropomorphic symbol, which in the Zohar refers to the second and lower divine head, that consisting of the 
Sefirah of Tiferet alone or of the Sefirot between Hokhmah* and Yesod, whereas in the works of R. David it includes 
ten Sefirot or, as in the diagram, nine.236 In other contexts of R. David's thought, this configuration is manifestly 
anthropomorphic; the fact that the concept appearing in the diagram differs from that of the Zohar does not obliterate 
its anthropomorphic character. If the understanding proposed above is correct, then the process of visualization 
includes not only divine names, colors, and a circle or circles but also an anthropomorphic configuration symbolizing 
an aspect of the divine realm. The outer circle is the well-known list of thirty-two mystical paths by means of which 
the world was created, and the second circle contains the names of all the realms of realityfor example, stones, 
planets, spheres, angels, and various kinds of living creatures, such as fish, animals, and man. It is obvious that the 
compiler wished to express the idea of the macrocosmos that stands beside the divine macranthropos.

The phenomenological affinity between this diagram and the Hindu mandala is interesting. The two practices share 
the process of visualization and of
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imaginary representation of divine forces and colors; in both cases the circle also has a macrocosmic aspect. 237 
There are also clear differences, however: the Kabbalistic diagram is graphically different from those forms of 
mandala that I could see, their details are conspicuously unrelated, and the construction of a mandala is accompanied 
by a special liturgy, whereas I would suppose that the visualization of the Kabbalistic diagram accompanies Jewish 
ritualistic prayer. These differences notwithstanding, one cannot underrate the possibility that Hindu traditions 
infiltrated into Kabbalah, perhaps via the intermediacy of Sufi material. As I hope to show elsewhere, R. David lived 
for a time in Acre, a fact that may be a clue to the penetration of an alien mystical technique into a Jewish milieu.

Let us return now to colors and prayer; the previous assumption that the diagram contained the "notes" mentioned in 
R. David's text can be substantiated by the comparison of the details about Sefirot and colors with a short anonymous 
commentary on the prayer Shema' Yisrael. This highly interesting document is based upon the visualization of the 
divine names included in this prayer in various colors, most of which correspond to the list of colors and Sefirot in 
the diagram. Since the similarity between the colors and Sefirot in the diagram and the commentary is astonishing, 
including the peculiar ways used for denoting the colors, the conclusion that the diagram list was intended to supply 
instructions for visualization of divine names in prayer is inescapable. I shall give here only one sentence to 
exemplify this conclusion: "Don't pronounce the word Israel until one visualizes the divine name, which is YHWH, 
with its vowels and its color, and one visualizes it as if the last letter of the [divine] name, namely H, surrounds the 
entire world, from above and below."238

We learn that the visualization of the letters and colors is accompanied by the vision of the letters as circles that bear 
explicit macrocosmic overtones. The vision of the letters as circles is probably not identical with the diagram; this 
difference notwithstanding, this is incontrovertible evidence that, during prayer, not only were colors visualized but 
also circles. Our previous understanding of the diagram as a mandala is thus partially confirmed by the anonymous 
commentary on the Shema' Yisrael. Moreover, the pronunciation of the first Tetragrammaton in this prayer ought to 
be directed239 "to Binah in the color of green, like the color of the rainbow, the entire [divine] name." Compare this 
to the diagram in which the third Sefirah corresponds to the color "green as the rainbow."240 Finally, the following 
passage from a Kabbalistic responsum241 dealing with prayer illuminates the purpose of visualization as perceived 
by the Kabbalists themselves:242
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When you shall think upon something which points to the Keter and pronounce it with your mouth, you 
shall direct [your thought] to and visualize the name YHWH between your eyes with this vocalization, 
which is the Kammaz * under all the consonants, its visualization being white as snow.243 And he will 
direct [your thought] so that the letters will move and fly in the air, and the whole secret is hinted at in the 
verse, "I have set the divine name always before me."244

According to this passage, the visualized colored letters are meant to ascend.245 Thus, human imagination is 
ontologically creative, its products being able to ascend to the supernal Merkavah. This peculiar ascent may elucidate 
the allusion of R. Tanhum* that, by the means of visualized divine names, "your thought is performing many things"; 
this performance is accomplished by drawing the influx downward into the lower worlds and finally into our world, 
as stated at the end of R. David's passage.

The two different results of visualization of colored divine names can be summarized as follows: according to R. 
Joseph Ashkenazi, it induces a paranormal state of consciousness, and hence this technique can be appropriately 
regarded as a mystical practice. The second result is a theurgic one: if my reconstruction of the process of causing the 
letters to ascend and enabling the descent of the divine influx is correct according to this Kabbalistic school, then 
imagination is fraught with theurgic powers.

This Kabbalistic technique has passed unnoticed by modern scholarship. One of the major reasons for this is the fact 
that none of the texts dealing with the details of visualization is extant; they are available only in manuscripts that 
are, at the present time, generally ignored by scholars. This situation is not a matter of mere chance but rather a result 
of the technique's highly esoteric nature. A few statements will demonstrate this esotericism.

Underneath the diagram, we read: "All these allusions must be transmitted orally"a wording virtually identical with 
that found at the end of R. David's passage quoted earlier.246 Even more impressive are the statements of the 
anonymous author of the Kabbalistic responsum; I shall quote here only a part of his elaborations on the esoteric 
nature of the visualization:247 "Know that this is a Kabbalistic tradition which was handed down to you, and we are 
writing it down, [but] it is forbidden to disclose it or to pass it down to everyone, but [only] to 'those who fear the 
divine name and take heed of his name,'248 blessed be he, 'who tremble at his word.'"249

Owing to this atmosphere of mystery, the details of the technique of visualization remained hidden in fragments of 
various manuscripts; nevertheless, it was hardly neglected by the Kabbalists. My brief exposition of some of its texts, 
which represent only the initial stage of its crystallization,
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can be complemented by a longer historical survey, which is not possible here. I shall refer now only to some 
milestones of its evolution.

As I have attempted to show elsewhere, R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid *'s extensive commentary on prayer, 'Or 
Zaru'a, was composed as an exoteric Kabbalistic commentary, esoterically alluding to the performance of prayer 
with the help of visualization technique.250 On the ground of several fragments elaborating on prayer and 
visualization, I conjecture that its practice was cultivated in the Kabbalistic school of R. David ben Yehudah he-
Hasid, which is characterized by the transmission of additional esoteric issues.251 This technique was well known to 
the generation of Kabbalists who were exiled from the Iberian Peninsula and came to Jerusalem and Safed, as we 
learn from the existence of a handbook for visualization known in these cities.252 R. Moses Cordovero was well 
acquainted with this technique, as we learn from his Pardes Rimmonim:

It is good and fitting if he wishes to visualize these havvayot [that is, the different vocalizations of the 
Tetragrammaton] according to their color, as then his prayer will be very effective, on the condition that his 
[mystical] intention is that there is no other possible way to represent the activity of a certain attribute [but] 
the certain [corresponding] color. And as the colors in the gate of colors are many, we shall not discuss 
here the colors. But when he is interested to direct [his prayer], behold that gate which is before [the eyes] 
of the disciple.253

The effectiveness of visualized colors is here, for the first time, hinted at in a Kabbalistic treatise that was intended to 
be studied by a larger public; the details, however, were not delivered. The last major Kabbalistic figure to mention 
the technique of visualization is R. Hayyim* Vital. In the unprinted part of his Sha'arey Kedushah, he gives a text, 
which was partly discussed above, ending with the ascent of thought to the highest firmament, the 'Aravot, where254 
"he shall visualize that above the firmament of 'Aravot there is a very great white curtain, upon which the 
Tetragrammaton is inscribed in [color] white as snow,255 in Assyrian writing in a certain color." I cannot explain 
how one can visualize white letters on a white curtain, nor why a "certain color" is mentioned in addition to the white 
one. Whatever the explanation, it is clear from this that Vital was interested in color visualization, as is evident also 
from the fact that he twice copied the aforementioned passage of R. Joseph Ashkenazi.256

At this point, it would be pertinent to compare the technique of visualization with that of letter combination. In both, 
the letters of the divine names are crucial; the letters visualized, however, are always those of the Tetragram-
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maton, which maintain their regular ordera significant difference from the continuous changes in the positions of the 
letters in Abulafia's technique. The fluctuating element in the visualization technique is that of the vowels, which 
change together with the colors, according to most of the passages referring to visualization. Moreover, the visualizer 
is not supposed to write down the divine names nor to pronounce them, as Abulafia would recommend. Visualization 
is a process to be accomplished in addition to regular prayer and concomitant with it, whereas Abulafia's practices 
are independent of the Jewish rites.

Notwithstanding its novelty in the field of Kabbalah, then, the mystical interpretation of kavvanah became a 
sacrosanct technique that was absent from the early Kabbalah insofar as we know. Although the early Kabbalists 
discussed the problem of kavvanah in principle, nowhere did they propose a detailed sequence for the enactment of 
mystical prayer. The fact that an alien technique, and this is presently my evaluation of the origin of color 
visualization, was adopted by Kabbalists only demonstrates the readiness, at the end of the thirteenth century, to 
expand Kabbalah in various ways. It was exactly at this period that we can also detect other influences of Sufic views 
among the Kabbalists, as is attested by the appearance of the concepts of "world of imagination" 257 and 
"equanimity."258

Let me now summarize the above discussion. In all known periods of the development of this mystical tradition, 
Jewish mystics were in possession of, and apparently practiced, a wide variety of mystical techniques. Some of these 
bore obvious magical color, whereas in a few this aspect was overcome; all of them included a deep involvement of 
the mystic, who was expected to invest considerable effort in order to attain his religious goal. The understanding of 
Jewish mysticism must, therefore, take into consideration the practical and experiential facets of this phenomenon to 
a far greater extent than has been done up to now. The integration of the analyses of those mystical techniques that 
produced the experiential aspects of Jewish mysticism in the academic study of Kabbalah will presumably reinforce 
the more extreme interpretation of Jewish mysticism proposed above. It can also contribute to a more balanced view 
of Jewish mysticism as not only a system of theosophical symbolism, abstract speculations, and "moderate" 
"communion" but as a full-fledged mystical phenomenon including a variety of speculations, experiences, and 
techniques.
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Chapter 6
Kabbalistic Theosophy

The mainstream in Kabbalistic thought undoubtedly is the theosophical Kabbalah, whose dominant conception is that 
of a complex and dynamic structure of divine powers commonly known as Sefirot. This term, first occurring in Sefer 
Yezirah * has been interpreted since the late twelfth century as designating manifestations that are either part of the 
divine structure or directly related to the divine essence, serving as its vessels or instruments; almost universally, 
these powers number ten. Classical Kabbalistic theosophy includes both an elaborate anthropomorphical hierarchy 
and dynamic interrelationships among the components of this hierarchy. In the following discussion, I present the 
thesis that the motif of a divine anthropomorphical decad, instrumental in the creational process, was part of ancient 
Jewish thought; this decad was presumably the source of the ten Sefirot of Sefer Yezirah. I shall then analyze the 
affinities between certain ancient Jewish terminologyforms and du-parzufim*and Kabbalistic theosophy; finally, I 
shall survey the medieval conceptions of the Sefirot. I want to emphasize that this chapter is not meant to serve as an 
exposition of Kabbalistic theosophy; rather, I deal primarily with several points from new perspectives and refer the 
reader seeking more general information to the scholarly literature cited in my notes.

I
Monad, Decad, and Anthropos

The Bible opens the account of the Creation without any indication of the existence of precosmogonic processes. 
From the outset, this account departs from the pattern
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widespread in ancient culturesof mythical theogonies that were always preceded by precosmogonic myths. The first 
phrase of the Bible, "in the beginning," was evidently intended to counter polytheistic theogony; the implication is 
that no event occurred prior to the Creation. Even the remnants of ancient mythologies, such as the struggle with 
Behemoth or Leviathan, that are alluded to in various biblical passages apparently relate tensions generated by the 
Creation process itself rather than precosmogonic conflicts. 1

Moreover, the mode of Creation by divine fiat established an abyss between the Creator and his Creation; the latter 
was no longer derived from the body of a defeated and dismembered divinity nor had it been directly constructed or 
begotten by one of the gods.2 Material contacts between God and the Creation were severed insofar as possible. In 
the Bible, God stands beyond the universe. Mythical descriptions in ancient sources, however, regarded the gods as 
standing within the cosmos;3 hence, there was an organic link between theogony and cosmogony, a link eliminated 
in the biblical account. Discussions concerning divine nature or precosmogonic action therefore were irrelevant for 
earlier layers of Jewish cosmogony.

This reticence was evidently motivated by antipolytheistic tendencies that were crucial for the religious physiognomy 
of biblical Judaism. This unwavering attitude toward polytheism, however, cannot always be considered as an 
opposition to myth per se. As has been recently noticed, "Monotheism of itself does not imply that the myth could 
not have been taken literally. . . . for some in ancient Israel the mythology was living and for others it was not, and 
even for some of those for whom it was living, Israelite monotheism has transformed it out of all recognition."4

We find explicit warnings in rabbinic texts against any speculation regarding what preceded the Creation of the 
world; the Mishnah states:5 "Whosoever speculates upon four things, a pity for him! He is as though he had not 
come into the world:6 what is above, what is beneath, what is before, what is after." Nevertheless, in both rabbinic 
and ancient Jewish mystical literature, speculations concerning precosmogonical matters began to emerge. We find 
various lists of things that were in existence before the world: the Temple, the Torah, the divine name, the Messiah, 
and so on.7 None of these, however, seems to reflect a domesticated divinity; most of them overtly serve as ideal 
values of the future Jewish religion, only the Torah being partially instrumental in the very act of Creation.8

In Masekhet Hagigah*, however, we learn in the name of Rav that "by ten things was the world created: by wisdom, 
by understanding, by reason, by strength, by rebuke, by might, by righteousness, by judgment, by loving-
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kindness, and by compassion." 9 We learn from this passage not only the way in which the world was created but 
also the attributes or agencies of God that were instrumental in the cosmogonical act. The ontological status of these 
"ten things" is not elucidated in the talmudic discussions that follow this list.10 The recurrence of the figure ten in 
other contexts dealing with God's Creation of the world hints at the existence of a certain pattern of divine 
cosmogonical activity. The picture derived from such a description suggests a certain development in Jewish 
theology: the ten agencies of God are no longer the ten creative words but semipersonalized characteristics of him. 
Moreover, in the list of biblical verses adduced to support the assertion of the creative role of the ten things, an 
implicit connection is manifested between each of these things and a given domain of the universe created by a 
particular thing. The correlations are far from systematic; nevertheless, we witness an important step toward a more 
complex perception of Creation. The multiplicity of divine attributes involved in the cosmogony, already in the 
talmudic text, opens the door for the construction of an elaborate theosophy. But we must also consider the 
possibility that the form in which the statements on the ten things are cast in Talmud reflects a relatively later stage 
of Jewish thought. We know that the figure ten within the context of Creation occurs in such early Jewish sources as 
the tractates 'Avot and 'Avot de-Rabbi Nathan, where they refer to ten creative logoi that were instrumental in the 
various acts of Creation. Early undated Gnostic sourcesseemingly no later than the middle of the second centurythat 
refer to ten logoi seem to represent formulations, or reformulations, of Jewish speculations on the process of 
Creation.

According to an obscure Gnostic author, quoted by Hippolytus, the son of man is both a monadthe "tittle of the 
iota"and a decad. As we shall see below, the notion that an anthropomorphical figure is composed of a decad is 
crucial for medieval Kabbalah: "that one indivisible tittleas Monoimos indicates11is . . . one tittle of the [letter] 
iota,12 with many faces, and innumerable eyes,13 and countless names, and this [tittle] is an image of that perfect 
invisible man." There are astonishingly precise parallels to this comparison of "a perfect invisible man" to a "tittle of 
iota" in the Kabbalah. According to one such, formulated by R. Menahem* 'Azariah da Fano: "this primeval 
anthropos is alluded by the tittle of the yod of the Tetragrammaton, which functions as the aspect of Keter of the 
wholeness of all the worlds.''14

It is clear that some motifs included in this statement precede R. Menahem 'Azariah: the tittle of iota as a symbol of 
Keter is widespread in Kabbalistic literature;15 the identification of the Sefirah with an "anthropos" is rare but 
nevertheless did exist long before the Italian Kabbalists.16 Moreover, just as
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the "invisible man" of the Gnostics constituted a decad, 17 "the primeval anthropos" is formed of ten supernal 
Sefirot.18 Monoimos links his anthropos speculations with biblical motifs:

This [tittle] constitutes a perfect son of a perfect man. When, therefore, he says, Moses mentions that the 
rod was changeably brandished for the [introduction of the] plagues throughout Egyptnow the plagues, he 
says, are allegorically expressed symbols of Creationhe did not [as a symbol] for more plagues than ten 
shape the rod. Now, this [rod] constitutes one tittle of the iota, and is [both] twofold [and] various. This 
succession of ten plagues is, he says, the mundane Creation.19

It is obvious that Monoimos, an Arab, was acquainted with Jewish motifs and traditions. Moreover, his notion of the 
decad qua "perfect son" is seen as symbolically hinted at in certain biblical themes; therefore, this Gnostic presented 
his view as a symbolic interpretation of biblical themes. The decad represented by Moses' rod is explicitly connected 
to the Creation of the world and to the ten plagues. Monoimos continues by saying: "With that one tittle, the law 
constitutes the series of the Ten Commandments which expresses allegorically the divine mysteries of [those] 
precepts. For, he says, all knowledge of the universe is contained in what relates to the succession of the ten plagues 
and the series of the Ten Commandments"20

The correspondence between the Ten Commandments, the ten plagues, the decad related to the rod, and the Creation 
of the world is echoed in a similar correspondence in Jewish sources between the ten creative words (ma' amarot), 
the Ten Commandments, and the ten plagues.21 I would assume that the decad connected with the Creation is 
parallel to the ten ma' amarot. Moreover, the ten plagues symbolize the Creationthat is, presumably the ma' amarot; 
the son of the perfect man, qua "tittle of iota"namely, as the decad"is an image of that perfect invisible man." I 
conjecture that the son reflects the nature of the father, just as the ten plagues symbolically reflect the "symbols of 
Creation."22 It therefore seems that there were two decads in Monoimosthe ten plagues and commandmentsand that 
the ''symbols of Creation" and "divine mysteries" respectively reflect the decad of the son and that of the perfect man. 
This theory is corroborated by the existence of two decads, each described by an anthropomorphic term, in a Coptic 
Gnostic text. In a fragmentary description of the Creation of man, the anonymous author states: "He made the twenty 
digits after the likeness of the two decads: the decad that is hidden and the manifested decad."23

According to the editor, the hidden decad is known as the "first man," and the "anthropos" probably represents the 
manifested decad.24 This double decad
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can be meaningfully compared to those cited above from the texts of Monoimos. As in his case, the anonymous 
author of the Coptic treatise was also acquainted with Jewish material. 25 Another, less significant, shared feature is 
the absence of anti-Jewish views.

To summarize: two anthropomorphically portrayed decads are mentioned, explicitly and implicitly, by two 
Gnosticsapparently independent of each otherwho likewise share a certain knowledge of Jewish traditions. Their 
views are only tangentially paralleled by ancient Jewish texts but are reflected by extensive and elaborate Kabbalistic 
material. The existence of two anthropomorphic decads is evidenced by a long series of Kabbalists, from the 
beginnings of the Kabbalah until R. Isaac Luria and his followers. How are we to understand this similarity between 
ancient Gnostic texts and Kabbalistic ones composed in the high Middle Ages? The commonly accepted explanation, 
following Scholem's view, is that the Jews of antiquity accepted Gnostic notions and preserved them for a 
millennium or more in closed circles, the Kabbalists only gradually disclosing them afterward. The question remains, 
however, as to why these traditions are found specifically among Gnostics acquainted with Jewish texts. Moreover, 
what ground is there for the supposition that these were originally Gnostic views that afterward were considered 
Jewish esoteric teachings? An alternative view would be that these views on the two decads were originally Jewish 
ones that afterward infiltrated Gnostic circles and were simultaneously passed down among the Jews until the 
emergence of the historical Kabbalah.

An important point common to the Gnostic texts of Monoimos, to the Midrash, and to the Kabbalah is the 
cosmogonic role of the decads. The Jewish ma' amarot number ten, as do the Gnostic plagues; in the Gnostic texts, 
they constitute the image of the perfect man and the archetype of the universe. We can thus formulate the role of the 
perfect son or anthropos as both the imageikonof the perfect man and the archetype of the world. This peculiar 
perception is reminiscent of a well-known portrayal of Jesus Christ in the New Testament,

who is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of every creature. For by him were all things created 
that are in heaven, and that are in the earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or 
principalities, or powers: all things were created by him, and for him. And he is before all things, and by 
him all things consist. . . . For it pleased the Father that in him should all fullness dwell.26

Traces of this passage may be found both in Monoimos' text, where only verse 19 is quoted,27 and in the anonymous 
treatise, where, as C. A. Baynes has
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already noticed, it seems to be implicitly referred to. 28 The background of these verses in Judaism, especially in 
Jewish mystical thought, has recently been pointed out in a detailed article by G. Stroumsa.29 He analyzed the 
peculiar meaning of Christ qua Ikon by way of comparison with Metatron traditions and Shi'ur Komah texts, 
concluding that a Jewish pre-Christian macranthropos notion underlies the Christian text.30 I should like to discuss 
here a conception that has not been sufficiently dealt withthe expression "in him should all fullness dwell." The 
Christ there is not only instrumental in the act of Creation, the image of the Creator, and the purpose of creationthat 
is, "for him"; he apparently comprises both the image of the Creator and the Creation. Being the form of God, "his 
cosmic body filled the whole world and was identical to the pleroma"as Stroumsa put it.31 Thus, the "form of God" 
is regarded as an all-comprehensive being. This view is repeated in the Coptic Gnostic Treatise, where the father is 
described as follows: "In [comprehensible] is he in his un[attainable] unapproachable image [ikon]; by this the 
universes are enclosed; thus within it <they move to and fro>. . . . Within his own self did he represent himself to the 
mass of those [things] that were in him.''32 Elsewhere in this same treatise, we learn that the father made a city and a 
man.33 "In him he portrayed the universes34 . . . Each one in the city knew him, each one gave myriads of praises to 
the man or the city of the father, who is in all things."

Monoimos likewise regards the "son of man" as a monad, "as it were, a certain musical harmony which comprises all 
things in itself . . . and it manifests all things, and generates all things."35 The precise meaning of "comprises all 
things in itself" is unclear, but this phrase may be an explanation of another sentence in Monoimos, "man is the 
universe," although he seems to distinguish between "man" and "son of man."36

Although the Christian text was influential on the Gnostics, I assume that it was not the unique source of their 
elaborate creationist anthropomorphism: first, because, as Stroumsa has pointed out, there were Jewish sources that 
influenced the passage from Paul, and second, because there are two additonal motifs, found in Jewish texts, relevant 
to the Gnostic, one of which apparently also influenced Paul's verses. Let me quote a striking passage, originally 
stemming from Midrash 'Avkir:37

Rabbi Berakhya said:38 When God wished to create the world, he began his Creation with nothing other 
than man and made him as a golem. When he prepared to cast a soul into him, he said: If I set him down 
now, it will be said that he was my companion in the work of Creation;39 so I will leave him as a golem [in 
a crude, unfinished state], until I have created everything else. When he had created
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everything, the angels said to him: Aren't you going to make the man you spoke of? He replied: I made him 
long ago, only the soul is missing. Then he cast the soul in him and set him down and concentrated the 
whole world in him. With him he began, with him he concluded, as it is written: "Thou hast formed me 
before and behind." 40 God said: "Behold, man is become like one of us."41

Several striking points of this passage are pertinent to our discussion: (1) as in the Gnostic and Christian texts, unlike 
the biblical and classical rabbinic sources, man is presented here as the first creature;42 (2) similar to the Coptic 
treatise and to Paul's epistle, the world is concentrated in this first creature; and (3) all these texts explicitly express a 
resemblance between God and his first creature; man is thereby given cosmic dimensions, a common view in Jewish 
classical texts.43 Since the Jewish origins of certain aspects of the Christian text have already been recognized by 
Stroumsa, the first two points seem to reinforce his argument. Again, as I have suggested above, the assumption of 
Gnostic influence on Midrash 'Avkir seems to me to complicate the situation rather than to explain how the affinities 
between Jewish and non-Jewish sources came about. I assume that the reaction in Midrash 'Avkir against the view 
that primeval man was already a living creature prior to the end of the Creation of the world is to be understood as 
directed against mythical traditions existing in the Jewish religious milieu. The assumption that we must regard any 
critique against a conception found in a Gnostic text as a reaction against extraneous concepts seems to me to be only 
one possible explanation.44 One can equally well argue the hypothesis that certain Midrashim were formulated as 
part of an inner controversy within Jewish thought. The conception that the world was concentrated into an 
anthropomorphic structureAdam in Midrash' Avkir, Christ in Paul's epistle, "man" in the Coptic treatisepoints, I 
would assume, toward a different version of the well-known macranthropic view: that the anthropos is not identical 
with the cosmic structure but is the vessel which, although it may in part correspond to this or that part of the 
universe, also surpasses them not only in eminence but also in its particular fashion.

This view of Adam as comprising the entire creation in himself can be easily traced to the Kabbalah. According to R. 
'Ezra, one of the early Kabbalists, "Man is composed of all the spiritual entities."45 According to another passage, 
"Man is composed of all things and his soul is linked to the supernal soul."46 Thus, "man" stands for the body, which 
resembles and comprises the ten Sefirot; R. 'Ezra uses the same verb, kll, to describe the constitution of man. This 
formula recurs verbatim in R. Moses de Leon's Sefer ha-Rimmon,47 the "spiritual entities'' again referring to the 
Sefirot.48 Particularly interesting
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is the occurrence of this view in R. Menahem * Recanati, who integrates the formula used by the previous Kabbalists 
in order to explain the power of man to modify or influence the sefirotic structure: "Since man is composed of all the 
essences, his power is great and so is his perfection when he directs his intention and knowledge to draw downward, 
and cause the emanation out of the 'nought of thought.'"49 Let us compare this to the zoharic description of man:50 
"Since the image of man is the image of the higher and lower [entities]51 which were concentrated in him, and since 
the structure of this image comprises higher and lower [entities], 'Attika Kaddisha has prepared this form and the 
form of Ze'ir 'Anpin in this image and form."52

The Zohar views the structure of man in a manner similar to, though not identical with, that of R. Moses de Leon. 
Whereas the latter's formulations are identical with those of R. 'Ezra, those of the Zohar differ from both of these: 
man is portrayed as comprising the higher and lower entities.53 It is worth noting that the Zohar deals here with the 
human body, not with the human soul, as comprising the divine and lower entities, whereas in the writings of de 
Leon the soul is described as comprising the higher and the lower entities, and the body is viewed as a 
microcosmos.54

For seemingly the first time in medieval Kabbalah, the Zohar implies that divine structures in human shape compose 
the higher and lower entities, in a way similar to the ancient texts, where not the lower but the divine anthropoi are 
regarded as comprising everything. According to Cordovero,55 "man comprises in his composition all the creatures, 
from the first point until the very end of [the world of] Creation, [the world of] Formation, and [the world of] 
Making, as it is written:56 'I have created him, formed him and even made him.'" Thus, even before the Lurianic 
view that 'Adam Kadmon comprises the four worlds, there were hints of this in connection with man, as, for example, 
in this passage of Cordovero's.57

According to Lurianic Kabbalah,58 "all the worlds are concentrated in this 'Adam [Kadmon]."59 Let us elaborate 
upon this statement. It sounds similar to the midrashic text; however, the shift from "world" to ''worlds" is 
reminiscent of the Coptic Gnostic treatise, in which "universes," not a single universe, are mentioned; and one of the 
zoharic descriptions of Ze' ir 'Anpin.60 The similarity between the Gnostic view and that of Luriawho adduced 
neither the midrashic text nor the Zohar as a locus probansmay betray a common source or tradition that is, I assume, 
of Jewish origin. This hypothesis, which prima facie seems far-reaching, is corroborated by the affinity between the 
other Lurianic definition of 'Adam Kadmon and the Gnostic text. Both views regard this anthropos as also constituted 
of ten forcesthe decad previously men-
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tioned in the Coptic text, and the supernal Sefirot named Zah-zahot * in pre-Lurianic and Lurianic texts.61 The fact 
that two specific concepts of man are found in one Gnostic treatise and, later on, in Kabbalistic theosophy is strongly 
suggestive of the historical affinity between ancient and medieval notions, for which the Gnostic texts serve not as 
sources for later mystical literature but as evidence of the existence of some of these notions in ancient times in 
Jewish milieus as well.62

As we have seen above, the relationship among the three elementsanthropos, decad, and Creation within the 
anthroposis shared by Monoimos, by the anonymous author of the Coptic treatise, and by the Kabbalah. There is also 
a fourth element explicitly or implicitly present in these sources. Despite the obvious references to the decad, the 
same anthropomorphic entity is described also as a monad. Let us start with Monoimos:

The monad, [that is] the one tittle, is, therefore, he says, also a decad. For by the actual power of this one 
tittle are produced duad, and triad, and tetrad, and pentad, and hexad, and heptad, and ogdoad, and ennead, 
up to ten. For these numbers, he says, are capable of many divisions, and they reside in that simple and 
uncompounded single tittle of the iota. And this is what has been declared: "It pleased [God] that all 
fullness should dwell in the son of man bodily."63

Unlike this text, which explicitly discusses the relationship monad-decad, the Coptic treatise applies the terms 
monad64 and decad65 to the identical entity in separate discussions. Nevertheless, the editor has perceived this 
relationship, and after adducing additional material from a related text, the Apocryphon of John, he concludes: "the 
term man was first predicated of the divine image, viewed both as a monad and as the male-female pentad of 
members = the decad."66 Knowledge of the decad is therefore tantamount to knowledge of the monad and of the 
anthropos. In early Kabbalah, we find a recurrent interpretation of the meaning of the word 'Ehad*oneas alluding, by 
its linguistic structure, to ten Sefirot.67 According to R. Isaac the Blind,68 the letter h* of the word 'Ehad symbolizes 
the eight Sefirot from Hokhmah* to Yesod, concluding that "everything is comprised69 in the word 'Ehad." These 
hints were further elaborated by his disciple, R. 'Ezra of Gerona: "We ought . . . to unify everything in one word, 
since the 'aleph of 'Ehad alludes to [that entity] wherein thought cannot expand. The [letter] het* [of 'Ehad] hints of 
eight Sefirot, and the [letter] dalet, which is [written] as a majuscule, hints of the tenth Sefirah."70

The need to unify the ten divine powers is a commonplace one in Kabbalah; however, the union of these powers is 
not only 'Ehad, a monad comprising ten
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other entities, but also the divine anthropos. The same R. 'Ezra indicates that the human body comprises the supernal 
entities, namely the ten Sefirot. 71 From the early Kabbalah, the human structure reflects the supernal one; we may 
therefore conclude that the unification of the decad of the Sefirot into the monad is related to their anthropomorphic 
structure. The unity that goes beyond the ten Sefirot is a basic tenet of Kabbalah, which was time and again attacked 
on this ground; according to Abraham Abulafia, the theosophical Kabbalists who follow "the way of the Sefirot" say 
that "divinity is ten Sefirot, and these ten are one."72

At this point, we can summarize the relevance of the ancient material to our understanding of the emergence of 
Kabbalistic theosophy. In the second century A.D., explicit discussions concerning the Creation of the world by the 
intermediacy of an anthropos, described as both monad and decad, appeared in texts with some affinities to Jewish 
traditions. The later Jewish theosophical understanding of the ten Sefirot as continuing an anthropomorphic structure 
that in its ideal state is to be regarded as a unity presents striking parallels to ancient traditions extant in Gnostic 
texts. The Kabbalists who presented this type of theosophy claimed a hoary antiquity for their system; it would seem 
that this claim can be corroborated on the basis of the previous analysis. Their other claim, howeverthat this 
theosophy is an esoteric interpretation of Jewish thoughtis far more difficult to demonstrate. Essentially, the Gnostic 
ideas of Creation by means of a decad recur in rabbinic sources that do not, however, explicitly mention the 
anthropomorphic nature of the ten creative logoi. We can nevertheless attempt to reconstruct such a presumably 
ancient Jewish perception from oblique references. According to 'Avot de-R. Nathan, "One who saves one person is 
worthy to be regarded as if he has saved the entire world, which was created by ten logoi. . . . And someone who 
causes one person to perish is to be regarded as if he caused the destruction of the entire world, which was created by 
ten logoi."73 This source explicitly compares man to the world created by these ten logoi; moreover, according to the 
same source, man is defined as a microcosmos,74 or according to a gloss on the passage quoted previously, "one man 
is tantamount to the entire act of creation."75 The passage from Midrash 'Avkir may also be reevaluated in this 
perspective; as the whole world was concentrated in the body of Adam, he is implicitly tantamount to the world 
created by ten logoi. Moreover, according to a twelfth-century Yemenite Jewish author who could not have been 
known to the early European Kabbalists,76 there are ten limbs in man, who is a microcosmos corresponding to the 
ten ma'amarot.77 We can thus conclude that, although there is no conclusive evidence of an anthropomorphic view 
of the ten
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ma'amarot or ten Sefirot in pre-Kabbalistic Jewish material, there are nevertheless statements regarding the human 
body as reflecting the ten ma'amarot in a certain way.

I would interpret the above findings as follows: a hypothetical Jewish account of Creation consisted of a description 
of the first creature as man, who at one and the same time includes the ten things, or logoi, and is at the same time the 
monad. This creature is intermediary in the Creation of the world, which is sometimes envisaged as existing within 
him. This pre-Christian, pre-Gnostic view presumably underwent several metamorphoses in the various types of 
literature in which it was absorbed: (1) the Christian texts, such as Paul's epistle, identified it with Christ, thereby 
eliminating the motif of the decad; (2) Gnostic texts, which also showed their authors' awareness of the Christian 
versions of the Jewish idea, sometimes identified the man as the son of man, but mutatis mutandis reflected the 
original view; (3) rabbinic sources obliterated the anthropomorphic nature of the creating anthropos but preserved the 
innocuous term logoi as the principal means of creation; and (4) medieval Kabbalah, inheriting these presumably 
ancient Jewish traditions, developed them in an elaborate form that is closest to the Gnostic accounts, albeit using 
rabbinic terminology: ma'amarot, or such terms as Sefirot.

II
Divine Forms and Powers

The existence of Jewish description of intermediary beings as "forms of God" has recently been analyzed in a study 
by G. Stroumsa. 78 According to its findings, ancient authors showed Jewish theological discussions as employing 
the idea of form: morphé, or forma. The occurrence of this term in Gnostic literature and its coherence with the 
anthropomorphic conception of ancient Jewish mysticism likewise tend to corroborate the conclusion that such an 
ancient Jewish view existed and was thereafter adopted in non-Jewish circles.79 Furthermore, Stroumsa noted the 
resemblance between certain terms attributed by non-Jewish authors to ancient Jewsbut not extant in ancient Jewish 
textsand the phrase zurot* kedoshot, which occurs in one of the earliest Kabbalistic works, Sefer ha-Bahir.80 Thus, 
we witness the same situation as that described above in connection with the anthropomorphic image of the monad 
and the decadthat is, that concepts considered to be of Jewish extraction are found in ancient non-Jewish sources and 
medieval Kabbalistic material. We can, however, add two observations to the interesting picture presented by 
Stroumsa. He mentioned the occurrence of the seventy-two forms of the divine chariot in a text of Nag Hammadi,81 
and a parallel in another
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Gnostic treatise in which "seventy-two dynameis" are mentioned. 82 Stroumsa was not particularly interested in the 
figure seventy-two; therefore, I should like to elaborate upon this issue here.

The text of Eugnostos states:

The twelve powers which I have already mentioned agreed with one another. There were manifested thirty-
six male and thirty-six female [beings], so that they make up seventy-two powers. The seventy-two, each 
one of them, showed forth five spiritual [beings], which are the three hundred sixty powers.83

Compare this passage with the following from the Bahir:84

These twelve stones are seventy-two, which correspond to the seventy-two names of God. What is the 
reason? [The biblical text] opened with twelve to teach you that God has twelve leaders,85 and each and 
every one of them has six powers.86 . . . And what are these? The seventy-two languages.

The similarity between the two texts is manifested in the way in which the number seventy-two is derived; moreover, 
the Hebrew text uses the term kohot*, assuming the existence of seventy-two divine powers, corresponding to the 
Gnostic concept. Let us quote another highly significant Gnostic text dealing with this figure that is apparently a 
remnant of an ancient Jewish description of the Merkavah. Sabaoth is described as creating87

a dwelling place for himself. It is a large place which is very excellent, sevenfold [greater] than all those 
which exist [in the] seven heavens. Then in front of his dwelling place, he created a great throne on a four-
faced chariot88 called "cherubin." And the cherubin has eight forms for each of the four cornerslion forms, 
and bull forms and human forms and eagle formsso that all of the forms total sixty-four forms. And seven 
archangels stand before him.89 He is the eighth, having authority. All of the forms total seventy-two. For 
from this chariot the seventy-two gods receive a pattern; and they receive a pattern so that they may rule 
over the seventy-two languages of the nations.90 And on that throne he created some other dragon-shaped 
angels called "seraphin" who glorify91 him continually.

The affinity between the "seventy-two languages" mentioned here and in the Bahir is obvious; so is the description in 
both texts of the "powers" connected to these languages as rulers or leaders. According to another passage in the 
Bahir, "all the holy forms are appointed over all the nations."92 Moreover, the entire Gnostic passage dealing with a 
chariot is an explicit elaboration upon the throne mentioned in Ezekiel 1, as can be seen by a superficial comparision. 
But in this Gnostic text the figure seventy-two is derived in a way different from
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that found in Eugnostos, to which there is a surprising parallel elsewhere in the Bahir: 93

All of them are no more than thirty-six forms, and all of them are perfected in thirty-two [forms]; thirty-
two are given94 to thirty-two, and there remained [out of thirty-six] four; and they are sixty-four forms. 
Whence do we know that thirty-two were given to thirty-two? From the verse: "for he that is higher than 
the highest watcheth"95thus, there are sixty-four. But eight is [yet] lacking from the seventy-two names of 
God, and this is [alluded] in the phrase, "and there be higher than they"96these are the seven days of the 
week.97 And one is [yet] lacking, and that which is [alluded] in the verse: "Moreover the profit of the earth 
is for all."98

The figure seventy-two here emerges from the sum 64 + 7 + 1, exactly as in the Gnostic text. The number sixty-four 
occurs explicitly in connection with the divine chariot in the Targum to Ezekiel and thus reflects a Jewish 
tradition.99 Moreover, in both texts, the seventy-two forms are the result of the combination of 64 + 8. The 
relationship between the seventy-two powers and the divine chariot would seem to have been present in a Kabbalistic 
text; a thirteenth-century text close to the above passage from Bahir, presumably authored by R. Moses de Leon,100 
indicates that the cosmic tree described in bahiric terminology101 "has102 its roots in the Lebanon,103 which are [!] 
the seat of glory, blessed be he, and the Lebanon corresponds to the supernal Lebanon, and its roots are seventy-two 
roots." An interesting parallel appears in a text composed a century earlier. In Maimonides' Mishneh Torah, the 
intellect of the contemplative who freed his thought of the vanities of this world "is linked under the seat [of glory] to 
understand those holy and pure forms."104 Here, as in de Leon's text, the forms are associated with the seat of glory. 
Interestingly, the contemplation of the forms is equated by Maimonides with "entering Pardes."105 This connection 
of the throne with the forms is at least implicit in the Bahir, since the land mentioned in connection with the forms is 
identical with the seat of glory.106

The term form for angel had already appeared in R. Yehudah ha-Levi's Kuzari. According to this theologian, there 
are two kinds of angels: those that are eternal and those created for a specific purpose. The former are described as 
"the lasting spiritual forms" and are identical with "the glory of God which is the wholeness of the angels and the 
spiritual vessels; the seat [of glory], the chariot, and firmament, the Ophanim and the wheels, and everything which 
is lasting."107

Not only does the author consider the eternal angels to be forms but, as in the Gnostic and bahiric texts, the term 
form qua angels is connected with the
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seat of glory. Furthermore, the distinction between "the seat [of glory]" and "the chariot" is reminiscent of the throne 
that is found on a chariot, mentioned in the Gnostic treatise On the Origin of the World, quoted above. 108 It must be 
mentioned that the term formssurah* or surot*recurs several times in the Kuzari in contexts concerning the question 
of revelation.109

We can thus assume that there was a Jewish tradition extant in the twelfth century connecting the number seventy-
two with the divine throne, as in the Gnostic text. To return to two subjects mentioned in the Gnostic textthe term 
cherubin and the location of the throne of Sabaothwe again find in Sefer ha-Bahir, that the thirty-two forms 
correspond to thirty-two wondrous paths mentioned in Sefer Yezirah*.110 In the latter it says: "On each of these 
paths a form guards, as it is written: 'to guard the way to the tree of life.'111 What is the meaning of 'forms'? As it is 
written: 'And he placed the cherubim east of the Garden of Eden and the bright blade of a revolving sword to guard 
the way to the tree of life.' "112

Thus, in at least one case forms is tantamount to cherubim, just as the seventy-two forms are designated by the name 
cherubim in the Gnostic text. Moreover, in both texts, these cherubim are located at a place that must be guarded: in 
the Gnostic text, in the eighth heaven; in the Bahir, in the Garden of Eden. According to Maimonides, the "holy and 
pure forms" are to be found underneath the seat by those who enter the Pardes.

It is worthwhile elaborating upon the structure of seven archangels plus Sabaoth as the eighth, which form part of the 
seventy-two forms. We can assume that, besides the forms that constitute the cherubim, there is a special pattern of 
eight forms. I propose comparing this view of the treatise On the Origin of the World with a passage from the 
Hypostasis of the Archons:113 "This ruler, by being androgynous, made himself a vast realm, an extent without limit. 
And he contemplated creating offspring114 for himself, and created for himself seven offspring, androgynous just 
like their parent. And he said to his offspring: 'It is I who am the god of the entirety.' " In this passage, the creator or 
ruler is Sakla, alias Yaldabaoth, and not Sabaoth, as in Origin of the World. Nevertheless, it seems to me that we find 
here a similar pattern of seven plus one who is the leader; moreover, in both these Gnostic treatises the appearance of 
seven occurs immediately following the mention of the realm belonging to the ruler. We can therefore reasonably 
assume that a pattern of ruler plus seven powers is shared by both these texts. In the Hypostasis, the seven are known 
not as forms, but as offspring.

Let us now compare these two related Gnostic texts with some passages from Sefer ha-Bahir. In a parable intended 
to illustrate the relationship between the
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seven lower divine powers and the Shekhinah, we read: "A king had seven sons, and he gave each one of them his 
place; he said to them: sit one above the other." 115 The author explains the significance of these sons: "I have 
already told you that God has seven holy forms."116 The peculiar arrangement of the sons, one above the other, is 
paralleled by another bahiric text: "What is the [significance of the] tree you mentioned? He replied to him: these are 
the powers of God, one above another, and they are similar to a tree."117

We can assume from these statements that God's forms were conceived both as powers and as sons; the latter term is, 
in other passages, connected to the seven weekly days:118 "What is the significance of [the verse]: 'and the sons take 
to yourself'?119 R. Rehumai* said: 'those sons whom she raised.' What are they? The seven days of Creation." Or, in 
another text: " . . . as the number of the days of the week, to teach that each day has a power [which is appointed 
upon it]."120

Thus, the sons or powers are appointed over the seven days. In the passage from the Bahir mentioned earlier, 
however, these seven days were enumerated among the seventy-two forms.121 If the equation of the seven forms and 
powers holds true for the sons, we can assume that the seven offspring and the forms in the Gnostic texts are 
interrelated. Moreover, the bahiric tradition on the interconnection between the seven days of the week and the 
powers or sons has implicit astrological characteristics, as does the Gnostic view of the seven powers that are related 
to the seven heavens.122 In both cases, the ruler, or the eighth, populates the lower heavens with his progeny; in the 
texts from the Bahir, the coordination is suggested by the phrase "each one above the other," in which a vertical 
hierarchy is formed, paralleling the seven days and, implicitly, the seven corresponding planets.

Another interesting affinity between the Bahir and the above-mentioned texts pertains to the name Sabaoth. In a 
Gnostic text, it is used to designate the power that created the throne and apparently also the forms connected to this, 
including the seven archangels. In the Bahir we read:123

What is [the significance of]: "Holy, Holy, Holy,"124 and then "the Lord of Zevaot* fills the whole earth 
with his glory"? "Holy"is the supernal crown; "Holy''the root of the tree; "Holy"adhering to and united with 
all of them,125 [namely], "the Lord of Zevaot, who fills the whole earth with his glory." And what is the 
significance of " 'Holy'adhering to and united with"? It is comparable to126 a king who had sons and 
grandsons; when the sons do his will, he enters among them and sustains everything.

When the author goes on to explain the nature of "glory," he states, "Is not the
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glory of the Lord one of his hosts? No, the [verse] does not eliminate it [from the hosts]." 127

The divine glory is thus one of the powers that form the hosts of Godhis Zevaot*. These hosts, regarded here as sons 
and grandsons, are also implicitly the forms or powers; the Lord is viewed here as a being who fills all his powers 
with his presence, thereby sustaining them. Simultaneously, he is conceived of as their father, according to the 
parable. Scholem explains the meaning of "Yaldabaoth" as "the begetter of Sabaoth," in terms of this conception of 
the Lord as the father or begetter of the seven forms of Sabaoth.128 This strange denomination was, as Scholem 
pointed out,129 connected to the phrase "Lord of forces."130 If our analysis is correct, then we find the term Zevaot 
used in the Bahir to refer to a complex of forms or powers, conspicuously parallel to Gnostic texts, a point not 
noticed in Scholem's article.131

From the previous discussions, we have learned that the formsas they appear in Jewish sourcesare conceived of as 
powers or angels; elsewhere in Sefer ha-Bahir, however, they are explicitly described as divine powers. In one 
paragraph, the anonymous author asserts that132 "there are seven holy forms which are God's, and all of them have 
their counterparts in man, as it is said,133 'for in the image of God made he man.' " These angelic powers are 
therefore also regarded as divine forms, a view that can be understood against the background of an ancient Jewish 
conception of the angels as corresponding to the divine limbs, thereby forming an anthropomorphic structure.134

Let us now consider a final point concerning the antiquity of the Hebrew terminology related to form. As Stroumsa 
pointed out, ancient authorsboth Christian and paganattributed the use of the term form to the Jews; however, no 
instance of occurrence of the term Zurah* has been found in Jewish sources. Nevertheless, such a usage is attested by 
a short passage found in Qumran. In a recent thesis, C. A. Newsom deciphered two lines, one of which includes the 

phrase "the forms of the living God," and immediately thereafter the phrase 

presumably "[he?] engraves the forms of God."135 This last phrase may reflect a sentence 
found in a passage from the Bahir: "God hewed out the letters of the Torah, and engraved them in the spirit, and 
made his forms in it."136 The occurrence of the verb hkk* together with "divine forms'' is curious and points to the 
fact that the Bahir inherited here an older tradition. The existence of the phrase "forms of God" in a Qumran text 
demonstrates that at least one important term of Jewish theosophy presented in the Bahir has a long prehistory. 
Moreover, an important parallel to the concurrence of letters and forms is manifest in the Gnostic presentation of 
letters qua angels. According to Marcos,137 the thirty let-
  

< previous page page_127 next page >



< previous page page_128 next page >
Page 128

ters 138 that form the "insubstantial eon" or du-parzufim* and their sounds are the "morphé" and the "angels" that 
incessantly see the face of the Father. An interesting passage from R. Eleazar ha-Kallir seems to illustrate the 
association of the number thirty in connection with the angels:139

and under them thirty degrees140 . . .
ascending upon one another
unto the seat of glory they fly and ascend
in their singing: "the song of the degrees."141

It is obvious that these "degrees," which are underneath the seat of glory, are angels, or at least angel-like creatures. 
As we have seen above, the angels beneath this throne are viewed as forms.

R. Barzilai,142 an early Geronese Kabbalist, describes the Sefirah of Gevurah as "the beginning of the awesome 
forms, apprehended in the prophetic visions.143 From them the seat of glory,144 and Ophanim, seraphim, holy 
creatures and servant angels are created." Not identical with the angelic realm, but rather its source, the awesome 
forms are the object of prophetic vision, sharing this essential quality with R. Yehudah ha-Levi's forms. R. Barzilai 
and ha-Levi likewise present the forms as connected with the seat of glory and with certain types of angels. R. 
Abraham ibn 'Ezra and, under his influence, the anonymous Ashkenazic author of Sefer ha-Hayyim* spuriously 
attributed to ibn 'Ezra, mention the "forms of truth"Zurot* 'Emetthat signify a higher class of angels.145 
Interestingly, in Marcos's system the Aletheia is formed of letters that, as we have seen above, are also angels and 
forms.

III
Du-parzufim*

One of the striking characteristics of Kabbalistic theosophy is the strong role played by erotic and sexual motifs; they 
recur repeatedly in Kabbalistic works and have been explained by some in terms of R. Moses de Leon's 
personality.146 As far as I know, no detailed analysis of the history of Jewish conceptions of eroticism and sexuality 
exists.147 The discussion that follows deals with some aspects of a significant motif of Kabbalistic theosophy related 
to this issue, namely, the evolution of the concept of du-parzufimthe double-faceted nature of primeval manand its 
interpretation in Kabbalistic texts. I shall begin with an analysis of one of the earliest texts including theosophical 
elements: The Secret of Du-parzufim by R. Abraham ben David of Posquieres (Rabad):148
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Adam 149 and Eve were created du-parzufim*,150 so that the woman would be obedient to her husband, 
her life depending upon him, lest he go his [own] way, while she go her [own] way; rather, affinity and 
friendship will exist between them, and they shall not separate from one another, and peace will rest upon 
them and calmness in their houses. Likewise is it as concerns "the doers of truth,"151 whose actions are 
truth. The secret of du-parzufim refers to two matters: first, it is well-known that two opposites were 
emanated, one of them stern judgment, and its counterpart, complete mercy. And were they not emanated 
[as] du-parzufim, and [if] each were to work out its actions [separately] according to its characteristic, it 
would be possible to see [them] as if they are two powers acting [separately], without any connection with 
its partner and without its assistance. But now, since they were created du-parzufim, their actions are 
performed in cooperation and equality and in a total union, without any separation. Furthermore, unless 
they had been created du-parzufim, no union would emerge from them and the attribute of judgment would 
not converge with [that of] mercy, nor would the attribute of mercy converge with [that of] judgment. But 
now, since they were created du-parzufim, each of them may approach his partner and unite with it, and its 
desire is willingly to unite with its partner, that the Tabernacle may be one.152 A proof for this [view] is 
found in the [divine] names which refer to each other, since Yod He refers to the attribute of judgment and 
Elohim to the attribute of mercy, as in "Then YHWH rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah."153 
"YHWH rained" [means that] he passed from one attribute to another attribute.

It seems that the two divine attributes are regarded as corresponding to the bisexual nature of primordial man, who 
was later divided into masculine and feminine entities. Thus, implicitly we find a three-stage process taking place 
concomitantly within the emanational system and on the historical plane. The first androgynous stage is obvious in 
the biblical story; these two attributes seem to have existed on a higher level or on the divine level prior to their 
separation.154 In this initial stage, the two opposing attributes are prepared for a certain kind of cooperation that 
would be impossible had these attributes emerged separately or from different sources. Second, these divine 
attributes were separated, as Eve was from Adam, according to this midrashic view. Third, the activities both of the 
attributes and of human beings thereafter reflect an essential cooperation of opposite factors. This is evident from the 
biblical text insofar as the human couple is concerned, but is also evident from the midrashic texts with regard to the 
relation between the two attributes.

Although Rabad does not state this explicitly, the sexually conceived attributes are related to the divine names: the 
Tetragrammaton, which commonly symbolizes the attribute of mercy, symbolizes judgment in this verse in Genesis 
in order to indicate that the actions of the two attributes are not
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separate. May we then conclude that the parallel polarity of divine attributes, divine names, and sexes indicates that 
the two divine attributes and the two names are considered as masculine and feminine?

The relationship between the two divine names and their corresponding attributes, defined as masculine and 
feminine, implicitly existed in a midrashic text. According to Midrash Tadshe, 155 "the two cherubim on the ark of 
testimony correspond to the two holy names: the Tetragrammaton and Elohim." As is well known, the talmudic 
tradition quoted in the name of R. Katina envisaged these cherubim as male and female,156 sometimes found in 
sexual embrace, at other times separated from each other.157 I assume that the distinction between the divine names 
corresponds to the sexual differentiation between the cherubim. What is implicit in this Midrash is stated explicitly 
by the younger contemporary of Rabad, R. Eleazar of Worms. He quotes Midrash Tadshe without elaborating upon 
the sexual matter,158 and in a longer discussion an additional correspondence is mentioned:159 "The 
Tetragrammaton on the seat of judgment is inscribed, and likewise on the seat of mercy and on the foreheads of the 
cherubim as it is written:160 ' . . . whose name is called by the name of the Lord of hosts who dwells upon the 
cherubim,' and corresponding to it are the two [divine] names." Thus, in addition to the correspondence of divine 
names and the cherubim already elucidated in the Midrash, we also find here an allusion to the two divine attributes 
in the two seats of judgment and mercy. This is made explicit in R. Isaac ben Yehudah ha-Levi's Pa'aneah* 
Raza.161

The talmudic sexual perception of the cherubim is stated emphatically in R. Eleazar's Commentary on Sefer 
Yezirah*162 . . . "as the sexual union of man and [his] partner, which were in the Temple, in order to increase 
fruitfulness in Israel."163 The verse in Kings explicitly mentions the cherubim, portrayed here as images that 
function as catalyzer of human intercourse.164

Before proceeding further, let me summarize those ideas common to Rabad and R. Eleazar of Worms. Both assume a 
threefold set of correspondences beyond those found in the Midrash: in Rabad's text, these pertain to the two divine 
names, to two divine attributes, and to Adam and Eve; thus, the sexual overtone is explicit. R. Eleazar relates to two 
divine names, two divine attributesreferred to as seatsand two cherubim, so that the sexual motif is thereby muted. 
Rabad, however, articulates an interesting principle, absent in the Ashkenazic writer: the divine attributes were 
primarily one before they were separated, in order to ensure cooperation between them in the future. It seems to me 
that each of these two authors, in his own way, reflects a previous larger conception that presumably contained 
motifs found in their discussions.
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That is, Rabad's principle of original union prior to division for the sake of cooperation might have been in existence 
also in connection with the two cherubim, even though the passage from Rabad does not mention the cherubim.

Before examining the discussion of these topics in antiquity, I would like to quote a short statement of R. Shem Tov 
ibn Gaon, written later on, in 1325: "Adam and Eve were createdequally, du-parzufim *intertwined in one anotheras 
symbolized by the form of the cherubim."165 Such an androgynous description of the cherubim is otherwise 
unknown to me; if this Kabbalist reflects an older tradition, this strengthens my supposition as to the existence of a 
discussion following Rabad's line incorporating the cherubim.166 It should, however, be noted that in Rabad's text 
Adam and Eve stand respectively for the attributes of judgment and mercy, which are supposed to cooperate. These 
attributes reflect what was later designated in classical Kabbalah as the Sefirot of Hesed* and Gevurah. These two 
divine powers were, however, symbolized by the cherubim, at least since the time of R. 'Ezra of Gerona, the student 
of R. Isaac the Blind, the son of Rabad.167 Again, according to R. 'Ezra, these two Sefirot were conceived as 
masculine and feminine.168 I therefore submit a hypothesis as to the existence of a mystical tradition preceding both 
Rabad and R. Eleazar of Worms, in which the two divine attributes, the two divine names, and the cherubim were 
envisioned as syzygies. The correspondence between attributes and divine names was well known in rabbinic 
literature, as was the sexual quality of the cherubim. We requirein order to substantiate this assumption that a more 
comprehensive sexual polarity of divine qualities existed prior to the first Kabbalistic documentsan ancient nexus 
among cherubim, divine names, and attributes. In the citation above from Midrash Tadshe, we adduced a partial 
nexus in which divine names correspond to the cherubim, but a more ancient text of Jewish provenance may serve to 
corroborate our hypothesis.

Particularly close to Rabad's text is a highly interesting passage from Philo, discussed in some detail by Erwin 
Goodenough. Describing the peculiar nature of the cherubim, Philo asserts that they represent the divine 
attributes:169

For it is necessary that the powers, the creative and royal, should look toward each other in contemplation 
of each other's beauty, and at the same time in conspiracy for the benefit of things that have come into 
existence. In the second place, since God, who is one, is both the Creator and King, naturally the powers, 
though divided, are again united. For it was advantageous that they be divided in order that the one might 
function as creator, the other as ruler. For the functions differ. And the
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powers were brought together in another way by the eternal juxtaposition of the names 170 in order that the 
creative power might share in the royal and the royal in the creative. Both incline toward the mercy seat. 
For if God had not been merciful to the things which now exist, nothing would have been created through 
the creative power nor be given legal regimentation by the royal power.

Goodenough, who discussed this passage in his earlier work, By Light, Light, without recognizing its affinities to 
rabbinic legends concerning the cherubim, later came to the conclusion that Philo's hints were "made explicit in the 
Talmud itself,"171 in the passage of R. Katina referred to above.172 But according to this scholar, the talmudic 
passages include conceptions "completely foreign to the traditions of Judaism as the rabbis ordinarily presented 
them."173 Goodenough therefore assumes that the idea of union of the divine powers "reflects the sort of thinking 
which lies at the very heart of gnostic speculation"! Finally, he regarded the rabbinic perception of the cherubim as 
stemming from Philo's thought! It seems to me unnecessary to refute these three highly speculative assertions; a 
fourth one, however, deserves closer examination.

Goodenough states that the Philonic passage "is quite in harmony with later cabbalistic speculation, by which the 
divine power in its descent is at once divided between the right and the left, which are the male and the female."174 
Although he does not refer to any specific Kabbalistic source, it seems to me that the above passage from Rabad 
corroborates Goodenough's remark.175 This Kabbalist shared with Philo the assumption that the divine powers had 
been divided, presumably after originally existing as a unity in God. Again, both theologians discuss the need for 
common operation of the attributes; Philo furthermore hints at the fact that each of the two divine names points to the 
two attributes. On his part, Rabad asserts, along with the Midrash, that the Tetragrammaton stands for the attributes 
both of mercy and judgment.176 But a crucial point sharply distinguishes this Kabbalistic passage from all preceding 
material: Rabad asserts that the relationship between the two attributes or the two divine names corresponds to that of 
male and female; such a relationship never occurs explicitly in the talmudic, midrashic, or Philonic texts. 
Nevertheless, I imagine that Rabad reflects an ancient tradition that can be corroborated by the findings of a recent 
article concerning the existence in ancient Judaism of a pair of angels, male and female, symbolized by the two 
cherubim.177 Only in this specific viewadduced by Origen in the name of a Jewish scholar, significantlydo we find 
an important hint of the symbolic value of the Jewish perception of the cherubim as male and female. According to 
the tradition reported by Origen, their sexual relationship is projected onto
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a higher metaphysical level: that of a pair of angels. This tradition can suggest to us that the other topics relating to 
the cherubim may also reflect their sexual nature. In other words, the sexualization of the relationship between the 
two divine names or two attributes found in Rabad without referring to the cherubim can be implicitly assumed, in 
such texts as Midrash Tadshe and R. Eleazar of Worms, to be phenomenologically related to the tradition reported by 
Origen. 178

Is it a mere coincidence that one of the first Kabbalistic texts reflects a concept parallel to that found in Philo? I tend 
to answer no. There seems to be extant evidence for the existence of Hebrew traditions that may mediate between 
Philo's views, or other ancient Jewish traditions parallel to Philo, and the emergent Kabbalah. According to a 
midrashic text, the activity of God or his revelation is twofold: benevolent for Israel but pernicious for the Gentiles. 
This view is conveyed in the following terms: "R. Hoshaya said; du-parzufim* they [the divine actions] were: a 
parzuf* of light for Israel, and a parzuf of darkness for the Egyptians."179 Thus, the term du-parzufim, which 
ordinarily describes the bisexual nature of man, stands here for a kind of coincidentia oppositorum in relation to God. 
A brief analysis of the context of this passage180 will reveal that the term refers to terms of action rather than to 
physical features181an understanding corroborated by parallel midrashic texts.182 This quality of divine action is 
particularly close to Rabad's description of the divine attributes as du-parzufim; although the sexual nature of the 
divine actions cannot be determined for the midrashic texts, the very use of the term in connection with divine 
attributes may be considered an important step toward the Kabbalistic conception.

There is no historical difficulty in assuming that this midrashic material and Midrash Tadshe were known to Rabad. 
According to Abraham Epstein,183 Midrash Tadshe was known to R. Moses ha-Darshan, an eleventh-century 
scholar who flourished in Narbonnethe same place where Rabad was active for a certain period in his life.184 As 
these considerations are, for the time being, partly speculative, it would be prudent to wait for additional material to 
confirm them; but even given the present state of research, the hypothesis of an ancient Jewish tradition containing a 
sexual conception of these two divine attributes that influenced early Kabbalah is deserving of serious 
consideration.185

Let us turn now to a specific detail included in Rabad's text. According to him, "Yod He refers to the attribute of 
judgment and 'Elohim to the attribute of mercy." In context, the meaning of the passage is that each of the two divine 
names can refer to either of the two attributes; the Kabbalist thereby asserts
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that the correlation between divine names and attributes is changeable. Seen against the background of classical 
rabbinic sources, where such flexibility was unknown, this attitude is peculiar. The change could be attributed to 
Rabad's having introduced an innovation, but this explanation is neither the only possible solution nor the most 
convincing one. Another plausible explanation is that this Kabbalist, or his sources, held two traditions concerning 
the relation between names and attributes: (1) the standard rabbinic tradition, which related the Tetragrammaton to 
the attribute of mercy and 'Elohim to the attribute of judgment; and (2) another tradition, expressed in ancient sources 
and in Philo, in which the previous set of identifications is reversed. Rabad, or his sources, might have created a 
synthesis of both traditions. The view that the Tetragrammaton can stand for two attributes, at least, seems to have 
been taken over from a very ancient midrashic tradition. R. Meir asserted: 186 "For behold the Tetragrammaton 
comes out of his place.187 He comes out from one attribute to another attribute, from the attribute of judgment to the 
attribute of mercy."

To conclude this excursus, I cite a view given by R. Menahem* Recanati: "There are exegetes who view the 
cherubim as alluding to dio-parzufin*, and such seems to be the view of Nahmanides*. The opinion of our sages, 
who said that the two cherubim correspond to the Tetragrammaton and the Lord, also inclines to this [view].188 It is 
noteworthy that, for Recanati, cherubim, dio-parzufin, and the two divine names all refer to the same two divine 
manifestations: Tiferet and Malkhut. These two attributes, like the two higher ones, Hesed* and Gevurah, were 
invariably conceived as a pair consisting, respectively, of the merciful and judgment aspects of divinity.

Comparing this symbolic scheme with another one already known at the end of the thirteenth century, we find that 
according to R. Joseph of Hamadan, the two cherubim symbolize the Sefirot Yesod and Malkhut, which are 
manifestly viewed as bridegroom and bride.189 The same two Sefirot, however, like their human symbols, are 
consistently referred to by this Kabbalist as, respectively, 'Arikh 'Anpin and Ze'ir 'Anpin.190 I assume that this type 
of symbolism must be understood as an integration of the talmudic portrayal of the cherubim as "great face" and 
"little face"191 within a context mentioning the face or faces of God and the supernal faces.192 Therefore, the use of 
the pair of epithets 'Arikh and Ze'ir in connection with faces of the cherubim and at the same time of two divine 
attributes is not a significant departure from the concepts related to these subjects in ancient and early Kabbalistic 
texts. Nevertheless, the peculiar usage of 'Arikh 'Anpin and Ze'ir 'Anpin as symbols for two lower Sefirot is, as 
Scholem pointed out,193 a considerable departure
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from the zoharic understanding of these two terms, in which they refer, respectively, to the complex of 'Eiyn Sof and 
Keter and either to the Sefirot from Hokhmah * to Yesod194 or, according to other zoharic texts and to R. Joseph 
Gikatilla, to the Sefirah of Tiferet.195 The question arises as to whether R. Joseph of Hamadan introduced a new 
understanding of the symbolic value of these two symbols, departing from the already existing symbolism found in 
the Zohar, or whether he is perhaps continuing an ancient esoteric tradition interpreted by the Zohar in a new 
way.196

Let us examine a passage in the Idra Rabba concerning these two countenances:197 " 'And [the Lord God] formed 
[man].'198 Why are there two yods [in the word va-yezer*formed]? [They point to] the secret of 'Attika Kadisha and 
the secret of Ze'ir 'Anpin." According to this text, the peculiar way in which the Bible describes the creation of man 
alludes to the creation of two supernal anthropomorphical structures: 'Arikh 'Anpin or 'Attika Kadisha, and Ze'ir 
'Anpin, who are here symbolized by two yods.199 Moreover, the occurrence of two divine names in the biblical verse 
was understood as referring to the nature of these countenances: the Lordthe Tetragrammatonrefers to 'Attika 
Kadisha as the countenance of mercy, and 'Elohim refers to Ze'ir 'Anpin, the countenance of judgment. A partial 
parallel to this text is found in The Alphabet of R. 'Akiva, in which the same verse is interpreted as follows: "One 
[yod] corresponds to the countenance of his front, [and] one corresponds to the countenance of his back."200

Again, a Midrash on du-parzufim* seems to preserve, at least in part, a mythic tradition that later recurs in the 
Kabbalah. My inference from this is that the theory of two countenances in the Zohar is an elaboration of the view of 
du-parzufim, which was already connected to the two divine names in the passage from Rabad, in which the two 
divine attributes were mentioned as well. The transition from the views expressed by the Midrash concerning the du-
parzufim and opposite divine actions, to the passage from Rabad where the meaning of du-parzufim is explained in 
terms of two divine names and attributes, to the terminology of R. Joseph of Hamadan where the sexual 
differentiation is obviousas in the text of Rabadseems far more reasonable than that of the Zohar, where the emphasis 
is laid upon the anthropomorphic presentation of the two countenances. It seems to me that traces of the view 
expressed in Rabad's text are still visible in a sentence found some lines before the statement of the Zohar cited 
above. Dealing with the two countenances formed in the image of man, which constitute the higher and lower 
entities, the Zohar states, "They were in one pattern, but afterward their ways separated from each other, mercy on 
one side and judgment on the other."201
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The assumption that the two countenances were originally one and were afterward divided into two attributesof 
mercy and judgmentcorresponds to Rabad's view on du-parzufim *. Moreover, immediately following this, the Zohar 
again discusses the two countenances, using the verse from Genesis 2:7 in which the two divine names occur, as we 
have seen before. According to a classical commentator of the Zohar, this primeval unity of the du-parzufim existed 
in the "depths of the nothingness," and was only afterward split into two attributes.202

IV
Various Conceptions of the Sefirot

Among all topics within the Kabbalah, the doctrine of the Sefirot enjoyed the greatest popularity in its presentations. 
Time and again, the list of names of the Sefirot, with the anthropomorphic pattern, is repeated as the core of this lore. 
The same is true of scholarly research: the various conceptions of the Sefirot have been analyzed far more 
extensively than any other Kabbalistic topic.203 But notwithstanding this wealth of interest, there is as yet no 
comprehensive study of the history of the Kabbalistic doctrines of the Sefirot. The emergence of the specific names 
of the Sefirot and the structure and functions of the sefirotic pleroma are all crucial matters for a precise 
understanding of theosophical Kabbalah; their study is urgent. In the following pages, a short survey of this subject is 
presented, taking into consideration some detailed studies devoted to specific authors or periods.

The earliest theosophical perceptions of the Sefirot occur concomitantly in Provençal Kabbalah, in Sefer ha-Bahir, 
and in the esoteric materials preserved in R. Eleazar of Worms's Sefer ha-Hokhmah*. Conspicuous in their 
elaboration of the nature of the Sefirot are certain passages of the Bahir (although the term itself is only rarely 
mentioned) and the Commentary of Sefer Yezirah* of R. Isaac the Blind. Although the names of the Sefirot there are 
similar, these two texts seem to originate from different theosophical traditions.204 Sefer ha-Bahir presents a 
mythically oriented picture of the sefirotic pleroma, whereas R. Isaac the Blind gives a much more complex theory of 
the emergence of the Sefirot from the depths of divinity, betraying a deep speculative tendency probably influenced 
by Neoplatonic thought. The Geronese Kabbalists inherited both these trends; for the first time, they mention the 
bahiric theories of the Sefirot, sometimes as infradivine powers and at other times as extradivine forces or forms, 
alongside the Provençal views, in which the Sefirot are invariably depicted as constituting an infradivine structure. 
The central theme characterizing the history of the sefirotic concepts is the vacillation between infra-
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and extradivine theories, just as the history of philosophy is marked by the philosophical theories on the existence of 
ideas within or outside the divine mind.

The Geronese theories, found in the writings of R. Barzilai, R. 'Ezra of Gerona, R. Jacob ben Sheshet, and R. Asher 
ben David of Provence, do not present a single unified answer to the question of the ultimate essence of the Sefirot. 
From the early thirteenth century, three major answers were offered: (1) the theory that the Sefirot are part of the 
divine nature and partake in the divine essence, referred to below as ''Sefirot qua essence"; (2) the theory that Sefirot 
are nondivine in essence, although closely related to divinity, either as its instruments in creating and governing the 
world or as vessels for the divine influx by which it is transmitted to the lower worlds; and (3) the theory that the 
Sefirot are the divine emanation within created reality, constituting, as it were, the immanent element of divinity. 205 
I shall briefly describe the expressions used in order to convey the emphases at the earlier stages of Kabbalah; 
interestingly, only later, at the end of the fifteenth and the early sixteenth centuries, were these earlier positions 
presented as conflicting stands and thereby crystallized as independent perceptions. Still later, these opposing views 
were unified in the theosophy of R. Moses Cordovero, and since then the coexistence of the Sefirot qua essences of 
the divinity and as its vessels and instruments became a dominant factor in Kabbalistic theosophy. Finally, I will 
survey a fourth interpretation, the human or psychological understanding of the Sefirot.

1
Sefirot qua Essence of Divinity

The assumption that the divine anthropos comprises a plurality of forces, ten in number, already existed in antiquity, 
as we have seen above. This stance generated the perception of the ten Sefirot as part of the divine structure, but it is 
absent in Sefer ha-Bahir, where the anthropomorphic structure comprises eight powers, which can hardly be viewed 
as part of the essence of divinity. The earliest comprehension of the ten Sefirot as being divine entities and forming 
the divine structure seems to be found in the texts of R. Isaac the Blind and, under his influence, in the writings of 
other Kabbalists. R. Isaac stressed the perfect unity of the sefirotic pleroma:

"Their end is [found] in their beginning": just as many threads come out of the burning coal, which is one, 
since the flame cannot stand by itself but only by means of one thing; for all the things [that is, the Sefirot], 
and all the attributes, which seem as if they are separate, are not separated [at all] since all [of them] are 
one, as the[ir] beginning is, which unites everything "in one word."206
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The world of separation exists only below this united world of Sefirot. 207 This passage permits us to infer that R. 
Isaac's theological position approximated what was later called the view of the Sefirot as divine essence; he himself 
did not make use of the later terminology that explicitly affirmed the identity of the sefirotic pleroma with the 
Godhead. As we shall see below, R. Isaac's closest discipleshis nephew, R. Asher ben David, and R. 'Ezra of 
Geronaall accepted the bahiric view of the Sefirot as instruments and vessels, thereby establishing this view in 
Geronese Kabbalah. The classical version of Sefirot as divine essence seems to have been elaborated by the 
Kabbalistic school of Nahmanides*. According to an heir of Nahmanides' esotericism, R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon:208

First of all, my masters warned me to keep apart from three things: namely, corporeality, division, and 
plurality, either in speech or in thought. For in spite of the fact that we make mention of attributes and 
names of the Sefirot, this is done in order to refer to them, not to divide between them. But he is one, 
united with them all, as the intellect [to its] intelligible,209 like the burning coal which is linked to the 
flame.

This discussion was further elaborated in the second chapter of Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, the classical work expressing 
the view that the Sefirot are identical with Godhead.210 Its author repeatedly insists that the Sefirot "are God-
head."211 According to the anonymous Kabbalist, whatever differences there may be between the divine attributes, 
these must be understood from our perspective or, as he puts it, "from the perspective of the recipients,"212 a well-
known Neoplatonic formula.213

Notwithstanding this obvious perception of the Sefirot as an organic part of divine essence, the particular term that 
was later accepted as encapsulating this view, 'azmut*, apparently does not occur in Nahmanides' school. However, 
in an epistle copied by R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon and, according to his manuscript, sent to Nahmanides by a student of 
an obscure Kabbalist, R. Joseph ben Mazah*, we learn:

Just as the essence of God is unknown, so is his counsel not [known]; but from the Kabbalah we have 
learned that his name and his image and himself are all him, as his name is a great sign [enabling us] to 
comprehend the greatness of his excellency and beauty, and his image and his essence [which are] the ten 
Sefirot. . . . The ten Sefirot Belimah are the essence of the Creator and his image.214

As Scholem has already noted, the terminology of this epistle is close to that of the 'Iyyun circle.215 As far as we are 
concerned, the definition of the ten Sefirot
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as the essence of God is here evident; the term used is 'azmo *, which also occurs in an instructive description of the 
Sefirot as divine essence to be found in a Commentary on Ten Sefirot, which is a treatise close to the concepts of the 
'Iyyun circle:216

. . . the Sefirot, which are so to speak the essence of God, like the elements of man are within man. 
Understand this, for to this Ezekiel referred in saying, "as the appearance of a man above upon it,217 the 
image of all the glory. . . . For all these Sefirot are separated forces, of an utmost simplicity, and they are 
all one glory, without any division or separation, save through the actions that reach us from them.218 All 
these Sefirot were created by god, blessed be his name, for his glory, and one harmonious union is formed 
from them, and all are called "Soul," and God"the Soul of all Souls.''

The Hebrew form translated here as "the essence" is again 'azmo, which is the closest approximation to the classical 
form, 'azmut*.219 At present, it appears that its earliest usage appears in the writings of R. Menahem* Recanati, the 
first overt opponent of the essentialist perception of the Sefirot. He criticizes the view that "the ten Sefirot are the 
very essence of the Creator."220 Even the possibility that there is no real differentiation in the supernal realms, but 
only from "the perspective of the recipients," is rejected as meaningless nominalism.221 Recanati was well 
acquainted with both the Kabbalah originating from Nahmanides*' students and that represented by those texts 
conceptually close to the 'Iyyun terminology.222 We can see in Recanati's formulation of the nature of the Sefirot as 
the essence of the divinity, the crystallization of the earlier terminology into what was to become the classical 
formula: Sefirot are 'azmut. Interestingly, from the late fifteenth century those Kabbalists who adopted the 
essentialist stand not only used Recanati's term, referring explicitly to his arguments against this theory, but also 
sometimes reinterpreted it in order to strengthen their argument.223

Before concluding this short survey of the essentialist views of the Sefirot, I will present a specific and central 
version belonging to this category, that of the Zohar and of R. Moses de Leon. Although the essentialist conception 
presumes a more dynamic nature of the Sefirot than does that which grants them an instrumental role, there are also 
static or more paradigmatic essentialist views, such as those that identify the Sefirot with the Platonic ideas in the 
divine mind.224 The theosophy of Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, following the formulations of R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon, also 
explicitly denies any changes in the God-head,225 including the Sefirot.226 This categorical rejection of intradeical 
dynamism is one extreme stand within the essentialist view; the other is found
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in the Zohar and the writings of de Leon. Although the essentialist perception is crucial for their theosophy, these 
texts nevertheless emphasize the constant dynamism of the Sefirot. A few examples will suffice to illustrate this 
point; in de Leon's Shekel ha-Kodesh, we learn: 227

The secret of the hidden world and all of its entities hidden and concealed is [alluded in the verse]: "the 
creatures run and return."228 . . . And if you will take a dish with water to the "eye" of the sun, and you 
will shake it, you will see on the wall the splendor of the mirrors which are shining; they run and return and 
no one is able to fix them, because of the speed of their movement to and fro.

In de Leon's works, the hidden world is a recurring symbol for the Sefirot of Binah. In order to understand the nature 
of this universe, we create an unceasing movement of water that, reflecting the light of the sun, symbolizes the 
ongoing dynamism in the higher world.229 According to an untitled work of de Leon:

Contemplation is not perfect but by [a process of] understanding and stopping [it] . . . like the light 
emerging from the shaking of the water in a dish, since that light shines in one place and immediately 
leaves it and it returns and shines in another place. When man thinks that he has already grasped this light, 
it immediately flees from this place and returns to appear again in another place. And man runs after it, in 
order to comprehend it, but he does not comprehend. . . . so is it in this place, which is the beginning of the 
emanation.230

I wish to emphasize that de Leon refers to two levels: that of the Merkavah, in which the dynamic entities are 
Ezekiel's "living creature," namely angelic powers; and those processes taking place in the sefirotic realm, mostly in 
the Sefirot of Binah and its entities, which is referred to not only by the phrase "the hidden world" but probably also 
by the term "beginning of the emanation." This metaphor of shifting light reflected within the moving water recurs 
twice in Aramaic versions in the Zohar231 and is corroborated by de Leon's discussions of the motion of the shut 
eyes generating inner light and color that, according to both de Leon232 and the Zohar,233 reflect the sefirotic 
dynamism. A comparison of the manner in which de Leon and the Zohar make use of the contemplation of lights in 
the water, with the very similar usages of Ashkenazic Hasidism* and of R. Joseph Gikatilla, conclusively shows that 
the prescription to shake the water in order to obtain a dynamic process of reflection is unique in the sources referred 
to above. The theosophy reflected by this technique of contemplation is dynamic par excellence; the difficulty in 
contemplating the lights reflected on the wall must be precisely defined. At
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stake in de Leon's or the Zohar's texts is not their essential hiddenness but the human inability to grasp a dynamic, 
visible, but ever-changing process. 234 This peculiar quality of zoharic theosophy has important repercussions on the 
centrality of the symbolism related to these dynamic processes; the focus of the symbolism moves, as we shall see 
below, from symbolic reflection of Sefirot to the reflection of processeshence, the dynamic quality of zoharic 
symbolism. As this type of symbolism was influential, it contributed a unique feature to Kabbalistic symbolism in 
general.235

2
The Sefirot qua Instruments or Vessels

Although the concept of the Sefirot as instruments of divine activity has been examined several times, the origins of 
this instrumental terminology have not been discussed.236 I will elaborate upon this issue and then briefly survey its 
evolution.

According to Sefer ha-Bahir, a presumably esoteric tradition indicates that237 "I received the verse 'for the six days 
the Lord made,'238 as one says, 'God made six fitting vessels.'239 And what are they? 'The Heavens and the earth.' " 
The Hebrew phrase, "six fitting vessels"Shishah kelim na'impresumably refers both to the "six days of creation" and 
to "the heavens and the earth." The same verse is again discussed by the Bahir,240 which states that "each and every 
day has its [own] ma'amar,241 over which it is master, not because it [the ma'amar] was created on it, but because it 
performs the specific operation upon which it [the ma'amar] is appointed.'' Thus, the seven days reflect particular 
operations rather than periods of time; if the six vessels mentioned above in connection with the six days also each 
performs particular operations, then the term kelim denotes those instruments by means of which certain things are 
accomplished.

This interpretation, which is admittedly tentative as far as texts of Bahir are concerned, was expanded by the 
subsequent Kabbalists. According to R. 'Ezra of Gerona, the emergence of the Sefirot into existence from their 
hiddenness in the "darkness" or "nought" is tantamount to the formation of "attributes and instruments which are 
finite and can be apprehended."242 His contemporary, R. Asher ben David,243 envisions the "six extremities"the six 
Sefirotas "instruments of the inner spirit,244 which are its branches, its attributes, and it operates by them." This 
statement is similar to another statement of R. 'Ezra:245 " 'And the heavens and the earth were finished'246they 
became instruments247 . . . and these are the six extremities . . . which God wished248 to create." The identification 
of the Sefirot with six249 extremities indicates that both these Kabbalists inherited a common tradition, the 
Bahir.250
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In addition to this instrumental understanding, however, the Bahir alludes to a significant alternative approach; 
immediately following paragraph 158, this book adduces the following parable, which apparently elaborates upon the 
meaning of the seven days of the week: 251 "There was a king who had seven gardens, and in the middle garden a 
spring which wells up252 from the source of life:253 three [gardens] to its right, three to its left; and immediately 
when it performs an act or it fills up, all [the seven] are delighted, as they say, 'for our needs is it filled.' " Here, the 
instrumental value of the days recurs; however, the seven days are also, implicitly, envisioned as vessels that are to 
receive the influx of the spring.

This perception was expanded on by R. Asher ben David; in a lengthy elaboration of the preceding views of the 
Bahir, without alluding to his source, he wrote:

Every operation performed by the median line, which is the attribute of mercy, operates by the inner force 
which acts in it . . . and it is as a vessel to the spirit . . . and the prophet is in its image, a vessel to the divine 
spirit which is in him when the speech is with him, even despite his will. . . . The spirit speaks in him and 
the prophet is as its vessel, how much more so that this median line which is a vessel to the inner spirit 
which breaks out in it.254

The divinely inspired prophet, as one who is both a vessel and an instrument for the divine, thus becomes an 
interesting metaphor for the operation of the spirit or force in the seven Sefirot.255 He not only contains the divine 
spirit but acts through its influence. Thus, we see that the two meanings of keli converge: a Sefirah of the lower seven 
Sefirot receives the divine influx as a vessel but thereby also becomes an instrument. According to R. 'Ezra,256 again 
following bahiric motifs,257 the human body reveals the activity of the soul, thereby serving as its instrument;258 
the body itself is seen as a reflection of the supernal seven extremities through which the soul, presumably the higher 
Sefirot, operates.

The bahiric fluctuation between the views of Sefirot as vessels and as instruments was thus accepted and elaborated 
by R. 'Ezra and R. Asher ben David. The latter also made use of the metaphor of the lower Sefirot as a cluster of fruit 
that contains the juicethat is, the higher influxin order to clarify his view on the nature of the Sefirot;259 
interestingly, the identical metaphor is used also by R. 'Ezra.260

From the above discussions, we learn that the realm of instrumentality is limited to the lower seven Sefirot,261 a 
limitation probably connected to the role played by these Sefirot in the Creation of the world,262 with which the
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highest three Sefirot were not generally associated. 263 This restriction holds true only for the inceptive stage of 
Kabbalah;264 later on, the instrumental nature of the seven Sefirot was expanded to include the entire sefirotic 
pleroma, as we see in the works of R. Menahem* Recanati or the anonymous author of Tikkuney Zohar and Ra'ya 
Meheimna.

At this point in my survey of the earlier stages of the concepts of Sefirot, I would like to discuss briefly the 
Kabbalistic circles that adopted the various concepts. The essentialist view was the dominant one in Nahmanides*' 
Kabbalistic school and, later on, in the 'Iyyun circle; the instrumental one prevailed in Geronese Kabbalah as 
represented by R. 'Ezra and in that of Provence as reflected in the writings of R. Asher ben David. We can therefore 
understand the emergence of these theosophical understandings of the Sefirot as representing two Kabbalistic 
traditions, one continued by Nahmanides, the other stemming from the Bahir, by R. 'Ezra and R. Asher. Such a 
picture of the situation in the theosophy of early Kabbalah demonstrates the existence of diverging traditions 
concerning such basic issues as the nature of the Sefirot. Of particular importance is the conclusion that there could 
be such significant conceptual differences among the Catalan Kabbalists, who are usually considered to be one 
group.265

An interesting counterpart to these two understandings of the Sefirot appears in the philosophical discussions on the 
nature of divine attributes. This similarity had been noticed by R. Elijah ben Eliezer of Candia, who notes in his 
commentary on the Bahir: "those who say that the Sefirot are attributes of God follow the path of the Muslim 
thinkers believing in attributes; however, while the Muslims content themselves with three [attributes]wisdom, 
power, and willthese [the Kabbalists] do with more than that."266 According to Profiat Duran, "the intention of the 
Kabbalists in this matter is the same as that of the philosophers concerning the attributes."267 Duran says that the 
Kabbalists view the Sefirot as relational attributes, revealing our understanding of God's activities in the world, rather 
than as essential attributes, that is, actual differentiation in Godhead, reminiscent of the erroneous Christian view of 
the Trinity.268 These perceptive remarks by Jewish philosophers were, however, preceded by R. Menahem 
Recanati's critique of the essentialist conception of the Sefirot as corresponding to Maimonides' view of the 
attributes.269

The interrelationship between the differing philosophical views on the attributes and the Kabbalistic perceptions of 
the Sefirot is only one aspect of the possible influence of philosophy on Kabbalah. The medieval theory of
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"separate intellects," widespread in Arabic and Jewish neo-Aristotelianism, finds its counterpart in the conception of 
the Sefirot as separate intellects found in the writings of R. Abraham Abulafia, 270 R. Moses Narboni,271 R. Joseph 
Albo,272 and R. Abraham Shalom,273 to mention only a few famous names.

The Neoplatonic conception of intradeical ideas likewise had repercussions on a long series of Jewish thinkers, 
mostly Italian or living in Italy.274 The earliest evidence for this is apparently R. Yehudah Romano's statement that 
according to some Jewish scholars the idei are alluded to by the term Sefirot.275 R. Isaac Abravanel maintains that 
the Kabbalists "said that the Sefirot are not created but are emanated, and that all of them unite together in him, 
blessed be his name, for they are the figurations of his lovingkindness and his willing what he created. In truth, Plato 
set down the knowledge of the separate general forms."276 This view was later shared by R. David Messer Leon,277 
R. Yehiel* Nissim of Pisa,278 R. 'Azariah de Rossi,279 and especially R. Abraham Yagel.280

These two philosophical interpretations of the Sefirot represent a more speculative formulation of the already 
existing distinction of the Kabbalists themselves between the instrumental and essentialist functions of the Sefirot; by 
accepting philosophical terms and concepts, these authors considerably attenuated the dynamic nature of these 
entities, a matter facilitating the acceptance of Kabbalah among both Jewish thinkers and Christian intellectuals.

3
Sefirot qua Modes of Divine Immanence

In Sefer Yezirah*, the Sefirot are already related, inter alia, to the world; for an Ashkenazic Hasidic* figure, R. 
Eleazar of Worms, the Sefirot, referred to as havvayot"essences"are the infinite presence of God in the world:281

When you think in your heart on the creator of the world, how his presence is282 above in an infinite way 
and so also front and back, east and west, north and south, up and down, [he is present] in an infinite way 
in every place. . . . and be aware that he created everything, and there is nothing outside him, and he is in 
everything and rules over everything.

Although R. Eleazar does not explicitly mention here the Sefirot, a comparison of the description of the havvayot to 
that of the Sefirot in Sefer Yezirah conclusively demonstrates that this author is dealing with an "immanentistic" 
perception of the Sefirot;283 far from being a "merely" theological conception, R. Eleazar's view of the Sefirot is 
integrated in his perception of prayer. During
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the recitation of the Shema' Yisrael, the Hasid * is to contemplate the infinities of the ten Sefirot in the world and 
thence the unity of God.284

This conception of the Sefirot, differing from both the conceptions of them as essence and as instruments, remained 
at the periphery of theosophical Kabbalah, although it influenced some texts of ecstatic Kabbalah. According to an 
early Kabbalist, R. Barzilai:285 "The world and all the creatures were created by means of the ten ma' amarot, and 
they are [immanent] in everything like the juice in the bundle of grapes,286 and they are the ten Sefirot, linked to 
each other." According to R. Isaac ibn Latif, the verbs hayah, hoveh ve-yihyeh are alluded to in the Tetragrammaton 
and "they depict the structure of the world and its existence and its size and its ten Sefirot."287 In another passage, 
ibn Latif affirms that "the ten Sefirot . . . are the size of the world''288 and that "the ten Sefirot comprise the ten 
degrees which are the constitution of the world and its form and its size."289 And according to an anonymous 
commentator, "the universal powers which are [immanent] in the entire reality are the ten Sefirot."290

This commentary, written under the influence of Abraham Abulafia, should be compared with another Abulafian 
work, the anonymous Sefer Ner 'Elohim,291 which presents a rather pantheistic theory combined with an 
immanentistic perception of the Sefirot: "God is in the entire world and within the world and outside the world in an 
infinite mode, and he rules the whole [world] and in him is it maintained."292 This immanence is to be understood as 
the result of the identity of the emanations, or Sefirot, and their source: "God is [identical to] them, and they are he, 
but God emanated their forces on the created things and put them within."293

In contrast to the theosophical speculations on the preexistence of the roots of the Sefirot, this Kabbalist explicitly 
indicates:294

His attributes are influxes and emanations and spiritual entities which arose with the existence of the world, 
and they emerged. That is to say, not that they were qualities inherent in him in potentia and [then] passed 
in actu when the world appeared in actu; but he himself emanated them with the world, since they are 
things necessary for the world. . . . And they are ten attributes and they are divided in space, time, and soul 
[literally, "world, year, and soul"].295

I would like to emphasize the significance of the pantheistic formulations accompanying the concept of Sefirot qua 
immanent powers. In both ibn Latif and ecstatic Kabbalah, the formula "he is in all, and all is in him" recurs several 
times; in ibn Latif, it occurs in relation to the divine will,296 whereas in
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Abulafia, 297 early Gikatilla,298 and the author of Ner 'Elohim,299 it refers to God himself.

The paucity of discussions on the immanent nature of the Sefirot is to be understood against the background of a 
major development in Kabbalistic theosophy: whereas the earlier Kabbalists construed relatively simple hierarchies 
that included one or two layers of ten Sefirot, a more elaborate structure of Sefirot became dominant in the second 
half of the the thirteenth century. In the writings of R. Isaac ben Jacob ha-Cohen, we learn of a system of thirty 
Sefirot, and his brother even alludes to forty "emanations"; in the writings of R. Isaac of Acre, a system of four 
worldseach incorporating ten Sefirotwas well established. Thus, the idea of the immanence of the Sefirot was 
transmuted through the concept of the existence of a lower set of ten Sefirot, forming the "world of making"'Olam ha-
' Asiyahwhich is either identical with or directly connected with our world.

4
Sefirot in Man

As we have seen, Ashkenazic theologians elaborated upon the divine immanence in the world through the ten Sefirot 
or havvayot; the Bahir and later theosophical systems emphasized the relationship between the Sefirot as essence or 
instruments and the Sefirot as the higher level of divinity. Modern scholarship seems to have neglected another, 
ancient view, claiming the presence of ten things in man. As we have seen, this may relate to a Jewish tradition, 
evidenced by Gnostic sources, in which the cosmic anthropos is also a decad. At the beginning of Spanish Kabbalah, 
R. 'Ezra was already referring to the ten Sefirot within lower man; however, this reference is no more than a 
reflection of the higher decad, whose divine or cosmic character is obvious. Thus, I will discuss briefly the 
understanding of the Sefirot as psychological processes or human qualities.

