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To Dovid Din, in memoriam

. . . to exaggerate the essential and leave the obvious vague.

Vincent van Gogh

A divine voice (bat kol) declared, “Concealed matters went forth 
from within Me.”

יצתה בת קול ואמרה ממני יצאו כבושים
Babylonian Talmud Sotah 10b
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This is a book about the nexus between Kabbala (in particular Lurianic 
Kabbala) and the interpretation of Scripture. More than that, it is a book 
that views scriptural interpretation as literature, a series of texts that 
emerge from the reading of other texts but that also stand alone as a testt
tament to how a particular community understands itself, its station in 
hist ory, and its legacy through the lens of its literary canon. It also argues 
that textual traditions are not only produced by or from history but, in 
fact, produce history themselves—that the mythic world of Lurianic Kabtt
bala is both a response to, and a construction of, the historical reality in 
which it lived; furthermore, its canonical status influences the way future 
generations understand their own historical station. If the textual traditt
tion becomes canonical (as Lurianic Kabbala certainly does) the “histt

IntroductIon
Kabbala, New Historicism, and the 

Question of Boundaries

Freedom is only present where there is no other for me that 
is not myself.

—Hegel, The Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences

From heresy to deviation to degeneration to syncretism, the 
notion of the different which claims to be the same or, prott
jected internally, the disguised difference within, has prott
duced a rich vocabulary of denial and estrangement. For in 
each case, a theory of difference, when applied to the proxitt
mate “other,” is but another way of phrasing a theory of 
“self.”

—Jonathan Z. Smith, “Differential Equations: 
On Constructing the Other”
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tory” it produces often becomes normative and the underlying historical 
circumstances that produced that history are often effaced by the powertt
ful myth that constructs its own “historical” trajectory.

The historicity of Lurianic Kabbala as canonical is welltdocumented, 
as are its metaphysical assumptions and influences. What interests me is, 
first, to explore the exegetical imagination of this tradition and the affilitt
ations between metaphysics and that imagination. My second aim is to 
examine factors that enabled these texts to work—that is, to learn the natt
ture of their “connection” to Scripture, and to understand how Scripture 
worked for them to create a historical reality refracted through the biblitt
cal narrative.

If the Hebrew Bible is the unquestioned canon of Judaism (a canon 
that is, of course, retcreated and “rewritten” constantly), then all subsett
quent “canons” will need the Bible to refract and reflect their own spett
cific agendas. But the Bible is much more than a text for these traditional 
communities: it is the lens through which one fashions oneself, how one 
sees, and does not see, God, and is a template that enables one to decitt
pher the real from the illusory.

I begin with the assumption of canonical layers—the Hebrew Bible 
and Lurianic Kabbala—each with its own force and influence. In bett
tween, of course, is the whole of classical Judaism from the rabbis and 
their intellectual descendants, the Zohar and subsequent Kabbala, Jewish 
philosophy, pietism, Musar literature, and so on. This book will examine 
a specific moment in the unfolding and evertchanging canonicity of the 
Bible in Judaism, viewing that moment in context but, more importantly, 
examining how the literature produced from (and in response to) that 
moment often challenges, subverts, and sometimes undermines what prett
cedes it for reasons that are rooted in particular communal identities.

What were these texts (the Lurianic interpretation of Scripture) contt
nected to that enabled them to succeed, to convince, and to prosper? 
Why should we be interested in this particular exegetical trajectory? Part 
of the answer lies in the particular nexus of Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam in sixteenthtcentury Safed that informed and may have partially 
driven this exegetical approach. While this nexus was quite fleeting (lasttt
ing no more than thirty or forty years), the influence of Lurianic Kabbala 
was and remains widespread.1 Moreover, we are witnessing a new nexus of 
these three traditions, quite different from theirs (modernity separates 
us from them) but containing enough similarities to constitute a “contt
temporary concern.” I aspire, then, to function as a critic—a concerned 
reader who reads the past with a curiosity about the way it produces the 
present and can help us understand the present anew. Reading historitt
cally is thus never reading solely about the past—it is (also) about reading 
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and (re)creating the present. I assume that the past’s own rendering of its 
own past essentially does the same thing.�

Much has been written on the nature and history of Jewish biblical extt
egesis.� Much less work has been done on the nature and agenda of kabtt
balistic interpretation of Scripture, especially after the Middle Ages.4 I 
make a distinction here between kabbalistic hermeneutics more genertt
ally and the more focused enterprise of scriptural commentary. The first 
concerns the way kabbalists read and interpret all texts (including the 
Bible); the second is how kabbalists, as biblical exegetes, offer new readtt
ings of biblical narratives through the lens of their metaphysical and costt
mological systems. What is at stake here is not simply how kabbalists intertt
pret Scripture as an intellectual or spiritual exercise, but (also) how this 
interpretation functions as a critical tool to address issues and events in 
their contemporary world.5 This requires, even necessitates, creating the 
Bible in one’s own image.6

This book is about the interpretation of Scripture filtered through 
the lens of an intricate metaphysical system developed by the Jewish mystt
tic and metaphysician Isaac Luria (d. 157�) and his circle. It offers an altt
ternative reading of this literature liberated from the tendency to view it 
solely within its internal metaphysics and logic. Treating Lurianic exegetitt
cal writings as imaginative and fictive literature, I explore how this “litertt
ature” may be working out contemporary issues and in so doing, may be 
revaluing canonical literature and tradition.7 In particular, I argue, Luritt
anic exegesis presents a mythic way of envisioning the relationship bett
tween Judaism and its surrounding culture(s), thinning the more opaque 
and ostensibly irreconcilable walls separating Jew and Gentile, man and 
woman, true religion and false religion, rationalism and mysticism, the 
human and the divine. This is not to say that Lurianic Kabbala is progrestt
sive in any conventional sense. It is not. It is only to say that the context in 
which it developed, especially in its formative period in sixteenthtcentury 
Safed, enabled its authors, or perhaps compelled them, to retevaluate the 
dualistic universe that pervaded earlier Kabbala. More to the point, dett
constructing the metaphysical dualism in Lurianic teaching in my view 
reflects a social reality that may have in some instances necessitated, and 
in others merely allowed for, viewing the world in a different way.

Throughout this book I argue that it is not only that Luria and his 
circle were responding to cultural and religious changes through their 
writings (this is an obvious point made by other scholars reading earlier 
Jewish literature).8 Rather, it is that their exegetical agenda offers a rett
valuation of Scripture driven by the local nexus of the three religions 
and their relationship in the historiosophic unfolding of redemption. 
Luria’s stature as an inspired reader of Scripture and the authority that 
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emerged around that claim makes his rereading of the Bible canonical. 
This is also informed by his historical station living a generation after 
the expulsion, a time that witnessed a sharp demographic shift easttt
ward resulting in the first systematic retpopulation of Erez Israel by Jews 
since late antiquity. Luria and his circle viewed their own station in histt
tory through the Bible, reifying it to conform to its messianic agenda.9

The phenomenon of rewriting the Bible through strong reading 
raises questions about particularity and universality, a dichotomy that 
challenges ancient Israelite religion and later Judaism from their inceptt
tion. Substantiating the claim that Lurianic reading represents a moment 
of religious transformation—that is, how Lurianic Judaism (and it is, in 
some sense “a” Judaism) defines the “other,” in particular the Christian 
and Muslim—requires an attentiveness to the philosophical, hermeneutitt
cal, and historical–cultural dimensions of Lurianic thinking. While there 
are some seminal studies on the literary overlaps between Jewish, Christt
tian, and Islamic writing, little has been written that addresses how cultt
tural influences may have influenced and infiltrated the thought prott
cesses of Lurianic thinking or Kabbala more generally.10