The psychological understanding of the Sefirot occurs in an explicit way in ecstatic Kabbalah300 and, later on, in 
Hasidism*; this phenomenon is probably related to their shared intense interest in extreme forms of devekut. When a 
certain mystical system focuses on inner experiences more than on theurgical activity, the entities to be activated are 
no longer the objectively existing divine Sefirot but rather the human spiritual Sefirot.

A distinction is drawn in Abulafia's Sitrey Torah301 between the "ten matters" that are the "existence of his body 
taken from the lower [entities]" and the "ten entities belonging to his soul, [taken] from the higher [entities]," since 
"by means of ten ma'amarot was the world created, and see [how] the body and the soul were engraved by yod."302 
Furthermore, Abulafia also mentions the secret
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of "the soul which comprises ten supernal havvayot from the celestial ones." 303 The precise significance of the ten 
havvayot in this work is not clear; they are apparently uncreated suprasefirotic concepts.304 Several years after the 
composition of Sitrey Torah, Abulafia wrote in his epistle "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah,"305 that man is "the last 
compound306 which comprises all the Sefirot, and whose intellect is the active intellect,307 and when you shall 
unknot its knots,308 you will find a unique union with it [that is, the active intellect] and even the first emanation, 
which is the thought." Thus, the fact that man comprises ten Sefirot is understood as related to the possibility of 
reaching mystical union, by liberating the spiritual Sefirot or powers from their material links, enabling them to 
ascend to the spiritual and receive a spiritual blessing from there.309 The mention of the "first emanation, which is 
the thought" is to be understood allegorically, not theosophically, as we learn from another important discussion 
occurring in the same epistle:310

The masters of the Sefirot call them by names and say that the name of the first Sefirah is "thought," and 
they add another name, in order to explain its meaning, which they call Keter 'Eliyon, since the crown is 
something lying on the heads of kings . . . and the [master of Sefirot] will add another name and will call it 
"primeval air"311 . . . and so will he do to each and every Sefirah of the ten Sefirot Belimah.312 But the 
masters of the [divine] names have [quite] another intention, completely superior to that;313 this path of 
names is of such a profundity314 that in the profundities of human thought there is no one more profound 
and more excellent than it, and it alone unites human thought with the divine [thought]315 to the extent of 
the human capability and according to human nature. And it is known that human thought is the cause of 
his wisdom, and his wisdom is the cause of his understanding, and his understanding is the cause of his 
mercy, and his mercy is the cause of his reverence of his Creator; and his fear316 is the cause of his beauty, 
and his beauty is the cause of his victory,317 and his victory is the reason for his splendor, and his splendor 
is the cause of his essence,318 which is named bridegroom,319 and his essence is the cause of his kingship, 
named his320 bride.

Abulafia therefore reinterprets the theosophical hierarchy, which is basically hypostatic, to refer to a hierarchy of 
human actions, partly psychological, partly corporeal. I wish to emphasize that this scheme is proposed as a superior 
understanding of the Sefirot, and Abulafia sees as its aim a mystical union rather than theurgical operation or even 
theosophical gnosis. In Abulafia's text, it is depicted as a translation of the divine thoughtwhich comes into contact 
with human thoughtinto physical and external activity into which the recondite human thought "descends," on into 
wisdom and understanding, then to a rather external qualitymercyand thence gradually to more
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corporeal aspects of man. The last two Sefirot, which have obvious sexual valences, are to be understood not on the 
theosophical level, on which they point to intradivine relations, but as alluding to the relationship between man and 
God, or between bride and bridegroom. 321

In his Mafteah* ha-Sefirot, Abulafia again interprets the entire sefirotic realm as referring to human activities:322

The influx expanding from the one who counts323 is comprised in and passes through 'a[leph] to y[od], 
from the first sefirot to the tenth, that is, from "thought" to "justice," and [only] through them will human 
thought be right.324 That is, wisdom will emerge from thought, and understanding will emerge from the 
wise thought; and from the thought of wisdom and understanding, greatness,325 which is the attribute of 
Hesed*, [will emerge], and those who think on them will become great; and out of all of them Gevurah 
[will emerge], and the power of the thinker will increase, since he thinks that he is the counter of the 
Sefirot.326 And from them truth will emerge, and immediately beauty327 forcefully reveals328 itself and 
causes the person attaining it to be proud of it and of prophecy, according to truth. However, prophecy 
[comprises] degrees of comprehension, and thus, whoever comprehends the truth is similar to Jacob, our 
ancestor, as it is written: "thou wilt show truth to Jacob."329 . . . And the nature of victory necessarily 
emerges from truth, and whoever knows the truth, can subdue even the structure of planets and stars,330 
and then he will be blessed through the name 'El Shaddai, and victory will produce from itself splendor, as 
in the verse: "And thou shalt put some of thy splendor upon him"331 . . . and the ninth Sefirah . . . is called 
by the name kol neshamah yesod be-Yah332 . . . and it is the source of influx and blessing . . . and the tenth 
Sefirah which is the Shekhinah, whose name is justice. . . . and from this issue hinted in the 
Sefirotaccording to [someone's] comprehension of them, and according to the force someone received from 
them, which depends upon the knowledge of the true namesthe power of one prophet will surpass and 
become greater than the power of another prophet.

The understanding of the true divine names is the source of higher experiences, conceived of as degrees of prophecy. 
Nevertheless, the Sefirot themselves are interpreted as human processes.

According to another passage from Abulafia, the interest in the Sefirot is viewed as aiming the devekut toward them, 
the Sefirot. In an epistle, he asserts:333

Man can cleave to each and every Sefirah by the essence334 of the influx expanding from its emanation on 
his Sefirot,335 which are his attributes.336 . . . And it is necessary to mentally concentrate337 [in order to 
attain] an apprehension, until the expert Kabbalist will attain from them an influx of which he is aware.338 
This is so,
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given the fact that the written letters are like bodies, and the pronounced letters are spiritual [by nature] and 
the mental [letters] are intellectual 339 and the emanated [letters] are divine.340 . . . and out of [his] 
concentration341 [intended] to prepare the power of the bride to receive the influx from the power of the 
bridegroom, the divine [letters] will move the intellectual onesbecause of the sustained concentration and 
its greatness and power, and the great desire [of the Kabbalist] and his forcible longing and his mighty 
infatuation to attain the devekut and the kiss342as well as the power of the bride;343 and her name and her 
essence,344 will be positively known345 and preserved for eternity, since they were found righteous, and 
the separated [entities] were united346 and the united ones were separated347 and the reality is 
transformed,348 and as a consequence, every branch will return to its root and will be united with it349 
and all spiritual [entities] [will return] to [their] essence350 and will be linked to it, "and the Tabernacle 
will become one,"351 "and352 the Tetragrammaton353 will be the king of the entire world, and in that 
day, the Tetragrammaton will be one and his name one," . . . if he will do so to the order of the Sefirot and 
the structure of twenty-two letters, "and join them one to the other to make one stick, and they shall 
become one in thy hand."354

For Abulafia, mystical union is to be attained by the ten Sefirot or attributes intrinsic in human nature, whereby he is 
able to collect or to capture the emanation flowing from the supernal Sefirot. Abulafia does not elaborate on the 
nature of these Sefirot, but only on the means or technique by which the Kabbalists, using combinations, 
pronunciations, and meditations on letters, can capture the emanations or divine letters. The above passage is an 
illuminating example of the Hermetic conception whereby union is attained by causing spirituality to descend upon 
the mystic, rather than his ascending to the divine.355 Before leaving Abulafia's reinterpretation of the theosophical 
scheme, it is pertinent to take note of a similar phenomenon relating to his understanding of the two angels Metatron 
and Samael as two drives or inclinations inherent in human nature.356

This shift in focus from the theosophical to the human experience, from the Sefirot as divine to the Sefirot in man, 
had important implications for the subsequent evolution of Jewish mysticism. What is novel and important in 
Abulafia is not his assumption of the existence of ten Sefirot in the human soul but his understanding of the names of 
the Sefirot, according to theosophical nomenclature, as processes taking place within man.357 This dehypostatization 
of the theosophical hierarchy was achieved by the emphasis upon the superiority of the human interpretation of the 
nature of the Sefirot.

Abulafia's emphasis upon the importance of the ten Sefirot in the soul influenced Spanish Kabbalah only slightly; his 
student, the anonymous author
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of Sefer Ner 'Elohim reflects some psychological views of the higher Sefirot as found in Abulafia. 358 But more 
important than the short reference in Ner 'Elohim are certain passages in R. Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi's 
Commentary on Sefer Yezirah*, a widely read classic of Kabbalistic literature. He compares the soul and her spiritual 
faculties to the ten Sefirot without, however, stressing the centrality of spiritual powers for the attainment of mystical 
experiences.359 In contrast to Abulafia, who was not interested in the theosophical conception of the Sefirot, R. 
Joseph elaborated upon this issue more than did any preceding Kabbalist. Similar comparisons of the Sefirot and the 
process of emanations to the soul and her powers appeared in the Renaissance period, again without the ecstatic or 
unitive implications so characteristic of Abulafia.360 The ascent of Lurianic Kabbalah, with its emphasis on 
theosophy, only contributed to the suppression of the psychologistic understanding of the Sefirot or divine 
configurations (parzufim*); the same seems to have been true also of Sabbatian theosophy.361

It remained for Hasidic* mysticism to reinterpret the zoharic and Lurianic theosophical systems as referring to 
psychological processes. This reinterpretation is part of a more comprehensive change of attitude to Lurianism, parts 
of which, like Lurianic kavvanot, became problematic and were sometimes even explicitly rejected.362 Like 
Abulafia, the early Hasidic masters emphasized the importance of unitive and ecstatic phenomena and also envisaged 
the previous theosophies as allegories of human spiritual powers and processes.363 Two changes Hasidism* made 
from the dominant Lurianic theosophythe emphasis on devekut and a different view of the Sefirot and 
parzufimparallel Abulafia's mysticism, as described above. On this basis, we can assume, directly or indirectly,364 
the influence of his Kabbalah on this turn within Jewish mysticism.365

The details of Hasidic reinterpretation appear in two types of sources: those of the Hasidim* themselves and the 
critiques of their opponents. Let us begin with the former. R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye reports in the name of R. 
Israel Ba'al Shem Tov:366 "There are ten Sefirot in man, who is called microcosmos, since the thought is named 
Abba,367 and after the Zimzum* [contraction] was named Imma, and so on, down to faith, which is called 'two loins 
of truth'368 and delight369 in worship of God is named Yesod, Zaddik*, and Sign of the Covenant, and so on." 
Although this quotation is fragmentary, it is nevertheless obvious that the founder of Hasidism interpreted the entire 
sefirotic scheme as referring to mystical states on the human level. Like the Sufic makamat, the sefirotic entities 
stood for a sequence of experiences.

It is worthwhile comparing this reinterpretation of the Sefirot Yesod as
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"delight" resulting from the mystical worship with a passage from Abulafia. In his commentary on the Guide of the 
Perplexed. Hayye * ha-Nefesh,370 he writes that "the devekut of the whole intellect, in actu, is the secret371 of the 
delight of bridegroom and bride. Abulafia reinterprets the sexual connection, viewed in the theosophical Kabbalah in 
connection with two Sefirot, also symbolized by bride and bridegroom, as pertaining to the human-divine 
relationship.372 The similarity between the views of the medieval Kabbalist and the eighteenth-century Hasidic* 
master is interesting from the phenomenological point of view: precisely the same term, ta' anug, is used to 
reinterpret mystically the theosophical conception of sexual intercourse in the sefirotic pleroma.

The most important follower of the Besht, the Great Maggid, continued his views:

Once the rabbi admonished someone because he was discussing Kabbalah in public. That person answered 
him: "Why do you discuss Kabbalah in public, too?" He [the Great Maggid] answered him: "I teach the 
world to understand that everything written in Sefer 'Ez* Hayyim* also exists in this world and in man. 
However, I do not explain the spiritual matters of Sefer 'Ez Hayyim; but you discuss everything which is 
written in 'Ez Hayyim literally, and thus you transform the spiritual into corporeal; but the sublime spiritual 
world is [indeed] ineffable.373

Like his master, R. Dov Baer did not deny the existence of the complex Lurianic theosophy, but was primarily 
interested in its immanence in this world and in man.

The Hasidic masters were reticent about the relationship between the supernal entities and the phenomena inherent in 
the human experiences or in the world. Insofar as their written works reflect their esoteric thought, none of them 
would deny the objective existence of a transcendental theosophical structure. At least two sources, however, 
independently attribute to Hasidism* far more extreme stands in which the existence of an independent theosophy is 
explicitly rejected. Since these sources were written by anti-Hasidic authors, a certain caution is in order, although 
the fact that they corroborate each other seems to point to the general reliability of their testimony. The earlier and 
more important discussion appears in R. David of Makkov's Shever Posh' im:374

They [the Hasidim*] assert that, since all the worlds and whatever is [found] in them, Sefirot or Parzufim* 
are comprised in man,375 then all the inner secrets which were orally passed down to us from our holy 
ancestors going back to Moses at Sinai, and their holy books which reached us, such as the book of Zohar 
and the Tikkunim and the Bahir, and others like them, the last [of them] but not least being R. Isaac Luria 
and his fine writingsas he explained to us all the secrets of the configura-
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tions of the supernal and holy worlds which are called 'Attik, 376 'Arokh,377 Ze'ir 'Anpin378 Ya'akov379 
and Rahel* and Leah380all these do not mean what they seem prima facie, but they allGod forbidare the 
attribute of man and his powers,381 inherent in him, and no more. And that it is not true that there are 
configurations in the supernal worlds, but the configuration of RahelGod forbidis the human attribute of 
love, and thus Jacob loved Rahel, and the configuration of Leah is the human attribute of fear . . . and the 
configuration of JacobGod forbidis the human attribute of Tiferet, and so on for all the other 
configurations. And the Sefirot mentioned in the Zohar do not mean what they seem to be prima facie, and 
according to the explanation passed down to us from the ancients, but everything isas their hearts 
imaginethe attribute of man and his powers. . . . And so of every matter and secret written in a famous 
book,382 they change its significance and transform into the attribute of man.

Thus, the entire zoharic and Lurianic superstructure is viewed, not only as comprised in manas we find as far back as 
the ancient texts analyzed abovebut, according to R. David's testimony, only in man. According to the Hasidic* 
sources I am familiar with, Kabbalah is preeminently a paradigm of the human psyche and man's activities rather 
than a theosophical system.383 Perceptively, this opponent of Hasidism* compares it to the philosophical "heresy" in 
the time of R. Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret.384 There, as in his own time, psychological interpretations of the 
biblical text were the focus of a fierce controversy.385 But whereas the thirteenth-century Jewish philosophers 
reinterpreted the biblical stories, their contemporary Abraham Abulafia reinterpreted both the biblical stories and the 
theosophical Kabbalah.386 I do not imply that R. David had Abulafia in mind when he compared Hasidism to 
philosophical allegory; however, Abulafia's views are closer to those of the Hasidim*, because he himself was a 
mystic who amply employed psychological allegories. It is pertinent to compare this reinterpretation of theosophical 
systems to a similar phenomenon discussed above: these systems were viewed as pointing to a mystical goal that is 
absent or marginal in themdevekut.387 Again, a pivotal approach shared also by Abulafian Kabbalah served early 
Hasidic masters for building their own unique religious system.

Let us turn to the evidence of R. Pinhas* Elijah Horowitz, the author of Sefer ha-Berit:388

There are [persons] who are not interested in secrets, and say that everything written in the account of 
Creation and in the account of Merkavah, in the Zohar and in the writings of R. Isaac Luria, and in those of 
the ancients, that all these are parables and metaphors for the powers found in man; the configurations of 
Leah and Rahel are the power of fear and the power of love found in man, and the configuration of
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Ze'ir 'Anpin is the power of the attributes [!] of boasting 389 [found] in man, and so all of them. 
[Therefore], examine390 them [the powers] and study them, since they are the account of Creation and the 
account of chariot, and everything found in the words of the ancients concerning the secrets of the chariot 
and the embodiment of the configurations and the secrets of letters, everything is an outer garment, and a 
parable and a metaphor for these matters. Hence, we are no longer dealing with parables and metaphors, 
but with their meaning and their inner sense, and this is the Torah of man, and therefore, everyone will deal 
with them according to his intellect.

Although R. Pinhas* does not explicitly mention Hasidim*, it is obvious that it is their views being presentedand 
attackedhere. A comparison with the passage quoted above from R. David of Makkov does not reveal any textual 
affinity, so that I assume that the author of Sefer ha-Berit had independent sources for his exposition of the 
psychologization of Kabbalah. He also views the reinterpretation of the classical texts of Jewish mysticism as an 
allegory and, aptly enough, considers it as a free and rational understanding of these texts. Like R. David, he is 
insufficiently aware of the mystical mood of Hasidic* hermeneutics.391 Although R. Pinhas was both a student of 
Abulafia's works and an admirer of Vital's Sha'arey Kedushah,392 both of which are congenial to Hasidism*, he 
never notes any affinities between these related phenomena.

V
Theosophy and Pantheism

Kabbalistic theosophy enabled Jewish mystics to envision all things in God. On the one hand seen as the archetypes 
of created things, the Sefirot were especially envisaged in their dynamics as the origin of significant processes taking 
place in the mundane world. The role of theosophical mysticism was accordingly to comprehend the higher entities 
and their interrelationship by performing the ritual in an intentional way, allowing the mystic to transcend the 
mundane and experience the Divine. The nexus between these two levels may be described as a gamut beginning 
with reflection of the Divine on the material level and ending with the emanational explanation, in which the material 
world is conceived as the lowest extension of a supermundane force. In the majority of theosophical systems, the 
transition from one plan to another may be expressed as a process of ascent; the Kabbalist follows the traces of the 
Divine and, decoding the symbolic cipher, recognizes the archetypes or the ongoing processes, and/or eventually 
experiences them.393 The dominant pattern is viewed as existing not only beyond but also above the material realm. 
In other words, Kabbalistic theosophy emphasizes the transcendence of the
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main conceptual issues in which it was interested and the main way to transcend the gap between man and the Divine 
as the Kabbalistic ritual. 394

The path of immanence only rarely occurred in theosophical Kabbalah; pantheistic views are indeed presented in the 
works of R. Moses de Leon, R. Joseph of Hamadan, R. Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi, and later on R. Moses 
Cordovero,395 but even these Kabbalists would unequivocally acknowledge the existence of a transcendent layer of 
the Divine. For these and for similar authors, the pantheistic or panentheistic ideas were the ultimate consequences of 
their emanational systems: extreme substantialist interpretations of emanation could, and actually did, lead to a 
variety of pantheistic views. It must be emphasized, however, that these pantheistic ideas had only marginal 
repercussions on their perception of Jewish ritual. We can summarize the stand of theosophical Kabbalah as a visio 
rerum omnium in Deo. On the other hand, the ecstatic Kabbalah was interested in a visio Dei in omnibus rebus,396 a 
tendency later shared by Hasidic* mysticism:397 the pantheistic trends of these Jewish mystical schools were part of 
their emphasis on a common goaldevekut.

VI
Theosophy and History

The emergence of a theosophical hierarchy and, even more, its move to the center of religious interest represent a 
major restructuring of Jewish thought in Kabbalistic circles. The two major axes influential in classical Jewish 
sources, the historical and the halakhic, were modulated so as to conform to the theosophical axis. The historical 
axis, dominant in biblical theology, stretches from the Urzeit to the Endzeit; the realization of the divine plan is 
taking place on the theater of history with the Jewish people as the main actor. In later texts, such as the Hebrew 
apocalypses composed after the gaonic period, the pressures of history were felt in a dramatic way, reflected in the 
awesome description of the catastrophic eschaton. This catastrophic element was attenuated and even effaced in the 
philosophical sources, which tended to emphasize the political and speculative aspect of the messianic era more than 
the conflagration of wars that were to precede it; it would seem that the philosophers were more interested in the 
processes causing individual salvation than in those taking place on the cosmic scene. In Neoplatonically oriented 
thinkers such as Solomon ibn Gabirol or Abraham bar Hiyya*, the individual attained his salvation by the redemptive 
effect of his flight from the corporeal and his cleaving to the spiritual. The Aristotelian philosophers were more 
inclined to envisage redemption as the perfect noetic process, described by means of the medieval perception of 
human and cosmic intellects.398
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The interest in the unfolding of history lost its primary role in those Jewish philosophical theologies that were 
influenced by Mutazilite theologians, Neoplatonism, or Aristotelianism. The Kabbalists were relatively more 
perceptive of the ancient emphasis on history, although it did not return to its previous importance. The horizontal 
sequel of events that constituted history was subordinated by the Kabbalists to the vertical axis of divine powers; for 
them, history was an aspect of the revelation of recondite divine processes on the horizontal axis. Creation 
corresponded to the first emanation in the sefirotic level; redemption was the enactment of the influence of the last 
Sefirah. The ancient phrase 'ikveta de-Meshiha *the footsteps of the Messiahwas reinterpreted as meaning the heels 
of the Messiah, a symbol of the lowest point of the divine anthropos.399 History, like the Bible, consisted of 
different manifestations of the basic hidden patternthe theosophical oneembodied on varied levels that could be 
perceived by penetrating the veil of history or the plain meaning of the text. But there were few, if any, practical 
applications of this symbolic conception of history to a detailed interpretation of specific historical events.

Kabbalah preferred an understanding of cosmic processes to that of historical ones.400 The theosophical axis was 
understood as the paradigm of the cosmic cycles of seven thousandsthe shemitahor forty-nine thousand yearsthe 
yovel.401 Each of the seven lower Sefirot was regarded as appointed upon one shemitah, thereby embuing both the 
nature of the creation and the type of processes going on in this peculiar period with its own characteristic.402 A 
survey of the human arena convinced most of the Kabbalists that the Sefirah presiding over our own historical cycle 
is that of Gevurahstrict judgmenta pessimistic assessment allowing little space for a dramatic change in the nature of 
the human situation.403
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Chapter 7
Ancient Jewish Theurgy

I
Myth and Rabbinism

In his essay on Kabbalistic ritual, Gershom Scholem emphatically asserts that ''the Kabbalists strove from the very 
first to anchor the ritual of rabbinical Judaism in myth by means of a mystical practice." 1 Two implicit assumptions 
underlie this far-reaching statement: (1) that "the ritual of rabbinical Judaism" was free of myth and mysticism, 
which were infused into it by the Kabbalists; and (2) that the Kabbalah emerged from a non-rabbinical, presumably 
mythico-mystical Judaism that needed to come to terms with rabbinical Judaism. Kabbalah, and its understanding of 
the ritual, is, according to Scholem, an intrusion of alien elements into the domain of rabbinism, which had until then 
succeeded in liberating itself from mythical or mystical elements.2 The assumption that the ritual, as well as the 
halakhah, are primarily nonmythical therefore enables Scholem to surmise that a tension exists between the 
mythically minded Jewish mystic and the "world with which he strives with all his zeal to be at peace."3 Since the 
Kabbalists "inherited" mythologoumena from the Gnostics, Kabbalah represents "a revenge of the myth upon its 
conqueror."4

Scholem was correct in emphasizing the strengthening of mythical elements in Kabbalah, but his assumption that 
myth was conquered by rabbinic Judaism, which led to a tension between Kabbalah and rabbinism, remains to be 
proven. From my perspective, Scholem created a simplistic division between a defeated mythical Gnosticism and a 
triumphant nonmythical rabbinism. If ancient Judaism did not construct elaborate metaphysical theosophies and 
myths as did the Gnostics, Jews never-
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theless preserved these elements in their perception of the commandments. As we have seen in the preceding chapter, 
traces of ancient Jewish theosophies, which presumably anticipated Gnosticism are evident even from "innocent" 
rabbinic statements concerning the ten ma' amarot. 5

I should like to elaborate here upon the existence of some correlations between these remnants of theosophy or 
mythical thought and the concepts of the nature of the commandments. If this approach is correct, then there is no 
particular tension between Kabbalah and halakhah that need be emphasized; rather, one can propose an alternative 
picture according to which the need to understand the ultimate meaning of the central Jewish activitythe 
commandmentsmoved the Kabbalists to elaborate upon and reconstruct the implicit myths or theosophies that had 
once motivated and offered an organic significance to the commandments.6 In other words, there is no need to 
divorce halakhah from myth in a fundamental way7 nor to presuppose basic tensions between them.8 Kabbalistic 
myth is the result of a tenuous endeavor to explain the rationales of the commandments in accordance with material 
extant in the recorded Jewish traditionTalmud and Midrashalong with ancient, non-Gnostic speculative traditions 
passed down orally or in lost works. Therefore, an interdependence between theosophy and myth, on the one hand, 
and the theory of the commandments, on the other, are major factors in this construction or reconstruction of 
speculative superstructures.9 Kabbalistic theosophy and myth are by and large patterns aimed at the explanation of 
the esoteric values of the commandments. In the following pages, an attempt will be made to elaborate upon this 
assessment.

Crucial for my point is the emphasis upon the theurgical nature of the commandments, as against other significant 
ancient rabbinic tendencies that were indifferent to, or even opposed, this evaluation of the performance of the 
commandments. The term theurgy, or theurgical, will be used below to refer to operations intended to influence the 
Divinity, mostly in its own inner state or dynamics, but sometimes also in its relationship to man. In contrast to the 
magician, the ancient and medieval Jewish theurgian focused his activity on accepted religious values.10 My 
definition accordingly distinguishes between theurgy and magic far more than do the usual definitions.11 The 
existence of theurgical trends in classical Jewish texts requires a considerable modification of Scholem's evaluation 
of rabbinism in general and of the emergence of Kabbalah in particular.

II
Augmentation Theurgy

The theology of the Shi' ur Komah is grounded in the biblical description of God as "great"gadol12an attribute that 
often occurs together with his descrip-
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tion as "mighty"gibbor or rav-koah *.13 The talmudic-midrashic literature adopted this epitheton as an essential 
attribute and changed it into a name for God: Gevurah, that is, Dynamis.14 But whereas the Heikhalot literature 
emphasized his greatness, providing precise statistics concerning the size of the divine limbs, the talmudic-midrashic 
texts elaborated upon the conception of God as power. The former envisions an enormous, static Divinity, the 
knowledge and repetition of whose precise dimensions constitute a salvific gnosishence, the implicit static feature of 
this theology: were the sizes to change, the importance of this knowledge would diminish. The latter literature is 
primarily interested in a dynamic concept that stresses the changes occurring in the divine Dynamis. Thus, whereas 
the Shi' ur Komah gnosis is imposed on the mystic as a revelation from above, the talmudic-midrashic tradition is 
primarily interested in an active attitude of man, who is portrayed as the clue to the amount of divine energy. In the 
following pages, I will discuss this interrelationship between human acts and divine Dynamis as a key concept of 
rabbinic literature, and its repercussions on Kabbalistic theurgy.15

According to Pesikta de-Rav Kahana:16

"Yet the righteous holds on his ways, and he that has clean hands adds strength."17This [speaks of] Moses, 
of whom it is written: "he made the justice of the Lord."18''He that . . . adds strength" is Moses, who causes 
increase of the power of the Dynamis, as it is written: "And now, I pray thee, let the power of my Lord be 
great."19 . . .20 R. 'Azariah [said] in the name of R. Yehudah bar Simon, so long as the righteous act 
according to the will of heaven, they add power to the Dynamis, as it is written: "And now, I pray thee, let 
the power of my Lord be great." And if they do not act [accordingly], it is as if: "you have weakened [the 
power of] the Rock that formed thee."21 R. Yehudah bar Simon [said] in the name of R. Levi ben Parta: so 
long as Israel acts according to the will of heaven, they add power to the Dynamis, as it is written:22 "In 
God we shall make23 power," and if not, so to say,24 "and they are gone without strength before the 
pursuer."25

I will discuss this passage in some detail. It includes an explicit hierarchy of subjects: Moses, the righteous, and 
Israel in general. This fact may reflect various approaches, beginning with a concept limiting human influence on 
high to an elite and ending with the assumption that the entire people of Israel is able to participate in this theurgy. 
The rabbinical authorities who advanced this view adduced various different loci probantes in proof, a fact that 
evinces the existence of a concept that was imposed on several biblical verses. As for the content itself: this passage 
assumes a direct dependence of the power of the divine Dynamis upon human activity; the way to increase it is to 
fulfill the
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divine will, which is presumably tantamount to performing the commandments. 26 This assumption is corroborated 
by a passage in Leviticus Rabbah:27

R. Yehudah ben Simon [said] in the name of R. Levi ben Parta: It is written: "you have weakened the Rock 
that formed thee"28you have diminished the power of the Creator. This is comparable to a potter29 who 
was making the image of the king. When he had completed it, someone came and said to him: "The king 
was changed." Immediately the [power of the] hands of the potter diminished. He said: ''Whose [image] 
shall I create, that of the former [king] or that of the latter?" Thus does the Holy One, blessed be he, 
involve himself with the formation of the embryo for forty days,30 and at the end she [the woman] 
commits adultery with another [man]. Immediately, the hands of the Creator become weak and he says, 
"Whose [image] shall I create: that of the former [man] or of the latter?" As [it is said]: "you have 
weakened the Rock that formed thee"you have diminished the power of the Creator.

The authorities mentioned here are the same as those cited in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana; however, this text elaborates 
upon a concrete act that diminishes the supernal poweradultery. It would therefore seem that the phrase attributed to 
R. Levi ben Partaif Israel does not act according to the divine willis to be understood in this case as referring to 
adulterythe transgression of one of the Ten Commandments. Particularly important for our discussion is the fact that, 
in the last quotation, the phrase "as if" or "so to say" (kivyakhol) does not occur, allowing a more literal interpretation 
of the textsin actually diminishes the strength of the supernal Dynamis. Moreover, the specific way in which this 
happens is depicted here, so that no metaphoric interpretation will fit this passage. Sin thus counteracts divine 
activity, causing divine hesitation and weakness. On the other hand, the performance of the divine will is conceived 
of as contributing power to the Dynamis. In Midrash Lamentation Rabbah, we find:31 "R. 'Azariah [said] in the 
name of R. Simeon ben Lakish: 'When [the people of] Israel32 are worthy, it is as if they give power to the Dynamis, 
as it is said, 'In God we shall make power.'33 But when they transgress, they, so to speak, weaken the power of the 
Dynamis, as it is written, 'and they go without strength before the pursuer.'"34

Again, transgression is seen as weakening the divine power, whereas worthiness, which probably derives from the 
performance of the commandments, adds power. The precise origin of this power is not clear in this Midrash; the 
verb give can easily be understood as putting one entity into another and not only as giving something of the giver. 
To formulate it otherwise: it is possible to assume that the Dynamis is given a power that already exists independent 
of
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the righteous or, alternatively, that this power is produced by man's actions and infused into the Divinity. The ancient 
Jewish sages do not elaborate upon the manner in which this augmentation of divine power takes place. Still another 
instance of dependence of the Divine on human actsin this case relating to the study of Torahis to be found in 
Megillah, where the neglect of the study of the Torah causes a weakness and "paucity" in God. 35

Before leaving these classical Jewish sources, I will take note of the affinity between the preceding passages and the 
views found in the Hermetic Treatise XIII. God is labeled there as "energy of the powers" or "the power of these 
energies of mine." Moreover, the Gnostic text includes such sentences as: "The powers that are in me about these 
things, they hymn thee the universe; they perform thy will" and "For thou being willing, all things are performed." 
Although we do not find clear statements regarding the contribution of human energy to the divine energy in the 
Hermetic discussions, the nexus between the Divinity, will, and energy, on the one hand, and man, power, and 
performance of the divine will, on the other, is reminiscent of the Jewish theurgical views cited above. Furthermore, 
the end of the ascent of the human nous is to become one of the supernal dynameis, and ultimately to enter God. 
Implicitly, it is an addition of the human to the divine Dynamis.36

Let us analyze the repercussions of the midrashic view in R. Eleazar of Worms. In his Commentary on Prayer, he 
writes:37 "When [the people of] Israel bless the name of his glory, his glory is augmented, as it is written: 'and thy 
pious ones shall bless thee. They shall speak of the glory of thy kingdom and speak of thy power.' "38 Here the glory 
rather than the Dynamis is mentioned as the entity that is increased by human acts. As we know, in the theology of 
Ashkenazic Hasidism*, the glory is usually separated from the Creator; the act of blessing therefore adds 
substantively to the glory, not to Divinity. The change of the Dynamis and glory is, however, not only part of the 
theology of R. Eleazar but also part of an ancient perception of Dynamis qua divine glory.39 According to another 
text, close to that of R. Eleazar:40

When [the people of] Israel bless God, then the glory becomes greater and ascends higher and 
higher,41 . . . as [it is written]: "Cause the Lord to ascend."42 Who can cause [the Lord] to ascend? The 
glory, that ascends according to the blessing and the praise. Therefore it is said, "and thy pious ones shall 
bless thee," and thereafter "they shall speak of the glory of thy kingdom and talk of thy power." . . . When 
they bless him, he becomes greater and larger . . . because of the blessings and praises that [the people of] 
Israel praise him, like as a man whose heart expands when he is praised.
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These quotations indicate that the ancient theurgical conception was already alive and integrated within the peculiar 
theology of Ashkenazic Hasidic * circles. At the same time, R. Abraham ben 'Azriel, another Ashkenazic author, 
preserved the midrashic formulation of the augmentation of the Dynamis, quoting versions that are not extant in the 
existing Midrashim.43

The extensive use by the Kabbalists of the theurgy of augmentation can be seen, on the basis of the above discussion, 
to be a continuation of authentic rabbinic traditions, well known in the circle of Ashkenazic Hasidim*, who were in 
close proximity to the earliest Kabbalists. The perception of ritual as performing the details of the divine will and as 
aiming at a theurgical operation, is therefore organic to Jewish thought. But scholars of Kabbalah have either ignored 
the importance of augmentation theurgy44 or else neglected its importance as a basic Jewish concept.45 Mutatis 
mutandis, they have implicitly assumed the innovative nature of Kabbalistic thought, a view that was eloquently 
expressed by R. Yehudah Aryeh of Modena in his criticism of Kabbalah. He cited midrashic quotation, criticizing the 
dependence of the divinity upon human action, a dependence that was highlighted in Kabbalistic sources.46 Louis 
Ginzberg, who recognized the midrashic origin of Kabbalistic theurgy, nevertheless presented Kabbalah in a 
moderate way.47 According to him, pious actions influence the "course of nature" and "reinforce respectively the 
good or the evil powers of life" (sic)life or nature, without referring to the intradivine processes. The Kabbalists 
themselves had no difficulty with this dependence, as it was the Archimedal point for the articulation of a full-
fledged theurgical theory that interpreted the performance of the commandments as necessary for the divine welfare. 
I want to emphasize this point, for it is crucial for the understanding of the entire theurgico-theosophical Kabbalah: 
the theurgical Kabbalists did not originate the theory of augmentation but, rather, elaborated upon an already well-
known conception, specifiying its details with the help of a theosophical system.

Sefer ha-Bahir had absorbed the midrashic theurgy, expressing it in a less, audacious manner than did its sources. 
According to one parable: "A king had sons and grandsons; as long as the sons acted according to his will, he entered 
among them and maintained everything, sustaining all [of them] and giving them an abundance of good, that the 
fathers and sons might be satisfied. But when the sons do not act according to his will, he [only] sustains the needs of 
the 'fathers.' "48 We find elsewhere what seems to be a complementary passage: "If the sons are not worthy, and will 
not do things which are just in my eyes
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then the channels . . . will receive water so as not to partake with their sons, since they do not act according to my 
will." 49

Thus, the Gevurahthe Dynamisis here represented collectively by the fathers, while Israel is represented by the sons. 
By its deeds, Israel can induce an influx in the channels that will exceed the needs of the supernal structure and will 
also provide the lower world with the "water." The occurrence of the phrases 'osim rezono* or lo 'osim rezono is 
clear evidence of the midrashic views reflected here. The Bahir, however, seems to represent a rather moderate type 
of theurgy; the parable presupposes a personalistic aspect of Divinity that "calculates" the worthiness of the sons and 
exacts retribution for human acts accordingly. In the Midrash, the Dynamis was presented as a neutral entity whose 
power was augmented or diminished automatically as the result of acting according to the divine will. Thus, the 
mechanistic system of the Bahir, represented by the channel motif, does not affect the possibility of interaction 
between human and divine personalities; it even regulates this interaction by means of the mechanistic theme. It 
should be stressed that the major repercussion of man's transgression does not occur in the divine realmwhich 
receives its needs automaticallybut only at the human level. Thus, the Bahir is less theurgic than the Midrash in the 
sense that it does not presuppose a diminution affecting primarily God. This "soft" theurgy, however, is surpassed by 
a stronger type that is far more faithful to its midrashic sources.

R. Bahya* ben Asher, in his famous Commentary on the Torah, writes in the vein of both the Midrash and 
Ashkenazic Hasidism*:50 "Since the Tetragrammaton is revealed by the glory, the latter receives an addition of the 
divine spirit.51 . . . For this reason Israel has the capability to weaken or add strength to the supernal Dynamis in 
accordance with their deeds. As it is written: 'you have weakened [the power of] the Rock that formed thee'52 and it 
is written: 'In God we shall make power.' "53 This type of theosophy is clearly reminiscent of that of R. Eleazar of 
Worms: the glory is the recipient and beneficiary of the worship, whereas the higher entity remains recondite. For the 
Ashkenazic master, it is the Godhead, for the Kabbalist, the Tetragrammaton, that symbolizes the Sefirah of Tiferet. 
In both types of theology the locus of the changewhether augmentation or diminutionis the divine glory. 
Notwithstanding the extensive use by R. Bahya of the Bahir, it is the midrashic formulations that emerge from his 
texts.

It would be worthwhile to elaborate upon the Kabbalistic use of the term Dynamis or Gevurah. In the Midrash, it 
stands for the Godhead or its manifestation qua glory, but in the Kabbalah the latter identity is dissolved. Glory is 
symbolized by the last SefirahMalkhutand Gevurah is understood to
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correspond to the Sefirah of Gevurahstern judgment. Thus, the Kabbalist interprets the liturgical formula, "Blessed 
be the glory of the Tetragrammaton for its place," as pointing to the reception of the influx by the glory, which the 
former pours out from the placethe Gevurah, which is a higher Sefirah. Again, according to R. Bahya *, the Sefirah 
of Gevurah receives its influx from 'Eiyn Sof.54 We can therefore describe an elaborate theosophical system that 
portrays the descent of the influx from 'Eiyn Sof, through the Gevurah, upon the glory, Malkhut, which is in turn a 
manifestation of Tiferetall as a result of the performance of the liturgy. Kabbalah can be regarded as an endeavor to 
explicate the midrashic theurgy by using the theosophical system of the Sefirot. More than does the Ashkenazic 
Hasid*, the Kabbalist presents an articulated explanation for the meaning of the ritual.55

R. Bahya again elaborates upon the theurgy of augmentation. Commenting on the verse in Numbers 14:17, he 
writes:56

"And now, I pray thee, let the power of my Lord be great," that the inner power be emanated and drawn 
into the attributes lest it retreat to the highest heights. The meaning of the matter is that when [the people 
of] Israel observe the Torah and the commandments, God rides upon the heavens, as it is [written],57 
"Who rides upon the heaven58 with thy help"that is, with the help of [the people of] Israel he emanates 
power in his attributes, and thereby they [Israel] add power to the supernal Dynamis, as it is said, "In God 
we shall make power."59 But when they do not observe the Torah and the commandments, he retreats60 
from his attributes, as it is said, "and in his excellency on the clouds"61that is, he mounts up and retreats to 
the remotest heights. By [the observance] he emanates his power onto the attributes, and by [the 
negligence] they weaken the supernal power, as it is said, "you have weakened [the power of] the Rock that 
formed thee.''62 And since [the people of] Israel were deserving of destruction in this instance, and were 
weakening the supernal power, Moses said in his prayer, "And now, I pray thee, let the power of my Lord 
be great," in order to draw [downward] and emanate the inner power onto the attributes, lest he would 
retreat on high. . . . The Kabbalists referred to the drawing and the efflux by the term help.

R. Bahya here portrays the drawing down of the divine emanation as an addition of power into the sefirotic realm in 
general, and not only upon the glory, as in the preceding text. Using a conspicuously instrumental conception of 
Sefirot, he envisions the purpose of the Jewish ritual as causing the presence of the divine power in its instruments; 
otherwise, its tendency will be to retreat on high, which is tantamount to weakening power within the Sefirot. 
Especially interesting is the discussion of R. Menahem* Recanati, which interprets the view that the Sefirot "return 
to their origin in the depths of
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nothingness" 63 because of sins: "as if [we] weaken the supernal power, in opposition to what is written: 'and now, I 
pray thee, let the power of my Lord be great.' "64 This Kabbalist seems to be even more radical than R. Bahya*; not 
only will the divine influx retreat from the sefirotic pleroma, but even parts of this very structure will be contracted to 
their sources because of the human transgression, which thereby weakens the divine system.65

Finally, a different version of augmentation theurgy is found in a widespread Kabbalistic text, the song for the 
Shabbat morning meal written by R. Isaac Luria. This Kabbalist indicates that "his hosts shall greatly multiply and 
ascend to the [God]head."66 What is peculiar in this type of presentation is not only its assertion that the divine 
power is augmented apparently by the performance of the Shabbat ritual but also its conception of the ascent of the 
power. In a conspicuous divergence from the classical Kabbalah, Luria presents here an ascending movement of the 
Dynamis. Luria probably combined augmentation theurgy with the theme of the ascent of the Sefirah of Malkhut to 
Keter, an issue to be dealt with in detail in the next chapter.

An interesting version of the augmentation theurgy is included in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana, in a passage omitted in the 
text cited above:67 "R. Ya'akov bar Aha*68 said . . . our sages said in the name of R. Yohanan*: 'Let their power be 
great for [the sake of] thy mercy, let the attribute of mercy overpower the attribute of judgment, as it is said:. "Let the 
power of my Lord be great."'"69 According to this view, the augmentation of power is to be channeled to the 
attribute of mercy, in order to help it prevail over the attribute of judgment. This interpretation is based upon the 
view, occurring in the biblical verse, that the Tetragrammaton refers to the attribute of mercy. The focus of interest is 
no longer upon the increase of power in the Godhead; human activity is now directed toward assuring the prevalence 
of one of the divine attributes over another.

This type of theurgy is also found in a famous passage included in Berakhot; R. Ishmael, the high priest, is asked by 
'Akatriel YH Zevaot* to bless him. In his blessing, he requests: "Let your mercy conquer your anger, and your mercy 
overflow onto your attributes, and may you behave regarding your sons according to the attribute of mercy."70 A 
human activityblessingis here understood not only as an expression of a wish but as an actual contribution toward the 
achievement of this wish: blessing is able to cause the overflowing of mercy, just as the performance of the 
commandments augments the divine power. Since the setting of R. Ishmael ben Elisha's encounter with the divine is 
explicitly connected with the offering of the incense on the Day of Atonement,
  

< previous page page_164 next page >



< previous page page_165 next page >
Page 165

we can assume that this activation of mercy was included in the most sacred part of Jewish ritual as performed by the 
high priest.

Cognate to this understanding of worship in the Holy of Holies is the talmudic presentation of the union between the 
two cherubim and their separation as a function, respectively, of [the people of] Israel's acting according to the divine 
will and their neglecting to do so. 71 As we saw earlier, the parallelism between the cherubim, the two divine names, 
and the two attributes was an ancient one, and it may well be that this correspondence also served theurgic purposes. 
In other words, the people of Israel were able by their behavior to influence the divine attributes, whose corporeal 
manifestations could be envisioned as the two cherubim. Common to the two talmudic passages is the assumption 
that the nature of the divine activity is conditioned by human acts. The divine recompense and punishment depend 
upon human activities; moreover, the talmudic texts overtly assume a contribution of man's worship to the divine 
power. It must be stressed that, according to the text from Berakhot, the blessing is explicitly requested by God 
himself. As we shall see below, the theurgical influence of the blessing recurs in some Ashkenazic texts. We can 
conclude that the theurgical activity had already received a theosophical nuance in the rabbinic sources: the 
channeling of the power into one of the divine attributes in order to structure the divine activity has theosophical 
overtones. It is noteworthy that, at the end of the Berakhot passage, middotattributesare mentioned in addition to the 
attribute of mercy, implicitly assuming a plurality of attributes, apparently beyond the two regular ones.72

The correspondence between human deeds and the activity of the divine attributes is obvious in Sefer ha-Bahir.73 
Describing the twofold nature of the "north"benevolent and perniciousthe author concludes that this paradoxical 
feature depends upon Israel's enactment of the divine will; that is, when this enactment is performed, the attribute of 
mercy is activated. It afterward became a basic feature of Kabbalistic theurgy to attenuate the attribute of sternness 
by joining it to that of mercy. It is interesting to note that, just as in the lower world man was supposed to preserve 
his two drives (yezarim*)and not destroy his evil driveso also here; the activity of the attribute of stern judgment 
must be mitigated, but not destroyed, by adding power to its counterpart, the attribute of mercy. Also conceptually 
close to the augmentation theurgy is the midrashic view74 that Israel maintains (mefarnesim) the Divinity, a view 
later elaborated by Kabbalists and Hasidim*.75

Pertinent here is the particular type of theosophy implicit in this discussion;
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its dynamism not only is a characteristic of the supernal power per se but is itself activated by human acts. Thus, man 
is conceived of as an active factor able to interact with the dynamic Divinity. Kabbalistic anthropology and 
theosophy, then, are both similar and complementary perceptions.

To summarize the myth that underlies the augmentation theurgy: divine power is dependent upon human activity, 
which is able to strengthen or to diminish it; alternatively, the relationship between the divine attributes is a function 
of human deeds. The performance of the divine will via the commandments is therefore the means by which man 
participates in the divine process. This talmudic-midrashic emphasis on the centrality of the divine will represented a 
continuation of biblical thought, which was aptly described by H. A. and H. Frankfort in these words: "Hebrew 
thought did not entirely overcome mythopoeic thought. It created, in fact, a new myththe myth of the will of God." 
76 The major focus of this myth was history as the revelation of the dynamic will of God. In a later layer of Jewish 
thought, a central issue was the view of the Torah as pointing the way to the augmentation of the divine Dynamis; the 
importance of history was substantially attenuated in favor of an atemporal conception of the role of the 
commandments. This tendency, which was already obvious in the midrashic literature, had major repercussions for 
the entire Kabbalistic mode of thought.

Put this way, there is no major difference between midrashic and Kabbalistic theurgy. We can conclude that a certain 
stream of thought about the significance of the commandments, rooted in midrashic and talmudic texts, was 
elaborated upon in the theosophical Kabbalah, which regarded theurgical activity as the main raison d'être of the 
commandments.

III
Drawing-down Theurgy

According to talmudic-midrashic thought, one of the basic repercussions of the fulfillment of the commandments is 
the indwelling of the Divine Presence amid the Jewish people. This indwelling is an essential characteristic of the 
Shekhinah, as Genesis Rabbah put it, and is conditioned by the religious perfection of the people of Israel.77 The 
divine Presence once dwelled in Paradise, whence it was removed by the sin of Adam and continued to ascend 
heavenward as a consequence of the successive sins of subsequent generations. The ten upward ascents of the 
Shekhinah and its consequent retreat from the world required positive human activity to bring about its descent back 
into the world. The Midrash accordingly describes the ten-stage descent, which began with the deeds of Abraham 
and culminated with the construction of the
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Temple by Solomon, whereby the Shekhinah finally returned to its original state of indwelling in this world. 78 This 
manifest correlation between human acts and the divine presence must be understood as the result of a theurgical 
conception of the commandments, whose performance is seen as having substantial bearing on the Divinity; the 
commandments not only draw it downward but also facilitate its indwelling. I want to elaborate upon this last point, 
which is crucial for the theurgical perception of human activity in Jewish sources.

According to the Hebrew Enoch, the idolatrous acts of the generation of Enosh were connected to a peculiar 
construction:79

They went from one end of the world to the other and each one brought silver, gold, precious stones, and 
pearls in heaps upon mountains and hills,80 making idols out of them throughout the world. And they 
erected the idols in every quarter of the world; the size of each idol was one thousand parasangs. And they 
brought down the sun, moon, planets, and constellations, and placed them before the idols on their right 
hand and on their left, to attend them even as they attended the Holy one,81 blessed be he, as it is written, 
"And all the host of heaven was standing by him on his right hand and on his left."82 What power did they 
have that they were able to bring them down? They would not have been able to bring them down but for 
'Uzza, 'Azza, and 'Azziel, who taught them sorcery,83 whereby they brought them down and made use of 
them.

Therefore, specific structures, together with "sorceries" (which I assume refer to various types of incantations), 
could, according to the ancient Jewish sources, bring about the descent of celestial entities and their magical use. 
This practice, although idolatrous, was perceived as effective and was not derided for its futility.84 Thus, a special 
building and magical devices can induce the descent of the host of heaven; similarly, I would assume, the Temple 
and the service performed there were thought of as able to attract the Shekhinah to this place. Let us explore the locus 
of the revelation of the Shekhinahbetween the two cherubim. Their perfect state of unioneven sexual unionis a 
function of performing the will of God; otherwise, they will be separated.85 I assume, however, that only when their 
union is induced by human activity can the Shekhinah descend upon the cherubim,86 just as it does with a worthy 
husband and wife.87 Accordingly, in order to restore the dwelling of the Shekhinah, not only is a certain structure 
required but also a certain kind of human actthe rituals of Judaism, which alone are able to sustain the dynamic bond 
between God and man. The descent of the Shekhinah is regarded by Nahmanides* as fulfilling a divine rather than a 
human need.88
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Even closer to the Enoch passage is the descent of the Sar ha-Panim, the angel of countenance, who is brought down 
by means of magical devices in order "to reveal to man the secrets of supernal and lower [worlds] and the knowledge 
of the foundation of supernal and lower [worlds] and the mysteries of wisdom." 89 According to this source, this 
descent is accompanied by the Shekhinah.90 This passage is an interesting parallel to another text of the Heikhalot 
literature concerning Sar ha-Torah91the angel of the Torahwherein we again witness the descent of the Divinity, in 
this instance in the Temple, which is conceived of as being in the process of building; this descent is understood as 
part of the revelation of the "secret of the Torah."92 Here, the adjuration of God is conspicuous; he is compelled to 
appear together with the seat of glory. Therefore, the Temple was envisioned as the locus of revelation, which is 
induced by magical devices. This practice must be compared to the Hermetic and Neoplatonic techniques for 
obtaining revelations by causing the descent of gods into statues specially prepared for this purpose. Like the angel of 
the countenance, God in the Sar ha-Torah text, and the Shekhinah between the cherubim, the Hermetics heard the 
voice of their gods emerging from a special structure.93 Save for the descent of the Shekhinah in the Holy of Holies, 
all the other texts include practices for drawing the spiritual power downward as part of the revelatory process. On 
the ground of these parallels, we can seriously consider the possibility that the Temple service was conceived as 
inducing the presence of the Shekhinah in the Holy of Holies; thus the service can be seen as a theurgical activity.

The magical use of the practice of descent had a long history in Judaism, which I cannot trace here,94 but I would 
like to highlight a specific form of drawing down the Shekhinah. According to some texts, the structure is not a 
building, but the human body, which is the living statue on whom the indwelling of the Shekhinah takes place; this 
kind of indwelling on human beings is evidenced by ancient Jewish texts.95 No prerequisites, however, were 
mentioned for this dwelling, it being presented as a necessity of the Divine rather than of man.96 As I have suggested 
elsewhere, the human couple was conceived of as a potential substitute for the cherubim in the Temple.97 The 
Kabbalah fully exploited the mystical possibilities inherent in this view, both the theosophical and ecstatic Kabbalah 
elaborating upon the preparations necessary to ensure the dwelling of the divine power or powers on the mystic. 
Thus, for example, R. Moses de Leon writes:98 "For the quintessence of the mizvot* and good deeds that a person 
performs in this world is to prepare his soul,99 and to arrange the great and good things above, [so as] to draw down 
upon himself the influx of the light of the supernal emanation." For de Leon,
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man must become a seat upon whom another supernal seat will sit. 100 Therefore, beside the theurgical "reparation" 
of the Sefirot, man is able to cause the descent of the divine influx upon himself.

According to R. Joseph Gikatilla, man is created in the supernal image, and each of his limbs may become a "seat" 
for the supernal entity, to which it corresponds by its purification and performance of the commandments.101 
According to the author of Ra'ya Meheimna102 and Tikkuney Zohar,103 the Kabbalist must prepare his limbs so as 
to ensure the dwelling of the Shekhinah on them.104 According to R. Abraham ben Eliezer ha-Levi, one of the 
important Kabbalists expelled from Spain in 1492, the catharsis of the limbs prepares the dwelling of the Shekhinah 
in man, whose body then becomes an organon of it.105 R. Abraham ha-Levi expresses the concept, widespread in his 
generation, that the human flesh becomes "transparent"sefirimby the perfect religious life and so can contain the 
Sefirot.106 Thus, comprehensive explanations of the drawing downward of the Shekhinah upon the perfect man 
metamorphosed the system of commandments into a mystical technique for collecting divine influences upon the 
human body.

In the ecstatic Kabbalah, the interest in drawing down divine powers was even more crucial, since this type of 
contact with the divine became one of the ways to unite with God. Let me begin with an Ashkenazic text that reflects 
both the theosophical Kabbalah and the ecstatic features of earlier periods.107 R. Moses 'Azriel ben Eleazar ha-
Darshan, a descendant of R. Yehudah he-Hasid*, asserts: "Whoever knows it [the divine name] and prays using it, 
the Shekhinah dwells upon him and he prophesies like the ancient prophets."108 Here, the ritualprayeris intertwined 
with the anomian practice of using the divine name in order to attain the indwelling of the Shekhinah. Both from the 
context here and from another discussion of this author,109 however, this presence seems to produce a dramatic 
change in the nature of the person, so that he is tantamount to a limb of the Shekhinah.

Abraham Abulafia, who inherited Ashkenazic mystical techniques, describes the pronunciation of the combination of 
the divine names as drawing down the supernal power so as to unite with it.110 Although many other examples 
could easily be offered,111 it will suffice to cite an anonymous source quoted by R. Moses Cordovero, because of its 
rich implications:

Some of the ancients commented that, by the combination and permutation of the name [of seventy-two 
letters] or other [divine] names after a great concentration [of mind], the righteous . . . will receive a 
revelation of an aspect of a Bat Kol . . . since he combines the forces and unites them . . . until a great 
influx will descend upon
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him, on the condition that whoever deals with this will be a well-prepared vessel to receive the spiritual 
force. 112

Again, the ritual is hinted at as accomplished by the righteous, but the technique itself is anomian. Interestingly, the 
person is viewed as a vessel collecting the divine efflux, a formula reminiscent of the old prepared statues.113 The 
distance between this and related texts written in the ecstatic vein of Kabbalah and Hasidism* is not great; in those 
texts, man is regularly viewed as a Temple or a vessel receiving the Shekhinah. Is it mere coincidence that Cordovero 
mentions the mystic as Zaddik*?

A striking view, apparently independent of both previous ones was preserved in the Collectanaea of Yohanan* 
Alemanno:114

After the external cleansing of the body, and an inner change and spiritual purification from all taint, one 
becomes as clear and as pure as the heavens. Once one has divested oneself of all material thoughts, let him 
read only the Torah and the divine names written therein, and there shall be revealed [to him] awesome 
secrets and such divine visions as may be emanated upon pure clear souls who are prepared to receive 
them. As the verse said: "Prepare yourselves for three days and wash your clothing."115 For there are three 
preparations: of the exterior [the body], of the interior, and of the imagination. . . . When he immerses 
himself in these things, then such a great influx will come to him that he will cause the spirit of God to 
descend upon him and hover above him and flutter about him all the day.

These preparations by cleansing enable the body to become the substratum of the "spirit of God," which is to be 
drawn downward. Interestingly, this revelation is compared to that at Sinai, but in contrast to the theosophical 
Kabbalah, the halakhic ritual is not specified, nor is the specific technique of Abulafia. We can view this practice as 
theurgic, since the divine spirit is reported to be induced upon the person, the major technique being the incantational 
reading of the Torah.

IV
Universe-Maintenance Activity

"What, in rabbinical Judaism, separated the Law from myth? The answer is clear: the dissociation of the Law from 
cosmic events."116 This characterization of the Law as separate from myth emphasized, according to Scholem, the 
novelty of the Kabbalistic approach versus the rabbinic one: rabbinism succeeded in divorcing the Law "from its 
emotional roots" and was, in Scholem's opinion, ''one of the great and fundamental, but also dangerous and 
ambivalent, achievements of the Halakhah, of normative Rabbinical Juda-
  

< previous page page_170 next page >



< previous page page_171 next page >
Page 171

ism." 117 Kabbalah, on the other hand, is presented as the possessor of "a new mythical consciousness, which often 
gives the impression of being old as the hills."118

It would be interesting to check the sources against the background of Scholem's view of normative Judaism; has the 
cosmic myth disappeared from the halakhah as surmised by Scholem? How do these statements corroborate 
Scholem's own view that Kabbalah, or mysticism, is the vital element of Judaism?119 If rabbinical Judaism had 
survived for more than a millennium prior to the emergence of the historical Kabbalah, then there must have been 
other elements that maintained Judaism.120 I would like to answer this question with the same clarity with which 
Scholem formulated his view: it was precisely the theurgic view of the commandments that was one of the factors 
that enforced the performance of the commandments, the lively interest in them, and the adherence of Jews to their 
rituals. As seen above, the execution of the divine will is necessary for the augmentation of divine power; long before 
the emergence of Kabbalistic theosophy, Jews envisioned their ritual as a God-maintaining activity and, as we shall 
soon see, as universe-maintaining acts as well.121

The receiving of the Torah by the people of Israel is presented by the Talmud as a prerequisite for the existence of 
the universe:122 "The Holy one, blessed be he, made a condition with the Creation, saying: 'If Israel receive my 
Torah, good; if not, I shall return you123 to chaos.' " Thus, the Talmud considers the Torah and, from the context 
here, even its performance as maintaining the universe. The difference between order and chaos is to be found in the 
enactment of the Torah. According to a Midrash, sacrifices have cosmic implications, their performance being 
tantamount to the creation of heaven and earth.124 According to some sources, the Ma'amadot, the groups of 
Israelites who recited the account of Creation simultaneously with the performance of the sacrifices, performed a 
similar function. A tradition preserved by R. Ya'akov bar Aha*, the same amora who maintained theurgical views, 
states that "without the Ma'amadot neither heaven nor earth could remain in existence."125 In this context, we may 
understand the Zaddikim* as the pillars of the world;126 according to other texts, the righteous maintain the world, 
while the wicked men destroy the world.127 Moreover, in a version of 'Avot preserved in the Middle Ages: "By 
means of ten ma'amarot the world was created, and by the Decalogue it stands."128 Rabbinical sources indeed note 
the parallelism between the ma'amarot and the Decalogue;129 therefore, the view that the world is maintained by the 
performance of ten precepts is presented together with the description of the Creation by ten ma'amarot.
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This relationship between the Creation of the world and its maintenance reflects the affinity between the Jewish ritual 
and cosmic welfare. What remained for the Kabbalah was to specify the peculiar meaning of each of the ten 
ma'amarot qua divine manifestation and the special precept connected to it. In the Bahir, the ten digits correspond to 
the ma'amarot and maintain them. 130 There are numerous extant discussions on the parallel between ma'amarot and 
dibberot dating from the beginning of the thirteenth century.131 As we shall see below, some Kabbalistic texts 
considered the commandments as formative of the divine pleroma.132 The Kabbalah considered the creational acts 
as part of the Divinity, transforming the cosmic significance of the commandments into a theurgical one. The 
Kabbalistic stand was felicitously articulated by R. Menahem* Recanati: "It is incumbent upon man to contemplate 
the commandments of the Torah, [to see] how many worlds he maintains by their performance and how many worlds 
he destroys by their neglect."133 Audacious as this statement may be, it represents only what I would call "soft 
theurgy," in comparison with other theurgical views that will be the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 8
Kabbalistic Theurgy

It became obvious from the discussion in the preceding chapter that several major theurgical trends in medieval 
Kabbalah originated in classical rabbinic sources. I shall now present three other types of theurgy relating to pre-
Kabbalistic material, whose loci probantes are mostly preserved in Kabbalistic sources. These theurgies are far more 
extreme in nature, which seems to be the reason for the disappearance of the pre-Kabbalistic sources that sustained 
them. If this assumption is correct, then our use of medieval Kabbalistic literature may assist us to understand ancient 
Jewish thought better.

I
"As a Shadow"

I would like to discuss the ramifications of a "lost" rabbinic view in a variety of conceptual contexts, the most 
important one being the theurgical one. Before analyzing its theurgical interpretation in Kabbalah, however, I shall 
survey the sources and their interpretation prior to the theurgical turn in Kabbalah.

In the remnants of Midrash Hashkem, we read: "God said to Moses: Go, say to Israel that my name is 'Ehyeh' 
asher'Ehyehthat is, just as you are present with me, so am I present with you." 1 The precise significance of this text 
is easily understood from its context: Israel is commanded to behave in accordance with two divine 
attributesrighteousness and justiceand will accordingly be rewarded by acquiring these two attributes. The behavior 
under discussion is conspicuously a moral one, and the midrashic passage serves to elucidate the strong affinity 
between punishments and retribution.
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In other sources, however, this passage is cited in a different version. An anonymous Kabbalist, associated with the 
school of the ecstatic Kabbalah, writes, I presume in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century, as follows: 2 "The 
sages thus interpreted the secret of the name 'Ehyeh' asher 'Ehyeh: that the Holy one, blessed be he, said to Moses: 
'Moses, be with me and I shall be with you.' And they adduced as proof {for this interpretation} the verse: 'The Lord 
is thy shadow upon thy right hand,'3 as it is expounded in Midrash Hashkem." We learn from the context that, just as 
man will cleave to God in an intellectual manner, so will he cleave to man.4 In this text, the reciprocity is regarded as 
automaticno longer the response of a higher personality to the deeds of man, as in the Midrash, but a spiritual 
mechanism, exemplified by the verse in Psalms. There is nothing personalistic about the divine response, since the 
divine intellect is one with the human intellect as soon as man ismentallywith God. The occurrence of the motif of 
shadow puts the recurrence of the name 'Ehyeh into sharp relief: the hand and its shadow correspond to the two 
occurrences of the word 'Ehyeh, as well as to the human and the Divine. Surprisingly, in the logic of the text, the 
human is the hand, whose movement is automatically reflected by the shadowthe Divine.

We can now fathom the specific direction of this interpretation of 'Ehyeh: "I shall be whatever I shall be," as, 
according to this version of the Midrash, the peculiar nature of the Divinity seems to be a reflection of human 
activity. For this ecstatic Kabbalist, there is no theological difficulty entailed in this conditioning of the divine 
essence, or even of divine activity, by human behavior; he accepted the Maimonidean and Abulafian view of the 
utter spirituality of God, according to which he cannot be changed by human activity. The perfection of human 
intellect is a continuous improvement of the human comprehension of God, culminating in union with him. The 
moral level of interpretation, so obvious in the first version, is obliterated, and the intellectualistic approach is 
uniquely represented by this Kabbalist. The Midrash represents the union of "the divine and supreme force" with the 
"human force," this being ''the circle of prophecy."

This understanding of the anonymous text is corroborated by still another anonymous text, also stemming from the 
ecstatic Kabbalah. According to this text, there exist two attributes, one good and one bad: "Both of them are in the 
lower man, just as they are found in the excellent man, as it is well known that the excellent man does not act but in 
accordance with the deeds of the lower man, either for recompense or for punishment. Thus we learn that, if the 
lower man performs noble acts, the excellent man must follow his [the former's] acts."5 The "excellent man" stands 
for the active intellect, whose influence may
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be either positive or negative, depending on the acts of the lower man. Its intellectual influx does not change but is 
received differently by various men.

The first quotation offers an important piece of evidence concerning the text from Midrash Hashkem. The verse of 
Psalms was cited as part of this Midrash by a Kabbalist who was not interested in exploiting the theological 
implications inherent in it, stressing the aspect of "reciprocal presence" rather than that of "reflection." A still 
lengthier version of the Midrash, albeit one that does not mention the name Hashkem, is extant in R. Meir ibn 
Gabbay's Tola' at Ya'akov. I shall first deal with the version of the Midrash as cited by ibn Gabbay, and afterward 
comment upon his interpretation of this version: 6

In the Midrash, [we learn] that the Holy One, blessed be he, said to Moses: "Go, tell Israel that my name is 
'Ehyeh 'asher 'Ehyeh." What is the meaning of 'Ehyeh 'asher 'Ehyeh? Just as you are present with me, so 
am I present with you. Likewise David said: "The Lord is thy shadow upon thy right hand." What does "the 
Lord is thy shadow'' mean? Like thy shadow: just as thy shadow laughs back when you laugh to it,7 and 
weeps if you weep to it,8 and if you show it an angry face or a pleasant face, so it returns, so is the Lord, 
the Holy one, blessed be he, thy shadow. Just as you are present with him, so is he present with you. End of 
quotation.

This version incorporates motifs present in both previous quotations in such a way that it is highly unlikely that the 
larger version is a combination of these two versions. I therefore assume that ibn Gabbay, who explicitly quotes the 
whole passage from a "Midrash," had the longer and presumably original version of Midrash Hashkem available to 
him, which was quoted only in a fragmentary fashion in the previously discussed texts. What is the theological 
outlook of this presumably more original version? There are two differing, but nevertheless complementary 
conceptual components: God is envisioned as a shadow present with the human hand, the latter standing here for the 
substance,9 whereas the "accident" is God or the shadow. In addition to this static ontological relationship, the 
substance and its accident exist in a functional dynamic relationshipthe hand compels its shadow to move, or to react, 
in accordance with its movements. The shadow precisely reflects the changes in the shape of the hand. On the basis 
of the first quotation from Midrash Hashkem, we can assume that the original meaning of the longer version is 
moralistic as well: God responds to human activity in an appropriate fashion, and his nature reflects the profound 
interrelationship between merits and retribution. Nonetheless, the metaphor chosen to illuminate this religious truth is 
striking.

The conclusions drawn by ibn Gabbay, however, surpass even the amazing
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metaphor of the Midrash. Shortly prior to quoting the Midrash, he indicates that 10 "the supernal entities to the lower 
entities are comparable to the shadow [compared] to the form; just as the form stirs, thus the shadow stirs."11 As we 
have seen above,12 form stands for the supernal entitiesangels, archangels, divine namesbut also Sefirot in the 
Kabbalistic terminology that was accepted by ibn Gabbay.13 Therefore, man, being the basic pattern of the higher 
structure, is able to influence its state by his activity: ontological resemblance serves the theurgical goal. This far-
reaching presentation of man as the archetype of the revealed aspect of the Deity is a highly significant departure 
from the opposite metaphor, in which man is the shadow of the supernal. This reversal is noteworthy for more than 
one reason; theologically or theosophically, this projection of the human shape onto the pleromatic realm is explicitly 
articulated by an important Jewish theosophist. No longer is the image of God understood as the basic archetype; 
now, the human image is regarded as the original, reflected by the divine structure.14 It must be emphasized that ibn 
Gabbay's striking metaphor reflects a basic perception, explicitly expressed in the zoharic theosophy, that the divine 
anthropomorphic structure was copied from the human structure.15

I should like to elaborate here upon the implication of this inverse metaphor for our understanding of the relationship 
between theurgy and symbolism. The mainstream of the symbolic process in Kabbalah, to be described below,16 
assumes the reflection of divine dynamics in the biblical text, in the human form, or in historical events. The lower 
entities serve as starting points for the contemplation of the hidden life of the Divinity. Accordingly, the symbolizing 
process is based upon the Platonic type of relationship, including, however, a major element of dynamism. The more 
distant the archetype, the greater is the need for a symbolic representation of the recondite entities and processes. The 
great problem of symbolism is an epistemologic one: how to bridge the gap between man's consciousness and the 
sublime object. In theurgy, the question is somewhat different: how to change the object whose structural contour is 
already known. The theurgical approach conceives man as the fulcrum of important characteristics: he is, at least to a 
certain extent, the paradigm and the source of power; the symbolic relationship must therefore be inverted if the 
theurgical operation is to be efficient. The symbolical process now serves not contemplation but action; it can explain 
why a certain type of activity is influential on a particular object, the epistemological goal of the symbols being 
evidently attenuated. As form, man possesses in his own being the archetypal structure of the Divine, while the 
importance of the shadow from the cognitive point of view is diminished. We can conclude that, in a sharply
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theurgical system such as ibn Gabbay's theosophy, the role of symbolism is substantially different from that found in 
more conventional theosophies. 17

To return to ibn Gabbay: immediately following the quotation from the Midrash, the Kabbalist seems to attenuate 
somewhat the automatism inherent in the Midrash and in his own formulation quoted above. He writes:18 "When the 
supernal luminary19 watches men and sees their good and proper deeds, [then] in accordance with what they stir 
below, they stir above, and he opens his good storehouse and pours the fine oil upon his head20 and from thence 
upon his other attributes." Thus, the sefirotic pleroma serves as an organon for transmitting the impression of human 
deeds to the highest instance of the divine realm; the semipersonalistic portrait of the supernal luminary does not, 
however, detract at all from the mechanistic nature of the Sefirot. Although this feature of the sefirotic structure is 
not emphasized in Tola'at Ya'akov, it is placed into relief in ibn Gabbay's chef d'oeuvre, 'Avodat ha-Kodesh: there, as 
well, the Midrash is quoted and in its context the following discussion is to be found.21

Man and the "divine glory"ha-kavodshare the anthropomorphic image, a fact that renders man, again envisaged as 
form by comparison with the shadow, capable of influencing the divine structure. In his later work, however, ibn 
Gabbay introduces two important additions. First, the human image is able to influence the higher image demut 
'eliyon,22 as there is also an intermediary image that connects them: the "Torah."23 It is "the intermediary which 
stirs the supernal image toward the lower [one]"24 or "the Torah and the commandments are the intermediary which 
links the lower image with the supernal one, by the affinity they have with both."25 As a result of the Torah's double 
affinitywith its divine source and with the persons who perform the commandmentsit is able to function as a bridge 
between the two realms. Its singular nature stems from its capacity to change human acts into theurgical influence.

Second, the other motif introduced in the discussion of the Midrash in 'Avodat ha-Kodesh is highly relevant for the 
explanation of theurgic action. Ibn Gabbay elaborates upon the phenomenon of coustical resonance between two 
stringed instruments.26 When someone plays on one string, the corresponding string of the other instrumentin ibn 
Gabbay's case, a violinwill resonate, even though no visible intermediary between these strings is to be found. The 
same occurs, continues the Kabbalist, when the human image, functioning as the played violin, activates the divine 
image, the second violin. In both cases, the manner of transmission is incomprehensible, even though the fact of its 
occurrence is palpable. Thus, the possibility of acting theurgically is proven by
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a concrete, well-known physical observation. The mechanistic nature of acoustical resonance is no doubt appropriate 
to the midrashic picture of hand and shadow; the gist of these types of descriptions of the human-divine relationship 
is conspicuous: the human initiative is the most important factor for this relationship, as it is the dominant element 
that shapes the higher structures. The rise of the mechanistic approach to theurgy is obviously facilitated by the more 
complex theosophy of ecstatic Kabbalah and, as we shall see shortly, of Hasidism *, which affords a more elaborate 
explanation than that given in the Midrash. An elaborate hierarchy that suffers the impact of human activity provides 
the opportunity to reveal the comprehensive mechanism of the Divine and a more complex understanding of the 
significance of performance of the commandments.

A neglected, although interesting Kabbalist of the late sixteenth century, R. Yehudah ben Ya'akov Hunain*, 
formulated a conception that, notwithstanding its affinity to that of ibn Gabbay, seems independent of it:27 "As the 
war was below, so it was above, because of the sin of Israel; for just as the righteous add force and power in the 
higher assembly28 . . . and when they act in the opposite [way], it is as if they weaken the supernal force. . . . for the 
lower [entities] are like the root and modus29 of the supernal [entities]." This definition of the lower entities as root 
of the higher ones parallels ibn Gabbay's shade image; man, in this case Israel, is the source of power, hence the 
influential being. The occurrence of an additional strong theurgical theory demonstrates that ibn Gabbay 
wasnotwithstanding his centrality since sixteenth-century Kabbalahnot an exception, nor was his shadow theory a 
mere curiosity; using different terminology, R. Yehudah Hunain reflects the same view. As soon as the importance of 
the intermediary hierarchy was reduced, however, Jewish mysticism, in its Hasidic* version, largely returned to the 
original meaning of the Midrash.30 R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov is reported to have commented upon this Midrash as 
follows:31

The Besht interpreted the verse: "the Lord is your shade [upon thy right hand]" that the Creator, blessed be 
he, also behaves with man as a shadow. Just as whatever man does, the shadow does, so does the Creator 
behave with man, doing just as he does. We find that when Israel sang the song [of the sea] at the time of 
the redemption from Egypt, so did God, as it were, sing this song. Now [the form] "he will sing" is 
rendered in the causative form,32 and this is the meaning of the verse "then he will sing"33that is, that 
Israel caused by their singing this song to God, that the Holy one, blessed be he, would also, as it were, 
sing this song.

The theurgical element has been eliminated, as the link between God and
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Israel is now direct. The song of Israel causes a parallel song above; the mechanistic aspect of human influence thus 
has disappeared, the very character of the induced activity, singing, having an obvious personalistic character.

Despite the great difference among themthe strong theurgical understanding of ibn Gabbay and of Hunain *, the 
moderate one of the Midrash and Hasidism*, and the mystical one in ecstatic Kabbalahall share a common feature: 
man is not mistaken for God, nor is the hierarchy understood as an entity in itself, which the Kabbalist, intoxicated 
by his powers, activates for his own sake. Theythese powersare a mechanism for reaching the ultimate instance and 
receiving the influx from above; affection and affinity, to the extent that they exist in the previously cited texts, are 
directed toward God, as an entity standing per se.

Let me compare the above Jewish discussion with some verses of Angelus Silesius: "God becomes what I am now, 
and took my humanity upon him; since I have my being from him, therefore he has done it."34 The Christian mystic 
emphasizes the initiative of Christ, who underwent the humanizing process in order to pave the way for the Christian 
mystic. Man, considered a fallen creature, is in profound need of the self-sacrifice of God that his nature may be 
restored. Christ must descend to man in order to help him return to the paradisiacal status; for Silesius, this return is 
the spiritual birth of Christ in the inner man.

Jewish theurgical anthropology strikes utterly different chords; the problem is basically the need of the Divinity for 
human help, or human power, in order to restore the lost sefirotic harmony. The focus of the Kabbalistic theurgy is 
God, not man; the latter is given unimaginable powers, to be used in order to repair the divine glory or the divine 
image; only his initiative can improve Divinity. An archmagician, the theurgical Kabbalist does not need external 
help or grace; his way of operatingnamely, the Torahenables him to be independent; he looks not so much for 
salvation by the intervention of God as for God's redemption by human intervention. The theurgical Kabbalah 
articulates a basic feature of Jewish religion in general: because he concentrates more upon action than upon thought, 
the Jew is responsible for everything, including God, since his activity is crucial for the welfare of the cosmos in 
general. Accordingly, no speculation or faith can change the exterior reality, which must be rescued from its fallen 
state.35 The metaphor of the shadow points to the reinforcement of the theurgical trend precisely by its strong 
delineation of the human and the Divine; only by retaining his own individuality can the theurgical Kabbalist retain 
his cosmic influence.

This extraordinary emphasis on human power can be properly illuminated
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by the anonymous Sefer ha-Ne' elam, 36 which explains the Kabbalistic significance of the interdiction against 
killing:37

Man is composed of all the spiritual entities,38 and he is perfect [containing] all attributes, and he was 
created with great wisdom . . . for he comprises all the secrets39 of the Merkavah, and his soul is linked 
therein,40 even though man is in this world.41 Know that, unless man would be perfect [containing] all the 
forces of the Holy one, blessed be he, he would be unable to do as he does. And it is said that Rava created 
a man, and if the righteous wished they could create worlds.42 [All these] demonstrate to you that there is a 
great supernal power in men, which cannot be described, and as man possesses such a great perfection, it is 
not just to destroy his form and his soul from the world. And one who kills a person, what is the loss he 
brings about? He sheds the blood of that [man] and diminishes the form,43 that is, diminishes the power of 
the Sefirot.

Man is therefore an extension of the Divine on earth; his form and soul not only reflect the Divine but also actually 
are divinehence, the interdiction against killing a person. Its real meaning is not the fact, emphasized in rabbinic 
sources,44 that man is a whole world, a world in itself, but that this microcosmos is a divine monad. Destroying a 
person is tantamount to diminishing not only the divine form on earth but, as this text puts it, divine power itself. 
Man is conceived as a source of energy parallel to, or perhaps even essentially identical with, the Divine; 
nevertheless, the distance between the human and divine entities is not eliminated, as it is in the above-mentioned 
Christian mystic.

This delineation between human and Divine in connection with the shadow metaphor is a well-known one in the 
history of religion. I would like to recall briefly the normal use of this metaphorman as shadow of the Divinein order 
to highlight the essence of the Kabbalistic inversion. According to one perception of an Assyrian proverb: "Man is 
the shadow of the god and men are the shadow of man; man is the king, who is like the mirror of the god."45 Man is, 
therefore, the shadow of a shadow or, interpreted otherwise, the protected of another protected.46 An interesting 
parallel to this proverb appears in the Coptic Three Steles of Seth, a Gnostic treatise of Nag Hammadi. The aeons 
praising Barbelo state: "We are [each] a shadow of thee, as thou art a shadow [of that] first preexistent one."47

The Assyrian man-as-shadow can spend his life in a complete, but non-creative, obedience; his experience ends with 
"a keen realization of one's own insignificance of unbridgeable remoteness." Although, according to Thorkild 
Jacobsen, the ancient possessed "a strong element of sympathy," he nev-
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ertheless felt that he was confronted by a power that "commands allegiance by its very presence; the onlooker obeys 
freely." 48 For the Gnostic, the real surpasses this world, which is no more than a shadow of a shadow. The 
perfection and/or transcendence of the Supreme Being is so obvious that man can play no significant role in its 
further perfection. The Kabbalistic reversal of the role entails a tremendous change in religious mentality; although 
still obedient to the divine will, the Torah, according to the above sources the Kabbalist must invest particular energy 
in his performance of commandments, which alone have theurgical repercussions. A Kabbalist following the ritual 
becomes a cooperator not only in the maintenance of the universe but also in the maintenance or even formation of 
some aspects of the Deity.

II
The Theurgy of the Status Quo

According to some early Kabbalistic texts, the process that produced the emergence of the Sefirot was not simply an 
emanational act or creation out of nothing by the will of the Creator; it was rather an act of uprooting these entities 
from their primeval preexistence in the bosom of the Godhead. R. 'Ezra of Gerona states that the gathering of roses 
mentioned in the Song of Songs refers to emanation and to causing the influx to descend downward.49 The ancient 
sagesmeaning the authors of Genesis Rabbahdesignated the emanation of the highest entities and its revelation by the 
word uprooting:50 "As it is written in Genesis Rabbah:51 'And the Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden.'52 
This corresponds to the verse: 'The trees of the Lord have their fill; the cedars of Lebanon which he has planted.'53 
R. Hanina* said: 'They were like the horns of the locusts, and the Holy one, blessed be he, uprooted them, and 
transplanted them into the Garden of Eden.' " The recurrence of the motif of planting in Genesis is connected by R. 
'Ezra to the preexistence of mythical trees of the Lord, which, so I suppose, were planted as cedars of Lebanon, 
outside their natural locus. R. Hanina hints at these two stages when he refers to their preexistence as "horns of 
locusts," which were uprooted and transplanted in the Garden of Eden. The violent act of uprooting is obvious;54 the 
transplantation is understood by the Kabbalist as the act of the forced emergence of the Sefirot out of their hidden 
preexistence.

The motif of Lebanon as part of the first emanational processes occurs in a significant text by R. 'Ezra:55 "'Who 
coverest thyself with light as with a garment,'56 that is, with the splendor of wisdom, and for this reason wisdom is 
called Lebanon. The truth is that the [supernal] essences were [in existence], but [their] emanation is a novel 
[process], and it was naught but a revelation of
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[these] entities." 57 Thus, we learn that the minute "horns of the locusts" were already in existence prior to the 
"transplantation of the trees of the Lord into the Garden," that is, the emanational process, which takes place in 
"Lebanon," which is the symbol of the Sefirot Hokhmah*.58

Against this background, we can better understand a third quotation from R. 'Ezra:59 "The spiritual entities ascend 
and are drawn toward the place of their sucking; as it is said,60 'From the evil to come the righteous is taken away.'61 
And for this reason we ought to endeavor to cause the emanation and the blessing to descend upon the 'fathers,'62 
that the 'sons' may receive the influx." Or, according to another passage in the same work: "The goal of their will and 
intention is to cleave and ascend to the place of their sucking, and therefore our sages established the blessing, the 
Kedushah and the union, to [bring about] the emanation and to draw the 'source of life' to the other Sefirot[namely,] 
the 'fathers'to sustain their 'sons' after them."63 The purpose of the three prayers mentioned by R. 'Ezra is to 
counteract the upward movement by the drawing down of emanation upon the higher and lower Sefirot.

The natural tendency of the spiritual entities to ascend to their source is a well-known concept in Neoplatonic 
thought; this is the reversio, a drive inherent in the essence of things, this Neoplatonic view being here applied to the 
Sefirot.64 But the reintegration of rerum ad integrum, which in Neoplatonism is tantamount to their perfect state, is, 
however, conceived of here in a derogatory way: the righteous, a symbol of a Sefirah, is envisioned as taken awayin 
our context, reabsorbed into its sourcebecause of the presence of evil. It is significant that the evil is connected to 
human activity, as its antidote is the endeavor to neutralize this tendency by a counteractivity drawing the supernal 
influx downward, presumably in order to balance the upward tendency of the Sefirot. I therefore assume that there 
are two forces acting in the dynamics of the Sefirot: their striving to return to the source after being torn away from 
there, and the human activity that, when positive, can counteract the ascending movement and, when negative, can 
contribute to the taking away of the Sefirot. The human interest in maintaining the status quo is easily 
understandable; only the sefirotic hierarchy can transmit the supernal influx to the lower worlds, and any disturbance 
in this chain of transmission may have pernicious repercussions on the lower world. Moreover, it was the divine will 
to uproot the roots of the Sefirot, to plant themthe lower Sefirotin the Garden, and to thereby bring about the 
emergence of the entire sefirotic pleroma. Man and God cooperate in their efforts to sustain an intermediary
  

< previous page page_182 next page >



< previous page page_183 next page >
Page 183

world that mediates between them; God "pushes" this structure downward, while man "pulls" the influx that 
counteracts the upward tendency to return.

The preceding conception can be summarized as an expansion of the biblical account of Paradise: God planted it and 
he commanded Adam to keep it. Moreover, the ancient description of Jewish esotericism employs the term Pardesa 
gardenas a designation for esoteric speculations, and "the cutting of the branches" as a designation for heresy. 
Accordingly, the preceding Kabbalistic theosophy can be conceived as an elaborate interpretation of the esoteric 
significance of the Paradise account and the mystical role of human activity. The perfect activity is the maintenance 
of the sefirotic pleroma in its state oriented toward the world, as in the talmudic-midrashic views surveyed above. 65 
This activity maintains the Ma'aseh Bereshita symbol of the Sefirotin its exteriorized state, not allowing it to be 
reabsorbed into the innermost part of Divinity. Kabbalah is thus conceived as the real force maintaining the divine 
Garden, as Adam was commanded to do by God. This cultivation of the Garden is an ongoing activity rather than a 
return to, or attainment of, a primordial state. The theosophical Paradise is not a sublime psychological experience, as 
the ecstatic Kabbalah would assume,66 but a dynamic attempt to maintain this world in the best status quonot a 
"nostalgia for Paradise," as finding "oneself always and without effort in the center of the world at the heart of 
reality"67 is the core of the theosophical Paradise, but the effort to construct it continuously and actively.

As Kabbalistic thought developed, more elaborate discussions of theosophy and theurgy were to appear in writing. It 
is difficult to determine whether the later detailed views were innovative or only a transmission of oral traditions that 
elaborated the general lines of this theosophico-theurgic theory. Although I cannot conclusively prove it, I tend 
toward the second possibility, as it is hardly conceivable that R. 'Ezra was unable to account for the specific way in 
which the influx descends upon the Sefirot. Whatever may be the answer to this question, from the second part of the 
thirteenth century on, the status quo theurgy became more and more dominant. R. Joseph Gikatilla wrote in his 
Sha'arey 'Orah:

If men defile and remove themselves from the Torah and the commandments and do wickedness, injustice, 
and violence, then the attribute of the righteous stands to look and watch and survey their deeds. And when 
he sees that they reject the Torah and the commandments and do injustice and violence, then the attribute 
of the righteous is removed and gathers itself [above] and ascends higher and higher. Then all the channels 
and influxes are interrupted.68
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This classical Kabbalistic work articulates the way to maintain a particularattributeZaddik *in its proper place 
through the performance of the commandments; their neglect causes the return of this attribute to its source. For the 
first time, we are explicitly told that there is a certain affinity between religious behavior and the Sefirot remaining in 
an expanded form. It is obvious that Gikatilla elaborates upon the view of R. 'Ezra, as indicated by the use of his 
example of the righteous.69 Moreover, this Kabbalist also puts the interrelation of commandments and Sefirot in a 
positive way:

The attribute [named] 'El Hai* is called righteous, and it stands to watch and see and survey [the deeds of] 
men; and seeing them studying the Torah and [performing] commandments, and wanting to purify 
themselves and to behave in a pure and whole way, the attribute of righteous expands and widens, and is 
filled by all kinds of influx and emanation from above.70

I am especially interested in the verbs expand, then widen, and finally is filled. This attribute can first be viewed as 
returning from its contraction above;71 it then becomes wider; and finally it receives the supernal efflux.72 Religious 
behavior is therefore the criterion for the expansion or contraction of this specific attribute. At the beginning of the 
fourteenth century, this principle was presented as a comprehensive explanation:73 When "a person sins, he causes 
the attributes to return to nothingness,74 to the primeval world, to their first existence, and [then] they do not 
emanate goodness downward to the lower world." The final return of all the attributes is described as follows:75 "If 
all the powers76 will be returned to nothingness, then the 'primeval one,' which is the cause of everything, will stand 
in its unity in the 'depth of nothingness,' in a harmonious union." Significantly, the return of the divine attributes to 
nothingness is tantamount to their return to their preexistent state, precisely because of sins. Here, we learn of a 
comprehensive process that comprises all the Sefirot, not only the righteous.

An even more complex formulation of this theurgico-theosophical principle appears in several Kabbalists at the end 
of the thirteenth century. According to Sefer ha-Yihud*:77

For when the lower man blemishes one of his limbs, as that limb is blemished below, it is as if he cuts the 
corresponding supernal limb. And the meaning of this cutting is that the limb is cut, and becomes more and 
more contracted, and is gathered to the depths of being, called nothingness, as if that limb is missing above. 
For when the human form is perfect below, it brings about perfection above; [in the same manner] the 
impurity of the limb below causes the gathering of the image of that supernal limb into the depths of 
nothingness, so as to blemish the
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supernal form, as it is written ''Because of the evil, the righteous is taken away" 78taken away, literally.

The correspondence between human and divine anthropos is here the clue to the mechanism of expansion and 
contraction in the pleromatic world. A perfect body below induces perfection above; impurity compels the 
ingathering of a certain divine limb. According to the anonymous Kabbalist, the higher structure is conditioned by 
the purity or impurity below; in his opinion, man supports this structure by his behavior:79 "The perfect man, as 
referred to in the saying: 'The forefathers are the chariot'80the chariot literally. Examine and you shall find that 'a 
limb supports a limb' . . . for the limb which is prepared supports the limb which is in its image."

The dictum, "limb supports limb," is a well-known one in Kabbalistic literature,81 and although it was discussed in 
some studies, its theosophical significance has not yet been analyzed. In this passage, the meaning is clear enough: 
human limbs support the divine ones by their purity and so maintain the supernal entities in their proper places. It 
must be emphasized, however, that the focus of the Kabbalistic discussions is neither the glorification of the structure 
of the limbs nor even their dignity; purity or impurity, performance of the commandments or their neglect, are their 
main concern. The human structure is, in potentia, prone to perfect the divine structure or to cause its contraction; 
thus, action is the clue to the understanding of human influence. Here, limbs are no more than tools for the 
performance of the theurgical ritual, aimed at keeping the theosophical structure in its perfect position. This emphasis 
is obvious in Sefer ha-Yihud*:82

The pious people and the men of deeds83 know how to direct the powers.84 And what is meant by "men of 
deeds"? As in the saying: "Whoever keeps my commandments, I regard as if he has made me,85 as it is 
written 'It is a time to make God' "86literally, [since] whoever blemishes below, blemishes above, and 
whoever purifies himself below, adds strength . . . above.

The performance of the commandments is conceived of hereat least indirectlyas making the Godhead. The gist of 
this daring statement must be comprehended against its background; the commandments are the way to cause the 
divine powers to expand, an action tantamount to "making" the divine pleroma. A younger contemporary of the 
author of Sefer ha-Yihud expresses this same theory in a more explicit manner:87

"For my husband is not at home, he is gone a long journery"88that he will return to the depth of being,89 
"in the city of desolation and destruction."90 For whosoever
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blemishes below causes thereby a real destructionand whoever purifies [himself], builds 91and the Midrash 
[states]: "Whoever keeps my commandments, I regard him as if he made me."92

Notwithstanding his affinities with the views expressed in Sefer ha-Yihud*, there is no reason to suppose that R. 
Abraham of Eskira was influenced by them. If this is so, then this theurgico-theosophical theory may be regarded as 
being widespread by the end of the thirteenth century, since Sefer ha-Yihud probably represents Castilian Kabbalah, 
whereas R. Abraham of Eskira is seemingly the representative of a combination of Catalan and Castilian Kabbalah.

Both the theosophy of "depths of nothingness," in which the Sefirot are contracted when man commits "evil," and the 
theurgical understanding of the dictum "a limb suports a limb" became influential in Kabbalistic literature far beyond 
the few examples given above.93 Their dissemination provides substantial evidence for the increasing role theurgy 
played in Kabbalah in general, and for the importance of the correlation between a certain type of theosophy and the 
conception of commandments that occurs in the same texts in particular. This interrelationship is a fine example of 
the interdependence of two realms of Kabbalistic lore that were studied separately.

The link among evil, the return of the Sefirot to their source, and, at times, the disturbance of the harmony above and 
below that became more and more evident in the last decades of the thirteenth century surfaced in a clear way in 
Sabbatian theosophy. Following certain zoharic expressions and concepts, Nathan of Gaza envisioned the emergence 
of the emanational process as the effect of the victory of the "thought-some light" over the "thought-less light."94 
The latter is succinctly defined as "devoid of any thought or 'idea' that would be prefigurative or constitutive of a 
cosmos."95 There is a natural inertia in this aspect of Godhead, which strives to restore the Creation to its initial 
chaotic state into the Godhead.96 The early Kabbalah, however, seems to have regarded this tendency of the Sefirot 
to reabsorption into the divine nought as part of their return to the source in the Neoplatonic vein, whereas, after the 
integration of important views of evil as part of the Deity in later Kabbalah, this return was considered to be 
connected to the strife between good and evil. The Zohar, which introduced such concepts as "good thought" or ''evil 
thought" into the mainstream of Kabbalistic thought,97 contributed to this transformation of the significance of the 
return of the Sefirot.

As we have noted previously, the performance of the commandments holds the sefirotic structure in its position, as it 
was intended to serve as a bridge
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between the 'Eiyn Sof and the world. This status quo was designated by the dictum "a limb holds [or strengthens] 
another limb." But a certain formula used by two of the above Kabbalists referring to the same concept, is deserving 
of more detailed elaboration: the performance of the commandments not only preserves the sefirotic pleroma in its 
balanced and perfect state; it even makes it. Let us begin with the zoharic formulation of this idea: 98

"And you do them":99 Why is it written: "And you do them," after it is written "If you walk in my statutes, 
and keep my commandments"? . . . The answer is: whoever performs the commandments of the Torah and 
walks in its ways is regarded as if he makes the one above. The Holy one, blessed be he, says: "as if he had 
made me." And [the question] is raised: "And you do them''the spelling is "And you do with them 
['itam]."100 This is certainly the correct form, and when they are stirred101 to link to one another, so that 
the divine name will be in a proper state. This is certainly the meaning [of the spelling] "And you do with 
them."

The significance of the formula "you made me" is explained by the following phrases: the performance of the 
commandments causes the union between two divine forces and thus the perfection of the divine name, which is 
tantamount to the making of God on high. The peculiar type of activation of the divine manifestations is therefore 
presented as their formation: union or restructuring is regarded as formation; the commandments are instrumental in 
the theurgical operation.

This reinterpretation of the phrase "as if he made me" raises the question of the source of this view. According to 
Reuven Margaliot, the source is Leviticus Rabbah 35:6 where, however, the crucial form 'asa' ani is missing.102 
Isaiah Tishby states that it is inconceivable for the sages to assume that man can "make" God, even if this activity is 
qualified by the phrase "as if"!103 It seems that both scholars are mistaken, however. As we have seen above, the 
author of the Kabbalistic Sefer ha-Yihud* quotes the formula, "Whosoever keeps my commandments, I regard him as 
if he made me" as a "saying." Another Kabbalist refers to the identical formula as a "midrash," and R. Menahem* 
Recanati quotes it as Razal: "our sages said."104 In both texts, this statement is quoted in contexts different from that 
in the Zohar. Since the Zohar does not contain this formula, but indicates an awareness of it and apparently 
reinterprets its crucial word, 'asa' ani, I assume that our formula was already in existence prior to the middle of the 
thirteenth century.105

What might the conceptual background of this formula be if we assumein contrast to Tishbythat it was not introduced 
by the Kabbalists even though they were the first to quote it? One major assumption would be the
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identification of God and the Torah; whoever "makes," that is, performs the commandments, implicitly "makes" 
God. According to Exodus Rabbah, "God has given the Torah to Israel and he said to them: it is as if you have taken 
me." 106 Thus, the nexus between God and Torah had already been put into relief in the Midrash, but this point was 
exploited by the Kabbalists mentioned previously. According to both the Zohar107 and the Sefer ha-Yihud*,108 the 
Torah is identical with God. According to Sefer ha-Yihud,109 the peculiar writing of the letters of the Torah is 
important since they are the shapes or forms110 of God, and any change spoils the Torah, as it is no longer "the form 
of God.'' Accordingly, "each and every one [of the people of Israel] ought to write a scroll of Torah for himself, and 
the occult secret [of this matter] is that he made111 God himself." Therefore, the precise writing of the scroll of the 
Torah is tantamount to the making of God. Again, the form 'asa'o is reminiscent of 'asa' ani; therefore, both the 
writing of the Torah and the performance of its commandments are conceived of as the making of God.

Let us clarify the peculiar significance of this appreciation of theurgical activities. The above-mentioned texts occur 
in Kabbalistic treatises whose conception of the Sefirot is essentialist, or copied from essentialist texts. The sefirotic 
pleroma is considered part of the divine essence, and this is the peculiar domain where human activity influences the 
Divine. As in the status quo view, here too the deployment of the pleroma is a function of human activities, which 
alone are responsible for the welfare of the revealed facet of Divinity and indirectly of the entire world. By copying 
the Torah and performing the commandments, the Kabbalist multiplies or diminishes the divine manifestations.112 
Recanati, commenting upon the Sefer ha-Yihud's view of making God, writes:113 " . . . as if he made me. As is 
written: 'It is a time to make God,' as if to say that whoever blemishes below is as if he blemishes above; and of this it 
is said: 'he diminishes the image.' "114 The diminished image refers, presumably, to the sefirotic pleroma. According 
to the same Kabbalist: "Whosoever performs one commandment causes that power to descend upon the same 
commandment above, out of the 'annihilation of thought,' and he is considered as if he maintained one part of the 
Holy one, blessed be he, literally."115 Thus, the performance of the commandment below induces the influx to rest 
upon the corresponding commandment above; human activity is ontologized by the concept of the Sefirot as 
commandments.116

We witness here a parallel to the formula "a limb supports a limb." But even more than this formula, the 
ontologization of the commandments is considered by the Kabbalists to have a dynamic explanation. According to 
Recanati, "man was made in the supernal archetype," and it is incumbent on him to
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"cause the ascent and mounting of each and every commandment," until "the commandment will arrive unto God, 
blessed be he." 117 The performance of the commandments thereby has two theurgical aspects: man can open the 
supernal source and cause the descent of influx upon the commandment by the ascent on high of the energy 
connected to the performance of a certain commandment. More emphatic, and more important, are the discussions of 
R. Meir ibn Gabbay, who repeatedly uses the term making of God. In a lengthy elaboration upon the zoharic text 
quoted above, we find, inter alia:118

For by the performance of the commandments here below, they will be done above, and they will stir their 
archetypes to complete by their deeds the supernal glory; and whoever does so, is regarded as if he made 
him, literally. . . . This is the way of making the name attributed to David, as it is written: "and David made 
a name"119and that refers to the completion of the glory, the secret of the glorious name,120 which was 
completed and unified by his study of the Torah and the performance of its commandments, and by his 
worship which he was continuously worshiping, without interruption. For all this causes the making of the 
name and its completion, which is the supernal will and volition and the intention of the Creation.

From this presentation, it is obvious that the pleroma, here referred to as the glory, or the name, is the subject of 
human activity; therefore, it is absolutely necessary continuously to perform the ritual that is intended to sustain the 
divine manifestations in their perfect state. We must define the making of God as the process of causing the 
deployment of the Sefirot and their union. By the intentional performance of the Jewish ritual, the Kabbalist directs 
his intention to God, causing his manifestation to man; this basic reciprocity is attained by the instrument revealed by 
the Divine: the Torah.

Let us turn to a passage of Sefer ha-Yihud*, which I only briefly paraphrased previously:

All the letters of the Torah by their shapes, combined and separated, swaddled letters, curved ones and 
crooked ones, superfluous and elliptic ones, minute and large ones, and inverted, the calligraphy of the 
letters, the open and the closed pericopes and the ordered onesall of them are the shape of God, blessed be 
he.121

This passage should be compared to another one, authored by R. Joseph of Hamadan, a Kabbalist whose views were 
particularly close to those of Sefer ha-Yihud:122

Happy is he, and blessed his lot, who knows how to direct a limb which corresponds to a limb,123 and a 
form which corresponds to a form in the holy and pure chain,124
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blessed be his name. Since the Torah is his form, blessed be he, we were ordered to study the Torah, in 
order to know that archetype of the supernal form, 125 as some Kabbalists126 have said:127 "Cursed be he 
that does hold up128 all the words of this Torah"to the congregationso that they will see the image of the 
supernal form: moreover, the person who studies the Torah . . . sees the supernal secrets and he sees the 
glory of God, literally.

Just as Sefer ha-Yihud* mentions the forms or shapes of God in connection with the Torah, so does R. Joseph of 
Hamadan; he refers to forms together with limbs and, notwithstanding the fact that the precise meaning of these 
forms is not clear, I assume that they are the commandments that are related to the limbs. The view that the 
commandments had forms seems to me to have been evidenced already by Philo who, as a Platonist, asserted129 that 
the Jews who take "the laws to be divinely revealed oracles130 . . . bear the image of the commandments imprinted 
in their souls. Moreover, as they contemplate their clear forms and shapes,131 their thoughts are full of amazement." 
We learn that Philo was already acquainted with a conception that the commandments have forms and shape that can 
be contemplated, just as R. Joseph's passage assumes that the vision of the Torah is a type of contemplation. For 
Philo, this contemplation is an inner one, whereas for R. Joseph it is external. Nevertheless, both use the term form in 
connection with the Torah, and I assume that R. Joseph hinted to the commandments; his views were adequately 
summarized by Recanati:132

All the sciences are implicit in the Torah, since there is nothing outside it [the Torah], and the Torah and 
the commandments are one entity, and the commandments depend upon the supernal chariot,133 and each 
and every commandment depends upon one part of the chariot. Thus, God is nothing outside from the 
Torah, neither is the Torah something outside God, and she is nothing outside God. This is the reason the 
Kabbalists asserted that God is [identical] with the Torah.134

This complete identification of God with the Torah, especially dominant in Kabbalah from the last third of the 
thirteenth century, raises the question of the peculiar meaning of the view that the shapes of the letters are the forms 
of God. As we have already seen,135 "forms" stand for supernal entities such as angelssometimes identical with 
letters136or even divine powers, as in the Bahir.137 To put it in other words, if the letters of the Torah are divine 
forms, will not the commandments expressed by these letters also be divine forms? Indeed, according to Recanati, 
who again follows earlier views,138 "each commandment is branch and limb of the supernal form, so that by the 
completion of the entire Torah the supernal man is completed, as each and
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every Sefirah of the ten Sefirot . . . make, 139 by being linked [together], one form."

This reification of the commandments, which in our case is simultaneously their deification, presupposes a special 
mode of existence for them and of their performance; if they constitute a limb or a branch of the Divinity, they must 
also have forms. Accordingly, the performance of commandments has an ontological impact, which may be 
appropriately viewed as theurgy.

It is a highly significant point that two of the most important formulations, on whose ground Kabbalists elaborated 
and developed their theosophical views, were quoted from ancient, presumably midrashic sources, which are extant 
only in the works of the Kabbalists. Both the passage from Midrash Hashkem and the dictum concerning the making 
of God reached us only because of the interest paid by the Kabbalists to striking theological formulations that served 
as a point of departure for their Kabbalistic elaborations. These two examples are not unique,140 although it would 
not be easy to expand the list greatly.141 But they may serve as important indicators of the process undergone by the 
Jewish thought that gradually evolved into Kabbalistic theosophy. Far from being sheer innovations, these concepts 
[which appear to be so] are presented as part of a sustained effort to understand older oral or written traditions, whose 
significance is exposed by means of a more complex theology. Both of these texts deal with the close affinity 
between God and human activity, mainly in the performance of the commandments. This link reflects a phenomenon 
already discussed in the previous chapter and is a relevant precedent of the intertwining of theosophy and theurgy in 
later Kabbalah.

III
The Ascent of the 'Atarah

The preceding discussions on the ascent of the commandments and their inclusion in Godhead, which is tantamount 
to the formation of the revealed facet of God, must be considered as no more than an elaboration of a process well 
known in connection with one specific commandment: the ascent of prayer and its transformation into the crown of 
God. The midrashic-talmudic texts present the angel Sandalfon as both forming crowns from the prayers of Israel142 
and binding them to God.143 Especially important in this context is a mystical Midrash, Midrash Konen, which 
asserts:144

There is one Ofan in the world,145 whose head reaches the [holy] creatures and is the intermediary 
between [the people of] Israel and their father in heaven, and whose
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name is Sandalfon. 146 And it binds crowns to the master of glory147 out of the Kedushah, Barukh Hu' 
and 'Amen, Yehey Shemey Rabba which the children of Israel recite in the synagogues; and it adjures the 
crown by the ineffable [divine] name, and it [the crown] gradually ascends to the head of the master. 
Therefore, the sages said that whoever nullifies Kadosh,148 Barkhu, and 'Amen, Yehey Shemey Raba 
[thereby] diminishes the crown.

The conclusion of this passage is particularly interesting; whoever omits the recitation of certain details of the Jewish 
liturgy causes the diminution of the crown ('Atarah); this crown, formed of the words of prayers, must be perfect in 
order to ascend to the divine head. There is little doubt as to the biblical source of the Hebrew word 'Atarah. In Song 
of Songs 3:11, we read, "Behold King Solomon with the crown with which his mother crowned him on the day of his 
wedding."

In 'Aggadath Shir ha-Shirim, this verse was applied to the relationship between Israel and God:149 "Nations of the 
world, come and see the feast made by the king150 who possesses the peace, with the crown with which his mother 
crowned him: [She did so] at the [Red] Sea, when it is said: 'God will reign for ever and ever.' [Then] God said: 'It is 
as if you have bound a diadem of kingship on my head.' " This attribution of the crown to God and the concept of 
Israel as the meaning of "the mother" are major departures from the literal meaning of the biblical verse; a similar 
phenomenon is found, in connection with the same verse, in the anonymous Gnostic text I have cited several times 
before:151 "The Father152 of the Universesthe Endless onesent a crown, the name153 of these universes being in 
it. . . . This is the crown in relation to which it has been written, saying: 'It was given to Solomon on the day of the 
joy of his heart.' "

It is strange to see that the Gnostic text regards the crown as being a divine name, exactly as in the Jewish traditions. 
This identification is possible evidence of the infiltration of a Jewish view into this Coptic text. Again, another 
resemblance between this passage and the previously quoted Jewish texts is worth noticing, namely, that they share a 
dynamic quality: in the Jewish sources, it ascends to the Father; in the Gnostic one, it descends at the behest of the 
Father. Although opposite in direction, these movements demonstrate that a dynamic role was attributed to the 
crown, which is not commonly characteristic of this object.

Let us return to the end of the quotation from Midrash Konen; the motif of diminution of the 'Atarah is of paramount 
importance for the understanding of this particular view of reification of prayer. The use of the verb me'et is 
reminiscent of the talmudic phrase me' et ha-demut,154 which, in its context, is
  

< previous page page_192 next page >



< previous page page_193 next page >
Page 193

related to the view that the children of Israel must number at least twenty-two thousand in order to facilitate the 
indwelling of the Shekhinah on earth. 155 The theurgical perception of the 'Atarah can be understood by comparing 
the above traditions to a passage of Shi' ur Komah, in which it is indicated that "the crown on his head is 600,000 
[parasangs] corresponding to the 600,000 Israelites."156 I assume that the correspondence between the demut and a 
certain number of Israelites, and the crown and the same number of Jews, and the existence of the phrase gorem le-
ma' et ha-'Atarah, are part of a more comprehensive view. The 'Atarah is presumably to be viewed as corresponding 
to the "[supernal] demut" and the Shekhinah; human activity is thus influential in relation to these three entities, and 
the neglect of procreation or multiplication or of prayer causes the diminution of divine manifestations. If this 
analysis is correct, the passage from Shi'ur Komah represents an implicitly theurgic view.157

Some of the above motifs converge in two interesting passages found in the writings of R. Eleazar of Worms. 
According to one text:158

HWH159in gematria [numerical value] is [like that of] BYT, and likewise 'HYH, which is the name of the 
Shekhinah, as it is said: "I will be ['EHYH] by him as a nurseling,"160 and that is the Zelota'* [that is, 
prayer],161 namely, the voice of prayer which ascends above, as Rashi explained: "And there was a voice 
from above the firmament that was over their heads; when they stood still, they let down their wings."162 
He interpreted this: "And there was a voice"163this is the prayer of Israel, for their prayer ascends to the 
firmament above their heads and goes to sit on the head of the Holy One, blessed be he, and becomes a 
crown ['Atarah] for him164 . . . for the prayer sits [there] as a crown. . . . For when the Zelota' and the 
prayer ascend on high, then they165 whisper, and they instigate the hashmal*166 against our prayer. . . . 
And167 the 'Atarah of the Holy One, blessed be he, is 600,000 parasangs [long], corresponding to the 
600,000 Israelites, and the name of the 'Atarah is Sariel168 [an anagram of Israel] and its numerical value 
is "prayer one father,''169 as one father arranges an 'Atarah out of the prayers, and when170 the crown 
[Keter] ascends, they171 run and prostrate themselves and speedily go to put their crowns on [the 
firmament of] 'Aravot, and they give Him kingship.172 "And above the firmament that was over their 
heads was the likeness of a throne, in appearance like a sapphire stone; and upon the likeness of the throne 
was the likeness of the appearance of a man."173 And so the prayers [and] the crowns ['Atarot] which 
ascend to the throne are like a throne, and the throne is made of a sapphire stone.

This passage combines nearly all the motifs discussed above. It also adds an important new aspect, however: the 
prayers, which change into an 'Atarah,
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ascend to the divine throne and are considered to be "like the throne." Hence, the human prayers are transformed by 
their ascent into part of the divine entourage: Shekhinah, 'Atarah on the head of God, and "like the throne." Like the 
Kabbalists later on, this Ashkenazic author envisions religious worship as producing entities that reach the divine 
realm and enrich the divine pleroma. This theurgical view of prayer represents a paramount precedent of Kabbalistic 
theurgy and once again provides evidence that Provençal and Spanish Kabbalists did not introduce innovations by 
their theurgy, but rather elaborated upon an already existing conception.

The above text can be fruitfully compared to the anonymous Sefer ha-Navon, also stemming from an Ashkenazic 
milieu; 174 the latter author adds some motifs to those analyzed above, but especially significant are the 
interrelations among the disparate motifs present in this work. This theologian indicates that:175 "The 'Ateret of his 
head, GNZ, is ten thousands of parasangs; the numerical value of GNZ is sixty, corresponding to 'And when it rested, 
he said, return Lord, to the myriads and thousands of Israel.'176 The name of 'Ateret is Israel . . . in the name 
Israel,177 whose letters are Israel." The verse quoted from Numbers is the same as that used in Tosefta Yebamot to 
demonstrate that there must be a certain number of Israelites to facilitate the indwelling of the Shekhinah. Indeed, 
shortly after the above quotation the author writes:178

The crown [Keter] . . . is brought by the spirits to Metatron,179 and Metatron adjures it, and it goes onto 
the head of God.180 This is why the crown [has] GNZ myriads of parasangs, since it is hidden181 and 
concealed. And in the treatises Baba Kamma . . . and . . . Sotah . . . and Yebamot . . . it is said: "the 
Shekhinah does not dwell on less than twenty-two thousand Israelites, as in the verse 'And when it rested, 
he said, return Lord, to the myriads and thousands of Israel.' " And the 'Ateret has the name Israel.

Therefore, the theurgical aspect of the commandment to multiply rather than diminish the demut was directly 
connected with the theurgical motif of the 'Atarah in Shi' ur Komah. Indeed, the brief allusion to the theurgical nature 
of the recitation of certain liturgical formulas given above from Midrash Konen is corroborated by Sefer ha-Navon: 
"Whoever answers 'amen to a blessing of the prayer, he [adds] a knot to the 'Atarah of God; for if there is no knot, 
each and every letter, each and every word of the prayer would fall away from the 'Atarah."182 According to this 
passage, the formation of the 'Atarah has two aspects: one is the recitation of prayers and the other their binding by 
such liturgical formulas as 'amen, Barukh Hu', and so on. The role of these formulas
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is reminiscent of the ancient descriptions of the divine garment as woven out of all the words 'Az found in the Torah. 
183

Some of these matters are apparently related to a very important text, found in Sefer ha-Hokhmah* of R. Eleazar of 
Worms.184 Although this text has been printed and analyzed by scholars, its affinities to some ancient sources 
escaped them.185 The passage preserved by this Ashkenazic master contains an obvious theosophical dimension, 
reminiscent of the Kabbalistic one, a fact that has drawn the attention of scholars:

The place of the 'Atarah is on the head of the Creator, in [or by the means of] the [divine] name of forty-
two letters186 . . . and when the 'Atarah is on the head of the Creator, then the 'Atarah is called 'Akatriel, 
and then the crown is hidden from all the holy angels, and hidden in 500,000 parasangs.187 . . . of it David 
said: "He that dwells in the secret [place] of the most high shall abide under the shadow of the 
Almighty"188that is:189 "in [or by means of] the prayer190 of the Almighty we shall abide" . . . since the 
prayer is the Zelota'* of God, and it sits on the left side of God, like a bride and [her] bridegroom. And it is 
called "the daughter of the king," and sometimes it is called Bat Kol after the name of its mission. of it 
Solomon said: ''and 'EHYH, Shekhinah 'EZLW*"191 and the name of the Shekhinah is 'EHYH, and the 
[Aramaic] translation of 'EZLW is TRBYH,192 derived from BRTYH [Aramaic for "his daughter"],193 
since it is called daughter of the king, for the name of the Shekhinah that is with him ['EZLW] in this 
house. . . . has a Zelota' named 'EZLW, that is the tenth kingship, which is the secret of all secrets.

The dynamic nature of the 'Atarah is here obvious; it attains a special status once placed upon "the head of the 
Creator"its name changes to Keter, hence 'Akatriel, and is considered "hidden." These motifs are paralleled by views 
found in texts, some of which presumably preceded the passage preserved in Sefer ha-Hokhmah and some 
contemporary with it. In the anonymous Ashkenazic text discussed above we read:194

The prayer of Israel . . . sits on the head of the Holy, blessed be he, and becomes an 'Atarah for him, as it is 
said, "He that dwells in the secret place of the most high."195 "In the secret" [ba-seter] has the same 
numerical value as 'Akatriel,196 as the prayer sits as a crown ['Atarah], as it is written, "and it is a crown 
on the head of 'Akatriel,197 Lord God of Israel."

This passage displays the same interrelationship between Keter, 'Atarah, 'Akatriel, and the motif of secrecy.198 Here 
the dynamic ascent of the 'Atarah and its transformation into a crown (Keter) is also evidenced. Moreover, the 
connection between "kingship" and 'Atarah appears here, following an earlier
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tradition. 199 It seems, however, that not only the ascensional motifs are found in other texts; the descent of the 
prayer, that is, the crown, at the command of the king, is reminiscent of the above quotation from the Gnostic Coptic 
text.200 The text from Sefer ha-Navon includes, however, two elements that are specifically characteristic of 
Kabbalah: (1) the prayer, viewed as 'Atarah, is identical with "the tenth kingship," the emphasis being placed on the 
"tenth," which betrays the position of the Malkhut"kingship'' as the tenth Sefirah;201 and (2) the prayer is viewed as 
a female entity, the bride of God. The dynamism of the 'Atarah, which is the Shekhinah and appears both in the 
opposition of Malkhut and on "the head of God," is reminiscent of the dynamic of the Shekhinah in an ancient text in 
which the Shekhinah is described in these words: "just as the Shekhinah is below, she is on high."202 In the Bahir, 
this view was applied to the presence of the Shekhinah in the entire pleromatic realm.203

Before I leave the Ashkenazic material, it should be mentioned that the theurgical conception of the ascending prayer 
was articulated in the famous Shir ha-Kavod, well known as part of the Shabbat liturgy: "Let my praise be a crown 
unto thy head, / and my prayer be set forth before thee as incense." The comparison of the ascending prayer to 
incense is seemingly an elaboration upon the conception that the prayers are a substitute for sacrifices.

The ascent of the 'Atarah to the highest place in the divine pleroma was adopted by theosophical Kabbalah. 
Notwithstanding its being a classical symbol of the lowest SefirotMalkhut'Atarah is at times portrayed as ascending 
to the Keter, in a way similar to that of the anonymous author whose view was preserved in the book of R. Eleazar of 
Worms. Already R. 'Ezra of Gerona had commented upon the verse in Song of Songs 3:11:204 "the whole 
structure205 will cleave and unite with and ascend to 'Eiyn Sof." According to this Kabbalist, this is the reason "the 
blessing, the Kedushah, and the union, originating from the 'nought of thought,' are called 'Ateret and Keter,"206 an 
assessment based upon the midrashic text on the binding of the prayers of Israel and the depositing of the 'Atarah on 
"the head of God."207 R. 'Ezra quoted elsewhere the views on 'Atarah in Midrash Tanhuma and Shi'ur Komah,208 
so that we may assume that the relevant classical literature concerning this issue was known to this early Kabbalist. 
Accordingly, he assumed the necessity of performing the prayers in order to draw influx downward on the Sefirot 
but, at the same time, to unite them to 'Eiyn Sof by causing the ascent of the 'Atarah together with the entire structure 
of lower Sefirot.209 A later Kabbalist summarized this view in these words: "in spite of the fact that it is beneath [the 
other Sefirot], sometimes it ascends to 'Eiyn Sof and becomes an 'Atarah on their head, and for this reason it is called 
'Atarah."210
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According to an anonymous Kabbalist of the fourteenth century, 211 the enumeration of the ten Sefirot began 
with:212 "'Atarah, to let you know that it is also Keter; and if you will reverse the Sefirot, then Malkhut will be the 
first . . . as they have neither beginning nor end, 'the beginning213 of thought being the end of the action.' "

To summarize: in a series of texts that precede the historical Kabbalah, we find theurgical elements referring to an 
entity that is presented as a part of the pleromatic realmnamely, the 'Atarah. This peculiar type of theurgy is close to 
the Kabbalistic theurgy, previously analyzed, that dealt with the making of the pleroma rather than with its 
strengthening. We can perceive in an early text, quoted in R. Eleazar of Worms's work, the addition of specifically 
Kabbalistic theosopohical motifs. I therefore assume that the later theurgic view of "making God" is essentially a 
continuation of older theurgic thought. The similarity between the Ashkenazic and the Kabbalistic treatment of the 
'Atarah-Keter relationship demonstrates the existence of common sources, which continue even older traditions.

The ritual of composing the 'Atarah by prayer and its ascent and setting on the head of God is tantamount to the 
coronation of the king. This installation by ritual is clearly reminiscent of the ancient interconnection between ritual 
and kingship. Kabbalah may therefore be viewed not only as the cultivation of the Garden but also as the cultivation 
of the Gardener. If the symbolism of Lebanon pertains to the lower facet of Divinity, that of the 'Atarah belongs to its 
highest aspect. The human range of activity therefore expands beyond those divine manifestations that are ruling the 
created worlds, to the most recondite layers of the Divine. But while the lower manifestations are structured or made 
by the ritual, the higher ones are ornamented by the addition of the crown or crowns; again, these ornaments 
originate from the ascent of a lower divine powerthe 'Atarah.

IV
Theurgical Weeping

As we saw above in Midrash Hashkem, human weeping elicits a similar divine response. In Lurianic Kabbalah, this 
midrashic view was elaborated into a fully theurgical activity, intended to trigger a certain process in the divine 
realm. In Zohar ha-Rakia'214 R. Hayyim* Vital interprets the talmudic dictum," the gates of tears were not 
locked,"215 as follows: "For the lower man is the image of the supernal form,216 and his mouth is as the mouth of 
the supernal [form]
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and his eyes as the eyes of the supernal [form]; [thus] when they stir below, they stir above [also]."

Moreover, this Kabbalist distinguishes between the lower status of the mouth whence prayer originates, which 
corresponds to the Sefirah of Binah, and weeping, which corresponds to the Sefirah of Hokhmah *.217 "When man 
weeps, he has to intend to mitigate the forces of judgment . . . and the shells."218 This sympathetic theurgy, 
presented here in general terms, becomes much more concrete in a sermon of Vital's.219 After stating the standard 
assessment that "everything happening between the supernal [powers] is the doing of the lower [entities], and the 
lower man moves by his acts all the high hosts for better or worse," he continues:220

When a person weeps and sheds tears for [the death of] a righteous man, he also causes tears to be shed on 
high, and as we find it said, as it were, of God [himself]: "The Lord God of Hosts will call to weeping and 
mourning," and so on,221 [or] "my soul shall weep in secret,"222 and so on, or as it is written: "Oh, that 
my head were waters [and my eyes a fountain of tears]"223namely, that I long for the act of the lower 
[entities], as by their weeping below, they cause "my head to be as waters and my eyes a fountain of tears.'' 
May they do so, and thereby I may also weep for my dead.

God therefore waits for human activity to activate him. Far from being part of a mechanistic theosophy dealing with 
intrasefirotic processes, as presented by Vital in Zohar ha-Rakia', it is here presented as part of a widespread custom, 
or ritual, for mourning the righteous. Contrasting the former presentation of weeping, which must be directed toward 
a specific force in the divine pleromaand is therefore a Kabbalistic actin his sermon, Vital emphasizes that "there is 
no need that the weeper should be a righteous and honest [man], since everyone who sheds [tears] is causing this . . . 
even if the weeper is [part of] the vulgus."224 Thus, the efficacy of weeping is not based on knowledge of esoteric 
gnosis, but on God's closeness to those of "broken hearts."225 The focus of human activity is presented in a popular 
work as the emotional life rather than the complicated theosophico-theurgical activity; we thereby witness a shift 
from elitist theurgy, characteristic of Lurianic Kabbalah, to a popular one, characteristic afterward of Hasidic* 
mysticism. For the latter, the affinity betweeen man and God is not so much one of structural resemblancein Zohar 
ha-Rakia' the supernal form is mentionedbut the closeness between the emotional processes below and on high. By 
means of this change, the spread of Kabbalah among larger masses was facilitated. Anthropopathism, rather than 
anthropomorphism, is the clue to understanding the
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transformation of theosophy into a mystical theology. 226 To put it in other words: in lieu of the participation 
mystique of the Kabbalist in the divine life, we now witness a participation mystique of the Divine in human life. 
Only the attenuation of the importance of the complex hierarchy and its interrelationship with the structure of the 
human body opened a new avenue for Jewish mysticism, wherein the spiritual could come to the fore and be put in 
relief. The theurgical element, however, was not rejected as in the ecstatic Kabbalah but was transposed onto the 
spiritual-emotive plane.227
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Chapter 9
Kabbalistic Hermeneutics

One of the more neglected areas of Kabbalistic thought is its hermeneutics. Modern research has formulated only 
some general concepts regarding Kabbalistic symbolism, but has neglected the problematics that arise from the 
emergence of Kabbalistic methods of interpretation, and has ignored the intricacies of the relationship between the 
Kabbalist qua interpreter and the divine text. In the first part of this chapter, I shall offer a preliminary discussion of 
some questions pertaining to Kabbalistic symbolism; in the second part, I will discuss the experiential nature of the 
Kabbalistic approach to the text interpreted. A particularly interesting related issuethe appearance of relatively 
elaborated hermeneutical methods in the writings of R. Abraham Abulafia, the anonymous author of Sefer ha-Zeruf 
*, and R. Isaac of Acre, among the ecstatic Kabbalists, and in the Zohar and the works of R. Moses de Leon, R. 
Joseph Gikatilla, R. Joseph of Hamadan, and R. Bahya* ben Asher, among the theosophistswill be the subject of a 
separate study.

I
The Status of Symbol in Kabbalah

1
The Nature of Kabbalistic Symbolism

One of the central axioms of modern Kabbalah scholarship is the paramount importance of symbolic perception for 
the understanding of this type of Jewish mysticism. In a short essay, Scholem affirms that "the symbolic 
Weltanschauung of the Kabbalah in all its forms" is one of its basic components.1 This statement, formulated in 
1936, was reiterated in all later discus-
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sions of the role of symbolism in Kabbalah. The single analysis devoted to this question, an essay by Tishby, only 
strengthens Scholem's view: "There is no topic dealt with in Kabbalistic literature which is not connected in one way 
or another with symbolism, and there is no Kabbalist who did not use symbols when expressing his conceptions." 2 
These unqualified statements, expressed in categorical terms, betray a surprising agreement on the issue of 
Kabbalistic symbolism that one does not find in connection with any other major topic in Kabbalah. These 
affirmations, however, were not verified or proven by these scholars or their followers. I would therefore like to 
elaborate upon the correctness of the "findings" of these two eminent figures of modern Kabbalah scholarship.

The centrality of symbolic expression is obvious and indisputable only in the theosophical Kabbalah, whose central 
work was the Zohar. As far as other types of Kabbalah are concerned, the role of symbolism is problematic. Let us 
begin with the treatment of this issue in ecstatic Kabbalah. In the numerous and voluminous works of R. Abraham 
Abulafia, symbolism, as defined by Scholem and Tishby, is absent.3 There are at least two reasons for this. First, 
Abulafia was singularly interested in attaining various states of mystical consciousness, either revelatory or unitive. 
The former were expressed in allegorical forms that could easily be decoded with the help of Aristotelian 
terminology; the latter experiences required symbolic expression, and when descriptions of such experiences appear 
they, again, belong to the allegorical mode. The second reason for the lack of symbolism in Abulafia's writings is his 
peculiar theology, which differed sharply from that of theosophical Kabbalah. Abulafia did not accept theosophy in 
general, or even any classical form of Kabbalistic theosophy; he likewise rejected the demonological views widely 
accepted by other Kabbalists. As these were the two major domains represented by Kabbalistic symbolism, the great 
bulk of symbols became irrelevant for his thought.

However, Abulafia's indifference to and even, as we shall see below, rejection of symbolism was part of a larger 
trend within Kabbalah, including the Commentary on Sefer Yezirah* of R. Barukh Togarmi, the remnants of a similar 
work of R. Isaac Bedershi, the earlier works of R. Moses de Leon and R. Joseph Gikatilla, and some earlier parts of 
the Midrash ha-Ne'elam, to mention only a few works of this school. This linguistic Kabbalah, whose affinity to that 
of Abraham Abulafia is evident, did not share the theosophical outlook of contemporary Kabbalists; therefore, 
symbolism was in principle either marginal or, at times, irrelevant to it. The only important exceptions to this are the 
works of R. Isaac of Acre, who shared with the ecstatic Kabbalists a deep
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interest in paranormal experience and in a praxis of mystical techniques, and was at the same time profoundly 
interested in the entire variety of Kabbalistic symbolism flowering in his time in Spain.

A perusal of Kabbalistic treatises written under the dominant influence of Abulafia reveals the same indifference 
toward symbolic expression in the vein of theosophical Kabbalah; such works as Sefer ha-Zeruf *, Sha'arey Zedek*, 
Ner 'Elohim, and later, R. Yehudah Albotini's Sullam ha-'Aliyah demonstrate that Abulafia was not the only 
Kabbalist to compose important Kabbalistic treatises without significant use of a symbolic jargon. Moreover, it 
would seem that the elaborate symbolism of theosophical Kabbalah was the object of derision on the part of 
Abulafia. In his 'Imrey Shefer, he indicates that the theosophists4

claim that they received from the prophets and the sages that there are ten Sefirot . . . and they designated 
each and every Sefirah by names, some of them being homonyms,5 others proper names. And when they 
were asked [to explain them], those who know them were unable to say what these Sefirot are, and to what 
[kind of] entity these names refer. . . . and their names [of the Sefirot] are well known from their books, but 
they are very perplexed concerning them.

The main target of Abulafia's criticism was Kabbalistic theosophythe assumption that there are ten divine potencies 
referred to by a plethora of names, that is, symbols. But we also hear in passing his criticism of the numerous 
symbols for entities whose essence was not apprehended by the Kabbalists themselves. Indeed, Abulafia seems to 
have perceived here a central problem of theosophical Kabbalah: in sharp contrast to philosophy, this type of 
Kabbalah was either unable to define the precise nature of its emanational hierarchy or was indifferent toward exact 
definitions; thus, symbols substituted for precise definitions. For a Kabbalist whose theology was decisively 
influenced by Maimonides' thought, as Abulafia was, ambiguous formulations were seen as indicative not of the 
inexpressibility of the object but lack of clarity on the part of the thinking subject. For Abulafia, the mulitiplicity of 
names or symbols was a symptom of intellectual perplexity. Therefore, in at least one case, Abulafia not only 
refrained from using symbols but openly criticized their very use as a sign of lack of understanding. According to 
another important text of ecstatic Kabbalah, the very concentration upon a particular name was pernicious for the 
spiritual development of the mystic. The anonymous master of the author of Sha'arey Zedek taught his disciple

to efface everything. He used to tell me: "My son, it is not the intention that you come to a stop with some 
finite form, even though it be of the highest order. Much

  

< previous page page_202 next page >



< previous page page_203 next page >
Page 203

rather is this the 'path of the names.' The less understandable they are, the higher their order, until you 
arrive at the activity of a force which is no longer in your control, but rather your reason and your thought 
are in its control." 6

As we know, symbols are intended to help one perceive that which it is difficult to comprehend. The symbol is 
therefore much more comprehensive than the symbolized process or entity itself. Indeed, the theosophical Kabbalah 
regards the nature of the symbol in precisely this way. In the ecstatic Kabbalah, no group of symbols can help 
achieve a better understanding of higher matters. Indeed, the effacement of any limited written or oral phrase is a 
necessary step toward the mystical experience, viewed here as the possession of the human intellect by the Divine, 
for which reason the limited form does not enable entities on a higher level to become transparent in our human 
sphere, but rather obfuscates the possibility of the spiritual dwelling in the finite. Theosophical Kabbalah uses 
symbols as a pathway toward attaining an otherwise inaccessible gnosis of higher dynamics;7 ecstatic Kabbalah 
strives to attain an experience of the Divine. For the latter, symbols may easily become a hindrance to the mystical 
longing for contact with the Divine, or, as Nathan Rotenstreich once put it, "symbolism, on the one hand, and the 
denial of the unio mystica and pantheism on the other, seem to be the two correlated axes comprising, as it were, the 
epistemological and the ontological components, respectively, of Scholem's interpretative work."8 These were 
indeed the main axes of Scholem's interpretation; however, they constitute a one-sided appreciation of the 
Kabbalistic phenomena. A more adequate formulation would insist that the two axes of Kabbalah are symbolism, 
which is related to nonunitive experiences, on the one hand, and unitive experiences, which coalesce with 
nonsymbolic language, on the other.

Thus, when the focus of Kabbalah is on psychological processes, or when its theology is philosophically rather than 
theosophically oriented, the role of symbol becomes radically reduced or, as in the case of Abulafia, totally effaced. 
Another pertinent example is Abulafia's older contemporary, R. Isaac ibn Latif; although his theology is basically 
Neoplatonicin contrast to Abulafia's Aristotelian viewand more inclined to an allusive mode of expression, his static 
conception of the Deity holds him back from a dynamic symbolism, his language being closer to allegory than to 
symbolism. The same is true of the early fourteenth-century treatise Masoret ha-Berit by R. David ben Abraham ha-
Lavan.9 Later, when Hasidic* mysticism emerged through the attenuation of the complex Lurianic theosophy, its 
concentration on psychology brought about a manifest diminution of the role of classical Kabbalistic symbolism.
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These examples should suffice substantially to qualify Scholem's and Tishby's statements regarding the centrality of 
symbolism in Kabbalah.

As we have seen, ecstatic Kabbalah avoided symbolism in the sense in which it was used in theosophical Kabbalah, 
which for its particular purposes was superfluous. Theosophical symbolism was eventually interpreted 
anthropologically, as I have mentioned above; 10 this process can be designated as a psychologization of theosophy. 
At times, Abraham Abulafia would conceive the Sefirot as separate intellects, an explicitly philosophical term and a 
conception that effaced the dynamic of the Sefirot and substantially attenuated their divine status. The symbolic 
value of the referends to the Sefirot was thus almost totally deleted.

Another major trend used the classical symbols of theosophic Kabbalah in a way inconsistent with their very nature 
as symbols: I refer to the magical understanding of human influence on the sefirotic realm. According to R. 
Yohanan* Alemanno, the Sefirot are superseparate intellects;11 I will cite here his view of the way in which man 
activates this supernal sefirotic world:

The Kabbalists believe that Moses, peace be with him, had precise knowledge of the spiritual world, which 
is called the world of Sefirot and the world of divine names, or the world of letters. Moses knew how to 
direct his thoughts and prayers so as to improve the divine influx, which the Kabbalists call "channels"; 
Moses' action caused the channels to emanate upon the lower world in accordance with his will. By means 
of that influx, he created anything he wished, just as God created the world by means of various 
emanations. Whenever he wished to perform signs and wonders, Moses would pray and utter divine names, 
words and meditations, until he had intensified those emanations. The emanations then descended into the 
world and created new supranatural things. With that, Moses split the sea, opened up the earth and the 
like.12

For Alemanno, the Sefirot became a more or less mechanical superstructure that could be precisely manipulated by 
an expert supermagician. Moses was the great expert of the intricacies of this world, who knew exactly how to 
address his prayer, how to invoke the divine names, and how to direct his thoughts in order to achieve his mundane 
goals. Although the letters, the divine names, and the prayer might be identical with the theosophical symbols, their 
role was drastically changed. They were no longer a modus cognescendi, a channel for fathoming the recondite 
processes of the intradivine structure, but vital components of a modus operandi; only because the Sefirot had ceased 
to be unknowable entities, transparent only through symbols, had they become instruments in the hands of Moses. It 
is worth noting the
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description here of Moses: he had "precise knowledge of the spiritual world." As part of this knowledge, he was 
acquainted with the singular relationship between a peculiar phrase, a divine name, or a letter and a certain Sefirah. 
Their relationship was not essentially symbolic, but rather a substantive one; the right words would directly 
manipulate the particular Sefirah, which would in turn produce the desired effect in the lower world. The phase of 
learning the symbolic value of words, of reflecting upon what they symbolize or upon how they reflect hidden 
essences, was part of the previous stages of Kabbalah. We have passed from the world of contemplators and 
theurgists interested in the divine harmony into that of Kabbalistic magicians, for whom knowledge of the supernal 
mechanism was only a means to more practical purposes. The sefirotic automaton was now efficiently operated by 
the accomplished technician; the symbolic cargo of language was transformed into a kind of quasi-mathematical 
command. Kabbalistic symbolism thus turned intoor perhaps returned toa magical language of incantation. 
Therefore, we can add the "magification" of symbols to their psychologization as part of the process by which their 
symbolic value, as it flourished in the theosophical Kabbalah, was undermined.

I should like to propose a tentative explanation for the distribution of the interest in symbolism between the 
theosophical Kabbalah, on the one hand, and ecstatic and magical Kabbalah, as well as Hasidism *, in part, on the 
other hand. Symbolism becomes prominent whenever an attempt is made to explain external reality: God, evil, the 
nature of the Torah, of history, or of the cosmos in general. The focus of religious meaning is found in relatively 
objective entities and processes, and this meaning as such is shared by a certain segment of a religious community. 
The symbolic recasting of external reality allowed the emergence of what John E. Smith has aptly called "a 
transindividual unity of experience."13 No wonder that the Zohar, the most important source of "objective 
symbolism," also became a canonical work: it established an additional level of experience, shared by many 
individuals qua part of a religious community. This is the key for the revitalization of Jewish spirituality achieved by 
the dissemination of the Zohar in its various interpretations.

To use Smith's formulation again, ecstatic Kabbalah was mainly interested in what the individual does with his own 
solitariness.14 Treatises of this branch of Kabbalah describe the techniques for the attainment of mystical 
experiences far more than they describe the experiences themselves. From its beginning, ecstatic Kabbalah was an 
elite lore and has remained so until now, pointing the way the very few may follow for their own spiritual perfection 
rather than the
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means for the restoration of divine harmony. The technique proposed does not involve symbolic expressions, nor are 
its works intended to provide detailed confessions of mystical experience, ineffable or difficult to convey.

Let me briefly exemplify this dichotomy in the Kabbalistic attitude to symbolism. According to Scholem, "the older 
Kabbalists never interpreted the 'Song of Songs' as a dialogue between God and the soul, i.e., an allegorical 
description of the path to the unio mystica." 15 In lieu of the "missing" allegorical interpretation of the Song of 
Songs, theosophical Kabbalah abounds in symbolical understanding of this text. In the works of R. 'Ezra of Gerona, 
the recurring zoharic discussions of the Song, and the commentaries of R. Isaac ibn Avi Sahulah, and others, the 
focus of interpretations are the theosophical processes taking place between the two lower Sefirot of Tiferet, 
symbolized by the bridegroom, and Malkhut, symbolized by the bride. Accordingly, both the biblical description and 
human love itself reflect, or symbolize, higher events within the intradivine structure. This is indeed the main thrust 
of Kabbalistic perception of the Song of Songs, and, roughly speaking, Scholem is right.

An allegorical interpretation of the Song is not completely absent, however; it occurs in ecstatic Kabbalah. For 
Abraham Abulafia, "The Song of Songs is only an allegory for Knesset Yisrael and God . . . and human love does not 
unite with the divine one, except after long study and after comprehension of wisdom and reception of prophecy."16 
In this context, Knesset Yisrael is not the transpersonal community of Israel, as it is used in midrashic-talmudic texts, 
or the symbol of the last Sefirah, Malkhut, as in Kabbalah, but, as Abulafia himself states,17 "the secret of Knesset 
Yisrael isKnesset I-SAR-EL, since the perfect man18 is bringing everything together and is called the community 
[Knesset] of Jacob." Therefore, the Song of Songs becomes an allegory of human intellect and its union with God. 
The focus of ecstatic Kabbalah is the perfect man, namely the perfect intellect that undergoes a mystical union with 
the supernal intellect. This process is perceived directly by the individual, who needs no symbols to describe it. In the 
theosophical Kabbalah, the focus is on a process that cannot be precisely described, as it cannot be directly 
perceived; the theosophical process, objective as it may be, is beyond full human apprehension and therefore can 
only be reflected through symbolic language. By the intermediacy of its symbolism, theosophical Kabbalah functions 
as a unifying ideology; ecstatic Kabbalah, oriented to the isolated individual, does not care about the social structure, 
just as it is not concerned about the sacrosanct structure of the Scripture and emphasizes a relatively escapist type of 
mysticism.
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Hasidism * represents an interesting combination of the individualistic bias of ecstatic Kabbalah, with its stress upon 
devekut, and the theosophical Kabbalah, with its emphasis upon the importance of the commandments as a central, 
although not exclusive, means for attaining unitive experience. The Hasid* shares a unifying religious ritual with the 
social group, which is nevertheless fraught with an element of transcendence that enables the achievement of a 
singularly individual experience of union. The initial stages of the mystical path in Hasidism at times also involved 
some symbolic significance. According to some Hasidic* masters, however, the Lurianic kavvanotthat is, the 
symbolical referents of the Sefirot or of the divine configurationsmust be respectfully rejected, at least in the usage 
among the masses of Hasidism.19 As for the final stage of Hasidic mysticism, this is expressed by such metaphors as 
the drop and the ocean, swallowing,20 and so on, with no significant use of symbolism.21 Hasidism, interested 
mostly in the mystical encounterthe "event," in Heschel's languagediminished the symbolism so important for the 
Kabbalistic evaluation of the "process": namely, the elaborate awareness of the theosophic structure that must 
accompany the performance of the commandments, which "happens regularly, following a relatively permanent 
pattern."22

Let us elaborate upon a crucial reason for the rejection of symbolism in ecstatic Kabbalah. This form of mysticism 
emphasized, more than did theosophical Kabbalah, the chasm between the spiritual and the material: with the goal of 
attaining liberation from the bonds of corporeality, ecstatic Kabbalah worked on the means of severing the 
connection between the human soul and its body; as a corporeal being, the body could not serve as a point of 
departure for metaphysical meditations.23 On the other hand, theosophical Kabbalah conceived the specific structure 
of the body as a powerful symbol of the sefirotic realm, and its contemplation as an important way of fathoming the 
recondite structure of Deity. Therefore, although even this type of Kabbalah would acknowledge the profound 
difference between the human and the Divine, these two entities shared a common structure, such that man as symbol 
permitted the mystic an ascent beyond the material world. In other words, in theosophical thought the antagonism 
between the two levels of reality was attenuated by the existence of a common structure embodied in varied fashions 
on these two levels.24 This distinction between the attitudes to corporeality of ecstatic and theosophical Kabbalah is 
reflected in their perceptions of the relationship between the esoteric and exoteric levels of the text. According to a 
statement, probably written by Abraham Abulafia, "The curse of the plain [meaning] is the blessing of the hidden 
one, and the curse of the
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hidden [meaning] is the blessing of the plain [one].'' 25 This antinomy between plain and hidden is aptly exemplified 
in an anonymous work written by someone in Abulafia's circle:26

And the severe forces of the left will be diminished, which are called the evil urge,27 and the left, and 
Samael, and Satan, and the angel of death, and the serpent. All of them will be cast away from you, as well 
as all their stony forces, as it is said: "and I will remove from your flesh the heart of stone,"28 and their 
forces will submit to the intellectual divine forces, as it is said, "and I will give you a heart of flesh."29 
[Then] your eyes will be open to examine these divine matters, the inmost and intermediate, not [those 
forces pertaining to] the shells. And when you shall achieve [this] degree, then you will be purified of the 
corporeal defilement and thought of the senses, and the intellectual force will not be commingled, in either 
a great or a small measure, with the senses, except insofar as the senses will [serve] as a vessel which 
receives that which is [conceived] in it.

According to this Kabbalist, there are three levels of meaning in the Torah: the literal; the allegorical,30 which is the 
intermediary; and the divine or innermost meaning. The author of Sefer ha-Zeruf*, like Abulafia, regarded the literal 
meaning as utterly negative, or even demonic, as it is here; no wonder that Abulafia's hermeneutics culminated in a 
text-destroying exegesis that focused upon separate letters understood as divine names.

The hermeneutics of theosophical Kabbalah reflected a different anthropology. Just as the human body reflected the 
higher theosophy, so did the plain meaning of the text; neither the body nor the text needed to be destroyed in order 
to attain ultimate esoteric knowledge: they were the starting points for contemplation, material to be penetrated 
without obliterating its basic structure. For the theosophical Kabbalist, the basic unit was not the monadic letter, 
freed of its links to the canonic text, but the word, which remained generally intact while its esoteric meaning alluded 
to a divine hypostasis. While pointing to a higher entity, the discrete word still was part of the basic sentence, which 
was interpreted in toto as the symbol of a process. In contrast to monadization, symbolization referred more to the 
canonic text as received by the tradition. Ecstatic Kabbalah prescribed mystical techniques for the attainment of the 
perfection of the individual, to be used in total isolation; theosophical Kabbalah emphasized the role of the 
community as a unity able to act in an other-oriented way for the benefit of the Godhead more than for its own 
welfare. The Zohar envisaged a conventicle of Kabbalists: the Lurianic Kabbalah was taught to a group. For such 
social approaches, the text, despite its symbolic transfiguration, had to be preserved. The literal meaning then
  

< previous page page_208 next page >



< previous page page_209 next page >
Page 209

remained the patrimony of the vulgus; the esoteric, the privilege of the few. The Zohar, written in a special literary 
style, was intended from the outset for a double audience: the ordinary Jew, interested in a more exciting 
understanding of the text, and those few seeking its esoteric sense. In contrast, ecstatic Kabbalah, especially 
Abulafia's works, preferred a highly complicated style, almost unintelligible to the uninitiated. The differences 
between the two Kabbalistic schools in hermeneutics, anthropology, and literary style are highly significant and can 
be summarized as an attempt, in the theosophical Kabbalah, to transcend the literal meaning, the corporeal, and the 
social group without effacing their importance as such, whereas the ecstatic Kabbalah lived in a high tension with 
them, at times culminating in an attempt to disintegrate them.

As this discussion makes clear, symbolism was favored by the theosophical Kabbalah. But even this statement must 
be qualified by a closer analysis of symbolic expression and other types of religious interest, crucial for theosophical 
Kabbalah. Let us examine the relationship between theurgy and symbolism; this issue, which was already dealt with 
above, 31 deserves a complementary presentation.

One notable development in Jewish symbolism calls for clarification. From biblical times, the relationship between 
Israel and God had been described in terms of that between, respectively, a woman and her husband. As long as 
Israel, or Knesset Yisrael, was regarded as one entity in relation with another one, the mystical experience of the 
individual was not mentioned in Jewish sources.32 Mystical meetings between the high priest and God in the Holy of 
Holies were never described in erotic or sexual terms.33 The masculine symbolism for God and the feminine for the 
mystic appeared in ecstatic Kabbalah: the female represented the individual human soul or intellect in her relation to 
the active intellect or God, viewed as masculine.34 Although theosophical Kabbalah also used this type of 
symbolism, we encounter in this form of Kabbalah besides a series of discussions wherein the symbolism is inverted. 
The lowest divine potency, the Shekhinah, plays the feminine role in relationship to the Zaddik*, the righteous 
human being, who functions as the male. This view is repeatedly expressed in the Zohar, although it is not entirely 
novel; it was alluded to in the Midrash and by R. Moses of Burgos in connection with Moses' description in the Bible 
as the "man of God" ("man" in Hebrew'ishalso has the meaning of ''husband"). According to these texts, Moses is the 
"man," the husband of Elohim, a symbol for the Shekhinah. In the Zohar, however, these scanty allusions were 
expanded and extended to the righteous in general.
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The two different patterns of symbolism reveal varied perceptions of the erotic relationship between man and Deity. 
The notion of the righteous viewed as male in his relationship to Shekhinah was part of an activistic approach that 
emphasized the theurgic operation; the perception of the mystic as the female in the ecstatic Kabbalah constituted 
part of the philosophical weltanschauung, whose goals were meditation and intellectual union with God. This 
theology, influenced by Maimonidean thought, allowed for no change in the Godhead and considered its 
representation as a passive feminine power unimaginable. Ecstasy, therefore, was the invasion of the human by the 
Divine, which was always present within reality, the encounter with it being conditioned only by man's preparation 
and openness to the Divine. Although the ecstatic Kabbalah emphasized an activistic approach to the mystical 
experience through its prescription of mystical techniques, at the very moment of the experience this activism was 
obliterated and replaced by a passive state. 35 The ascent of the activistic attitude in the theosophical Kabbalah 
brought in its train important repercussions for the place of symbolism in Kabbalah; the greater the role of theurgy, 
the more problematic became the role played by symbolism. The mythical relationship of the righteous man to the 
Shekhinah was expanded at the expense of the symbolic perception of this divine manifestation.36 Therefore, we can 
conclude that the religious nuclei, like ecstasy, magic, and theurgy, mitigated the centrality of symbolism in some 
Kabbalistic systems.

We shall now survey the flowering of symbolism in theosophical Kabbalah in its historical context.

2
The Flowering of Kabbalistic Symbolism

The flourishing of Kabbalistic symbolism can be definitively located in the last two decades of the thirteenth century; 
its locus was Castile. During the preceding hundred years, however, theosophical symbols appeared in most of the 
Kabbalistic literature composed in Provence and Catalonia. Although it served as an important mode of expression 
for most of the earlier Kabbalists, symbolism was used in a particular way at that time. In the earlier documents, 
symbols are relatively rare, and the relationship between a symbol and the object symbolized is relatively stable. It 
stands to reason that this connection was part of an older tradition, transmitted in closed circles. A survey of 
symbolism as expressed in the Kabbalistic works written in Catalonia after the end of the thirteenth century, which 
incorporate some of the traditions stemming from Nahmanides* and his sources, reveals a distinct effort to elucidate 
the precise symbolic meaning of a certain word or phrase. At times, controversies between the students of 
Nahmanides are reported, focusing on
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such questions as whether the word Zion * refers to the Sefirah of Malkhut, as one authority argued,37 or to Yesod, as 
his colleague claimed.38 The fact that they could not settle the matter indicates that the polyvalence of a given 
symbol was still a rare notion among these Catalan Kabbalists, who faithfully continued much older Kabbalistic 
traditions. This description also fits, mutatis mutandis, the Kabbalists of Gerona, R. 'Ezra, R. Jacob ben Sheshet, and 
to a certain extent, R. 'Azriel, whose symbolism is relatively poor when compared to the later Castilian Kabbalists, 
but richer than that of Sefer ha-Bahir or R. Isaac the Blind. Likewise, the range of symbolism in the works of R. 
Jacob ben Jacob ha-Cohen, of his brother, R. Isaac, and of their followers is limited. Against this background, we 
find a surprising change in the role played by symbols after the end of the thirteenth century in Castile. For the first 
time, comprehensive commentaries on the ten Sefirot were composed, consisting of long lists of symbols referring to 
each Sefirah; such classics of Kabbalah as R. Joseph Gikatilla's Sha'arey 'Orah and Sha'arey Zedek* are specifically 
devoted to the hundreds of symbols related to the Sefirot. Moreover, we have reason to think that an interesting 
literary phenomenon first occurred in Castile during this period: certain authors composed, during a relatively short 
time, several versions of their commentaries of the ten Sefirot. R. Joseph Gikatilla wrote at least four,39 R. Moses de 
Leon, at least two,40 and R. Joseph of Hamadan, at least three;41 nothing similar is known to have occurred 
throughout the preceding century.42

Although there are no crucial conceptual differences among the various versions of each author's commentaries, they 
indicate an increasing interest in different types of symbolism. Only a small part of this symbolic avalanche de 
richesse can be traced to earlier Kabbalistic sources; thus this interest in symbolism can be regarded not as a mere 
organization or collection of already existing symbols but as a new eruption of a symbolic type of consciousness. I 
would like to present what seems to me to be one major cause for this intensive interest in and novel approach to the 
symbol.

By the 1270s, the province of Castile had become an important meeting center for Kabbalists. Besides the indigenous 
Jewish mystics, such as the students of R. Jacob and Isaac ha-Cohen, non-Castilian Kabbalists visited this region, the 
most famous of whom, R. Abraham Abulafia, was in contact with two major Castilian figures: R. Moses of Burgos 
and R. Joseph Gikatilla.43 I assume that he was instrumental in fostering the interest in linguistic Kabbalah, which he 
initially studied in Catalonia; this kind of Kabbalah dominated the earlier treatises of R. Joseph Gikatilla and R. 
Moses de Leon.44 At presumably the same time, R. Abraham of Cologne, an Ashkenazi visionary
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figure, made his way from Germany to Castile via Barcelona. 45 R. David ha-Cohen, an important disciple of 
Nahmanides*, arrived in Toledo no later than the 1280s and therefore represents a living channel for the transmission 
of Nahmanides' Kabbalah, and evidently of Catalan Kabbalah in general, to Castile.46 Moreover, the Kabbalistic 
concepts of the 'Iyyun school can be found in writings of R. Isaac ha-Cohen and his followers dating from the second 
half of the thirteenth century.47 And finally, at some time prior to 1298, the year of R. Todros Abulafia's death, R. 
Isaac ibn Latif, a philosopher with Kabbalistic inclinations, dedicated his work Zeror* ha-Mor to the leader of 
Castilian Jewry. We can therefore regard Castile between 1270 and 1290 as a meeting point for all the major trends 
within Kabbalah.

Such a massive encounter was unprecedented, and I assume that it had important repercussions for the later evolution 
of Kabbalah. The acquaintance with varied forms of Kabbalah must have influenced these men's perception of its 
nature. At least two important figures underwent a drastic change of opinion: Gikatilla and de Leon rejected their 
earlier linguistic type of Kabbalah for a theosophical approach. But in our context we are not only interested in the 
shift from one school of Kabbalah to another. The meeting of differing types, each claiming to be "the Kabbalah," 
must have produced a relativization of the notion of Kabbalah. No longer regarded as a mystical tradition transmitted 
in an esoteric circle, it now encompassed linguistic, theosophical, and hermeneutical concepts previously cultivated 
in separate circles by Kabbalists whose masters are unknown to us. Gikatilla and de Leon, in their later works in 
theosophical Kabbalah, never mention the sources of their theosophy; at the same time, each in his own way 
integrates some of the earlier concepts occurring in Castilian and Catalan Kabbalah.

I suspect that this acquaintance with various Kabbalistic traditions induced a rather free attitude toward existing 
material and, what is more important, provided an impetus to create new symbols in a relatively unrestrained way. 
These two decades witnessed the final steps in most of the older Kabbalistic traditions and the birth of a more 
complex approach to Kabbalah as a discipline encompassing previously discrete trends of thought. This new 
approach, mostly represented by three KabbalistsGikatilla, de Leon, and Joseph of Hamadanas well as by the Zohar, 
constitutes what I propose to call the "innovative Kabbalah" in Spain,48 in contrast to the dominant conservative 
trends of the preceding generation.49 For the Spanish Kabbalists, one major domain of creation was Kabbalistic 
symbols. Ready to accept symbols stemming from varied structures, the creative Kabbalists not only enriched the 
existing literature with novel combinations but also, I suppose, introduced
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new symbols. This would explain the revisions or redactions of the commentaries on the ten Sefirot that consist, 
almost exclusively, of lists of symbols.

These lists were intended to enable the Kabbalists to decode the Bible, the symbolic text through which one can 
discern the divine processes. This literary genre of cataloging symbols according to a certain structure can be 
compared to the bestiaries, lapidaries, and horaries so widespread in Western culture after the twelfth century. The 
Christians, interested in deciphering the biblical text and nature, composed and disseminated these types of organized 
information, which they thought would serve as clues for the decoding process. The Kabbalists, who focused their 
efforts upon the symbolic interpretation of the text, composed a rather limited kind of speculum; the pattern is that of 
the archetypal ten Sefirot, which serve as an organizing structure for the biblical material. Moreover, the Christian 
interest in such topics as the symbolic significance of beasts and stones was also motivated by the creative rather than 
the hermeneutical impulse. In contrast to their Jewish contemporaries, they created architectural structures adorned 
with ornaments that were, at least in part, intended to impress their contemplators by their symbolic content. 
Occurring at the same time, however, was the appearance, and seemingly also the composition, of a work intended to 
be read as a symbolic treatise: the Zohar. For the first time, Kabbalists used their lists of symbols not only to decode 
a bookthe Biblewhose potential symbolic value differs from the Kabbalistic scheme, but also to produce a real 
symbolic work. The very composition of the Zohar as a symbolic opus is the best example of the vital role symbols 
began to play in Kabbalistic creation.

I want to examine further this spurt of hermeneutic freedom and creativity. As we saw earlier, those Kabbalists who 
followed the Catalan tradition conceived a given word as referring to a particular Sefirah, thus reflecting a stable 
relationship between the symbol and the symbolized, a conception that rapidly began to change in Castile. The 
beginning of this change can be found in Catalonia, where R. Jacob ben Sheshet indicated that the unvocalized text 
of the Bible could receive various significances, depending on the particular way in which a word was vocalized. 50 
Ben Sheshet even indicated that "the Scroll of the Torah may not be vocalized in order to [enable us to] interpret 
each and every word according to every significance we can read [that is, to apply a certain vocalization to the 
word]."51

This interesting view, presented by the Catalan Kabbalist as his own innovation, remained unique in contemporary 
Catalan Kabbalah. Its resonance in Castile, however, was great; it recurred several times over a short period of two 
decades. The Kabbalists who shared this view were Gikatilla,52
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R. Joseph of Hamadan, 53 and, under their joint impact, R. Menahem* Recanati.54 It thereby became a well-
established Kabbalistic hermeneutic concept that was ultimately adopted by Christian Kabbalah via Pico della 
Mirandola's Thesis.55 A passage on this topic was written in Barcelona during the early 1290s by a Kabbalist 
influenced by this revolutionary Castilian view of symbolism.56 R. Bahya* ben Asher wrote:57

The Scroll of the Torah is [written] without vowels, in order to enable man to interpret it however he 
wishesas the consonants without the vowels bear several interpretations and [may be] divided into several 
sparks.58 This is the reason why we do not write the vowels of the scroll of the Torah, for the significance 
of each word is in accordance with its vocalization, but when it is vocalized it has but one single 
significance; but without vowels man may interpret it [extrapolating from it] several [different] things, 
many, marvelous and sublime.

A comparison of this passage with R. Jacob ben Sheshet's discussions on this subject evinces what seems to me a 
major departure from older Kabbalistic views. Ben Sheshet assumed that the variation in vowels indeed enabled one 
to offer many interpretations of a given phrase; for him, however, Kabbalistic significance accrued to this variation 
only in the case of the divine name, which referred to various Sefirot according to the particular vowels by which it 
was vocalized; free Kabbalistic exegesis of the Bible was not implied. In contrast, R. Bahya explicitly referred to 
"several things . . . marvelous and sublime" that could be derived by interpretation of the text ad placidum. This 
implied not simply a one-to-one relationship of the vocalized divine names to specific Sefirot but a new tenet of 
Kabbalistic hermeneutics. What is described is a novel way of exegesis rather than a magical-theurgical operation, as 
in ben Sheshet.59 An anonymous Kabbalist contemporary of R. Bahya, whose formulations were very close to those 
of Gikatilla, drew an interesting conclusion from the nonvocalized form of the Bible:60 "Since it [the Scroll] includes 
all the facets and all the profound senses . . . and all of them interpreted in relation to each and every letter, facet 
within facet, secret within secrets, and there is no limit [limiting sense] known to us, as it is said: 'The depth said, It 
[a single definite sense] is not in me.' "61 Thus, the various vocalizations are here explicitly connected with secrets, 
presumably Kabbalistic secrets. Moreover, this Kabbalist notes the unlimited nature of the unvocalized Torah. 
According to the same source, the relationship between vocalization and consonants is like that between, 
respectively, soul, or form, and matter; a certain vocalization is seen as tantamount to giving form to the hyle.62 
Therefore, reading the Torah is equivalent to limiting the infinity of the Torah and the embodiment of
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one meaning potentially inherent in the consonants of the Torah. The Kabbalistic reading is an act of cooperation 
with God, or a cocreation of the Torah.

It is instructive to compare this openness toward a free reading of the Torah as expounded by the Spanish Kabbalists 
in the 1280s and 1290s to Abraham Abulafia's view presented in the same period in Italy. Abulafia's sixth 
hermeneutical method consists of restoring the letters constituting a word "to their hyle and in giving them a form." 
63 A comparison with other texts on the same subject clearly demonstrates that the mystic is the source of the form 
given to the letters, which have been changed into amorphous matter by the disintegration of the word. By a new 
combination of those letters, the mystic infuses them with a new meaning, thereby imitating the activity of the active 
intellect, the supernal giver of forms.64

Abulafia's method goes beyond that of his Spanish contemporaries. In this method, the sequence of letters in the 
Torah can be radically and freely changed, thereby allowing for the creation of more meanings; for the theosophical 
Kabbalists, the consonants maintain their traditional order, the vowels alone being allowed to vary. Their shared 
conception is still significant, however. No longer is Kabbalah identified with specific traditions concerning limited 
segments of the Bible; rather, it focuses on the results of powerful hermeneutic devices that enable the mystic to 
discover the many hidden meanings latent in the canon (or, I should say, to project his ideas into it). But the natures 
of these ideas differ: in the case of Abulafia, they are derived from Maimonidean theology and psychology; in that of 
the theosophical Kabbalists, they relate to the divine structure. Abulafia transforms the letters of biblical words into 
psychological and physical allegories; the theosophist turns biblical words into symbols of supernal entities.

This activist attitude toward the biblical text became prominent among the Kabbalists during the late 1270s. For 
former generations, Kabbalah had been the bearer of "the mysterious language of a distant spiritual kingdom, whose 
marvelous accents resound within us and awaken a higher intensive life."65 Now the time had come when the 
Kabbalists had learned the motifs of this mysterious melody and were able to compose novel variations, elaborating 
upon older motifs and creating new ones. This new work was the Zohar, which constituted both the first outpouring 
and the climax of Kabbalistic symbolic creation.66 We find only later some interesting uses of symbolism in such 
literary creations as the poems of Luria; another outstanding symbolic literary creation is the collection of stories of 
R. Nahman* of Bratslav, whose subtle and allusive symbols contribute substantially to their mysterious 
atmosphere.67

The sociological aspect of the emergence of these novel, relatively free
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Kabbalistic interpretations is interesting. Their bearers were R. Joseph Gikatilla, R. Moses de Leon, R. Abraham 
Abulafia, R. Joseph of Hamadan, and, at least in theory, R. Bahya * ben Asher. Although these men were important 
figures in the development of Kabbalah, both in their own day and for posterity, as far as we know they never bore 
communal responsibilities. The intellectual freedom that characterized their activity must have been suspect in the 
eyes of more conservative minds, who were also the recognized spiritual leaders. The clash between R. Solomon ben 
Adret and Abraham Abulafia is a case in point. Said the former of the latter: "He accustoms himself to imaginary 
[issues] and expounds [biblical] verses and the words of the sages by the method of gematria, mixing into them some 
few true things taken from philosophical works."68 At stake here was the free application of imagination to classical 
texts.69 This controversy closely reflected the recurrent quarrel of authority with charismatic phenomena: "cette 
longue querelle de la tradition et de l'invention, de l'Ordre et de l'Aventure," as Apollinaire felicitously put it.

Abulafia's doctrine did not succeed in penetrating Spanish Kabbalah, and the same is true of his hermeneutics. In 
terms of the history of Kabbalah generally, however, they contributed to the renaissance of linguistic speculation in 
Safedian Kabbalah and Hasidism*. Nevertheless, the Spanish emphasis upon the unlimited vocalization of the 
biblical text was never criticized; indeed, as we have seen, even such halakhic masters as R. David ben Zimra were 
prepared to accept it.70 This openness to a relatively novel type of hermeneutics is striking when compared to the 
hermeneutical principle of Johannes Cocceius, a seventeenth-century Dutch theologian, who affirmed that "quod 
significare potest verbum, id significat" (whatever a word may signify, it [indeed] signifies).71 This postulate of 
plurivocality is far more limiting than that of the Kabbalists, as, according to Cocceius, it does not allow a free 
inventive exegesis; notwithstanding this fact, it stirred a fierce controversy.72

The outburst of symbolic thought in the Zohar and among Kabbalists contemporary with it left a decisive impression 
on Kabbalah. Shortly after the work's appearance, various attempts were made to decode the precise symbolic 
meaning of zoharic discussions; subsequently, a large literature arose containing translation, commentaries, and 
dictionaries of zoharic terminology and symbolism. The canonization of the Zohar generated this body of writings, 
which enriched Kabbalistic literature and enhanced the book's understanding, but only marginally contributed to the 
further development of symbolic thought in Kabbalah. Few Kabbalists imitated the zoharic symbolic language, and 
even fewer added something new to the symbolic structure of the Kab-
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balah. The Zohar thus became a canonic monument, to be explained rather than continued. Innovative Kabbalah, as 
reflected in the Zohar, had a splendid but short life; the conservative factors in Kabbalah, which were now focused 
on the doctrine of the Zohar, began the process of systematization of its fragmentary, ambiguous, and at times 
contradictory thought.

A major example of this activity appears in the literary work of R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid *. At the end of the 
thirteenth century, he undertook a Hebrew translation of parts of the Zohar, in which the translated text was 
commented upon by means of the addition of letters above the words that alluded to the Sefirot. The greater part of 
this supercommentary indeed reflects zoharic symbolism, but sometimes a nonzoharic symbolic usage was 
superimposed upon the text. Moreover, many words that were not intended to function as symbols were interpreted 
as such, a technique rendering the zoharic text into a gothic agglomeration of symbols wherein the peculiar dynamics 
of the composition are lost.73 Paraphrasing Emil Male's words, we can say that true symbolism holds so large a 
place in the zoharic text, it is unnecessary to seek it where it does not exist.74 This relatively indiscriminate, 
mechanical superimposition of symbols indicates that the Zohar had become a canonical work, whose words had to 
be symbolized, as were the words of the Bible. The spirit of zoharic symbolic creation, rather than symbolic 
interpretation, was lost. To take another example from the works of R. David: this Kabbalist was not only the first 
translator of the Zohar but also its first, or at least one of its earliest, commentators. In his commentary on Idra 
Rabba entitled Sefer ha-Gevul, he attempted an extremely complex exegesis of this treatise, illustrated by endless 
circles and figures that obfuscate, rather than illuminate, the significance of the text.

The works of R. David, together with those of R. Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi, hence opened the way for a 
comprehensive symbolization of every issue, thereby serving as an intricate and complicated intermediary between 
the subtle symbolism of the Zohar and the gothic symbolism of Lurianic Kabbalah. Moses Cordovero and Isaac 
Luria, the great experts on zoharic literature, succeeded in combining these disparate symbols into relatively 
comprehensive and coherent conceptual systems, whose influence on Jewish theosophy was tremendous. Jewish 
symbolism, however, only secondarily benefited from these developments. Symbols rarely maintain their freshness, 
ambiguity, and allusive characteristics when they become integrated into a more elaborate and detailed structure. The 
greater the area Kabbalistic mythology conquered for itself, the less vital space for symbolic élan remained. No 
wonder that Lurianic Kabbalah, the most complicated Jewish theosophy,
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has produced only marginal discussion on symbolism and practically no significant commentaries on the ten Sefirot. 
The scholastic structure of Safedian Kabbalah was pernicious for the evolution of symbolism.

The floruit of Kabbalistic symbolism stands, therefore, between two stages in the history of Kabbalah; its beginnings 
and its maturation. The age of youth, so to speak, was a brief period of flowering, whose vigor and enthusiasm 
gradually faded as the more sophisticated, "mature," and conservative theosophies became prominent. 75

3
Symbolism and Philosophy

Gershom Scholem proposed the Goethean definition of symbolism as an adequate one for Kabbalistic symbols, 
although, as far as I know, this fact was not acknowledged by Scholem himself.76 The gist of this approach is the 
drawing of the distinction between symbol and allegory; for Scholem, the former is "a form of expression which 
radically transcends the sphere of allegory."77 As a result, the philosopher using allegory and the Kabbalist using 
symbolic expression can metamorphose the same biblical material in order to point to different levels of reality. 
Again, according to Scholem, philosophical allegory "can be defined as the representation of an expressible 
something by another expressible something," whereas "the mystical symbol is an expressible representation of 
something which lies beyond the sphere of expression and communication."78 This approach presupposes an 
expressible layer of reality depicted in allegory and another, inexpressible level found in symbolism. It seems to me 
that this distinction, as interesting as it may be, deals with only part of the relationships between these two modes of 
expression. In the following discussion, one further facet of this relationship will be explored.

As we have seen above, the difference between ecstatic and theosophical Kabbalah is reflected on the hermeneutical 
level, in which, respectively, the allegorical and symbolical means of interpretation are applied to the same text.79 
Beyond this pair of concepts looms, as Scholem observed, the opposition between philosophy and Kabbalah. But the 
unqualified affirmation that philosophical interpretation prefers the medium of allegory and Kabbalistic exegesis is 
predominantly symbolic is an oversimplification; it underrates the unique contribution of allegory to the expression 
of psychological processes or the description of the relationship between the human and the Divine. Allegory was not 
merely an adoption of philosophical forms of thinking but, in some important cases, an inherent need of Kabbalah 
itself in its primarily mystical rather than theosophical modes. Kabbalists of a more mystical inclination found in 
philosophy not only the idealization of the union with a
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higher being, which was germane to their spirit, but also an elaborate nomenclature for discussing it. As we have 
seen above, the cleaving of thought theme that recurs in several Kabbalistic schools was obviously indebted to 
philosophical conceptions, 80 nor can allegory, which is one of the main vehicles of medieval philosophy, be 
considered as marginal to Kabbalistic exegesis. Scholem's view that allegorization was not ''the main constituent" of 
the Kabbalists' "faith and method" has therefore to be corrected, stemming as it does from a unilateral perception of 
Kabbalah as theosophy.81 Moreover, even theosophical Kabbalah used allegory in order to express psychological 
processes; for example, R. 'Ezra of Gerona expressed the state of union or cleaving of the soul to God through the 
metaphor of a kiss. As we have seen above, this metaphor was previously used by a philosopher,82 and I would 
imagine that its use by a Kabbalist did not effect a radical change in its nature. Therefore, when R. 'Ezra used the 
terms himshil or mashal, he meant by them what the philosophers donamely, an allegory for a unitive experience.83

One can easily see that those psychological experiences that were the subject of symbolical description in some non-
Jewish mystical literature were rendered in Kabbalah by means of allegory, symbolism remaining the patrimony of 
theosophical processes. The reason for this difference is clear. Non-Jewish mystics regularly described their own 
experiences, or at least attempted to do sohence the ambiguous terminology, the feeling of ineffability, the awareness 
of the failure of their descriptions, and the need to employ symbolic means of expression. The Kabbalist, including 
the ecstatic, only rarely presented his own experience directly; this is the reason so few mystical diaries were 
composed by Jewish mystics, and even then the problem of ineffability seems peripheral. It is as if the Kabbalist had 
the impression both that he was better able to understand his experience than was his Christian counterpart and that 
he felt his language was adequate to convey his mystical feeling. Given the philosophical education of many of the 
Kabbalists, including the early ecstatic ones, philosophical allegory was accepted as an important medium of 
expression.

I therefore propose that the relationship between symbolism and allegory in theosophical Kabbalah be viewed not as 
a relationship between a central and a peripheral form of Kabbalistic writing but as a functional division: between 
descriptions of theosophic processes through the means of a large range of symbols, and descriptions of 
psychological processes achieved mainly by the allegorical method.

Even this distinction, however, must be made cautiously. Are all the references to the Sefirot symbols of one basic 
type, as Scholem implies? A short
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survey of the nature of theosophic symbol, as proposed by Scholem himself, will show that the "intrusion" of 
philosophical terminology raises some problems.

The main sources of Kabbalistic symbolism are the canonic books of Judaism, the Bible and the Talmud, both of 
which were conceived as reflecting the sefirotic pleroma and were, to varied extents, decoded symbolically. But in 
addition to these two major sources, there were some other, minor bodies of literature that supplied material for 
Kabbalistic symbolism. One of these was the philosophical tradition, familiar to the Kabbalists through, especially, 
the Hebrew translations of Maimonides' Guide. Such Aristotelian terms as matter, form, steresis or intellect, 
intellection, and intelligibilia were understood as symbols for the three highest Sefirot. Although these concepts were 
transformed into symbols, however, the peculiar nature of this type of symbolism needs to be delineated.

The "natural" sources of symbolism are words referring to tangible objects, which are infused with a symbolic 
valence that adds to the original meaning of the word without superseding it. 84 Thus, a simple, plain meaning is 
enriched by the superimposition of one or several symbolic meanings. In principle, then, Kabbalistic symbolism did 
not destroy the basic structure of a word. On the other hand, philosophical terminology is, by definition, abstract, so 
that any attempt to add another abstract significance to it becomes complicated. Focused as it is on the abstract, the 
philosophical term can only peripherally absorb an additional, also abstract meaning. When this happened in 
Kabbalah, the basic meaning of the speculative concept became obliterated. For example, matter, form, and steresis 
are abstractions that serve to convey an understanding of the physical processes taking place in the sublunar world; 
they do not refer to distinct entities that can be separated from each other or contemplated per se.85 In Aristotelian 
philosophy, steresis stands for nonbeing, privation; it refers to the entirety of potential forms that can be received by 
a certain substratum. In the Kabbalah of R. 'Azriel of Gerona, these concepts stand for the highest Sefirot, privation 
(efes),86 symbolizing the Sefirot of Keter.87 Accordingly, says R. 'Azriel, any change can take place only by the 
return of the thing to the source, and only after its destruction will a new form be given by this Sefirahthe form that is 
found in the realm of privation in the Aristotelian system. Despite the similarity of the processes, however, there are 
obvious discrepancies in the way in which the philosopher and the Kabbalist understand the use of these terms. For 
the Kabbalist, efes is identified with ayin, the "nothingness" that signifies the fullness of being that transcends being 
itself.88 Privation is thus regarded as its precise opposite: fullness of form
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and hence of being. Elsewhere in R. 'Azriel, the realm of efes is described as the place of coincidentia oppositoruma 
conception that demolishes the philosophical understanding of privation. In this way, the essential meaning of the 
Aristotelian concept is obliterated and a new concept is identified with the term.

Viewed from this perspective, the coexistence of two opposing abstract meanings is highly problematic; 
symbolization of philosophical terms must then be regarded as a change in the meaning of a given word rather than 
as an addition to the primary meaning, which would remain relatively stable. Thus, this phenomenon may be 
regarded as allegorization rather than as a symbolic use of philosophical terms. 89 The sensory pole never existed in 
this case; therefore, the transformation from the philosophical to the Kabbalistic sense occurs solely on the level of 
the ideological pole, which is "exploded" by the confrontation of two ideologies. To the extent that the philosophical 
concept takes on a specifically theosophic meaning, its former significance is obliterated. The nature of these 
concepts is obviously different in philosophy than in Kabbalah. For the mystic, there are three divine hypostases: the 
three Sefirot, which are interconnected but nevertheless still maintain their peculiar characteristics and existence as 
separate entities; they are emanated in a certain order, influence each other, form a certain relationship of closeness 
and separation, and so on. Nothing similar can be attibuted to Aristotle's concepts.

As another example, let us examine the attribution of concepts of intellect, intellection, and intelligibilia to the higher 
Sefirot. In the moment of intellection, the three aspects of this mental act cannot be separated, whereas beyond the 
act of intellection their existence is totally separated, except in the case of God, in which they are constantly existing 
"together." For the Kabbalists, these terms symbolize three hypostases that are neither totally separated nor 
completely united, so that their particular nature is effaced.90 The hypostatic character of Kabbalistic thought is a 
main obstacle to applying these Aristotelian terms to a theosophic system while maintaining their proper meaning.

Let us now turn to the case of the symbolic transformation of Neoplatonic terminology. Given its strong hypostatical 
bias, this kind of thought was more easily assimilated into theosophical Kabbalah, in both its content and its 
terminology. In this case, we face a different question; as the Neoplatonic cosmic hierarchy was partially absorbed 
into Kabbalistic theosophy, the changes in the meaning of the terms that had previously referred to Neoplatonic 
hypostases were sometimes minimal. Such terms as will, thought, world of the mind, and so on, retained their basic 
significance even when used in reference to the sefirotic realm, as the latter was molded under the Neoplatonic
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influence of Isaac Israeli, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Moses ibn 'Ezra, and others. To the extent that philosophical 
concepts passed into Kabbalistic systems together with their referents, there was no particular reason to attenuate 
their conceptual content except in a marginal way.

We have briefly analyzed some references to the highest stages in the divine structure, which, notwithstanding their 
"hiddenness" and "inexpressibility," were designated by philosophical terms and were neither regarded as 
inappropriate means of expressions nor metamorphosed into ''classical" theosophic symbols, as defined by Scholem.

4
Symbolism and Dynamism

In the Christian Middle Ages, symbolism was commonly viewed as the way in which the divine harmony was 
reflected in the material domain. The archetypes of things present in the divine thought were embodied in nature or 
in art by inspired artists, and these lower manifestations served as a ladder that helped the contemplator reach the 
higher paradigm. The Platonic conception of reality was no doubt present, in one way or another, in Christian 
symbolism; as part of this perception, the paradigm was seen as the static essence whose particular nature was to be 
realized by those who deciphered the symbols. Even when the symbols referred not to an essence but to a certain 
event, such as a specific detail in the life of Christ, this event became fixed, an entity in itself taking place in the past, 
although its relevance would extend through the ages. The Passion, for example, was seen as a redemptive action that 
was closed as a process, although its results still reverberated in the life of each Christian. When such scenes were 
presented in pictures or sculpture, their static nature was strengthened by the medium of expressionthe divine 
mystery was a fait accompli. As Saint Damian put it, "Mea grammatica Christus est."

For the Kabbalist, this grammar was composed not only of a variety of divine powers but also of a syntax that 
governed their changing interrelations. For most of the Kabbalists, symbolism was more than the representation of 
divine manifestations in texts or nature; the individual words of a textthe Bible or the Zoharwere understood as 
pointing to a particular Sefirah. The theosophical Kabbalists, however, were interested in more than tracing a specific 
word to its corresponding Sefirah or Sefirot. They wished to realize the process taking place between these entities. 
The dozens of extant commentaries on the ten Sefirot, which classify the various symbols according to the order of 
the Sefirot, were not intended to teach the ultimate meaning of the Kabbalah. Rather, they were clues to be used by 
learned persons to fathom the depths of texts, using their hermeneutic acumen. The significant unit of
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Kabbalistic exegesis was not the word but the verse, or at times even a cluster of verses. The Kabbalists captured the 
dynamics of the divine forces by a comprehensive understanding of sequences of words that presented an articulated 
event rather than merely pointing to the existence of certain divine forces. Interactions, relationships, union, or 
separation of Sefirot from one another were the syntax of Kabbalistic hermeneutics. The divine manifestations 
therefore were seen not as ideas existing in frozen perfection within the divine thought but as living entities whose 
dynamism often attained imperfect states, to be repaired by human activity. A Kabbalistic symbol invited one to act 
rather than to think.

I suppose that one of the most important features of theosophical symbolismespecially in those theosophies that 
conceived the Sefirot as the essence of Deitywas its dynamism, far more than its disclosure of an inexpressible realm 
of existence. Let me exemplify this dynamic symbolism by a comment made by the Zohar upon a verse from Psalms: 
91

"Great is the Lord and highly to be praised, in the city of our God, in the mountain of his holiness."92 
When is the Lord called "great"? When Knesset Yisrael is to be found with him, as it is written, "In the city 
of our God is he great." "In the city of our God" means "with the city of our God'' . . . and we learn that a 
king without a queen is not a [real] king and is neither great nor praised. Thus, so long as the male is 
without a female, all his excellency is removed from him and he is not in the category of Adam, and 
moreover he is not worthy of being blessed.

The pattern of this interpretation, similar to many other passages in the Kabbalah, involves a differentiation between 
the meaning of two divine names: the Tetragrammatonthe Lordstanding for Tiferet or the male, and Elohenu, 
referring to Malkhut or the female attribute. The novelty here, however, is not to be found in this distinction; the 
focus of interest is rather on the word great, which articulates the relationship between these attributes. Greatness is 
not an inherent quality of the male but is acquired through his relation to the female; only by the act of intercourse, as 
hinted by the Zohar shortly following the above passage, is the quality of "great" and "praised" made applicable to 
the male, whereby he becomes "man." The sexualization of the relationship between the attributes is a well-known 
Kabbalistic exegetical device.93 But beyond the investment of divine names with sexual qualities, common in the 
Kabbalah, this passage of the Zohar adds something specific: how the greatness and excellence of the male is 
attained, both in the human and the divine realms. The gist of this exegetical endeavor is the appearance of a quality 
through the establishment of a certain relationship.
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The ultimate message of the Zohar, however, is not the mere understanding of the condition for perfection; although 
its symbolism may indeed invite someone to contemplation, his awareness of certain theosophical and 
anthropological ideas does not change man. In order to attain his perfection and that of Divinity, he must act 
appropriately; otherwise, the very purpose of the exegetical process is not fulfilled. The experiential aspect of 
apprehending the zoharic exegesis is, therefore, only the first step toward the ultimate goal; understanding is, for the 
Kabbalist, an inescapable invitation to action, as otherwise the male does not reach the status of man and moreover 
cannot perform the theurgic activity intended to influence the supernal syzygies. The definition of man is given in a 
very peculiar context: how should we understand the occurrence of the term 'Adam in the verse "If any man of you 
bring an offerring to the Lord . . .?" 94 Symbolism is therefore to be viewed as part of the deepening of the 
understanding of human activity, oriented to the higher world, not as a disclosure of the static meaning projected 
onto certain words, alone. In this specific case, we may therefore distinguish three distinct steps: (1) the 
understanding of the theosophical and theurgical significance of the verse; (2) the acquisition of the status of manthat 
is, an ongoing way of life together with his wife, just as two Sefirot are to be together above; and (3) as a perfect 
man, the inducement of divine harmony through the performance of the commandments. As we shall see below in 
the parable of the palace of the maiden, according to the Zohar even the fathoming of the depths of the biblical text 
has an experiential aspect; the second step here, becoming a man, is to be seen not as the attainment of a static 
perfection but as a dynamics to be cultivated in relation to the wife.

To return to the passage above: its plain sense is simple and obviousthat the Lord is great and, as a separate assertion, 
that his mountain is located in his holy city. The former is a theological assessment, unconditional and absolute; the 
latter indicates that the sacred mountain is located geographically in the sacred city. The relationship between God's 
greatness and the sacredness of the mountain is not even alluded to; these two theological statements can easily be 
understood separately, and so I assume that there is no intention of describing any peculiar dynamics between God 
and his city. Even though the biblical conception of the holy city as the city of God is explicit, no changing pattern of 
relationship is implied by this assertion: it is chosen forever. The pattern of relationship is a vertical one; divine 
holiness is imposed upon a material entity, which is metamorphosed into a sacred center. The Zohar radically 
changes this pattern: the vertical relationship is transposed on the divine plan, where it can now be viewed as 
horizontalthat of two sexually differentiated entities.
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In order to determine the relationship between the two parts of the verse, the Hebrew prefix be ("in") is interpreted as 
meaning "with"; the dynamics that emerge from the sexualization and interrelation of the two divine names create the 
specific quality of Kabbalistic exegesis in comparison with other types of Jewish exegeses. Kabbalah alone can put 
into relief divine attributes whose affinity with one another gradually turns at times into semimyths and at other times 
even into full-fledged myths.

The transformation of the vertical relationship into an intradivine polarity, however, does not obliterate the previous 
vertical understanding of the relation of God to the city. As we have already noted, the corporeal reality is not 
ignored by the theosophic Kabbalist but, rather, reinterpreted without detracting from its substantiality. Symbolism in 
the theosophical vein does not supersede material reality; it only adds a new layer of significance. The real city is 
holy because it represents a higher entity of female nature in the lower world. We can speak of a "horizontal 
descending symbolism" 95 that, on the level of corporeal reality, turns into a vertical symbolism, as a Kabbalist 
would put it; or, as a modern man would put it, the vertical relationship of God and his city is transformed into an 
ascending symbolism on the horizontal divine level, without attenuating its primary significance.96

As we observed above, issues and relations connected to this world were projected by Kabbalistic exegesis onto the 
divine inner structure in order to portray the dynamism of this realm. Indeed, Kabbalah was characterized by its 
focus on theosophy and theosophic processes, which its symbolism made transparent. This dynamization of the 
concept of God, however, was not an idea expressed first in the earliest Kabbalistic documents. The midrashic 
interest in the various meanings of the divine names represented incipient stages in a direction fully exploited by the 
Kabbalists. This dynamization in the realm of theology presumably found its expression in the domain of 
hermeneutics. A fine example of what I would describe as a dynamic perception of a biblical verse appears in the 
Mekhilta's interpretation of Exodus 24:10:97

"Even that selfsame day it came to pass that all the hosts of the Lord went out from the Land of Egypt." . . . 
Whenever Israel is enslaved, the Shekhinah, as it were, is enslaved with them, as it is said, "And they saw 
the God of Israel, and under his feet there was," and so on.98 But after they were redeemed what does it 
say? ''And the likeness of the very heaven for clearness."