These encounters and connections will be examined from three distt
tinct but interrelated perspectives: the philosophical, the hermeneutical, 
and the historical. From a philosophical perspective, this book explores 
the issue of exclusion and inclusion as concomitant with particularism 
and universalism. Judaism’s notion of the covenant, beginning in the Hett
brew Bible, is constructed to separate Israel from all other nations, viewtt
ing them as a distinct entity, uniquely “chosen among the nations.”11 This 
uniqueness quickly, and all too easily, lends itself to a doctrine of exclusivtt
ity whereby Israel defines itself, in part, by who they are not, producing 
the “other” who is often maligned as spiritually (and in Kabbala, ontologtt
ically) inferior and deficient. Yet from the outset there is a tension in that 
orientation emerging most prominently in the Hebrew Prophets. Some 
scholars argue that the utopianism and latent universalism implicit in 
some prophetic teachings undermines the more particularistic doctrine 
of the Pentateuch (and later the rabbis), while others claim it complett
ments such claims. Nevertheless, it would seem that Kabbala’s metaphysitt
cal and ontological rendering of classical Judaism solidifies the exclusivist 
doctrine of separation and distinction. Often this is the case. However, I 
argue that in Lurianic Kabbala ontology is turned against itself because 
one of its basic premises is that all things contain their opposite; consett
quently, all otherness is only a temporary instantiation of the self. Thus 
the liminal nature of Lurianic metaphysics lends itself to complicate the 
exclusivist doctrine of religion (separating Jew and gentile) and gender 
(separating, by essentializing, the masculine from the feminine).
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The hermeneutical perspective reads Lurianic Kabbala simultanett
ously as exegesis and literature. That is, it looks at the way Lurianic 
metaphysics emerges out of Scripture, and then uses its metaphysics as 
a grid to reread Scripture. In some ways I argue that Lurianic exegesis 
resembles what Michael Fishbane (describing Buber’s Moses) calls “hertt
meneutical transference,” “the projection of one’s life agenda onto the 
text.”1� While Lurianic Kabbala is not known for its scriptural exegesis 
(for example, there is scant scriptural exegesis in ¿Etz Hayyim, arguably 
the foundational text in the Lurianic corpus), numerous exegetical 
texts, often viewed as subsidiary to the metaphysical or ritually oriented 
texts, exists. I argue that these exegetical texts are doing more than 
simply applying Lurianic cosmology to verses in Scripture. Rather, they 
revalue Scripture itself through the lens of a metascriptural system of 
sephirot and parzufim (which, of course, is loosely structured around the 
biblical narrative). In this sense, these exegetical texts are not ancillary 
to the metaphysical literature but, in fact, may be the engine that drives 
the entire project. By means of reconstructing Judaism through a revaltt
uation of Scripture, Lurianic Kabbala offers its most potent and longt
lasting critique of tradition.

The historical perspective of this book is “New Historicist” in orientt
tation. I am reading Lurianic Kabbala as literature, suggesting that it 
both reflects and constructs historical narratives.1� The interpretations 
of biblical narratives in this literature can be viewed as windows to view 
communal dilemmas and struggles, and to regard its cosmology a reifitt
cation of new social conditions.14 Moreover, this exegetical literature 
evaluates anew Judaism’s understanding of itself and the “other” that 
confronts it. Here I assume an exegetical construction whereby a text 
both reflects the reader and the imaginative desires of what the reader 
wants to be read into the text.15 Lurianic metaphysics, built from Scriptt
ture, also serves to reimagine Scripture in its own image in a way that 
addresses the dilemmas of its local culture and context.