The full biblical verse goes as follows: "(a) And they saw the God of Israel (b) and under his feet there was a kind of 
paved work of sapphire stone (c) and it was as the likeness of the very heaven for clearness." Part (c) expands and 
explains
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the content of (b), the subject of both phrases being the same: "a kind of paved work"; (c) merely complements the 
description of the "work" as "sapphire stone" by adding the attribute of clearness. The Midrash, however, perceives 
the two parts (b) and (c) as relating to opposite situations. Part (b) is conceived as describing the vision of Moses and 
the elders of Israel while still enslaved, a reading seemingly substantiated by an intertextual understanding of livnat 
hasappir''paved work of sapphire"which the ancient exegete regarded as an allusion to levenimbricks 99seen as a 
symbol of Jewish slavery in Egypt.100

This pun allows one to attribute the state of slavery to God himself: he, like the children of Israel, had bricks beneath 
his feet.101 Once they had been redeemed, however, the vision changed: part (c) describes the new state of God 
when his feet were apparently "clear." The link between the two motifs is ensured by the recurrence of the noun 
'ezem* both in connection with the Exodus from Egypt and in the context of the vision of God as "clear."102 We can 
easily perceive that an entire myth of the passage of Israel from slavery to freedom is here attributed analogically to 
God himself, described in highly anthropomorphic terms. We witness an explicit case of the Divine participating in 
the human experience of slavery and liberation; in the words of the sequel in the Mekhilta, "in all their afflictions he 
was afflicted."103

This changing perception of history and of the divine attributes can be more adequately qualified, however. In the 
same Midrash, we learn that God revealed himself under two main attributes: that of mercy and that of judgment.104 
When the Midrash wishes to exemplify the appearance of the attribute of mercy, it quotes, inter alia, part (c) of our 
verse. On the basis of this view, I conjecture that the attribute of judgment is conceived as hinted at by the name 
Elohey Yisrael, the name Elohim usually being the common denominator of this attribute. Thus, our verse was 
regarded as pointing to a double revelation: of judgment and of mercy.105 Moreover, even if this assumption proves 
to be incorrect, we still encounter a dynamization of the biblical verse: according to the Mekhilta, it refers to an entire 
process that occurs simultaneously on the historical and the divine planes. This intimate affinity between the two 
spheres of existence and their dynamics is forced upon the verse, using current devices of midrashic hermeneutics. 
What distinguishes this particular interpretation from the more common midrashic ones is the correlation achieved 
between two processesnot statesthat, although ontologically remote, are part of a higher dynamic structure. We are 
here at the edge of myth, but one indeed of a specific type. As R. 'Akiva went on to say: "Were it not expressly 
written in scripture, one could not say it. Israel said to God: 'Thou hast redeemed thyself'as though one could 
conceive such a
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thing." 106 The redemption of the Shekhinah depends upon the prior salvation of Israel.

Another kind of dynamism is revealed by the structure of the Kabbalistic discourse itself. Examples of this mode of 
expressing a dynamic perception of reality are to be found mostly in the Zohar, one of the few Kabbalistic books 
whose literary quality is sometimes dominant. The author, using the persona of an old man exposing supreme secrets 
to the other heroes of the Zohar,107 expounded the mystical meaning of the verse:108

" 'And Moses went into the midst of the cloud and got him up into the mount.' Now, what does the cloud 
signify?" he asked, and he answered his own question, saying: "There is a reference here to the words 'I set 
my bow in the cloud,'109 namely the rainbow, in reference to which we have learnt that it [the rainbow] 
removed its outer garments, as it were, and gave them to Moses, who went up to the mountain with it [the 
rainbow] and saw through it all the sights he had seen, and he delighted from all."

This passage, which is meaningless to an outsider, was enthusiastically welcomed by the Kabbalists, who "prostrated 
themselves before him, wept and said: 'Had we come into the world only in order to hear these words from your 
mouth it would have been sufficient.' "110 But the old sage declares that he is not going to restrict himself to this one 
saying and proceeds to relate one of the finest parables in the Zohar.111 A beautiful damsel secluded in a palace 
hints to her lover to approach her, and after a sequel of disclosures and discussions, he becomes her husband. This 
state is seen as tantamount to his possessing the palace and all of its beloved secrets. The significance of the parable 
is offered by the Zohar itself: the damsel is the Torah, which is dressed in four, or perhaps even five, levels of 
meaning that must be penetrated by the perfect student of the Torah in order to reach its ultimate layer, the 
Kabbalistic meaninga state portrayed as having overt sexual overtones.

It seems obvious that Moses' receiving God's garmentsthe rainbowand the maiden's progressive removal of her 
clothes are similar, albeit complementary, actions; on his way to receive the Torah, Moses must identify himself with 
the attributes of the rainbow, a classical symbol of the male sexual member, that is, the Sefirah of Yesod.112 The 
Hebrew form kashti would therefore signify "the bow of Tiferet," which is alluded to in the first-person possessive. 
Furthermore, Moses' ascent after he has assumed the attributes of the rainbow may symbolize the descent of Tiferet 
to Yesod as a preliminary to the union with Malkhut, symbolized by the cloud. He enters the cloud, a manifestly 
female symbol, just as the lover must enter the palace, in order to
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become the mystical husband of the Torah. Two different directions, however, are juxtaposed here: the Torah reveals 
itself by a process of undressing, but man can receive it only through a process of dressing. For the Torah, the 
significance of undressing is its return to a supernal position prior to its descent into the material world. For the 
human being, dressing is the only way by which he can ascend to higher worlds, as by dressing in its garments he 
assumes the qualities of these worlds; these garments serve as defensive armor, enabling the Kabbalist to survive the 
dazzling light of the higher worlds. The revelation of the Torah is indeed described as its emergence from its sheath, 
a metaphor employed in Jewish classical texts as a tremendous eschatological event, when the sun will shine with an 
overwhelming light. 113 The apparently contrasting movements, which must be juxtaposed in order to be 
understood, nevertheless create an organic unity by their dynamic nature. The act of acquiring supernal knowledge 
involves a change in both the known and the knower; it is presented as an active event, or penetration, in both parts 
of the old sage's discourse. As we may learn from the parable of the maiden, it is a reciprocal initiative; she beckons 
to her lover, but he must enter the palace in order to meet her. Similarly, in the Bible, Moses was called to come to 
the mountain in order to receive the Torah. Finally, this act of encounter seems to be highly chargedas is evinced by 
the sexual imagery itself.

The major point I want to emphasize, however, is that the hidden meaning of the passage on Moses cannot be 
properly understood without realizing the sexual implications of the maiden parable. Only thus can the significance 
of the "delight" of Moses be understood; it is a sexual experience, alluded to as well by the use of the words go into, 
which in Hebrew carry a strong sexual connotation. The hero of the first part, Moses, has no partner; we can assume 
that the Torah is to be revealed to him, although this is not explicitly stated; in lieu of this, we have the allusion to 
entering into the cloud. Moreover, Moses is not referred to here as the husband of the Torah, but through comparison 
with the maiden parable, we can assume that he is the master of the palace. Moses is referred to elsewhere in the 
Zohar as the "husband of the Shekhinah," implying that he has mythical intercourse with this divine 
manifestation.114 This epitheton is based upon the Hebrew phrase, Ish ha-Elohim ("the man of God''), the divine 
name Elohim being interpreted as a symbol of the Shekhinah. Indeed, in the context of Moses entering the cloud, we 
learn that "Moses went up to the mount of God [Elohim]."

This phrase seems to have prompted the author of the Zohar to offer a special interpretation of its occurrence, since, 
shortly before this, Moses' call to ascend in order to receive the Torah is addressed to him by the Tetragrammaton. 
This
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discrepancy may have aroused the suspicion that the divine name Elohim alludes to a particular manifestation of 
God, different from that reflected by the Tetragrammaton. All these images conspire to a statement that Moses' 
ascent to the "Mount of Elohim" and his receiving of the Torah are but concealments of, or hints at, a sexual 
experience with the Divine. This erotic perception of Moses' revelation is corroborated by another understanding of 
Moses, to whom the Zohar, following a midrashic source, attributes a sexual property. 115 The description of the 
Kabbalist as a person who has a vague vocation for the esoteric meaning of the Torah, and the Torah, in its innermost 
sense, as a damsel attracting him, points to an invitation to an experiential study of Torah. For the Kabbalist, the 
understanding of the inner sense of the text or of the tradition is more than simply comprehension of some additional 
details; it implies a radical change in the perception of the Torah, as well as of the personality and status of the 
Kabbalist himself. No longer an outsider, he becomes the lord of the palaceheikhala word alluding to the location of 
the Torah Scroll in the synagogue; he actualizes his uniqueness by leaving the surrounding ignoramuses in order to 
become one of the perfectian over-whelming experience, which goes beyond the passive contemplation of the 
symbolic sense of a text. More than an interiorization of specific contents, this study entails the establishment of a 
close relationship.

Let me conclude my analysis of this zoharic parable by noting an interesting reverberation of it in a mystic vision. 
The famous visionary Emanuel Swedenborg reports:

There appeared to me a beautiful girl with a fair countenance, advancing quickly towards the right, 
upwards and hurrying a little. She was in the first bloom of youthnot a child nor a young woman. She was 
dressed attractively in a black shining dress. So she hastened cheerfully from light to light. I was told that 
the interior things of the Word are such when they first ascend. The black dress stood for the Word in the 
letter. Afterward, a young girl flew towards the right cheek, but this was only seen by the interior sight. I 
was told that those are the things of the internal sense that do not come into the comprehension.116

The veiled girl compared to the literary level of the Torah corresponds here to the dressed girl; in both cases, the 
initiative is taken by the girl, who approaches the man. It is perhaps significant that the second girl's dress is not 
mentioned; she may correspond there to the woman who discloses here secrets in the zoharic parable. I would 
therefore suggest that Swedenborg has once again interiorized Kabbalistic material into his visions.117 Significantly, 
the most striking difference between Swedenborg's version and that of the Zohar lies in
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the fact that, whereas for the Christian mystic the gist of the parable is to understand something related to the Holy 
Scripture, for the Kabbalist, its focus is upon experiencing this meaning and becoming the husband of the Torah.

Another interesting example of symbolic dynamics may be seen in one of R. Joseph of Hamadan's books: 118

Why is his name Tubal-Cain?119 Because the Shekhinah is sometimes clothed in him, and sometimes he 
stands alone. When the Shekhinah is clothed in him, he is called Tubal-Cain, since at this time he is 
brought to the king with gladness and joy, and thus he is then called Tubal-Cain. But when he is alone, he 
is called Cain. This is the reason for the names Cain and Tubal-Cain.

The supermundane entity referred to by the two names is the angel Metatron; being the closest angel to the divine 
Shekhinah, the latter sometimes embodies herself in it in order to approach the king, that is, the Sefirah of Tiferet. 
These processes of embodiment and approach are symbolized in the twofold name Tubal-Cain; this phrase indicates 
the coexistence of two entities in one, together with the movement of these two beings, Shekhinah and Metatron, 
toward the Sefirah of Tiferet. This movement is derived from the form tuval, understood as meaning "brought to." 
Thus, the two names signify two states of one entity: its interrelation with another force or even with two other 
forcesMalkhut (Shekhinah) and Tiferetor its separateness from Shekhinah. These two types of relationships, closeness 
and separateness, are described without the use of Kabbalistic terminology: Shekhinah, "king," and Metatron are all 
names used in classical Jewish literature. Symbolism silently enters the story through the structure of the situation: 
the Shekhinah who approaches the king implies a bipolar structure, with the former portrayed as a female who adorns 
herself before approaching the kingthe male. This rendezvous has sexual overtones alluded to in the phrase "gladness 
and joy." The term Cain is also seen as allusive to a certain type of relationship: separateness. These names are not 
simply denominations for synonyms of Metatron but, in relation to the angel, symbols of situations that can be taught 
by the names of these two biblical figures. Thus, the biblical narrative reflects two opposite cases of Metatron's 
position in relation to the Shekhinah: Cain, the murderer who fled from God's revenge, symbolizes the separation of 
the angel from the divine force or, implicitly, its fall; on the other hand, Tubal-Cain reflects the angel's ascent to the 
infradivine domain. Here, the myth is by and large focused upon the processes concerning an angel rather than a 
divine power. Thus, we see that Kabbalistic readings of the Torah can reflect through the use of symbolic
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hermeneutics not only divine processes but also the angelic dynamics. As R. Joseph of Hamadan put it, 120 "The 
entire Torah is filled with pearls,121 as it tells the matter of the genealogy of the angels."

Let us examine another level of interpretation of Tubal-Cain; according to the same Kabbalist,122 Zillah*, the 
mother of Tubal-Cain, gave birth to her son "through the aspect of the demonic powers," and therefore "he is the 
bearer of murder, like Cain and Abel, and he is the evil inclination, and he brings hatred to the world, for men need 
weapons123 to fight one another." Thus, Zillah, who symbolizes the Shekhinah,124 gave birth to a demonic power 
that perpetuates struggle in the world. Far from participating in the harmonious union of Shekhinah and the king in 
the supernal world, Tubal-Cain is the agent of violence below; this is the result of the pernicious impregnation of the 
Shekhinah, presented here in relation to demonic forces. This biblical verse can thus be read as symbolizing several 
levels of supermundane events: demonic, angelic, and divine. This Kabbalist explains how it is that Zillah, symbol of 
the Shekhinah, can be envisioned as having something to do with the demonic realm:125 "Everything in the Torah is 
to be interpreted according to seventy aspects of uncleanness [that is, demonic] and purity [divine], as it is written, 
'God has made the one as well as the other.' "126

This is a highly significant hermeneutical postulate; as it applies to the same word (in this case, the name Zillah), it 
means that the biblical text can be interpreted as simultaneouly revealing totally different levels of existence. The 
fluidity of symbol in relation to the entities symbolized is self-evident; there is no fixed set of symbols disclosing the 
divine structure, as against another germane to representing its demonic counterpart. Every word in the Bible 
concomitantly reflects entirely different ontological structures; hence, the assumption that there is an immanent 
relationship between the symbol and the symbolized becomes difficultthe more polysemous the nature of the symbol, 
the less organic is its affinity to the symbolized. Moreover, at least implicitly, Tubal-Cain is presented as the 
counterpart of Cain or, in the Kabbalistic view, as his reincarnation. This use of metempsychosis is one of the main 
ways in which R. Joseph of Hamadan interprets biblical texts.127

One could adduce examples of this dynamic quality to the theosophical symbol ad libitum; however, the passages 
cited above illustrate the point. I would like, however, to elaborate upon certain implications of this presentation of 
Kabbalistic symbolism. I assume that the main aspect of the sefirotic realm is not its "indescribability" or 
"inexpressibility," as Scholem conceives it, but rather its dynamism. In our case, symbols are necessary precisely 
because several aspects of the ever-changing system need to be expressed, not
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because the revealed facet of divinity is beyond expression in conceptual terms owing to its transcendence. 128 I 
want to emphasize that Scholem's conception is highly disputable: even according to him, the Sefirot constitute 
"intermediary states between the first Emanator and all things that exist apart from God."129 It is bizarre to assume 
that one of the qualities of the Sefirot qua manifestations is their "hiddenness." This epitheton is perhaps appropriate 
to the higher Sefirot and to 'Eiyn Sof, although even in these cases their hiddenness is not total, and lengthy 
discussion of precisely these higher aspects of the divine world appear in the Zohar.130 As we shall see below,131 
Kabbalists perceived the Zohar, and I assume also the Bible, as reflecting the incessantly changing nature of the 
higher worlds, a fact that renders this book a thesaurus of infinite meanings. If Goethe envisioned symbolism as the 
revelation of "Dauer im Wechsel," Kabbalists would propose a definition of symbol as the reflection of the 
"Wechsel" in the "Dauer,'' in which the text, like Divinity itself, is perceived as such a "Dauer"; the text remains 
unchanged, yet time and again reflects a higher process.132 Like a magic ball that remains always the same although 
refracting varied moving lights, so the text of the Torah or of the Zohar enables us to perceive an ever-changing 
reality.133

The Kabbalist is, however, far more than one who has succeeded in understanding a given event in the divine world. 
As Ricoeur aptly put it, symbols "invite thought." But interesting as this diagnosis of symbolism may be for Christian 
thought, in mystical Judaism it is still only a preliminary step. Understanding the higher structures and dynamics, the 
Kabbalist is invited, even compelled, to participate in the divine mystery, not by understanding, faith, and 
enlightenment, but primarily by an imitatio of the dynamics. The transparence of the divine world through symbols is 
secondary to the pedagogic role of bringing someone to action. The comprehension of the "mystery" is meaningless 
if not enacted in every commandment, even in every movement one performs. In other words, the main role of 
Kabbalistic symbolism is the presentation of a reflection of the theosophical structure. This dynamic structure 
functions as a powerful instrument of ensuring the dynamism of human activity and endowing it with a sublime 
significance, which is why the "pure contemplation" of Kabbalistic symbolism falls short of penetrating its ultimate 
nature. In 1942, Scholem wrote in a rather tragic vein:

Die alten Symbole sind hier expliziert.
Der Kabbalist war kein Narr.
Doch was die verwandelte Zeit gebiert
Bleibt fremd und unsichtbar.
                                                                (Vae Victisoder, der Tod in der Professur)
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Even the most profound explanation of symbols cannot help someone cope with his contemporary reality; neither 
was the explanation of these symbols, in the Middle Ages, intended as a self-sufficient goal. The Kabbalistic symbols 
strove to induce an active mood or approach to reality rather than to invite contemplation.

Two final remarks on Kabbalistic symbolism seem pertinent here. As we have seen from R. Joseph of Hamadan's 
passages, the same symbol, "Zillah *," can point to both the divine and the demonic realms. The entire area of 
demonic symbolism as an integral part of Kabbalistic symbolism has been neglected in the theoretical treatment of 
the subject. In fact, a series of important Kabbalists who were contemporaries of R. Joseph of Hamadan, such as R. 
Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi and R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*, expanded the already existing symbols of evil 
present in some works of R. Isaac ben Jacob ha-Cohen and in the zoharic literature. Although modern scholars were 
aware of the existence of such a type of symbol, this awareness was not integrated in their discussions of the 
symbol.134 For example, Tishby explicitly assumes that the "hidden object" of Kabbalistic symbolism is "God or the 
divine world."135 The demonic powers are not only a counterpart of the divine structure; they also attempt to imitate 
it by their actionshence the affinity between the processes taking place among the powers of evil and those in the 
Sefirot.136 Again, understanding of this type of symbolism encouraged the Kabbalist to act in accordance with the 
prescriptions of the Torah; if the positive commandments are, according to theosophical Kabbalah, a way of 
participating in the divine life by influencing it, the negative ones are intended to separate man from the demonic 
world.

My second remark concerns the possibility of finding a definiton for Kabbalistic symbolism in general. I have so far 
used texts mainly from the latter part of the thirteenth century; my emphasis upon dynamism and participation as part 
of the emergence of the Kabbalistic symbol fits, I assume, this important period of Kabbalah. At a later date, they are 
still present to the extent that the zoharic literature is influential. The attempt to find a comprehensive definition of 
Kabbalistic symbolism applicable in an unqualified way to Kabbalah in general is indeed a kind of hubris. Hundreds 
of Kabbalistic texts, written by hundreds of Kabbalists in remote places and various periods of time, cannot agree 
upon such a basic question as the essence of the symbol. Each Kabbalist, with his idiosyncratic perception of the 
symbol, contributed to the expansion and diversification of Kabbalistic notions of symbolism: as in literature, where 
Goethe's view of the symbol differs from that of Schiller, not to mention that of the Symbolist poets, so in Kabbalah. 
The awareness that
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symbolic systems must be studied separately before a more general definition can be deduced from particular studies 
is crucial for a serious approach to the subject. For the time being, I would propose accepting Erwin Goodenough's 
description of the symbol as "an object or a pattern which, whatever the reason may be, operates upon men, and 
causes effects in them, beyond mere recognition of what is literally presented in the given form." 137 This general 
conception of the symbol may serve as a fair description of most of Kabbalistic symbolism.

II
The Pneumatic Interpreter and Union with the Torah

I want now to comment upon the history of a singularly neglected approach that guided several important Jewish 
mystics in their attempts to understand the hidden meaning of the Scripture. In sharp contrast to the attitudes of 
earlier Jewish interpreters,138 certain Kabbalists saw divine inspiration as a sine qua non for fathoming the sublime 
secrets with which the Bible is fraught; the notion that altered states of consciousness were a prerequisite for a more 
profound understanding of the sacred text attests to a new awareness that, in order to delve into the depths of a text, 
one must return, or at least attempt to return, to the level of consciousness that characterized the person who received 
the inspiration or revelation that catalyzed the writing of this text. Mystical interpretation of a text was thus a 
function not only of its symbolic or esoteric nature but also of the spiritual state of the reader or exegete himself. The 
clearest formulation of this view is found in the earliest texts dealing with this approach, written by Christian 
theologians. Abelard viewed the prophetic pneuma as "gratia interpretandi, id est exponandi verba divina."139 Later 
on, Joachim di Fiori, the famous abbot of Calabria, is reported to have asserted: "Sed Deus, inquit, Qui olim dedit 
prophetis spiritum prophetiae, mihi dedit spiritum intelligentiae, ut in Dei spiritu omnia mysteria sacrae Scripturae 
clarissime intelligam, sicut sancti prophetae intellexerunt qui eam olim in Dei spiritu ediderunt."140

Thus, a clear understanding of Holy Scripture is attained by returning to the frame of mind of the ancient prophets 
who had received the "spiritus."141 It is worth emphasizing at this point that, like Joachim, although apparently not 
under his influence, most of the Jewish Kabbalists to be mentioned below perceived their pneumatic interpretations 
in terms of an eschatological scheme.142 Abraham Abulafia,143 the anonymous author of Sefer ha-Meshiv,144 
Solomon Molkho,145 and Hayyim* Vital146 were all nourished by eschatological drives, hopes, and aspirations, and 
they viewed their own era as
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immediately preceding and in some cases preparing the eschaton. Let us now examine in more detail the Jewish 
examples:

1. R. Abraham Abulafia created a complex system of seven methods for interpreting the Bible. The last of these is 
described in one of his works as follows: "The seventh path is a peculiar one, which includes all the others, and it is 
the holy of holies and is intended solely for prophets . . . and through its attainment, the 'speech' coming from the 
Agent Intellect to the intellectual faculty is acquired . . . and it is the path of the essence of prophecy." 147 Therefore, 
prophets alonenamely, mystics using Abulafian techniquesare worthy of utilizing the "highest" hermeneutic method, 
which consists of atomizing or monadizing the biblical texts.

The process of dividing the continuum of letters into discrete entities is reminiscent of, and closely akin to, Abulafia's 
mystical technique of attaining prophecy by means of the musical recitation of separate letters.148 We therefore 
confront here a comprehensive phenomenon of atomization of the text, or any other linguistic material, into primary 
elements that are considered absolute monads149 or, according to Sefer ha-Yezirah*, twenty-two primary letters.150 
This process constitutes a transformation of a "langage classique," to use Roland Barthes's phrase, into a mystical and 
magical series of sounds that can reasonably be described, again employing Barthes's terms, as a "discontinue du 
nouveau langage."151 The disintegration of language into linguistic monads is obviously a regression from the 
purely social point of view, although it may well constitute the restoration of a hypothetical primary language.152 In 
a passage that seemingly reflects Abulafia's instruction to one of his students, the latter is requested to transcend any 
significant linguistic expression:

My son, it is not the intention that you come to a halt with some finite or given form, even though it be of 
the highest order. Much rather is this the "path of the names": the less understandable they are, the higher 
their order, until you arrive at the activity of a force which is no longer in your control, but rather your 
reason and your thought is in its control. . . . And he produced books for me made up of [combinations of] 
letters and names and mystic numbers [gematriot] of which nobody will ever be able to understand 
anything, for they are not composed in a manner meant to be understood. He said to me: "This is the 
[undefiled] path of the names."153

The mystic was asked to efface the natural and even the spiritual forms by means of the incantation of unintelligible 
combinations of letters intended to alter his state of consciousness and cause him to reach "prophecy"a mystical state. 
For this anonymous Kabbalist, as well as for Abulafia, language is a
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powerful instrument for understanding natural reality, and even the spiritual world is adequately projected onto the 
structure of linguistic material. 154 When a man strives for an ultimate mystical experience, however, he must break 
the structured language, as he needs to efface the forms inscribed in his mind in order to make room there for higher 
entities to dwell. This practice, as well as other Kabbalistic devices,155 reminds one of modern surrealistic methods 
of artistic creation; with André Breton, the ecstatic Kabbalist would say, "Language has been given to man so that he 
may make Surrealist use of it."156 The disintegration of social language into meaningless units is considered by 
Abulafia as the path of transformation of human language into divine names.

As we know from Abulafia's works, his request is neither a utopian condition nor a theoretical desideratum; he 
perceived himself as a classical prophet157 and deemed his own period as the beginning of the messianic eon, in 
which he saw himself playing an eschatological role in relation to Jews and Christians.158 Moreover, Abulafia 
produced a commentary on the Pentateuch, named Sefer ha-Maftehot*, in which he applied his own peculiar 
hermeneutic techniques.159 We can therefore conclude that the previously quoted statement on prophecy as a 
prerequisite for the use of the seventh method is conclusive evidence of the actual impact of mystical states upon a 
certain aspect of the interpretive experience in Kabbalah.160 It is worth noting that a prophetic experience is attained 
as a result of the utilization of this "path," and we presumably encounter a situation wherein prophecy sustains 
interpretation, and vice versa.161 According to Abulafia, the sensus propheticus of the monadized text is tantamount 
to knowledge of the divine name or names, which, in turn, is the best method of attaining prophecy.162 In other 
words, the atomization of the texts as part of the interpretive method is concomitant to attaining summa perfectio. 
The less important the crystallized form of the canon, the more important is the spiritual achievement of the 
interpreter. Apparently under the impact of Abulafia's views, an anonymous Kabbalist of the fourteenth or fifteenth 
century writes:163

One cannot comprehend the majority of the subjects of the Torah and its secrets and the secrets of the 
commandments cannot be comprehended but by means of the prophetic holy intellect which was emanated 
from God onto the prophets. . . . Therefore, it is impossible to comprehend any subject among the secrets 
of the Torah and the secrets of performing the commandments by means of intellect or wisdom or by 
intellectus acquisitus,164 but [only] by means of the prophetic intellect . . . by the divine intellect given to 
the prophets, which is tantamount to the secret of knowledge of the great [divine] name.
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Hence, knowledge of the inner aspects of the Torah is conditional upon the attainment of the highest intellectual 
faculty, the prophetic intellect, which is seen as tantamount to a prophetic experience. 165 It is worthy of note that 
the understanding of the secrets is a function of blurring the gap between God and man; the latter acquires a divine, 
holy intellect, which is the sine qua non of penetration into the secrets of the Torah. A text written under the 
inspiration of the divine spirit can be properly understood only by re-creating an appropriate state of consciousness.

2. In an anonymous Kabbalistic work entitled Sefer ha-Meshiv (The Book of the Answering [Angel] ),166 written 
during the generation preceding the expulsion from Spain, we encounter a surprising view, worth quoting in extenso, 
concerning the manner of composition of the Jewish literary tradition:167

You should know that the secret causing the descent of the supernal book is the secret of the descent of the 
supernal chariot, and when you pronounce the secret of the great name, immediately the force of the 
"garment"168 will descend downward, which is the secret of Elijah,169 who is mentioned in the works of 
the sages. And by this R. Simeon bar Yohai*170 and Jonathan ben Uzziel learned their wisdom, and they 
were deserving of the secret of the "garment," to be dressed in it. And R. Hanina* and R. Nehuniya* ben 
ha-Kaneh and R. 'Akiva and R. Ishmael ben Elisha and our holy rabbi [R. Judah the Prince] and Rashi and 
many others [learned] likewise.171 And the secret of the "garment" is the vision of the "garment," which 
the angel of God is dressed in, with a corporeal eye, and it is he who is speaking to you. . . . And the secret 
of the garment was given to those who fear God and meditate upon his name; they have seen it, those men 
who are the men of God were worthy of this state. And they were fasting for forty days172 continuously, 
and during their fast they pronounced the Tetragrammaton forty-five times,173 and on the fortieth day [the 
"garment''] descended to him and showed him whatever he wished [to know], and it stayed with him until 
the completion of the [study of the] subject he wanted [to know]; and they [Elijah and the "garment"] were 
staying with him day and night. Thus was it done in the days of Rashi to his master, and the latter taught 
him [Rashi] this secret [of the "garment"], and by means of it [the secret] he [Rashi] composed whatever he 
composed, by the means of his mentor and instructor.174 Do not believe that he [Rashi] wrote this down 
from his own reason,175 for he did it by the secret of the "garment" of the angel and the secret of 
mnemotechnics, to explain the questions one is asking or to compose a book one wishes to compose, and 
[thus] were all the sciences copied,176 one by one. . . . And this happened in the days of the Talmud and in 
the days of Rashi's master and in the days of Rashi, too, since his master began this [usage], and Rashi 
ended it, and in their times this science [how to receive revelations] was transmitted by word of mouth, one 
man to another, and this is the reason all the sages of Israel relied upon
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Rashi, as at that time they knew the secret. Therefore, do not ever believe that he [Rashi] composed his 
commentary on the Talmud and on the plain meaning of the Bible out of his reason, but by means of this 
force of the secret of the "garment," and that [force] which dressed it, which is an angel, since by means of 
it he could know and compose whatever he wished. . . . And those who were able to see it were like 
prophets, and in the times of the Talmud many used it.

We encounter here an audacious reconstruction of the origin of Jewish techniques of interpretation: great figures of 
ancient and medieval Jewish literature were considered to have used magical devices, including fasting and the 
pronunciation of divine names, in order to receive the vision of an angel, which was viewed as the authoritative 
means of receiving the contents of the book or commentary one intended to write. It is worthy of note that not only 
are Kabbalistic subjects included in this passage but also the classical popular commentary on the "plain meaning" of 
the Bible by Rashi.

Our author traces the use of the "garment" technique to the talmudic period, declaring that the persons who used it 
were like prophets, evidently disregarding the well-known talmudic view according to which prophecy had already 
ceased in the tannaitic period. 177 Therefore, according to this anonymous Kabbalist, as we have previously seen in 
Abulafia's work, a prophetic status is a precondition for writing authoritative commentariesin this case, even when 
these are not concerned with mystical issues. It seems clear, however, that these initial statements on the manner in 
which commentaries were written were not only intended as theoretical discussion; they formed part of a larger 
commentary on the Pentateuch, of which only a goodly fragment of the commentary on Genesis is extant.178 As I 
have attempted to demonstrate, this commentary was apparently composed through the use of magical devices, 
whose affinity to the above-mentioned practice is evident.179 We can therefore conclude that it is plausible that this 
work was the result of the de facto application of the techniques attributed by the author to earlier Jewish authorities; 
by mentioning his illustrious antecedents, this anonymous Kabbalist was evidently attempting to legitimize his own 
composition in the eyes of the Jewish public. In this work, the gap between God and man is bridged by the descent of 
spiritual entities, enveloped in corporeal garments, enabling terrestrial beings to receive messages from them 
concerning the secrets of Torah.

I would like to elaborate upon the metamorphosis of RashiR. Solomon Izhaki*, the paragon of Jewish "plain" 
exegesisinto a mystic who learned everything from supernal sources. This was indeed a strange transformation for 
this figure to undergo: his penetrating expositions of the straightforward
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meaning of the biblical and talmudic texts could not, according to the anonymous Kabbalist, stem from the human 
intellect; their authoritative status had, accordingly, to be generated by inspiration or revelation from above. This 
understanding of Rashi did not remain the patrimony of an isolated Kabbalist; later authors reiterated this mystical 
perception of the famous exegete, only one of them doing so under the apparent influence of Sefer ha-Meshiv. 180 
The author of Gallya Raza affirmed that "it is well known that Rashi's words are true, since he said them under the 
inspiration of the divine spirit, and we surely ought to believe that the divine spirit moved in him." The younger 
contemporaries of the author of this Kabbalistic treatise, R. Simeon ibn Lavi and R. Gedaliah ibn Yahya*, apparently 
independently of one another and of the previous texts, portrayed Rashi in similar colors: the former asserted that, 
whether or not Rashi was a Kabbalist, the divine spirit dwelled upon him;181 the latter declared that the divine spirit 
flowed in Rashi's words, in which he interpreted all the written and oral law according to the authentic tradition.182 
Most surprising, however, is a tradition attributed to R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov, transmitted via R. Zevi* Hirsch of 
Zhidachov to his nephew, R. Isaac Yehudah Safrin of Komarno: "Wherever Rashi uses [the phrase], 'the plain 
meaning of the verse,' he intended [to say] that, when you shall divest yourself of your corporeality and be stripped 
of any material issue, you will [surely] apprehend the plain meaning of the verse, stripped of any idea [referring] to 
the hidden secrets."183 The paradox implied in this passage is astounding: the plain meaning of the Bible can be 
understood only through a total divestment of corporeality,184 a kind of spiritualization or "simplification," in 
Plotinus' jargon. In contrast to the more commonly held perception of secrets as attained by ascensio mentis, they are 
now viewed, as I understand this passage, as pertaining to the world of multiplicity,185 whereby the plain meaning 
now becomes the crowning achievement of the mystic. Rashi is thereby portrayed as an exegete who hinted at the 
need for a mystical experience that had to precede the understanding of the plain meaning. We no doubt witness here 
an interesting rejection of the theosophical secrets, opening an avenue to a direct and experiential perception of the 
biblical text.186 I assume that, according to this tradition, esoteric interpretations were viewed as an obstacle to the 
understanding of the plain and sublime meaning of the text. No wonder, then, that quotations from Rashi's 
commentaries were so widespread in Hasidic* literature.

3. To return to Sefer ha-Meshiv: I believe that a striking reflection of its pneumatics may be seen in the activity of R. 
Solomon Molkho.187 In a passage discussed above in part,188 this visionary confessed that:189
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Sometimes in these days I see the celestial academy 190 of sages, and the books are open before them and 
they study the Torah and they discuss [issues concerning Torah], and they comment upon verses and 
statements of our sages, blessed be their memory; and from their discussions I hear and learn something. 
And since I did not learn [Hebrew], nor was accustomed to the holy language and [!] I did not comprehend 
all their discussions. But from what I was taught there in that Holy Academy, I answer people who ask for 
interpretations of verses and statements, which are seen as difficult to understand to the sages of [our] 
generation. And whoever wishes may ask me whatever he wants, to comment on recondite verses and 
statements, [for] with the help of God, I am confident that I may answer everyone who asks me in a 
satisfactory manner, sublime things which are sufficient for any intelligent person, which are not [written] 
in books, [but in] which I was instructed from heaven.191 But I had never learned science from the mouth 
of a mortal master or colleague. And whatever anyone will ask me, I am allowed to answer, regarding the 
twenty-four [books of the Jewish biblical canon], except the Book of Daniel.

We find prior evidence here of Molkho's oracular exposition of the canon; he openly acknowledges that his 
interpretations cannot be the result of previous studies, as he confesses his prior ignorance of Hebrew and apparently 
also of Jewish matters.192 Like the preceding Kabbalists, Molkho authored Sefer ha-Mefo'ar, a book that, although a 
collection of homilies, focuses upon important subjects dealt with in the Bible.

4. The nexus between prophecy and comprehension of the secrets of the Torah is clear in the writings of the famous 
Kabbalist R. Hayyim* Vital. According to him:

All the prophets followed him [Moses] by directing the people and by illuminating their eyes regarding the 
wisdom of the Torah and its secrets, by means of the divine spirit which enwrapped him. [Therefore] we 
conclude that prophecy and divine spirit must be in existence in the world, and this is an easy thing, 
provided that worthy men live.193

We likewise learn from the introduction to Vital's 'Ez* Hayyim that "the mysteries of the Torah and its secrets will 
not be revealed to men through their intellectual hylic faculty, but by means of the divine influx, emanated from the 
supernal holiness."194

We again perceive that human capabilities are insufficient to penetrate the secret meaning of the Torah; hence the 
paranormal states of consciousnesshere the descent of divine forcesare of paramount importance in decoding these 
secrets. Vital's statements are in full accord with both Abraham Abulafia's view, discussed above in brief, and with 
that of R. Isaac Luria Ashkenazi, his main master in Kabbalistic matters, who maintains, in a way reminiscent of
  

< previous page page_240 next page >



< previous page page_241 next page >
Page 241

the stand of Sefer ha-Meshiv, that one ought to study only books written as a result of revelation. 195 Luria himself, 
as we know, was considered to have received a revelation of Elijah.

According to Vital's view in Sha'arey Kedushah, we find that prophecy is made possible by virtue of the particular 
structure of the human being, which includes all the divine and extradivine worlds, and especially because "there is 
no other light united with the light of the ten Sefirot like the light of the source of the souls."196 According to 
another treatise of Vital, when the source of the highest human soul is blessed by the supernal influx, then it expands 
and draws a "prophetic power" upon its soul so that he will understand and comprehend the secrets of the Torah.197 
The greater this supernal influx, claims Vital, the greater is the human capability to understand the secrets of the 
Torah as if by the divine spirit. This is an explicit reference to the crucial role of the pneuma for fathoming the 
Kabbalistic secrets concealed in the Torah.

5. Under the impact of the Kabbalistic views mentioned above, we also find in Hasidism* unequivocal evidence of 
the pneumatic experience as anticipating the interpretation of biblical verses. I will deal here with only a few 
passages attesting to this view, beginning with Solomon Maimon's Autobiography. Before I examine the pertinent 
passages, however, it is worth remarking that the attainment of a state of self-annihilation was a major goal of the 
masters of early Hasidism in general, and not only within the context of interpreting the Torah. They indicated that 
the true spiritual activity is that performed by the divine presence, which dwells in the body of the perfect man and 
uses his limbs like a musical instrument.198 Hence, the role played by the conscious activity of the interpreter is, 
according to the Hasidic* masters, virtually nil. Indeed, Maimon's qualification of this major feature of Hasidic 
mysticism is clear:

Their sermons and moral teachings were not, as these things commonly are, thought over and arranged in 
an orderly manner beforehand. This method is proper only to the man who regards himself as a being 
existing and working for himself apart from God. But the superiors of this sect hold that their teachings are 
divine, and therefore infallible, only when they are the result of self-annihilation before God, that is, when 
they are suggested to them ex tempore, by the exigence of circumstances, without their contributing 
anything themselves.199

Immediately thereafter, Maimon decribes a peculiar example of this way of expression. He reports that he begged a 
Hasid* "to communicate to me some of these divine teachings. He clapped his hand on his brow as if he were 
waiting
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for inspiration from the Holy Ghost." 200 After giving the contents of this sermon, which itself dealt with the 
problem of self-annihilation, Maimon remarks, "Quite charmed with this ingenious method of interpreting the Holy 
Scripture, I begged the stranger for some more expositions of the same kind. He proceeded therefore in his inspired 
manner."201 Once again, Maimon could not restrain his admiration: "I could not help being astonished at the 
exquisite refinement of these thoughts and charmed with the ingenious exegesis by which they were supported."202

It seems that the wheel of history had come full circle: prophecy, which was the main vehicle for the formation of the 
Holy Scriptures in biblical times, was excluded from the rabbinic type of interpretation; it returned in the Kabbalistic 
texts, culminating in the Hasidic* view that the real speaker in the exposition of the Scriptures is the divine spirit, 
invoked as a precondition to homiletics, according to the method clearly in use among some disciples of R. Israel 
Ba'al Shem Tov.

I shall give only one significant example: R. Elimelekh of Lyzhansk affirms that "when a Zaddik* wishes to 
comment upon a certain concept or biblical verse, before he begins to speak he shakes his [supernal] root, and the 
interpretation comes down to him from his root."203 We find here a certain similarity to Vital's view of the supernal 
source of the soul as the ultimate origin of the secrets of the Law; the Safedian Kabbalist and the Hasidic master 
share a belief that authentic interpretations are generated by a high transpersonalalthough individualentity that 
inspires the human soul when she quests for a profound understanding of texts.

Later on, R. Nahman* of Bratslav proposed an entire metaphysic of interpretation; it is the universal soul that serves 
as a channel for all the interpretations that reach our world:

Know that there is a soul in the world through which all interpretations of the Torah are revealed. . . . All 
interpreters of Torah receive [their words] from this soul. . . . And when this soul falls from its rung, and its 
words become cold, it dies. When it dies, the interpretations that had come through it also disappear. Then 
all the interpreters are unable to find any meaning in the Torah. . . . He who wants to interpret the Torah 
has to begin by drawing unto himself words as hot as burning coals. Speech comes out of the upper 
heart. . . . The interpreter [first] has to pour out his words to God in prayer, seeking to arouse his mercies, 
so that the heart will open. Speech then flows from the heart, and interpretation of the Torah flows from 
that speech. . . . On this heart are inscribed all the interpretations of the Torah.204

The interpreter is therefore nourished by a supernal source, "the heart," that is
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identical with the universal soul, summoned up by prayers to provide the human exegete with a particular 
interpretation.

The survey of the above passages has shown that, in Jewish medieval Kabbalistic traditions, as in Hasidism *, there 
is clear evidence supporting the conclusion that pneumatic experiences are viewed as a prelude to a particular kind of 
literary activitybiblical exegesis. It may, therefore, be instructive to examine other medieval commentaries from this 
perspective, and it is possible that the range of examples will be considerably greater.205

As we have seen, the interpreter needs the pneuma in order to penetrate the secrets inherent in sacred texts; the 
presence of a pneumatic experience as a condition for understanding some secrets can also be regarded as bridging 
the gap between interpreter and God, before bridging the gap between his plain understanding and the depth of the 
text. The three main components of the exegetical experienceGod qua author of the text, the text itself, and the 
interpreterbecome intimately related to one another. In the quotations above, the distance between these three 
elements was reduced without becoming completely effaced. The interpreter turns into a pneumatic, activated by the 
divine spirit; through the same activity of the pneuma, the Torah turns from a book dealing with history and halakhah 
to a revelation of the life of the intradivine structure, in the theosophical Kabbalah, or alternatively to a path for 
attaining an experience of the Divine, in the ecstatic Kabbalah. God himself undergoes a certain change; the 
hermeneutical process reveals its immanent facets both on the level of hermeneutics and on that of Torah. There are 
also Kabbalistic texts, however, that imply an actual union of these three elements. This radical conception, which is 
a rare one, is deserving of more detailed analysis.

An important view of the Torah, stemming from philosophical circles, regarded it as identical with the intellectual 
realm;206 this idea had already appeared in Philo.207 According to R. Abraham ibn 'Ezra, it is identical with the 
world of wisdom;208 with ibn Latif, it is identical with the world of the separate intellects.209 R. Barukh Togarmi 
adds the crucial view that the Torah is, in the previous contexts, also the divine name and therefore facilitates the 
comprehension of God.210 Moreover, this Kabbalist seems to have assumed that God himself is part of the spiritual 
world.211 R. Abraham Abulafia was acquainted with these views, to which he added a description of the 
understanding of the Torah as the Aristotelian epistemic act of intellection of the intelligible by the human intellect; 
the intelligible is, for Abulafia, the Torah, and understanding it is tantamount to an identification of the intellect with
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the Torah, and thereby with the intellectual world, which presumably includes God. 212

Abulafia gave a peculiar turn to the saying in 'Avot, "Turn it and turn it, since everything is in it,"213 which he 
understood as implying that the continuous contemplation of the Torah by the practice of letter combination would 
result in an experience of the mystic being entirely in the Torah, and of the Torah being entirely in the mystic.214 
This identification of the Scripture and the mystic is reminiscent of a similar concept of identity of the Koran and the 
mystic occurring in the thought of Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn 'Arabi, Abulafia's older contemporary.215

The Aristotelian explanation of the identification of man, text, and God via the noetic act is based upon the explicit 
assumption that these three entities share a common notable featurethey are intelligible or intelligent beings. It is this 
intellectual substratum that enables the mystical identification with each other. I should now like to deal with another 
preliminary essential identity that, together with the previous one, had repercussions on the later interrelationship of 
the elements of the hermeneutical triangle. As I have tried to show elsewhere, the Torah was envisioned in ancient 
Jewish texts, and even more explicitly in medieval Kabbalah, as identical with God himself.216 According to the 
earlier works, the biblical text was inscribed on the divine body, and therefore this book was perceived as having an 
anthropomorphic configuration.217 According to these same ancient texts, the intense and disinterested study of 
Torah for its own sake can be transformed into a visionary experience of the supernal chariot and the Shi'ur Komah; 
thus the Torah becomes the path to a mystical encounter with the Divine. Hence, there is a common structure to God, 
man, and Scripture: the anthropomorphical feature. The Kabbalistic views added a further element: God qua wisdom 
is identical with a divine potency, the Sefirah Hokhmah* (wisdom).218 Moreover, numerous other Kabbalistic 
passages directly posit the identity of the entire structure of ten Sefirot with the Torah.219 At the same time, 
Kabbalah regarded the souls of the people of Israel as of divine origin, and thence as themselves divine.220 These 
and other concepts merged into what became a widespread dictum, the precise source of which is not clear, stating 
that "God, Israel and the Torah are one entity."221 Basically, this is a statement of the identity of the origin, God, 
and those entities that emanated therefrom; hence, it is a Neoplatonic type of preliminary identity, which is an ontic 
one. At times, the Sefirah of Tiferet is conceived as the Sefirah that uniquely represents the Divinity and at the same 
time is identical with the supernal written law and the archetypal Israel. According to some Kabbalists, the study of 
the
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Torah is the way of union with God, given its identity with him. R. Solomon Alkabez *, an important Safedian 
figure, asserts that the Torah "brings us to a state of devekut in him, may he be exalted, because when we cleave to 
her [the Torah], we also cleave to our Creator, since he and his wisdom are one."222 Therefore, the original affinity 
of the three factors must be enacted by the Kabbalistic study of the Torah.

At the end of the eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries some Hasidic* masters reiterated some of the concepts 
described above. R. Moses Hayyim* Ephraim of Sudylkow, the grandson of R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov, reported that 
in one of his dreams his father-in-law, R. Nahman*, told him that a person who is righteous is close to the Torah and 
that the Torah is in him and he is in the Torah.223 The affinity of this formulation to Abulafia's above-cited view is 
striking.224 After quoting the Kabbalistic dictum mentioned above, R. Moses Hayyim Ephraim of Sudylkow 
asserts:225

"Man" is God, as the numerical value of the Tetragrammaton when spelled fully is forty-five, like the value 
of 'Adam [man], and the Torah is [constituted] of 248 positive commandments and 365 interdictions. . . . 
And when man studies Torah for its own sake, to keep it and perform it, then he brings all his limbs close 
to their source whence they originated and were generated, namely, to the Torah, and each of his limbs 
becomes a substratum of a particular commandment226 pertinent to this particular limb, and he becomes 
identical with the Torah in a unification and a complete union, like the unification of man and woman.

The study of the Torah is here regarded as a restoration of the original state of the human body through its 
purification, culminating in a mystical union with the Torah, which dwells upon the sanctified members; the mystical 
study of the Torah is instrumental in the achievement of the triune state. Similarly, R. Mordekhai of Chernobyl 
asserts:227

If a man sanctifies each of his members and cleaves to the Torah, a cleaving of spirit to spirit,228 and he 
himself becomes a complete Torah, [then] "this is the Torah of Man,"229 since the man himself becomes 
Torah, and "the Torah of God is perfect,"230 [since] it has no imperfection, and it causes the return of the 
human soul to her source, and her source is restored in the supernal place.

The perfect man not only becomes a perfect Torah, but this perfect Torah is viewed as the divine Torah, opening the 
way for the return of the human soul to her source in the divine realm. It is worth remarking that R. Mordekhai 
differs from R. Moses Hayyim Ephraim of Sudylkow on a crucial point: for the former, the human body is restored 
to its pristine sanctity, which is now brought about by the achievement of religious perfection; for the latter, the
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return to the source is reported only in the case of the soul. In another passage, R. Mordekhai comments upon the 
Kabbalistic dictum above, saying: "just as God, blessed be he, is infinite, so also is the Torah infinite, and likewise 
the worship of Israel is infinite." 231 Here, infinity is seen as the clue to the unity of the three elements. In order to 
reach this state, however, an activist attitude is necessary; Torah, by its infinite essence, shows the way to an infinite 
worship that ensures union with the infinite God.

But the most elaborate presentation of the way to achieving mystical union with God by cleaving to the Torah is 
found in a classic of Jewish mysticism, R. Shneur Zalman of Lyady's Likkutey 'Amarim. According to this Hasidic* 
master: "The Torah and the Holy one, blessed be he, are one. The meaning of this is that the Torah, which is the 
wisdom and will of the Holy one, blessed be he, and his glorious essence are one, since he is both the knower and the 
knowledge."232 The Aristotelian principle is here applied to explaining the identity of God and Torah.233 
Elsewhere, the same noetic principle is mentioned in reference to the study of the Torah: "the Torah is absorbed by 
his intellect and is united with it and they become one. This becomes nourishment for the soul and its inner life from 
the giver of life, the blessed 'Eiyn Sof, who is clothed in this wisdom and this Torah that are [absorbed] in it [the 
soul]."234 The mystical study of the Torah therefore enjoys a special superiority over every other commandment, 
since thereby, "the intellect is clothed in divine wisdom, and this divine wisdom is also contained in it."235 
According to R. Shneur Zalman, this is also true with regard to the study of Mishnah, Gemara, and Posekim, as they 
also embody the divine wisdom. The mystical study of the canonic corpus of Judaism culminates with: "a wonderful 
union, like which there is none other, . . . whereby complete oneness and unity . . . could be attained.''236

It remained for one of the most popular classics of modern Jewish mysticism to merge Aristotelian psychology with 
the Neoplatonic views of primordial, essential identity of soul and her source, to formulate an influential mode of 
experiential study of the Torah.237 Here, the mystic not only absorbs the Torah as an intelligible but is himself 
absorbed by the Torah, a formulation reminiscent both of Abulafia and R. Moses Hayyim* Ephraim of Sudylkow.

At this point, it is pertinent to reflect upon the nature of the relationships among the three factors of hermeneutic 
processes; the two types of relationships to Godthe conditioning of the mystical interpretation by previous contact 
with the Divine and the cleaving to God through the Torahshare a profound perception of the Author as a living 
power involved in the interaction between man and the Bible. For the mystic, they cannot be separated, for the
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text is a representation of the Divine. Thus, the relationship to the Bible never becomes "complete" or "intact," as 
Ricoeur would put it; 238 the Kabbalist was interested not in the perfected text whose author is dead and can no 
longer respond but in contact with the living Author for whom the text is an intermediary. Even when the pneuma 
was needed in order to better understand the Bible, the content of this deeper apprehension was, in many cases, a 
better insight into divine matters. According to the French philosopher, the death of the author is a condition for 
finalizing the text and rendering it into a static perfection, allowing for a "complete" relation. This request is based 
upon a rigid attitude toward the contents, which are to be approached when they can no longer change. It is an axiom 
of the Kabbalists that the sacred text is in an ongoing process of change, evidently a symptom of its inherent infinity 
and divinity. For them, Scripture is a way of overcoming the postprophetic eclipse of revelation, an endeavor to 
recapture the presence of the Author and its nature; the biblical text produces a silent dialogue and eventually even 
union between Author and reader,239 as against the ''double eclipse" produced by the complete text as envisioned by 
Ricoeur.240 The act of "writing" was, in rabbinic thought and especially in Kabbalah, the act of revelation at Sinai, 
in which there were present not only those Israelites living at the time but the souls of all following generations. 
Thus, the readers were not at all "absent from the act of writing," nor is God, the Author, "absent from the act of 
reading," as Ricoeur describes the "double eclipse."241 The acts of writing and reading are perfect when performed 
by isolated individuals; for the Kabbalists both acts are shared experiences.

No wonder that the Kabbalists identified Torah with Divinity, a conception rather common in a long series of 
Kabbalistic texts, in which the encounter is explicit.242 But even milder Kabbalistic traditions testify to the presence 
of the Divine in the Torah. According to R. Shema'iah ben Isaac, a late thirteenth-century author:243 "'God created 
man in his own image,'244 this [image] being the Torah, which is the shadow of God, blessed be he." Thus, the same 
matrix of anthropomorphic structure unifies author, reader, and text; their encounter is facilitated by a shared pattern 
permitting the lower anthropos to reach the higher one, by the intermediacy of a middle anthroposthe text.245 Far 
from being the reason for an "eclipse of God," the text is a window by which to contemplate him; Kabbalists were 
interested not in a Verfremdung from the "world of the Author" but in a gradual appropriation of this world as far as 
possible. "The world of the text," its fixation, is only a primary starting point.246

In the eyes of Jewish mystics, the quest for a final or perfect understanding
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of a text would be a self-imposed and superfluous limitation generated by man's projection of his own limitations 
upon a living and infinite entitythe Torah. Or, as R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov once put it, "The book of the Zohar has, 
each and every day, a different meaning." 247 As far-reaching as this statement may be for zoharic exegesis, it is a 
mitigated formulation of a tradition adduced in the name of R. Isaac Luria, who stated that "each and every moment 
the [meaning of the] passages of the Holy Zohar are changing."248 This is not merely a theoretical assumption; it 
was cited in order to justify the composition of R. Isaac Yehudah Yehiel* Safrin's commentary on the Zohar, named 
Zohar Hai*, shortly after his venerated uncle, R. Zevi* Hirsch of Zhidachov, had composed his own commentary on 
the Zohar, 'Ateret Zevi. Moreover, this statement was reported by R. Eliezer Zevi Safrin, the son of R. Isaac Safrin; 
as we know, R. Eliezer himself composed a voluminous commentary on the Zohar entitled Damesek Eliezer, a 
monument to the practical application of the Lurianic dynamic view of the Zohar.

I want to discuss briefly the technical explanation of this ever-changing significance of the Zohar. R. Isaac Luria 
compares the different positions of the stars, which change every hour, to the infinite movements in the infinite 
supernal worlds, which preside over the various understandings of the Zohar:

The worlds change each and every hour, and there is no hour which is similar to another. And whoever 
contemplates the movement of the planets and stars, and the changes of their position and constellation and 
how their stand changes in a moment, and whoever is born in this moment will undergo different things 
from those which happen to one who was born in the preceding moment; hence, one can look and 
contemplate what is [going on] in the supernal infinite, and numberless worlds . . . and so you will 
understand the changes of the constellation and the position of the worlds, which are the garments of 'Eiyn 
Sof; these changes are taking place at each and every moment, and in accordance with these changes are 
the aspects of the sayings of the book of the Zohar changing, and all are words of the living God.249

In 'Ez* Hayyim*, the phrase "infinite worlds" points to the supernal worlds beyond the primeval anthropos. 
Therefore, the theosophical dynamics of these worlds influence the meaning of the Zohar. Thus, even theoretically, 
the possibility of attaining its "ultimate" significance is nil; each moment brings its own novel understanding. I want 
to emphasize Vital's interesting comparison between contemplating the celestial bodies and interpreting a text. In 
principle, this constitutes an application of an older comparison of Kabbalah to astrology, the Kabbalist who reads 
the Torah being considered as a sort of
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superastrologer. 250 What is peculiar to our text is the emphasis upon the repercussions of divine dynamics upon the 
understanding of the Zohar. This text cannot be properly interpreted outside of its appropriate context: the divine life. 
Every commentator therefore comprehends a particular aspect; he momentarily glimpses the infinite possibilities 
without being able to exhaust them; he can contribute only a very limited part, depending upon the particular angle 
the configuration of divine powers allows him to disclose. Luria'sor perhaps Vital'sview of the dynamics of changes 
bore fruit among the Hasidic* Kabbalists of Komarno, who indeed supplied commentaries on the Zohar, generation 
after generation.
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Chapter 10
From Jewish Esotericism to European Philosophy:
An Intellectual Profile of Kabbalah as a Cultural Factor

In the previous chapters, I have presented the major aspects of Jewish mysticism, focusing upon two crucial subjects: 
the quest for ecstasy and union, which uses chiefly anomian techniques, and the theurgical interest, which employs 
nomian ways. I will now address some issues concerning the emergence of Kabbalah on the theater of history, its 
perception as a cultural phenomenon, and the historiosophical theses of Scholem regarding Kabbalah. Finally I will 
briefly survey the history of Kabbalah, based upon the interplay of its two main foci, and conclude with a discussion 
of Kabbalistic anthropology.

I
The Emergence of Kabbalah

In principle, mystics endeavor to uncover an "other dimension" of religion, to use Louis Dupré's phrase; the same is 
true of Jewish mystics. Sometimes this was done by mystical-symbolic interpretations of the Holy Scriptures and 
rituals, and sometimes as part of a quest for types of spiritual experiences beyond those cultivated within the 
normative religious structures. Given the vacillation between the use of nomian and anomian mystical techniques and 
the expressions employed by mystics to describe their experiencesdaring unitive phrases versus sharp theurgical 
understanding of the commandmentsthe question arises as to how these differing types of mysticism were received 
by and integrated in Jewish culture in general.

It is a striking fact, which has curiously remained largely unnoticed by Kabbalah scholarship, that the emergence of 
major Kabbalistic schools did not stir significant controversies in the Jewish milieus in which
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they arose. The first Kabbalistic documents surfacing in Provence provoked, as far as we know, only a very brief 
attack by R. Meir ben Simeon of Narbonne. 1 His critique consists of no more than a page, being directed to certain 
specific aspects of early Kabbalah, mainly its interpretation of prayer, without, however, attacking any of the major 
personalities who were regarded as Kabbalists, such as R. Abraham ben David (Rabad), R. Jacob of Lunel, R. 
Yehudah ben Yakar, and R. Isaac the Blind. The target of this critique was either unnamed persons or the anonymous 
Sefer ha-Bahir. The paucity of criticism is surprising when compared to a parallel phenomenon, close both in time 
and location to the rise of Kabbalah: the attitude toward Maimonides' philosophy. Prima facie, there is something 
surprising in this controversy: it was directed against a personality who combined an outstanding mastery of 
Halakhah and, as a philosopher, a precise, careful manner of writing, intended to avoid the very situation in which he 
and his thought became involved: religious controversy. The fact that such a controversy nevertheless erupted 
demonstrates that his thought appeared amid delicate circumstances, in which any kind of innovation, even a 
prudently formulated one, was subject to careful examination and eventually to sharp criticism.

Early thirteenth-century Provence was not only the arena in which the great renaissance of twelfth-century Jewish 
learning took place but a religiously tense area where both religious heresyCatharismand philosophical pantheism 
were violently attacked. Notwithstanding the circumstances, howeversuch as the church's scrutiny and suspicion of 
novel intellectual directions and the fiery attacks upon MaimonidesKabbalah, which emerged as a historical factor in 
the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries in Provence and Catalonia, escaped stirring polemics and banishments 
(which were to be the lot of Maimonides' works) or excommunication (which was the fate of David de Dinant, 
Amaury de Bene, and Aristotle).

Two factors seem to have protected the emerging Kabbalah: first, unlike philosophy, it was studied within families 
and limited groups, making no attempt to disseminate its tenets to larger audiences. Although there were some 
exceptions that were criticized by the Kabbalists themselves,2 this mystical lore only gradually surfaced, a process 
that facilitated its broader recognition a century after the composition of the first historical Kabbalistic documents. 
Moreover, Maimonides' thought was the achievement of a single extraordinary personality; his reinterpretation of 
Judaism in Aristotelian terms was unprecedented, no major intellectual Jewish circle backing his stands in his own 
lifetime. He attempted to change certain prevailing religious concepts, attacking works that were considered part of 
the ancient spiritual
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patrimony of Judaism, such as Shi' ur Komah, and ignoring others, such as the various interpretations of Ma' aseh 
Bereshit and Ma' aseh Merkavah contained in the Heikhalot literature and in Sefer Yezirah *. He proposed in their 
stead his own philosophical interpretation of the ancient Jewish esoteric teachings.3 Kabbalah, on the other hand, 
enjoyed the support of powerful personalities, who formed a major segment of the spiritual elite of Provence and 
Catalonia: Rabad, R. Jacob the Nazirite of Lunel, Nahmanides*, and later R. Solomon ben Adret. To attack Kabbalah 
was not like entering into conflict with one major Jewish figure living in distant Egypt; rather, a challenger would be 
confronting a coalition that could be overpowered only with great difficulty. Although during the twelfth and the 
early thirteenth centuries, Kabbalists belonged to different mystical circles, they were nevertheless aware of each 
other,4 so that any criticism of the mystical dimension of Judaism would entail a confrontation with powerful forces 
in the Jewish establishment.

Moreover, the Maimonideans, such as Samuel ibn Tibbon or David Kimhi*, although remarkable intellectual figures, 
were nevertheless newcomers in Provence and, more important, lacked the authority invested in some of the early 
Kabbalists by their vast halakhic erudition. Although ibn Tibbon was the outstanding Provençal expert in matters of 
Arabic and Jewish philosophy, and Kimhi in those of the Bible, they could not compete as experts on the mystical 
implications of oral law or oral traditions. We can assume that some criticism of Kabbalah is no longer extant,5 but I 
am nevertheless of the opinion that the great religious authority of some of the early Kabbalists intimidated critics 
from the beginning or managed to silence them even if they uttered attacks.

The second, and more important, reason for the silent acceptance of Kabbalah in Provence and Spain was its deep 
affinity with certain rabbinic patterns of thought. As I have dealt with this issue previously, I want here only to point 
out the difference between the abrupt break represented by Maimonides' rationalistic reinterpretation of the Jewish 
tradition and the slow and gradual articulation of some aspects of Judaism in the emerging Kabbalah. It seems that it 
was easier to convince a person immersed in rabbinic studies of the correctness of the mythical-mystical resonance of 
ancient Jewish texts than of their philosophical overtones.

The crucial question in this context is why Kabbalah emerged at the same time and locale as the Maimonidean 
controversy.6 Graetz answered this question by proposing that Kabbalah was an innovation motivated by an interest 
in counteracting the spread of philosophy, an idea already implied by Modena. Scholem was not happy with such a 
"reactive" answer and solved the quandary with a purely phenomenological plan: early Kabbalah emerged then
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and there because "Gnostic" traditions merged with Neoplatonic thought. I suggest a third hypothesis: that Kabbalah 
emerged in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries as a sort of reaction to the dismissal of earlier mystical 
traditions by Maimonides' audacious reinterpretation of Jewish esotericism and his attempt to replace the mystical 
traditions with a philosophical understanding. Kabbalah can be viewed as part of a restructuring of those aspects of 
rabbinic thought that were denied authenticity by Maimonides' system. Far from being a total innovation, historical 
Kabbalah represented an ongoing effort to systematize existing elements of Jewish theurgy, myth, and mysticism into 
a full-fledged response to the rationalistic challenge. Indeed, we can consider Kabbalah as part of a silent controversy 
between the rationalistic and mystical facets of Judaism. It was "silent" in that the main organon of the Kabbalistic 
response took the form not of open attacks on Maimonidesan extremely rare phenomenon in early Kabbalahbut of an 
ongoing building of an alternative to his system on the basis of earlier materials. Just as some later Kabbalists, such 
as R. Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov, R. Meir ibn Gabbay, and R. Hayyim * Vital considered themselves opponents, 
critics, or even emenders of Maimonides' unilateral interest in philosophy as against mysticism, so did the anti-
Kabbalists, such as R. Elijah del Medigo or R. Yehudah Aryeh of Modena (Leone da Modena), view themselves as 
defenders of the philosopher's ideas.

II
From Esotericism to Exotericism

Kabbalah is by definition an esoteric body of speculation; whether in its theosophic-theurgical explanation of the 
rationales for the commandments,7 or in the ecstatic trend dealing with techniques of using divine names,8 
esotericism is deeply built into this lore. According to R. Isaac the Blind, his predecessors never wrote down 
Kabbalistic matters,9 and Abraham Abulafia viewed the path of the names as a higher, and therefore more secret, 
lore than the path of the Sefirot. Notwithstanding this, both R. Isaac the Blind and Abulafia composed Kabbalistic 
treatises, the latter even boasting that his literary productivity surpassed that of the former Kabbalists.10 By the end 
of the thirteenth century, approximately a hundred years after the appearance of the first Kabbalistic documents, 
there had already been produced a large body of literature consisting of several thousand folios. This explosion of 
Kabbalistic creativity was facilitated by the neutralization of those inhibitions that had prevented earlier Kabbalists 
from expanding upon the esoteric traditions inherited from their teachers. Such scholars as Rabad, Nahmanides*, and 
R.
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Solomon ben Adret (Rashba), although Kabbalists and, in the case of the latter two, even known as teachers of 
Kabbalah, were faithful to the halakhic interdiction against the public transmission of topics related to the "Account 
of the Creation" and the "Account of the Chariot," and refrained from dealing with such issues either in writing or in 
public speech. Furthermore, they seem to have preserved earlier traditions meticulously without attempting to expand 
on them, to elaborate their details, or to effect a larger speculative synthesis; they saw themselves by and large as the 
repositories of an esoteric lore, interested in its intact preservation within limited scholarly circles rather than in its 
transformation into a body of speculations.

Some of the contemporaries of Nahmanides * and of his disciple Rashba, however, envisaged Kabbalah in a very 
different way; it was seen not only as a collection of fragments of esoteric lore of hoary antiquity but also as an open 
science to be furthered by experiences of the individual and his ability creatively to interpret the Holy Scriptures or 
other canonic texts. Kabbalah was regarded no longer as only a single esoteric meaning but as the totality of the 
mystical-mythical senses that could be extracted or infused into the authoritative texts.11 It became more a lore that 
promoted the production of secretsnistarotthan a custodian of secret loreHokhmat* ha-nistar. This plurality of 
equally valid meanings counteracted the esoteric view of there being but one authoritative meaning or tradition. One 
can easily understand the psychological reasoning whereby a Kabbalist, who was aware of the creative process in 
himself that produced a certain Kabbalistic explanation, could hardly envisage it as an esoteric topic to be carefully 
withheld from the vulgus; it is understandable, then, why the systematic and voluminous treatises of such Kabbalists 
as Abraham Abulafia, Moses de Leon, Joseph Gikatilla, and Joseph of Hamadan were only rarely represented by 
their authors as esoteric teachings.

As a result of its self-perception as dealing with psychological processes, the Kabbalah was opened to new creativity. 
As we have seen above,12 the theosophical system of the Sefirot was interpreted by Abraham Abulafia as referring 
to human actions and psychological states; thus he neutralized the esoteric aura surrounding the Sefirot viewed as 
pointing to a mysterious divine structure whose true nature could be realized only by the few who were the recipients 
of ancient traditions. The theological dangers inherent in the contemplation and activation of a complex system of 
divine powers were attenuated by the transposition of this system into the human psyche; in principle, the 
psychologizing of Kabbalah in the ecstatic trend served to bridge the immense gap between it and philosophical 
psychology, which never
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emphasized the esoteric nature of this realm of speculation. 13 R. Pinhas* Elijah Horowitz wrote in his Sefer ha-
Berit: "There are [persons] who are not interested in secrets and say . . . that all these are parables and metaphors for 
the powers found in man."14 According to this Kabbalist, secrecy was perceived as an inherent characteristic of the 
Kabbalistic ontology, related to the "objective" existence of divine powers or configurations symbolically alluded to 
in canonic texts. Horowitz perceptively remarked that Hasidim* were not interested in "secrets"; indeed, the exoteric 
nature of Hasidic* mysticism was clear in comparison with the previous stages of Jewish mysticism. Some earlier 
events, however, prepared the way for a more exoteric type of Jewish mysticism. Thus, Abraham Abulafia 
expounded his particular type of Kabbalah, not only in numerous and voluminous treatises and letters, but also 
orally, to both Jews and Christians in a number of countries.

Later, Kabbalists who were expelled from Spain elaborated Kabbalistic matters in systematic ways that rendered 
superfluous, or at least significantly reduced, the need for oral instructions from a Kabbalistic master. Such treatises 
as R. Meir ibn Gabbay's Derekh 'Emunah and 'Avodat ha-Kodesh and Cordovero's Pardes Rimmonim are examples 
of lucid presentations of a wide range of Kabbalistic topics. I do not intend to imply that these Kabbalists had no 
esoteric teachings that they excluded from their compendiait is more than reasonable to assume that there were 
suchbut overall, Kabbalah ceased to be an esoteric lore. Therefore, it is not surprising that Cordovero's students 
popularized his teachings in ethical treatises that leaned heavily upon classical Kabbalistic texts but were 
nevertheless explicitly intended for the masses.

The next major development in Kabbalistic theosophy, howeverLurianic Kabbalahrepresented a setback from the 
perspective of exoteric Kabbalah.15 Luria's immediate predecessors, such as R. David ben Zimra (Radbaz), ibn 
Gabbay, and Cordovero, presented Kabbalistic teachings as they found them in written textshence the plethora of 
quotations that characterize their writings. Rather than revealing or introducing new Kabbalistic views, they were 
arranging and classifying older views and eventually counterpoising one against another. Therefore, their writings 
offered no revelation of recondite theories or of orally taught secrets. Although Cordovero and his students seem to 
have been immersed in practicing a variety of mystical techniques and were known as the recipients of various 
revelations, the content of their revelations was not presented as part of their written teachings. Cordovero's Sefer ha-
Gerushim, Vital's Sefer ha-Hezyonot*, and R. Eleazar Azikri's mystical diary, which include interesting 
documentation of their mystical lives, are strikingly different from their "classical" works. The Kabbalah revealed by 
the Safedian
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masters consists almost exclusively of either theoretical lorewhich includes details of mystical techniquesor ethical 
mysticism, rather than personal confessions.

III
Kabbalah:
From Expulsion to Hasidism *

One peculiar feature of Kabbalah, especially that of the theosophical-theurgical school, was its scholastic nature. 
Kabbalists studied such classics of Kabbalistic literature as Sefer Yezirah*, Sefer ha-Bahir, Nahmanides*' works, 
and, in particular, the Zohar and were profoundly influenced by those works, either absorbing their ideas and 
elaborating upon them in their own works or writing commentaries upon them. These modes of dealing with sources 
also explain their hints and allusions: fragmentary passages were related to one another, obscure texts were 
elucidated, and, in general, broader Kabbalistic systems emerged over the course of time. Particularly following the 
Expulsion from Spain, the tendency to systematize earlier Kabbalistic ideas and traditions became a major part of the 
process of reconstructing the shattered socio-intellectual Spanish experience. This development of Kabbalistic 
writing was, in essence, a gradual passage from esotericism to exotericism.16

This process, characteristic of Spanish Kabbalists, was coupled with a similar contemporary phenomenon in the 
Italian Kabbalah. From the 1480s on, certain Jewish Italian intellectuals, such as R. Yohanan* Alemanno, R. David 
Messer Leon, R. Isaac of Pisa, and R. Abraham de Balmes, initiated a notable attempt to interpret Kabbalah in 
accordance with the philosophical concepts widespread in their intellectual environment. This translation of 
Kabbalah into a philosophical key also represented implicitly a metamorphosis into a system of ideas that could 
easily be understood by non-Kabbalists, either Jews or Christians, assuming they were acquainted with the kinds of 
philosophical thinking used in the writings of Jewish authors.17 The manner in which Alemanno or de Balmes 
interpreted Kabbalah seems conspicuously cognate to its decoding by their contemporaries and acquaintances in the 
Christian campfor example, Pico della Mirandola or Johannes Reuchlin. Kabbalah was conceived by both Jewish and 
Christian Renaissance figures as an ancient theology, similar to and, according to the Jews, the source of such later 
philosophical developments as Platonism, Aristotelianism, Pythagoreanism, and atomism.18

The interest in the Kabbalah during the period of the Renaissance was shared by Italian Jews and Christians; 
although it was a bridge between the two religions, it was nevertheless exploited for Christian missionary activities, 
as
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openly acknowledged by Pico della Mirandola. 19 The fact, however, that Kabbalah was interpreted in both camps 
according to philosophical views signifies not only its adaptation to Neoplatonic-Hermetic speculations prevalent 
during that period but also the reduction of its esoteric nature. In sharp contrast with the more esoteric conception of 
Kabbalah found among the Spanish Kabbalists,20 their Italian contemporaries envisaged it as a speculative and thus 
exoteric lore. This discrepancy between the two conceptions can be found partly in the different ways it was studied 
by the Kabbalists. In Spain, and after the Expulsion in Safed also, Kabbalah was taught in talmudic 
academiesyeshivotand transmitted not only in written form but also orally.21 In late fifteenth-century Italy, persons 
interested in studying Kabbalah had to do so exclusively from manuscripts without the guidance of an authoritative 
mentor and in at least one instancethat of R. David Messer Leonagainst the will of his father and teacher.22 The 
absence of an oral tradition and the unique focus upon written material contributed to a turn from esotericism to 
exotericism among the Italian Kabbalists.

This twist in the perception of Kabbalah is highly important for an understanding of the printing of the Zohar. As we 
know, the publication of this Kabbalistic chef d'oeuvre stirred a bitter controversy among some Italian Jewish 
authorities, many of whom fiercely opposed the publication of Jewish esoteric lore.23 The printers, R. Isaac de Lattes 
and R. Meshulam of St. Angelo, presented their activity as part of a messianic effort to spread its secrets, thereby 
preparing for the coming of the Messiah. Although this messianic pretext has been accepted by modern scholarship 
as the real motive for the printing of the Zohar,24 these two Kabbalists were not otherwise known as messianic 
activists nor were their opponents to be accused of antimessianic views. Moreover, both printers were influenced by 
Yohanan* Alemanno's exoteric Kabbalah, as we may infer from the fact that both of them copied his voluminous 
treatises and carefully studied them.25

The Kabbalistic writings of Cordovero and of his students, the printing of the Zohar in Italy, and the dissemination of 
Kabbalah among Christians26 prompted a return to stringent orders for secrecy in the circle of R. Isaac Luria.27 His 
teachings were carefully reserved for a few elite Kabbalists and jealously kept from the eyes of curious scholars long 
after his death. Although some Lurianic treatises made their way to Italy and Greece,28 the greatest part of the 
Kabbalistic corpus in the possession of R. Hayyim* Vital remained unknown to the wider public for several decades. 
The widespread dissemination of Lurianic Kabbalah in the wake of Sabbatianism, assumed by modern scholarship, 
has yet to be demonstrated by detailed studies.29 Insofar as I can
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tell, Luria's and Vital's texts enjoyed only a very limited circulation among a readership that had access to only a 
small part of the Lurianic corpus, mainly in the version of R. Israel Sarug. Even his Kabbalistic propaganda was 
successful solely among the elite, and Lurianic Kabbalah became influential in the written works of R. Menahem *' 
Azariah da Fano, R. Aaron Berakhiah of Modena, R. Abraham Herrera, and R. Joseph Solomon del Medigo, known 
as Yashar of Candia. As a result of the complexity of this system, Lurianic Kabbalah remained forever inaccessible 
to the masses. It was accepted, however, by the European Kabbalists according to their intellectual interests. 
Philosophically oriented individuals, such as Herrera or del Medigo, interpreted it in accordance with their 
Neoplatonic or atomistic brands of philosophy, substantially altering the mythical structure of the lore.30 Other 
Kabbalists, such as Abraham Yagel or Manasseh ben Israel, were even less interested in mythical Lurianic Kabbalah 
than were their intellectual contemporaries mentioned above.31 This type of Kabbalah remained the prerogative of a 
very limited circle of Kabbalists in Jerusalem, who continued to cultivate it and redact their works in various 
versions, but they were not active in its propagation to a larger public. Hence the supposed link between the 
''widespread" Kabbalah during the generation preceding Sabbatianism and the spread of messianism must be 
carefully examined.32

Notwithstanding Scholem's assessments of the preparation for the way to Messiah by Lurianic ideas, then, the facts 
seem to be different. First, the knowledge of Lurianic Kabbalah was, roughly speaking, limited to the elite; only a 
few Kabbalists could be considered to have really mastered this complicated type of theosophy. For example, when it 
was propagated in some limited circles or in confraternities in northern Italy, its influence was exerted mainly in 
ritual and customsminhagimand only marginally in a weltanschauung. Second, some of those who were sympathetic 
to it, such as Herrera, del Medigo, and Manasseh, did not perceive it as a messianic ideology. These authors, who 
were among the few Europeans to study Luria's views, even attenuated the mythical, demonical, theurgical, and 
eschatological facets of Kabbalah to various extents. Therefore, at least in the manner in which they adopted Luria's 
thought, its spread had nothing to do with heightening messianic expectations or tensions.33 Third, to the extent that 
Lurianic Kabbalah had a messianic message, it was not greater than the messianic burden of earlier Kabbalah. The 
Kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia and that of the Zohar34 had already incorporated some messianic elements, and they 
were not intensified by the specific formulations of Luria. Given their theurgical tendencies, zoharic and Lurianic 
Kabbalah perceived human activity to be
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capable of restoring the primeval harmony to the divine world, but such an activity, although it might carry 
eschatological overtones, certainly did not constitute messianic activism. Luria, like the Zohar, envisioned the 
achievement of a perfect state in the divine world as a cumulative process requiring collective theurgical activity. As 
Scholem accurately put it, in Lurianic Kabbalah the advent of the Messiah would be the result of preparatory human 
actions rather than a sudden eruption of the eschaton in the world. 35 The individual Messiah was emblematic of the 
attainment of the messianic age rather than its initiation. Sabbatianism, on the other hand, represented a type of 
messianism focused upon the specific person of the MessiahSabbatai Sevi*. His redemptive acts and his special 
dialectic fatum, not those of the people of Israel, would initiate the eschaton. Hence, Lurianism and Sabbatianism 
displayed opposing versions of messianism, which could not easily be reconciled. No detailed explanation of this 
quandary has been supplied, so far.

These observations are intended to stimulate a reevaluation of Scholem's thesis concerning the dependence of 
Sabbatianism upon Lurianic Kabbalah. Although a reevaluation cannot be offered here, it must be mentioned because 
the postulated "triumph" of this messianic ideology has been assumed to be the result of an alleged spread of 
Lurianic Kabbalah among the Jewish masses. The attempt to disentangle Lurianism from Sabbatianism is one that 
ought to be conducted primarily on the sociological level. Rumors of the coming of the Messiah in the person of a 
specific individual were believed not because they fit into Lurianic messianism but for rather different reasons: 
indeed, the motivations of the ex-Marranos for eagerly accepting Sevi as Messiah must have been different from 
those of Polish Jewry after the massacre of 1648. Kabbalah, even Lurianic Kabbalah, had little to do with the mass 
psychologies prevalent in the middle of the seventeenth century.

Notwithstanding this, I want to stress that Sabbatianism indeed benefited from Lurianic Kabbalah, primarily through 
the adoption of its theosophy and mythology. Although Sevi himself was not particularly interested in this type of 
Kabbalah, his prophet, Nathan of Gaza, can be considered as a Lurianic Kabbalist who employed Lurianic 
terminology creatively, giving it a special twist that "illuminated" the personal myth of Sevi. Moreover, the 
theological language of Sevi's followers was predominantly Lurianic, although again it was used and understood only 
by the very few. A perusal of Sabbatian documents demonstrates that they were as obscure as the Lurianic texts, far 
beyond the reach of the understanding of the masses.

The diffusion of Sabbatian texts written in a Lurianic jargon and sometimes even under Luria's name in the aftermath 
of Sevi's career prompted a reaction,
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and the study of Luria's works from manuscripts or before the age of forty was banned. 36 Although the enactment of 
these prohibitions seems to have been a failure, the ban against studying Lurianic Kabbalah at a relatively early age 
lingered on within the consciousness of Jewish masses, from the early decades of the eighteenth century up to 
individuals now alive. The cumulative effect, however, of what is generally called Kabbalistic Mussar literature and 
the emergence of Hasidism* contributed to the dissemination of some Kabbalistic concepts, rituals, and motifs even 
when their broader theosophical framework remained unknown to the larger public. The belief in transmigration of 
souls (gilgul), demonic possession (dibbuk), and homunculus (golem), as well as the plethora of Kabbalistic terms 
that infiltrated ordinary Hebrew37 and the performance of customs and rituals incorporating Kabbalistic elements, 
such as the Tikkun of Shavu' ot night, are evidence of the penetration of Kabbalah into the non-Kabbalistic Jewish 
public.

IV
Theosophy and Theurgy

As a speculative system, Kabbalah was relatively open to alien influences; the theosophical trend mainly integrated 
these into its discussions of certain aspects of the divine infrastructure, where Neoplatonism and medieval 
Aristotelianism left their impression. In the realm of practice, I would consider the penetration of the technique of 
visualization of colors as a major exception, confirming the rule of a hermetical closeness. Ecstatic Kabbalah built 
most of its theology upon clearly philosophical concepts that were only slightly adapted to accommodate ancient 
sources, such as the Midrash, the Talmud, and Heikhalot literature. Its mystical techniques seem to have been deeply 
influenced by Ashkenazic sources and even earlier traditions, such as those of the Heikhalot literature, although the 
absorption of breathing devices and seclusion point to the infiltration of extraneous elements. We can therefore 
consider the two Kabbalistic mainstreams as relatively more conservative on the practical than on the speculative 
level; in other words, whereas actual practice changed only peripherally, the theological superstructures were far 
more open to the reception of external influences.

Accordingly, we can regard the Kabbalah as being composed of a certain hard core that assumed various expressions 
from cultural environments throughout the ages. Ecstatic Kabbalah used Maimonidean, Averroësian, Neoplatonic, 
and eventually Sufic languages to describe the theology and psychology that articulated mystical experiences, but the 
quest itself remained stable: ecstasy, union, revelation. Theurgy preceded the historical Kabbalah
  

< previous page page_260 next page >



< previous page page_261 next page >
Page 261

and set the tone for its two major phases: zoharic and Lurianic Kabbalah. Although these two principal theosophies 
differed in some key concepts, they nevertheless agreed on the necessity of improving the divine structure through 
human performance of the commandments. This quest characterized the theocentric Kabbalah, just as the quest for 
paranormal spiritual experiences was the crux of anthropocentrical ecstatic Kabbalah. These speculative systems 
served as vehicles of expression or fashions of self-understanding of the Kabbalistic practices, rather than as the real 
foci of Kabbalah.

There were Kabbalists, however, who were attracted more by the speculative than by the experiential realm. These 
men included the anonymous authors of the Kabbalistic literature written about the same time as Sefer ha-'Iyyun, 38 
R. Isaac ben Jacob ha-Cohen, R. Moses of Burgos, R. Isaac ibn Latif, the anonymous author of Ma'arekhet ha-
'Elohut, R. Yehudah Campanton, and others among the Spanish Kabbalists; R. David Messer Leon, R. Berakhiel 
Kafman, and R. Abraham Yagel in Italy; R. Abraham Herrera and R. Manasseh ben Israel in Holland; and R. Joseph 
Solomon del Medigo in Poland; among others. Their work provides evidence of the temptation that existed to 
dissolve the link between practice and speculation in favor of the latter. This movement from a complex structure to 
one of its components attested by these Kabbalists is an interesting phenomenon that may be significant for at least 
two reasons. As I pointed out earlier,39 Gnosticism was conceived by Cornelius Agrippa and Simone Luzzatto, 
respectively, as influenced by and a distortion of Jewish Kabbalah. It would be worthwhile to ponder these 
assessments once more. As I have tried to demonstrate, theosophical schemes of seventy-two forms or of anthropos 
qua decad were shared by Kabbalah and Gnosticism. What sharply divided these two religious phenomena were not 
so much the details of their schemes as their religious contexts. For the Gnostic, the knowledge of one or another 
cosmogonic scheme was part of the salvific gnosis that enabled him to escape this world; for the theurgical 
Kabbalist, the theosophical scheme was a blueprint for his modus operandi. The question that then arises concerns 
the nature and role of those ancient Jewish theosophies that presumably preceded the Gnostic ones: were their 
theoretical speculations on the essence of God and cosmos solely quasi-Gnostic constructions, or were they 
congenial to the Kabbalistic synthesis of the theoretical and the practical, theosophy and theurgy? Any answer to 
such a question is highly speculative, given the paucity of information available to us; however, on the basis of 
certain hints in Gnostic texts that mystically interpret Jewish issues connected to ritual, I incline to a positive answer. 
If this assumption is correct (and, I repeat, for the present it is no more than an
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assumption), then Gnosticism can be seen as a type of theosophy that severed itself from the ritualisticeventually 
theurgicbackgrounds that had sustained and motivated it, 40 one of these backgrounds possibly being a Jewish 
synthesis of theosophy-theurgy similar to the midrashic-Kabbalistic view of "adding strength above." Theosophy, 
which liberated itself from the "burden" of compulsory activity related to it, may indeed have flowered in different 
and, in this case, even wild directions, as did indeed Gnosticism. Rituals, which anchor theology in practice, can 
therefore be seen as important factors in the institutionalization of speculative religions, and praxis and speculation 
can be considered as complementary and interpenetrating domains, necessary for a balanced social type of religion. 
The free-wheeling theosophical speculation that became part of Gnosticism ultimately contributed to a divorce 
between it and a larger public; bizarre theosophies are commonly the patrimony of elites, who are not interested in a 
more popular type of spirituality.

The above analysis is also relevant to a certain extent to Heikhalot literature; increasingly focusing on the description 
of the supernal domains of the Merkavah and Godhead, this type of Jewish mysticism ignored the impact of halakhic 
deeds as a major spiritual vehicle. The anonymous mystics employed anomian techniques that, indeed, were to be 
used only by persons who had already attained halakhic "perfection,"41 but their peculiar type of religious mentality 
transcended the standardif I may use such an adjectiveJewish view. In this context, the theurgy of augmentation is 
conspicuous by its absence in Heikhalot treatises, notwithstanding the fact that its authors, too, recurrently use the 
epitheton Dynamis for God. Crucial for these ancient Jewish mystics were knowledgea certain type of salvific 
gnosisand vision, to use Ithamar Gruenwald's terms. In the classical controversy on the priority of activity versus 
learning, they would certainly have favored "knowledge, for it leads to acts," not vice versa. Heikhalot literature 
contained a cosmology and a theology unrelated to the halakhic worldview, although not conflicting with it;42 its 
importance layas in Gnosticismin its serving as the scheme for the mystical ascent.

A disentanglement of theosophy from theurgy recurred in the Christian version of Kabbalah, which emerged during 
the Renaissance. One of the crucial differences between the original Kabbalistic texts and their perception by the 
Christian Kabbalists was the neutralization of the theurgical aspect, so central for the Jewish Kabbalah,43 with the 
concomitant acceptance of Kabbalistic theosophy as the ultimate message of Jewish mysticism. It is easy to 
understand why such a neutralization was necessary before Kabbalah could be accepted into the Platonic-
Pythagorean-Hermetic Renaissance synthesis. The
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working hypothesis of Marsilio Ficino, Pico della Mirandola, and Johannes Reuchlin was that the appraisal and proof 
of Christian truths could transpire through the variegated garbs of the ancient theologies and philosophies. 44 Since 
these truths had also to be corroborated by Kabbalah, its uniquely Jewish component, halakhic theurgy, had to be 
annulled in its Christian version on the ground of the Christian abrogation of the commandments.45 Thus, R. 
Menahem* Recanati, a prominent representative of the theurgical understanding of the commandments46 and 
simultaneously one of the pillars of Christian Kabbalah,47 was quoted selectively by the Christian Kabbalists so as to 
serve as a mine of theosophical teachings and hermeneutics but not as a theurgical author.48 Kabbalah was thereby 
transformed into a gnosis, including esoteric theosophy, comparable to other similar ancient lores. I want to 
emphasize the importance of this metamorphosis of Kabbalah: some precious tones of this lore were lost in the 
Christian key.49 The Renaissance perception of Kabbalah was widely disseminated in European languagesLatin, 
Italian, French, and Englishand it became one of the sources of the incipient studies of Kabbalah, which made full 
use of it. This is true not only of Franz Molitor's voluminous presentation of Kabbalah, so influential with Scholem, 
but also of Adolphe Franck who, significantly, began his book with a survey of Christian Kabbalah!50 The 
speculative presentation of this kind of mysticism, which suppressed its practical side, was consonant with the 
Reform religious tendencies of the nineteenth-century Jewish Western Europe, so that they conspired, consciously or 
not, to present Kabbalah in most Western-language studies as a philosophyan abstract system of thought.

But Jewish Kabbalah not only found its way into the Christian world as a "philosophy"; it was highly appreciated 
both as a style of speculation and as a repository of extremely important hermeneutics. From the beginning, Christian 
Kabbalah overemphasized this aspect of Jewish mystical lore. Time and again Christian Kabbalists explained the 
significance of gematria, notarikon, and temurah, fascinated by the new exegetical avenues opened by Kabbalistic 
hermeneutics.51 As Christians, they felt they had finally found the keys, sacrosanct even in the eyes of the Jew, that 
could unlock the gates of the mysteries of the Scriptures and ultimately demonstrate Christian truths, using Jewish 
rules. This attempt had already been undertaken by Pico della Mirandola,52 and it became a leitmotiv of the entire 
Christian Kabbalah.

Thus, with the passage of Kabbalah into the realm of Christianity, we again witness a separation of two interrelated 
Kabbalistic matters. As we have seen above, the symbolical interpretation characteristic of theosophical Kabbalah 
was intended not only to unfold a certain theosophical process but to
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strengthen the importance of human activitythe performance of the commandments. So also with ecstatic 
hermeneutics; Abulafia's seventh path of interpretation, for example, culminated in an ecstatic experience. When 
used by Christian intellectuals, both the symbolic and the combinatory hermeneutics were employed in order to 
extract speculative religious or philosophical statements from the Scriptures rather than to endorse a theurgical 
dromenon or an ecstatic experience. Madame Helena Blavatsky, a follower of the Renaissance Christian Kabbalists, 
aptly formulated their conception of Kabbalah as follows: "The Kabbalist is a student of 'secret science,' one who 
interprets the hidden meaning of the Scriptures with the help of the symbolical Kabbalah, and explains the real one of 
these means." 53

From the late fifteenth until the late nineteenth century, Kabbalistic theosophies, in their classical and Lurianic 
versions, were sources of inspiration for European thought. English Platonists and scientists such as Newton, and 
German idealistic thinkers, such as Schelling, paid attention to this body of Jewish thought. Although it never 
became a major intellectual factor, Kabbalah contributed in a modest way to European philosophy. The influence of 
Kabbalistic theosophies was far greater on European occultism, however, which drew on various versions of pre-
Lurianic, Lurianic, and Sabbatian texts.

V
Expulsion and Kabbalah

The commonly accepted presentations of Kabbalah are based upon the historical approach, the most important 
volume in this genre being Scholem's Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism.54 The implicit assumption seems to be that 
a given cultural and religious phenomenon is closely intertwined with or dependent upon its immediate historical 
predecessors. Historia non facit saltus. Lurianic Kabbalah therefore logically follows zoharic Kabbalah; 
Sabbatianism, the Lurianic school; and Hasidism*, Sabbatianism.55 This assumption obviously also postulates the 
influence of one mystical phenomenon on another by way of reaction and controversy; Hasidism, for example, is 
explained as the result not only of Sabbatian influence, but to a certain extent, of a profound restructuring of Lurianic 
Kabbalah.56 There are, no doubt, some sound reasons for such an approach; proximity in time certainly induces a 
particular dynamics that cannot be denied or underestimated. But the historical approach employed by itself, yields 
incomplete and at times even misleading conclusions.57 Nathan of Gaza, for example, was a Lurianic Kabbalist, 
whereas Sabbatai Sevi* was not interested in this brand of Kabbalah,58 being closer to the zoharic and ecstatic 
schools.59 Polish Kabbalists of the early seventeenth century were as interested
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in Luria's works as in the hermeneutical techniques of their predecessors living in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
60 and the Hasidim*, who printed an impressive amount of Kabbalistic literature, preferred to publish works 
originating from the thirteenth through the fifteenth centuries rather than Lurianic works.61 History therefore is only 
one possible path scholars may follow in order to describe the evolution of religious movements; another avenue is 
phenomenology.

Let me briefly describe the historiosophic assumptions underlying Scholem's book and their weaknesses. As he 
himself remarked, Kabbalah, like other types of mysticism, was not interested in history;62 it focused rather on the 
primordial and eschatological processes, in a manner reminiscent of Neoplatonic thought. This sound approach, 
however, was not followed in Scholem's own historiosophy of Kabbalah; he conceived of at least two historical 
events as fraught with far-reaching implications for the evolution of Kabbalistic thought. The Expulsion of the Jews 
from the Iberian Peninsula was seen as structuring Lurianic Kabbalah's particular interest in the questions of exile, 
messianism, and evil.63 We see here an obvious absorption of the implications of a historical event into the basic 
structure of a specific type of Kabbalah. Scholem's proposal for explaining the characteristics of Lurianic Kabbalah 
was based on the assumption that this type of mystical lore included important conceptual innovations that had to be 
explained in terms of historical change rather than inner developments; moreover, it implied a neglect of the 
Kabbalistic material extant in the manuscripts. This approach seems also methodologically problematic; Lurianic 
texts never mention the Expulsion, nor are their innovative concepts of such magnitude that we must turn for an 
explanation of their source to issues totally absent in them.

Moreover, there are no psychological reasons that compel us to indulge in such speculative adventures. Luria, 
Scholem's hero of the Kabbalistic interiorization of the Sephardic exodus, was in fact an Ashkenazic figure,64 who, 
while teaching his disciples in a small town in Palestine, could have perceived the arrival of so many Jews in the 
Promised Land as a striking act of divine providence. I am by no means sure that Luria regarded the Expulsion in 
positive terms. I suggest only that, given the absence of Lurianic discussion of the Expulsion issue, Scholem's 
universally accepted theory regarding the interconnection of the two is in fact only one of many options that could 
easily be advanced; the demonstration of their validity, of course, would be difficult, if not impossible. But 
Scholem's thesis, or any other like it, places psychology between history and theosophy, and a theory that attempts 
seriously to connect all three must be carefully proved, not merely stated in an eloquent manner.
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To recapitulate, the far-reaching impact of the Expulsion is a cornerstone of Scholem's historiosophy. It was 
supposed to have inspired the messianic expectations that, according to Scholem, were articulated by Luria's 
Kabbalah. The latter then was considered to have paved the way for Sabbatianism, and this messianic movement, in 
turn, was the starting point for processes that generated not only Frankism but also, through the neutralization of the 
messianic core of Lurianism, Hasidism * and, in a dialectic way, the Jewish Enlightenment.65 The conviction that 
characterizes Scholem's statements and the uncritical way in which they have been accepted by both the larger public 
and the scholars who deal with Jewish mysticism and history, have had little to do with the historical facts as I know 
them. No elaborate discussions based upon detailed analysis of all the pertinent material underpin these far-reaching 
historical visions. Drawn by an extraordinary fascination with the Sabbatian phenomenon, Scholem meticulously 
collected every fact regarding the biography of Sabbatai Sevi*, which is brilliantly documented; but the relationships 
between this messianic movement and its predecessors and later historical phenomena are only briefly stated. The 
alleged preparation of the ground for the emergence of Sabbatianism by the spread of Lurianic messianism has 
already been discussed above.66

Let me briefly point out the problems involved in another linkage advocated by Scholem: that of Sabbatianism and 
Hasidism. In his Major Trends,67 he not only affirms that Lurianism, Sabbatianism, and Hasidism are part of one 
process of Kabbalistic proselytizing but also explicitly proposes a more organic connection between the Sabbatian 
Kabbalist R. Heshel Zoref*'s Sefer ha-Zoref*, and the Ba'al Shem Tov.68 He attempted to identify the works of the 
legendary R. Adam Ba'al Shem mentioned in Shivehey* ha-Besht with Sefer ha-Zoref.69 This identification proved 
wrong, but it is not this point I want to emphasize.70 In 1930 Scholem described a manuscript of the rare Sefer ha-
Zoref;71 in his Major Trends, written nine years later, he made no attempt to substantiate his assumption of a 
possible influence of this work on the Besht, nor has such an attempt been made since then.72 Therefore, a major 
thesis of Scholem's historiosophy is primarily based upon a tradition as to the possession of a Sabbatian manuscript 
by the Besht, but with no attempt to compare its contents to specific Hasidic* ideas. As in the case of the connection 
between the Expulsion and Lurianism, or between Lurianism and the emergence of Sabbatianism, Scholem's 
assertions concerning an alleged Sabbatian-Hasidic linkage may be mainly based upon a historical sequence of 
events rather than on a detailed analysis of the pertinent doctrines. In their favor are his wide acquain-
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tance with the material and his gift for accurate observation. Whether his assertions will prove to be justified remains 
to be seen.

VI
Kabbalistic Anthropology

As we have seen above, both ecstatic and theurgical activity required a tremendous spiritual effort on the part of the 
Kabbalist. The ecstatic of the Heikhalot literature had to undergo an experience in which he transcended the 
mundane world and penetrated a perilous domain, ruled by dangerous angels who might indeed kill him. 73 This 
spiritual journey was attributed not only to such tannaitic figures as R. 'Akiva and R. Ishmael but also to Moses, who 
was portrayed as a Heikhalot mystic ascending on high to receive the Torah.74 He had to overcome the enmity of 
seven dreadful angels and to controvert them; only then could he proceed victoriously to receive the Torah.75 
Accordingly, ancient Jewish mysticism encompassed ecstasy and activism: both were necessary for the fulfillment of 
the highest goal.

The medieval ecstatic Kabbalist hyperactivated his mind by concentrating with great intensity upon the combination 
of letters, their ongoing permutations, vocalizations, chants, breathing exercises, and head and hand movements. He 
was chiefly interested in one human faculty, the intellectual, which had to be saved by freeing it from the boundary 
of the body. Although several details of the ecstatic techniques were connected with the body, the latter was 
considered to be an obstacle rather than a means for attaining the mystical goal.

The theurgist had to concentrate both on the punctilious performance of the commandments and on their theurgic 
significance, and, according to some views, he had also to propel his energy, as structured by the acts he exercised, 
into the divine realm.76 In contrast to the ecstatic mystic, the theurgical Kabbalist fully activated both the spiritual 
and the corporeal components of his human existence, his activity thus being more comprehensive. Whereas the 
ecstatic Kabbalah reduced man to his highest capacity alone, the theurgical one required the cooperation of all the 
variegated aspects of man in order to attain its goal. The mystic acted on two planes: the corporeal performance of 
the commandments and the mental activity that accompanied it. Thus, prior to their achievement of religious 
goalsunion, ecstasy, unification of the divine powers above, the ascent into the divine pleromathe various types of 
Kabbalists had to invest an extraordinary amount of energy in their mystical pursuits. This vision of human spiritual 
activity as necessary, possible, and
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fruitful colored Jewish mysticism with activist implications. Only rarely did quietistic attitudes prevail, 77 mostly in 
Hasidic* mysticism;78 the major tendency was to sanctify activity, whether nomian or anomian.

Let me propose a certain phenomenology of activism: mystical techniques, in all kinds of Jewish mysticismalbeit 
sometimes less so in Hasidism*involved an overactivation of man's spiritual faculties; they were in principle not 
stilled but agitated. But insofar as the mystical experience itself was concerned, there were major discrepancies 
among the various approaches. In Heikhalot literature, the mystic maintained his separate personality even during the 
contemplation of the Godhead and had to continue reciting the same hymns and songs he had recited before.79 
Theurgical Kabbalah required a strong core of personality to generate enough energy or will to have an impact on the 
divine powers throughout the process of performing the commandments. As David Blumenthal put it,80 the Zohar 
(and I would extend this to include all Jewish theurgy, including the ancient classical one)81 assumed two foci: God 
and man. I propose seeing not only God as the source of energy and man as the ''prism" or "recycling agent" but also 
the opposite: man as the source and the sefirotic system as a prism and recycling agency.82 Although these two 
perceptions appear mutually exclusive, they could, as we have seen above, coexist in the frame of Kabbalistic 
anthropology and theosophy. The theurgical Kabbalah even envisaged devekut as a means of acquiring higher 
powers in order to act after the experience of union. In ecstatic Kabbalah and in Hasidism, however, the situation was 
more complex; the reader encounters descriptions of passivity, of the divine power taking possession of the mystic, 
and of the mystic's temporary change into an instrument. But notwithstanding this, we must be mindful that Abraham 
Abulafia and the early Hasidic masters were deeply involved in surrounding events and attempted to influence them 
no less, if not more, than did the theurgical Kabbalists. The existence of passive moments in their mystical paths did 
not attenuate their activism in their daily lives, as was the case, too, among a great number of non-Jewish mystics. 
There is a notable difference between the quest for fusion with God in ecstatic Kabbalah and Hasidism, and the 
paramount importance of the human-Divine polarity in the theurgic model; in the latter the distance between the two 
foci is essential for the theurgical operation, requiring as it does a transfer of power or influence from one realm to 
another or a structuring of the Divine by human intention.83

The emergence of a third approach to human action is easily understandable against this background of emphasis 
upon activism; no less than had previous types, magical Kabbalah envisaged man as endowed with superior powers 
that
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could dominate nature, angels, demons, and even God. I will discuss here only two types of Kabbalistic magic to 
complete the picture of Kabbalistic anthropology. First, under the influence of Hermetic elements, a conception of 
the halakhah as a powerful organon by which to attract the supernal powers on man and the Temple was gradually 
elaborated by Jewish authors, culminating in the thought of Yohanan * Alemanno.84 According to this conception, if 
natural magic is connected with natural sciences, such as agriculture and astronomy, supermagic depends on the 
knowledge of the supernatural scienceKabbalah.85 The perfect way to combine this higher gnosis with practice is by 
the Kabbalistic performance of the precise prescriptions of the halakhah. Man, therefore, does not disrupt the 
processes of natural causation but transcends it by his consciousness and by the skillful employment of a higher order 
of causation that depends on the Sefirot.86 Halakhic man, conscious of the deeper meaning of his deeds, is a 
Kabbalistic archmagician. This magical interpretation of Jewish ritual was similar to its theurgical conception in its 
all-comprehensive nature, which envisioned every human act as potentially fraught with occult meanings. Whereas 
the theurgists were mainly interested in the divine harmony and power, however, Alemanno focused on the human 
ability to use them for the welfare of the terrestrial world.87

Second, while Alemanno's version of Hermetic activism can be understood as a continuation of previous Jewish and 
non-Jewish concepts, some of them congenial to the contemporary Renaissance thought, a deep interest in a very 
different kind of magic erupted in the generation preceding the Expulsion from Spain. More interested in 
demonology and coercive incantations to summon demons, angels, and even God, this brand of magic was connected 
with certain messianic trends88 absent in Italian "natural" magic. Sefer ha-Meshiv, our main source for the 
knowledge of this development in magical Kabbalah, is closely connected with the notorious R. Joseph della Reina, 
the most famous Jewish magician and an interesting predecessor of Faust.89 According to legend, he attempted to 
overcome the princes of the demonic realm, Sammael and Ammon of No, in order to hasten the arrival of the 
redemption. This daring adventure, popularized in several sixteenth-through-eighteenth-century versions,90 was a 
foil to Faust's quest; the Jew was interested in magic not only for material gain, as in alchemy, but primarily for a 
transpersonal aim: redemption. Della Reina never signed a pact with a counterpart of Mephistopheles, but he did 
attempt to overcome the demonic leaders.91 The sources of magic were divine, being dictated by God or his highest 
angels, and the ultimate goal of the magical Kabbalist was not gnosis
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but its use for both personal and national purposes. Unlike the natural magic of Alemanno and his sources, the 
fifteenth-century Spanish magical Kabbalah had an obvious particularistic orientation, which was later followed by 
Lurianic Kabbalah. This stood in contrast to the more universalistic Italian approach, notwithstanding its Hermetic 
interpretation of the halakhah.

But despite their discrepancies, these two independent views of magic shared an emphasis on human activism. 
Moreover, this emphasis was strengthened by the ascent of the thirteenth-century "strong theurgy" expressed in the 
writings of R. Meir ibn Gabbay, as well as by the ideas of R. Menahem * Recanati and the influence of the Zohar, 
which became dominant in the generations following the Expulsion. Jewish Kabbalah therefore exploited some of its 
resources in order to reemphasize the impact of human activity on the natural, demonic, and divine realms. This 
happened during the period in which the new Renaissance image of man, partly influenced by Jewish thought, was 
emerging in Florence. This is not the place to elaborate upon the possible historical and phenomenological affinities 
between these two intellectual developments (on the strength of certain manuscript material, I tend, for example, to 
see an impact of Judeo-Arabic views on man in Pico). But it is important to note here that the natural magic of 
Alemanno, like his philosophical interpretation of the Kabbalah, reverberated in Italy, and somewhat in Safed, and 
that the theurgical view of the halakhah was continued with some changes by the Cordoverian and Lurianic 
Kabbalah. Sabbatianism, particularly in its interpretation by Nathan of Gaza, emphasized the extraordinary theurgical 
forces of Sabbatai Sevi* that were part of his struggle with the demonic realm. The theurgical usage, however, was 
considerably attenuated in Hasidism*, the ecstatic understanding of the commandments now becoming dominant.

Let me conclude this chapter with a translation of a legend (which Scholem narrates in a different version at the end 
of his Major Trends) that illustrates the decline of theurgy in Hasidism:92

Our holy master [R. Israel of Rizhin] told us a story of the Ba'al Shem Tov, blessed be his memory. Once 
there was a stringent necessity to save an only son, who was a very good person, and so on.93 He [the 
Besht] ordered that a candle of wax be made, and he traveled to a forest where he attached this waxen 
candle to a tree,94 and [did] some other things and performed some yihudim*, and so on, and he succeeded 
in saving [the son] with the help of God. Afterward, there was such an incident involving my grandfather, 
the Holy [Great] Maggid, and he did likewise, as mentioned above, and he said: "The yihudim and the 
kavvanot performed by the Besht are not known to me,95 but I shall do this on the basis of the kavvanah 
which
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the Besht intended"; and his [prayer] was also answered. Afterward, a similar thing happened to the holy R. 
Moshe Leib of Sassov, blessed be his memory, and he said: "We do not even have the power to do that, but 
I shall only tell the story to God, 96 so that he will help." And so it happened, with God's help.

The magical operation of the Beshtthe preparation of the candlewas accompanied by theurgic acts: kavvanot and 
yihudim*. Over the course of time, only the external act was remembered, while the theurgical aspect was forgotten. 
But by the time of R. Moshe Leib of Sassov, even the external deed could not be accomplished: in lieu of the magical-
theurgical behavior characteristic of its founder, later Hasidism* stressed a personal approach. I want to emphasize 
that, in this version, the effects of the magical-theurgical acts of the Besht, of the magical act of the Great Maggid, 
and of R. Moshe of Sassov's telling of the story are identical: all of them achieve their purpose.97 If there is a 
decline, it is in the knowledge of theurgy, which is, however, complemented by a direct address to God, 
characteristic also of another disciple of the Maggid, R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev. The loss of theurgy, still present in 
the Ba'al Shem Tov, is compensated by the discovery of forms of personal mysticism.

In a still later development, however, even this personal mysticism was lost, leaving man with only the ability to tell 
the story. Franz Kafka's Before the Law is an instructive example of the last remnants of Jewish mysticism operating 
in a world in which the confidence in man's acts has disintegrated. The "Mann vom Lande," a countryman, or, as M. 
Robert has noticed, an 'am ha-' arez (ignoramus),98 is still aware of the mystical facet of the Law, which has reached 
him as "a radiance that streams immortally from the door of the Law." But his passivity prevents him from daring to 
attempt to do what Jewish mystics had done in previous generations: overcome their fears, as Moses overcame the 
dreadful angels, in order to enter another dimension. Kafka's Law, like the maiden in the Zohar parable, is intended 
for everyone who dares, but the loss of self-confidence, faith, and energy leaves man with only the capacity to tell 
mystical stories about an impersonal, fascinating world that, according to Kafka, is ex definitio beyond his reach. All 
that remains is the awareness that "a radiance streams immortally from the door of the Law." Is not the basic 
Kabbalistic metaphor for the mystical dimension of the Law, Zoharradiance?99 Does not the Zohar use the metaphor 
of entering a palace in order to reach the Law itself, not merely viewing its radiance from outside?100
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24. Idel, "On R. Moshe Cordovero and R. Abraham AbulafiaSome Remarks" (in Hebrew), Da' at 15 (1985): 119120.
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31. Cf. Chap. III, sec. VII.
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p. 216 n. 164; and R. David Messer Leon (in the same article).
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22. Ibid., p. 4.
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24. See Tishby, Studies 1:177254; Ari Nohem, p. 1.

25. On this issue, see Idel, "Differing Conceptions of the Kabbalah."

26. Ari Nohem, pp. 9697.

27. This document was quoted by R. Joseph del Medigo in his Mazref* le-Hokhmah*, fol. 22a, but this author cannot 
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28. Ari Nohem, pp. 7173. For details on this document, see Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 1:2832, 5051.

29. See, for example, Franck, La Kabbale, p. 256; Munk, Mélanges, pp. 275276 n. 2; S. D. Luzzatto, Dialogues sur 
la Kabbale et le Zohar (in Hebrew) (Gorice, 1852), pp. 112114.
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malconnu de Simon Luzzatto sur la Kabbale," REJ 118 (19591960): 121128; and in the Hebrew translation of R. B. 
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widely disseminated in European milieus.

31. Secret, ibid., 123124; Aeshkoli, ibid., pp. 144145.

32. Secret, ibid., p. 124; Aeshkoli, ibid., p. 145.

33. Secret, ibid., p. 124; Aeshkoli, ibid., p. 146. Luzzatto's perceptive remark and the entire Kabbalistic tradition 
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the "Chain of Being" that followed the publication of Lovejoy's work.

34. Secret, ibid., pp. 126127; Aeshkoli, ibid., pp. 146147. This resemblance had already been pointed out by R. Isaac 
Abravanel in 1498: see Idel, "Kabbalah and Ancient Philosophy in R. Isaac and Yehudah Abravanel," p. 76.

35. On this issue, see E. R. Dodds, Proclus: The Elements of Theology (Oxford, 1971), pp. 313321; on the 
Renaissance reverberation of this theory, see D. P. Walker, "The Astral Body in Renaissance Medicine," Journal of 
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 21 (1958): 119133.
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36. For a survey of Agrippa and Kabbalah, see W. D. Müller-Jahncke in Kabbalistes Chrétiens, pp. 197209.

37. Chap. XLVII: "Ex hoc cabalisticae superstitionis judaico fermento prodierunt (puto) Ophitae, Gnostici, et 
Valentiniani haeretici, qui ipsi quoque cum discipuli suis graecan cabalam commenti sunt, literas et numeros 
protrahentes."

38. See Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape," p. 63 n. 242.

39. Adversus Haereses XIV, 1.

40. Ta'am Leshed: Nouveaux Dialogues sur la Kabbale (in Hebrew) (Livourne, 1863), pp. 107ff.

41. Moses Gaster, Texts and Studies (London, 192528), 3:13501353.

42. Scholem, Elements, pp. 161163; Scholem, Major Trends, p. 65.

43. Stroumsa, "Form(s) of God," pp. 280281.

44. Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape," pp. 12.

45. See Secret, "Un Texte malconnu," p. 125 n. 1. Agrippa, or one of his followers, seems to be the source of J. F. 
Buddeus, J. L. van Mosheim, and J. A. W. Neander's views of Gnosticism as emerging from earlier Jewish 
speculations: see Fossum, The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord, p. 8.

46. Secret, ibid., p. 125.

47. See Chap. II, nn. 3134.

48. The scholars of Jewish mysticism who have paid attention to Agrippa's remarks are Franck, La Kabbale, pp. 
1112, and Secret, "Un Texte malconnu."

49. Franck, La Kabbale, p. 101.

50. See Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 1:5356.

51. See Idel, "Perceptions of Kabbalah," par. II.

52. An Autobiography, trans. I. Clark Murray (London, 1888), pp. 9495.

53. See Idel, "Perceptions of the Kabbalah," par. II, n. 2.

54. See Franck, La Kabbale, pp. 295304; Joseph Weiss, "Via passiva in Early Hasidism *," JJS 11 (1960): 137155; 
and so on.

55. Although an "Eastern" Jew, Krochmal's thought was deeply influenced by German idealism.

56. Compare to Leone Modena's view that, although an authentic ancient Jewish esotericism indeed existed, 
Kabbalah, as a medieval fabrication, was a degeneration of Jewish secrets; see Idel, "Perceptions of Kabbalah," and 
Maimon, in the discussion above (n. 52).

57. See David Biale, "The Kabbala in Nachman Krochmal's Philosophy of History," JJS 32 (1981): 8597.

58. His findings were published posthumously in a series of short essays in Literaturblatt des Orients 6 (1845).

59. See, for example, Wesen und Form des Pentateuch (Stuttgart, 1838).



60. La Kabbale ou la philosophie religieuse des Hébreux (Paris, 1892), pp. 202265. Interestingly, Franck begins his 
discussion of the antiquity of Kabbalah by quoting Christian Renaissance authorities, such as Pico and Reuchlin, as 
witnesses for Kabbalah being an ancient lore; see ibid., p. 39; see also his preface, where an interesting survey of 
Renaissance interest in Kabbalah is offered.

61. Ibid., pp. 266294.

62. "Il est impossible de considerer la Kabbale comme un fait isolé, comme un accident dans le
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judaisme; elle en est au contraire la vie et la coeur" (ibid., p. 288); English quoted from A. Franck, The 
Kabbalah: The Religious Philosophy of the Hebrews (New York, 1940), p. 219. Franck rejected Modena's 
criticism of Kabbalah as an alien lore; he was aware of Modena's views, which were in print three years before 
the printing of his work, and even refers to him from time to time (see p. 256). Interestingly, Modena, the sharp 
critic of Kabbalah because of its abuse in Christian Renaissance thought, is criticized by Franck, who is 
influenced by that same thought (see above, n. 60).

63. Scholem, Explications and Implications, p. 66; according to Biale, Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah and Counter-
History, p. 44, Scholem's source might be Molitor, although this point is not elaborated.

64. Compare David Biale's assessment that the consideration of Jewish mysticism in its own right had to await the 
historiography of Gershom Scholem in the present century, in "The Kabbala in Nachman Krochmal's Philosophy of 
History," p. 97.

65. See Salomon Munk, Mélanges de philosophie juive et arabe (Paris, 1853), pp. 275291, 490494. See his shorter 
remarks, written in the same vein, in his earlier Palestine (Paris, 1845), pp. 509524.

66. Munk, Mélanges, pp. 468469.

67. Ibid.; compare also Franck, La Kabbale, pp. 256257; and see below Chaps. II and VI.

68. Ibid., p. 492.

69. Ibid., p. 276.

70. Ibid., pp. 285286, 290291.

71. Ibid., pp. 276283.

72. Ibid., p. 276.

73. Franck, The Kabbalah, trans. I. Sassmitz (New York, 1940), p. 302 n. 52. Jellinek's agreement with Franck's view 
of Kabbalah and the Zohar as representing an ancient lore gradually changed in his later works, which mainly 
continued Landauer's historical-philological method; the peak of Jellinek's achievement was his booklet, Moses ben 
Schem Tob de Leon und sein Verhaeltnis zum Zohar (Leipzig, 1851), in which he convincingly shows the similarities 
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74. Ta'am Leshed (n. 40 above), dedication to Ascoli. Just as Luzzatto reacted to Franck, ben Amozegh reacted to 
Luzzatto, his Ta'am Leshed being a refutation of the Dialogue, entitled Nouveau Dialogue, its main aim being to 
prove the antiquity of the Kabbalah. Ben Amozegh's positive attitude to Kabbalah, motivated by his traditional 
inclination, may have to do with the influence of Fichte, who is prominent in some of his writings; again, we see a 
certain affinity between German idealism and the interest in Kabbalah.

75. Ibid.

76. See Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism, pp. 307309.

77. See, for example, Marcus Ehrenpreis, Die Entwickelung der Emanationslehre in der Kabbala des XIII 
Jahrhunderts (Frankfurt A/M, 1895); or later, David Neumark, Geschichte der Judischen Philosophie des 
Mittelalters (Berlin, 1907), Band I, pp. 179236.

78. JQR, n.s. 20 (1908), reprinted in The Cabbalists (London, 1922), p. 34.

79. See, for example, Robert Alter, "The Achievement of Gershom Scholem," Commentary 55 (1973): 6973; Biale, 
Gershom Scholem, Kabbala and Counter-History; Yosef ben-Shlomo, "The Spiritual Universe of Gershom 
Scholem," Jerusalem Quarterly 29 (Fall 1983): 127144; Alexander Altmann, "Gershom Scholem, 18971982," 
PAAJR 51 (1984):
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114; Maurice Kriegel, "Gershom Scholem: Ecriture historique et renaissance nationale au xx[e] siècle," Debat 
33 (January 1985): 126139; and Rotenstreich's article (see Chap. IV n. 4). For scholarly critiques of Scholem's 
approach, directed mostly to the place and role of Kabbalah in Judaism in general, see Barukh Kurzweil, 
Struggling for the Values of Judaism (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, 1970); and Eliezer Schweid, 
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31; German original: p. 155.
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92. Israel among the Nations, p. 91; "On the Problem," p. 32.

93. See Chap. VII.

94. Collected in two volumes: Kitvey R. Abraham Epstein, ed. A. M. Habermann (Jerusalem, 1950), and Mi-
Kadmoniot ha-Yehudim, ed. A. M. Habermann (Jerusalem, 1957).

95. See Hasidim * ha-Rishonim (Waizen, 1917), a biography of R. Samuel ben Yehudah he-Hasid and R. Yehudah 
he-Hasid*, and the preface to his edition of R. Eleazar of Worms's Sodey Razaya.

96. See his two papers printed in Zion* 3 (1937): 150, and 32 (1967): 129136; "On the Doctrine of Providence in 
Sefer Hasidim" (in Hebrew), in Studies in Mysticism and Religion Presented to Gershom Scholem (Jerusalem, 1967), 
pp. 4762.

97. Scholem, Major Trends, Chap. 3; "Reste neuplatonischer Spekulation in der Mystik der deutchen Chassidim . . .," 
MGWJ 75 (1931): 172191; and several important discussions in Les Origines de la Kabbale.

98. Esoteric Theology, and the collection of his papers, Studies in Ashkenazi-Hasidic* Literature, as well as the 
papers cited below in n. 104.

99. "De quelques infiltrations chretiennes dans l'oeuvre d'un auteur anglo-juif du 13e siècle," AHDLMA 28 (1961): 
1534, and in n. 105 below.

100. See his monumental 'Arugat ha-Bosem, 4 vols. (Jerusalem, 193963).

101. "Topics in the Hokhmat* ha-Nefesh," JJS 17 (1967): 6578; "Three Themes in the Sefer Hasidim," AJS Review 1 
(1976): 311357.

102. Piety and Society (Leiden, 1981); "The Organization of the Haqdamah and Hilekhot Hasidut* in Eleazar of 
Worms's Sefer ha-Rokeah*," PAAJS 36 (1968): 8594; "Hasidei* Ashkenaz Private Penitentials," in J. Dan and P. 
Talmage, eds., Studies in Jewish Mysticism (Cambridge, Mass., 1982), pp. 5783; "The Politics and Ethics of Pietism 
in Judaism: The Hasidim of Medieval Germany," Journal of Religious Ethics 8 (1980): 227258; ''The Recensions and 
Structure of Sefer Hasidim," PAAJR 45 (1978): 131153.

103. His researches cover the historical dimensions of Ashkenazi Jewry, serving as a solid basis for the study of the 
emergence of intellectual phenomena in this region. See The Early Sages of Ashkenaz (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1981).

104. I refer to Sefer ha-Navon, treatises of the literature designated as Sifrut ha-Yihud*, fragments of Hokhmat ha-
'Egoz, Sefer ha-Hayyim*, and two important works of R. Elhanan* ben Yakar.

105. "Commentary on Sefer Yezirah of R. Elhanan ben Yakar," Kovez* 'al-Yad 16 (1966): 147197.

106. See Chap. V.

107. Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 4951.

108. Ibid., pp. 194201.

109. Dan, The Esoteric Theology, pp. 119129.

110. Ibid., p. 118.

111. Ibid., p. 129.

112. I hope to elaborate upon this evidence elsewhere; meanwhile, see Chap. VIII, sec. III, near nn. 158, 194.

113. Chap. V, sec. III.



114. See on this school the introduction of Paul Fenton to his edition of The Treatise of the PoolAl-Maqala al-
Hawdiyya, by 'Obadyah b. Abraham b. Moses Maimonides (London, 1981), pp. 171, who mentions the pertinent 
bibliography.
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115. Idel, "Prophetic Kabbalah and the Land of Israel"; Idel, "The World of Imagination and the Collectanaea of R. 
Nathan" (in Hebrew), Eshel Be'er Sheva' 2 (1980): 165176; Idel, ''Hitbodedut as Concentration," pp. 4558; and 
Fenton, Treatise of the Pool, in his introduction.

116. On a later Kabbalistic treatise, allegedly written under Sufic influence, see Gershom Scholem, "A Note on a 
Kabbalistical Treatise on Contemplation," in Mélanges offerts à Henry Corbin (Tehran, 1977), pp. 665670. A recent 
attempt to argue for other Islamic influences on Jewish mysticism was made by David S. Ariel, "The Eastern Dawn 
of Wisdom: The Problem of the Relationship between Islamic and Jewish Mysticism," Approaches to Judaism in 
Medieval Times 2 (1985): 149167. Ariel's argument that Jewish Eastern traditions, which reached Germany and 
Provence, absorbed Sufic influences is, in my opinion, unproven from the material he offers.

117. Shelomo Pines, "Shi'ite Terms and Conceptions in Judah Halevi's Kuzari," Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and 
Islam 2 (1980): 243247; D. R. Blumenthal, "An Example of Ismaili Influence in Post-Maimonidean Yemen," in 
Studies in Judaism and Islam Presented to S. D. Goitein (Jerusalem, 1981), p. 157; Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 
270271.

118. Jacob Katz, Halakhah and Kabbalah, and see below, Chap. VII.

Chapter 2

1. See the studies of Stace, Zaehner, Staal, Lasky, and so on, who only rarely refer to Kabbalah or Jewish mysticism.

2. Gershom Scholem, "A List of the Commentaries on the Ten Sefirot" (in Hebrew), Kiryat Sefer 10 (193334): 
498515.

3. See, for example, Scholem's article, "The Meaning of the Torah in Jewish Mysticism," in On the Kabbalah, pp. 
3286, where the hermeneutic views of the Kabbalists are discussed, nevertheless ignoring Abulafia's discussions, 
which are both more detailed than those of his contemporaries and, at times, more illuminating; compare Idel, 
"Abraham Abulafia," pp. 167249.

4. For example, this Kabbalist declared that he had composed a book entitled Sefer ha-Pardes on the four exegetical 
methods alluded to in the title of the book; knowledge of this work would contribute in a substantial way to our 
understanding of a crucial phase in the formation of Kabbalistic hermeneutics. This work is mentioned in de Leon's 
Kabbalistic responsa edited by Tishby, Studies, 1:56.

5. His work Divrey ha-Yamim seemingly consisted of hagiographical material related to Jewish mysticism; the only 
substantial passage that survived, R. Isaac of Acre's story on his quest for the origin of the Zohar, is a highly 
significant text for the history of Kabbalah, repeatedly quoted in many of the studies concerning Kabbalah in general 
and the Zohar in particular. It is probable that this Kabbalist also authored a work on mystical anecdotes in Sufic 
vein, different from Divrey ha-Yamim, which was still extant among the Safedian Kabbalah.

6. He mentions his Livyat Hen * and Tiferet Adam as treatises dealing with important Kabbalistic issues; these works 
are no longer extant.

7. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 1315.

8. Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 185192.
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9. Werblowsky, Karo, pp. 3637.

10. See Scholem, "New Document," pp. 143144.

11. See the preface to his commentary on the Pentateuch, and Idel, "We Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on This," pp. 
5961.

12. The comparison of the parallel and almost concomitant disclosure of Kabbalah and Ashkenazic Hasidism * was 
noticed by Ginzberg, On Jewish Law and Lore, p. 204.

13. See Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 239240.

14. See M. Idel, "On the History of the Interdiction to Study Kabbalah before the Age of Forty," AJSreview 5 (1980) 
(Hebrew part): 1011.

15. See Chap. V, sec. IV, on R. David's text on visualization of colors.

16. See Scholem, Major Trends, p. 151.

17. For the problematics inherent in the limitations to philology, see Eliade, The Quest, pp. 6061; Raffaele 
Pettazzoni, Essays on the History of Religions (Leiden, 1954), pp. 215219.

18. I refer, for example, to the study of Provençal and Geronese Kabbalah, which flourishes in both Israeli and 
foreign universities, but which nevertheless restricts itself to the historical-philological area, despite the fact that all 
the major texts were printed and analyzed.

19. The conviction that Scholem presented both the "basic facts" and the "principal patterns," within whose overall 
framework Kabbalah research is looking for answers, was eloquently exposed by Joseph Dan, "The Historical 
Perceptions of the Late Professor Gershom Scholem" (in Hebrew), Zion* 47 (1982): 167.

20. See Chap. IV.

21. See Chap. V, secs. IIIIV. For an outstanding use of psychology to fathom mystical experiences, see 
Werblowsky's Karo.

22. See Urbach, "The Traditions about Merkavah Mysticism."

23. David Halperin, The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature (New Haven, Conn., 1980), and his review of Schäfer's 
Synopse, in JAOS 10403 (1984): 544, 549551.

24. "Tradition and Redaction in Heikhalot Literature," Journal for the Study of Judaism 14 (1984): 172181.

25. See Dan, The Esoteric Theology.

26. See Chap. V, secs. IIIII.

27. Kabbalah was considered by Renaissance figures as part of a prisca theologia or, according to another 
formulation, of a philosophia perennis, and thus in concordance with Platonic, Neoplatonic, Hermetic, and atomistic 
concepts that were allegorically or symbolically hinted at in Kabbalistic literature.

28. See Idel, "Perceptions of Kabbalah," sec. I.

29. Kabbalah, p. 45; see also Buber, Hasidism, p. 140.

30. See, for example, Major Trends, pp. 7475.

31. See, however, his remark that Gnosticism, or at least certain of "its basic impulses, was a revolt, partly perhaps of 
Jewish origin, against anti-mythical Judaism" (On the Kabbalah, p. 98): and idem, Sabbatai Sevi*, p. 311.



32. For example, "Der Gnostische Anthropos und die Judische Tradition," Eranosjahrbuch 22 (1953): 195234; 
"Ezekiel 1:26 in Jewish Mysticism and Gnosis," Vigiliae Christianae 34 (1980): 113.

33. "The Jewish Background of the Gnostic Sophia Myth," Novum Testamentum 12 (1970): 86101.
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34. See, for example, "Jewish Elements in Gnosticism and the Development of Gnostic Self-Definition," in Jewish 
and Christian Self-Definition, ed. E. P. Sanders (London, 1980), 1:151160, as well as his "Friedländer Revisited: 
Alexandrian Judaism and Gnostic Origins," Studia Philonica 2 (1973): 2339.

35. Another Seed: Studies in Gnostic Literature (Leiden, 1984).

36. The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord.

37. For a short survey of the change in the view of modern scholarship from the "Christian" and "Iranian" theories of 
the origin of Gnosticism to a "Jewish" one, see Simone Pétrement, Le Dieu séparé: Les Origines de gnosticima 
(Paris, 1984), pp. 911. Herself opposing the view that Judaism is the ultimate source of Gnosticism, she wrote on this 
theory: ''Cette hypothèse est celle qui règne actuellement sur presque toute la recherche." See now the thesis of 
Fossum, who attributes a crucial role to Samaritan thoughtconsidered by him to continue Jewish conceptionsfor the 
emergence of Gnosticism; see his The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord.

38. For these studies, see nn. 3941 below and n. 13 above.

39. Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape."

40. Idel, "The Concept of the Torah."

41. Idel, "Enoch Is Metatron." This methodological approach is also used in a forthcoming important article of my 
colleague Yehudah Liebes.

42. See, especially, Chap. VI.

43. See also Chaps. VII and X.

44. See Chap. X.

Chapter 3

1. See, for example, Zaehner's typology of mystical experiences, whose underlying principle is the theological stand 
that is an a priori category for judging the nature of the mystical union. See his Hindu and Muslim Mysticism, pp. 
21ff., and Mysticism: Sacred and Profane, pp. 153ff.

2. See, for example, Katz, "The 'Conservative' Character of Mystical Experience," in Steven T. Katz, Mysticism and 
Religious Traditions (Oxford, 1983), pp. 360.

3. See Scholem, On the Kabbalah, p. 8.

4. Katz, "Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism," p. 40.

5. Eliade, The Quest, p. 69.

6. Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, p. 482.

7. See, for example, Deut. 4:4; 10:20, 11, 22.

8. See Sifrei, 'Ekev, paragraph 49, and the discussion and sources in Judah Goldin, "Freedom and Restraint of 
Haggadah," in Midrash and Literature, ed. G. H. Hartman and S. Budick (New Haven and London, 1986), pp. 67, 
7475, n. 69.

9. Beraita quoted in Sanhedrin, 64a:



See Heschel, Theology of Ancient Judaism, 1:154155. It is important to point out the apparent discrepancy 
between this and the following talmudic texts in Sanhedrin, which stress the possibility of cleaving to God or to 
the Shekhinah, and the prevalent attitude in the Heikhalot literature, where this possibility seems to be 
unacceptable. Compare, however, the usage of the phrase "mystical communion" in connection with Heikhalot 
matter in
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Cohen, The Shi'ur Qomah: Liturgy and Theurgy, pp. 56, with no evidence to support such an assertion. 
However, in a midrashic text that seems to have some connection with the Heikhalot literature, the verb dvk is 
used twice:

Pesikta Rabbati, par. XI, ed. M. Friedman (Vienna, 1880), fol. 86b. Gadol or Lamed symbolizes God, the Great, 
which is referred to in the classical verse of the Shi'ur Komah description of God, Psalm 7:7, while Katan or yod 
refers to Israel; nevertheless, they occur together in the word li, thereby testifying to the possibility of cleaving 
between these two entities.

10. Heschel, Theology of Ancient Judaism, 1:153154.

11. Sanhedrin, fol. 64a:

Compare to the Selihah * of R. Elijah ben Shemaiah, an eleventh-century poet in southern Italy, who described 
Israel in these words:

"They are cleaving after Thou as bracelets and as [united] citrus" (see Daniel Goldschmidt, Mahzor* Leyamim 
ha-Noraim [Jerusalem, 1970], 2:695). The meaning of the citrus metaphor is identical to that of the two palm 
dates in the talmudic text; according to Rashi's interpretation of a talmudic text, Sukkah, fol. 36a, the word Tiom 
refers to "two citruses cleaving to each other." Therefore, the line quoted above envisions devekut of Israel and 
God as an organic phenomenon, comprising at least a certain point where they are inseparable. Compare, 
however, to Lev. R. 2:4, and see the theurgical interpretation of this assessment in Menahem* Recanati's 
Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 81b.

12. Sifrei, Shofetim, par. 173, ed. M. Friedmann (Vienna, 1864), fol. 107b:

On R. Hayyim Vital's elaboration of this view, see Werblowsky, Karo, p. 66; see also Heschel, The Theology of 
Ancient Judaism, 1:154 n. 5, for some parallels to R. Eleazar's view attributed to R. 'Akiva. See also below, 
Chap. VI, n. 333.

13. E. R. Dodds, "Numenius and Ammonius," Entretiens sur l'antiquité classiqueles sources de Plotin (Vandoeuvres 
and Geneva, 1960), 5:1718; Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (Cambridge, 1965), 9396. On 
Numenius and Plotinus, see Edouard des Places, Numenius-Fragments (Paris, 1973), pp. 2326. On Numenius and the 
Jews, see Menahem Stern, Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism (Jerusalem 1980), 2:206216. On Philo and 
Numenius, see ibid., p. 207 n. 5. Our hypothesis on the possible influence of the ancient Jewish mystical 
interpretation of devekut on Greek thought is comparable to the possibility that a certain pattern of describing the 
beauty of a woman found in Hellenistic poetry was introduced therein by a poet of Syrian extraction under the 
influence of a Semitic descriptive schema; cf. Shaye J. D. Cohen, "The Beauty of Flora and the Beauty of Sarai," 
Helios n.s. 8 (1981): 4153.

14. Ibid., pp. 9496.

15. See Legum Allegoriarum, 2, 56. For another affinity between Philo and Plotinus, apparently via Numenius, see 
David Winston, Philo of Alexandria (New York, 1981), p. 315 n. 103. Winston implicitly accepted a certain 
relationship between Philo and Plotinus: see his
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paper "Was Philo a Mystic?" in Studies in Jewish Mysticism, ed. J. Dan and F. Talmage (Cambridge, Mass., 
1982), pp. 29, 32.

16. See Stern, Greek and Latin Authors, p. 207 and n. 3.

17. See Winston, Philo, p. 32.

18. See the perceptive analyses of the mystical implications of Aristotelian epistemology in Philip Merlan, 
Monopsychism, Mysticism, Metaconsciousness: Problems of the Soul in the Neoaristotelian and Neoplatonic 
Traditions (The Hague, 1963), especially pp. 16ff., 85ff. For an ancient mystical understanding of the Aristotelian 
epistemic principle of the identity of the knower and the intelligible, see Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian 
Mystical Tradition (Oxford, 1981), pp. 108109, where the author discusses Evagrius of Pontus' views; compare also 
to the Brahmanic sources cited by Arthur Avalon, Shakti and Shakta (New York, 1978), p. 455.

19. For more on the importance of philosophical terminology for a particular type of Kabbalahthe ecstaticsee Idel, 
"Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica."

20. See E. R. Dodds, "Theurgy and Its Relationship to Neoplatonism," Journal of Roman Studies 38 (1947); Pierre 
Boyance, "Théurgie et télestique néoplatoniciennes," Revue d'Histoire des Religions 74 (1955): 189209.

21. For a short survey of the history of descending spiritualities in Jewish mysticism, see Idel, "Differing 
Conceptions of the Kabbalah." I have refrained from elaborating on this point here; see also Idel, "The Magical and 
Neoplatonic Interpretations," pp. 195215, and Chap. VII, par. III.

22. See Scholem, Elements, p. 194:

Although the text is anonymous, in all the manuscripts therein it is extant, Scholem (Elements, p. 194) seems to 
be correct in his attribution of the text to R. 'Ezra.

23. The phrase  stands for the universal soul, as it does in similar contexts in ibn 'Ezra's writings. See 
nn. 29 and 31 below.

24. See R. Abraham ibn 'Ezra's Commentary on Psalms 139:18, and compare the view of the Great Maggid of 
Mezerich, expressed in 'Or ha-'Emet; cf. Schatz-Uffenheimer, Quietistic Elements, p. 126.

25. These two helpful terms were proposed by Merlan, Monopsychism, Mysticism, Metaconsciousness, pp. 27ff., but 
I use them in a slightly different manner.

26. In the original, be-hidudah *; this phrase seems to point to a peculiar quality of the soul, as it does in R. Isaac of 
Acre's description of Nahmanides*, who was, in his youth, "confident of his sharpness," but had forgotten the 
Kabbalistic traditions he did not write down. See Idel, "We Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on This," pp. 6263.

27. Commentary on Deut. 13:2:

28. Strangely enough, Nahmanides accepts here an Aristotelian view of prophecy as the separate intellect being its 
source; see n. 57 below. Compare also to R. Joseph Gikatilla's Kezat* Beurey [!] me-ha-Moreh (Venice, 1574), fol. 
21c.

29. Scholem, Elements, p. 194:



Compare Chap. VIII, n. 38, the text from Sefer ha-Ne'elam.
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30. It seems that this phrase is elliptic, its fuller form apparently being  ("the supernal 
things")namely, the ten Sefirot. This formula recurs in R. 'Ezra's works; see Scholem, "Two Treatises of R. Moshe de 
Leon," p. 383 n. 100. It is obvious that the body is referred to as comprising the things, as against the soul, which 
cleaves to the supernal soul. On the "human body'' as comprising "all things," see Chap. VI.

31. Commentary on Pentateuch, fol. 37d:

32. In Hebrew, Mitbodedim; my interpretation of this verb as pointing to mental concentration is corroborated by 
Geronese parallels, which will be printed and analyzed in my forthcoming study on hitbodedut.

33. Namely, before their eyes.

34. Recanati, Commentary on Pentateuch, fol. 38b:

Compare also ibid., fol. 37d:

Ibid., fol. 38b:

On the philosophical source of this passageMaimonides' Guide of the Perplexed III:51and other relevant 
material, see Chaim Wirszubski, Three Studies in Christian Kabbala (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1975).

35. Recanati, or his source, is heavily influenced by the fruit metaphor occurring in R. Abraham ibn 'Ezra's 
Commentary on Psalm 1, where the verb davek is also employed.

36. Compare below, n. 64, where the attempt to think about issues that transcend the comprehension of human 
thought causes unnatural death.

37. Recanati qua Kabbalist viewed the ultimate source of the human soul in the infradivine structure; her originating 
in the universal soul would be, in his eyes, tantamount to accepting Greek psychology. On this issue, see Vajda, 
Recherches, pp. 371378.

38. Commentary on Song of Songs, Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban 1:480:

See ibid, p. 485.

39. On the problem of allegory and symbolism, see Chap. IX, where I shall again refer to this text.



40. See Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 399400; Vajda, Le Commentaire d'Ezra de Gérone, pp. 145146.

41. See in R. 'Ezra and R. 'Azriel; cf. the latter's Commentary on the Talmudic Aggadot, p. 15.
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42. Fol. 98b:

On ta'anug, see Chap. VI, n. 369.

43. Deut. 4:4. Compare the interpretation of this verse in R. David ben Zimra's Mezudat * David, fol. 3c.

44. See Chap. IV and nn. 90ff.

45. See his Minhat* Yehudah, printed in the anonymous Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fols. 95b96a.

46. See Wirszubski, Three Studies, pp. 1422.

47. Ibid., p. 15.

48. See Aviezer Ravitsky, "Anthropological Theory of Miracles in Medieval Jewish Philosophy," in Studies in 
Medieval Jewish History and Literature, ed. I. Twersky (Cambridge, Mass., 1984), 2:233235, and Howard Kreisel, 
"Miracles in Medieval Jewish Philosophy," JQR 75 (1984): 94133.

49. Ravitsky, "Anthropological Theory," pp. 238239.

50. See throughout Ravitsky's and Kreisel's articles.

51. See Vajda, Recherches, pp. 385ff.; Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 230232.

52. Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban, 2:334:

Compare to the view of R. Isaac the Blind, quoted below, n. 128.

53. Ibid., p. 335.

54. On the whole subject, see Bezalel Safran's fine remarks in "Rabbi 'Azriel and Nahmanides*: Two Views of the 
Fall of Man," in I. Twersky, ed., Rabbi Moses Nahmanides (Ramban): Explorations in His Religious and Literary 
Virtuosity (Cambridge, Mass., 1983), pp. 102104.

55. Ibid., p. 102 n. 101.

56. Commentary on Job, in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban, 1:108.

57. Sermon on Kohelet, in ibid., p. 192; he mentions the devekey ha-Shem ha-Meforash, and shortly before that we 
learn that

Strangely enough, the righteous who cleave to the Sefirah of Malkhut, and the pious who cleave to the Sefirah 
of Tiferet are implicitly superior to the prophets, who are referred to by Nahmanides as cleaving to the separate 
intellect, which is ontologically "lower" than the sefirotic realm. See n. 28 above. On cleaving to the divine 
name, see also the anonymous text, printed by Scholem in Kiryat Sefer, 6:414.



The use of the form devekim (cleavers) sounds as if it were a terminus technicum for a specific type of mystic; 
see also sec. V and nn. 123, 134 below.

58. Sermon Torat ha-Shem Temimah, Kitvey ha-Ramban, 1: 168.

59. Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot, in Likkutey Shikhehah* u-feah, fol. 8a:

60. R. Isaac the Blind had referred to cleaving of the thought: see R. 'Ezra's Commentary on the Song of Songs; 
Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban, 2:521522 (n. 128 below).
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61. In original, , which I vocalize as dibberimthe Ten Commandments.

62. On the influx stemming from "the annihilation of thought," see R. 'Ezra's Commentary on the Song of Songs, 
Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban 2:494, 526; see also Pachter, "The Concept of Devekut in the Homiletical Ethical 
Writings of the 16th Century Safed," Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, ed. I. Twersky (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1984), 2:189.

63. Commentary on the Talmudic Aggadot, p. 20.

Tishby, ibid., n. 11, did not distinguish between this Neoplatonic view and the Aristotelian epistemic union as it 

occurs in Maimonides. On the phrase  see Georges Vajda, "En marge du commentaire sur 
le cantique des cantiques de Joseph ibn Aqnin," REJ 124 (1968): 187 n. 1; Vajda, Recherches, pp. 2628, Chap. 
IV below, and here, n. 112. Abulafia was very fond of using this phrase. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio 
Mystica," nn. 29, 38.

64. Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot, in Likkutey Shikhehah * u-feah, fol. 8a:

Compare R. 'Azriel, Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot, p. 39; R. Moshe de Leon in Shoshan 'Edut, printed in 
Scholem, "Two Treatises of R. Moshe de Leon," p. 347, and his Commentary on ten Sefirot, ibid., p. 371; 
Recanati, Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 37d38a.

65. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica" and Chap. IV below.

66. R. Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi's Kabbalistic Commentary on Genesis Rabbah, ed. Moshe Hallamish 
(Jerusalem, 1984), p. 140:

Compare also R. David ben Zimra's Mezudat* David, fol. 3cd.

67. Deut. 4:4.

68. See Chap. IX, sec. II, in the discussion on the identification of the mystical interpreter with the Torah.

69. MS. München, 22 fol. 187a:

70. 'Ozar* Hayyim*, MS Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol. 112a:

71. Lev. 19:24.



72. Probably referring to ibid., 19:25: "I am the Lord your God."

73. See Chap. IV, n. 69, for another quotation from 'Ozar Hayyim, where the makif refers to the highest divine 
aspect.

74. See Chap. IV, n. 60, the passage of R. Menahem* Nahum* of Chernobyl, where cleaving is connected to the 
transformation of the particular into the universal. R. Isaac is apparently
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influenced by ibn 'Ezra (see the text quoted in n. 17, Chap. IV below), either directly or indirectly through 
Abraham Abulafia. Compare also to the text that was probably written by R. Nathan, probably R. Isaac's master, 
where the linking of one's soul to God is indicated by the words:

See M. Steinschneider and A. Neubauer, "Joseph ibn Aknin," Magazin für die Wissenschaft des Judentums 14 
(1888): 106.

75. 'Or ha-'Emet (Bnei Berak, 1969), fol. 8a:

On the relationship between worship and delight, see Chap. VI, n. 336. An interesting parallel to this 
understanding of the phylacteries as union is found in a work written under the heavy influence of the Great 
Maggid: See R. Meshullam Phoebus of the Zbaraz's Yosher Divrey Emet, fol. 123a, where R. Isakhar Dov is 
reported to have said:

Note especially the occurrence of the term devekut ha-sekhel ("the cleaving of the intellect"), which explains the 
significance of phylacteries. On phylacteries and devekut, see R. Bahya * ben Asher, Kad ha-Kemah*, 
paragraph on Lulav, in Kitvey Rabbenu Bahya, ed. H. D. Chavel (Jerusalem, 1970), p. 234.

76. Berakhot, 6a.

77. I Chron. 17:21.

78. In Hebrew ehad*, namely, "one."

79. See Peri 'Ez* Hayyim*, Gate of Tefillin, passim.

80. Deut. 28:10. This verse is written in the common phylacteries, which are referred to below as "our phylacteries."

81. On God enjoying the union with man, see Chap. IV, my discussion of R. Shneur Zalman of Lyady's view of 
"swallowing."

82. Zech. 1:3.

83. Exod. 40:35.

84. 'Or ha-'Emet, fol. 5c:



On the relationship between good deeds and the "expansion" of the divine world, see Chap. VIII.

85. On this problem, see especially Michael E. Marmura and J. M. Rist, "Al Kindi's Discussion of Divine Existence 
and Oneness," Medieval Studies 25 (1963): 338354; Georges Vajda,
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"Le Problème de l'unité de Dieu d'après Dawud ibn Marwan al-Mukammis," in Jewish Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies, ed. A. Altmann (Cambridge, Mass., 1967), pp. 4973.

86. See, for example, Ennead, III, 7.

87. Compare the Great Maggid's view in Maggid Devarav le-Ya'akov, p. 11: "as if the Zaddikim * causes God to be 
as their mind, since he thinks whatever they think." See also 'Or Torah, p. 135, and Scholem, Explications and 
Implications, p. 356.

88. The Messianic Idea in Judaism, p. 218.

89. Scholem's assertion that Lurianic views of what he calls adhesion, which were transmitted orally, deeply 
influenced the Hasidic* view of adhesion seems to me to be doubtful; see Kabbalah, p. 372. Another affinity 
between philosophy and Hasidic mysticism is referred to below, Chap. VI, sec. IV.

90. See below, Chap. IV, where we shall see again the reverberations of earlier Kabbalistic metaphors in Hasidic 
discussions of mystical experiences, and Chap. VI, sec. IV. Recently, Isaiah Tishby proposed to see in the works of 
R. Moses Hayyim* Luzzato an important source of Hasidic views of devekut; see his "Les traces de Rabbi Moise 
Haim Luzzato dans l'enseignement du hassidisme," in Hommage à Georges Vajda, ed. G. Nahon and C. Touati 
(Louvain, 1980), pp. 427 n. 16, 428439. Tishby's assessments put a heavier emphasis on the importance of Luzzato's 
teaching for Hasidism* than it appears from both the available literary and historical documents; nevertheless, his 
findings open an important avenue, neglected by previous scholarship, for the understanding of Hasidic mysticism.

91. Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism, p. 208; Joseph Weiss, "Talmud Torah in R. Israel the Besht's Thought" 
(in Hebrew), in Tiferet Israel: Festschrift to Israel Brody (London, 1967), Hebrew section, p. 153.

92. Sefer Me'irat 'Eynaim, p. 218:

For a detailed analysis of this passage, as well as R. Isaac's view of devekut, see Idel, "Hitbodedut as 
Concentration," pp. 4647, and the notes accompanying it. For the possible Eastern Hasidic and Sufic 
background of R. Isaac's mysticism, see Idel, "Prophetic Kabbalah and the Land of Israel," pp. 103110. It should 
be mentioned that the influence exercised by Sufic teachings on Eastern Kabbalah, especially on aspects of 
extreme mysticism, is a field of research requiring far more study than I have done in the above articles, but 
only after a close perusal of the extant Hebrew material, such as the works of Abraham Abulafia.

93. Me'irat 'Eynaim, p. 218:

94. MS British Library, Cat. Margoliouth, Nr. 749, fol. 17b; Idel, "Hitbodedut as Concentration," p. 49 nn. 7778.

95. Irrefutable evidence of the influence of this passage of R. Isaac on early Hasidism is the view of equanimity as 
caused by cleaving in Zava'at* ha-Ribash:

96. Me'irat 'Eynaim, p. 217:
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See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 262263.

97. See also R. Joseph Karo Maggid Meisharim Per. Mikez * (Jerusalem, 1960), p. 37.

See Joseph Weiss, "The Beginnings of Hasidism*" (in Hebrew), Zion* 16 (1951): 6062, in which he looks for 
the source of R. Nahman* of Kosov's technique of contemplation of the Tetragrammaton in Berit Menuhah*; 
Piekarz, The Beginning of Hasidism, pp. 2324, quoted sources where the verse of Psalm 16 is used, albeit 
without mentioning devekut. Compare also nn. 104, 152 below.

98. Gate of Love, Chap. X:

The impact of de Vidas' view of devekut upon early Hasidism was briefly discussed by Gedaliah Nigal, "The 
Sources of Devekut in Early Hasidic* Literature" (in Hebrew), Kiryat Sefer 46 (197071): 34546, without, 
however, referring to this passage, which was also ignored by Pachter in "The Concept of Devekut," pp. 96115, 
and in his article in Festschrift Y. Tishby (forthcoming). Compare also below, Chap. IV, n. 92.

99. Reshit Hokhmah*, Gate of Love, Chap. X:

100. Psalms 32:1.

101. Cf. Idel, "Music and Prophetic Kabbalah," pp. 150169. On the praxis of Abulafia's techniques in the entourage 
of de Vidas, see Idel, "Some Remarks on R. Moses Cordovero and R. Abraham Abulafia" (in Hebrew), Da'at 15 
(1985): 117120.

102. Idel, "Music and Prophetic Kabbalah," pp. 168169

103. This fact was noted by 'Azriel Shohat, "On Joy in Hasidism" (in Hebrew), Zion 16 (1961): 3233, who explored 
the Kabbalistic sources of the Hasidic view of joy.

104. I hope to elaborate upon the mystical interpretation of Shiviti in a separate study.

105. Sefer ha-Berit (Warsaw, 1897), p. 167.

106. See Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism. p. 210.

107. See Piekarz, The Beginning of Hasidism, pp. 119126, 133134. See also several passages of R. Nathan Neta of 
Sienawa, Siddur 'Olat Tamid (Premislany, 1896), fol. 38b, 53b, 59a, 68b, and Piekarz, The Beginning of Hasidism, 
pp. 2324.

108. Fol. 186a:



109. Commentary on the Sacrifice, MS Oxford, Christ Church, 198, fol. 12b:

Compare R. Isaac the Blind's concise formulation (n. 128 below), where the relationship
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between sacrifice and devekut is stated explicitly. Interestingly, this conception of the early Kabbalists was 
echoed in the sixteenth century in R. Meir ibn Gabbay's Tola'at Ya'akov, fol. 4b:

We can easily see here the combination of the terminology of R. 'AzrielMuskal, murgash, mutba'with that of 
Sefer ha-BahirZurot * kedoshot, manhigim.

110. See the texts referred to in n. 64 above.

111. Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban, 2:333:

112. See n. 63 above.

113. Compare R. Jonah Gerondi's Sha'arey ha-'Avodah (Bnei Berak, 1967), p. 58:

Therefore, the ultimate goal is not the cleaving, but the perfect worship, attained only after the cleaving. 
Compare also Gerondi, ibid., pp. 4144, 60.

114. On the Zaddik* as channel, see R. Nathan Shapira of Jerusalem's introduction to R. Hayyim* Vital's Peri 'Ez* 
Hayyim, ed. J. Ashlag (Tel Aviv, 1966), p. 2, and Samuel H. Dresner, The Zaddik (New York, 1974), pp. 277 n. 33, 
378 n. 34.

115. Zohar, I, fol. 43a:

116. Ibid., III, fol. 68a.

117. MS Berlin, Or. Qu. 833, fol. 98c; ibn Gabbay, 'Avodat ha-Kodesh, II, 6 fol. 28a.

On this passage, see Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, p. 324; Scholem, "The Concept of Kavvanah," p. 
168. I have recently identified a third version of this passage in MS Sassoon, 919 p. 171, whose varia did not 
differ drastically from the preceding quotation.



118. I assume that R. 'Ezra refers to ritually pure sites; compare to the story related to R. Isaac the Blind, who 
avoided passing beside impure sites, as his thought was constantly united with God; cf. Scholem, Les Origines de la 
Kabbale, p. 321 n. 188.

119. Compare R. 'Ezra's view of the suffering in the exile as a substitute for living in the Land of Israel; there, the, 
"atoning altar" of suffering is mentioned. See Scholem, "A New
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Document," pp. 161162, and Idel, "Some Opposing Conceptions of the Land of Israel in Medieval Jewish 
Thought" (forthcoming).

120. In 'Avodat ha-Kodesh, the version is a longer one:

that is, " . . . to God, out of the cleaving of the thought to the ten Sefirot." Therefore, according to this version, 
there is a sequel of cleavings: to the letters of the great name, to the Sefirot and the God, by the intermediacy of 
his ten manifestations.

121. Psalms 92:2.

122. ihudan *; in 'Avodat ha-Kodesh the version is kayamot temidot, namely, "everlasting and continuing," which fits 
the phrase temidy nimraz* in the passage from ibn Gabbay quoted below.

123. Cleaving to the Tetragrammaton is mentioned by R. Abraham ibn 'Ezra in his Commentary to Exod. 3:15; he 
also attributes wondrous features to this cleaving. On cleaving to the Tetragrammaton, see n. 57 above, n. 134 below.

124. Compare to R. 'Ezra's statement:

Commentary on the Song of Songs; Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban, 2:521; and see also ibid., p. 523. On p. 526, the 
Kabbalist explicitly compares the divine name to the house, presumably the intent being to the Temple:

Compare also to R. 'Azriel in Scholem, "Seridim," p. 219. See also Chap. VIII, the quotation from Sefer Yesod 
'Olam of R. Abraham of Eskira on building and theurgy, and R. Meir ibn Gabbay, Tola'at Ya'akov, fol. 4a.

125. As the Kabbalists stressed time and again, the sacrifices were dedicated solely to the Tetragrammaton, but not to 
the divine name Elohim. See Vajda, Le Commentaire d'Ezra de Gérone, pp. 382385.

126. Ibid., pp. 395ff.

127. Compare the aforecited text of R. 'Azriel on the cleaving of the priest's soul before the performance of the act of 
sacrifice.

128. See the Commentary on the Song of Songs, pp. 521522:

See also R. 'Azriel's Commentary on the Talmudic Aggadot, p. 16, and Gabrielle Sed-Rajna, Commentaire sur 
la liturgie quotidienne de R. Azriel de Gérone (Leiden, 1974), pp. 1011.

129. In the original, maskilim.

130. Mal. 3:16.



131. Namely the Sefirot; the relationship between the letters of the Tetragrammaton and the ten Sefirot was evident 
already in one of the earliest Kabbalistic texts: the "Kabbalah" of R. Jacob ha-Nazir of Lunel. See Scholem, Reshit 
ha-Kabbalah, pp. 7374.

132. Kevushah, namely, dedicated to matters of the supernal world: see R. Isaac's text, n. 128 above.
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133. This metaphor occurs several times in Kabbalistic and Hasidic * descriptions of mystical experience, where it 
assumes a positive significance; see, for example, the Abulafian text extant in MS Sassoon, 56, p. 33:

See also Chap. IV, n. 85.

134. 'Avodat ha-Kodesh, II, 6 fol. 29a, immediately before the anonymous text quoted above:

On "cleaving to the great name" compare nn. 57 and 123 above; compare also Goetschel, Meir ibn Gabbay, pp. 
310311.

135. Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 278280.

136. Ibid, p. 280.

137. In Hebrew, middah implies "measure" and hence limitation.

138. Compare above, the mentioning of morning and evening in the anonymous text.

139. In Hebrew 'aleph represents also "unity."

140. In Hebrew, it stands for "eight."

141. See n. 123 above.

142. Compare the references cited in Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 278280.

143. See Altmann, Faces of Judaism, pp. 8788.

144. Shoshan 'Edut, printed by Scholem, "Two Treatises of R. Moshe de Leon," p. 354:

145. Deut. 10:20.

146. Deut. 28:9.

147. See especially Shoshan 'Edut (n. 144 above), p. 355:

148. See Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," pp. 175181. See also above, Chap. III, par. V, on "Devekut qua 
Mediation."

149. See Idel, "Types of Redemptive Activities," pp. 269273.



150. Mezudat* David, fol. 2b:

Compare, however, ibid., fol. 3cd, where the devekut experienced is not connected to any theurgical activity.

151. Presumably an allusion to the Shekhinah.

152. Psalms 16:8. This verse was fully exploited by Jewish mystics (see, for example, Chap. V, n. 244) and is a 
subject deserving of a separate monograph. See above, n. 97.

153. Previously on this page, the phrase refers to the two cherubim, or to the "great love"the
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bridegroom or Tiferetand the "love of the world"the bride or Malkhut; see immedately below.

154. Fol. 2b:

155. Vital, Sha'ar ha-Mizvot *, per. Va-'ethanan*, p. 78, and Luria's Hanhagot; cf. Fine, Safed Spirituality, p. 68; 
Jacob Zemah*'s Nagid u-Mezaveh* (Lemberg, 1863), fol. 19b20a. Compare also to R. Zevi* Hirsch of Zhidachov, 
'Ateret Zevi, II, fol. 17c, where the oscillation between the ideal of mystical union and theurgical activity is obvious. 
See also 'Ez* Hayyim*, Sha'ar ha-Kelalim, Chap. I, where the goal of the creation of the world is to create creatures 
that will know God and become as a "chariot" to him in order to cleave to him. However, I doubt if Vital refers here 
to unio mystica; I assume that he implies that the Divinity will dwell in the mystic. See also Tishby, The Doctrine of 
Evil, pp. 112134, who describes at length the goal of human activity in Lurianic Kabbalah as theurgical operation, 
without mentioningcorrectly, in my opinionthe ideal of devekut, and R. Nathan Shapira's discussion referred to in n. 
114 above.

156. Scholem, Be 'Iqvoth Mashiah*, p. 104:

On the context of this quotation, see Scholem Sabbatai Sevi*, pp. 809810.

157. Ibid, p. 811.

158. On the son who is the master of the treasures of the father as a description of a high mystical state, see Yehudah 
Liebes, "R. Nahman* of Bratslav's Hatikkun Hakkelali and His Attitude toward Sabbatianism" (in Hebrew), Zion* 44 
(1980): 213214.

159. On unio mystica, see Chap. IV; on devekut as a prerequisite for the achievement of various revelatory 
phenomena, see Vital's Sha'arey Kedushah, Introduction.

160. Quoted by his disciple R. Meshulam Phoebus of Zbaraz, Yosher Divrey Emet, fol. 122a:

See a slightly different version in Likkutey Keter Shem Tov, printed in Shivhey* ha-Besht, ed. B. Mintz 
(Jerusalem, 1969), pp. 208209.

161. This term signifies regularly "hidden," "concealed," "esoteric," and is part of the phrase hokhmat* ha-nistar: 
"esoteric lore" or Kabbalah. I left it untranslated, since R. Menahem* Mendel gave it a peculiar turn.

162. The comparison of a mystical experience to the ineffable savior is common mainly among the Sufis. In Jewish 
thought, it occurs in R. Yehudah ha-Levi's Kuzari, and in R. Yohanan* Alemanno's writings.

163. "Devekut ha-Bore'"; in Likkutey Keter Shem Tov, "devekut ha-'Elohut." Compare the quotation from R. 
Menahem of Lonzano, cited by R. Simhah* Bunim of Przysucha, Torat Simhah, in
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Simhat * Yisrael (Pieterkov, 1910), fol. 62b:

Compare to the tradition quoted in the name of the Besht, Chap. III, n. 182.

164. Cf. Berakhot 58b. On the connection between one of the four sages who ascended to Pardes and familiarity 
with the paths of the firmament, see Schäfer, Synopse, par. 873, p. 287.

165. On the spiritualization of the ascent to Pardes, see Chap. V, sec. II.

166. This view, characteristic of the ecstatic Kabbalah and of Hasidism*, was expanded by Scholem to the Kabbalah 
in general, underrating thereby the importance of theurgical activity in the theurgical-theosophical Kabbalah; see 
Sabbatai Sevi*, p. 15. In this discussion, Scholem uses the phrase ''total debequth" as one of the two aims of 
"contemplative Kabbalism," thereby implying unio mystica as a paramount goal of the Kabbalah! See, however, his 
rejection of unio mystica as compatible to Kabbalah in the following chapter.

Chapter 4

1. The Evolution of Theology in the Greek Philosophers (Glasgow, 1904), 2:214.

2. Ibid.

3. Major Trends, pp. 122123. Compare also his The Messianic Idea, p. 227; Kabbalah, p. 176. See, however, 
Scholem's views referred to in Chap. III, n. 158, above.

4. See, for example, N. Rotenstreich, "Symbolism and Transcendence: On Some Philosophical Aspects of Gershom 
Scholem's Opus," Review of Metaphysics 31 (197778): 610614; R. J. Zwi Werblowsky, "Some Psychological 
Aspects of Kabbalah," Harvest 3 (1956): 78; J. Ben-Shlomo, in Gershom ScholemThe Man and His Opus (in 
Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1983) p. 21; or Fine, Safed Spirituality, p. 21.

5. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, pp. 106107, 228229; R. C. Zaehner, At Sundry Times (London, 1958), p. 171; 
Zaehner, Hindu and Muslim Mysticism, p. 2; Katz, "Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism," pp. 3435; Geoffrey 
Parrinder, Mysticism in the World's Religions (London, 1976), p. 119.

6. Mysticism and Philosophy, p. 158. See his entire discussion there on Buber's nonunitive self-interpretation of a 
mystical experience as inadequate, because of the "pressure of the Jewish tradition against the concept of union" (p. 
157). Stace's ingenuous interpretation notwithstanding, in Buber's case we witness a shift from his previous ecstatic 
period, when he underwent the experience of union, to the dialogical phase, when his interpretation was committed 
to writing.

7. A Social and Religious History of the Jews (New York, 1958), 8:112113.

8. Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 2:288290; Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 237238; Pachter, "The Concept of Devekut," 
pp. 224225; Louis Jacobs, "The Doctrine of the 'Divine Spark' in Man in Jewish Sources," in Rationalism, Judaism, 
Universalism, In Memory of Leon Roth (New York, 1966), pp. 8089.

9. See Les Origines de la Kabbale, p. 320 n. 184; see also Katz, "Language, Epistemology and Mysticism," p. 69 n. 
31a.

10. Scholem, "Mysticism and Society," Diogenes 58 (1967): 16: Devekut, he asserts, "means literally 'cleaving' or 
'adhering' to God. . . . The necessity to compromise with medieval Jewish theology dictated this terminology, not the 
act itself, which may or may not
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include a state of mystical union." See also Katz, "Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism," pp. 3536.

11. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica," n. 11; Israel Efros, "Some Aspects of Yehuda Halevi's 
Mysticism," Studies in Medieval Jewish Philosophy (New York and London, 1974), pp. 146148.

12. This is obviously the situation in the case of Abulafia; see Idel, ibid.

13. See Idel, "Enoch Is Metatron."

14. See Duncan B. Macdonald, The Religious Attitude and Life in Islam (Chicago, 1909), p. 187; Geoffrey Parrinder, 
Worship in the World's Religions (Totowa, N.J., 1974), p. 181; and especially Falaturi in his essay, "How Can a 
Muslim Experience God Given Islam's Radical Monotheism?" in A. Schimmel and A. Falaturi, eds., We Believe in 
One God: The Experience of God in Christianity and Islam (New York, 1979), p. 85: "Unio mystica . . . can occur 
precisely because of Islam's radical monotheism."

15. Sitrey Torah, MS Paris BN 774, fol. 140a and fol. 171b.

16. On the philosophical sources of this phrase, see Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica," nn. 1923.

17. MS Paris BN 774, fol. 155a.

18. See above (Chap. III, n. 74) for the text of R. Isaac of Acre's 'Ozar * Hayyim*, where a similar expression is to be 
found, and n. 61 below.

19. On immortality as deification, see W. R. Inge, Christian Mysticism (London, 1925), pp. 357358; Abulafia's stand 
would confirm Inge's category of deification through transformation (see ibid., p. 365 and W. R. Inge's Mysticism in 
Religion [Chicago, 1948], p. 46).

20. See The Messianic Idea in Judaism, pp. 203227; Kabbalah, pp. 174176.

21. See Major Trends, pp. 140141, where Scholem has translated a crucial passage wherein Abulafia asserts that "he 
is so intimately adhering to Him that he cannot by any means be separated from Him, for he is He." Scholem, after 
quoting this text, maintains that "complete identification is neither achieved nor intended." Indeeed, I cannot but 
wonder at Scholem's self-confidence that permitted him to indicate that Abulafia was not interested in mystical 
identification. I confine my analysis to the textual evidence, which, even in Scholem's rendering is sufficient to refute 
this interpretation. Interestingly enough, Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, p. 116, explicitly indicates the unitive 
nature of the text, notwithstanding his statement, ibid., p. 158, referred to in n. 6 above.

22. Guide II, p. 40.

23. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica," nn. 46, 72.

24. MS Jerusalem 8° 148 fol. 56a:

Compare to Abulafia's view in his Sitrey Torah MS Paris BN 774, fol. 172a, where two decades are also 
referred to in connection with the structure of man. This view is ancient: see Idel, "The Image of Man," pp. 
4647, and the midrashic interpretations of Gen. 2:7 on the two "iods" of "wa-yizer*." See, for example, 
"Alphabet of R. 'Akiva," Wertheimer, ed., Batey Midrashot, 2:412; this Midrash was used also by Abraham 
Abulafia in his own commentary on his Sefer ha-Hayyim*, MS München 285, fol. 23b, where two iods are 
referred to as
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necessary for the perfection of man; see also Abulafia's "Vezot li-Yihudah"; Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 20; and Chap. 
VI.

25. Jer. 23:5.

26. MS Jerusalem 8° 148, fol. 55a:

See also ibid., 39a:

On yod as a semicircle, see also ibid., fol. 35a:

and fol. 35b. Compare also to Abulafia's view, n. 28 below. On the perfect man as sitting on the throne, see 
Abraham Abulafia's 'Imrey Shefer, MS Paris 777, p. 48.

27. See R. Abraham ibn 'Ezra, Sefer ha-Shem, Chap. III, and so on.

28. See also MS Jerusalem 8° 148, fol. 57a, where the soul is described as ascending and reaching the degree of ha-
Shem Zeva'ot *:

Compare to Abulafia's 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican 233, fol. 115a, where the unio mystica between the human 
intellectual and divine intellectual loves is portrayed as the union of 'EHAD*=1, whose numerical value is 13, 
with 'EHAD, thus 26, which is equivalent to the numerical value of the Tetragrammaton. Therefore, the "human 
existence" is included in the divine name; see also n. 26 above.

29. MS Oxford 1649, fol. 206a:

Compare to Abu Yazid al-Bistami's formulation, discussed by Zaehner, Hindu and Muslim Mysticism, pp. 
113114; Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica"; and cf. Annemarie Schimmel, As through a Veil: Mystical 
Poetry in Islam (New York, 1982), p. 219 n. 42.

30. Psalms 2:7. The use of this verse, so crucial to Christian theology and mysticism, may have something to do with 
Christian influence.

31. Deut. 32:39.

32. Jer. 43:11.

33. MS Jerusalem 8° 148, fol. 54a:

34. Compare ibn Rushd's view: "the soul is closely similar to light; light is divided by the division of illuminated 
bodies, and is unified when the bodies are annihilated, and the same relation holds between soul and bodies" (Tahafut 
al-Tahafut, trans. S. Van der Berg [London, 1954], 1:16). See also n. 62 below.



35. It seems that the identification of the soul of the highest sphere with the universal soul was not so obvious to the 
anonymous Kabbalist; see also the previous note.

36. Symposium, 189a.
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37. See Hunain ibn Isaac's Musarey ha-Philosophim, ed. A. Loewental (Frankfurt, 1896), pp. 3839.

38. See Sa'adia's Emunot we-Deot, part 10, Chap. 7. On the penetration of this view into early Kabbalah, see Idel, 
"Sefirot above Sefirot," p. 268 n. 150; Ze'ev Gries, "From Mythos to EthosContributions to the Thought of R. 
Abraham of Kalisk," Nation and History, ed. S. Ettinger (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1984), 2: 120123.

39. Sefer Sha'arey Zedek * was explicitly mentioned by de Vidas's master, Cordovero; see Idel, "Hitbodedut as 
Concentration," p. 69 and n. 214.

40. Reshit Hokhmah*, Gate of Love, Chap. 3:

41. See Schatz-Uffenheimer, Maggid Devarav Le-Ya'akov, pp. 3839:

For parallels to this text in Hasidic* literature, see Schatz-Uffenheimer, Quietistic Elements, p. 128 n. 29. See 
also Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism, pp. 226227; Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 2:290 n. 70, who 
proposes seeing the source of this interpretation in R. Elijah de Vidas's text analyzed above.

42. Num. 10:2.

43. Ezek. 1:26. It is important to emphasize that his verse was understood by a distinguished disciple of the Great 
Maggid as symbolizing the deep affinity between the human and the Divine; according to R. Abraham Joshua 
Heschel of Apt, the man on the chariot is identical with the plene spelling of the Tetragrammaton and, at the same 
time, stems from the lower man, who generates or makes God by his performance of the commandments. This 
interpretation ostensibly reduces, or even obliterates, the distance between God and man.

Quoted by R. Zevi* Hirsch of Zhidachov, 'Ateret* Zevi part III, fol. 25a, peris. 'Aharey* Mot; cf. also Chap. 
VIII.

44. Shortly beforehand the Maggid referred to the descending contractions that permitted a union of God to man. 
Here, man returns to his origin, ascending the scala contemplationis, which implies gradual obliterations of 
contractions, culminating in annihilation of the human existence. See also n. 43 above.

45. Dibbur; I prefer the version found in 'Or ha-Torah, p. 73: dibbur Malkhut, namely, "speech" and "Malkhut," 
which obviously stands for the letters D and M that form parts of the word 'ADaM. Thence, it seems that "speech" 
may represent here the Sefirah of Tiferet; compare, however, Schatz-Uffenheimer's remark in her edition of Maggid 
Devarav Le-Ya'akov. My interpretation turns 'ADaM into a symbol for three aspects in Godhead: the 'Amaster of the 
universe, that is, the transcendent aspect, and two immanent aspectsMalkhut and Tiferet.

46. DaM in Hebrew is "blood."

47. The Maggid uses a pun: 'Aluf is both master and champion but also close to 'Aleph, the principle of the world. 
Compare also to R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev's discussion in Kedushat
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ha-Levi, fol. 64bc, where the reference to 'Aleph is explicit. The source is apparently Hagigah * 16a.

48. See Sod Bat Sheva, MS München 131, fol. 11a:

This text was printed in Likkutey Shikhehah* u-feah (Ferrara, 1556), which could have influenced the Great 
Maggid's interpretation of hazozerot* directly or indirectly.

49. They stand respectively for the Shekhinah and for God himselfpresumably Tiferetas he points out shortly before.

50. Ehad* el ehad*literally "one to one," an expression reminiscent of Plotinus' famous "monos pro monon."

51. Degel Mahaneh* Ephraim, p. 194:

For a theosophical interpretation of the two trumpets as symbolizing the Sefirot Tiferet (or Yesod) and Malkhut, 
see the text of R. Joseph of Hamadan, quoted in Altmann, "The Question of Authorship," p. 410.

52. I doubt whether Tishby's hypothesis (n. 41 above) on the influence of de Vidas's Reshit Hokhmah* passage 
discussed above on the Great Maggid is plausible, as the Safedian Kabbalist did not mention the phrase "two halves 
of forms" which occurs in Gikatilla. See n. 48 above.

53. The Messianic Idea in Judaism, pp. 226227.

54. See below my discussion of R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev's interpretation of mystical poverty and spiritual death.

55. Compare below, n. 84, the text of R. Yehiel* Mikhael of Zloczow. Commonly, self-annihilation follows union, as 
fana' precedes baqa' in Sufic texts. Compare also to R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev, Kedushat ha-Levi, fol. 60a:

On self-annihilation in early Hasidism* and its sources in Kabbalah, see Bezalel Safran, "On Considering One's 
Self as Nothing: Towards the History of a Hasidic* Term," an unpublished paper presented at a symposium of 
eighteenth-century Jewish thought at Harvard University, 1984.

56. Rosh ha-Shanah 31a, Sanhedrin 97a.

57. 'Or ha-'Emet, fol. 6b:

See also R. Isaac Yehudah Yehiel of Komarno, Nozer* Hesed* (Jerusalem, 1982), p. 112.

58. 'Or ha-Torah, p. 73:

59. Compare, however, R. Shmuel Shmelke of Nikelsburg's Divrey Shmuel (Jerusalem, 1974), pp. 9091. There, the 
cleaving of two Yods stands for the cleaving of the human soul to her supernal source; the author was a disciple of 
the Great Maggid.



60. Me'or 'Eynaim, p. 11:
  

< previous page page_305 next page >



< previous page page_306 next page >
Page 306

61. On the transformation of the part in all, see above note 18. This type of expression occurs also in R. Zadok * ha-
Cohen of Lublin, Sihat* Mal' akhey ha-Sharet (Lublin, 1927), fol. 24d:

Compare also ibid., fol. 24bc.

62. For the return of the soul to her root and her union with it, see a passage of R. Moses Narboni, a mystically 
biased philosopher of the fourteenth century, who indicated that "when our soul departs, it returns to its root and 
becomes united with it": The Epistle on the Possibility of Conjunction with the Active Intellect by ibn Rushd with the 
Commentary of Moses Narboni, ed. Kalman P. Bland (New York, 1982/5742), p. 23 (Hebrew part, p. 3). It may be 
significant that, shortly before, Narboni quoted a pseudo-Platonic view on the nature of the soul, which becomes 
undifferentiated after the removal of the bodies. See Bland, p. 113 n. 4. The Hebrew source of Narboni uses the terms 
hit 'ahed* and shoresh, like the Hasidic* text. See also R. Yehudah Albotini's Sullam ha-'Aliyah, printed by Scholem, 
CCCH, p. 228.

63. Hindu and Muslim Mysticism, p. 46. See also pp. 5152, 102. See also Paul Deussen, The System of the Vedanta 
(New York, 1973), pp. 434435; Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, pp. 313315.

64. See Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1978), p. 284; Farid ud-Din Attar, 
The Conference of the Birds (Shambhala, Colo., 1971), p. 43; and the elaborate discussion of Robert E. Lerner, "The 
Image of Mixed Liquids in Late Medieval Mystical Thought," Church History 40 (1971): 397411. For the 
Aristotelian source of this image, see Jean Pepin, "Stilla aqvae modica multo infusa vino . . ." in Divinitas, vol. 2, 
Miscellania André Combés (Rome, 1967), pp. 331375. Interestingly, here an additional Aristotelian issue served as 
an expression of mystical union.

65. 'Ozar* Hayyim*, MS Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol. 111a:

66. I follow Gottlieb's interpretation of this text as referring to soul and divine intellect, the latter signifying God 
himself. See Studies, p. 237 n. 11.

67. See ibid, p. 237 n. 13. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica," n. 54.

68. The motif of sinking recurs in writings written by Jewish Oriental authors or persons who arrived there. I suppose 
it to be of Sufic origin; see Idel, "Prophetic Kabbala and the Land of Israel," pp. 105, 108 n. 23, and below Chap. V, 
n. 35.

69. 'Ozar Hayyim, MS Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol. 161b:

70. Exod. 33:18.
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71. A recurrent image for the body. Compare to the different usages of related terms, like castellum, in Christian 
mysticism in order to refer to the innermost spiritual element of the soul; cf. R. C. Petry, ed., Late Medieval 
Mysticism (Philadelphia, 1957), p. 173 n. 4.

72. Yam ha-'Okiyanos; see especially 'Ozar * Hayyim*, MS Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol. 170ab, where the 
exclamation Mayyim Mayyim, namely "Water, Water," which R. 'Akiva warns his companions not to exclaim on the 
moment of their arrival to the supernal realm, is interpreted by R. Isaac of Acre as referring to the "secret of 
Godhead." For the recurrence of the metaphor of ocean for God, to whom all returns, see ibn 'Arabi's material cited 
by Schimmel, As through a Veil, pp. 6162, 231. It is pertinent to recall the fact that R. Isaac of Acre had studied in 
the vicinity of the most important center of ibn 'Arabi's thoughtDamascus. See Idel, "Prophetic Kabbalah and the 
Land of Israel," pp. 104106.

73. An overt allusion to the highest aspect of the Godhead: see R. Isaac's passage quoted above from 'Ozar Hayyim, 
MS Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol. 233b.

74. Le-hishtake'a recurs in 'Ozar Hayyim as a term for focusing one's interest upon a peculiar subject, be it material 
or intellectual. See, for example, fol. 2b3a.

75. Compare 'Ozar Hayyim, MS Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol. 16a, where Moses describes his will to leave the 
material world as connected to the feature of his soul "to sink (le-hishtake'a) and ardently desire your secret." Shortly 
before, Moses also requests the cleaving to God as well as his own death (see fol. 15b16a).

76. See Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 242243.

77. On ecstatic death, see Idel, "Music and Prophetic Kabbalah," p. 163 and n. 50. See also 'Ozar Hayyim, MS 
Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol. 87a.

78. Cf. the translation of Scholem, Major Trends, p. 151. This passage is a perfect example of what Lasky called 
"intensity ecstasies": cf. Ecstasy (New York, 1968), pp. 19, 4756. Compare the description of "dhikr" by the Sufi 
Najm Kobra, as quoted by Henry Corbin, The Man of Light in Iranian Sufism (London, 1978), p. 76: "When the 
dhikr is immersed in the heart, the heart is then sensed as though it were itself a well and the dhikr a pail lowered into 
it to draw up water."

79. The addition within the brackets is Scholem's.

80. See, however, Katz, "Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism," p. 41.

81. The milder form, that of the drop of wine and water, which does not convey a final fusion, is older in the pagan 
and Christian sources; see Lerner, "Image of Mixed Liquids," pp. 397398, and Pepin, "Stilla aqvae," passim.

82. Lerner, "Image of Mixed Liquids," pp. 399406.

83. On this Hasidic* master, see Heschel, The Circle of the Ba'al Shem Tov, pp. 174178.

84. See Mayyim Rabbim, fol. 15a:

85. The terms shoresh and 'anaf for 'Eiyn Sof and soul often recur in the Great Maggid's teachings: see Maggid 
Devarav le-Ya'akov, pp. 12526, 136, 198, and the passage from R. Nahum of Chernobyl quoted above, n. 60. 
Interestingly, the image of the return of the branch to its roots was seen in a very negative way in the theosophical 
Kabbalah, where it
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symbolized incestuous relationships. See also Chap. III, n. 113, and R. Reuven Horovitz's Dudaim ba-Sadeh, for 
example, fol. 52b.

86. See the discussion in n. 55 above on the passage of the Great Maggid, where annihilation is preceded by 
cleaving; compare also R. Menahem * Mendel of Vitebsk, Peri ha-'Arez*, fol. 19a.

87. Compare the image of drop and sea occurring in another work of the Great Maggid's milieu, 'Or ha-'Emet, fol. 
39c:

" . . . one may consider his soul to be as if a limb of the Shekhinah, as a drop of the sea."

88. See below, n. 117, the quotation from R. Shneur Zalman of Lyady for the expression:

Compare also the extreme unitive phrase used by another student of the great Maggid, R. Menahem Mendel of 
Vitebsk, Peri ha-'Arez, fol. 24b:

R. Menahem Mendel's view of unio mystica will be discussed elsewhere.

89. We know, however, also about R. Yehiel*'s own assiduous quest for worship of God with devekut in a state of 
complete isolation: cf. Heschel, The Circle of the Ba'al Shem Tov, p. 175.

90. Nedarim 64b.

91. Tamid 32a; for the Platonic background of this dictum, see Altmann and Stern, Isaac Israeli, pp. 201202.

92. Zikkaron Zot, Peris. Beha'alotekha (Brooklyn, N.Y., 1981), fol. 29c:

Compare also de Vidas's quotation cited in Chap. III, n. 98.

93. The withdrawal from the influences of the body as a prerequisite for cleaving has Neoplatonic sources: see 
Altmann and Stern, Isaac Israeli, pp. 190191, 214. See also Abraham Abulafia's text referred to by Scholem, Major 
Trends, p. 131, and Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, pp. 116117.

94. This phrase occurs also in R. Levi Isaac's Kedushat ha-Levi, fol. 64c, and in quotations from R. David of 
Mikhalaieff, a contemporary of R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov, cited in the anonymous Likkutey 'Amarim printed in 
Sefarim Kedoshim Meha-Ar"i ha-Kadosh (New York, 1983), fol. 4a4d. Interestingly, R. David also offers a parable 
for cleaving, wherein the poor person cleaves to "the life of lifes," although the unitive motif is not so radical as in R. 
Levi's. Several other references to this phrase occur in fragments of R. David printed at the end of Hesed* le-
'Abraham by R. Abraham ha-Mal'akh, and in R. Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk, Peri ha-'Arez fol. 25b. The origin of 
the phrase seems to be the book Shi'ur Komah; see Cohen, The Shi'ur Qomah: Texts and Recensions, p. 165:

95. In Hebrew yistalek may signify both dying and departure.



96. Compare Abulafia's view in 'Or ha-Sekhel that the vitality disparate throughout the world will return to its source 
through dying for this world but being born for the next one: see Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica," n. 38.

97. See also the view of R. Isaac Yehudah Safrin of Komarno that an uninterrupted drive of enthusiasm and cleaving 
may end with annihilation:
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Netiv Mizvotekha * (New York, 1970), p. 22. The annihilative stage is here the effect, not the cause, of 
enthusiasm and cleaving.

98. See Altmann and Stern, Isaac Israeli, pp. 201202.

99. Tamid 32a.

100. See also R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon's, R. Hayyim* Vital's, and R. Eleazar Azikri's views in Idel, "Hitbodedut as 
Concentration," pp. 58, 8081.

101. Compare the story on R. Dov Baer cited by R. Isaac Yehudah Safrin of Komarno, Netiv Mizvotekha, p. 79, 
where the Great Maggid manifestly contrasts richness to wisdom, the latter being identified by him with 
Ayn"annihilation."

102. Compare R. Benjamin of Zalozitch, Torey Zahav (Mohilev, 1816), fol. 56d:

103. On the problem of poverty as a precondition to, not as a culmination of, the mystical path, see Tishby, The 
Wisdom of the Zohar, 2:692698.

104. Compare, however, the view of R. 'Akiva, that the imperative of "Live by them" refers to the world to come: cf. 
Heschel, The Theology of Ancient Judaism, 1:127128.

105. Regnum Deum Amantium, Chap. 22; cf. Underhill, Mysticism, p. 425. See also below, n. 118. On "eating" 
mysticism in Christianity, see C. W. Bynum, "Fast, Feast and Flesh: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval 
Women," Representations 11 (1985): 125.

106. Katz, "Language, Epistemology and Mysticism," p. 41.

107. Compare, however, ibid.

108. The view that the mystic has to delight God is pervasive in several Hasidic* texts: see, for example, Chap. III, n. 
81.

109. 'Ozar* Hayyim, MS Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol. 111a:

110. For the verb bl' used in the sense of sexual union, see R. Isaac's Mei'rat 'Eynaim, p. 189; however, there the 
union is between the two cherubim, which symbolize the Sefirot Tiferet and Malkhut, not between the individual 
mystic and the Divinity. Therefore, we witness in 'Ozar Hayyim a psychologization of a theosophical process. 
Compare above, near n. 51 and below, Chap. VI, par. IV, 4.

111. See 'Ozar Hayyim, MS Moscow-Günzburg 775, fol 111a, where R. Isaac indicates that if the soul is not 
consumed by Divinity, she is consumed by hell: see also ibid., fol. 110ab. Therefore, although mystical death is not 
recommended as an end in itself, it still represents the better possibility for the mystic.

112. See also ibid., 111a:



Compare, however, the theurgical understanding of eating in R. Moses Cordovero's 'Or Yakar (Jerusalem, 
1983), 12:28:

113. Num. 4:20.
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114. In Hebrew, ke-bala' may also be understood as "are swallowed."

115. See Gottlieb, Studies, p. 237.

116. Seder ha-Tefillah (Warsaw, 1866), part I, fol. 26a. Thanks are due to Professor M. Hallamish, who has drawn 
this passage to my attention.

117. Ibid:

I will elaborate elsewhere on other expressions of unio mystica in R. Shneur Zalman of Lyady. For the 
appearance of unio mystica descriptions in the works of followers of this master, see Rachel Elior, The Theory 
of Divinity of Hasidat * Habad*: Second Generation (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1982), pp. 304310.