As mentioned above, my underlying assumption is that sixteentht
century Safed (at least until the second third of that century) was a distt
tinctive nexus between Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.16 The Islamic 
context was the newly founded Ottoman Empire, beginning in 1516, 
that was progressive and unusually tolerant of its Jewish citizenry. The 
Christian context was embodied in conversos, mostly Portuguese, who 
migrated to Safed in the early part of the century in order to reenter a 
Judaism they were forced, or chose, to abandon in Iberia. The Jewish 
context is the fact that at this time Safed served as one of the centers of 
Jewish scholarship. During the short span of about fifty years, Safed 
produced the Shulkhan Arukh (Code of Jewish Law) by Joseph Karo 
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which would become the standard legal code in modern Judaism; the 
kabbalistic writings of Moses Cordovero whose Pardes Rimonim was an 
unmatched collection and reevaluation of medieval Kabbala; and the 
creative teachings of Isaac Luria, whose influence intellectually, liturgitt
cally, and ritually influenced the Sabbatean heresy in the seventeenth 
century, the Italian Renaissance, early modern Christian Kabbala, Lithtt
uanian spirituality, Hasidism, and contemporary Jewry. It is not my intt
tention to enter into the scholarly debate about the impact of Lurianic 
teaching more generally but simply to point out that sixteenthtcentury 
Safed provided a distinctive cultural, literary, and historical moment 
not often seen in the history of Jewish literature that had a profound 
impact on Jewish life and letters for centuries to come.

My premise is that the Islamic and Christian (via conversos) contexts 
of sixteenthtcentury Safed influenced Lurianic teaching. This is not to 
say that Luria or his disciples were overtly influenced by Islamic or Christt
tian religion or sociality (although I do make certain claims in that directt
tion) nor that Lurianic Kabbala is a direct response to contemporary 
Islam and Christianity (although I also make certain claims in that directt
tion). I prefer to see the Lurianic relationship to these two cultures–relitt
gions as fluid and multivalent. That is, I suggest that some of the major 
themes in Luria’s rendering of Scripture are concerned with ideas ditt
rectly relevant to both Christianity and Islam, and Israel’s relationship to 
those systems and communities; I maintain that this attention is not accitt
dental. The challenges that both Christianity and Islam posed to the Jews 
in sixteenthtcentury Safed were not lost on the Lurianic circle.17

The five main instances of “otherness” explored in this book are: (1) 
sin, (�) conversion, (�) gender, (4) Gentile prophecy (that is, the status 
of Gentile religion as a prophetic tradition), and (5) incarnation, tratt
versing the ostensibly opaque barrier separating the human and the ditt
vine. In each of these cases, Lurianic exegesis exhibits resonances of eitt
ther Christianity or Islam without ever mentioning either religious 
tradition or culture. In constructing a new Judaism in light of the cultt
tural and theological challenges in the presence of both “others,” Luritt
anic Kabbala absorbs and transforms the others into itself, refashioning 
them as a part of its dialectical and redemptive metaphysical worldview.

A Brief Statement on Method

On the question of historical method, any close reader of these texts can 
justifiably contest the above claim by pointing out that Lurianic Kabbala 
seems utterly uninterested in the realia of material existence. Yet we know 
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the mystics in question were very active members of their society and 
many took on rabbinical and advisory functions in their communities. 
My assumption, therefore, is that their metaphysical writings, while void 
of any blatant reference to local issues and controversies were, in fact, the 
occasion (often through the traditional mode of scriptural exegesis) to 
reconstruct tradition (sometimes radically) in response to the challenges 
that they faced, in particular, the challenge of the returning conversos.

This interpretive challenge is not new in Kabbala. It is appropriate 
here to mention the cautionary words of Ronald Keiner on this questt
tion regarding the Zohar:

When does a textual homily become a statement of contempott
rary affairs? When does a symbolic discussion of Ishmael’s role 
in the sephirotic world also serve as a comment on the theosophic 
role of the Ishmaelities, i.e. the Muslims, and their faith? We 
cannot always know, but at the same time it would be imprudent 
to assume that all discussions of the biblical Ishmael, even when 
transformed into a sephirotic symbol, necessarily impart a judgtt
ment concerning the world of Islam. It would seem we are contt
fronted with a situation in which the sum of the whole is greater 
than the constituent parts.18