118. Compare to Ruysbroeck's other description: "We feel that he has surrendered and given himself to our free 
desires, for us to savor him in every way that we could wish; and then we learn, in the truth of his vision, that all we 
savor, compared with what we still lack, is as a drop of water compared to the sea." Cf. Lerner, "Image of Mixed 
Liquids," p. 407. Therefore here the mystic savors God not as does the Hasidic* master, where the situation is 
opposite; see also my discussion in Chap. III, n. 75, on the Great Maggid's view of the phylacteries. However, 
compare Ruysbroeck's discussion in The Sparkling Stone, Chap. III, in which God is described in an active way as a 
consuming fire; see P. C. Petry, ed., Late Medieval Mysticism (Philadelphia, 1957), pp. 295296.

119. The Hebrew may also allow the passive rendering: "he [the man] will be consumed into his heart."

120. Compare above, n. 84, the text of R. Yehiel* Mikhael of Zloczow, which certainly preceded R. Shneur Zalman's 
wording.

121. Deut. 15:5. In Hebrew the form u-vo tidbakun may also be understood as implying "into him you shall cleave."

122. See Louis Jacobs, "Eating as an Act of Worship in Hasidic Thought," in Studies in Jewish Religious and 
Intellectual History Presented to Alexander Altmann (University, Ala., 1979), pp. 157166; Shlomo Pines, "Shi'ite 
Terms and Conceptions in Judah Halevi's Kuzari," Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 2 (1980): 245246.

123. Kedushat ha-Levi, fol. 102b:

124. Ben Beiti (Przemislany, 1900), fol. 109d:

Compare also R. Reuven Horovitz's Dudaim ba-Sadeh, fol. 47a:



On "me'at" and devekut, see the midrashic source quoted in Chap. III, n. 10.
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125. Cf. Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation (New York, 1958).

126. Ibid., pp. 3537, 6264.

127. Compare, however, to John of the Cross's description of swallowing in his Ascent of Mount Carmel; cf. Rudolf 
Otto, The Idea of the Holy (London, 1959), p. 122. There, a dreadful experience is discussed, some of whose details 
are reminiscent of the initiatory encounter with a monster, although there the object of the experience is God. It 
seems, however, that this awful experience belongs to the ''dark night of the soul," which precedes the actual 
experience of union.

128. On fascination and mysticism, see Otto, The Idea of the Holy, pp. 4555.

Chapter 5

1. Exceptions are Werblowsky's important discussion in Karo pp. 3883, and Lawrence Fine, "Maggidic Revelation in 
the Teachings of Isaac Luria," in Mystics, Philosophers and Politicians: Essays in Jewish Intellectual History in 
Honor of Alexander Altmann, ed. J. Reinharz and D. Swetschinski (Durham, N.C., 1982), pp. 141152; Fine, 
"Recitation of Mishnah as a Vehicle for Mystical Inspiration: A Contemplative Technique Taught by Hayyim * 
Vital," REJ 116 (1982): 183199; Louis Jacobs, On Ecstasy: A Tract by Dobh Baer of Lubavitch (New York, 1963).

2. Among these figures we may include Abraham Abulafia, Isaac of Acre, Cordovero, Luria, and Vital, as well as 
some Hasidic* masters.

3. See Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 201226.

4. I hope to discuss this practice in a separate study.

5. Idel, "Hitbodedut as Concentration."

6. For letter combinations, see Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. 1.

7. An elaborate study of this mystical technique is in progress.

8. See Peter Kuhn, Gottes Trauer und Klage in der rabbinischen Überlieferung (Leiden, 1981); Melvin Glatt, "God 
the MournerIsrael's Companion in Tragedy," Judaism 28 (1979): 7980.

9. I do not refer to any instances of weeping as the result of ecstatic experiences, as these are not part of specific 
technique; on this type of weeping, see Schatz-Uffenheimer, Quietistic Elements, pp. 4243; Z. Gries, "Hasidic 
Conduct (Hanhagot) Literature as an Expression of Ethics" (in Hebrew) (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University, 1979), pp. 
165167.

10. Version A, in the translation of F. I. Anderson, in J. H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha 
(New York, 1983), p. 107. In the parallel version, J, ibid., p. 106, Enoch is reported to have wept in the dream 
preceding the revelation.

11. Translation of B. M. Metzger, in ibid., p. 532.

12. Ibid.

13. Ibid., p. 535.

14. Translation of A. F. J. Klijn, in ibid., p. 623.

15. Ecclesiastes Rabbah 10:10.

16. According to S. Lowy, "The Motivation of Fasting in Talmudic Literature," JJS 9 (1958): 34, R. Simeon 
appeared in a dream to his former disciple.



17. On the opposition to visiting cemeteries for occult purposes, see ibid., pp. 3334.
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18. On this Midrash, see Samuel T. Lachs, "Midrash Hallel and Merkabah Mysticism," Graetz College Anniversary 
Volume (Philadelphia, 1971), pp. 193203, esp. p. 199.

19. Cf. Jellinek, BHM, V, p. 97:

An interrelation between za'ar * and secrets is also implied in a Merkavah text; see Scholem, Jewish 
Gnosticism, p. 113.

20. On the ancient Jewish view of wells of wisdom, see David Flusser and Shmuel Safrai, "The Essene Doctrine of 
Hypostasis and R. Meir," Immanuel 14 (1982): 4557. In our text, the mythical well became the human being himself; 
the whole problem will be the subject of a future study.

21. Psalms 114:8.

22. Job 28:11. The same verse is quoted in a similar context in 'Avot de-R. Nathan, Version A, Chap. 6. See Urbach, 
"The Traditions about Merkavah Mysticism," p. 11, and compare to his The Halakhah: Its Sources and Evolution (in 
Hebrew) (Givataim, 1984), p. 186.

23. Compare Job 28:10: "and his eye sees every precious thing."

24. Compare R. Joshua Falk's commentary, Binyan Yehoshu'a, on 'Avot de-R. Nathan, Chap. 6.

25. Although the vision of the Merkavah and the disclosure of secrets can certainly be regarded as two separate 
topics, there does seem to be a close affinity between them. Urbach has noted the similarity between two 
passagesone appearing in Midrash Shir ha-Shirim, ed. Grünhut (Jerusalem, 1897), p. 8:

and one in R. Moshe ibn Tibbon's Commentary on Shir ha-Shirim (Lyck, 1874), fol. 9a, cited as a quotation 
from Genesis Rabbah:

Cf. E. E. Urbach, "Sermons of Our Sages, the Commentary of Origen to Song of Songs and the Jewish-
Christian Polemics" (in Hebrew), Tarbiz* 30 (1961): 150 n. 7. Thus, the parallelism between "the hidden 
things" and "the chambers of the Merkavah" seems to be significant. On the secrets of Torah and the Merkavah 
in early Kabbalah, see Idel, "Maimonides and Kabbalah," sec. II. Compare also Urbach's treatment of 'Avot de-
R. Nathan, the passage referred to in n. 22 above.

26. I Kings 18:42.

27. Berakhot 34b.

28. 'Avodah Zarah 17a. On the repentance and cathartic function of weeping in Orthodox Christian asceticism, see 
Ignace Briantchaninov, Introduction à la tradition ascétique de l'Eglise d'Orient (Saint-Vincent-sur-Jabron, 1978), 
esp. pp. 270276; and also n. 84 below.

29. The acquisition of the world to come in a moment is mentioned in relation to R. Hanina* ben Teradyon, a hero of 
ancient Jewish mysticism, 'Avodah Zarah 18a.



30. Heikhalot Zutarti, Schäfer, Synopse, no. 424, and the responsum of R. Hai Gaon in 'Ozar* ha-Geonim, vol. 4 on 
Hagigah* (Jerusalem, 1931), pp. 1315, and sec. II below.

31. See Scholem, Major Trends, p. 49.
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32. MS New York, JTS 1786, fol. 26a:

This text is the opening of an eschatological treatise entitled "'Aggadat R. Ishmael," printed in Yehudah Even 
Shemuel's Midreshei Ge'ulah (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, 1954), p. 148. However, the printed version, which 
includes some better readings of the above quotation, does not mention the weeping motif.

33. Zohar III: 166b. The affinity between weeping and the disclosure of secrets of the Torah reappears several times 
in the Zohar, always in connection with R. Simeon; see Zohar I: 1b, 7b, 11a, 113a; II: 9a, and so on. Compare R. 
Menahem * Recanati's Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 37d, in which he indicates that R. Simeon's weeping is 
the result of the ecstatic disclosure of secrets, and not a "technical" weeping. However, this understanding is a 
reading of the Geronese view of ecstasy into the Zohar. Compare Chap. Ill, above.

34. It is noteworthy that, although Ezekiel's prophecies open with a vision of the Merkavah, they conclude with a 
vision of the Temple. See also the sixteenth-century practice of Elijah's posture in order to attain vision of supernal 
lights; cf. R. Joseph ibn Sayah*'s 'Even ha-Shoham adduced in Scholem, CCCH, p. 90. This practice was also used 
by the Sufis. See Ernst Bannerth, "Dhikr et Khalwa d'après ibn 'Ata' Allah," Institut Dominicain d'Etudes Orientales 
du Caire, Mélanges 12 (1974): 69.

35. De Beatitudine: Capita Duo R. Mosi ben Maimon Adscripta, ed. H. S. Davidowitz and D. H. Baneth (Jerusalem, 
1939), p. 7. There are several discrepancies between the Arabic original and the Hebrew translation, although these 
are inconsequential for our subject. On music and ecstatic experience, see Idel, "Music and Prophetic Kabbalah," p. 
156 n. 27. The term translated here as "ecstatic experience" also has the connotation of "drowning" or "being 
overwhelmed"; cf. above, Chap. IV, n. 68. On the question of the author of this treatise, see Idel, "Prophetic 
Kabbalah and the Land of Israel,'' p. 108 n. 18. Prayer and weeping are indeed also related in medieval texts (cf., for 
example, Sefer Hasidim*, ed. Jehudah Wistinetzki [Frankfurt, 1924], par. XI, p. 9; par. 415, p. 123; and R. Eleazar of 
Worms, Sefer ha-Rokeah* [Jerusalem, 1960], p 30; references provided by Professor I. Marcus). The mystical impact 
of this act, however, is not easily perceptible in these texts.

36. MS Oxford 1706, fol. 494b:

Compare to Hanhagot ha-'Ari; cf. Benayahu, Sefer Toldot ha-'Ari, p. 319:

See also R. Jacob Zemah*'s Nagid u-Mezaveh* (Lemberg, 1863), fol. 22a:

(quoted in the name of Vital's Collectanaea). On ascent of the soul in Luria, see below, near n. 123. Compare 
also R. Isaac Safrin's Zohar Hai*, vol. III, fol. 130a, on Luria:

On R. Abraham Berukhim and his hanhagot, see Fine, Safed Spirituality, pp. 4753.
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37. 

Cf. G. Scholem, The Dreams of the Sabbatean R. Mordecai Ashkenazi (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1938), p. 17.

38. Shivehey ha-'Ari; cf. Benayahu Sefer Toldot ha-'Ari, pp. 231232. See also Safrin, Netiv Mizvotekha *, pp. 8687.

39. See below, Safrin's vision of the back of the Shekhinah.

40. Cf. Pesikta Rabbati, ed. Friedmann (Vienna, 1880), fol. 130b; Yalkut Shim'oni, Jeremy, no. 293.

41. The version in Yalkut Shim'oni here is "Woe to me for your sake, Mother Zion." Compare below Vital's dream, 
where the phrase "Mother, Mother" occurs in a similar context.

42. Sefer ha-Hezyonot*, ed. A. Z. Aeshcoli (Jerusalem, 1954), p. 42:

43. Tying is a well-known device connected to causing sexual impotence in the bridegroom, as is clear from our 
context. See Saul Lieberman, Greek and Hellenism in Jewish Palestine (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1962), p. 83 and n. 
124.

44. See Aeshcoli's footnote, ibid., p. 43 n. 67.

45. I have here translated a combined version of this segment of the vision, based both upon Aeshcoli's edition, p. 44, 
and, especially, upon a quotation from Sefer ha-Hezyonot found in R. Isaac Yehudah Yehiel* Safrin of Komarno, 
Netiv Mizvotekha, p. 87; R. Isaac's version states:

46. See above, n. 41.

47. Isa. 6:1.

48. Dan. 7:9.

49. Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi*, pp. 204205. Compare this passage to the passages cited above from the apocalyptic 
literature, where the apparitions of angels precede the fast and weepingswhich they apparently prescribeand are then 
followed by the main vision or revelation.

50. Another vision of the Merkavah is reported later on. See Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, p. 206.

51. Ibid.

52. D. Ben-Amos and J. R. Mintz, eds., In Praise of the Ba'al Shem Tov (Bloomington, Ind., and London, 1972), pp. 
5354.

53. See the preface of R. Elijah's grandson to his commentary to Sifra' de-Zeni'uta* (Vilna, 1891):



54. Ed. Naftali ben Menahem*, Jerusalem, 1944, p. 19. This editor has already noted the
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affinity between the passage in Megillat Setarim and the one in Netiv Mizvotekha * (p. 19 n. 53), but was misled 
by Safrin's practice of using the third-person form in some of his books even when relating his own experiences. 
Hence, ben Menahem* understood that in the latter work the passage is cited in connection with R. Levi Isaac of 
Berdichev, who is mentioned shortly before this. However, there is no sound reason to accept this supposition. 
In Megillat Setarim, the author uses the first-person form throughout the account. A number of late nineteenth-
century collections of Hasidic* hagiography gave our story in the name of R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev, 
apparently being misled by the peculiar form by which it was referred to in Netiv Mizvotekha; see Buber, Tales 
of the Hasidim*, Early Masters, p. 204.

55. P.87. In this version, the author uses the third-person form; I have changed this for the first person in those 
instances that are missing in the Megillat Setarim version. In Netiv Mizvotekha, the date given is the twentieth.

56. See on this concept Norman Cohen, "Shekhinta Ba-Galuta: A Midrashic Response to Destruction and 
Persecution," Journal for the Study of Judaism 13 (1982): 147159.

57. This phrase, as well as the context, stems from the Zohar III: 115b.

58. The vision of a shining young woman is also hinted at in Safrin's version of Sefer ha-Hezyonot*, cited above. On 
the "virgin of light" as a denotation for the Shekhinah, see also M. Idel, "The Attitude to Christianity in Sefer ha-
Meshiv" (in Hebrew), Zion* 46 (1981): 8990, and in R. Asher Lemlein's vision, on which see Ephraim Kupfer, "The 
Visions of R. Asher ben R. Meir Lemlein Reutlingen" (in Hebrew), Kovez* 'al-Yad 8 (18) (Jerusalem, 1976), 
402403; compare p. 398, where a woman dressed in dark clothes is the object of his vision.

59. The young woman is mentioned only in Megillat Setarim, where the author uses the first-person form; in Netiv 
Mizvotekha, he wrote: "etc."

60. On these ornaments, see Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," p. 214 n. 33.

61. Compare R. Abraham Berukhim's vision above.

62. Exod. 33:20.

63. Netiv Mizvotekha, p. 87. Compare the view of repentance and weeping in R. Elimelekh of Lyzhansk's No'am 
'Elimelekh (Jerusalem, 1960), fol. 29b:

64. See Werblowsky, Karo, pp. 109111. Compare also the experience of Nathan of Gaza discussed by Scholem, 
Sabbatai Sevi*, pp. 217218. On the ecstatic nature of Shavu'ot, see Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," pp. 208215.

65. Netiv Mizvotekha, pp. 1821.

66. Ibid., p. 86.

67. Compare the relevant account of R. Isaac Safrin on the occasion of the visit to his master, R. Abraham Joshua 
Heschel of Apt: "Once I was in his presence and he was speaking with a widow and I understood that his words to 
her were of profound wisdom, concerning the exile of the Shekhinah, who was like a widow, and I began to weep 
and he wept too" (Zohar Hai* II: 395a). A slightly different version was related by Safrin's cousin, R. Isaac Eisik of
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Zhidachov, which was briefly analyzed by Erich Neumann, "Mystical Man," in The Mystic Vision, ed. J. 
Campbell (Princeton, N.J., 1982), p. 411. We may easily see how the very mention of the exile of the Shekhinah 
was sufficient to trigger weeping.

68. It is important to note that for Safrin, the experience of Shekhinah without ornaments is higher than that which 
includes the Shekhinah in its ornaments. Compare the parable of the maiden in Zohar II, 99a, below, Chap. IX.

69. The need to participate in the exile of the Shekhinah was already formulated in the Zohar and in Safedian 
Kabbalah. See Berakhah Zack, "The Galut of Israel and the Galut of the Shekhinah in R. Moshe Cordovero's book 
'Or Yakar" (in Hebrew), Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 1, no. 4 (1982): 176178. However, the weeping and 
the visible revelation of the Shekhinah seem to be absent there. Safrin highly appreciated this practice, as we learn 
from Nozer * Hesed*, p. 65.

70. Heikhal ha-Berakhah I, fol. 219c:

Interestingly, at the end of the first introduction to his 'Ozar* Hayyim* and Heikhal ha-Berakhah R. Isaac Safrin 
confesses that, after a hard period, God made him a new creature:

Therefore we can assume that the first quotation may reflect a personal mystical transformation, associated with 
weeping.

On weeping and self-abasement at midnight, see the account of the seer of Lublin, a disciple of R. Jacob Isaac 
ha-Levi Horowitz, regarding his master, quoted by Safrin in Heikhal ha-Berakhah II, fol. 276c,d. It is plausible 
that the custom of weeping came to Safrin via the intermediary of his uncle, R. Zevi* Hirsch of Zhidachov, a 
student of the visionary of Lublin. On the latter's weeping, see also 'Eser Meorot in Sefarim Kedoshim mi-kol 
Talmidei ha-Besht (Brooklyn, N.Y., 1981), vol. 2, fol. 45a, 52a.

71. Zohar, Hai* II, 426ab.

72. See n. 70 above on the relationship between divine light and weeping in Safrin's work, and below in the quotation 
from Zohar Hai II, 455d.

73. Compare Moses' weeping request for heaven and earth to pray for him, in order that he escape death. Cf., for 
example, The Sermon on Moses' Death in Eisenstein, 'Ozar ha-Midrashim, p. 380. The same phrase recurs in Safrin's 
description of his own supplication, in Zohar Hai II, fol. 456a.

74. Compare below the quotation from Zohar Hai II, 455d.

75. Zohar Hai II, 455d.

76. Prov. 18:4. The numerical value of this part of the verse is 629, corresponding to the year 1869, the time when 
Safrin completed the composition of the first part of Zohar Hai.

77. Damesek 'Eli'ezer (Przemyslani, 1902), vol. 1, fol. 5b6a (Preface).

78. The content of the dream was analyzed by R. Isaac Safrin, whose son asked him to interpret its meaning.

79. Namely R. Ibba, one of the heroes of the Zohar.

80. 'Avot 6:1. Interestingly, these secrets were regarded as Ma'aseh Bereshit, Ma'aseh Merkavah, and Sefer Yezirah*. 
See Mahzor* Vitri, ed. S. Horwitz (Jerusalem, 1963), p. 555; and also Idel, "The Concept of Torah," p. 36 n. 38. 
Compare Safrin's statement (Megillat Setarim, p. 14)
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that, by the means of studying Talmud, one attains an experience of "great light" connected with the indwelling 
of the Shekhinah.

81. Midrash Tehilim on Psalms 105:1; Idel, "The Concept of Torah," pp. 3637 n. 39.

82. See n. 80 above, where Safrin, who used the mystical anomian technique, asserted that he also received a 
mystical experience by means of a nomian technique. As we know, the statement of 'Avot 6:1 was the motto of 
mystical study of Torah in Hasidism *.

83. Shabbat 30a.

84. See mainly the issue of "the gift of tears"; cf. Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God (New 
York, 1982), pp. 5859 and n. 28 above, and some material referred to by Margaret Smith, The Way of the Mystics 
(New York, 1978); see also George A. Maloney, Inward Stillness (Denville, N.J., 1975), pp. 105120.

85. See Smith, The Way of the Mystics, pp. 155157, especially p. 157; "O brethren, will ye not weep in desire for 
God? Shall he who weeps in longing for his Lord be denied the Vision of Him?" A Sufic group of ascetics was called 
bakka'unweepers; see ibid., p. 155; Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1978), 
p. 31; and n. 84 above.

86. Compare my discussion in Chap. VI on the preservation of ancient Jewish views in Gnostic texts and their 
revitalization in medieval Kabbalah.

87. Ecstasy (New York, 1968), pp. 168170.

88. Therefore, types of mental ascent such as those of Bonaventura in Christian mysticism or the ascent of mystical 
intentionkavvanahin Jewish mysticism are outside the framework of this discussion. These types of ascent were 
mainly a spiritual journey of one of the faculties of the soul, commonly the rational one, and rarely of the 
imagination. The Neoplatonic introvertive journey of the soul to the divine inherent in her is also different from the 
category we are dealing with. On the influence of the latter view in Jewish mysticism, see Idel, "Types of 
Redemptive Activity," pp. 256257 n. 20. On the continuity of the practice of "ascent of the soul" from the Heikhalot 
tradition through R. Israel Ba'al Shem Tov, see also the forthcoming study of Tali Loewenthal, Communicating the 
Infinite: The Emergence of the Habad* School.

89. The eschatological ascent of the soul at the time of death is thus excluded from this discussion. On this issue, see 
Alexander Altmann, "The Ladder of Ascension," in Studies in Mysticism and Religion Presented to Gershom G. 
Scholem (Jerusalem, 1967), pp. 129.

90. I shall mention here only two recent studies dealing with ascent of the soul: Allan Segal, "Heavenly Ascent in 
Hellenic Judaism, Early Christianity, and Their Environment," Aufstieg und Niedergang der romischen Welt, II, 
Principat, vol. 23, 2 (Berlin, 1980), pp. 13331394, especially pp. 13881394 which contain a selected bibliography; 
Ioan Petru Culianu, Psychanodia, IA Survey of the Evidence concerning the Ascension of the Soul and Its Relevance 
(Leiden, 1983). See also the references in n. 91 below.

91. Morton Smith, "Ascent to the Heavens and the Beginnings of Christianity," Eranosjahrbuch 50 (1981):403429; 
Smith, Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark (Cambridge, Mass., 1973), pp. 237249; Smith, Jesus the 
Magician (New York, 1981), pp. 124125.

92. "Ascent," p. 415.

93. Ibid., pp. 426428.

94. II Cor. 12:3. On this text, see Peter Schäfer's recent article, "New Testament and Hekhalot Literature: The 
Journey into Heaven in Paul and in Merkavah Mysticism," JJS 35 (1984):
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1935. Schäfer did not consider Smith's, or his predecessors', reading of Paul's statements as possibly related to 
Jesus himself.

95. See Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, p. 18; and Itamar Gruenwald, "Knowledge and Vision," Israel Oriental Studies 

3 (1973): 106, who points out the occurrence of the phrase  in Odes of Solomon 35:7.

96. Genesis Rabbah 14:9 pp. 133134. The nightly ascent of the soul is in no way eschatological, nor does it point to a 
mystical experience In this context it may be pertinent to mention R. Shimeon bar Yohai *'s statement:

(Sukkah 45a), which implies that bar Yohai's vision of the few elect in the upper world was the result of a 
mystical journey. On this statement, see A. Kaminka, "Die Mystischen Ideen des R. Simon b. Johai*," HUCA 
10 (1935): 165, and the parallels adduced by the author.

97. "Heikhalot Rabbati," Chap. XX, in Wertheimer, Batey Midrashot 1:9799, Schäfer, Synopse, no. 225228. On this 
passage, see Lawrence H. Shiffman, "The Recall of Rabbi Nehuniah ben Ha-Qanah from Ecstasy in Heikhalot 
Rabbati," AJSreview 1 (1976): 269281; Saul Lieberman in Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism 
(Leiden, 1980), Appendix, pp. 241ff.

98. Heikhalot Rabbati, ibid.

99. See also a peculiar version of the discussion concerning mystical study of Ma'aseh Merkavah, preserved in R. 
'Azriel's Commentary on the Talmudic Aggadot, p. 40, where ben 'Azzai is approached by R. 'Akiva, who says to 
him: "I heard that you sit down and study, and flames surround you. I said [to myself], 'You have descended to the 
chambers of the Chariot.' " The standard version of this statement in Leviticus Rabbah 16.4 and Song of Songs 
Rabbah on paragraph I, 10 (p. 42) states that "perhaps you deal with the chambers of the Chariot." This discrepancy 
is crucial; the first version assumes that, while ben 'Azzai has descended (that is, ascended) to the supernal world, the 
fire surrounded his body here below; according to the second version, the very study of this esoteric subject was 
sufficient to cause the appearance of the fire. Scholem, CCCH, p. 197 n. 4, notices this difference between the 
versions and infers that the occurrence of the "descending" motif is later; although this may indeed be the case, it 
cannot be ascertained. If R. 'Azriel's version indeed reflects an older concept, it constitutes an interesting parallel to 
R. Nehuniya*'s description in Heikhalot Rabbati. Significantly, R. 'Azriel interprets this text as referring to the ascent 
of human thought to the higher Sefirot and its cleaving there.

100. 'Ozar* ha-Geonim, ed. Levin, on Hagigah* (Jerusalem, 1932), Teshuvot, pp. 1415:

I have partially followed the translation of the first half of the quotation given in Scholem, Major Trends, p. 49.
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101. That is, the posture of Elijah: see above, sec. III.

102. Scholem's rendering of this as "the interiors and the chambers" (Major Trends, p. 49) implies that the phrase 
refers to external entities, presumably parts of the palaces. However, this understanding seems rather difficult; the 
form ba-penimi uva-hedri * suggests the subject of the verb, maniah* rosho, thereby referring to the mystic himself. 
See also Cohen, The Shi'ur Qomah: Liturgy and Theurgy, p. 5, who more adequately translates: "he gazes within 
himself." However, his general interpretation (pp. 56) is erroneous: R. Hai did not imply "a mystic communion with 
God," nor does his passage "have the ring of truth, as well as the support of the gaon's unimpeachable authority." See 
my view below that this passage is a reinterpretationor misinterpretationof the practices of the Heikhalot mystics. 
The spiritual understanding of Hai's view of the ancient mystics was first proposed by Adolph Jellinek, Beiträge zur 
Geschichte der Kabbala (Leipzig, 1852), Zweites Heft, pp. 1516 n. 22, where he affirms that R. Hai was influenced 
by Sufi mysticism. Our passage has recently been discussed by David Y. Halperin, "A New Edition of the Heikhalot 
Literature,'' Journal of the American Oriental Society 104, no. 3 (1984): 544, 547, 550551. However, on p. 544, he 
translates our phrase, "He thus peers into the inner rooms and chambers," without referring to the possessive form of 
these nouns; thus Halperin's opinion is that R. Hai's passage reflects a heavenly ascension. See also Halperin, The 
Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature (New Haven, Conn., 1980), pp. 3, 89, 177.

103. Or, "two mishnayot taught by the tannaim."

104. See Scholem's view, Major Trends, pp. 4950, in which he claims that R. Hai Gaon is describing a "mystical 
ascent." Halperin, "A New Edition," pp. 544, 551, accepts Scholem's understanding of this passage, although he 
disagrees with his assumption that the passage reflects a view occurring in Heikhalot Zutarti; he denies the presence 
of reference to a celestial journey in this treatise and argues that R. Hai misunderstood the earlier source. It is my 
opinion that the gaon misinterpreted the ancient experiences by transforming an ecstatic experience into an 
introvertive one.

105. 'Arukh ha-Shalem, ed. A. Kohut, 1:14, sub voce: 'avney shayish tahor*:

106. 'eyn ha-sukkah; compare Leviticus Rabbah I:

107. See Urbach, 'Arugat ha-Bosem, 1:198 n. 2, 199200. See also on p. 202 the phrase ha-sekhel libam, "the intellect 
of their heart"; see also David Halperin, "Origen, Ezekiel's Merkavah, and the Ascension of Moses," Church History 
50 (1981): 263, 273274. The occurrence of the phrases "cordis oculis" in Origen or binat levavkhem in Hebrew texts 
may evidence a psychologistic interpretation of the vision of the Merkavah in ancient Jewish sources; see also 
Halperin, Merkabah, pp. 174175.

108. See Scholem, Major Trends, p. 29, where he refers to Macarius the Egyptian, who in the fourth century 
interpreted the vision of Ezekiel as the vision of "the secret of the soul." See also n. 107 above.

109. See, for example, R. Hai Gaon's assertion that the mystic may attain visions of palaces and angels, intentionally 
ignoring the vision of God. For his father's reaction to the book
  

< previous page page_319 next page >



< previous page page_320 next page >
Page 320

Shi'ur Komah, see 'Ohar * ha-Geonim, ed. B. Levin, Hagigah* teshuvot, pp. 1112. R. Sherira refuses to endorse 
an anthropomorphic conception of Godhead.

110. See also R. Hai's reservations concerning mystical and magical practices connected with the divine names: 
Levin, ibid., pp. 1624; and Colette Sirat, Les théories des visions surnaturelles dans la pensée juive du Moyen Age 
(Leiden, 1862), pp. 3335.

111. See especially his view (R. Hai, ibid., p. 15) that inner visions are miraculous events granted by God to the 
righteous. This attitude is an obvious attempt to discredit the efficacy of the mystical techniques.

112. See Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, p. 254. Strangely, he regarded the techniques of Heikhalot literature 
as degenerating into "mere literature" (see Major Trends, p. 51), a curious view in light of reports of the ascents of 
souls throughout the nineteenth century, as we shall see below.

113. Ibid, pp. 254255.

114. See R. Abraham of Torrutiel's supplements to Sefer ha-Kabbalah of R. Abraham ben David, reprinted in Two 
Chronicles from the Generation of the Spanish Exile (in Hebrew), introduction by A. David (Jerusalem, 1979), p. 28:

115. See Gershom Scholem, "On the Prophecy of R. Ezra of Moncontour" (in Hebrew), Tarbiz* 2 (1931): 244.

116. This poem, consisting of three verses, was printed by Naftali Fried, Tarbiz 2 (1931):514 (in Hebrew).

117. See R. Naftali Zevi* Hirsch Treves's Commentary on the Siddur (Thiengen, 1560), fol. 40, Ib:

118. On Hagigah 15b:

119. Shibboley ha-Leket, ed. Samuel K. Mirsky (New York, 1966), vol. 1, paragraph 28, p. 46, and Mahzor* Vitri, 
ed. S. Hurwitz (Nuremberg, 1923), p. 364. Compare also to Shibboley ha-Leket, p. 176.

120. Printed in Daniel Goldschmidt's Mahzor to Rosh ha-Shanah (Jerusalem, 1970), p. 216. The content of this poem 
is, significantly, closely related to Ezekiel's vision.

121. See Urbach, "The Traditions about Merkavah Mysticism," pp. 410.

122. R. Moshe of Taku's Ketav Tammim, in 'Ozar* Nehmad* IV (1863), p. 85.

123. Benayahu, Sefer Toldot ha-'Ari, p. 155. Compare also above, n. 36, where the spiritual ascent is attained by 
intentional weeping.

124. Ibid., pp. 154155.

125. Baddei ha-'Aron, MS Paris, BN 840, fol. 45a:



126. In a prior sentence, R. Shem Tov speaks about the cleaving to "a pure and clean splendor": ibid., fol. 45a:
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127. Ibid, fol. 45a, 45b46a; see Idel, "Hitbodedut as Concentration," par. VI. See also n. 77, where I noted the 
similarity of this inner perception of the Merkavah to R. Hai's interpretation discussed above.

128. See Idel, "Shelomo Molkho as Magician," pp. 204205, especially n. 78 there. See also below, Chap. IX, sec. II 
(3), for my discussion of the pneumatic interpreter.

129. Sefer ha-Hezyonot *, p. 112:

On the "purely imaginative ascent" of the soul to its root in Vital's Sha'arey Kedushah, see Werblowsky, Karo, 
pp. 6975.

130. We may assume a certain link between the entire situation here and the midrashic dictum that the greatness of 
repentance is that it reaches the seat of glory. See Pesikta Rabbati and Victor Aptowitzer, "Untersuchungen zur 
Gaonäischen Literatur," HUCA 89 (1931): 397.

131. See above, sec. I, for the quotation from Sefer ha-Hezyonot, pp. 42ff. For another interesting discussion of the 
ascent of the soul, see ibid., pp. 4749; the precise meaning, however, is elusive.

132. See Shivehey* ha-Besht, ed. J. Mondshine, pp. 235236, Koretz version.

133. The column linking the lower Paradise to other levels of reality is well known from earlier Kabbalistic sources; 
see, for example, Seder Gan 'Eden in Eisenstein, 'Ozar* ha-Midrashim, pp. 8586. The motif of the pillar climbed by 
shaman or dead souls recurs in various traditions. According to a legend, the last subject discussed by the Besht was 
the pillar of the souls, see Buber, Tales of the Hasidim*: Early Masters, p. 84.

134. Apparently Ahijah the Shilonite; on this prophet as a mystical mentor, see Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," 
p. 113 n. 114.

135. On this question, see Scholem, Explications and Implications, pp. 309310; Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," 
pp. 113114.

136. Shivehey ha-Besht, ed. Mondshine, p. 235; see also R. Isaac Safrin's Zohar Hai* III, fol. 76b.

137. Interestingly enough, ecstatic practices in which the soul leaves the body for several hours during which 
oracular dreams are experienced were known in Moldavian Carpats: see Mircea Eliade, Zalmoxis: The Vanishing 
God (Chicago and London, 1970), pp. 191194.

138. Ibid., p. 237.

139. See the texts collected by Mondshine, Shivehey ha-Besht, p. 251 and n. 45.

140. See Mayyim Rabbim (Brooklyn, N.Y., 1979), p. 140:

Compare also the contemporary descriptions of R. Elijah of Vilna in R. Hayyim* of Volozhin's preface to R. 
Elijah's commentary to Sifra' de-Zeni'uta* (Vilna, 1891), where the master is portrayed as a recipient of a secret 
by means of the ascent of the soul, although he did not appreciate this pattern as a very high one.



141. Nozer* Hesed*, p. 131.
  

< previous page page_321 next page >



< previous page page_322 next page >
Page 322

142. See Heikhal ha-Berakhah, vol. I, fol. 31a.

143. Zohar Hai * III, fol. 129d:

144. Cf. Exod. 24:18. Compare the Lurianic view of Moses' ascent adduced by Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi*, p. 53.

145. See Philo's allegorization of Moses as the soul ascending to heaven; cf. Segal (n. 1 above), p. 1358.

146. Megillat Setarim, pp. 1516:

147. Compare another dream of R. Isaac Safrin, Megillat Setarim, p. 23, where he learned from a certain event that 
he would "rise to greatness, satisfaction and joy."

148. This is the date of this experience.

149. On the relationship between ben 'Atar and Hasidism*, see Dan Manor, "Rabbi Haim ben 'Atar in Hasidic* 
Writings" (in Hebrew), Pe'amim 20 (1984): 88110. Manor mentions neither the Besht's epistle referred to above nor 
the question of soul ascent in ben 'Atar.

150. See M. Idel, "On the Metamorphosis of an Ancient Technique of Prophetic Vision in the Middle Ages" (in 
Hebrew), Sinai 86 (1980): 17.

151. Irenée Hausherr, "La Méthode d'oraison hesychaste," Orientalia Christiana 9 (1927): 6869.

152. G. C. Anawati and L. Gardet, Mystique musulmane: Aspects et tendances, expériences et techniques (Paris, 
1976), pp. 187234.

153. See, for example, Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom (Princeton, N.J., 1971), pp. 200ff., esp. pp. 
216219, where the similarities between the Sufic "dhikr" and parallel Hindu phenomena are noted.

154. D. T. Suzuki, Essais sur le Bouddhisme Zen (Paris, 1943), 2:141151, and passim.

155. See, for example, Eliade, Yoga, pp. 4752.

156. See Anawati and Gardet, Mystique musulmane, pp. 189190.

157. For a detailed description of these components of Kabbalistic mystical techniques, see Idel, The Mystical 
Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. I.

158. On the influence of Ashkenazic theology on Spanish Kabbalah, see Joseph Dan, "The Vicissitudes of the 
Esotericism of the German Hasidim*" (in Hebrew), in Studies in Mysticism and Religion Presented to Gershom G. 
Scholem (Jerusalem, 1967), pp. 9199. Dan, however, does not discuss the influence of R. Eleazar's mystical 
technique.

159. See, for example, "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah," in Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 25.

160. See Matt, The Book of the Mirrors, p. 1.

161. See the quotation from R. Eleazar's Sefer ha-Hokhmah* in n. 167 below.



162. See Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. I.

163. See Sec. II above.

164. On this treatise, see Dan, The Esoteric Theology, pp. 143ff.

165. MS Cambridge, Add. 643, fol. 19a; MS Oxford 1574, fol 34b; MS Vatican 431, fol. 39a:
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166. 'Ozar * Nehmad* III (1860), p. 84:

See also Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 102103.

167. Sefer ha-Hokhmah* MS Oxford 1812, fol. 55b:

On this treatise, see Joseph Dan, "The Ashkenazi Hasidic* Gates of Wisdom," in Hommage à Georges Vajda, 
ed. G. Nahon and C. Touati (Louvain, 1980), pp. 183189; Dan, The Esoteric Theology, pp. 4457.

168. Ibid, fol. 55b:

169.  the significance is uncertain.

170. The phrase  is reminiscent of certain phrases occurring in Abraham Abulafia's works as 
referring to the highest Kabbalistic path. See Idel, "Maimonides and Kabbalah," nn. 83, 84, 93, 99, and Gikatilla's 
phrase, n. 105.

171. Compare also R. Eleazar's description of the transmission of the Tetragrammaton to a disciple, which seems to 
reflect not only an ancient practice but also an extant praxis. Cf. Dan, The Esoteric Theology, pp. 7476; Dan's 
assertion (p. 75) that the ceremony of transmission of the name has only theological, not magical, overtones must 
apparently be modified in the direction of more experiential implications of the knowledge gained by the reception of 
the name.

172. See Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape," pp. 115.

173. On this issue, see Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," p. 28.

174. See Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape," p. 13 n. 52, and Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham 
Abulafia, Chap. I; there I deal as well with passages from R. Isaac ibn Latif and R. Moses of Burgos.

175. See, for example, 'Ozar 'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford 1580, fol. 149b, where he mentions the "Chapters of 
Heikhalot," "The Book of Bahir," and "The Alphabet of R. 'Akiva."

176. MS München 43, fol 219a. This is a short section from the larger Sefer ha-Shem, entitled 'Eser Havvayot, 
circulating in some manuscripts. This table was copied from this compendium by R. Yehudah Hayyat* in his 
commentary on Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 197b, and subsequently in R. Moses Cordovero's Pardes Rimmonim, fol. 
97c-d. The latter knew of two versions of this table; on the second of these, see n. 192 below.

177. The vowels clearly occur in order to facilitate the pronunciation of the consonants; however, I assume that the 
mystical and magical feature of the vowels, known from ancient Hellenistic magic, may also have been known in 
Jewish circles. On vowel mysticism in Abulafia's circle, see also R. J. Zwi Werblowsky, "Kabbalistische 
Buchstabenmystik und der Traum," Zeitschrift für Religions und Geistesgeschichte 8 (1956): 164169.

178. Commentary on Sefer Yezirah* (Premizlany, 1883), fol. 15d.
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On the penetration of this text into Renaissance literature and praxis, see M. Idel, "Hermeticism and Judaism," 
par. V.

179. Scholem, On the Kabbalah, p. 187.

180. See Matt, The Book of the Mirrors, p. 95; 'Or Zaru'a, MS British Library 771, fol. 92b. It was copied from the 
latter text by R. Moses Cordovero in Pardes Rimmonim, fol 98a. R. Menahem * Recanati was also acquainted with 
this peculiar theory of thirty-six combinations of letters and vowels, although he did not copy the table; see his 
Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 49b. Nevertheless, the commentator on this text, R. Mordecai Jaffe, obviously 
perceived the original source of Recanati and gives the detailed combinations.

181. See Moshe Hallamish, ed., Kabbalistic Commentary of Rabbi Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi on Genesis Rabbah 
(Jerusalem, 1984), p. 256. Here, as in his unidentified text (see n. 182 below), the recitation of the combinations are 
related to the creation of the golem.

182. MS Sasson 290, pp. 198200; this text will be printed and analyzed elsewhere. The identification is provisional, 
as this text is also close to R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*'s thought.

183. Ibid., p 199.

184. Idel, "Kabbalistic Material," p. 198.

185. For further details, see Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. I.

186. 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican 233, fol. 97b, MS Fulda 4, fol. 32b:

187. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica."

188. Idel, Abraham Abulafia, pp. 5455 n. 161.

189. See Gershom Scholem, "Chapters from Sefer Sullam ha-'Aliyah of R. Yehudah Albotini" (in Hebrew), Kiryat 
Sefer 22 (1945): 168; David Blumenthal, Understanding Jewish Mysticism (New York, 1982), 2:6566.

190. Pardes Rimmonim, fol. 97a-b.

191. Cordovero does not mention Abulafia's name because, at the time he composed Pardes Rimmonim, he mistook 
this for a work of Gikatilla, Sha'ar ha-Nikkud. However, in another, later work, he refers correctly to both author and 
book.

192. See n. 176 above.

193. See M. Idel, "Some Remarks on R. Abraham Abulafia and R. Moses Cordovero" (in Hebrew), Da'at 15 (1985): 
117120.

194. Pardes Rimmonim, fol. 97b:

195. See Idel, "Some Remarks," p. 120.



196. Pardes Rimmonim, fol 97a:

197. Ibid, fol. 97b.:

198. See Chap. III above.

199. For more on this development, see Idel, "Perceptions of Kabbalah" and Chap. VII below.
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200. The use of the combinatory techniques of Sefer Yezirah * for mystical purposes is a highly interesting issue, 
which cannot be presented here. For the time being, see Nicolas Sed, "Le Sefer Ha-Razim et la méthode de 
'combinaison des lettres,'" REJ 130 (1971): 295303.

201. See Idel, "Egidio da Viterbo and R. Abraham Abulafia's Books" (in Hebrew), Italia 2, nos. 12 (1981): 48.

202. See Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. III.

203. Cf. ibid.

204. See on this topic Gershom Scholem, "The Concept of Kavvanah in the Early Kabbalah," in Studies in Jewish 
Thought, ed. Alfred Jospe (Detroit, 1981), pp. 162180.

205. See Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 316319, 437446.

206. See Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 3855.

207. See above, Chap. III, on the possibility that a certain Geronese text implies interiorization of the ten Sefirot and 
their unification.

208. See on this issue Arthur J. Deikman, "Deautomatization and the Mystic Experience," in Altered States of 
Consciousness, ed. C. Tart (New York, 1972), pp. 2546.

209. Some of the historical details concerning this issue were dealt with in Idel, "Kabbalistic Prayer and Colours."

210. On the problem of color in Jewish mysticism, see Gershom Scholem, "Colours and Their Symbolism in Jewish 
Tradition and Mysticism," Diogenes 108 (1979): 84111; 109 (1980): 6477. Scholem, despite his lengthy discussions 
on color, never refers to their visualization within the context of Kabbalistic prayer!

211. I hope to deal with this attribution in a separate study, in which Kabbalistic commentaries on this small treatise 
will be printed.

212. See Scholem, "The Concept of Kavvanah," pp. 171174.

213. The treatise attributed to R. 'Azriel deals exclusively with lights connected to prayer, not with colors; later 
Kabbalists have nevertheless interpreted these lights as colors.

214. MS Cambridge, Add. 505, fol. 8a:

215. The identification of this R. David with R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid* has been proven in Idel, "Kabbalistic 
Prayers and Colours."

216. The Hebrew phrases stem from the Amidah prayer, and constitute strong evidence that visualization is 
connected with prayer. The sequel of our citation mentions kavvanah in prayer.

217. Hashmal* and Malbush are numerically equivalent: 378.

218. See Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape," p. 58 n. 217, and R. Joseph Ashkenazi's Commentary to 
Sefer Yezirah, fol. 27a, and so on.

219. For more on these processes, see Chap. VIII below.



220. On this Kabbalist, see Moshe Hallamish's preface to Kabbalistic Commentary, pp. 1127; Georges Vajda, "Un 
Chapitre de l'histoire du conflit entre la Kabbale et la philosophie: La Polémique anti-intellectualiste de Joseph ben 
Shalom Ashkenazi de Catalogne," Archives d'histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen age 23 (1956): 45144.
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221. See Gershom Scholem, "The Real Author of the Commentary on Sefer Yezirah * Attributed to R. Abraham ben 
David and His Works" (in Hebrew), Kiryat Sefer 4 (192728): 294295.

222. Hallamish, Kabbalistic Commentary, p. 223:

223. This seems to suggest the technique of contemplating the letters of the divine namea practice to be analyzed in 
detail elsewhereconnected to Psalms 16:8. See also n. 244 below.

224. The Hebrew phrase is the biblical  however, it can be demonstrated that  is 
understood here as color, a common medieval meaning of this term. R. Joseph himself writes in his Commentary on 
Sefer Yezirah, fol. 27a:

 seems to be parallel to  below, and evidently signifies the occurrence of the colors around 
the divine name. See also n. 227 below.

225. Cf. Sefer Yezirah I, 9.

226. literally, "he will fly."

227.  compare R. David's text, previously quoted, where the colors surround the Sefirot; here, they 
cover the letters of the divine name.

228. Genesis Rabbah 17:5, p. 156.

229. See R. Joseph Ashkenazi's Commentary on Sefer Yezirah, fol. 9d, 18b, 30b, and so on.

230. Ibid, fol. 27a:

Compare also Chap. VI, n. 230.

231. MS Paris, Rabbinic Seminary, 108, fol. 95a:

232. The vocalization of the word  in Psalms 119:89 was sometimes seen as one of the ways in which the 
Tetragrammaton was pronounced; see, for example, an early Kabbalistic fragment preserved in MS Oxford 2240, fol. 
248b.

233. The verb  which occurs here is the same verb as in R. David's aforecited text.



234. MS Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fol. 4a. This circle should be compared with R. Joseph Ashkenazi's circles and the 
accompanying discussions in his Commentary on Sefer Yezirah, fol. 18ab, which I hope to do elsewhere.

235. Idel, "Kabbalistic Material," pp. 193197.

236. See M. Idel, "Again on R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid* and R. Isaac Luria" (in Hebrew), Da'at 7 (1981): 
6971. The conception of Ze'ir 'Anpin as an entity encompassing the Sefirot from Hokhmah* downward was one 
embraced by R. Moses Cordovero.

237. For these characteristics of the mandala, see Giuseppe Tucci, The Theory and Practice of the Mandala (London, 
1961), p. vii.
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238. MS New York, JTS 2430, fol. 81a:

239. Ibid.: 

240. The identical phrase occurs several times in other texts on visualization in prayer, always as a symbol for the 
third Sefirah.

241. On the Kabbalistic responsa, from which I am quoting the responsum on prayer, see Gershom Scholem, "The 
Responsa Attributed to R. Joseph Gikatilla," in Jacob Freimann Festschrift (Berlin, 1937), pp. 163170. Strangely, 
Scholem decided not to publish the responsum on prayer, although all the other responsa, which were certainly less 
interesting than this, were printed there. Although Scholem indicated he intended to print it elsewhere, it is not even 
mentioned in his monograph on colors (n. 210 above). I intend to print this responsum from manuscripts in my 
research on color mysticism.

242. MS New York, JTS 255, fol. 60a:

243. In the diagram, the color of Keter is described as "white as snow"! See also below, in the text quoted from R. 
Hayyim * Vital's Sha'arey Kedushah, n. 253.

244. Psalms 16:8; see n. 223 above.

245. See also MS New York, JTS 255, fol. 59b:

246. MS Milano-Ambrosiana, 62, fol 4:

247. MS New York, JTS 255, fol. 60a:

248. Mal. 3:16.

249. Isa. 66:2.

250. Idel, "Kabbalistic Prayer and Colours."

251. See Idel, "Kabbalistic Material," pp. 169, 201206.

252. This manuscript handbook will be published and analyzed in my forthcoming monograph on colors.

253. Gate XXXII, Chap. 2:



254. MS British Library, Margoliouth 749, fol. 16a:

255. See n. 243 above.

256. MS British Library, 749, fol. 14b, 18a.
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257. See Idel, "The World of Imagination and R. Nathan's Collectanaea," pp. 165167.

258. See Idel, "Hitbodedut as Concentration," pp. 4650.

Chapter 6

1. On the entire problem, see John Day, God's Conflict with the Dragon and the Sea (Cambridge, 1985), in which an 
extensive bibliography is provided.

2. See Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, p. 486.

3. See Paul Tillich, "The Religious Symbol," in Symbolism in Religion and Literature, ed. Rollo May (New York, 
1960), pp. 8485; Werner Jaeger, The Theology of the Early Greek Philosophers (Oxford, 1964), pp. 1617; Michael 
Fishbane, "Israel and the 'Mothers,'" in The Other Side of God, ed. Peter Berger (New York, 1981), pp. 2847; and 
Chap. VII, end of sec. II.

4. Day, God's Conflict, p. 187; see also Tillich, "The Religious Symbol," pp. 8485.

5. Hagigah * 2:1 (The Talmud, 8:59).

6. The interdiction refers to extramundane matters; thus, "what is before" refers to precosmogonic events. 
Interestingly, the very sequence of the Mishnah indicates that "whosoever takes no thought for the honor of his 
Master, it were a mercy had he not come into the world." Is this warning related to speculation on theogonic 
processes, which may involve as a repercussion the belittlement of God's honor? For the talmudic interpretation, see 
Hagigah 16a.

7. Pesahim* 54a, Pirkey de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chap. III.

8. See Urbach, The Sages, pp. 198200.

9. Hagigah 12a. Interestingly, this list of creative things is introduced in a thirteenth-century treatise by the phrase 
"ten attributes" (be-Y' middot): cf. R. Benjamin ben Abraham min ha-'Anavim's Perush Alfabetin, ed. M. H. 
Schmelzer, in H. Z. Dimitrovsky, Texts and Studies: Analecta Judaica (New York, 1977), 1:225.

10. See Scholem, Major Trends, p. 74; Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 9293; who envisages these ten 
things as traces of "Gnostical speculation and related semi-mythological thought." Why these motifs are to be 
regarded as Gnostical is not elaborated by Scholem, and I wonder if there is any solid evidence to substantiate this 
assertion; on this, see Urbach, The Sages, pp. 196197.

11. Refutation of All Heresies, Book VIII, Chap. 5, trans. J. H. Macmahon, in Ante-Nicene Christian Library 
(Edinburgh, 1968), 6:320.

12. The phrase "tittle of iota" seems to reflect the Jewish expression, "tittle of yod"; see Menahot* 34a. The authority 
who uses this phrase, Rav, adduces the following statement in another discussion in connection with R. 'Akiva: "A 
man will come after several generations whose name is R. 'Akiva ben Joseph, who is destined to comment upon each 
and every tittle [of the letters] [extracting] heaps of halakhot" (Menahot 29b). According to my interpretation of 
"tittles," these point to divine secrets, as the tittle of iota does in Monoimos; see Idel, "The Concept of the Torah,'' pp. 
4546; Moses Gaster, The Tittled Bible (London, 1929), pp. 15, 3031. See also Carl Jung, Mysterium Coniunctionis 
(Princeton, N.J., 1980), p. 44 n. 26, who pointed out the resemblance between the Gnostic and Kabbalistic 
understanding of the tittle of iota.
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13. The description of supernal beings, such as angels, possessing innumerable eyes is known in Jewish sources; see 
'Avodah Zarah 2b.

14. MS Jerusalem, 4° 19, fol. 195a:

See also Vital's 'Ez * Hayyim*, I, III, fol. 1

15. For yod as Keter, see, for example, the Commentary on Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut by R. Reuven Zarfati*, printed as 
Paz in Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 49b; or in Sefer ha-Shem, printed in Heikhal ha-Shem* (Venice, 1601), fol. 7a. 
The interpretation of the tittle of yod as Keter is a commonplace of Kabbalistic literature.

16. See, for example, R. Moses of Burgos, "An Inquiry in the Kabbalah of R. Isaac ben Jacob Hacohen," in Scholem, 
Tarbiz* 5 (1934): 188; Liebes, Sections of the Zohar Lexicon, p. 39 n. 59.

17. Refutation of All Heresies VIII, 6, p. 318: "The monad [that is] the one tittle is therefore, he says, also a decad."

18. See Idel, "The Image of Man above the Sefirot," passim.

19. Refutation of All Heresies VIII, 7, p. 320.

20. Ibid., p. 320.

21. Pesikta Rabbati, ed. Meir Friedman (Tel Aviv, 1963), fol. 608a-b; Midrash Tadshe, in Epstein, Mi-Kadmoniot ha-
Yehudim, pp. 147148, 155; Urbach, 'Arugat ha-Bosem I, p. 219 n. 10.

22. Refutation of All Heresies VIII, 6, p. 319: "And it [tittle] comprises in itself whatever things the man also 
possesses [who is] the Father of the Son of Man." Hence the tittle, which is the Son, contains whatever is found in his 
source, which is also the source of his decadic nature.

23. A Coptic Gnostic Treatise, ed. C. A. Baynes (Cambridge, 1933), p. 17.

24. Ibid., p. 18.

25. See Scholem, Major Trends, p. 365 n. 89; Idel, "The Image of Man above the Sefirot," pp. 4647.

26. Epistle to the Colossians I:1517, 19. See S. J. Grasowski, "God 'Contains' the Universe: A Study in Patristic 
Theology," Revue de l'Université de Ottawa 26 (1950).

27. The Refutation of All Heresies VIII, 6, p. 319.

28. A Coptic Gnostic Treatise, p. 8 n. 3.

29. Stroumsa, "Form(s) of God," pp. 269288.

30. Ibid., p. 282.

31. Ibid., p. 283.

32. P. 3; compare also p. 39, "He in [himself] these universes knows, the universes in himself he contemplates. 
Uncontainable is he himself, whilst the universes he contains possessing them in him"; p. 40. "This is he in whom the 
universes move to and fro; he giveth form to them within himself." Compare this statement to Acts 17:28: "For in 
him we live, and have our being."



33. Ibid., p. 12.

34. Note the plural form, which also occurs in the previous quotation. It appears that the "image" enclosing the 
universes is to be identified with "man." See also ibid., p. 22, where the "hair of his body"namely, the man's bodywas 
created ''after the pattern of the
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worlds of the pleroma." See also the view of the Ptolemaic Gnostic school quoted by Irenaeus, The Refutation of 
All Heresies, I, VI, 3: " . . . man, and that this is the great and abstruse mystery, namely that the power which is 
above all others and contains the wholes in his embrace is termed man."

35. The Refutation of All Heresies VIII, 5, p. 318.

36. Ibid., p. 317.

37. Preserved in Yalkut Shim'oni, Genesis, par. 34. Cf. the translation offered in Scholem, On the Kabbalah, p. 163, 
who was primarily interested in the status of the primeval anthropos as golem. Scholem did not quote the last 
sentence. The parallels to this passage in talmudicmidrashic literature have been pointed out by A. Marmorstein in 
his article on Midrash 'Avkir: Devir (1923), 1:140; cf. Victor Aptowitzer, "Zur Erklärung einiger Merkwurdiger 
Agadoth über die Schöpfung des Menschen," Festschrift . . . of Professor David Simonsens (Københaven, 1923), pp. 
115117, and his footnotes. However the phrase on the "concentration" of the world in this "golem'' is unparalleled in 

ancient Jewish sources. See, however, Bahir, par. 26, where the letter shin  whereas the Torah, 

ibid., par. 118, . On the meanings of the root kll in the Palestinian Piyyut, see M. Zulai, 
"Linguistic Remarks on Yannai Piyyutim" (in Hebrew), Studies of the Research Institute for Hebrew Poetry in 
Jerusalem 6 (1945): 199201, 233. An important significance of this verb in this body of poetic literature is "to 
accomplish" or "to finish," a meaning that may be reflected also in our passage, as Zulai argues on pp. 200201. Such 
an understanding of the verb would drastically change the way in which we have to understand the text and therefore 
render superfluous the whole interpretation offered in the following pages. I would consequently like to elaborate 
upon the probability of my reading of the text in the proposed manner. First, the peculiar sense of this verb as 
accomplishing or ending is an idiosyncrasy of the language of the Palestinian Piyyut, a language that has specific 
linguistic features not to be found elsewhere. Second, my interpretation is reinforced by the existence of the view of 
man as microcosmos (which is found in the ancient Jewish texts, as'Avot De-R. Nathan) or the recurrent conception 
of Adam as comprising the entire world (according to both talmudic and midrashic sources; cf. Niditch's article, n. 43 
below). Therefore the proposed view is not a novelty in Jewish thought but, rather, reiterates an already existing view 
in both Jewish and non-Jewish sources. Moreover, the author who is presented as the source of the conception of the 
gigantic size of man is no other than R. Berakhiah, in whose name Midrash 'Avkir adduces the above quotation; this 
fact cannot be considered a mere coincidence. Third, the later interpretation, confirmed by the Kabbalists, 
strengthens my reading, a fact whose significance is, however, limited. Fourth, the occurrence of the verse asserting 
that "man is become like one of us" is meaningless in a context that describes man as the first and last creation; if, 
however, man is conceived as an all-comprehensive entity, it may refer to a unique nature of man that may resemble 
God, described in ancient Jewish texts as the place of the world, and be comparable to the parallel view in the 
Gnostic sources. Fifth, the primordial man is portrayed as comprising, in one way or another, all of human history, a 
view that is partially similar to the view of his nature as concentrating the entire world. These observations 
notwithstanding, the sense of "accomplishing" for kll is not to be overlooked, and I assume that R. Berakhiah may 
have played on both meanings of this verb.

38. He is a fourth-century amora, whose interest in the special nature of man is also evident
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from other traditions; see, for example, Lamentations Rabbati Petihta *, par. 31, where he is the transmitter of a 
tradition that the righteous are greater than the angels, or Genesis Rabbah 8:3, p. 59, and so on.

39. Compare Sanhedrin 38b, where the "heretics" (minim) were mentioned as potentially ready to say, regarding the 
Creation of man on the first day, "The Holy One, blessed be he, had a partner in his work of Creation." This passage 
is considered by Gilles Quispel, "Ezekiel 1:26 in Jewish Mysticism and Gnosis,'' Vigiliae Christianae 34 (1980): 6, 
as definitive proof "that the Gnostic Anthropos is derived from heterodox Jewish circles, which are older than Philo." 
Compare especially to the Magharian account of the creating angel: H. A. Wolfson, "The Pre-Existent Angel of the 
Magharians and Al-Nahawandi," JQR n.s. 51 (196061): 86106, Norman Golb, "Who Were the Mougaria?" JAOS 80 
(1960): 347359.

40. Psalms 139:5; for a slightly different interpetation of this verse on the Creation on the first day, see Tanhuma*, 
Tazri'a, par. 2; Genesis Rabbah 8:1, p. 56, and so on. In these sources, the Creation of man on the first day involves 
his spirit or soul, not his body, as in Midrash' Avkir; thus, the concentration of the world in his body becomes 
impossible.

41. Gen. 3:22.

42. Compare Zohar III, 5a, where man is portrayed as sacrificing "when God created the world": 

 a phrase that may be interpreted as pointing to a sacrifice taking place simultaneously with the 
Creation. If so, and this seems to be the only reasonable way to understand the passage in the Zohar, then this classic 
of Jewish mysticism preserves a tradition opposed by both the classical Midrash (see n. 40 above) and by Midrash' 
Avkirnamely, that Adam preceded the Creation as a full-fledged person who acted in a ritualistic way, presumably in 
order to help God in the process of Creation. On sacrifice and Creation, see below, Chap. VII, sec. IV.

43. See the texts of Genesis Rabbah 24:2, p. 230, 14:8, p. 132, cited by Scholem, On the Kabbalah, p. 163; Susan 
Niditch, "The Cosmic Adam: Man as Mediator in Rabbinic Literature," JJS 34 (1983): 137146. This scholar 
explicitly indicates, in contrast to commonly held views, that "their [the rabbis'] Adam owes nothing to that of the 
gnostics and, more importantly, that descriptions of him have great relevance for understanding the Rabbinic world-
view, quite apart from any anti-gnostic polemic" (pp. 138139). See also Idel, "Enoch Is Metatron"; and Fossum, The 
Name of God and the Angel of the Lord, pp. 272273.

44. See, for example, Altmann, Faces of Judaism, pp. 3143, and Aptowitzer, "Zur Erklärung."

45. Commentary on the Song of Songs, in Chavel, ed., Kitvey ha-Ramban II:

See also p. 510, where Adam is portrayed as:

It would seem that the triple description of Adam is influenced by similar forms in the Bahir, par. 146, 190, 196. 
It may be that the form Kalal in R. 'Ezra, or Mukhlal in the Bahir, when it occurs together with Mukhtar, 
signifies "embellished." In R. 'Ezra's Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot, printed in Likkutey Shikhehah* u-
Feah, fol. 18a, man is again:

and in fol. 16b:
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See Tishby, ed., R. 'Azriel's Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot, p. 5 n. 7. It is worth mentioning also the 
recurrent usage of the form kelulah in connection with the last Sefirah, Malkhut, sometimes in order to point out 
that she comprises all the higher Sefirot. See, for example, the works of R. Joseph of Hamadan, which abound 
in the term kelulah. The same form also occurs in connection with the evil side: see for example, R. Nathan 
Shapira of Jerusalem's Mahberet * ha-Kodesh (Koretz, 1783), fol. 56a:

See also n. 301 below, and the "Secret of Murderer" from Sefer ha-Ne'elam, discussed in Chap. VIII.

46. See Chap. III, n. 29.

47. MS British Library 759, fol. 7a:

See also below, n. 56.

48. Compare R. Moses de Leon, in Scholem, "Two Treatises," p. 383, where the Sefirah Malkhut is understood as 
receiving from "all the spiritual things."

49. Commentary on the Torah, fol. 51b; this passage will be dealt with more fully in Chap. VII.

50. Zohar III, 141b (Idra Rabba):

The continuation of this quotation is analyzed below in par. 3 on du-parzufim*. See also ibid., III: 135ab.

51. Compare also Zohar III, 117a, 135a (quoted below in n. 60).

52. The human form is, accordingly, the pattern of the divine one; for more on this issue, see Chap VIII, sec. I.

53. It is nevertheless possible that the Zohar assumes that the form of lower and higher men is constituted by ten 
entities, since immediately afterward it mentions the creation of man by two yods, which may well be an allusion to a 
decad, thus reflecting the view found also in R. 'Ezra; see n. 45 above.

54. Sefer ha-Nefesh ha-Hakhamah*, col. C, 2, 34; this view is also paralleled by the Zohar II, 259a.

55. Pardes Rimmonim IV, fol. 23c:

56. Isa. 43:7; compare R. Moses de Leon's discussion in Sefer ha-Rimmon, MS British Library, 759, fol. 9b:

Compare 'Avot de-Rabbi Nathan, Chap. 41, version A, p. 134, and n. 60 below.

57. Vital, Sha 'arey Kedushah III, 1, pp. 8485; III, 2, pp. 9192, and so on.



58. 'Ez* Hayyim* I, I, 2, fol. 12d:

See also Vital, Sha' arey Kedushah III, 2, pp. 9192.

59. This is the exact verb used by Midrash 'Avkir.
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60. See Zohar III, 135a (Idra Rabba):

Setimin here means "hidden," but it seems, by comparing with the aforecited sources, that it alludes also to the 
concentration of these worlds in the human shape. See also n. 56 above.

61. Idel, "The Image of Man above the Sefirot," pp. 4854.

62. See also below, n. 69, for the existence of phrases of "comprising worlds" in the Torah.

63. The Refutation of All Heresies VIII, 6, pp. 318319; compare also above, the passage referred to in n. 11. In this 
context, a highly interesting passage, stemming from the Nag Hammadi corpus, is to be adduced as relevant to both 
Gnostic and Kabbalistic views. In the Tripartite Tractate, we learn: "The aeon of the truth, being a unity and 
multiplicity, is honored with little and great names according to the power of each to grasp itby way of analogy, like 
a spring which is what it is, yet flows into rivers and lakes and canals and branches, or like a root which extends into 
trees with branches and fruit, or like a human body which is partitioned in an indivisible way into members of 
members, primary members and secondary, great [and] small" (Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library, p. 66).

64. A Coptic Gnostic Treatise, pp. 12, 17, 138, 140.

65. Ibid., p. 17.

66. Ibid., p. 15; see also p. 9.

67. On this issue, see Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 278280. The material referred to by Israel Weinstock, Studies 
in Jewish Philosophy and Mysticism (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1969), pp. 111112 n. 19, as allegedly referring to the 
Kabbalistic mystery of one and ten is irrelevant, as it includes a regular philosophical formulation, wherein the unity 
despite the existence of the decad is neither explicit nor implicit.

68. Quoted by R. Menahem * Recanati, Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 82b:

See also Gottlieb, The Kabbalah of R. Bahya*, pp. 8687.

69. The verb is kll, the same root referred to above, nn. 37, 39, 45, 47. Significantly, in Sefer ha-Bahir, ed. Margaliot, 
par. 118 (p. 53), the ten ma'amarot are evidently identical with the "Torah of truth," and "comprise all the worlds":

Idem, par. 138 (pp. 6061):

Compare also Tishby, "R. 'Azriel's Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot," p. 3. See also the anonymous Sha'arey 
Zedek*, MS Gaster 954, British Library Or. 10809, fol. 21b:

See also the fourteenth-century Sefer ha-Temunah, fol. 30a; and ibn Gabbay, 'Avodat ha-Kodesh, fol. 20c,d.

70. Commentary on Kriat Shema', printed in Scholem, "Seridim," p. 222.



71. See n. 45 above.

72. "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah," in Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 19:
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See also above, Chap. III, sec. VII, near n. 136. The same text, in a phrase not cited there, states that the 
Kabbalist must "direct [his thought] so that all the Sefirot are one."

73. Chap. 31, version A, pp. 9091. I shall return to the analysis of this text in Chap. VII.

74. Chap. 31, 3:

Ibid.:

75. Chap. 31, 2:

76. R. Nathanael ben al-Fayyumi's Bustan Al-'Ukul, ed. Joseph Kappah * (Jerusalem, 1954); on this author, see S. 
Pines, "Nathanael ben Al-Fayyumi et al théologie ismaelienne," Revue de l'histoire juive en Egypte 1 (1947): 522.

77. Ibid., pp. 45. On ten things in man, see Nedarim, 31a, Ecclesiastes Rabbah, 5:13, 7:38, and so on. Compare the 
view found in Corpus Hermeticum, Asclepius, no. 8: "dei, cuius imagines duae mundus et homo." There is at least a 
certain resemblance between "mundus" and "homo,'' as both of them are images of God.

78. See n. 29 above.

79. Ibid., p. 273.

80. Ibid., p. 272 n. 14.

81. Ibid., p. 280; On the Origin of the World, par. 104105; cf. Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library, p. 166.

82. Ibid., p. 280 n. 59.

83. Eugnostos, 83; Foerster, Gnosis, 2:32.

84. Margaliot, par. 94, p. 40; Scholem, Bahir, p. 64:

85. Manhigim: cf. Sefer Yezirah* V, 2.

86. Compare the Coptic Gnostic Treatise, p. 83, where three aspects of the twelve fathers form the number thirty-six, 
just as in Bahir, the six powers of the twelve leaders form the number seventy-two. If the sentence, "And those that 
are exterior to them received character from them . . ." refers to the aspects and not to the fathers, then we may 
assume that this is a hint to seventy-two.

87. Cf. n. 81 above. Compare also The Hypostasis of the Archons, 95; cf. Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library, p. 
158. On the seventy-two faces of the creatures sustaining the chariot, see R. Joseph of Hamadan's Sefer Tashak, p. 
401; this early fourteenth-century commentary on the Merkavah is seemingly the only Jewish text that preserved a 
tradition concerning the figure seventy-two and the divine chariot. See also Fossum, The Name of God and the Angel 
of the Lord, p. 303, who sensitively wrote on the above-mentioned Gnostic texts that they "palpably draw upon 
Jewish tradition" without, however, pinpointing specific Jewish texts.

88. For a parallel to the distinction between "throne" and "chariot," see below, R. Yehudah ha-Levi's Kuzari IV, 3.



89. This is a Jewish view: see Fallon, The Enthronement of Sabaoth, p. 100 n. 30.

90. The regular Jewish view assumes the existence of seventy languages or nations. The Gnostic
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and Kabbalistic figure is exceptional and paralleled by Pseudo-Clementinus, Recognitiones, 2, 42, as Fallon, 
The Enthronement of Sabaoth, pp. 103104, has remarked. See also the Hebrew Enoch, Schäfer, Synopse, p. 13, 
par. 23:

91. The continuous praise of God by the angels is a commonplace in Heikhalot literature: see K. E. Grözinger, Musik 
und Gesang in der Theologie der fruhen Judischen Literatur (Tübingen, 1982), pp. 281315.

92. Margaliot, par. 98, p. 43:

See also par. 167, p. 72.

93. Bahir, Margaliot, no. 95, p. 42; Scholem, Bahir, p. 65.

94.  on this verb, see Scholem, Bahir, p. 73 n. 1.

95. Eccles. 5:7.

96. Ibid.

97. Compare the Gnostic figure 360, which is viewed in Eugnostos as connected with the days of the year (Foerster, 
Gnosis, 2:32), thus, the reference to the days of the week is a further affinity to the ancient source; see my analysis 
below.

98. Eccles. 5:8. I understand the usage of this verse as proof of the excellence of the "earth"that is, the seat of glory 
(see n. 106 below) in comparison with the seventy-one entities. Furthermore, on the ground of the Bahir (Margaliot, 
par. 130, p. 57; par. 146, p. 64) the "earth" points to the Sefirah of Hokhmah *. Compare, however, a very different 
interpretation of the meaning of the verse of Ecclesiastes in Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 145146 n. 136.

99. On Ezek. 1:6, and see also Rashi ad loc.

100. Cf. Scholem, Explications and Implications, pp. 270283.

101. Cf. Scholem, Bahir, pp. 6667.

102. Seder Gan 'Eden, quoted by Scholem, ibid., p. 66 n. 7.

103. For the symbolism of "Lebanon" as one of the highest Sefirot, that is, Hokhmah, see Chap. VIII below.

104. Hilkhot Yesodey ha-Torah, 7:1:



The Hebrew phrase "holy forms" is identical with that of the Bahir, as pointed out by Scholem, Les Origines de 
la Kabbale, p. 64 n. 10. In Maimonides, the forms are, presumably, the separate intellects, namely "angels," 
although the latter term differs radically from the rabbinic understanding of this subject. It would seem that 
Maimonides inherited a tradition according to which the angels connected to the divine throne are designated as 
forms. The meaning of the "throne" seems to be the "convexity of the diurnal sphere"; see Warren Z. Harvey, 
"A Third Approach to Maimonides' Cosmology-Prophetology Puzzle,''
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HTR 74 (1981): 297 n. 3738. However, the way in which this meaning of the divine throne fits its connection to 
the forms qua separate intellects is still to be elaborated.

105. Ibid.: 

106. Bahir, Margaliot, par. 96, p. 42; Scholem, Bahir, p. 69:

107. Kuzari IV:3.

108. It is possible, however, that this distinction has something to do with the Islamic 'arsh and Kursi, which mean 
"Seat," but this cannot be ascertained with certainty, since ha-Levi preserved his Hebrew terminology in the Arabic 
text.

109. Most of these forms recur in the same paragraph of Kuzari IV:3; see also ibid., II:4, IV:5, 11, 25; and Wolfson, 
Studies II, pp. 8695, who nevertheless does not elaborate upon the meaning of the forms; see Wolfson, p. 10 n. 4.

110. Bahir, Margaliot, par. 9899, pp. 4344; Scholem, Bahir, p. 71:

111. Gen. 3:24.

112. Ibid.

113. Par. 9495; Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library, p. 158.

114. Compare to the Untitled Document, col. 250, ed. H. M. Schenke, where the phrase "seven dynameis, of the 
seven heavens of Chaos" refers to Yaldabaoth; thus, seven powers and children are different designations of the same 
entities.

115. Margaliot, par. 171, p. 74; Scholem, Bahir, p. 123:

Compare also par. 128129 discussed below.

116. Margaliot, par. 172, p. 74; Scholem Bahir, p. 123:

117. Margaliot, par. 119, p. 53:

118. Margaliot, par. 105, p. 46:

119. Deut. 22:7.

120. Margaliot, par. 81, p. 36:



Compare also par. 82, p. 36:

121. See n. 84 above.

122. Compare Origen Contra Celsum, VI, 3132; Irenaeus, The Refutation of All Heresies I, xxviii, 3, where the sons 
of the Ogdoads are related to the seven planets.

123. Margaliot, par. 128129, p. 56; Scholem, Bahir, pp. 9697:

124. Isa. 6:3.
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125. On the possible significance of this term and its source, see Joseph Dan, The First Kabbalistic Circles (in 
Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1977), pp. 9296.

126. Compare the text of Bahir, par. 171, adduced above, n. 115.

127. Margaliot, par. 133, p. 57:

128. "Jaldabaoth Reconsidered," Mélanges d'histoire des religions offerts à Henri-Charles Puech (Paris, 1974), pp. 
420421. For a criticism of Scholem's etymology, see Fallon, The Enthronement of Sabaoth, pp. 3234.

129. Strangely, Scholem did not mention the preceding texts of the Bahir in his article, although he did remark there 
on "the transition from the Hebrew word for troops, hayalot *, to forces and archons" (p. 421 n. 3) in the Bahir, 
which is described there as using "sources deriving from Jewish Gnostic circles in the Near East."

130. See especially Scholem's remark, ibid., p. 420, that Zevaot* had already been translated as the "Lord of 
dynameis" in ancient times.

131. See Fallon, The Enthronement of Sabaoth, pp. 9091.

132. Margaliot, par. 172, p. 74:

Compare also par. 143 (quoted below), par. 172, and par. 119, pp. 53, 63, 7475.

133. Gen. 9:6.

134. See Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape."

135. Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice: A Critical Edition (Atlanta, Ga., 1985), pp. 293, 332.

136. Margaliot, par. 143, p. 63:

137. Adversus Haereses, I, 14, 1;for the Jewish background of this text, see Idel, "The World of Angels in Human 
Shape," pp. 215, where I pointed out several Jewish texts identifying angels with letters. See also below, the phrase 
"forms of truth."

138. See Idel, ibid., p. 3 n. 7.

139. Sefer Kerovot, ed. Wolf Heidensheim (Hannover, 1838), p. 141:

According to the version in Sifre, quoted in Yalkut Shim'oni, 'Ekev, no. 872, these thirty degrees seem to be the 
righteous men. It would seem that this figure is connected to the fifteen "Songs of Degrees" of the Psalms. For 
material on the thirty degrees in poetical sources, see Ezra Fleischer, "Solving the Qiliri Riddle" (in Hebrew), 
Tarbiz* 54 (1985): 394395.

140. For Ma'alot approximating the concept of angels, see Maimonides, Hilkhot Yisodey ha-Torah 2:5.

141. Psalms 121:1.



142. MS Oxford, Christ Church 198, fol. 73b; MS Moscow 131, fol. 187a:

143. Hence, the lower Sefirot are portrayed as visible or at least directly apprehensible in the prophetic experience, a 
view that contradicts the common conception of the Sefirot as perceptible only through the decoding of their 
symbols.
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144. Compare the list of Sefer Yezirah * I, 12.

145. See M. Friedlander, Essays in the Writings of Abraham ibn Ezra (London, 1943), Hebrew sec., pp. 2324; Dan, 
Esoteric Theology, p. 232. The term Zurah* has various meanings in Sefer ha-Hayyim*, ranging from astrological to 
angelic significance; this issue is deserving of a more detailed examination than can be done here. The Ashkenazic 
Hasidic* masters' usage of the term Zurah was also influenced by R. Sa'adyah Gaon's description of the Shekhinah as 
a Zurah or created entity; see Dan, Esoteric Theology, pp. 104ff., although I assume that these authors probably also 
have other sources. Sa'adyah's use of the term Zurah is to be analyzed against the background of the mystical 
significance of the same term in ancient Jewish texts. If this suggestion is verified, then we can easily understand 
why the Ashkenazic masters integrated Sa'adyah's view in their theology. See also Stroumsa, "Form(s) of God," p. 
272 n. 14.

146. Scholem, Elements, p. 294.

147. Some aspects of this question were analyzed in Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," pp. 337342.

148. Published by Scholem, Reshit ha-Kabbalah, p. 79; see also Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 232233; 
Twersky, Rabad of Posquières, p. 291 n. 20. I hope to elaborate on the profound influence of this early piece of 
Kabbalistic speculation on later Kabbalah in a separate study on du-parzufim*.

149. Cf. Genesis Rabbah 8:1, p. 55, 'Erubin 18a.

150. On the Greek sources of the loan words du-parzufim and androgynos, which occur in the Midrash in connection 
with the Creation of man, see Wayne A. Meeks, "The Image of the Androgyne: Some Uses of a Symbol in Earliest 
Christianity," in History of Religions 13 (1974); 186 n. 90.

151. This phrase stems from the blessing of the moon and refers to the sun and moon, here symbolically alluding to 
masculine and feminine divine powers.

152. Cf. Exod. 36:13.

153. Gen. 19:24.

154. Such a theory existed in a relatively explicit text, which may be dated from the end of the thirteenth century: see 
Idel, "Kabbalistic Material," pp. 193197.

155. Printed in Epstein, Mi-Kadmoniot ha-Yehudim, p. 144:

See also Raphael Patai, The Hebrew Goddess (New York, 1978), p. 82, who noted the affinity between Philo 
and Midrash Tadshe.

156. See Yoma, 54a.

157. Babba Batra, 99a.

158. See Sefer ha-Rokeah* (Jerusalem, 1960), p. 22.

159. Sodei Razaya, p. 58.

160. II Sam. 2:6.

161. (Jerusalem, 1965), pp. 242243:

162. On I, 3; cf. Sefer Yezirah, p. 41:



In the Premyzlany edition of the Commentary, fol. 3b, the sentence from she-hayah onward
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is missing. See in his commentary, ibid., fol. 22b, where R. Eleazar again adduces the correspondence between 
the cherubim and the divine names.

163. I Kings 7:30.

164. Cf. Tanhuma *, ed. Buber, Numbers, fol. 17a. See also Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," p. 340 n. 35.

165. Baddei ha-'Aron, MS Paris BN 840, fol. 6a:

166. The talmudic description of the cherubim as intertwined may easily be understood as referring to an 
androgynous entity.

167. See his Commentary on Song of Songs, in Kitvey ha-Ramban, 2:493, 496; Tishby's remark in R. 'Azriel's 
Commentary on the Talmudic Aggadot, p. 11 n. 1 and p. 71; R. Abraham of Cologne's Keter Shem Tov, printed in 
Jellinek, Auswahl, pp. 4243; Recanati, The Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 49b (below I shall deal also with 
another view reflected in Recanati's work).

168. See Idel, "Jerusalem in Medieval Jewish Thought."

169. Questiones et Solutiones in Exodus II, 66, quoted in Goodenough, By Light, Light, pp. 2526. Compare also to 
the pair of entities existing before the Creation in Pseudo-Philo, Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum 60, 2, which is 
considered to be a syzygy of powers, which precedes and probably influenced their Gnostic counterparts. Cf. Marc 
Philonenko, "Essenisme et Gnose chez le Pseudo-Philon," in Le Origini dello Gnosticismo (Leiden, 1967), pp. 
409410.

170. According to Goodenough, By Light, Light, p. 25, Philo refers here to the divine names "Kyrios" and "theos."

171. Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period (Princeton, N.J., 1954), 4:132.

172. He adduced the passages from Yoma 54a-b, see above n. 156.

173. Jewish Symbols, p. 132.

174. Ibid., p. 132.

175. Elsewhere, in his By Light, Light, pp. 359369, Goodenough discussed the affinities between some Philonic 
views of the divine powers and the Kabbalistic perception of Sefirot, albeit with no reference to the above-mentioned 
passage of Philo or to Rabad's text. On Philo and the Kabbalah on the problem of divine attributes, see the remarks of 
Patai, The Hebrew Goddess, pp. 76, 119120. This author conceived the Philonic attributes as corresponding to 
masculine and feminine categories, an issue neither explicit in Philo nor discussed in Richard A. Baer's monograph 
Philo's Use of Categories Male and Female (Leiden, 1970). Were Patai correct, the affinity between Philo and Rabad 
would be even greater.

176. See below, n. 186.

177. See Gedaliahu G. Stroumsa, "Le Couple de l'ange et de l'esprittraditions juives et chrétiennes," Revue Biblique 
88 (1981): 42, 4647, 5355.

178. Ibid., p. 46.

179. Shoher* Tov, on Psalm 27:

In Midrash Tehilim on the same psalm, the version is:
  



< previous page page_339 next page >



< previous page page_340 next page >
Page 340

180. See, for example, the phrases:

181. Compare the use of the word parsopa by the Syrian theologian John the Solitary. According to A. de Halleux, 
this term "applique a la manière d'être et d'agir du Saveur": see his "Jean le Solitaire," Le Museon 94 (1981): 10.

182. See Leviticus Rabbah, ed. M. Margaliot (Jerusalem, 1972), p. 26; Midrash Exodus Rabbah, ed. A. Shinan 
(Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, 1984), p. 160. In these texts, the term du-parzufim * relates to the twofold action of the 
divine voice; cf. Ze'ev Gries, "From Myth to Ethos" (in Hebrew), in Nation and History, ed. S. Ettinger (Jerusalem, 
1984) 3:121122.

183. See Mi-Kadmoniyot ha-Yehudim, pp. 139140.

184. See Twersky, Rabad of Posquières, p. 34.

185. See the hypothesis of Isaac Baer, "The Service of the Sacrifice," pp. 101104, who has already adumbrated the 
possibility that ancient concepts of the cherubim and the divine attributes influenced early Kabbalah; however, he did 
not analyze either R. Abraham's view or that of Midrash Tadshe. Moreover, Baer's views seem to have been largely 
ignored by the scholars of Kabbalah.

186. Pesikta de-R. Kahana, ed. Buber, fol. 162a:

See A. Marmorstein, The Old Rabbinic Doctrine of God (Oxford, 1927), 1:44; and the passage we quoted above 
from Philo; and N. A. Dahl and A. F. Segal, "Philo and the Rabbis on the Names of God," Journal for the Study 
of Judaism 9 (1978): 128. Compare also the words of Rabad's grandson, R. Asher ben David, Commentary of 
Thirteen Attributes, p. 18:

See also the Ashkenazic Hasidic* text printed by Dan, Esoteric Theology, p. 122.

187. See Isa. 26:21; the verse continues, "to punish the inhabitants of the earth."

188. Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 49b:

The sages cited by Recanati seem to be Midrash Tadshe; see n. 155 above. Compare also Sha'arey Zedek* from 
Abulafia's school, MS Jerusalem, 8° 148, fol. 50a:

189. See Altmann, "The Question of Authorship," p. 410.

190. Ibid., pp. 274275, 410.

191. Sukkah 5b:  See Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," p. 130.



192. Ibid.:

193. Gerhard Scholem, Einige Kabbalistische Handschriften im Britischen Museum (Jerusalem, 1932), pp. 1921; 
Altmann, "The Question of Authorship," pp. 274, 410.

194. Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 1:110111, 157.

195. Ibid., p. 111.
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196. A third possibility would be that there were two distinct traditions already existing in the thirteenth century, and 
they were used by various Kabbalists with no need to reinterpret either one of them. This alternative seems as 
reasonable as the other two.

197. Zohar III, 141b:

198. Gen. 2:7.

199. It may be that the yod also points to "ten," that is, the decad that presumably composes the divine structures; see 
n. 53 above.

200. Batey Midrashot, Wertheimer, II, p. 412:

See also R. Yehudah Hadassi, Eshkol ha-Kofer, fol. 36c; Chap. IV, n. 24 above.

201. Zohar III, 141b.

Compare Zohar III, 117a, where the motif of du-parzufim * is obvious, but is treated in a classical rabbinic way.

202. R. Simeon ibn Lavi, Ketem Paz, fol. 27c; on "the depths of nothingness," see below, Chap. VIII.

203. Scholem, Kabbalah, pp. 96116; Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 22331, 404411; Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 
1:95117, 131161; Hava Tirosh-Rothschild, "Sefirot as the Essence of God in the Writings of David Messer Leon," 
AJSreview 78 (198283): 409425; Idel, "Between the Views of Sefirot as Essence and Instruments"; Ben Shlomo, The 
Mystical Theology of R. Moses Cordovero; Rachel Elior, The Theory of Divinity of Hasidut Habad (in Hebrew), pp. 
78118.

204. See Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," p. 239.

205. The anthropological conception of the Sefirot, which will be treated at the end of this chapter, is characteristic 
of the ecstatic Kabbalah, and seems to have been a product of the last quarter of the thirteenth century.

206. Commentary on Sefer Yezirah*, p. 6:

207. Ibid., pp. 89, and the quotation in the name of "the Hasid*," that is, R. Isaac, in MS Paris 353, fol. 30b31a. See 
Scholem, "An Inquiry in the Kabbalah of R. Isaac ben Jacob Hacohen," Tarbiz* 2 (1931): 419; 3 (1932): 37, 42.

208. Keter Shem Tov, in Ma'or va-Shemesh, fol. 25a; this text was quoted by a long series of Kabbalists.

209. . I assume that R. Shem Tov's intention is to again refer to the relationship between two strata in 
Godhead, just as he does immediately thereafter when he mentions the "burning coal"'Eiyn Sofand the "flame"the 
Sefirot. However, the elaboration on Godhead as intellect in Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, Chap. 2, does not refer to the 
"intelligible.''

210. On the connection between these works, see Gottlieb, The Kabbalah of R. Bahya*, pp. 249259.



211. Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 28a, 49a:
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212. Ibid., fol. 6b:

213. Compare R. Joseph ibn Zaddik *, 'Olam Katan II:2; R. Yehudah ha-Levi, Kuzari IV:3.

214. Scholem, "The Authentic Commentary on Sefer Yezirah* of Nahmanides*," p. 418:

215. Ibid., p.418 n. 3; p. 419 n. 1.

216. Printed in Scholem, CCCH, pp. 205206:

217. Ezek. 1:26.

218. Compare n. 213 above.

219. Nahmanides several times uses the phrase 'ezem* ha-kavod, referring to each of the Sefirot. See Scholem, "The 
Authentic Commentary on Sefer Yezirah of Nahmanides,' pp. 402404; see also R. 'Ezra's Commentary on Song of 
Songs in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, p. 478.

220. Ta'amey ha-Mizvot*, quoted by R. Yehudah Hayyat* in Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 30a:

Ibid.:

Ibid.:

See also Recanati's Commentary on Prayer, MS New York, JTS 1887, fol. 137b. Recanati also rejects the 
formula:

See ibid., fol. 30a, 31a, 35a.

221. Ibid., fol. 30a, 35b.

222. Recanati uses terms characteristic of the 'Iyyun circle, such as "Soul of Souls," and even quotes the Book of 
'Iyyun.



223. See Idel, "Between the Views of Sefirot as Essence and Instruments," pp. 104105.

224. See below, par. IV, sec. 3.

225. Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 5b7a:

226. Ibid., fol. 36b.

227. (London, 1911), p. 113.

228. Cf. Ezek. 1:14.

229. On contemplation in water, see M. Idel, "The Metamorphosis of an Ancient Technique of Prophetic Vision in 
the Middle Ages" (in Hebrew), Sinai 86 (1980): 17.

230. This work was identified by Gershom Scholem, "Eine unbekannte mystische Schrift des Mose de Leon," MWGJ 
71 (1927): 109123; the text translated above is printed at pp. 118119 n. 5. Scholem has already adduced most of the 
parallel texts from the Zohar and
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Shekel ha-Kodesh; we may add to his list de Leon's Commentary on the Merkavah (printed in Idel, 
"Metamorphosis of an Ancient Technique," p. 5), and an interesting parallel in ibn Gabbay's 'Avodat ha-Kodesh 
IV, 19, fol. 128b. See also Chap. V, n. 230, above.

231. See Zohar I, 41b; Zohar Hadash * 39d.

232. Shekel ha-Kodesh, p. 123. Interestingly, ibn Gabbay has already adduced these two types of mystical 
contemplation together: see n. 230 above.

233. Zohar I, 42a, 97a-b; II, 23b.

234. Compare Gershom Scholem, "Das Ringen zwischen dem Biblishen Gott und dem Gott Plotins in der Alten 
Kabbala," Eranosjahrbuch 33 (1964): 4748.

235. See Chap. IX, sec. IV; on sefirotic dynamism, see also Chap. VIII, sec. II. On the emphasis on dynamism in 
Jewish theology generally, as opposed to Christian theology, see Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition (Chicago 
and London, 1971), 1:22.

236. Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 293315, 404411; Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 1:95117, 131161.

237. Margaliot, par. 57, p. 26:

238. Exod. 31:7.

239. Cf. Berakhot 57a: kelim na'im. Compare, however, Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, p. 93, where he 
adduces a Gnostic parallel from the Valentinian school: "vas pretiosum." As the Hebrew phrase of the Bahir is 
identical to the expression used in this talmudic passage, I doubt that the Kabbalistic treatise draws upon the Gnostic 
source.

240. Margaliot, par. 158, p. 68:

241. Compare Margaliot, par. 8182, p. 36:

The relationship between the six days of Creation and the six Sefirot was crucial for the later emergence of the 
doctrine of shemitot, each ruled by a Sefirah, which were dominant for seven thousand years, each of which was 
considered as a "day." See the interesting discussion of R. 'Ezra of Gerona, Commentary on Song of Songs, in 
Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, p. 511.

242. Commentary on Song of Songs, Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, p. 482:

See also p. 511.

243. The Commentary on the Tetragrammaton, p. 8:



244. Namely, the divine influx either operating or operating through the six extremitiesHesed*, Gevurah, Nezah*, 
Hod, Yesod, Malkhutafter it descended through the "medial line," that is, Tiferet.

245. Commentary on Talmudic Aggadah, MS Vatican 294, fol. 37b:

246. Gen. 2:1.
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247. Obviously a pun upon va-yekhulukelim. I assume that the "desire" to create is also derived from va-
yekhuluunderstood as "he longed for."

248. See n. 247 above.

249. The six extremities were connected to the sixth day, when the Creation was completed: see, for example, R. 
Bahya * ben Asher, Commentary on the Pentateuch, ed. Chavel, I, p. 52.

250. See also the commentary on the Bahir, 'Or ha-Ganuz, probably written by R. Joseph Ashkenazi, on par. 57, 
where he explicitly identifies kelim with the six extremities viewed as vessels.

251. Margaliot, par. 159, p. 69.

252. Compare also to Margaliot, par. 23, pp. 1112.

253. Compare to Margaliot, par. 178, p. 78, where a related type of symbolism occurs, based upon Song of Songs 
4:15: "A fountain of gardens, a well of living waters."

254. Commentary on Tetragrammaton, p. 8:

This comparison of the seven Sefirot and the inner spirit to the prophet and the divine spirit could be influenced 
by the Bahir, Margaliot, par. 174, p. 76, where man is described as possessing six extremities and an additional 
entity, that is, seven. See also R. Asher's observation in his Commentary on the Thirteen Attributes, p. 13:

See also below Chap. 7, n. 51.

255. On this motif, see Idel, "Music and Prophetic Kabbalah," p. 155 nn. 1824.

256. Commentary on Song of Songs, in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, pp. 507, 513.

257. Bahir, Margaliot, par. 174, p. 76:

See also ibid., par. 82, p. 36:

On the connection between the extremities and man, see Sanhedrin 38b, using the verse in Deut. 4:32.

258. This metaphor was employed by most of the Kabbalists, who considered the Sefirot as instruments.

259. Commentary on the Tetragrammaton, p. 1; see also Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 74a, where this metaphor is 
employed as part of an "essential" view.



260. Commentary on Song of Songs, in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, pp. 488, 513.

261. See also R. Joshu'a ben Nahmias*'s Migdol Yeshu'ot, MS Mussaiof 122, fol. 30a:

262. See Recanati, in his Ta'amey ha-Mizvot*, quoted by R. Yehudah Hayyat* in Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 34a:

Compare also to 'Avot de R. Nathan (Schechter's edition), version I, Chap. 38, p. 111.
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263. Ibid., fol. 34b:

See also the Nahmanidean * tradition that the three higher Sefirot are not referred to by the term day, which is 
limited to the seven lower ones. Cf., for example, R. Isaac of Acre, Mei'rat 'Eynaim, p 14:

See also ibid., p. 12:

Compare the view of the Shi'ur Komah as the seven lower Sefirot to the view of man in connection with the 
seven extremities, n. 257 above.

264. For the present, no "instrumental" role of the Sefirot can be found in the extant material of R. Isaac the Blind, 
the teacher of both R. 'Ezra and R. Asher. We may therefore assume that this conception of the Sefirot is a later 
development in Provençal and Catalan Kabbalah, induced by the appearance of the Bahir. R. Isaac, for example, 
does not use the simile of the bunch found in the works of two of his followers.

265. See Idel, "We Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on This," pp. 56ff.

266. MS Vatican 431, fol. 4b:

267. See Frank Talmage, ed., The Polemical Writings of Profiat Duran (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1981), p. 12.

268. Ibid., pp. 1213.

269. Ta'amey ha-Mizvot*, quoted by R. Yehudah Hayyat*, in Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 35ab; this is analyzed in M. 
Idel, "Attributes and Sefirot in Kabbalistic Theology" (forthcoming).

270. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 143; on Abulafia's view of Sefirot, see below, sec. 4d; see also Sha'arey Zedek*, 
from Abulafia's school, MS Jerusalem 8° 148, fol. 44b:

See also in ibn Latif; cf. Heller-Wilensky, "Isaac ibn LatifPhilosopher or Kabbalist?" p. 214.

271. Alexander Altmann, "Moses Narboni's 'Epistle on Shi'ur Qomah' " in Jewish Medieval and Renaissance Studies 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1967), p. 245.

272. Sefer ha-'Ikkarim II, Chap. 11.

273. Herbert A. Davidson, The Philosophy of Abraham Shalom (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1964), p. 12.

274. See H. A. Wolfson, "Extradeical and Intradeical Interpretations of Platonic Ideas," in Religious Philosophy 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1965), p. 37.

275. Giuseppe Sermoneta, "Jehudah ben Moseh ben Daniel Romano, Traducteur de Saint Thomas," in Hommage à 
Georges Vajda, ed. G. Nahon and C. Touati (Louvain, 1980), p. 246. Romano was no doubt influenced by Aquinas' 
discussions of intradivine ideas.



276. Responsa of Abravanel to R. Saul ha-Cohen (Venice, 1574), fol. 12d. In another work, Mif'alot 'Elohim 
(Lemberg, 1863), fol. 6162, Abravanel considers the Sefirot identical with Godhead, sharing the same essence.
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277. See Tirosh-Rothschild, "Sefirot as the Essence of God," pp. 422424, and see n. 275 above.

278. Idel, "The Magical and Neoplatonic Interpretations," pp. 227, 242 n. 234.

279. Ibid., p. 227.

280. Ibid., pp. 225226.

281. Sefer ha-Shem, quoted and analyzed in Dan, Esoteric Theology, p. 95:

Compare also below, Chap VII, n. 128, where Midrash Tadshea work quoted by R. Eleazar of Worms (see n. 
158 above)envisions the Sefirot as entities sustaining the world, not as instruments of creation.

282. Hanyyato * term borrowed from Heikhalot literature.

283. See Dan, Esoteric Theology, p. 97.

284. Ibid., p. 97; Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," p. 278.

285. MS Oxford Christ Church 198, fol. 73b; MS Moscow 131, fol. 186b:

286. The metaphor of the juice and the clusters is used by a contemporary of R. Barzilai, R. Asher ben David, in 
order to describe the relationship between the divine influx and the Sefirot qua vessels; see Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 
311312.

287. Zurat* ha-'Olam, ed. Z. Stern (Vienna, 1860), p. 5:

Compare the texts of R. Eleazar of Worms, cited by Dan, Esoteric Theology, p. 97; Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," 
pp. 261 n. 110, 278279.

288. Ibid., p. 25:

289. Ibid., p. 29:

See also p. 18.

290. MS Vatican 441, fol. 112a:

On this treatise, see Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 260262.



291. On the question of the authorship of this treatise, see Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 7274.

292. MS München 10, fol. 155b156a:

293. Ibid., fol. 156a:

294. Ibid., fol. 156a:

295. On the "Sefirot of the soul," see ibid., fol. 130a and paragraph 4d.
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296. Heller-Wilensky, "Isaac ibn LatifPhilosopher or Kabbalist?" pp. 202203.

297. See Mafteah * ha-Re'ayon, MS Oxford 1658, fol. 61a; Sefer ha-Heshek*, MS New York, JTS 1801, fol. 10a.

298. Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed, fol. 30c; Ginnat 'Egoz, fol. 52d, 54b, 66cd, 67c. Some hints of the 
immanence of the Sefirot in the world occur in Ginnat 'Egoz, fol. 52d, 53b.

299. MS München 10, fol. 156a.

300. On Sefirot in man, see the short remark of R. Eleazar of Worms, Sefer ha-Shem, MS New York, JTS fol. 3b:

"And man, who consists of twenty-two Sefirot, and the year, which consists of twenty-two Sefirot, all of them 
depend upon the Unique One, the governor of the world."

301. MS Paris BN 774, fol. 172a:

Compare also to Abulafia's 'Imrey Shefer, MS Paris BN 777, p. 56:

Note: Abulafia uses the same verb, kolel, as used by Kabbalists since R. 'Ezra: see n. 45 above. I tend to assume 
that Abulafia reflects a mystical tradition independent from that of R. 'Ezra.

302. YodI suppose that Abulafia hints here to two decads, the spiritual and corporeal, since the spelling out of yod in 
full, in lieu of Y, suggests the numerical value of twenty. Compare Abulafia's Mafteah ha-Sefirot, MS Milano-
Ambrosiana 53, fol 156b:

As is evident from the context, the 'anokhi of the first commandment is seen as referring to both God and man, 
the latter being described as "an inverted tree." See also Chap. IV, near nn. 2427.

303. MS Paris BN 774, fol. 172a:

See also Sha'arey Zedek*, MS Jerusalem 8° 148, fol. 37b:

Thus, the ten lower Sefirot are the microanthropos, as against the divine macroanthropos.

304. Ibid., p. 48b; see Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 260261.

305. Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 20:



306. On this phraseits source and occurrence in Abulafiasee Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica," nn. 4547.

307. On this view of the active intellect as an entity existing in the human spirit, not only in cosmic spirituality, see 
Abulafia's 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican 233, fol. 119a. This understanding of the concept of active intellect is probably 
the result of the influence of the scholastic Christian concept of active intellect.
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308. Namely, the knots of the "compound entity"that is, man; see also below, n. 347.

309. See "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah," Jellinek, Auswahl, pp. 2021:

See also ibid., p. 27.

310. Ibid., pp. 1617, corrected according to MS New York, JTS 1887:

311. On this concept see George Margoliouth, "The Doctrine of the Ether in the Kabbalah," JQR o.s. 20 (1908): 
825861. Particularly interesting is the fact that the relatively rare phrase, 'Avir Kadmon, also occurs in an anonymous 
Kabbalistic commentary on prayer that is closely related to Abulafia's ecstatic Kabbalah: see ibid., p. 834; and also 
Gan Na'ul, MS München 58, fol. 336a.

312. On the symbolic tendency of theosophical Kabbalah as evaluated by Abulafia, see Chap. IX, n. 4.

313. See also "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah," Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 16:

Thus, Abulafia again asserts that, as a Kabbalist focusing on the divine names, he does not understand the 
names of the Sefirot as the theosophical Kabbalah does.

314. 'Omek. On the occurrence of this noun in connection with divine names, see Chap. V, nn. 168, 170.

315. This description of ecstatic Kabbalah is very characteristic of Abulafia; compare, for example, to 'Or ha-Sekhel, 
MS Vatican 233, fol. 115a.

Or ibid.:

See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica," n. 38, and Chap. IX, n. 16.

316. Abulafia uses two termsyir'ah or reverence, and pahad *, or fearin order to refer to the Sefirot of Gevurah. Both 
terms are common symbols of this Sefirot.



317. The seventh Sefirah is regularly referred to as Nezah*, but Abulafia uses the form Nizahon*, which is quite 
unusual, in order to relate this quality to human action. Nezah would be improper, since its literal meaning, eternity, 
is difficult to integrate into his "anthropoic" scheme; see, however, his usage of Nezah in Mafteah* ha-Sefirot, 
quoted below, n. 322.
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318. 'Azmo *; I prefer the rendering as "his essence," although the meaning is not clear. According to the Sefirotic 
scheme, this term refers to the Sefirah of Yesod, although I have never found such a symbolic interpretation for 
'ezem*. In several symbolic systems, 'Ezem* ha-Shamayim designates the Sefirot Nezah* and Hod.

319. I added this phrase from MS New York, JTS 1887; Yesod is an explicitly male-functioning divine power, but is 
only rarely referred to as bridegroom, a common symbol of Tiferet. Nevertheless, in the writings of Abulafia's 
contemporary, R. Joseph of Hamadan, hatan* recurs several times as a major symbol of Yesod.

320. In print , which is meaningless; see the text quoted in n. 370 below.

321. See 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican 233, fol. 15a, where the human intellectual and divine intellectual loves (cf. n. 
315 above) and the human and divine existences are referred to respectively as bride and bridegroom. See also Chap. 
IX, n. 16, where God and Knesset Israelthat is, the perfect manare allegorically alluded to by the Song of Songs. See 
also the text printed in n. 333 below.

322. MS Milano-Ambrosiana 53, fol. 155b156a:

323.  was previously used by Abulafia as a name for God, or 'Eiyn Sof. It seems that in this phrase, 
Sefirot stands for "numbers," as it does regularly in Abulafia's works.

324. A pun upon "justice" and "right," which, in Hebrew, are expressed by the same root.

325. Gedulah, interpreted immediately afterward as human thought.

326. See n. 323 above; the similarity between man and God is an important issue in a relatively long discussion, 
which I eliminated from this quotation and will deal with elsewhere.

327. Tiferet: Abulafia plays on various symbols of this Sefirot, such as Ya'akov and 'Emet, but interprets Tiferet as 
human boasting, again a pun on the Hebrew root pe'er, which can also denote splendor.

328. Compare Abulafia's description of himself in "Ve-zot li-Yihudah," Jellinek, Auswahl, pp. 1819 (corrected 
according to MS New York, JTS 1887):

See also below, near n. 389.

329. Micah 7:20.
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330. In a passage I omitted, Abulafia described Jacob as standing above the twelve constellations, MS Milano-
Ambrosiana 53, fol. 155b:

On the subduing of the planets, see also Gan Na'ul, MS München 58, fol. 335b.

331. Num. 27:20.

332. Perhaps connected to the verse Psalms 150:6:

333. MS Sassoon 56, fol. 33a:

Compare Abulafia's statement that man ought to cleave to every Sefirah to the similar view of an obscure 
Kabbalist, R. Joseph ben Hayyim *, who is reported to have maintained that:

"All that the Creator, blessed be his name, commanded to us to cleave to him, . . . Therefore, I shall explain the 
[meaning of] the ten Sefirot, the universal and divine ones, according to the Kabbalah, in order that [you] will 
cleave to them . . . and by his cleaving to them, the divine and holy spirit will enter him, also into his senses and 
movements" (MS New York, JTS 1885, fol. 74b75a). Remarkably, after this text, the same Kabbalist also 
discusses the ten Sefirot as human activities, in the vein of the passage from Abulafia's "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah," 
ibid., fol. 75a-b. On the relationship between cleaving and the divine spirit, see Chap. III, n. 12.

334. See Abulafia's Gan Na'ul, MS British Library, OR. 13136, fol. 4b:

In the version copied in Sefer ha-Peliah I, fol. 73c is slightly corrupted: mahutam.

335. See ibid.:

The version in MS München 58, fol. 320b, is slightly different.



336. Compare to Abulafia's Gan Na'ul, MS British Library, OR. 13136, fol 3a:

Therefore, the focus of Kabbalistic activity is not the Sefirot, but their names, which
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enable the Kabbalist to attain devekut. Moreover, as in the epistle, the human attributes are mentioned as the 
means of receiving the divine emanations. This text was copied anonymously in Sefer ha-Peliah, I, fol. 72a, 
with slight variations.

337. Lehitboded: On the meaning of this verb as ''to concentrate" in Abulafia's works, see Idel, "Hitbodedut as 
Concentration," pp. 4145, esp. p. 44 n. 51.

338. The awareness of the source of revelation or inspiration is important in Abulafia: see the text translated in 
Scholem, Major Trends, p. 140.

339. These three levels of the letter are also explicitly connected to Abulafia's mystical technique in his other works; 
see Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. I.

340. The meaning of these letters is not entirely clear; I assume that they stand for the forms emanated onto the lower 
world.

341. The Hebrew text seems to be corrupted here, as in other parts of this epistle.

342. On the kiss as an allegory of union, see above, Chap. III, sec. III.

343. See n. 319 above.

344. 'Azmah *; see n. 318 above.

345. Nizkarim le-tovah; probably by the bridegroom, namely the active intellect or God.

346. Namely, the human and separate spiritual forces that, prior to devekut, were divided.

347. I suppose this refers to the human spiritual forces from the corporeal forces; see the text referred to in nn. 308, 
328 above.

348. An obvious reference to the transmutation of the human into the Divine. Abulafia's type of mysticism, which 
presupposes the possibility of a radical change of the human into the Divine, is also evident in other texts: see, for 
example, Chap. IV, nn. 19, 21, 29. Cf. the relevant description of the "Great Work" mysticism in Underhill's 
Mysticism, pp. 128129, group C, which indeed approximates the Abulafian experience.

349. On this metaphor, see Chap. III, n. 85; Chap. IV, nn. 62, 85.

350. Nafsho, an Arabism introduced by Tibbonian translations.

351. Exod. 26:6.

352. Zech. 14:9.

353. Abulafia viewed the future perfect state when the excellency of the Tetragrammaton would be recognized: see 
Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and the Pope," pp. 1214.

354. Ezek. 37:17.

355. Compare Gan Na'ul, MS München 58, fol. 335b:

356. This motif recurs in Abulafia's writings; see, for example, Hayye* ha-Nefesh, MS München 408, fol. 70a, which 
will be elaborated elsewhere; see also below, Chap. IX, near n. 26.



357. See, for example, the emphasis on this view in Cordovero's Pardes Rimmonim, I, 5; xxxi, 1. Even his 
conception of the necessity to imitate the qualities of the Sefirot in human acts, as he presents them in Tomer 
Devorah, is an application of the theosophical structure to man's behavior. For Abulafia, however, the understanding 
of the names of Sefirot as primarily pointing to human activities, ignoring their theosophical meanings, is presented 
as the higher understanding of them.

358. Compare Abulafia's "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah," Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 27, to MS München 10, fol. 130a, 156a. See 
also Sefer 'Even Sappir, written under the influence of Abulafian
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Kabbalah, by R. Elnathan ben Moshe Kalkish, MS Paris, BN 727, fol. 158a158b; Idel, The Mystical Experience 
in Abraham Abulafia, pp. 9495.

359. Commentary on Sefer Yezirah *, fol. 22c-d, 24c25a.

360. See Idel, "Between the Views of Sefirot as Essence and Instruments," pp. 106111.

361. See Liebes, "Zaddik* Yesod 'Olam," pp. 81 nn. 5355, 85 n. 85, remarks that there are some psychological and 
epistemological terms in Nathan of Gaza's presentation of his theosophical system. However, no psychologization of 
theosophy is to be found there, since the processes dealt with by Nathan take place in Godhead, not in man's 
consciousness or activity.

362. See Idel, "Perceptions of the Kabbalah," par. I.

363. On the psychological turn in Hasidism*, see Scholem, Explications and Implications, pp. 357358.

364. See Idel, "Perceptions of Kabbalah," where another instance of Abulafian influence on Hasidism was noted, 
concerning the peculiar concept of language.

365. See, however, Liebes's opinion, in "Zaddik Yesod 'Olam," p. 81, that the Hasidic* interest in psychological 
terms represents a broadening of a Sabbatian phenomenon.

366. Toldot Ya'akov Yoseph, fol. 86a:

Compare also to his Zafnat* Pa'aneah*, fol. 31a:

Compare also Louis Jacobs, Hasidic Prayer (New York, 1928), pp. 7577, and see Chap. III, n. 75, where 
"delight" is connected to worship, and Chap. VIII, n. 227.

According to a remarkable passage in the writings of R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev, the study of the Torah brings 
the mind of the scholars into the "world of delight"'olam ha-Ta'anugwhich is identical with the Sefirah of 
Binah; cf. Kedushat ha-Levi, fol. 123 cd. This master confines the perception of delight only to the realm of 
worship, as any unholy activity can prevent man from enjoying the delight descending from the Divine.

367. Namely, the divine configuration corresponding to the Sefirah of Hokhmah*; the reference to Hokhmah as 
"thought" or as the "world of thought" is characteristic of some Hasidic mystics.

368. Cf. Tikkuney Zohar 19, fol. 38a.

369. I did not find a symbolic usage of the term ta'anug in theosophical Kabbalah. According to Sefer ha-Bahìr, 
Margaliot, par. 71, p. 31, it stands for an emotional event, but not as a symbol. Compare also Chap. III, n. 42.

370. MS München 408, fol. 65b:

371.  See also Abulafia's 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican 233, fol. 115a; see also Idel, The 
Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. IV.

372. See n. 319 above.



373. 'Or ha-'Emet, fol. 36c-d:
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Compare also Dov Baer's disciple, R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev, Kedushat ha-Levi, fol. 109b, and the quotation in 
the name of R. Abraham ha-Mal'akh, R. Dov Baer's son, adduced by R. Abraham Hayyim * in Peri Hayyim 
(Safed, n.d.), fol. 2c:

See also R. Reuven Horowitz's Dudaim ba-Sadeh, fol. 3a:

374. Printed in Mordecai Wilensky, Hasidim* and Mitnaggedim (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1970), 2:164.

375. Nikhlal ba-'Adam; this phrase recurs in Lurianic sources. See above, n. 58, and Wilensky, ibid., p. 160.

376. 'Attika Kaddisha, the first configuration.

377. 'Arikh 'Anpin: the second configuration.

378. See above, n. 194.

379. In the Lurianic system Jacob does not stand for a configuration, distinct from Ze'ir'Anpin.

380. Each of them is a configuration: the fifth and third ones, respectively.

381. Middat ha-'adam ve-kohotav*; this phrase seems a terminus technicum. The phrase middat ha-'adam occurs 
alone several times in R. David's work; see Wilensky, Hasidim and Mitnaggedim, pp. 165, 167.

382. Wilensky, ibid., p. 167.

383. Compare the interesting essay of R. J. Zwi Werblowsky, "Some Psychological Aspects of Kabbalah," Harvest 3 
(1956): 7796; cf. the opinions of F. C. Burkitt, Church and Gnosis (Cambridge, 1932), pp. 4142, and E. R. Dodds, 
Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (New York and London, 1970), pp. 1820, who regard the Gnostic 
mythologies as hypostatization of the Gnostics' inner experiences.

384. Wilensky, Hasidim and Mitnaggedim, pp. 167168.

385. Ibid., p. 160.

386. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 185191. Abulafia may be considered by all standards to be an extreme 
allegorist, even in comparison with those most criticized as such among the philosophers.

387. See Chap. III, n. 152.

388. Pp. 4546. On the first part of this passage, see Chap. X.

389. Compare above, n. 328.



390. Hakor* u-vahon bahen; cf. Sefer Yezirah* I, 4, on the ten Sefirot.

391. See Chap. IX, sec. II (5).

392. This issue will be treated in detail elsewhere.
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393. On the experiential aspect of Kabbalistic symbolism, see Chap. IX. See also, especially, the emphasis on this 
matter in Eliade's studies in generalfor example, his "Methodological Remarks on the Study of Religious 
Symbolism," in The History of ReligionsEssays in Methodology (Chicago, 1959), pp. 102103, and n. 383 above.

394. See below, Chaps. VIIVIII.

395. See Scholem, Kabbalah, pp. 144152; Joseph ben Shelomo, "The Problem of Pantheism in the Theistic 
Mysticism of R. Moses Cordovero and Meister Eckhardt" (in Hebrew), in Revelation, Faith, Reason (Ramat Gan, 
1976), pp. 7186.

396. See above, par. 4.

397. See Schatz-Uffenheimer, Quietistic Elements, Chap. 8; Buber, Hasidism *, pp. 134135.

398. See Idel, "Types of Redemptive Activities," pp. 254263.

399. See Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi*, pp. 303304.

400. See Scholem, Messianic Idea in Judaism, p. 34; Scholem, Major Trends, p. 20; Idel, "Types of Redemptive 
Activities," p. 273 n. 85. Scholem, however, attributed special importance to the trauma of the Expulsion from Spain 
for the formation of Lurianic Kabbalah; see Major Trends, pp. 248250. See M. Idel, "Particularism and Universalism 
in Kabbalah: 14801650," presented at a symposium on the sixteenth and seventeeth centuries held at the Van Leer 
Institute in Jerusalem, January 1986, and Chap. X below.

401. Weinstock, Studies in Jewish Philosophy and Mysticism, pp. 153241.

402. This view is obviously connected to the above-mentioned view of the seven lower Sefirot as appointed on the 
Creation of the world.

403. See Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, pp. 811814.

Chapter 7

1. Scholem, On the Kabbalah, pp. 132133; the emphasis is in the original. Compare also ibid., pp. 94, 98, and below, 
sec. IV; see also Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 2930.

2. Compare, however, Scholem, Major Trends, p. 31. There he affirms that Aggadah includes mythical elements; on 
p. 35, he asserts that there were no mythical elements in the inner experience of ancient Jewish mystics; see also 
Scholem, On the Kabbalah, pp. 98, 120121.

3. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 34, and Tishby, The Doctrine of Evil, pp. 6061. Recently, a rather extreme description 
of the nature of Jewish mysticism has been articulated by Joseph Dan, Jewish Mysticism and Jewish Ethics (Seattle 
and London, 1986), p. 2. Kabbalah allegedly includes "many extreme, radical and even seemingly heretical schools 
of thought," which, according to him, were integratedenigmatically"into a constructive, traditional ethics." This 
characterization seems to be a radicalization of Scholem's views, going far beyond the facts.

4. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 35, and Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, p. 211. See also Katz, Halakhah and 
Kabbalah, p. 12, where he even sees an essential contradiction between these two domains.

5. Chap. VI, sec. I.

6. Compare to Dan's theory that the theosophical system emerged in order to solve the contradiction between the 
philosophical and traditional concepts of God. However, as we have seen in Chap. VI, it is doubtful whether the 
twelfth- and thirteenth-century
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Kabbalists were the first to introduce innovations in theosophy; cf. J. Dan, "The Emergence of Mystical Prayer," 
in Studies in Jewish Mysticism, ed. J. Dan and F. Talmage (Cambridge, Mass., 1982), pp. 102ff.; see also Idel, 
"Maimonides and the Kabbalah," par. 1.

7. Compare Baer, Israel among the Nations, pp. 103104, who emphasized mythical aspects of the halakhah; and 
Jacob Neusner, A History of the Mishnaic Law of Purities (Leiden, 1976), pp. 220231, in which the author proposes a 
peculiar understanding of Mishnaic ritual as incorporating mythical elements. See also Isadore Twersky, "The 
Shulhan 'Arukh," Judaism 16 (1967): 156 nn. 38, 41, who regards halakhah as the medium for discovering God's 
glory.

8. A tacit assumption of Katz, Halakhah and Kabbalah, is the existence from the beginning, of two different 
domains, halakhah versus Kabbalah, which sometimes were competing. Although such a competition indeed arose in 
later texts, I suppose that it is part of the independent development of Kabbalah, which gradually became less and 
less dependent on both halakhah and Aggadah.

9. Compare, however, Katz, Halakhah and Kabbalah, p. 12, who asserts that the ultimate goal of Kabbalah had no 
affinity to halakhah, emphasizing its autonomy. On the problem of the interrelationship between theosophy and 
theurgy, see also below, Chap. X.

10. Compare also the understanding of the Christian sacraments qua theurgical in Pseudo-Dionysios, where they 
facilitate the relationship between man and the Divine: cf. Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical 
Tradition (Oxford, 1981), pp. 163164; for Pseudo-Dionysios, the theurgical nature of the sacraments is a matter of 
institution rather than of an "occult sympathy between the material elements used and the constitution of the divine." 
This understanding of the Christian ritual is partially similar to the nature of the Jewish commandments; in both 
cases, human activity, not only certain material, is important for establishing a connection between man and the 
Divine. For a more mystical conception of theurgy, see A. J. Festugière, "Contemplation philosophique et art 
theurgique chez Proclus," in Etudes de philosophie grecque (Paris, 1971), pp. 585596.

11. See, for example, E. R. Dodds, "Theurgy and Its Relationship to Neoplatonism," Journal of Roman Studies 38 
(1947): 6162. Curiously, Buber, Hasidism *, pp. 142144, fails to distinguish between magic and Kabbalistic theurgy, 
envisioning Kabbalah, in general, and the Kabbalistic kavvanot, in particular, as transforming mystery into magic. 
Compare also below, Chap. IX, n. 75.

12. See Cohen, The Shi'ur Qomah: Liturgy and Theurgy, pp. 110, 116118.

13. See, for example, Deut. 10:17, Psalms 147:5.

14. Urbach, The Sages, pp. 8086; Baer, "The Service of Sacrifice," pp. 148149. It is worth remarking that, although 
the name Gevurah recurs also in Heikhalot literature, there it is never part of a theurgical view, as happens in the 
midrashic literature. Compare, for example, Ma'aseh Merkavah, printed by Scholem in Jewish Gnosticism, p. 113, 
where the phrase appears:

namely, "the power of the Dynamis who is your father in heaven." In the midrashic literature, man adds power 
to the supernal Dynamis; here, it is referred to as independent of man, which seems to remain constant forever; 
cf. p. 115:
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Compare, on the same page

"the attendant angels . . . are praising your Dynamis." However, the verb megaddelim, rendered here as "are 
praising," may also be understood as "are aggrandizing," though this sense is less appropriate in the specific 
context.

15. The bibliography on this important subject is astonishingly poor: see Urbach, The Sages, pp. 9596, and compare 
n. 48 below.

16. Sec. 26, ed. Mandelbaum, pp. 379380; compare 'Eikhah Rabbati 1, 35.

17. Job 17.9.

18. Deut. 33:21.

19. Num. 14:7. Compare also the use of this verse in Shabbat 89a.

20. The omitted passage will be discussed below.

21. Deut. 32:18.

22. Psalms 60:14.

23. Na'asah, like the form 'oseh above (n. 18) is understood, according to the context, as actually creating the power 
or justice of God, or in God. For the use of this verb in Kabbalah, see Chap. VIII on 'asa 'o or 'asa 'ani, nn. 85, 100.

24. Kivyakhol; see A. Marmorstein, The Old Rabbinic Doctrine of God (London, 1937), 2:131.

25. Lam. 1:6.

26. On divine will as commandments, see the Targum to Song of Songs 1:15, where Ra'ayati is translated as:

In Midrash Rabbah it stands for commandments. Ra'yati is understood as "my will," an interesting 
hermeneutical tour de force, given the conspicuous affinity between the roots r'h and rzh *.

27. Lev. 2312. Compare also Numbers Rabbah 9.

28. Deut. 32:18.

29. This is a pun on

30. Cf. Berakhot 60a.

31. I, 10; cf. also Yalkut Makiri, ed. Buber, on Psalms 60:27, p. 310.

32. According to another version (see Marmorstein, Old Rabbinic Doctrine, p. 131 n. 63), it is written: "when the 
righteous are worthy."

33. Psalms 60:14.

34. Lam. 1:6.



35. Fol. 11a. See Recanati, Commentary on the Torah, fol. 51b, where he adduces the passage from Megillah beside 
the midrashic view of the diminution of divine power.

36. See Corpus Hermeticum XIII, 1819, 21; compare also X, 2. On other possible Jewish influences on another 
Hermetic treatise, see B. A. Pearson, "Jewish Elements in Corpus Hermeticum I (Poimandres)," in Studies in 
Gnosticism and Hellenistic Religion Presented to G. Quispel, ed. R. van den Broeck and M. J. Vermaseren (Leiden, 
1981), pp. 336348; see also Urbach, The Sages, pp. 8687, and below, Chap. VIII, n. 147). On "Dynamis" as a 
possible Jewish influence on Hermeticism, see the view of C. H. Dodds, The Bible and the Greeks (London, 1935), 
pp. 17, 110; and the more moderate attitude of R. P. Festugière, La
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Révélation d'Hermes Trismegiste (Paris, 1953), 3.141 and 148ff., and Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, p. 23 n. 6.

37. MS Paris BN 772, fol. 110a:

38. Psalms 145:10-11.

39. Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, pp. 6768.

40. Commentary on Ha-'Aderet veha-'Emunah, printed in The Siddur of R. Naftali Herz * Treves (Thiengen, 1560), 
fol. BH, 2, b:

On the relationship between R. Eleazar's Commentary on Prayers and this commentary, see Joseph Dan, 
"Commentaries on ha-'Aderet veha-'Emunah authored by Ashkenazi Hasidim*" (in Hebrew), Tarbiz* 50 
(1981): 339340.

41. Compare R. Menahem* Recanati's view, in his Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 71d72a, that the glory 
ascends toward the Tetragrammaton. Even more important seems to be Recanati's discussion, fol. 43c, where "the 
supernal glory" is presented as longing to ascend to the supernal light, in the context of the meaning of the recitation 
of 'Alenu Le-shabeah*. Interestingly, on the same page R. Eleazar of Worms is quoted twice, as is R. Yehudah he-
Hasid*. The Ashkenazic presentation of the glory is an issue of great importance, as it may evidence a dynamism of 
the glory preceding the Kabbalistic dynamics of the Sefirot, which served as one of the starting points for the 
intradivine Kabbalistic processes. See also below, Chap. VIII, sec. III.

42. Psalms 99:5.

43. Urbach, 'Arugat ha-Bosem II, p. 116 and n. 9. On the wide interest in the "Will of God" in Sefer Hasidim, see 
Haym* Soloveitchik, "Three Themes in the Sefer Hasidim," AJSreview 1 (1976): 311325.

44. See Scholem, On the Kabbalah, p. 130; Daniel C. Matt, "The Mystic and the Mizwot*," in Jewish Spirituality, 
ed. A. Green (New York, 1986), 1:367404. An interesting presentation of the importance of human acts, both for the 
universe and for the redemption of God, which assumes the affinity between exoteric and esoteric layers of Judaism, 
can be found in Elie Benamozegh, Israel et l'Humanité (Paris, 1961), pp. 227229, where, however, the author ignores 
augmentation theurgy. See also the vague remarks of Buber, Hasidism*, p. 63.

45. Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 2:10, stated that these Aggadic views are "exceptional and few," and the 
Kabbalists could use them as a "pretext" for "their faith." Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, p. 90, considered it 
as ''scabreuse"! See also Morris M. Faierstein's Scholemian treatment of the issue of Kabbalah and the rabbinic view 
of the commandments in Conservative Judaism 36 (1982): 4559, and Shahar*'s article referred to below, n. 48.

46. Ari Nohem, pp. 9495. Modena's answer to the Kabbalistic theurgical interpretation of the commandments is 
borrowed from Pseudo-Dionysios, without, understandably, mentioning his name; see Idel, "Differing Conceptions 
of Kabbalah," par. II.
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47. On Jewish Law and Lore, pp. 190191.

48. Margaliot, par. 129, p. 56:

Compare, however, the opinion of Shulamit Shahar *, "Catharism and the Beginnings of the Kabbalah in 
Languedoc" (in Hebrew), Tarbiz* 40 (1971): 503507, who attempts to relate the bahiric theurgy to Catharic 
sources, without dwelling upon the Jewish or classical texts!

49. Margaliot, par. 113, p. 51:

On the channels, see also in a cognate text of R. Joseph Gikatilla, quoted below, Chap. VIII, n. 68.

50. On Exod. 20:1, Commentary on the Torah, ed. Chavel, II, p. 183; the text was borrowed by ibn Gabbay, 'Avodat 
ha-Kodesh II, 2, fol. 26b.

51. This stands for the divine influx which activates the seven lower Sefirot, according to R. Asher ben David's 
Kabbalistic theory; see above, Chap. VI, n. 254.

52. Deut. 32:18.

53. Psalms 60:14.

54. Commentary on the Torah, p. 184.

55. See ibid., pp. 183184, where a lengthy explanation on the meaning of the "Trisagion" and blessing is provided 
within the context of the cited passages.

56. Commentary on the Torah 111, p. 89. The terminology of this text is emblematic to R. Asher ben David and, 
although the precise source of the latter's works cannot be detected, it is probable that R. Bahya* preserved an earlier 
discussion. Compare also ibid., p. 492, and R. Bahya's commentary to Deut. 33:26.

57. Deut. 33:26; in the original, be-'ezrekha means "to thy help." See also Bahir, par. 185, p. 83.

58. On "heaven" as Sefirot, see Gottlieb, The Kabbalah of R. Bahya, p. 65.

59. Psalms 60:14.

60. Compare the ascents or retreats of the Shekhinah from this lower world, sec. III below.

61. Deut. 33:26. Compare also Bahya's commentary on this verse.

62. Ibid., 32:18

63. Recanati quotes from Sefer ha-Yihud* without mentioning its source; a part of this passage will be analyzed 
below, Chap. VIII, n. 77. This work also emphasized the importance of augmentation theurgy; see MS Milano-
Ambrosiana 62, fol. 113a, quoted below, Chap. VIII, n. 82.

64. Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 51b.



65. For more on this concept, see below, Chap. VIII, sec. II. Compare also to Recanati, ibid., fol. 69c, where the 
multiplication or diminution of the channels of mercy or judgment is a function of human deeds.

66. 

Compare Yehudah Liebes, "Songs for the Shabbat Meals Written by R. Isaac Luria" (in Hebrew), Molad 23 
(February 1972): 551.

67. Ed Mandelbaum, p. 379; compare also Numbers Rabbah 16:14; Mekhilta de-Rashbi, ed. M. Friedmann, fol. 39a.
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68. On R. Ya'akov bar Aha * as related to another conception of the extraordinary power of human activity, see 
below, n. 125. Consequently, it seems that the first important traces of rabbinic theurgy are to be dated no later than 
the beginning of the fourth century in Palestine.

69. Num. 14:17.

70. Berakhot 7a; this text is an exact repetition of the prayer of God himself, mentioned shortly before. On the 
bibliography referring to this passage, see Baer, "The Service of Sacrifice," pp. 134135. Compare also R. Benjamin 
ben Abraham min ha-'Anavim's Perush Alfabetin (cf. above, Chap. VI, n. 9), p. 231:

Here, human self-sacrifice is viewed, as is human prayer above, as a way to mitigate the pernicious influence of 
divine anger.

71. Babba Batra 99a. See Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," pp. 337338, and R. Abraham ben Eliezer ha-
Levi's assessment:

"As long as Israel does the divine will, [that is, the king who is the Sefirah of Tiferet] has intercourse with the 
bride [Malkhut] and falls in love with her, since Israel is God's firstborn . . . and so long as Israel does not do his 
will, he [the king] departs from her" (Sefer Masoret ha-Hokhmah*, printed by G. Scholem in Kiryat Sefer 7 
[1930]: 451). It is obvious that this Kabbalist interprets the talmudic dictum in Babba Batra.

72. See also Sotah 14a, and Moshe Idel, "Notes in Wake of the Medieval Jewish-Christian Polemic," Immanuel 18 
(1984): 5660.

73. Margaliot, par. 34, pp. 1617.

74. Canticles Rabbah I:9:

Compare to the material collected by Baer, "The Service of Sacrifice," pp. 142145.

75. See Bahir, Margaliot, par. 97, p. 43; R. 'Ezra of Gerona, Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot, MS Vatican 441, 
fol. 27ab; Commentary on Song of Songs, in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, pp. 498499. R. Shneur Zalman of Lyady, 
Sefer TKSH* (New York, 1976), pp. 1718.

76. H. Frankfort, H. A. Frankfort, J. A. Wilson, T. Jacobsen, and W. A. Irwin, The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient 
Man (Chicago and London, 1977), pp. 369370. See also Chap. VI, n. 3.

77. 19:7, p. 176.

78. See Hebrew Enoch, ed. and trans. Hugo Odeberg (New York, 1973), pp. 1516; Hebrew text, pp. ixx. Odeberg 
collected several ancient Jewish sources concerning the removal of the Shekhinah because of idolatry: p. 18 n. 13. 
See also Phillip Alexander, "The Historical Setting of the Hebrew Book of Enoch," JJS 2829 (197778): 175 n. 38; 
Arnold M. Goldberg, Untersuchungen über die Vorstellung von der Schekhinah (Berlin, 1969), pp. 125159.

79. Hebrew Enoch, p 16; Hebrew text, p. x.

80. Compare Song of Songs 2:8, and Midrash Rabbah, on this verse as referring to idolatry.

81. Compare to Alphabet of R. 'Akiba, in Wertheimer, Batey Midrashot II, p. 375.

82. I Kings 22:19.
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83. Compare to Tanhuma *, Genesis 12, where the form ro'im is to be corrected to moridim in connection with the 
sun and moon; cf. Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, 5:152 n. 56.

84. See also Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine (New York, 1950), p. 121 n. 33.

85. Babba Batra 99a.

86. Compare Yoma 54b, and the quotation from R. Yom Tov Ashvili in R. Shemuel Edeles, Novellae ad locum.

87. Sotah 17a; see Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," pp. 336ff.

88. See his commentary on Exodus 29:46, where he implies that the literal sense of the dwelling as fulfilling a human 
need must be interpreted otherwise, given expressions where God wishes to dwell in the temple. After the end of the 
thirteenth century, the formula indicating "the dwelling of the Shekhinah below [or, amidst Israel] is a necessity for 
the most high" became widespread. See, for example, Gottlieb, Studies, p. 32; Vajda, Recherches, pp. 191192; 
Scholem, "New Contributions to the Biography of Rabbi Joseph Ashkenazi of Safed," Tarbiz* 28 (1959): 88.

89. See Peter Schäfer, "Die Beschwörung des Sar ha-Panim," Frankfurter Judaistische Beiträge 6 (1978): 115:

Schäfer offered a German translation on p. 114; compare also p. 131.

90. Ibid., p 115:

91. A description of this work can be found in Joseph Dan, Three Types of Ancient Jewish Mysticism (Cincinnati, 
1984), pp. 2431; D. Blumenthal, Understanding Jewish Mysticism (New York, 1978) 1:9798; Ithamar Grünwald, 
Apocalyptic and Merkabah Mysticism (Leiden, 1980), pp. 169173. Dan, following Urbach, advocates a rather late 
date for this opusthe seventh or eighth century; Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, pp. 1213, prefers a much earlier one, on 
the grounds of an Aggadic reference to Yophiel, the prince of Torah, and of the similarity of this practice to the 
magical papyruses of the fourth centurytwo points that passed unnoticed by those scholars who advocate a later date 
of composition. The affinity to Hermeticism, discussed above, seems to strengthen Scholem's dating.

92. Schäfer, Synopse, par. 297. En passant: Dan's remark, ibid., p. 26, that the term razim occurring in Sar ha-Torah 
has nothing to do with a "mystical esoteric meaning of the Torah" is bizarre, given the parallel to Sar ha-Panim 
quoted above, where razim occurs precisely in connection with esoteric lore; see also Ma'aseh Merkavah, printed by 
Scholem in Jewish Gnosticism, p. 103.

93. See Pierre Boyance, "Théurgie et télestique néoplatoniciennes," Revue d'histoire des religions 74 (1955): 194209.

94. See Idel, "Hermeticism and Judaism"; Idel, "Magical and Neoplatonic Interpretations," pp. 198208. See also 
below, Chap. IX, sec. I, the text of Alemanno.

95. See below, Chap. VIII, n. 155, and n. 87 in this chapter, as well as the famous dictum "the forefathers are the 
chariot" in Genesis Rabbah 69, 3.

96. Cf. Yebamot 64a; see also below, n. 113.

97. Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," pp. 338342.

98. Shekel ha-Kodesh, p. 70:
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99. On the same page, de Leon also mentions another formulation of this issue:

100. Ibid.:

101. Sha' arey 'Orah, ed. Joseph ben Shelomo, 1:4950.

102. Zohar II, 117b.

103. Tikkuney Zohar, par. 70, fol. 132a.

104. See Matt, "The Mystic and the Mizwot *" (n. 44 above), pp. 390, 394.

105. Ma'amar Sod ha-Yihud*, MS Jerusalem 4° 537, fol. 145a.

106. This issue will be dealt with in a separate study.

107. See above, Chap. V, end of sec. III.

108. Printed in Scholem, Reshit ha-Kabbalah, p. 222:

109. Ibid., p. 226.

110. 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican 233, fol. 110b.

111. On the entire question, see Idel, "Perceptions of the Kabbalah," and Chap. VI, sec. IV.

112. Pardes Rimmonim 30, 3. For another type of drawing-down practice, see below, Chap. IX, the passage of Sefer 
ha-Meshiv quoted near n. 167.

113. On the prophet as vessel, see also Chap. VI, sec. II. Compare also to A. D. Nock, Essays: On Religion and the 
Ancient World, ed. Zeph Steward (Cambridge, Mass., 1972), pp. 191192, where the descent of God upon the 
magician is connected to "union."

114. MS Oxford 2234, fol. 164r; see Idel, "Magical and Neoplatonic Interpretations," pp. 198199.

115. Exod. 19:15.

116. Scholem, On the Kabbalah, p. 94.

117. Ibid., p. 95. Compare also Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar II, p. 196, who reiterates Scholem's view.

118. Scholem, On the Kabbalah, p. 95. Compare, however, with p. 165, where Scholem correctly points out the 
ancient Jewish sources of a certain motif that recurs in Gnostic sources.

119. Scholem, Explications and Implications, p. 66.



120. It is superfluous to point out that Judaism managed also to survive in circles that did not adopt Kabbalah long 
after its emergence. On the Bible and myth, see above, Chap. VII.

121. I borrowed the phrase universe-maintaining from P. L. Berger and T. Luckman, The Social Construction of 
Reality (New York, 1967), pp. 104ff.

122. 'Avodah Zarah 3a.

123. That is, the creatures.

124. Pesikta de Rav Kahana, Buber, fol. 140b; see Baer, "The Service of Sacrifices," p. 149.

125. Ta' anit 27b; Megillah 31b. See Saul Liebermann, Tosefta Ki-Peshuta (New York, 1962), 5:1103; Baer, "The 
Service of Sacrifices," p. 149.
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126. Midrash Shir ha-Shirim, ed. E. Greenhut, fol. 17ab.

127. 'Avot 5, 1; Midrash 'Avkir, printed in Devir 1 (1923): 120.

128. 

See Paul Kraus, "Hebräische und syrische Zitate in ismäilitischen Schriften," Der Islam 19(1930): 260. Salomon 
Pines, "Shi 'ite Terms and Conceptions in Juda Halevi's Kuzari," Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 2 
(1980): 243244. No doubt the quotation found in the Ismaili source and its parallel in the Jewish Ismaili work 
reflects an older Jewish view; this sentence is paralleled by two short statements occurring in Midrash Tadshe, a 
later Midrash that evidently includes earlier material as well, as some scholars have recognized. According to 
one statement:

"The world is maintained by the merit of those who study [the Torah] and perform the Decalogue; and the world 
was created by ten logoi [ma' amarot], and its Sefirot are [also] ten." Shortly thereafter, the Midrash asserts:

"The world is maintained by the ten Sefirot of Belimah."

Cf. Midrash Tadshe in Epstein, Mi-Kadmoniot ha-Yehudim, p. 145. This Midrash implicitly identifies the ten 
Sefirot with the Decalogue; compare below, Chap. VIII, n. 108. It is important to emphasize the fact that the 
view expressed in this Midrash conspicuously contradicts that of Sefer Yezirah *, where the Sefirot, rather than 
the ma' amarot, are the instruments by which the world was created. See above, Chap. VI, sec. II.

129. Kasher, Torah Shelemah Va-' Era', p. 43.

130. Margaliot, par. 138, pp. 6061; Scholem Bahir, p. 101, to be compared to the Bahir. Margaliot, par. 135, pp. 
5859; Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 269276.

131. Gottlieb, The Kabbalah of R. Bahya*, pp. 99101; R. Isaac Todros' Commentary on the Mahzor*, MS Paris BN 
839, fol. 195a, and the text printed in R. Moses de Leon's Sefer ha-Nefesh ha-Hakhamah*, col. P, 34; Zohar III, 
11b12a; Wertheimer, Batey Midrashot II, pp. 9799; MS Cambridge Add. 123, fol. 19b; MS Berlin, Or. 942, fol. 
42b43a, and in a rather different form in Bahir, Margaliot, par. 124, p. 55.

132. Chap. VIII, sec. II. We must also take into consideration the possibility, which I cannot prove, that diminution 
or augmentation of divine power may have a direct impact on the universe, and therefore the universe maintenance 
may have some theurgic implications. The nexus of theurgy with "universe maintenance" is already obvious when 
comparing, for example, the two bahiric passages referred to in n. 130 above.

133. Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 51b:

Chapter 8

1. H. G. Enelow, "Midrash Hashkem Quotations in Alnaqua's Menorat ha-Maor," HUCA 4 (1927): 319:

See also Midrash-Hizhir, ed. Meir Freimann (1873), fol. 43, where a similar formulation is
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to be found; the quotation of Nahmanides * from Midrash Aggadah in his Commentary on the Pentateuch to 
Exodus 3:14; and the significant remark of M. Kasher, Torah Shelemah (New York, 1944), 8:153 n. 188. On the 
early Kabbalistic discussions on the significance of 'Ehyeh 'asher 'Ehyeh, see Nicolas Sed, "L'Interprétation 
Kabbalistique d'Exode 3, 14 selon les documents du XIIIe siècle," in Celui qui est: Interprétations juives et 
chrétiennes d' Exode 3, 14, ed. Alain de Libra and Emilie Zum Brunn (Paris, 1986), pp. 2546.

2. Anonymous, Sefer ha-Malmad, MS Oxford 1649, fol. 205b:

3. Psalms 121:5.

4. See Chap. IV, near n. 29, where the expression of mystical union, which follows from our quotation, is analyzed; 
cf. Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica," where additional materials from fol. 205b206a are quoted and 
discussed.

5. MS Paris, BN 774, fol. 32b:

6. Constantinople, 1560, fol. 4a:

7. Compare to Yalkut Shim' oni, Exodus, par. 286:

See also Yochanan Muffs, "Joy and Love as Metaphorical Expressions of Willingness and Spontaneity in 
Cuneiform, Ancient Hebrew and Related Literatures," in Christianity, Judaism and Other Greco-Roman Cults: 
Studies for Morton Smith at Sixty, ed. Jacob Neusner (Leiden, 1975), 3:1011 n. 21.

8. On divine weeping, see below, sec. IV.

9. The opposite tendency in Kabbalah, which regards the "real" in Platonic rather than in theurgic terms, as it does 
here, obviously views the human hand as the "shadow." See Scholem, Major Trends, p. 208.

10. Tola' at Ya' akov, fol. 4a:

11. Namely, the Sefirot cause the emanation from 'Eiyn Sof to descend from above.

12. Chap. VI, sec. II.

13. See Goetschel, Meir ibn Gabbay, pp. 165174.



14. For more on this issue, see below, Chap. X.

15. See above, Chap. VI, the passage from Zohar III, 141b.

16. See Chap. IX, sec. II.

17. On other religious nuclei of interest that reduce the role of symbolism, see Chap. IX, sec. I.

18. Tola' at Ya' akov, fol. 4a:
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19. This phrase seems to be influenced by Sefer Berit Menuhah *, where it signifies the highest divine layer.

20. Cf. II Kings 9:6; Isa. 39:2. The oil symbolizes the supernal influx that descends upon the Sefirah of Keter.

21. Fol. 34d36b.

22. See Recanati's similar view of demut, below, n. 113.

23. On ibn Gabbay's view of the Torah as an intermediary "man," see Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," p. 75, and 
below, n. 122.

24. Fol. 36d: 

25. Ibid.:

26. On the history of the metaphor of the two violins in Jewish theology and theosophy, see Idel, "The Magical and 
Theurgical Interpretation," passim.

27. MS Paris, BN 858, fol. 98a:

28. That is, angels.

29. Ophan: I translated this as "modus," although this contradicts the perception of the lower entities as "root."

30. Compare R. Hayyim of Volozhin's interpretation of the Midrash in classical Kabbalistic terms in Nefesh ha-
Hayyim* (Vilna, 1874), fol. 12a-b, and L'Ame de la vie, ed. and trans. Benjamin Gross (Paris, 1986), p. 27.

31. Quoted by R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev, Kedushat ha-Levi (Jerusalem, 1972), fol. 39c; the Besht and R. Levi Isaac 
were fond of this verse, which they repeatedly interpret.

32. In Hebrew, yashir can be understood both as "he will sing" and "he will cause [someone else] to sing."

33. Num. 21:17.

34. Cherubinischer Wandersmann V, 259: "Gott wird, was ich itz bin, nimmt meine Menschheit an; Weil ich von Er 
gewest, drum hat er es getan." Compare also III, 20.

35. See also below, Chap. IX, my discussion on Zohar III, 5a.

36. On this work, see Asi Farber, "On the Sources of Rabbi Moses de Leon's Early Kabbalistic System" (in Hebrew), 
in Studies in Jewish Mysticism Presented to Isaiah Tishby, ed. J. Dan and J. R. Hacker (Jerusalem, 1984, pp. 6796.

37. MS Paris, BN 817, fol. 73b:
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38. See R. 'Ezra and R. Moses de Leon's formulas adduced above, Chap. VI, sec. I.

39. Man comprises all the secrets according to the Zohar, although the Merkavah is not mentioned there; see Idra 
Rabba, in III, 135a:

40. Compare R. 'Ezra's view, cited in Chap. III, n. 29.

41. This formulation seems to reflect the Plotinian psychology of the connection of the human soul to the universal 
soul even during its sojourn in this world.

42. Sanhedrin 65b; on the context of this passage and its significance, see Scholem, On the Kabbalah, pp. 165166.

43. See n. 113 below.

44. See Chap. VI, n. 73; Chap. VII, n. 128.

45. Cf. Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, p. 194.

46. Professor Thorkild Jacobsen has kindly informed me, in an oral conversation, that this proverb can also be 
understood as pointing to the protection of God on the king-man, and of the latter on men. The Assyrian zilu *, like 
its Hebrew counterpart zel*, may be interpreted as both "shadow" and "protection."

47. Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library, p. 365.

48. Thorkild Jacobsen, The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man (Chicago and London, 1977), p. 138.

49. Commentary on Song of Songs, in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, p. 504.

50. Ibid., p. 504:

See also below, n. 55.

51. 15, 1, p. 135.

52. Gen. 2:8.

53. Psalms 104:17. For the view of God as planting a cosmic tree, see Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 
8183, esp. p. 83 n. 36, where he points to an interesting parallel to Sefer ha-Bahir in a fragment attributed to Simeon 
Magus; cf Hippolytus, Elenchos VI, 9. See also Isaac Baer, "The Early Hasidim* in Philo's Writings and in the 
Hebrew Tradition" (in Hebrew), Zion* 18 (1953): 104, and Urbach's critique thereof in The Sages, p. 791 nn. 6769. It 
seems however, that the passage of Genesis Rabbah supplies an interesting hint of the importance of mythic and 
cosmic trees in ancient Judaism.

54. Compare Nahmanides*' critique of the view that the planted trees were brought from another place, in his 
Commentary on Genesis 2:8. The difference between him and R. 'Ezra seems to me significant, and I do not even 
exclude the possibility that Nahmanides was critical of the manner in which R. 'Ezra understood this matter. See also 
above, Chap. IV, par. 12, on the difference between the essentialist view of Sefirot in Nahmanides' Kabbalistic 
school and the instrumentalist view of R. 'Ezra.

55. Printed in Scholem, "New Document," p. 158:



On this text, see Alexander Altmann, "A Note on the Rabbinic Doctrine of Creation," JJS 67 (195556): 204206.

56. Psalms 104:2.
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57. On this view of emanation qua revelation of hidden entities, see Idel, "Sefirot above Sefirot," pp. 241243.

58. Compare R. 'Ezra's Commentary on the Talmudic Aggadot, MS Vatican 294, fol. 38a:

Lebanon as a symbol of Hokhmah is found in Sefer ha-Bahir, Margaliot, par. 178. There seems to be no 
precedent for this symbolism for Lebanon in rabbinic sources: see Geza Vermes, Scripture and Tradition in 
Judaism (Leiden, 1973), pp. 2639; H. F. D. Sparks, "The Symbolical Interpretation of Levanon in the Fathers," 
Journal of Theological Studies, n.s. 10 (1959): 264279.

59. Commentary on Song of Songs, in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, p. 504:

60. Isa. 57:1. Compare the different usage of the same verse in R. Isaac the Blind's Commentary on Sefer Yezirah *, 
p. 17, where the disappearance of the righteous is viewed in a positive way, as an escape from a future evil.

61. I assume that the righteous man stands for each of the seven lower Sefirot, as it seems to be associated with the 
idea of cedar; cf. Psalms 92:13: "The righteous man flourishes like the palm tree, he grows like a cedar in Lebanon."

62. On this symbolism, see above, Chap. VII, sec. II, near nn. 4849.

63. Commentary on Song of Songs, p. 486:

See also below, n. 266.

64. Compare R. 'Ezra's formulation in his Commentary on Song of Songs, p. 504:

The view of the emanational process as descent must have a counterpart, here designated as ascent; this 
countermovement is the natural tendency to return.

65. See Chap. VII above, sec. IV.

66. Two of Abulafia's works describing mystical techniques and experiences include in their titles either the word 
'Eden'Ozar* 'Eden Ganuzor GanGan Na' ul.

67. This is Eliade's explanation of the "easy way" to realize this nostalgia: Images and Symbols, p. 55. The phrase is 
underlined in the original; see also "the desire of man to find himself at the center without any effort."

68. Ed. Ben Shelomo, 1:100; compare also to p. 99.

69. The verse Isaiah 57:1 occurs in ibid., p. 100.

70. Ibid., p. 99. Compare to Bahir, ed. Margaliot, par. 113, p. 51, analyzed above, Chap. VII.

71. Contraction or return is mentioned previously on the same page.



72. On the relationship between good deeds and the expansion of the divine world, see also Chap, III, n. 84.

73. R. David ben Abraham ha-Lavan, Sefer Masoret ha-Berit, ed. G. Scholem, Kovez* 'al-Yad, Minora Manuscripta 
Judaica, n.s. 1(1936): 39:
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On this work, see Gershom G. Scholem, ''David ben Abraham ha-labhan-ein unbekannter judischer Mystiker," 
in Occident and Orient . . . Gaster Anniversary Volume, ed. B. Schindler and A. Marmorstein (London, 1936), 
pp. 505508.

74. On "nothingness" in R. David, see Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 95.

75. Ibid., p. 31:

See also p. 41.

76. Namely, the divine attributes.

77. MS Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fol. 112b:

On this work, see Idel, "R. Joseph of Hamadan's Commentary on Ten Sefirot," pp. 8284. This passage was 
copied anonymously by R. Menahem * Recanati, Commentary on the Pentateuch, for. 51b, and thereby 
disseminated through the printed edition of this work.

78. Isa. 57:1. See also Sefer ha-Yihud*, fol. 115a.

79. MS Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fol. 113a:

80. Genesis Rabbah 82.6, p. 983, etc.

81. See Yehudah Avida', "'Ever Mahazik* 'Ever," Sinai 29 (1957): 401402; Altmann, "On the Question of 
Authorship," pp. 275, 411; Moshe Hallamish, "Leket Pitgamim," Sinai 80 (1977): 277; Sheraga Abramson, Issues in 
Gaonic Literature (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1974), pp. 128129 n. 9

82. MS Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fol. 113a:

This text was copied with some variations by R. Menahem Recanati, Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 51c; 
in ibn Gabbay's 'Avodat ha-Kodesh 1, 2, fol. 26c; and his Tola'at Ya' akov, fol. 7bc. See also his allusion in 
Derekh 'Emunah, fol. 15d.



83. In ancient Jewish literature, this term refers to holy wonder-workers, See G. Ben-Ami Sarfati, Hasidim* and Men 
of Deeds, and the Early Prophets" in Hebrew), Tarbiz* 26 (1957): 142148; Baruch M. Bokser, "Wonder-Working 
and the Rabbinic Tradition: The Case of Hanina* ben Dosa," Journal for the Study of Judaism 16 (1985): 4292.

84. Namely, the Sefirot.

85. In the Milanese manuscript the version is  "he made them," that is, the commandments. However, all 

other manuscripts of this work I have checked have the reading  namely, "he made me"; so also 
the literal quotation from
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Sefer ha-Yihud * by Recanati, who is probably the first author to have quoted this book. The manuscripts 
checked were, for example, MS Cambridge, Add. 644; Cambridge, Add. 1833; MS Paris 799, and so on.

86. Psalms 119:126; I translated the verse in the way the author intended it to be understood. Strangely, the second 
half of the verse states: "They have made void thy Torah." The nexus between this verse and "making God" is 
peculiar to Sefer ha-Yihud and to those Kabbalists who copied from it, but it is missing in the Zohar, where this verse 
is interpreted in other ways. See Liebes, ''The Messiah of the Zohar," pp. 146, 166167, 169170.

87. R. Abraham ben Hananel* of Eskira, Sefer Yesod'Olam, MS Moscow-Günzburg 607, fol. 69b:

88. Prov. 7:19.

89. Compare the same phrase above, in the text cited in n. 77.

90. Isa. 24:12.

91. On building as a result of theurgical activity, see also Chap. III, n. 124.

92. See Zohar III, 113a; Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 2:434435 n. 50; and Chap. VII above.

93. This statement can easily be proved by several Kabbalistic texts written during the first hundred years following 
the expulsion from Spain. I hope to print the pertinent texts and analyze them in a more detailed study on The 
Theosophy of Depths of Nothingness.

94. Cf. Liebes, "Sefer Zaddik* Yesod 'Olam," p. 85.

95. Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi*, p. 301.

96. Liebes, "Sefer Zaddik Yesod 'Olam," pp. 8586, 95 n. 114.

97. See Idel, "The Evil Thought of the Deity," pp. 360362.

98. Zohar III, fol. 113a:

99. Lev. 26:3.

100. Cf. Leviticus Rabbah 35:6 and, in another context, Sanhedrin 99b:

There, the form 'asa'o, close to 'asa'ani, occurs in the same context as the verse in Leviticus 26:3. Compare n. 

111 below. See also the phrase, , which means "Israelites are 'doing' the Torah by means 
of the secrets revealed to them by Moses"; see Ma'aseh Merkavah, printed in Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, p. 
103.

101.  The printed version  is problematic; I preferred that appearing in Cordovero, cf. 'Or 
ha-Hamah* (Benei Berak, 1973), III, fol. 91a.



102. Zohar III, 113a, n. 12.

103. The Wisdom of the Zohar, 2:475 n. 50; Matt, "The Mystic and the Mizwot*," p. 39 n. 49.

104. Ta'amey ha-Mizvot*, fol. 65a; Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 51c:

105. Compare the midrashic view which indicates that "if you will perform my command-
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ments, you are like me":

Cf. Liebermann, Sheki'in, p. 14; Heschel, The Theology of Ancient Judaism 1:155.

106. 33:7:

107. Zohar II, 60a.

108. MS Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fol. 114a. Compare also in R. 'Azriel's Commentary on the Talmudic Aggadot, p. 
38:

This identification of the commandments with the sefirotic realm is reminiscent of the implicit identification of 
the ten Sefirot with the Decalogue; see above, Chap. VII, n. 128.

109. The following phrases stem from MS Milano-Ambrosiana, 62, fol. 113b, and were printed and discussed in Idel, 
"The Concept of the Torah," pp. 6264.

110. On forms and letters, see above, Chap. VI, nn. 136138.

111.  Compare n. 100 above.

112. See above Chap. VII.

113. Ta'amey ha-Mizvot *, fol. 65a:

See also above, near nn. 22, 24, 25, 43.

114. Compare above, n. 37, to the "secret of the murderer" in the anonymous Sefer ha-Ne'elam, MS Paris, BN 817, 
fol. 73b:

On the question of supernal Demut in ancient Jewish texts, see Heschel, Theology of Ancient Judaism, 1:155, 
220223.

115. Introduction to Recanati's Ta'amey ha-Mizvot, fol. 13c:

See also Scholem, On the Kabbalah, pp. 124125, who was, however, unaware of the sources of Recanati.

116. Ta'amey ha-Mizvot, fol. 18a:



117. Ibid., fol. 13c:

See also ibid., fol. 14a, where Recanati explains how to direct someone's performance of the commandments in 
order to reach God. See also ibid., 14d, and especially fol. 18b:

See also ibid., fol. 18c, and see on the ascent of the letters of the prayer to the supernal world according to the 
text discussed in Chap. V, near n. 245; Cordovero, Pardes Rimmonim, Gate 27, Chap. 2; Shivhey* ha-Ba'al 
Shem Tov, pp. 235236; R. Hayyim* of Volozhin, Nefesh ha-Hayyim*, fol. 25c. The entire subject requires 
detailed analysis.

118. 'Avodat ha-Kodesh II, 1 fol. 25d:
  

< previous page page_369 next page >



< previous page page_370 next page >
Page 370

Compare the statement of R. Abraham Joshua Heschel of Apt:

"By means of our performance of the Torah and her commandments, it is as if we make God"; quoted by R. 
Abraham's disciple, R. Zevi * Hirsch of Zhidachov, in 'Ateret Zevi, part III, peris 'Aharey Mot, fol. 25a.

119. II Sam. 8:13; see also Zohar III, 113ab.

120. On name as sefirotic pleroma, see 'Avodat ha-Kodesh I, 15, fol. 16c17b.

121. Printed and analyzed in Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," p. 63. See also Idel, "Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," 
pp. 145, 154 n. 10. Although Sefer ha-Yihud* remained in manuscript, this peculiar passage was quoted in Recanati's 
Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 23c-d, with slight variations, and from there in R. David ben Zimra's Mezudat* 
David, fol. 20c. The reproduction of this quotation in well-known Kabbalistic texts contributed to the spread of its 
ideas. See MS Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fol. 113b:

On the context of this quotation wherein the Torah is referred to as the picture of God, see Idel, "Infinities of 
Torah in Kabbalah," pp. 144145; Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," pp. 6263.

122. Ta'amey ha-Mizvot*, MS Jerusalem 8° 3925, fol. 110b, discussed in Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," p. 65. 
The passage reads:

Compare this view of the Torah as an intermediary between man, or the community, and God to the conception 
of the rite as a mesocosmos in Joseph Campbell, The Masks of God: Primitive Mythology (New York, 1970), 
pp. 148150, esp. p. 150, where he asserts, "The myth and rites constitute a mesocosma mediating, middle 
cosmos, through which the microcosm of the individual is brought into relation to the macrocosm of all. And 
this mesocosmos is the entire context of the body social, which is thus a kind of living poem, hymn or icon of 
mud and seeds." Compare the passage of Sefer ha-Yihud previously quoted, and ibn Gabbay's view cited in n. 
24 above.

123. Compare above, the theory of "a limb supports a limb."

124. This term means the ten Sefirot; see also Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," p. 67.

125. Another term meaning the sefirotic pleroma; see also Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," p. 67, and below, n. 
216.



126. According to Altmann, "On the Question of Authorship," p. 267 n. 28, R. Joseph refers to Nahmanides*, Deut. 
27:26.
  

< previous page page_370 next page >



< previous page page_371 next page >
Page 371

127. Deut. 27:26.

128. Literally, "does not maintain."

129. Legatio ad Gaium, par. 210211; cf. David Winston, Philo of Alexandria (New York, 1981), p. 292.

130. Compare to De Decalogo 1012.

131. Compare also the Neoplatonic view that the laws imitate the ideas or laws of nature: cf. Goodenough, By Light, 
Light, pp. 8889.

132. Ta'amey ha-Mizvot *, fol. 2a3a; Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," p. 68.

133. On this interdependence, see Chap. VII above.

134. On Recanati's sources for this view of identity, see Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," pp. 6869. See especially 
Zohar 11, 162b, and Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 1. 145.

135. Chap. VI, sec. II.

136. Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," nn. 136, 137.

137. Compare also to Bahir, ed. Margaliot, par. 184, p. 80.

and par. 196, p. 90.

138. Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 23b-c; discussed in Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," pp. 6870. Compare 
Recanati, fol. 43c, where this Kabbalist, following the Bahir (Margaliot, par. 184, p. 80), asserts that "all the 
commandments are comprised in God."

139. 'Osot, just as in the phrase 'asa'o; Recanati mentions the latter form at the end of the passage.

140. See Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," pp. 219220.

141. On the problem of preservation of older authentic midrashic material in works of the High Middle Ages, some 
of them nonrabbinic, see Lieberman, Sheki'in, passim.

142. See n. 143 below and Midrash Tehilim on Psalms 19.

143. Hagigah 13b; Pesikta Rabbati, fol. 97a; the Aggadah on Shema' Israel in 'Ozar* ha-Midrashim, p. 550; 
Midrash Tehilim, on Psalms 88. See also Karl E. Grözinger, Musik und Gesang in der Theologie der frühen 
jüdischen Literatur (Tübingen, 1982), pp. 9092; Lieberman, Sheki'in, p. 13; and R. Joseph of Hamadan, Sefer 
Tashak, pp. 389390.

144. Midrash Konen, in 'Ozar ha-Midrashim, p. 254:

145. Ezek. 1.15.



146. Interestingly, the etymology of this name, which is obscure, may include the Greek form syn"together"thus 
alluding to the intermediary role of this angel. Equally probable is the relationship between syn and its bounding the 
prayers.

147. The status of the Kavod here needs to be discussed elsewhere. Meanwhile, compare to the phrase doxokrator, 
"the Lord of Glory," occurring in the Coptic Gnostic Treatise, p. 151, and Irenaeus' report of Marcus the Gnostic's 
view: "And these powers being all simultaneously clasped in each other's embrace, do sound out the glory of him by 
whom they were produced; and the glory of that sound is transmuted upward to the Propator"Against Heresies I, 
XIV, 7, p. 338. The transmission of sound of the powers is reminiscent of the
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adding power in the Dynamis, surveyed in the preceding chapter. The powers referred to by Marcos are seven 
angelic beings, corresponding to the seven Greek vowels.

148. In the original, Kaddish, but I corrected this on the grounds of the preceding enumeration of parts of prayer.

149. Ed. Solomon Schechter (Cambridge, 1896), p. 34. Compare Pesikta de-Rav Kahana, ed. Mandelbaum, p. 7; and 
Baer, Israel among the Nations, p. 92. In 'Aggadath Shir ha-Shirim (p. 35), it seems that the 'Atarah may be 
understood as identical with the Shekhinah:

The Shekhinah may refer here both to 'Atarah and the mother.

150. That is, God, who is referred to as the Possessor of Peace, on the basis of a pun on the name ShelomoShalom.

151. A Coptic Gnostic Treatise, p. 138; see also p. 102.

152. See the same term in Midrash Konen; see also pp. 42, 116, where the crown is described as standing upon the 
head of the Father. See also pp. 89, 91, 101102, 110, 157.

153. Compare to the relationship between the crown and the divine name in Midrash Konen; see also Idel, "The 
Concept of the Torah," pp. 3031. R. Zadok * warns against the use of the words of Torah in order to glorify oneself, 
using the phrase:

The occurrence of the 'Atarah is coupled by the dictum of Hillel: "Whoever uses the crown (taga') dies." Now, 
taga' stands for both Keter, or here 'Atarah, and the divine name; see Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, pp. 5455. 
Therefore, we can again see here a combined discussion of the divine name, 'Atarah or crown, and a religious 
activitystudy of words of Torahthat parallels the formation of the 'Atarah from the words of prayer.

154. Yebamot 64a.

155. See Arnold M. Goldberg, Untersuchungen über die Vorstellung von der Schekhinah (Berlin, 1969), pp. 357359, 
508509.

156. Cohen, The Shi'ur Qomah: Texts and Recensions, p. 128:

The same figure recurs in the other recensions of this text; see Cohen's footnote there. However, on p. 187, he 
printed a medieval text including Shi'ur Komah traditions, without being aware of its conceptual background 
(see Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape," pp. 2023) where the size of the crown is mistakenly 

indicated as 100  rather than  as in the manuscript (see Idel, "World of Angels," p. 20). According to 
Canticles Rabbah, ed. Dunski, p. 103, 600,000 crowns ('atarot) were given at Sinai to the children of Israel.

157. On the magical aspect of this work, see Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," pp. 3940, 37 n. 39; and Cohen, The 
Shi'ur Qomah: Liturgy and Theurgy, passim, who was, seemingly, not acquainted with the above-mentioned article. I 
should like to stress here the theurgic implication of the 'Atarah, which has nothing to do with magic.

158. MS New York, JTS 1786, fol. 43a; MS Oxford 1812, fol. 101b102a:
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159. HWHH = 21 = BYT * = EHYH.

160. Prov. 8:30.

161.  is related to the form  in the verse from Proverbs.

162. Ezek. 1:25.

163. I did not find this explanation in Rashi.

164. The missing phrase will be dealt with below, n. 194.

165. The angels who oppose the ascent of the prayer.

166. The hashmal*electrumas a dangerous entity occurs also in the Talmud, Hagigah* 13a.

167. Cf. Cohen, The Shi'ur Qomah: Texts and Recensions.

168. Apparently a version of the rabbinic view that the word Israel is inscribed on the Tefillin of God: see Berakhot 
6a and, above, Chap. III, n. 75. See also the view of Midrash Tanhuma*, Ki Tisa', 8: "R. Yehudah bar Simon said: 'A 
parable; this is comparable to one who made an 'Atarah. Another person passed, saw it and said [to him]: "With 
whatever you can adorn it, precious stones and jewels, do so and put [them] in it, since it is intended to be on the 
head of the King. So God said to Moses: "With whatever you can praise Israel to me, and embellish them, do so, for 
by them I boast, as it is said [Isa. 49:3] 'Israel, in whom I will be glorified.' " ' " Here, the identity of the 'Atarah with 
Israel is explicit.

169. 

170. The text until the word kingship is cited as a direct quotation from "Heikhaley Kodesh and Midrash Abba 
Gurion," in Sefer ha-Navon, ed. Dan, Studies, p. 129. See Alphabet of R. 'Akiva, Batey Midrashot II, 379380.

171. See the Hebrew Enoch, Schäfer, Synopse, pp. 1314, par. 2327.

172. Compare the quotation from 'Aggadat Shir ha-Shirim, quoted near n. 139 above.

173. Ezek. 1:26.

174. See Dan, Studies, pp. 112114; Cohen, The Shi'ur Qomah: Texts and Recensions, pp. 220225, who copied the 
passages stemming from the Shi'ur Komah tradition from Sefer ha-Navon.

175. Dan, Studies, p. 128.

176. Num. 10:36.

177. I suppose that the correct version is Sariel, as seen above, since the phrase immediately afterward, 'otiyot 
Yisrael, is identical to that found in the other Ashkenazi text.

178. Dan, Studies, pp. 128129.

179. On Metatron, rather than Sandalfon, as the binder of prayers, see Liebermann, Sheki'in, pp. 1314.



180. In the original, rosham"their head"which seems to be a mistake.

181. a pun on GNZ.

182. Dan, Studies, p. 130.

183. See Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, pp. 61, 64, 132; and Idel, "The Evil Thought of the Deity," p. 358 n. 7. An 
important subject that cannot be dealt with here is the theurgical aspect of Merkavah traditions, found also in the 
Piyyut literature, concerning the rela-
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tionship between divine garments and the songs sung by men and angels, as well as the theologicaland in my 
opinion also theurgicalsignificance of the ongoing song of the angels.

184. On this work, see above, Chap. V, n. 167.

185. Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 197200; Dan, Esoteric Theology, pp. 118129; Dan, "The Emergence 
of Mystical Prayer," in Studies in Jewish Mysticism, ed. J. Dan and F. Talmage (Cambridge, Mass., 1982), pp. 
112115.

186. On this divine name, see Lawrence H. Schiffman, "A Forty-two-Letter Divine Name in the Aramaic Magic 
Bowls," Bulletin of the Institute of Jewish Studies 1 (1973): 97102; see also the text of R. Eleazar printed in Dan, The 
Esoteric Theology, p. 124.

187. This figure stems from another version of Shi'ur Komah found in Sefer Raziel; see Cohen, The Shi'ur Qomah: 
Texts and Recensions, pp. 9697, where it is also connected to Israel; see also p. 79 in the varia.

188. Psalms 91:1.

189.  is anagrammed as 

190. 

191. Probably a reference to Proverbs 8:30. It is worth remarking that the Shekhinah was regarded as an 'Atarah on 
the head of Israel in a thirteenth-century text: see R. Benjamin ben Abraham min ha-'Anavim (above, Chap. VI, n. 9), 
p. 199.

192. On the problem connected to this translation, see Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, p. 199 n. 201.

193. That is, "his daughter," in Aramaic.

194. MS New York, JTS 1786, fol. 43b:

It is worth remarking the recurrence of the terms moshav, yoshevet in connection with the fitting of the 'Atarah 
on the head of God, since they parallel the phrase moshav yeqareh found in Heikhalot literature; hence, the 
'Atarah is reminiscent of God's glory. Compare R. Eleazar's Comentary on Song of Songs, on 3:11:

Interestingly, in another treatise of R. Eleazar, Hilkhot Tefillah, he indicates that the 'Atarah is tantamount to the 
divine phylacteries; cf. MS New York, JTS 1885, fol. 19b:

Compare also to n. 209 below.

195. Psalms 91:1.

196. Ba-Seter=662='Akatriel. On 'Akatriel as the secret name of the divine crownKeter, see Scholem, Jewish 
Gnosticism, p. 54.

197. See Scholem, Major Trends, p. 363 n. 57.



198. Compare also the motif of God's residence in a place named "secretness"; cf. Hagigah 5b, which is attributed to 
the Shekhinah in the Alphabet of R. 'Akivah, Batey Midrashot II, pp. 360, 428.

199. See n. 149 above.

200. See n. 151 above.
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201. Cf. also R. Eleazar in MS Oxford, 1568, fol. 24b from Sefer ha-Hokhmah *: see Scholem, Les Origines de la 
Kabbale, p. 109.

202. See Seder Rabbah de-Bereshit, Schäfer, Synopse, par. 745.

203. Margaliot, par. 171, p. 74.

204. Commentary on Song of Songs, in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, p. 494:

Compare also to Zohar III, 5a, where the crowning of the holy name symbolizes a state of harmony.

205. That is, the lower seven Sefirot which are afterward referred to also as Da'at (ibid., p. 495).

206. Ibid., p. 494:

See also above, n. 63.

207. Midrash Tehilim on Psalm 19, quoted in extenso, in ibid., pp. 494495; see also R. 'Ezra's Commentary on 
Talmudic Aggadot, MS Vatican 441, fol. 34a-b, where the whole discussion in his Commentary on Song of Songs is 
repeated with slight changes.

208. See his Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot, Likkutey Shikhehah* u-Feah, fol. 2a; Tishby, R. 'Azriel's 
Commentary on Talmudic Aggadot, pp. 67.

209. Compare also Chap. III, nn. 117, 128, 134. Compare also to Sefer ha-Yihud*, MS Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fol. 
114b, where the commandment of phylacteries is described as crowning the king with an 'Atarah; see also n. 168 
above.

210. See the Commentary on a Kabbalistic Song, printed in Koriat's Ma'or va-Shemesh, fol. 3a:

Although this commentary is a late work, it also includes early Kabbalistic material: see Idel, "Kabbalistic 
Material," pp. 170173.

211. See above, Chap. VI, n. 29.

212. MS Vatican 441, fol. 114a:

See also ibid., 114b, where 'Ateret is twice referred to as the "cornerstone"rosh pinnah.

213. This dictum emphasizes the fact that Malkhut, the last divine Sefirah, was the first to emerge in the divine 
thought. On the sources of this dictum, see S. M. Stern, "'The First in Thought Is the Last in Action': The History of a 
Saying Attributed to Aristotle," Journal of Semitic Studies 7 (1962): 234252.

214. Jerusalem, 1983, fol. 9d:



215. Berakhot 32b.

216. This phrase refers to the divine pleroma and is typical of R. Joseph of Hamadan's style; see n. 125 above.

217. Zohar ha-Rakia', fol. 9d10a.

218. Ibid., fol. 10ab.

219. 'Ez* ha-Da'at Tov, part II (Jerusalem, 1982), fol. 5b.

220. Ibid.:
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221. Isa. 22:12.

222. Jer. 13:17.

223. Ibid., 8:23.

224. 'Ez * ha-Da'at Tov, fol. 5b.

225. Ibid.

226. See ibid., fol. 6a, for the anthropopathic description of shedding of tears as a catharsis of the stern and rude 
elements in both the human and the divine psyches, causing the emergence of mercy and clemency.

227. Compare, for example, the emphasis placed in Hasidic* literature on the causing of divine "delight" by 
human activity. See Chap. IV, near n. 117, and R. Abraham Joshua Heschel of Apt's Torat 'Emet (Lemberg, 1854), 
fol. 23a, 31ab, 34b, and so on. As we have seen above (Chap. VI, sec. IV), "delight" is also referred to in connection 
with worship.

Chapter 9

1. Explications and Implications, p. 226. See also Major Trends, p. 26; extremely representative is this: "Of such 
symbols the world of the Kabbalist is full, nay the whole world is to the Kabbalist such a corpus symbolicum" pp. 
2728.

2. Paths of Faith and Heresy, p. 11. Strangely, Tishby did not refer at all to Scholem's similar appreciations of 
symbolism (n. 1). Recently, Scholem's and Tishby's conception of Kabbalistic symbolism has been repeated by 
Joseph Dan in his introduction to Early Kabbalah (New York, 1986), pp. 912.

3. See below for further discussion of their definition of Kabbalistic symbolism.

4. Printed by Jellinek in Philosophie und Kabbalah (Leipzig, 1854), 1:3738:

5. That is, the same symbols refer to two or more Sefirot, whereas the particular names refer to one Sefirah alone.

6. Cf. the translation of Scholem, Major Trends, p. 149; see also below, near n. 153.

7. The affinity between the negative attitude of ecstatic Kabbalah toward symbols and its interest in experience and 
words, on the one hand, and the deep interest of theosophical Kabbalah in hierarchies and sacraments, on the other, is 
reminiscent of the distinction between, respectively, the Augustinian notion of sign and Pseudo-Dionysios' 
conception of symbol; see M. D. Chenu, Nature, Man and Society in the Twelfth Century (Chicago and London, 
1968), pp. 119128.

8. Nathan Rotenstreich, "Symbolism and Transcendence: On Some Philosophical Aspects of Gershom Scholem's 
Opus," Review of Metaphysics 31 (197778), p. 605. Rotenstreich, however, accepted Scholem's denial of unio 
mystica, which implicitly reinforces the role of
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symbolism. No wonder that Abulafia's nonsymbolic thought focused on the direct mystical experience. On the 
nonsymbolic conception of God as a superior way of knowledge, see Paul Tillich, "The Religious Symbol," in 
Symbolism in Religion and Literature, ed. Rollo May (New York, 1960), pp. 9697.

9. On this author, see Chap. VIII, n. 73.

10. See Chap. VI.

11. See Chap. VI.

12. MS Oxford 2234, fol. 8b; see Idel, "Magical and Neoplatonic Interpretations," p. 203.

13. John E. Smith, Experience and God (Oxford, 1968), p. 159.

14. Ibid., p. 158.

15. Major Trends, p. 226.

16. Gan Na'ul, MS München 58, fol. 323a, discussed in Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," p. 333. Cf. 'Ozar * 
'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford 1580, fol. 131b132a, and Sefer Mafteah* ha-Sefirot, MS Milano-Ambrosiana 53, fol. 
170b171a, translated and discussed in Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. IV.

17. 'Imrey Shefer, MS Paris 777, p. 57; Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," pp. 333334.

18. On the perfect man as an allegory for the perfect intellect, see Warren Z. Harvey, "Hasdai Crescas' Critique of the 
Theory of the Acquired Intellect" (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1973), pp. 205212. For Abulafia, the word 
Israel is presumably understood here as composed of the letter yod, pointing to the tenth SefirahMalkhut; sarprince, 
conspicuously denoting Metatron, the prince of the world, an entity commonly identified with the tenth separate 
intellect; and ElGod. In other words, Israel points to the active intellect which is at the same time the perfect man, as 
apparently understood by Maimonides. The same identification of Israel with Sekhel ha-Po'el, the active intellect, 
recurs in Abulafia's works, strengthened by the fact that the two have the same numerical value, 541.

19. See Idel, "Perceptions of Kabbalah," par. I.

20. Cf. Chap. IV.

21. In this context, the generally negative attitude to symbolism in Judaism, expressed by Abraham Joshua Heschel, 
is easily understandable; see his "Symbolism and Jewish Faith," in Religious Symbolism, ed. F. E. Johnson (New 
York, 1954), pp. 5379, esp. pp. 7677, where Heschel emphasizes the inherent contradiction between symbolism and 
immediacy.

22. See Fritz A. Rothschild, ed., Between God and Man: An Interpretation of Judaism (New York and London, 
1965), pp. 1920, 114115.

23. See Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, Chap. III.

24. Alexander Altmann, "The Delphic Maxim in Medieval Islam and Judaism," in Biblical and Other Studies, ed. A. 
Altmann (Cambridge, Mass., 1963), pp. 198, 208; Tishby, Paths of Faith and Heresy, pp. 1417, who overemphasizes 
the chasm between body and soul in theosophical Kabbalah; Idel, "Hitbodedut as Concentration," p. 73. To a certain 
extent, ecstatic Kabbalah reflects philosophical conceptions of the dichotomy between body and soul. On the 
emphasis on the bodily performance of the mizvah* of sukkah in Kabbalah, in comparison to the abstract allegories 
of philosophy, see Frank Talmage, "Apples of Gold: The Inner Meaning of Sacred Texts in Medieval Judaism," in 
Jewish Spirituality, ed. Arthur Green (New York, 1986), 1:338340.

25. MS Oxford 2047, fol. 69a:
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Compare to R. Joseph Gikatilla's Ginnat 'Egoz (Hanau, 1615), fol. 3b:

Compare also to Tikkuney Zohar, Zohar I, fol. 27b28a, where the plain sense of the Mishnah is regarded as the 
grave of the esoteric sense. The relation of the tension between plain and esoteric meanings in Abulafia's circle 
to the Tikkuney Zohar and Ra'ya Meheimna, on the one hand, and to Sefer ha-Peliah, on the other, is an issue 
that still needs to be studied in detail.

26. Sefer ha-Zeruf *, MS Paris 774, fol. 4b5a:

On this work, see Idel, ''Abraham Abulafia," pp. 6971. An elaborate analysis of the background of this passage 
will be presented in an article by S. Pines and myself.

27. Babba Batra 16a.

28. Ezek. 36:26.

29. Ibid.

30. Sefer ha-Zeruf, MS Paris 774, fol. 5a:

See also fol. 6a.

31. Chap. VIII, sec. I.

32. See the plural form of the talmudic statements cited in Chap. III, nn. 10, 11; however, see also n. 12 there.

33. As far as erotic motifs connected to the Temple are extant in ancient Jewish sourcesas opposed to Gnostic 
onesthey refer to the cherubim, not to the experience of the high priest; see below, n. 114.

34. Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," pp. 332336.

35. See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystica."

36. Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 1:149, speaks about "the transition from pure symbolism to the path of myth."

37. R. Solomon ben Adret; cf. the anonymous commentary on the ten Sefirot, MS British Library 755, fol. 93b; MS 
Berlin 122 (MS Or. 8° 538), fol. 96a; and the source cited in the next footnote. On the symbolism of "Zion*," see 
Idel, "Jerusalem in Medieval Jewish Thought."

38. R. Isaac Todros, cf. R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon, Keter Shem Tov, in R. Judah Koriat, Ma'or va-Shemesh, fol. 26b.



39. See Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape," pp. 3940; the relationship between the four, and perhaps five, 
commentaries of this author will be discussed in detail elsewhere.

40. See Gershom Scholem, "Two Treatises of R. Moses de Leon," pp. 371384, where two versions of one 
commentary were printed; this issue is also dealt with in de Leon's Shoshan
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'Edut, ibid., pp. 333ff., and in his Shekel ha-Kodesh. Furthermore, I believe that a fragment of an unknown 
commentary of de Leon is extant anonymously in a mutilated manuscript, to be printed and analyzed elsewhere.

41. See Idel, "R. Joseph of Hamadan's Commentary on Ten Sefirot," pp. 7476.

42. A similar phenomenon occurs in the Zohar's various redactions of what finally became the Idra Rabba; see 
Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," p. 101 and n. 53.

43. Idel, "Maimonides and Kabbalah."

44. I presume that Abulafia was not the main channel for the transfer of this peculiar type of Kabbalah to Castile, as 
it seems to have been intensively cultivated at the period he visited Castile; this issue will be analyzed in detail 
elsewhere.

45. See R. Solomon ben Adret's Responsa I, vol. 548.

46. See Goldreich, Me'irat 'Eynaim, pp. 361364.

47. See Mark N. Verman, "Sifrei ha-'Iyyun" (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1984), pp. 173178.

48. Abraham Abulafia, a nonsymbolic Kabbalist, definitely belongs to the school of creative Kabbalah, albeit most of 
his literary activity took place outside Spain.

49. Idel, "We Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on This," pp. 7173; on the problem of innovation in the Christian 
Middle Ages, see Preus's article, n. 141 below.

50. See Idel, "Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," p. 146.

51. Ibid, p. 154 n. 18.

52. See Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 112, 129130.

53. Idel, R. Joseph of Hamadan's Commentary on Ten Sefirot," pp. 7576.

54. Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 40b.

55. Idel, "Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," p. 147.

56. On the influence of the later Gikatilla and the Zohar on R. Bahya *, see Gottlieb, The Kabbalah of R. Bahya, pp. 
148193; see also pp. 194213, where the impact on Bahya of another text, influenced by the Zohar, is demonstrated.

57. Commentary on the Pentateuch (on Num. 11:15), ed. C. D. Chavel, III, p. 62:

Compare also the Commentary on Gen. 18:3 and Deut. 7:2.



58. In Hebrew, nizozot*; this term is used in contemporary Kabbalistic literature to refer also to parts of the human 
soul; cf. the thirteenth-century text printed by Scholem in Tarbiz* 16 (1965): 143. Is there any affinity between the 
view that each word contains numerous sparksmeaningsand the view that the soul contains several sparks? On the 
spark as a metaphor for the soul in its deepest aspect, see Michel Tardieu's important article in Revue des études 
Augustiniennes 21 (1975): 225255; regarding Jewish discussions of this metaphor, see Louis Jacobs, "The Doctrine 
of the 'Divine Spark' in Man in Jewish Sources," in Rationalism, Judaism, Universalism: In Memory of Leon Roth 
(New York, 1966), pp. 87144. Interestingly, the vowels that fix the specific meaning of a given combination of 
consonants are described as their souls in a Kabbalistic passage dealing with vocalizations and meaning; see Idel, 
"Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," p. 146; Idel, ''R. Joseph of Hamadan's Commentary on Ten Sefirot," pp. 7677.
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59. Idel, "Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," p. 146.

60. See Scholem, "The Authentic Commentary on Sefer Yezirah * of Nahmanides*," p. 414:

Scholem attributed this text to Nahmanides, an attribution that was rightly questioned by Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 
128131, who cited important evidence to prove the authorship of this short treatise. Notwithstanding this proof, 
the question of its authorship is still open, and the affinities between this text and those of R. Joseph of 
Hamadan are equally relevant, as are those between the anonymous text and Gikatilla's views. Our text also 
appears anonymously in one of R. David ben Zimra's Responsa (vol. III, no. 643), and I took its variants into 
consideration in my translation. Compare also J. Faur, Golden Doves with Silver Dots (Bloomington, Ind., 
1986), pp. 136137.

61. Job 28:14.

62. Scholem, "The Authentic Commentary on Sefer Yezirah of Nahmanides," p. 414.

63. 'Ozar* 'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford 1580, fol. 171a:

See Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 226227, where additional material is discussed.

64. Cf. Idel, ibid., pp. 226227; compare also below (n. 204) to the view of R. Nahman* of Bratslav, who perceives 
the inspired interpreter to be identical with the universal soul.

65. This is E. T. A. Hoffman's description of music, as quoted in W. P. Lehmann, "The Stony Idiom of the Brain," in 
Literary Symbolism: A Symposium, ed. Helmut Rehder (Austin and London, 1967), p. 15.

66. This view of the Zohar as the zenith of a certain process taking place over the two decades of 1270 to 1290 is not, 
however, identical with the view that this work is the exclusive composition of R. Moses de Leon, as assumed by 
Scholem or Tishby. I believe that older elements, including theosophical views and symbols and perhaps also shorter 
compositions, were merged into this Kabbalistic work, which heavily benefited from the nascent free symbolism.

67. On the place of symbolism in R. Nahman, see Joseph Dan, The Hasidic* Story: Its History and Development (in 
Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1975), pp. 132188; Yoav Elstein, Ma'aseh Hoshev*: Studies in Hasidic Tales (in Hebrew) (Tel 
Aviv, 1983); Yoav Elstein, In the Footsteps of a Lost Princess (in Hebrew) (Ramat Gan, 1984).

68. Responsa I, no. 548.

69. See J. L. Teicher, "The Mediaeval Mind," JJS 4 (1955): 113.

70. See n. 60 above. See also Dov Hercenberg, "Deux modèles d'écriture: Essai sur le rapport entre ordre et liberté," 
Revue Philosophique 16 (1982): 483486, where the affinity between RaDBaZ' text or vocalization and Umberto 
Eco's treatment of the open work is discussed.

71. Cf. Leszek Kolakowski, Chrétiens sans église (Paris, 1969), pp. 305, 343 n. 21.

72. Ibid., pp. 305307. On Cocceius and his study of Jewish material, see Aaron L. Katchen, Christian Hebraists and 
Dutch Rabbis (Cambridge, Mass., 1985).

73. On this issue, see M. Idel, "R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*'s Translation of the Zohar" (in Hebrew), 'Aley Sefer 
8 (1980): 7273.