Keiner is certainly correct that we must be careful to avoid the “McCarthy 
factor,” seeing what we want to see in every textual nuance or inference, 
or, even more broadly, to make what appears to us to be obvious connectt
tions between exegetical or sephirotic references and the context in which 
they are made. Having said that, this care should not prevent us from extt
amining the abundance of what may seem like circumstantial evidence 
(which is all we will ever have since these authors rarely tell us what they 
thought about their world in any explicit way).19 I suggest that these exett
getical or metaphysical comments may have social import and, more imtt
portantly, that the exegetical enterprise is a way of reenvisioning canonitt
cal literature so that these social changes can be integrated into 
tradition.�0 Moreover, we also need to consider to what extent these refertt
ences may be inadvertently responding to current, and often changing, 
attitudes toward the “other.”

In this regard I have greatly benefited from the work of Stephen 
Greenblatt and the New Historicists. Navigating the complex relationship 
between literature and the construction of the social world, Greenblatt 
notes “the complex circulation between the social dimension of an aestt
thetic strategy and the aesthetic dimension of a social strategy.”�1 I argue 
that Lurianic exegesis is a fictional and thus aesthetic comment on the sott
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cial reality of Safed, one that compels the reader to think carefully about 
the relationship between “the social presence to the world of the literary 
text and the social presence of the world in the literary text.”��

I argue that the Lurianic exegesis of Scripture is not merely “comtt
mentary” in the classical sense but constitutes an independent body of 
literature distinct from its more welltknown metaphysic literature. The 
myth and alternate narrative it propagates has brought me close to the 
assumption that historical context often plays a crucial role in literatt
ture that oftentimes does not mention contemporary events or phett
nomena and that this literature is not merely reacting but, in fact, is 
producing that context. This is not merely to say that context “matters” 
in order to understand a text (this is a fundamental principle of classitt
cal historicism)�� but that the fictional narrative of the text depicts and, 
in many cases, creates, the historical context. In this sense, Lurianic 
Kabbala, particularly its exegetical texts, illustrates a “cultural poetics,” 
showing that texts often create a prism simultaneously refracting realia 
and constructing an idealized vision of what the author would like the 
real to be.�4 On this point, Louis Montrose argues that “to speak of the 
social production of ‘literature’ or of any particular text is to signify not 
only that it is socially produced but also that it is socially productive—
that it is the product of work and that it performs work in the process of 
being written, enacted, or read.”�5 It is not sufficient to say that kabbaltt
istic texts reify reality—rather, it is the reified metaphysical realm, as a 
fictionalization of the narrative of the Bible that creates the social realtt
ity the kabbalists seek to depict.�6

In most instances, there is no “smoking gun” or “hard evidence.” 
The critic must depend on an understanding of literature and culture 
that, in fact, can never be empirically proven but only surmised via a 
close reading of opaque and suggestive texts.�7 “Literary texts [and here 
I would include exegetical texts, S.M.] may indeed not be particular rett
sponses to unique moments; they may not refer directly to the world; 
they may not offer ‘proof’ of anything at all.”�8 This is the case if, as histt
torians, we are looking, and even believe in, a “great story” waiting to 
unfold. If we are more skeptical about grand narratives or at least our 
ability to discover them, these texts can help us unravel the complex 
ways their authors envisioned a historical moment and fashioned their 
own identity in the fictional drama they created.�9

It must be noted that New Historicism is primarily a literary and not 
a historical or historicist movement. It uses historical context primarily 
as a tool to decipher literature; it does not use literature to make objectt
tive historical claims.�0 The texts that will serve as the foundation of 
this book show what Louis Montrose called “a reciprocal concern with 
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the historicity of texts and the textuality of history,” even though it is 
exegesis and metaphysics and not historical writing per se that are its 
author’s main concern.�1 My interest and focus is less about the role 
Christianity (via the conversos) and Islam (via the Ottoman Empire) 
played in the Safed community (a more formal historical question) and 
more about the ways in which these “others” may have been a vehicle 
for fashioning new identities, perhaps prototmessianic identities, in the 
imagination of Luria’s circle. That is, I seek to determine how the “other” 
becomes less other in preparation for a moment when the “other” is eftt
faced altogether. In this way, I am arguing that Lurianism is retinventing 
prophetic utopianism (and universalism) from its own ontology of 
exclusion.