74. Emil Male, The Gothic Image (New York, 1958), p. 51.
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75. Buber, Hasidism *, pp. 69, 141, aptly describes the tendency of "the Kabbalah" to schematize the mystery; 
however, this evaluation is especially true of Safedian Kabbalah, far more than of earlier phases of Kabbalah; by and 
large, for Buber "Kabbalah" is the Lurianic school. See also Chap. VII, n. 10. On the analogous phenomenon in 
Western Christian culture, compare Johan Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages (New York, 1954), Chap. XV.

76. See n. 1 above, and Biale, Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah and Counter-History, p. 138 and n. 108, where he refers 
to Goethe's Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels, 176; a more articulate discussion of Goethe, more cognate to that 
of Scholem, occurs in Spruche in Prosa, 742743. For the reverberations of Goethe's definitions of allegory and 
symbols in scholarly literature, see Talmage, "Apples of Gold" (n. 24 above), nn. 124, 128, 137.

77. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 27.

78. Ibid., p. 27.

79. See near n. 16 above.

80. Chap. III, sec. IV.

81. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 27.

82. Chap. III, n. 40.

83. Ibid., n. 38.

84. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 27.

85. Cf. David Ross, Aristotle (London and New York, 1964), p. 66.

86. This term for steresis occurs, as observed by Scholem in references in n. 87 below, in Abraham bar Hiyya*'s 
Megillat ha-Megalleh, p. 5. 'Efes qua symbol for Keter occurs also in R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid*: see D. C. 
Matt, Sefer Mar' ot ha-Zove' ot (The Book of Mirrors) (Chico, Calif., 1982), p. 21.

87. See the text printed by Scholem, "Seridim," p. 215, and his discussion in Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 443445.

88. Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 445448; see also Donald F. Duclow, "Divine Nothingness and Self-
Creation in John Scotus Erigena," Journal of Religion 57 (1977): 109123. The transformation of philosophical terms 
into allegories, and nonphilosophical terms into symbols, evidence the postreflective nature of Kabbalistic language 
in general and of its symbolic language in particular. Compare, however, Eliade's emphasis on the prereflective 
quality of symbolism, which originates from his limiting himself to the study of primitive or archaic mentalities; see 
his "Methodological Remarks on the Study of Religious Symbolism," in The History of Religion: Essays in 
Methodology, ed. M. Eliade and J. M. Kitagawa (Chicago, 1959), pp. 98100.

89. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 27, states that "the thing which becomes a symbol retains its original form and its 
original content." See also Victor Turner's distinction between the "sensory pole" of the symbol and its "ideological 
pole": V. Turner and E. Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture (New York, 1978), p. 247.

90. The three highest Sefirot: see, for example, R. Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi, Commentary on Sefer Yezirah*, 
fol. 17b; MS Paris, BN 776, fol. 189b; Ma' arekhet ha-'Elohut, fol. 50a.

91. Zohar III, fol. 5a. It is important to note that a conspicuous case of non-Kabbalistic dynamization of the quasi-
divine realm of the divine name is to be found in the Ashkenazi Sefer ha-Navon; see Dan, Studies, pp. 119120. The 
entire question of dynamization of supernal entities in the pre-Kabbalistic period is worthy of a detailed study that 
may
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eventually clarify some issues connected to the dynamic dimension of the Sefirot in early Kabbalah.

92. Psalms 48:2.

93. See above, Chap. VI, sec. III, for my discussion of Rabad's passage.

94. Lev. 1:2.

95. On the significance of "ascending" versus "descending" symbolism, see Erich Kahler, "The Nature of the 
Symbol," in Symbolism in Religion and Literature, ed. Rollo May (New York, 1960), pp. 5075; and Idel, 
"Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," pp. 329331.

96. See also above, n. 89, for my discussion on the relation between the symbolic value of a word and its "sensory 
pole."

97. See Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael ed. and trans J. Z. Lauterbach, in Max Kadushin, A Conceptual Approach to the 
Mekilta (New York, 1969), pt. II, p. 113; see also Yalkut Shim'oni on Num. 10:31, par. 730. For the background of 
the Exodus verse, see G. H. Skipwith, "The Lord of Heaven," JQR o.s. 1902: 693.

98. Kadushin, ibid., pt. 1, p. 185, corrects "All the time. . . ."

99. Exod. 1:14.

100. Interestingly, the noun sapphire was also understood as hinting at slavery; in TJ, Sukkah IV, 3, it is related to 

Ezekiel 1.26,  ("stone of sapphire"), concluding that the Babylonian Diaspora is harder than the Egyptian 
one: stone in comparison to brick.

101. See Kadushin, Conceptual Approach, pt. 1, p. 186; see especially the tradition adduced in the name of Midrash 
'Avkir by R. Eleazar ha-Darshan, in his Sefer ha-Gematriyot, printed by Abraham Epstein, Ha-'Eshkol 6 (1909): 207:

"a kind of paved work of sapphire stone: it reflects the status of Israel, when they were treading the mortar with 
their feet; as though one could conceive it was above: in all their affliction he was afflicted."

102. See Kadushin, ibid., pt. 1, pp. 186187.

103. Isa. 63:10.

104. Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Masekhet de-Shirta, vol 4, ed. M. Friedmann (Vienna, 1870), fol. 37b.

105. See Tanhuma *, perisc. Ha'azinu, 4, where a series of contradicting descriptions of God is adduced in relation to 
our verse.

106. Mekhilta, p. 114.

107. Zohar II, fol. 99a; the translation is that of H. Sperling, M. Simon, and P. Levertoff, Zohar (London and New 
York, 1933), 3:301, which I have corrected in some details; see also Matt, Zohar, pp. 123126, and his notes on pp. 
251253.

108. Exod. 24:18.

109. Gen. 9:13.

110. Zohar 3:301, fol. 99a.



111. Ibid., pp. 301302. Compare also G. Scholem, Zohar: The Book of Splendor (New York, 1970), pp. 8891; 
however, Scholem did not include in his translation the first discussion of the old man! See also Scholem, On the 
Kabbalah, pp. 5556; on pp. 4546, Scholem points to the Philonic view of the Torah as a living organism; see Franck, 
The Kabbalah (New York, 1940), pp. 262263.
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112. See, for example, Scholem, "Two Treatises of R. Moses de Leon," pp. 363364. However, Tishby, The Wisdom 
of the Zohar, 1:64, considers the rainbow to be a symbol of Malkhut, the female divine attribute; see also Matt, 
Zohar, p. 252.

113. See 'Avodah Zarah 3b; Zohar III, fol. 17a, and compare here to Moses' entering the cloud.

114. See Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 2:190191; Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," p. 122; Idel, "Hitbodedut 
as Concentration," p. 56; Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," pp. 344345. It is noteworthy that Moses' entering 
the cloud is compared in Zohar II, fol. 229a, to the entrance of the high priest for at least two reasons: (1) the most 
sublime passage of the Zohar, the end of the Idra Zuta (Zohar III, fol. 296a-b), portrays the entry of the high priest 
into the Holy of Holies in terms of the intercourse between the attribute of mercy and that of judgment; and (2) the 
term heikhal, used in the parable for "palace," is parallel to the word used by Spanish Jews for the ark of the Torah, 
but can also allude to the Temple! See also n. 33 above, and see Zohar III, fol. 300a, where Moses is described as 
Marey de-Beitathe ''master of the house"referring to the 'ohel mo'edthe tent of meeting; and see Zohar III, fol. 4b. On 
the mythical conception of Moses in ancient sources, wherein he was understood as a divine person by his 
investment as king and god, inter alia by his receiving "a robe of light," see Wayne A. Meeks, "Moses as God and 
King," in Religions in Antiquity: Essays in Memory of E. R. Goodenough, ed. J. Neusner (Leiden, 1968), pp. 354371. 
Moses' reception of the garments of the rainbow may therefore reflect his installation according to the ancient texts. 
See also Fossum, The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord, pp. 87106.

115. Cf. Menahem * M. Kasher, "The Zohar," Sinai: Jubilee Volume (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1958), pp. 4748. On 
the sexual perception of the Kabbalist's relation to the Torah, see, for example, R. Moses de Leon in Tishby, Studies, 
p. 43; R. Meir ibn Gabbay, 'Avodat ha-Kodesh, fol. 3c, and R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye, Toldot Ya' akov Yoseph, 
fol. 133c; R. Dov Baer of Mezherich, Maggid Devarav le-Ya'akov, p. 87.

116. Arcana Caelestia, par. 1872, trans. in Internal Sense of the Word (London, 1974), p. 41.

117. For other examples of the influence of the Kabbalah on Swedenborg, see Idel, "Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," 
p. 150; Idel, "The World of Angels in Human Shape," pp. 6465.

118. Printed anonymously by Jacob Toledano in Sefer ha-Malkhut (Casablanca, 1930), fol. 110b:

The authorship of this work was established by Gottlieb, Studies, pp. 254255. According to another passage of 
R. Joseph, the Matronita, that is, the Sefirah of Malkhut, is androgynous, sometimes being called "male" and 
other times, "female"; Sefer Tashak, p. 436:

Compare also to Recanati's Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 43b:

119. Cf. Gen. 3:22.

120. MS Paris, BN 841, fol. 268a:
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121. This term stands for secrets hidden in the biblical text, as in Maimonides' Guide of the Perplexed; see Idel, "The 
Concept of the Torah," p. 66 and n. 162.

122. MS Paris, BN 841, fol. 267a:

123. Cf. Gen. 3:22, where Tubal-Cain is described as "forger of every sharp instrument in brass and iron."

124. MS Paris, BN 841, fol. 267a:

125. MS Paris, BN 841, fol. 267b:

See R. 'Ezra of Gerona's Commentary on Song of Songs, in Chavel, Kitvey ha-Ramban II, p. 478.

126. Eccles. 7:14; this verse is a locus probans for the Kabbalistic view of the creation of evil by God.

127. See Sefer ha-Malkhut (n. 118 above), fol. 109a:

and fol. 73d, 74a (Sefer Toldot 'Adam)"

128. Scholem, Major Trends, p. 27: "The Kabbalist . . . discovers . . . a reflection of the true transcendence," or his 
view that the symbolized realm is "a hidden and inexpressible reality." See also p. 28.

129. Scholem, Kabbalah, pp. 99, 105106.

130. See the anthropomorphical descriptions of the 'Eiyn Sof in Idel, "The Image of Man," pp. 4155, esp. p. 55.

131. See the discussion on R. Isaac Luria and the school of Komarno, below, n. 249.

132. See Tishby, Paths of Faith and Heresy, p. 13, who briefly notes that a symbol can also stand for a "process."

133. Scholem's and Tishby's assertions (ibid., p. 13) that the reality symbolized by a symbol cannot be perceived 
otherwise is based upon the tacit assumption that union with the divine world is marginal in Kabbalah. But an 
experience of cleaving or union is a way to directly perceive the divine world; symbolism is therefore an alternative, 
not a unique way to experience divinity. Tishby (ibid., pp. 17, 20) regards symbols as ways to attain cleaving to God, 
a view that contradicts his assumption on p. 13; as we have seen above (Chap. III, secs. VIVII) devekut to God must 
precede the performance of the commandments, or it can be achieved by anomian techniques.

134. See, for example, Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 1:288307.

135. Tishby, Paths of Faith and Heresy, p. 13.

136. See, for example, R. J. Zwi Werblowsky, "Ape and Essence," in Ex Orbe Religionum (Leiden, 1972), pp. 
322324.



137. Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period (Princeton, N.J., 1954), 4:28.

138. On the older attitudes to interpreter, text, and God, see Idel, "Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," pp. 141144; and 
Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford, 1985), pp. 108109, 245, where the author perceptively 
demonstrates the retreat of the
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ancient Jewish exegetes from "inquiry of God" to inquiry of the Torah. The medieval texts quoted below evince 
an opposite direction; after a long period, the Torah was perceived as an indispensable intermediary between 
God and interpreter, divine inspiration becoming an indispensable prerequisite for mystical interpretation. 
Compare to D. Weiss-Halivni's description of the Midrash as representing "distance from God" or ''a substitute 
for direct intervention, through either revelation or prophecy," in his Midrash, Mishnah and Gemara 
(Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1986), p. 16. The possibility of understanding the term prophet (as applied to 
certain twelfth- and thirteenth-century Ashkenazic authors) as referring to "an ability to derive exegetically the 
esoteric divine will" was proposed by Ivan Marcus, Piety and Society (Leiden, 1981), p. 163 n. 59. I leave aside 
the important parallel to the medieval phenomena discussed below, found in Qumran-inspired exegeses, as its 
influence on later rabbinic or Kabbalistic literature was negligible; see Naftali Wieder, The Judean Scrolls and 
Karaism (London, 1962), pp. 6267. On ancient Christian views of pneumatic interpretation, see David E. Aune, 
Prophecy in Early Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean World (Grand Rapids, Mich., 1983), pp. 339346; 
E. E. Elli, Prophecy and Hermeneutic in Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich., 1978); Colette Estin, "Saint 
Jerome, de la traduction inspirée à la traduction relativiste," Revue Biblique 88 (1981): 199215.

139. In his Commentary on the Epistle of Paul to the Romans, Book 4, Patrologia Latina, vol. 178 c. 939C. On this 
phenomenon, see Phillip Alphandery, "La Glossolalie dans la prophetisme médiéval Latin, "Revue d'histoire des 
religions 52 (1931): 419.

140. Cf. Marjorie Reeves, The Influence of Prophecy in the Later Middle Ages (Oxford, 1969), p. 13 (compare also 
p. 474); Bernard McGinn, Apocalyptic Spirituality (New York, Ramsey, and Toronto, 1979), pp. 99102.

141. On Joachim's "Intelligentia Spiritualis," see Reeves, ibid., pp. 1617, 7172, and Bernard McGinn, The Calabrian 
Abbot: Joachim of Fiore in the History of Western Thought (New York and London, 1985), pp. 125138; and compare 
similar stands in Christian medieval movements; cf. James S. Preus, "Theological Legitimation for Innovation in the 
Middle Ages," Viator 3 (1972): 20.

142. See Joachim's observation that he may witness the reign of the Antichrist; cf. Reeves, ibid., p. 13.

143. See n. 158 below.

144. See Idel, "Types of Redemptive Activities," pp. 275278.

145. Aaron Z. Aescoly, Jewish Messianic Movements (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1956), pp. 365405.

146. See David Tamar, "Ha-Ari and he-Rahu * [Vital] as Messiah ben Joseph" (in Hebrew), in Studies in the History 
of the Jewish People (Jerusalem, 1972), pp. 115123.

147. Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," p. 230.

148. See Idel, "Music and Prophetic Kabbalah," pp. 163169. Compare Steiner's statement: "the musical sounds . . . 
are beginning to hold a place in literate society once firmly held by the word." See George Steiner, "The Retreat of 
the Word," in Language and Silence (New York, 1977), p. 30.

149. Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," p. 255260.

150. On Abulafia's notion of primary letters, see Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 143144. On
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his monadic perception of letters, its sources and influences, see Idel, "Perceptions of Kabbalah," sec. IV.

151. Barthes's description of the shift from classical language into modern poetical language may indeed by viewed 
as a tendency toward a more "primitive" and magical perception of the nature of language. Abulafia's atomization of 
the text anticipates the process of destruction of classical language as it was proposed by Barthes, but in a more 
extreme way: the language turns not into separate words but into letters. Cf. Roland Barthes, Le Degré zéro et 
l'écriture (Paris, 1964), pp. 4546: "La poésie moderne détruisait les rapports du langage et ramenant le discours à des 
stations de mots." Highly instructive is his remark on p. 46: ''Il n'y a pas d'humanisme poétique de la modernité: ce 
discours debout est un discours plein de terreur, c'est-à-dire qu'il met l'homme en liaison non pas avec les autres 
hommes, mais avec les images les plus inhumaines de la nature; le ciel, l'enfer, le sacré." Compare Abulafia's 
warning that the process of letter combination may be disturbed by demonic apparitions, which are in his view pure 
imaginary conceits (M. Idel, "Was Abraham Abulafia Influenced by Catharism?" [in Hebrew], 'Iyyun 30 [1981]: 138 
n. 30).

152. Compare also the interesting diagnosis of Allen Tate on the symbolists' view of language: " . . . that idolatrous 
dissolution of language from the grammar of a possible world, which results from the belief that language itself can 
be reality, or by incantation can create a reality" ("The Angelic Imagination," in The Man of Letters in the Modern 
World [New York, 1955], p. 117). See also the fascinating essay of Steiner, "The Retreat of the Word," pp. 1235; 
and, from another perspective, Jacques Derrida, L'Écriture et la différence (Paris, 1967), pp. 2324.

153. The author is an anonymous late thirteenth-century Kabbalist, whose ecstatic experiences are described in his 
Sefer Sha'arey Zedek *, from which I quote here Scholem's translation in Major Trends, pp. 149150. On this passage, 
see also my discussion in n. 6 above.

154. On Abulafia's positive attitude toward Hebrew as a domain of contemplation of the natural world, see Idel, 
"Abraham Abulafia," pp. 148155.

155. See the oneiric practices employed in order to compose Kabbalistic works in Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 201ff.

156. Manifesto of Surrealism (1924), trans. R. Seaver and H. R. Lane, in André Breton Manifestoes of Surrealism 
(Ann Arbor, Mich., 1969).

157. Abulafia composed a series of prophetic books, one of which was intended to be read in synagogues as 
haftarah; see Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 1415.

158. See Idel, ibid., pp. 395433; Idel, "Abraham Abulafia and the Pope," pp. 117; Idel, "Abulafia on the Jewish 
Messiah and Jesus," Immanuel 11 (1980): 6480. According to Abulafia, the science of the divine name or names is 
the true Judaism (cf. Idel, ibid., pp. 1314), which he apparently attempted to discuss with the pope.

159. For a bibliographical description of the material belonging to this commentary, see Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," 
pp. 2021.

160. It is evident that a special spiritual attitude was instrumental in the composition of Abulafia's Commentary on 
the Pentateuch. He acknowledges two reasons for his divulgence of the secrets of the Torah in his commentary: (1) a 
divine reason, that is, the immediacy of the eschaton, which allows the dissemination of secrets; and (2) a "human" 
reason, that he was the only Kabbalist in his period! (cf. his introduction to the commentary, MS Parma 141, fol. 1a) 
The first reason must be connected with the revelation of the date for the
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beginning of the messianic era; compare Abulafia's acknowledgment that God revealed himself to him, and that 
he revealed his secret to him and announced to him the time of the end of the Dispersion and of the beginning of 
the Salvation: cf. the epistle, written during the same period that he composed his Commentary on the 
Pentateuch and printed by Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 18, amended according to manuscripts. Therefore, the divine 
reason is closely connected to a revelatory experience, which apparently prompted the writing of the 
Commentary.

161. Compare also a passage written by one of Abulafia's disciples, the anonymous author of Sefer Sha' arey Zedek 
*, who deals in an ambiguous manner with the relationship between the understanding of the secrets of the Torah, the 
Mele'khet ha-Torah, presumably the labor involved in the understanding of the Torah, and the emergence of the 
"new spirit" (ruah* hadashah*) or the spirit of the living God. Cf. British Library, MS Or. 10809 (Olim, Gaster 954), 
fol. 21b22a Compare also the passage from Gikatilla's Sha'ar ha-Nikkud, quoted in Idel, "Infinities of Torah in 
Kabbalah," p. 148; see also the view of John Cassien, discussed by Henri de Lubac, L'Écriture dans la tradition 
(Aubier and Montaigne, 1966), pp. 281282.

162. Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 228232.

163. See MS New York, JTS 1805, fol. 6a; this text will be analyzed in detail in a future study on the relationship 
between philosophy and Kabbalah as it is expressed in the differentiation between intellectus acquisitus and 
intellectus propheticus.

164. On the significance of the terms "prophetic holy intellect" or intellectus acquisitus, see the Avicennian theory of 
prophecy analyzed by Fazlur Rahman, Prophecy in Islam (London, 1958), pp. 1420.

165. See the citation from Sefer Sha'arey Zedek, cited above, n. 161.

166. On this book, see M. Idel, "The Attitude to Christianity in Sefer ha-Meshiv," Immanuel 12 (1981): 7795; Idel, 
"Inquiries," pp. 185266, and Scholem's paper, cited in n. 178 below.

167. MS Oxford, Bodleiana 1597, fol. 38a39b; on the problems related to this passage, see Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 
194195, 240241. The preceding quotation is an interesting example of a peculiar type of drawing-down theurgy, 
tainted with magical implications.

168. In Hebrew: Malbush, that is, the garment every spiritual entity has to wear when it descends to the nether worlds 
in order to reveal itself to men.

169. Elijahu was considered in most Kabbalistic sources to be an angel, and therefore, according to the doctrine of 
Sefer ha-Meshiv, he must use a garment when he descends into our world.

170. These are two famous "mystical" sages of ancient Judaism, the former is the principal hero of the Zohar, which 
was spuriously attributed to him. The second was the author of an Aramaic translation of the Bible. It is possible that 
the author of Sefer ha-Meshiv mentions them together because both of them "interpreted" the Torah, the Zohar being 
a homiletic commentary on the Bible and several scrolls.

171. With the exception of R. Yehudah ha-Nasi, the compiler of the Mishnah, all the names are those of ancient 
tanaitic masters who were heroes of ancient Jewish mystical literature.

172. Fasting for forty days is mentioned in the Heikhalot literature in connection with the attempt to acquire mystical 
knowledge; interestingly, fasting was related to prophecy. See, for example, Rudolf Arbesmann, "Fasting and 
Prophecy in Pagan and Christian Antiq-
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uity," Traditio 7 (1949): 171. Prophecy is mentioned at the end of our quotation from Sefer ha-Meshiv. I shall 
deal with this problem in a detailed study.

173. This number returns in similar contexts: see Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 213215.

174. In Hebrew, rabbo ve-'alufoalluding to angelic guidance.

175. Literally, "his own head."

176. In Hebrew the root  is used. However, it points to transmission of the sciences from their celestial source 
to our world by means of copying divine books; see Idel, "Inquiries," p. 261 n. 81.

177. Megillah, 17v; see E. E. Urbach, "When Did Prophecy Cease?" (in Hebrew), Tarbiz * 17 (194546) 111; N. N. 
Glatzer, "A Study of the Talmudic Interpretation of Prophecy," Review of Religion 10 (1945): 115137; B. J. 
Bamberger, "Revelations of Torah after Sinai," HUCA 16 (1941): 97113.

178. See Gershom Scholem, "The Revelations Attributed to the Maggid (Angelic Messenger) of Rabbi Joseph 
Taytaczack" (in Hebrew), Sefunot 11 (197178): 7374.

179. Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 201206.

180. (Mohilev, 1812), fol. 19a, and Idel, "Inquiries," p. 240 n. 289.

181. Ketem Paz (Djerba, 1940), vol. 1, fol. 152b:

182. Shalshelet ha-Kabbalah (Jerusalem, 1962), p. 110:

183. Zohar Hai* II, fol. 17d:

184. The text is based upon an obvious pun on the root P-Sh-T, which signifies both "plain" and "strip" or "divest." 
Compare also the discussion of R. Simhah Bunim of Przysucha, who recommended to his disciple that he accept as 
his teacher a person who would be able to explain to him the plain meaning (peshat) of half a page of the Zohar. The 
student understood this recommendation as connected with R. Menahem* of Lonzano's view that the Zohar can be 
understood only by those who have achieved a state of divestment of corporealityhitpashtutanother occurrence of the 
root PShT; cf. Chap. III, nn. 160, 163.

185. Note the plural form: 

186. See also Idel, "Perceptions of Kabbalah," sec. I.

187. On this figure, see Roland Goetschel, "Kabbale et Apocalyptique dans le Sefer ha-Mefo'ar de Salomon 
Molkho," in Proceedings of the Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies: Division C (Jerusalem, 1982), pp. 8792, 
and the discussions of Rivka Schatz and Yoram Jacobson in their respective articles in Da'at 11 (1983): 5389.

188. Idel, "Shelomo Molkho as Magician," pp. 204205, where the quotation that follows in the text is printed for the 
first time. The Hebrew version seems deficient in several instances, its general meaning being nevertheless clear and 
corroborated, at least in part, by other texts connected with Molkho. See above, Chap. V, sec. II.



189. On the view of his Christian contemporary, Luther, that the understanding of Scripture depends upon the Holy 
Spirit and cannot be known before the revelation of the spirit, cf. J. S. Preus, From Shadow to Promise (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1969), p. 148.
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190. The terms academy here and Holy Academy below stand for the "celestial academy," namely, the collectivity of 
the souls of the righteous, angels, Messiah, and God himself, who study Torah in the next world. The phrase 
"celestial academy," in relation to revealing secrets from above, occurs several times in the introduction to Sefer ha-
Kaneh, which influenced Molkho's visions. See A. Z. Aeshkoli, "Notes on the History of Messianic Movements" (in 
Hebrew), Sinai 12 (1943): 8489, and see also Idel, "Inquiries,'' p. 237. It is pertinent to remark that both Sefer ha-
Kaneh and Sefer ha-Peliah were written as partial revelations from above. For our discussion, the latter work is 
important for at least two reasons: (1) that it is a commentary on the first chapters of Genesis and therefore fits within 
the peculiar genre of interpretations dealt with herepneumatic exegesis; and (2) that it has been profoundly 
influenced by Abulafian Kabbalah.

191. On instruction from heaven, see Twersky, Rabad of Posquières, pp. 296297.

192. Compare a testimony in the same vein written by a Kabbalist at the end of the sixteenth century; he compares 
Molkho's ignorance and visionary experiences with those of Jeanne d'Arc; printed in Idel, "Shelomo Molkho as 
Magician," pp. 202203.

193. Sha'arey Kedushah III, 3, p. 97.

194. See Idel, "Inquiries," p. 241.

195. Ibid., p. 242.

196. II, 2, immediately before the above-mentioned passage on prophecy and the secrets of Torah.

197. 'Ez * ha-Da' at Tov, on Prov. 5, (ed. Jerusalem, 1982), vol. II, fol. 91a:

198. See Joseph G. Weiss, "Via Passiva in Early Hasidism*," JJS 9 (1960): 137155; Schatz-Uffenheimer, Quietistic 
Elements, p. 117.

199. Salomon Maimon, An Autobiography, trans. J. Clark Murray (London, Montreal, and Boston, 1888), pp. 
164165. See also Weiss, Via Passiva, p. 151.

200. Maimon, Autobiography, p. 165, and compare also p. 168; Weiss, "Via Passiva," pp. 151152.

201. Maimon, Autobiography, pp. 165166. This passage was analyzed by Weiss, "Via Passiva," pp. 140141.

202. Maimon, Autobiography, p. 167.

203. No'am Elimelekh, per. Terumah, fol. 47d.

204. Cf. the translation of Green, Tormented Master, pp. 200201; see also his "The Zaddik* as Axis Mundi in Later 
Judaism," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 45 (1977): 341. Cf. also above, n. 64. The passage from R. 
Nahman* seems to be a mystical interpretation of the medieval statement that words that come from the heart, that is, 
sincere words, enter the heart of one who hears them.

205. I should like to mention here some major works whose manner of composition is obscure. First, the Zohar is a 
large homiletic commentary on the Bible; see the discussion by Matt, Zohar, pp. 2730, who elaborates upon the 
hypothesis that the Zohar was composed through automatic writing. R. Moses de Leon, the Kabbalist viewed by 
modern scholarship as the author of the Zohar, was in contact with the Kabbalistic group from which
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Abulafia's prophetic Kabbalah stemmed. Second, the Kabbalistic work of R. Joseph Karo, Maggid Meisharim, 
is a collection of homilies, arranged by later editors, following the order of the biblical pericopes. They were 
pronounced as the result of a kind of oratio infusa, and deal with the interpretation of biblical verses. Cf. 
Werblowsky, Karo, pp. 3637, 257286; Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 224226; and see also R. Moses Hayyim * Luzzato's 
confessions that he composed lengthy commentaries upon various texts inspired, or even dictated, by his 
Maggid. Cf. R. Moshe Hayyim Luzzato and His Contemporaries: A Collection of Epistles and Documents (in 
Hebrew), ed. S. Ginzburg (Tel Aviv, 1937), p. 31.

206. On the perception of the Torah as the intellectual world, see Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 167172. The 
discussion that follows is a short survey of some texts analyzed there in detail.

207. See H. A. Wolfson, Philo (Cambridge, Mass., 1947), 1:258 n. 42.

208. M. Friedlander, Essays on the Writings of Abraham ibn Ezra (London, 1877), Hebrew Appendix, p. 4.

209. Sha'ar ha-Shamayim, long version, I, 7, MS Vatican 335, fol. 20b21a; short version in Kerem Hemed*, vol. 4 
(1839), p. 7.

210. See Scholem, The Kabbalah of Sefer ha-Temunah (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1969), pp. 238, 243.

211. Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 168169.

212. See especially Sitrey Torah, MS Paris, BN 774, fol. 137b, printed and analyzed, together with other pertinent 
material; Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 169170.

213. On the peculiar version of 'Avot used by Abulafia, see Charles Taylor, Sayings of the Jewish Fathers 
(Cambridge, 1897), pp. 60, 69.

214. See Mafteah* ha-Sefirot, MS Milano-Ambrosiana 53, fol. 164b:

The entire context was printed and analyzed in Idel, "Abraham Abulafia," pp. 194196. See also below, near n. 
223.

215. See Henri Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn Arabi (London, 1970), pp. 211212, 227228.

216. Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," pp. 2384.

217. Ibid., pp. 4346.

218. Idel, "Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," pp. 147148, and see also below, near n. 222.

219. Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," pp. 62-84. At times the Torah is described as identical only with the seven 
lower Sefirot; in both versions, the Sefirot, whether seven or ten, are explicitly envisaged as the divine anthropos.

220. See, for example, Moshe Hallamish*, "On the Origin of a Dictum in the Kabbalistic Literature, 'Whoever blows 
does so from his Inner Essence'" (in Hebrew), Bar Ilan Annual 13 (1976): 211223: Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, 
2:3ff., 69ff.

221. See the lengthy article by Isaiah Tishby, "Kudsha Berikh Hu, Orayyta and Israel, All [the Three] Are OneThe 
Source of the Dictum in R. Moshe Hayyim Luzzato's Commentary on Idra Rabba" (in Hebrew), Kiryat Sefer 50 
(1975): 480492, 668674; Berakha Sack, "More on the Metamorphosis of the Dictum: Kudsha Berikh Hu, Orayyta 
and Israel, All [the Three] Are One" (in Hebrew), Kiryat Sefer 57 (1982): 179184.

222. See Pachter, "The Concept of Devekut," pp. 178, 189; Sack, "More on the Metamorphosis," pp. 180181.
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223. Degel Mahaneh * Ephraim, p. 284:

224. See n. 214 above.

225. Ibid., p. 175:

On the author's recurring use of this formula, see Tishby, "Kudsha Berikh Hu," pp. 482484. Compare also to the 
view of R. Hayyim* of Volozhin in his preface to R. Elijah of Vilna's Commentary on Sifra' de-Zeni'uta:

226. On this view, see above, Chap. VIII, sec. III.

227. Likkutey Torah (Bnai Berak, 1983), fol. 36a-b:

Compare with R. Leib Sarah's statement; cf. Buber, Tales of the Hasidim*: Early Masters, p. 169.

228. This is the phrase for mystical communion recurring in the Zohar.

229. II Sam. 24:19. Interestingly, the words following the quoted phrase are two divine names, "Lord God." This 
may be an allusion to the transition from the Torah of man to a divine status, as implied by the peculiar interpretation 
of the verse in Psalm 19. See n. 230 below.

230. Psalm 19:8. For the interpretation of this verse as referring to the return of the soul to her source, here into 
Godhead, see Idel, "Types of Redemptive Activities," pp. 264265 n. 46.

231. Likkutey Torah, fol. 14d15a:

Compare also his father's discussion of a related question, which does not mention the identification of man 
with Torah: R. Menahem* Nahum* of Chernobyl, Me'or 'Eynaim, peris. Tezaveh*, fol. 117a118a.

232. Chap. 4. I used an anonymous English translation printed in 1973. Compare Abraham Abulafia's Sefer Mafteah* 
ha-Sefirot, MS Milano-Ambrosiana 53, fol. 171a, translated and discussed in Idel, The Mystical Experience in 
Abraham Abulafia, Chap. IV.

233. The author explicitly mentions the identification of knower, knowledge, and known in the same chapter (4), as it 
appears in Maimonides.

234. Likkutey 'Amarim, Chap. 5.

235. Ibid.



236. Ibid.

237. On the emanation, or descent, of Torah into the world in a clearly Neoplatonic vein, see Chap. 4.

238. See Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, ed. and trans. John B. Thompson (Cambridge, 
London, and Paris, 1982), p. 147.
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239. Ibid., p. 146: "The book divides the act of writing and the act of reading into two sides, between which there is 
no communication."

240. Ibid., p. 147.

241. Ibid., pp. 146147.

242. Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," pp. 5875; Idel, "Infinities of Torah in Kabbalah," pp. 144145, and above, 
Chap. VIII, sec. II.

243. Sefer Zeror * ha-Hayyim*, MS Leiden 24, fol. 198a:

See also Idel, "The Concept of the Torah," p. 67.

244. Gen. 1:27. On Torah as the matrix of man, see Idel, ibid., pp. 5859.

245. Compare R. Meir ibn Gabbay's view of the Torah, as described in Idel, "The Magic and Theurgical 
Interpretation," pp. 4649.

246. Ricoeur, Hermeneutics, p. 139. Compare R. Nahman* of Bratslav's view that union with God is, mutatis 
mutandis, union of the mystic's Torah with that of God. Interestingly, this union is acquired by expansion of the act 
of knowledge. See Arthur Green, "Hassidism*, Discovery and Retreat," in The Other Side of God, ed. Peter Berger 
(New York, 1981), pp. 120-121.

247. Quoted in Degel Mahaneh* Ephraim, p. 98:

Compare this highly reliable testimony to a related sentence adduced in the name of the Besht; R. Eliezer Zevi* 
Safrin cites his father, reporting that:

"In each and every day, the Zohar is studied in the celestial academy, according to a novel interpretation" 
(introduction to Zohar Hai*, vol. 1, unnumbered, first folio). It is possible that the name of the collection of 
zoharic material printed under the title of Zohar Hadash*the new Zoharmay have influenced the emergence of 
the new interpretations of the Zohar, as formulated by R. Isaac Safrin.

248. Ibid., preface, fol. 3a:

On the Lurianic source of this view, see next footnote.

249. R. Hayyim* Vital, 'Ez* Hayyim I, I, 5, fol. 15a; quoted with slight changes in R. Eliezer Zevi Safrin's preface to 
Zohar Hai, fol. 1b:



The continuous process of theosophical and cosmic change is a characteristic of Lurianic Kabbalah: see Tishby, 
The Doctrine of Evil, pp. 1819. See also the unique impact of each prayer, which causes the emergence of novel 
influxes; cf. Vital, Peri 'Ez Hayyim (Tel Aviv, 1966), pp. 3132.

250. See Idel, "The Magical and Neoplatonic Interpretations," pp. 201202. As we know, Vital was deeply interested 
in astronomy, and even composed astronomical and astrol-
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ogical treatises; see his Sefer ha-Tekhunah (Jerusalem, 1866) and Bernard Goldstein, "The Hebrew 
Astronomical Tradition: New Sources," Isis 72 (1981): 245, 248.

Chapter 10

1. Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp.420425.

2. Scholem, "New Document," pp. 143144, 151.

3. On Maimonides' restructuring of ancient Jewish esotericism, see Idel, "Sitre 'Arayot in Maimonides' Thought," in 
Maimonides and Philosophy, ed. S. Pines and Y. Yovel (Dordrecht, Boston, and Lancaster, 1986), 7991, and Idel, 
"Maimonides and Kabbalah."

4. R. Isaac the Blind wrote a letter to Nahmanides * and R. Jonah Gerondi on Kabbalistic matters; R. 'Azriel of 
Gerona composed an opusculum sent to Burgos; Nahmanides was addressed by a student of a presumably Castilian 
Kabbalist named R. Joseph ibn Mazah*; and so on.

5. See above, Chap. I, n. 3.

6. On this entire question, see more details in Idel, "Maimonides and Kabbalah."

7. See R. Isaac's statement in Sanhedrin 21b.

8. See Abraham Abulafia's "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah," Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 15:

9. Cf. Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, p. 216.

10. "Ve-Zot li-Yihudah," Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 17. Abulafia himself asserts that his works are the more explicit: 
Mevo'arim.

11. See above, Chap. IX, sec. 1.

12. Chap. VI, sec. IV.

13. See ibid.

14. Ibid., n. 388.

15. For a totally different view, see Scholem, Major Trends, p. 327, who proposes a three-phase sequence of 
popularization of Kabbalah, LurianismSabbatianismHasidism*, as part of his attempt to link Hasidism to the two 
preceding mystical stages. He does not mention Cordoverean treatises, the most important attempt to disseminate 
Kabbalistic views; see also n. 29 below. For an extreme elaboration upon Scholem's view, overemphasizing the 
importance of the Lurianic "Musar" literature, see Joseph Dan, Jewish Mysticism and Jewish Ethics (Seattle and 
London, 1986), pp. 76103.

16. Notwithstanding this assessment, it is highly reasonable to assume that, in addition to the written or exoteric 
Kabbalah, there were Kabbalistic matters in the sixteenth century that were not committed to writing, owing to their 
esoteric nature.

17. Idel, "Particularism and Universalism in Kabbalah: 14801650," par. II (forthcoming).

18. On these issues, see in detail Idel, "Kabbalah and Ancient Philosophy in R. Isaac and Yehudah Abravanel" (in 
Hebrew), in The Philosophy of Leone Ebreo, ed. M. Dorman and Z. Levi (Tel Aviv, 1985), pp. 73112.

19. See Opera (Basel, 1572) 1:108.



20. See n. 17 above.

21. See Joseph R. Hacker, "On the Intellectual Character and Self-Perception of Spanish Jewry
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in the Late Fifteenth Century" (in Hebrew), Sefunot n.s. 2 (17), ed. J. Hacker (Jerusalem, 1983), pp. 5256.

22. Cf. Salomon Schechter, "Notes sur Messer David Leon," REJ 24 (1892): 121.

23. See Tishby, Studies, pp. 79130.

24. Ibid., pp. 127130.

25. See Idel, "Major Currents in Italian Kabbalah," in Italia Judaica, ed. J. Sermonetta and S. Simonsohn (Rome, 
1986), vol. 2.

26. It is extremely interesting that the first to print Kabbalistic material were the Christian KabbalistsPico, Reuchlin, 
Egidio da Viterbo, and so onwho preceded the first printing of Jewish Kabbalah. See Idel, "Particularism and 
Universalism in Kabbalah: 14801650" (forthcoming).

27. See Gershom Scholem, "A Document by the Disciples of Isaac Luria" (in Hebrew), Zion * 5 (1940): 133160.

28. See Joseph Avivi, "The Writings of Rabbi Isaac Luria in Italy before 1620" (in Hebrew), 'Aley Sefer 11 (1984): 
91130.

29. See the opinion of Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi*, pp. 6880. The nature of Scholem's proofs for his views on the spread 
of Lurianic Kabbalah cannot be discussed here in detail, but will be the subject of a future study.

30. These nevertheless appear in Scholem's discussion of the influence of mythical Lurianism, which opened the way 
to messianism; see ibid., p. 68. Nothing was stranger to them than a mythical messianism, which Scholem would 
implicitly have us believe to have been spread by their writings.

31. See Joseph Dan, "The Concept of Evil and Demonology in R. Manasseh ben Israel's book Nishmat Hayyim*" (in 
Hebrew), in Studies in Aggadah and Jewish Folklore, ed. I. Ben-Ami and J. Dan (Jerusalem, 1983), pp. 263264; Idel, 
"Major Currents in Italian Kabbalah"; Idel, "Kabbalah, Platonism and Prisca TheologiaThe Case of R. Menasseh ben 
Israel'' (forthcoming).

32. The nature and extent of messianism in Lurianism is a matter that still needs to be analyzed in detail.

33. Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, p. 67: "Wherever Lurianism came, it produced messianic tensions"!

34. See Liebes, "The Messiah of the Zohar," passim.

35. Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, pp. 44-50.

36. See Idel, "The Interdiction to Study Kabbalah before the Age of Forty" (in Hebrew), AJSreview 5 (1980): 1415.

37. See Menahem* Z. Kadari, The Medieval Heritage of Modern Hebrew Usage (in Hebrew) (Tel Aviv, 1970), pp. 
57144.

38. On their theories, see Scholem, Les Origines de la Kabbale, pp. 327385.

39. Chap. I, nn. 30, 37.

40. Gnostic rituals retain some allegorized forms of Jewish elements, as evinced by the Gospel of Phillipos. The 
ritual of union between the soul and the supernal entities in the bridal chamber is conspicuously based upon the 
sexual perception of the Holy of Holies; see Idel, "Métaphores et pratiques sexuelles," esp. pp. 339340 nn. 3435.

41. Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, p. 10.

42. Ibid., pp. 913.

43. Although not of their magic aspects, which are largely anomian. Time and again Christian
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Kabbalists refer to Kabbalah as a sort of magic, even a superior magic. See Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno 
and the Hermetic Tradition (Chicago and London, 1964), pp. 87106.

44. See Charles Schmitt, "Perennial Philosophy from Agostino Stenco to Leibniz," Journal of the History of Ideas 27 
(1966): 505532; "Prisca theologia e philosophia perennis: Due temi del rinascimento italiano e la loro fortuna," Il 
pensiero italiano del rinascimento e il tempo nostro (Florence, 1970): 211236.

45. It may well be that in antiquity, as in the period of the Renaissance, among the most active agents of the 
transition of Jewish esotericism to alien culture were the apostates, who served as cultural bridges, thereby enriching 
some non-Jewish theosophies by providing easily acceptable pieces of esoteric thought.

46. See above, Chaps. VII and VIII, passim.

47. See Chaim Wirszubski, A Christian Kabbalist Reads the Law (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1977), p. 30.

48. See Chap. IX, n. 55.

49. As I have noted above, a similar phenomenon occurred also among Jewish speculative Kabbalists, although not 
to the same extent.

50. See above, Chap. I, n. 60.

51. See above, Chap. IX, nn. 59, 70, and Joseph L. Blau, The Christian Interpretation of the Cabala in the 
Renaissance (New York, 1944), pp. 8, 12, 32, 57.

52. Chaim Wirszubski, Three Studies in Christian Kabbalah (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1975), pp. 2627.

53. H. P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled (Pasadena, Calif., 1972), p. xxiv.

54. See, for example, Ernst Müller, History of Jewish Mysticism (New York, 1946); Ben-Zion Bokser, The Jewish 
Mystical Traditions (New York, 1981); Alfonso M. di Nola, Cabbala e mistica giudaica (Rome, 1984).

55. See, for example, Scholem, Major Trends, p. 327.

56. Ibid., pp. 326334.

57. See, for example, Scholem's proposal to identify the legendary R. Adam Ba'al Shem with R. Heshel Zoref, a 
Sabbatian Kabbalist, in connection with his attempt to find Sabbatian sources for Hasidism * (ibid., pp. 331333); this 
proposal was shown to be baseless by Chone Shmeruk, Yiddish Literature in Poland (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1981), 
pp. 119146, and n. 70 below.

58. See Yehuda Liebes, "Shabbetai Zevi's Attitude toward His Own Conversion" (in Hebrew), Sefunot n.s. 2 (17), ed. 
J. Hacker (Jerusalem, 1983), pp. 290293.

59. Ibid., pp. 286290; I want to elaborate upon this issue elsewhere.

60. See, for example, the works of R. Samson of Ostropol or of R. Nathan Shapira of Cracow; cf. Scholem, Sabbatai 
Sevi*, pp. 8095; Yehudah Liebes, "Mysticism and RealityToward a Portrait of the Martyr and Kabbalist R. Samson 
Ostropoler" (in Hebrew), Tarbiz* 52 (1983): 83103.

61. See, for example, Sefer ha-Peliah, Sefer ha-Temunah.

62. Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 1920.

63. Ibid., pp. 248250; Joseph Dan, "The Historical Perceptions of the Late Professor Gershom Scholem" (in 
Hebrew), Zion* 47 (1982): 169.

64. And as such, like the Italian Jews, he was practically uninterested in the "catastrophe" of
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Spanish Jewry as a paramount event. See Idel, "Particularism and Universalism in Kabbalah: 14801650."

65. See Jacob Katz, "On the Question of the Connection between Sabbatianism, the Enlightenment and the Reform" 
(in Hebrew), in Studies in Jewish Religious and Intellectual History Presented to Alexander Altmann, ed. S. Stein 
and R. Loewe (University, Ala., 1979), pp. 83100.

66. Sec. III.

67. P. 327.

68. Ibid., pp. 331333.

69. Ibid., p. 333.

70. See n. 57 above and Mondshine's introduction to Shivehey * ha-Besht, pp. 5865.

71. CCCH, pp. 157158.

72. See Mondshine, ibid., p. 62. Scholem himself seems to have silently abandoned his linkage between the contents 
of Sefer ha-Zoref* and the Besht, in his article, "The Sabbatian Movement in Poland" (in Hebrew), in Beit Israel in 
Poland (Jerusalem, 1954) 2:52.

73. See Peter Schäfer, Rivalität Zwischen Engeln und Menschen (Berlin and New York, 1975); Idel, "The Concept of 
the Torah," pp. 2432.

74. Idel, ibid., pp. 2529.

75. See the introduction to Shimmushey Torah, printed as Ma'ayan Hokhmah in Jellinek, BHM 1, pp. 5859; Schäfer, 
Rivalität, pp. 131135.

76. Theurgical Kabbalah may be fruitfully compared to some types of Tibetan Yoga, as described by Govinda, where 
the importance of the concentrated energy is also paramount; see L. A. Govinda, Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism 
(London, 1973), pp. 173ff. and above, Chap. V, sec. IV.

77. Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 220222.

78. Compare Schatz-Uffenheimer, Quietistic Elements, passim.

79. Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, pp. 2030.

80. D. Blumenthal, Understanding Jewish Mysticism (New York, 1978), 1:154157, 159.

81. Compare ibid., p. 154, where he limits the influence of Jewish ritual to the universe-maintenance role, viewing 
even what I called soft theurgy as a zoharic or Kabbalistic "heresy" (p. 156), being "very strange" to the "traditional 
rabbinic Jew'' (p. 155). This is true from the perspective of modern scholarship's understanding of the nature of 
rabbinism. Compare Jellinek's remark on Franck's view above, Chap. I, n. 73.

82. Compare above, Chap. VIII, secs. III. The "making God" view is, in my opinion, the strongest theurgical 
conception, unsurpassed even by the Lurianic theurgy. Compare Blumenthal, ibid., p. 157.

83. Compare the similar distinction between two types of religion in Paul Tillich, A History of Christian Thought 
(New York, 1968), p. 467, where he proposes two main possibilities: the principle of identitythat is, essentially, 
mysticismand the principle of estrangement, for which I have substituted here the principle of polarity.

84. Idel, "The Magical and Neoplatonic Interpretations," pp. 195215.

85. See above, Chap. VII, sec. III and n. 114.



86. See above, Chap. IX, n. 250.

87. See Idel, "The Magical and Neoplatonic Interpretations," pp. 203204.

88. See Idel, "Inquiries" and "Particularism and Universalism in Kabbalah: 14801650."
  

< previous page page_396 next page >



< previous page page_397 next page >
Page 397

89. On this figure, see G. Scholem, "On the Legend of Rabbi Joseph Della Reina" (in Hebrew), in Studies in Jewish 
Religious and Intellectual History, pp. 101108; Idel, "Inquiries," pp. 226232, 244250.

90. See Joseph Dan, "The Story of Rabbi Joseph de la Reina" (in Hebrew), Safed Volume, ed. I. Ben-Zvi and M. 
Benayahu (Jerusalem, 1962), 1:311326; Mikhal Oron, "Waiting for SalvationHistory and Literature in the 
Metamorphosis of the Legend of R. Joseph della Reina" (in Hebrew), Between History and Literature (Tel Aviv, 
1983), pp. 7990.

91. Harold Fisch, "The Pact with the Devil," Yale Review 69 (1980): 520532.

92. R. Israel of Ruzhin, Knesset Israel (Warsaw, 1906), fol. 12a:

Another version of this legend was told by S. Y. Agnon to Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 349350. However, the 
gist of Agnon's version as well as Scholem's interpretation differs from the above and from the interpretation 
proposed here. See also Elie Wiesel, Célébration hassidique * (Paris, 1972), p. 172; Geoffrey Hartmann, The 
Fate of Reading and Other Essays (Chicago and London, 1974), pp. 273274; and n. 96 below.

93. In Agnon's version, as transmitted by Scholem, the nature of this need is rather vague, as is its magical 
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candle of God" (Prov. 20:27). The tree presumably stands for the tree of souls, while the link between the candle and 
the tree is accordingly an act of sympathetic magic, intended to strenghten the affinity between the son and his 
family. On the "tree of souls" in Kabbalah, see Scholem, Elements, pp. 219, 221222. It should be noticed that our 
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understandable. It may well be that the motif of the fire is the result of a misunderstanding of the role of the candle in 
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III.

96. In the Hebrew version of R. Israel of Ruzhin, the word  may be a mistake, as noted by Mendel Piekarz, 

Studies in Braslav Hasidism (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1972), p. 103, the correct version being  namely, "and 
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97. On the important religious role of storytelling in Hasidism, see Piekarz, ibid., pp. 83113, esp. pp. 102103, where 
our story is referred to.

98. Marthe Robert, As Lonely as Franz Kafka (New York and London, 1982), p. 119; Ritchie Robertson, Kafka: 
Judaism, Politics, and Literature (Oxford, 1985), p. 126.

99. As has been recently suggested by Robertson, ibid., p. 126.

100. See Chap. IX above.
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Sha'arey 'Orah, 183, 211, 361

Sha'arey Zedek*:



anonymous, 22, 63, 64, 66, 68, 280, 304, 333, 340, 345, 347, 386, 387

R. Joseph Gikatilla, 211

Shekel ha-Kodesh, 140, 343, 360, 379

Sheney Luhot* ha-Berit, 84

Shimmushey Torah, 396

Shi'ur Komah, 6, 193, 194, 196, 308, 320, 345, 373

Shivehey ha-'Ari, 314

Shivehey ha-Ba'al Shem Tov, 266, 300, 321, 369

Shoshan 'Edut, 293, 299, 378

Shoshan Sodot, xv

Siddur 'Olat Tamid, 296

Sifra' de-Zeni'uta*, 314

Sihat* Mal'akhey ha-Sharet, 306

Sitrey Torah, 146, 147, 302, 390

Sod Bat Sheva', 305

Sodey Razaya, 285, 338

Sullam ha-'Aliyah, 101, 202, 306

Ta'amey ha-Mizvot:

R. Menahem* Recanati, xiv, 342, 344, 345, 368, 369

R. Joseph of Hamadan, xiv, 370
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Tashak, Sefer, 334, 371, 383

Tiferet Adam, 286

Tikkuney Zohar, 105, 143, 151, 169, 361, 378

Tola'at Ya'akov, xv, 4, 175, 177, 297, 298, 363, 367

Toldot Ya'akov Yoseph, 352, 383

Tomer Devorah, 351

Torat 'Emet, 376

Torat ha-Shem Temimah, 292

Torat Simhah *, 300

Torey Zahav, 309

Ve-Zot li-Yihudah, 147, 303, 322, 333, 348351

Yesod 'Olam, Sefer, 298, 368

Yezirah*, Sefer, 102, 144, 235, 252, 256, 316, 325, 326, 334, 338, 353, 362

Yosher Divrey Emet, 294, 300

Zafnat Pa'aneah, 352

Zava'at* ha-Ribash, 295

Zeror* ha-Hayyim, 392

Zeror ha-Mor, 212

Zikkaron Zot, 308

Zohar, 37, 26, 53, 58, 77, 81, 85, 86, 95, 96, 101, 107, 119, 135, 139, 140, 141, 151, 152, 186188, 200, 201, 205, 
208, 209, 212, 213, 215217, 222224, 227229, 232, 248, 249, 256, 257, 259, 268, 271, 280, 281, 283, 286, 297, 313, 
315, 316, 331, 332, 341, 343, 361, 362365, 368371, 375, 379383, 387, 388

Zohar Hai*, 248, 313, 315, 316, 322, 388

Zohar ha-Rakia', 197, 198, 375

Zurat* ha-'Olam, 346

Non-Jewish

Gnostic

Adversus Haereses, 282, 337

Against Heresies, 371

Asclepius, 334



Coptic Gnostic Treatise, 329, 333, 334, 371

Elenchos, 365

Eugnostos, 124, 334, 335

Hypostasis of the Archons, 125, 334

On the Origin of the World, 125, 334

Refutation of all Heresies, 328, 329, 333, 336

Three Steles of Seth, 180

Tripartite Tractate, 333

Untitled Document, 336

Christian

Arcana Ceaelestia, 383

Ascent of Mount Carmel, 311

Cherubinischer Wandersmann, 364

Commentary on Paul's Epistle to the Romans, 384

De Incertitudine Scientiarum, 5

De Occulta Philosophia, 6

Kabbalah Denudata, 8

Origen Contra Celsum, 336

Recognitiones, 335

Other Non-Jewish

Ennead, 295

Katha Upanishad, 67

Koran, 244

Musarey ha-Philosophim, 304

Symposium, 303

Tahafut al-Tahafut, 303
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Index of Persons

A

Aaron Berakhiah of Modena, 4, 258

Abel, 231

Abelard, 234

Abraham, 166

Abraham bar Hiyya, 154, 380

Abraham ben 'Azriel, 161

Abraham ben David. See Rabad

Abraham ben Eliezer ha-Levi, 19, 169, 359

Abraham ben Hananel of Eskira, 186, 298, 368

Abraham ben Meshullam of St. Angelo, 257

Abraham ha-Mal'akh, 308, 353

Abraham Joshua Heschel of Apt, 95, 96, 304, 315, 370, 376

Abraham of Cologne, 211, 339

Abraham of Torrutiel, 320

Abravanel, Isaac, 3, 144, 281, 345

Abravanel, Yehudah, 3

Abulafia, Abraham, xii, xvi, 7, 10, 12, 15, 18, 19, 22, 41, 47, 51, 62, 63, 64, 96, 98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 111, 121, 144, 
145, 146, 147, 148, 149, 150, 151, 152, 153, 169, 174, 200, 201, 202, 203, 204, 206, 207, 208, 209, 211, 215, 216, 
234, 235, 236, 240, 243, 244, 245, 246, 253, 254, 255, 258, 264, 268, 279, 280, 286, 293296, 302, 303, 308, 311, 
323, 324, 340, 345, 347353, 366, 377, 378, 379, 385, 386, 387, 390393

Abulafia, Todros, 212

Abu Yazid al-Bistami, 303

Adam Ba'al Shem, 266, 395

Agrippa of Nettesheim, Cornelius, 5, 6

Ahijah * the Shilonite, 321

'Akiva, (R.), 38, 39, 77, 78, 79, 81, 92, 95, 226, 237, 261, 267, 289, 307, 309, 318, 328

Alatif, Isaac, 93



Albo, Joseph, 144

Albotini, Yehudah, 101, 202, 306

Alemanno, Yohanan*, 3, 170, 204, 256, 257, 269, 270, 280, 300, 360

Angelino, Joseph, 56

Aquinas, Thomas, 345

Aristotle, 221, 251

Asher ben David, 10, 137, 138, 141, 142, 143, 340, 345, 346, 358

Ashvili, Yom Tov, 359

Augustine, Saint, 376

Averroës, 40, 60, 260

Avicenna, 40

Azikri, Eleazar, 255, 309

'Azriel of Gerona, xiv, 46, 52, 104, 211, 220, 221, 291, 293, 297, 298, 318, 325, 331, 333, 339, 374, 393

B

Ba'al Shem Tov (Besht) Israel ben Eliezer, 51, 68, 82, 94, 95, 96, 150, 178, 239, 242, 245, 248, 266, 270, 271, 301, 
308, 317, 321, 322, 364, 392, 396

Bahya* ben Asher, 162, 163, 164, 200, 214, 216, 294, 344, 358, 379

Baruch, 77

Barzilai (R.), 128, 137, 145, 346

Basilides, 9

Bedershi, Isaac, 201

ben 'Azzai, 77, 318

Benjamin ben Abraham min ha-'Anavim, 328, 359, 374

Berakhiah, 117, 330

Berukhim, Abraham ha-Levi, 80, 81, 83, 84, 96, 313, 315

Bonaventura, 317

Botarel, Moses, 91

C

Cain, 230, 231

Campanton, Yehudah, 261
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Christ. See Jesus

Cocceius, Johannes, 216, 380

Cordovero, Moses, xvi, xvii, 29, 41, 101, 110, 119, 137, 154, 169, 170, 217, 255, 257, 270, 304, 309, 311, 323, 324, 
326, 368, 369

D

da Fano, Menahem 'Azariah, 114, 258

da Viterbo, Egidio, 394

Damian, 222

Dato, Mordecai, 101

David, 175, 189, 195

David ben Abraham ha-Lavan, 203, 366, 367

David ben Yehudah he-Hasid *, xiv, 22, 56, 61, 98, 100, 104, 106, 107, 108, 109, 110, 217, 233, 324, 325, 326, 381

David ben Zimra (Radbaz), xv, 56, 57, 216, 255, 292, 293, 370, 380

David ha-Cohen, 212

David of Makkov, 151, 152, 153, 353

David of Mikhalaieff, 308

de Balmes, Abraham, 256

de Bene, Amaury, 251

de Dinant, David, 251

de Lattes, Isaac, 257

de Leon, Moses, xiv, 5, 19, 56, 61, 118, 119, 124, 128, 139, 140, 141, 154, 168, 200, 201, 211, 212, 216, 254, 283, 
286, 293, 332, 361, 362, 364, 378, 379, 380, 383, 389

de Rossi, 'Azariah, 4, 144, 158

de Vidas, Elijah, 50, 51, 64, 296, 304, 305, 308

del Medigo, Elijah, 2, 3, 5, 6, 253

del Medigo, Joseph Solomon, 5, 258, 261, 281

della Mirandola, Pico, 3, 45, 214, 256, 257, 263, 270, 280, 282, 394

della Reina, Joseph, 269

di Fiori, Joachim, 234

Dionysius Areopagita, 3



Duran, Profiat, 143

E

Eckhart, Meister, 70

Edeles, Shemuel, 359

Eleazar, 39

Eleazar ben Dordia, 78, 79

Eleazar ha-Darshan, 382

Eleazar ha-Kallir, 92, 128

Eleazar of Worms, 20, 21, 98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 130, 131, 133, 136, 144, 160, 162, 193, 195, 196, 197, 285, 289, 
313, 322, 323, 339, 346, 347, 357, 374, 375

Elhanan* ben Yakar, 285

Eliezer ben Nathan, xiv

Eliezer the Great, 92

Elijah, 53, 78, 79, 82, 89, 92, 100, 237, 241, 319

Elijah (R., the gaon of Vilna), 82, 83, 314, 321, 391

Elijah ben Eliezer of Candia, 143

Elijah ben Shemaiah, 289

Elimelekh of Lyzhansk, 242, 315

Emden, Jacob, 6

Enoch, 33, 60, 67

Enosh, 167

Epiphanius, 6

Evagrius of Pontus, 290

Ezekiel, 66, 81, 140, 313, 319, 320

'Ezra, 77, 118, 119, 331, 332, 342, 347, 364, 366

'Ezra of Gerona (R.), xiv, 42, 43, 44, 46, 47, 52, 54, 118, 119, 120, 121, 131, 137, 138, 141, 142, 143, 146, 181, 182, 
183, 184, 196, 206, 211, 219, 290, 291, 292, 293, 297, 298, 331, 332, 342, 343, 345, 347, 359, 364, 366

'Ezra of Moncontour, 91, 92

F

Falk, Joseph, 82

Farhi*, Isaac, xv



Ficino, Marsilio, 2, 263

G

Gerondi, Jonah, 22, 297, 393

Gershon of Kutow, 94, 95

Gikatilla, Joseph, xiv, 56, 61, 65, 135, 140, 146, 169, 183, 184, 200, 201, 211, 212, 213, 214, 216, 254, 305, 323, 
324, 358, 378, 379

Great Maggid of Mezherich (Dov Baer of Mezherich), 48, 65, 66, 68, 69, 70, 71,
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72, 95, 151, 270, 271, 290, 294, 295, 304, 305, 307, 308, 309, 310, 352, 383

H

Hai Gaon, 90, 91, 312, 319, 320, 321

Hallaj, 60

Hamiz *, Joseph, 4

Hanina* ben Dosa, 78, 181, 237

Hanina ben Teradyon, 312

Hayyat*, Yehudah, 45, 323, 342, 344, 345

Hayyim*, Abraham, 353

Hayyim ben 'Atar, 94, 96, 322

Hayyim of Volozhin, 83, 321, 364, 369, 391

Herrera, Abraham, 258, 261

Hillel, 78

Hippolytus, 114

Horovitz, Reuven, 308, 310, 353

Horowitz, Pinhas* Elijah, 51, 152, 153, 255

Hoshaya, 133

Hoter* ben Shelomo, 284

Hunain*, Yehudah ben Ya'akov, 178, 179

I

Iamblicus, 41

Ibba (R.), 316

ibn 'Arabi, Abu Bakr Muhammed, 244, 307

ibn Avi Sahulah, Isaac, 206

ibn Avi Sahulah, Meir ben Solomon, 279

ibn Bajja, Abubaker, 40

ibn 'Ezra, Abraham, 45, 55, 60, 222, 243, 290, 291, 294, 298, 303

ibn Gabbay, Meir, xv, 4, 54, 175, 176, 177, 178, 179, 189, 253, 255, 270, 297, 298, 333, 343, 358, 364, 367, 370, 
383, 392



ibn Gabirol, Solomon, 3, 9, 154, 222, 281

ibn Gaon, Shem Tov, 21, 93, 102, 131, 138, 139, 309, 320, 341, 378

ibn Isaac, Hunain, 304

ibn Latif, Isaac, 145, 203, 212, 243, 261, 284, 323, 345

ibn Lavi, Simeon, 239, 341

ibn Pakuda, Bahya*, 3

ibn Sayah*, Joseph, 313

ibn Shem Tov, Shem Tov, 253

ibn Tibbon, Samuel, 40, 44, 252

ibn Yahya*, Gedaliah, 239

ibn Zaddik*, Joseph, 3, 342

Irenaeus, 6, 330, 371

Isaac ben Jacob ha-Cohen, 146, 211, 212, 233, 261, 329

Isaac ben Samuel of Acre, xvii, 5, 19, 47, 48, 49, 50, 56, 67, 68, 70, 71, 72, 102, 146, 200, 201, 280, 286, 290, 293, 
295, 307, 309, 311, 345

Isaac ben Yehudah ha-Levi, 130

Isaac Eisik of Zhidachov, 315

Isaac of Pisa, 256

Isaac the Blind, xiv, 20, 21, 22, 54, 120, 131, 136, 137, 138, 211, 251, 253, 292, 296, 297, 298, 341, 345, 366, 393

Isaac Todros, 362, 378

Isaac Yehudah Yehiel* Safrin of Komarno, xv, 83, 84, 85, 86, 95, 239, 305, 308, 309, 313317, 322, 392

Isakhar Dov, 294

Ishmael (R.), 38, 56, 79, 164, 267

Ishmael ben Elisha, 164, 237

Israel of Ruzhin, 270, 397

Israeli, Isaac, 222

J

Jacob, 148, 152

Jacob ben Kalominus Segal, 4

Jacob ben Jacob ha-Cohen, 211

Jacob ben Sheshet, xiv, 15, 137, 211, 213, 214

Jacob ha-Nazir of Lunel, 251, 252, 298



Jacob Isaac ha-Levi Horowitz, 69, 316

Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye, 51, 150, 383

Jaffe, Mordecai, 324

Jeremiah, 77

Jesus, 89, 116, 117, 118, 122, 179, 222

John of the Cross, 311

John the Solitary, 340

Jonathan ben Uzziel, 237

Joseph ben Hayyim, 350

Joseph ben Mazah*, 138, 393

Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi (also called Joseph ha-'Arokh), 98, 100, 105, 106, 109, 110, 150, 154, 217, 233, 293, 
325, 326, 344

Joseph of Hamadan, xiv, xv, 56, 61, 134, 135, 154, 189, 190, 200, 211, 212, 214, 216, 230, 231, 233, 254, 279, 305,
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332, 334, 349, 367, 370, 371, 375, 379, 380, 383

Joshu'a ben Nahmias *, 344

K

Kafman, Berakhiel, 261

Kalkish, Elnathan ben Moses, 102, 352

Kara, Avigdor, 280

Karo, Joseph, 19, 84, 85, 86, 390

Katina (R.), 130, 132

Kimhi, David, 252

Kobra, Najm, 307

Krochmal, Nachman, 7, 282

L

Leah, 152

Leib Sarah, 391

Lemlein, Asher, 315

Levi ben Parta, 158, 159

Levi Isaac of Berdichev, 69, 70, 72, 83, 84, 86, 271, 304, 305, 308, 315, 352, 353, 364

Levita, Elijah (Bahur*), 4

Luria, Isaac (ha-Ari), 48, 58, 80, 92, 93, 96, 116, 119, 151, 152, 164, 215, 217, 240, 241, 248, 249, 255, 257, 258, 
259, 265, 266, 300, 311, 313, 384

Luther, Martin, 388

Luzzato, Moses Hayyim*, 18, 295

Luzzatto, Simone, 5, 6, 261, 281

M

Macarius the Egyptian, 319

Maimon, Solomon, 6, 7, 241, 242

Maimonides (Moses ben Maimon), 15, 40, 42, 63, 80, 124, 125, 143, 174, 202, 251, 252, 253, 291, 293, 335, 377, 
391, 393

Manasseh ben Israel, 258, 261

Marcos the Gnostic, 6, 127, 128, 371



Meir ben Simeon of Narbonne, 1, 134, 251

Menahem Mendel of Lubavitch, xv

Menahem Mendel of Premyshlyany, 58, 300

Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk, 308

Menahem Nahum* of Chernobyl, 66, 293, 307, 391

Menahem* of Lonzano, 300, 388

Messer Leon, David, 144, 256, 257, 261, 281

Messer Leon, Yehudah, 2, 280

Mikhael the Angel (R.), 91, 92, 94, 95

Modena, Yehudah Aryeh of (Leone de Modena), 4, 5, 161, 252, 253, 281, 282, 283, 357

Molkho, Solomon, 93, 234, 239, 240, 388, 389

Monoimos, 114, 115, 116, 117, 120, 328

Mordekhai of Chernobyl, 245, 246

Moses, 48, 67, 68, 72, 95, 115, 151, 158, 163, 173, 174, 175, 204, 205, 209, 226, 227, 228, 229, 267, 307, 316, 322, 
373, 383

Moses 'Azriel ben Eleazar ha-Darshan, 169

Moses ha-Darshan, 133

Moses Hayyim Ephraim of Sudylkow, 65, 245, 246

Moses of Burgos, 19, 209, 211, 261, 323, 329

Moses of Kiev, xv

Moshe Leib of Sassov, 271

Moshe of Satanov, 51

Moshe of Taku, 98, 99, 320

N

Nahman* of Bratslav, 18, 215, 242, 245, 380, 389, 392

Nahman of Kosov, 296

Nahmanides* (R. Moses ben Nahman), xiv, 15, 20, 21, 22, 31, 43, 46, 134, 138, 139, 143, 167, 210, 212, 252, 253, 
254, 256, 290, 292, 342, 363, 365, 370, 380, 393

Narboni, Moses, 144, 306

Nathan Neta of Sienawa, 296

Nathan of Gaza, 18, 81, 82, 186, 259, 264, 270, 315, 352

Nathan of Rome, 90



Nathan Shapira of Cracow, 395

Nathan Shapira of Jerusalem, 297, 300, 332

Nathanael ben al-Fayyumi, 334

Nehuniya* ben ha-Kaneh, 89, 237, 318

Newton, Sir Isaac, 264

Numenius of Apamea, 39, 289
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O

Origen, 132, 133

P

Paul, 89, 117, 118, 122

Philo, 13, 39, 131, 132, 133, 190, 243, 289, 322, 338, 339, 340

Phoebus, Meshullam (of Zbaraz), xvii, 294, 300

Pico. See della Mirandola, Pico

Plato, 2, 45, 64, 139, 144, 176, 281

Plotinus, 39, 41, 43, 239, 289

Porete, Marguerite, 68

Porphyry, 41

Proclus, 41

Pseudo-Dionysios, 355, 357, 376

R

Rabad (Abraham ben David of Posquieres), xiv, 20, 31, 128, 129, 130, 131, 132, 133, 134, 135, 136, 251, 252, 253, 
320, 339, 340, 382

Rahel *, 152

Rashi, 92, 193, 237, 238, 239, 289, 335

Rav, 38, 113, 328

Rava, 180

Recanati, Menahem*, xiv, 43, 44, 45, 56, 119, 134, 139, 143, 163, 172, 187, 188, 190, 214, 263, 270, 279, 289, 291, 
293, 313, 324, 333, 339, 340, 342, 344, 357, 358, 364, 367, 368, 369, 370, 371, 383

Rehumai*, 126

Reuchlin, Johannes, 256, 263, 282, 394

Romano, Yehudah, 144, 345

Ruysbroeck, John, 70, 71, 310

S

Sa'adyah Gaon, 304, 338

Safrin, Eliezer Zevi, 72, 86, 248, 391, 392



Samson of Ostropol, 395

Samuel ben Yehudah he-Hasid, 285

Sarug, Israel, 258

Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von, 264

Sevi*, Sabbatai, 18, 82, 259, 264, 266, 270

Shalom, Abraham, 144

Shammai, 78

Shani, Isaac, xv

Shema'iah ben Isaac, 247

Sherira (R.), 320

Shmuel Shmelke of Nielsburg, 305

Shneur Zalman of Lyady, 71, 72, 246, 294, 308, 310, 359

Silesius, Angelus, 179

Simeon bar (or ben) Yohai*, 3, 6, 26, 77, 79, 92, 237, 313, 318

Simeon ben Lakish, 159

Simeon Magus, 365

Simhah* Bunim of Przysucha, 300, 388

Solomon, 167, 195

Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret (Rashba), xii, 22, 31, 152, 216, 252, 254, 279, 378, 379

Solomon ha-Levi Alkabez, 84, 86, 245

Spinoza, Benedict, 280

Swedenborg, Emanuel, 229, 383

T

Tanhum* (R.), 106, 107, 109

Togarmi, Barukh, 201, 243

Treves, Naftali Hirtz, 29

Treves, Naftali Zevi Hirsh, 320

Tubal-Cain, 230, 231

V

Valentinus, 9

Valla, Lorenso, 3



Vital, Hayyim*, xvi, xvii, 28, 50, 51, 77, 81, 83, 84, 93, 94, 96, 110, 153, 197, 198, 234, 240, 241, 242, 248, 249, 
253, 255, 257, 258, 289, 297, 300, 309, 311, 314, 327, 329, 332, 392

Y

Ya'akov bar Aha*, 164, 171

Yagel, Abraham, 144, 258, 261

Yehiel* Mikhael of Zloczow, 68, 69, 95, 305, 308, 310

Yehiel Nissim of Pisa, 144

Yehudah bar Simon, 158, 159, 373

Yehudah ben Yakar, xiv, 251

Yehudah Hadassi, 341

Yehudah ha-Levi, 51, 124, 128, 300, 334, 336, 342

Yehudah ha-Nasi, 387

Yehudah he-Hasid*, 169, 285, 357

Yohanan* ben Zakkai, 78, 164
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Z

Zadok ha-Cohen of Lublin, 306

Zarfati *, Reuven, 329

Zedakiah* ben Abraham, 92

Zemah*, Jacob, 300, 313

Zevi* Hirsch of Zhidachov, 85, 86, 239, 248, 300, 304, 316, 370

Zillah*, 231, 233

Zoref*, Heshel, 266, 395
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General Index

A

Abba, 150

Adam, 33, 66, 118, 129, 130, 131, 166, 183, 223, 330n37, 331n42

'ADaM, 304n45

'Adam Kadmon, 119

'Akatriel, 195, 374n196

allegory, 206, 208, 218, 219, 221, 284n80, 353n386, 377n18, 377n24

Ammon of No, 269

androgyny, 125, 129, 131

angels. See 'Akatriel; Azza; Azziel; cherubim; forms; Metatron; Samael; Sandalfon; Sariel; 'Uzza; Yophiel

annihilation, 66, 68, 69, 71, 72, 303n34, 304n44, 308nn86, 97, 309n101;

of one's existence, 65;

of thought, 46, 188

anthropomorphism, 33, 107, 118, 121, 122, 127, 135, 136, 137, 176, 177, 198, 226, 244, 247, 320n109, 384n130;

creationist, 117;

decads, 116

anthropopathism, 198

anthropos, 112, 114, 116, 118, 119, 120, 121, 122, 137, 146, 185, 247, 261, 330n37, 331n39, 390n219;

macranthropos, 107, 117;

microanthropos, 347n303;

primeval, 114, 115, 248;

supernal, 33, 57

Arabic, 64

'Arikh 'Anpin, 134, 353n377

Aristotelianism, 2, 39, 40, 46, 47, 154, 155, 220, 254, 260, 306n64;

epistemology, 290n18, 293n63;

Jewish neo-, 144;



terms, 220

'Arokh, 152

'Atarah, 191, 192, 193, 194, 195, 196, 197, 372nn149, 153, 157, 373nn168, 374nn191, 194, 375n209. See also 
crown; sefirot, Malkhut; Shekhinah

'Ateret, 196, 375n212

atomism, 256, 258, 287n27

'Attik, 152

'Attika Kaddisha, 119, 135, 151, 353n376

attributes, 114

'Azza, 167

'Azziel, 167

B

baqa', 305n55

Barbelo, 180

C

Catharism, 23, 251

chariot, divine, 89, 122, 123, 124, 125, 153, 185, 190, 237, 244, 254, 304n43, 318n99, 334n87, 360n95. See also 
Merkavah

cherubim, 123, 125, 130, 131, 132, 133, 134, 165, 167, 168, 299n153, 309n110, 339n162, 340n185, 378n33

Christianity, 23, 61, 88, 117, 118, 122, 213, 262, 263, 288n37, 303n30, 343n235, 347n307, 385n138, 394n43;

mysticism, 40, 45;

propaganda, 5;

scholars, 2

cleaving, 308n86, 318n99, 350n333, 384n133. See also union

commandments, xii, xiii, xiv, xv, xviii, 29, 38, 47, 52, 57, 61, 70, 87, 103, 157268 passim, 304n43, 355n10, 356n26, 
357n45, 369n108, 370n118, 371n138, 384n133;

raison d'être of, 166;

Ten Commandments, 46, 115, 293n61

concentration (zimzum *), 49, 53, 75, 88, 103, 148, 149, 150, 330n37, 331n40

contraction, 304n44, 366n71

Creation, 57, 93, 112126 passim, 142, 152, 153, 155, 171, 172, 181, 186, 189, 254, 331nn39, 40, 338n150, 339n169, 
343n241, 344n249, 346n281, 354n402
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crown, 147, 191197, 372n153, 374n196. See also 'Atarah

D

death, xvi, 44, 45, 47, 56, 67, 69, 80, 307nn75, 77, 309n111, 317n89 spiritual, 70

decad, 112, 115, 116, 119, 120, 121, 122, 146, 261, 329n17, 332n53, 333n67, 341n199, 347n302

devekut, xi, xv, xvii, 38, 46, 50, 52, 53, 57, 58, 60, 61, 62, 63, 67, 70, 101, 146, 148, 149, 150, 151, 152, 154, 207, 
245, 289nn11, 13, 295n90, 296nn97, 98, 299n150, 300nn155, 159, 301n10, 308n89, 310n124, 351nn336, 346. See 
also cleaving; union

devekut ha-sekhel, 294n75

dhikr, 307n78, 322n153

du-parzufim *, 112, 128, 129, 131, 133, 134, 135, 136, 332n50, 338n148, 340n182, 341n201

Dynamis, 158, 159, 160, 161, 162, 166, 262, 337n130, 355n14, 356n36, 372n147

E

ecstasy, xvi, xvii, 43, 44, 59, 80, 210, 219, 250, 260, 267, 301n6, 311n9, 313n35, 315n64, 319n104, 321n137, 
386n153;

and death, 47, 307n77;

and desolation, 88

'efes, 220, 381n86

'Ehyeh 'asher 'Ehyeh, 173, 174, 175, 195, 363n1

'Eiyn Sof, 48, 54, 66, 68, 135, 163, 187, 196, 232, 246, 248, 307n85, 341n209, 349n323, 363n11, 384n130

'El Hai*, 184

'El Shaddai, 148

Elohim, 129, 130, 133, 134, 135, 209, 226, 228, 229, 298n125

equanimity, xvi, 49, 50, 111, 295n95

Eve, 129, 130, 131

evil, 28, 182, 185, 186, 205, 208, 231, 233, 265, 366n60

F

fana', 305n55

Faust, 269

forms, 65, 112, 117, 122, 123, 124, 126, 127, 128, 176, 180, 184, 185, 188, 189, 190, 191, 198, 215, 235, 261, 
305n52, 335n104, 337n137, 351n340, 369n110;

as term, 125, 220



Frankism, 266

G

glory, 60, 67, 80, 88, 89, 94, 124, 125, 126, 127, 128, 139, 160, 162, 163, 168, 177, 179, 189, 190, 192, 321n130, 
335n98, 355n7, 357n41, 371n147, 374n194

Gnosticism, xix, 5, 6, 9, 13, 14, 15, 23, 25, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 114127 passim, 146, 156, 157, 160, 180, 181, 192, 
196, 253, 261, 262, 282nn37, 45, 287n31, 288n37, 317n86, 328n12, 330n37, 333n63, 334n90, 335n97, 339n169, 
343n239, 353n383, 361n118, 378n33

golem, 100, 117, 124, 260, 324n181, 330n37

H

halakhah, xiii, 16, 156, 157, 170, 171, 243, 251, 269, 270, 328n12, 355nn7, 8, 9. See also commandments

havvayot, 144, 146, 147

Heikhalot, 158, 168, 252, 262

Hermeticism, 2, 39, 149, 270, 287n27

Hindu, 107, 108

history, 205, 243, 265

hyle, 214, 215

I

Imma, 150

immanence, 144, 145, 154

in actu, 151

intellect, 43, 48, 49, 62, 80, 138, 144, 147, 151, 154, 204, 209, 215, 220, 221, 246, 267, 290n28, 292n57, 319n107, 
335n104, 341n209, 347n307, 351n345, 377n18

Active Intellect, 40, 235

divine, 71, 174, 306n66

human, 239, 243

perfect, 206

prophetic, 236, 237, 387n164
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supreme, 47

intelligible, intellect's, 138

Islam, 61, 88

isolation, xi, xvi, 51, 75, 80, 102, 308n89

Israel, 48, 49, 53, 68, 86, 133, 158194 passim, 209, 225, 226, 244, 246, 259, 289n9, 359n71, 373n168, 374, 187, 
377n18, 382n101;

as term, 108, 377n18.

See also Knesset Yisrael

K

kavvanah, xviii, 47, 103, 104, 150, 207, 270, 271, 317n88, kavvanot, 355n11, 397n95. See also prayer

Kedushah, 182, 196

Knesset Yisrael, 206, 209, 223, 349n321. See also Israel; Shekhinah

Koran, 240

L

language, 103, 205, 215, 216, 219, 235, 236, 240, 259, 334n90, 352n364, 381n88, 385n151. See also letters

Lebanon, 124, 181, 182, 197, 335n103, 366nn58, 61

letters (characters), 5, 46, 50, 54, 56, 97, 99, 100, 101, 102, 105, 106, 127, 128, 149, 153, 169, 189, 190, 204, 205, 
208, 215, 229, 235, 267, 282n37, 298n120, 311n6, 324n180, 326n223, 337n137, 351n339, 369nn110,117, 385n150. 
See also language

light, 52, 83, 86, 181, 303n34

divine, 67

holy lights, 106

thought-less, 186

thought-some, 186

M

ma'amarot, xiii, 121, 122, 141, 146, 157, 171, 172, 333n69, 362n128. See also decad

magic, 210, 238, 268, 269, 270, 320n110, 323nn171,177, 355n11, 360n91, 372n157, 387n167, 394n43, 397n94

magical, 41, 100, 204, 205

Ma'aseh Bereshit, 252

Ma'aseh Merkavah, 252, 318n99



man, 43, 57, 64, 117, 118, 119, 120, 121, 122, 127, 135, 139, 146, 148, 151, 152, 153, 154, 169210 passim, 224, 228, 
233, 237, 245, 247, 267, 268, 269, 304n43, 329n22, 330n37, 331nn39,40, 332n53, 334n77, 338n150, 344n254, 
345nn263, 347nn300,302, 355nn10,14, 364n23, 365n39, 366n61, 370n122, 391n231;

perfect, 206, 303n26, 349n321, 377n18;

primeval, 65, 118, 128, 129

mandala, 63, 107

matter, 220

Mephistopholes, 269

Merkavah, xv, 58, 78, 79, 81, 82, 88, 89, 90, 91, 92, 93, 95, 109, 123, 140, 152, 180, 262, 312n25, 313n34, 314n50, 
318n99, 319n107, 321n127, 334n87, 364n39. See also chariot, divine

Messiah, 57, 76, 94, 113, 155, 257, 259, 279n30, 389n190

messianic, xii, 79;

eon, 101

messianism, xvii, 82, 265, 266, 280n30, 394nn30,32

Metatron, 33, 60, 67, 117, 149, 194, 230, 373n179, 377n18

Michael (Archangel), 92

monad, 112, 117, 120, 121, 122, 329n17

myth, 64, 156, 157, 166, 170, 225, 226, 230, 253, 258, 259, 312n20, 353n383, 354n2, 361n120, 365n53, 378n36, 
383n114, 394n30

mythical, 34;

consciousness, 171

N

name, divine, xii, xvi, 46, 50, 51, 53, 54, 55, 56, 89, 96123 passim, 129, 130, 134, 147, 148, 149, 165, 169, 170, 187, 
189, 192, 195, 202, 203, 204, 205, 223, 228, 235, 236, 237, 238, 253, 292n57, 298n120, 299n134, 303n28, 320n110, 
323n171, 326nn223,224, 339nn162,170, 348n313, 370n120, 372n153, 374n186, 375n204, 386n158, 391n229. See 
also 'Ehyeh 'asher 'Ehyeh; 'El Hai; Elohim; 'El Shaddai; Tetragrammaton

Neoplatonic, 2, 5, 7, 8, 47, 49, 69, 136, 138
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astral body, 5

cosmic hierarchy, 221

terminology, 39, 42, 46, 66

Neoplatonism, 2, 3, 7, 13, 14, 30, 34, 40, 42, 43, 45, 46, 47, 49, 136, 138, 144, 155, 182, 186, 253, 258, 260, 265, 
280n14, 284n80, 287n27, 293n63, 308n93, 317n88, 371n131, 391n237

nothingness, 136, 164, 184, 186, 220, 367n74, 368n93. See also 'efes

nought, 72, 196

P

pantheism, 203

Pardes, 58, 90, 92, 95, 124, 125, 183, 301nn164, 165

participation mystique, 199

parzufim *, 150, 151

philosophers, 2, 3, 154, 306n62

philosophy, xii, 14, 42, 61, 137, 143, 152, 154, 218, 220, 221, 252, 253, 256, 258, 263, 270, 284n80, 287n27, 
295n89, 377n24, 387n163

Jewish, 45, 252

Platonism, 2, 3, 256, 287n27, 308n91, 363n9

pleroma, 117, 136, 137, 151, 164, 172, 176, 177, 182, 183, 185, 187, 188, 189, 194, 196, 197, 220, 267, 329n34, 
370nn120,125, 375n216

prayer, xiv, 29, 55, 71, 79, 80, 83, 85, 103, 104, 110, 169, 182, 191198, 204, 242, 243, 313n35, 325n210, 369n117, 
372n153, 373nn165,179, 392n249. See also kavvanah; Kedushah

prophecy, xii, xvi, 42, 50, 51, 52, 53, 62, 64, 105, 148, 174, 234, 241, 242, 290n28, 313n34, 386n157, 387nn164,172, 
389n196

prophets, 27, 43, 77, 81, 91, 92, 98, 106, 142, 148, 169, 202, 235, 236, 238, 240, 259, 292n57, 321n134, 344n254, 
361n113, 385n138

Pythagoreanism, 256

R

Renaissance, 2, 8, 13, 14, 256, 262, 269, 281n35, 282n60, 324n178

authors, 5

syncretistic theory, 3

revelation, 260

ritual, 111, 160, 163, 169, 171, 181, 189, 198, 250, 258, 260, 261, 262, 355nn7,10, 394n40;



Jewish, 154, 172, 269, 396n81;

Kabbalistic, 75, 153, 156.

See also commandments

ritualistic, 331n42

eating, 72, 81

root, 306n62

S

Sabaoth, 123, 125, 126, 127

Sabbath, 81, 85, 164, 196

Sabbatianism, xv, xvii, 11, 30, 257, 259, 264, 266

sacrifice, xiv, 53, 54, 55, 331n42

Samael, 149, 208, 269

Sandalfon, 191, 192, 373n179

Sar ha-Panim, 168

Sar ha-Torah, 168

Sariel, 193

Satan, 208

Sefirot, 112

Binah, 140, 198, 352n366

Da'at, 375n205

Gevurah, 106, 128, 131, 148, 155, 158, 162, 163, 343n244, 348n316, 355n14

Hesed*, 104, 131, 148, 343n244

Hod, 343n244, 349n318

Hokhmah*, 46, 47, 107, 120, 135, 182, 198, 244, 335nn98,103, 352n367

Keter, 46, 55, 107, 109, 114, 135, 147, 164, 195, 196, 197, 220, 327n243, 329n15, 364n20, 372n153, 374n196, 
381n86

Malkhut, 55, 65, 134, 162, 163, 164, 196, 197, 206, 211, 223, 227, 230, 292n57, 300n153, 304n45, 305n51, 
309n110, 332nn45,48, 343n244, 359n71, 375n213, 377n18, 383nn112,118. See also 'Atarah; Shekhinah

Nezah*, 343n244, 348n317, 349n318

Tiferet, 46, 104, 107, 135, 152, 162, 163, 206, 223, 227, 230, 244, 292n57,
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300n153, 304n45, 305nn49,51, 309n110, 343n244, 349nn319,327, 359n71

Yesod, 65, 107, 134, 135, 150, 211, 227, 305n51, 343n244, 349nn318, 319

Zahzahot *, 120

sex, 130, 148, 151. See also union

Shekhinah, 39, 44, 46, 80, 81, 83, 84, 85, 86, 87, 93, 126, 148, 166169, 170, 193, 194, 195, 196, 209, 210, 225, 227, 
228, 230, 231, 288n9, 299n151, 305n49, 308n87, 314n39, 315n58, 316n68, 338n145, 358n60, 358n78, 360n88, 
372n149, 374nn191, 198. See also 'Atarah; Sefirot

shemitot, 343n241

Shi'ur Komah, 117, 157, 158, 252, 280n2

soul, 44, 45, 47, 50, 53, 57, 64, 65, 67, 70, 80, 82, 139, 142, 146, 149, 150, 180, 190, 198, 206, 207, 209, 241, 244, 
245, 246, 291n30, 294n74, 298n127, 303n28, 306n62, 307n75, 308n87, 309n111, 311n127, 317n88, 319n108, 
331n40, 342n222, 377n24, 391n230, 397n94;

appetitive, 48;

ascent of, 44, 75, 88, 89, 91, 93, 94, 99, 320n112, 321n129, 322n145;

devekut of, 52;

heretics', 98;

human, 71, 305n59, 379n58;

Luria's, 95;

messianic, 57;

Moses', 67;

original, 65;

pure, 42;

rational, 48;

supernal, 42, 43;

transmigration of, 260;

universal, 64, 242, 243, 290n23

steresis, 220

Sufism, 15, 16, 60, 88, 108, 286n116, 295n92, 305n55, 306n68, 313n34, 317n85, 319n102, 322n153

symbol, 6, 11, 63, 103, 202, 203, 211, 212, 213, 215, 222, 223, 233, 304n45;

Scholem's conception of, 284n80;

status of, 200



symbolism, 14, 28, 141, 176, 177, 201, 205, 206, 207, 209, 210, 215, 216, 217, 218, 219, 221, 222, 224, 225, 232, 
263, 264, 344n253, 349n318, 354n393, 363n17, 366n58, 376nn1,2,7, 377n21, 378n36, 380n66, 381n88, 384n133, 
385n152;

theosophical, 111, 204, 220

symbolization, 208

T

Temple, 54, 79, 89, 113

destruction of, 75, 76, 77, 378n33

Tetragrammaton, 46, 50, 51, 55, 100, 101, 102, 106, 107, 108, 110, 129, 130, 134, 135, 145, 149, 162, 163, 164, 223, 
228, 229, 237, 245, 298nn123,125, 303n28, 304n43, 323n171, 326n232, 351n353, 357n41. See also name, divine

theosophy, 221

tikkun, 57

Torah, 18, 33, 57, 77, 78, 81, 82, 87, 92, 95, 113, 127, 153267 passim, 293n68, 312n25, 313n33, 317n82, 330n37, 
352n366, 360n91, 364n23, 370nn118, 121, 122, 372n153, 383nn114, 115, 384n138, 386n160, 387nn161, 170, 
389n190, 390nn206, 219, 391n231

transmigration of souls, 260

tree, 43, 57, 124, 125, 126, 170, 181, 347n302, 365n53, 397n94

U

union, 42, 45, 46, 47, 49, 51, 52, 53, 54, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 70, 71, 101, 103, 149, 165, 167, 174, 182, 184, 
189, 206, 207, 218, 219, 243, 245, 246, 247, 250, 260, 267, 293n63, 294nn75,81, 304n44, 305n55, 306n62, 308n88, 
311n127, 351n342, 361n113, 384n133, 392n246, 394n40;

beatific, 44;

intellectual, 39, 60, 210;

mystical, xii, xvi, 36, 37, 38, 41, 48, 51, 56, 73, 147, 149, 288n1, 300n155, 306n64, 363n4;

ontic, 43;

sexual, 45, 52;

as term, 68;

with Torah, 234;

total, 59;

unio mystica, xvii, 24, 37, 49, 58, 60, 63, 65, 67, 101, 203, 206, 300n155, 301n166, 302n14, 303n28, 308n88, 
310n117, 376n8

'Uzza, 167
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V

vessels, 124, 137, 141, 142, 170, 208, 344n250, 361n113

visions, 63, 77, 78, 79, 80, 81, 83, 84, 91, 93, 94

W

worlds, 119, 145, 146, 151, 152, 172, 180, 184, 187, 220, 248, 330n37, 333n69, 352n366, 366n72;

divine and lower, 53, 168;

higher, 232;

of the intellect, 49, 80, 244;

material, 228;

of multiplicity, 239;

spiritual, 204, 236

Y

Yaldabaoth, 125, 127, 336n114

yihudim *, 94, 96, 271

Yod He, 129, 133

Yoga, 396n76

Yophiel, 360n91

Z

Zaddik*, 150

attribute, 184

Zaddikim*, 50, 53, 72, 73, 170, 171, 209, 242, 295n87, 297n114

Ze'ir 'Anpin, 107, 119, 134, 135, 152, 153, 353n379

Zion, 211
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