There are, nonetheless, some crucial hard facts that underlie my analtt
ysis. The fact that the problem of returning conversos was an issue in sixtt
teenthtcentury Safed is undeniable, as scholars such as Abraham David 
indicate.�� The fact that the conversos present us with an interesting and 
problematic community is generally accepted. What I am doing is linking 
the historical fact with a particular literary trope as it appears in Lurianic 
exegesis and am suggesting how one may have informed the other.

The question of returning conversos raises the question of convertt
sion more generally.�� More specifically, it introduces the problem of 
(un)conversion, or reacceptance without conversion, of an ambiguous 
and marginal community that also raised the question as to the status 
of the nontJewish religion from which they were returning. The convertt
sos are a community of Jews who carry with them some dimension of 
“Judaism” yet are, or may not be, fully Jews.�4 Some come with theologitt
cal training that stands in stark opposition to Judaism, and the extent 
to which this training can be erased is a live issue in these decades. The 
force behind the case for the absorption of these communities in both 
Vital and Luria is that the converts’ rejudaization serves as a prerequitt
site for the completion of the covenant that failed in the Sinai desert 
and subsequently created a new opportunity for the final redemption. 
Lurianic texts explicitly claim in numerous places that their generation 
is the generation of the desert and thus they must retplay the desert 
narrative and, this time, get it right.�5 In fact, in some cases it seems 
that the continued marginalization of these communities, even as such 
exclusion is maintained for the sake of protecting the covenant, prett
vents the fulfillment of Israel’s covenantal responsibility. Thus the doctt
trine of strict separation of the Jew from the Gentile indicative of traditt
tional Judaism throughout history is problematized by the communities 
(the  ¿erev rav or mixed multitude in Exodus and the conversos) that are 
neither Jew nor Gentile—or, both Jew and Gentile.
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Reversion and inversion, making boundaries transversable, seeing the 
same in the “other” and redeeming the “other” for the sake of the (collectt
tive) self all play a central role in the way Luria and his disciples reenvision 
the scriptural narrative. Esotericism in this case is not only revealing the 
concealed but undermining the revealed, exhibiting how seemingly transtt
gressive behavior has redemptive import and how the “enemy” as enemy is 
also part of the unfinished self in need of completion.

Chapter Synopses

This book is divided into five chapters, each chapter addressing the issues 
as they are refracted through one of the five books of the Pentateuch. 
The texts examined are largely, albeit not exclusively, drawn from a body 
of Lurianic material that focuses on scriptural exegesis.

The chapter on Genesis discusses original sin, asking whether Christt
tian doctrines (in this case original sin) had seeped into a kabbalistic systt
tem being read by (and sometimes written by), among others, extconvertt
sos. While a Jewish notion of original sin (or in the Zohar primordial sin) 
is extant in many kabbalistic texts, in Luria this idea becomes a promitt
nent, perhaps even a dominant, trope having an influence on metaphystt
ics, cosmogony, cosmology, and biblical interpretation. Does the claim 
that Israel, as descendants of Adam, are tainted by original sin, have an 
impact on equalizing the status of Jew and Gentile? Are human beings 
born corrupted? The Christian doctrine of original sin as it matures in 
Augustine and his school erases any distinction between Jew and Gentile, 
arguing that all are corrupted and can only overcome that state through 
belief in the uncorrupted Son of God. While Luria surely does not erase 
the distinction between Jew and Gentile, we can still ask the following 
question: if both are subject to original sin, is the difference between 
them one of degree or one of kind? Founded on the audacious claim that 
only Jews are created “in the image of God” and are progeny of Adam 
and Eve, Luria presents us with a doctrine of original sin that makes an 
ontological distinction between Jew and Gentile and yet opens up the 
possibility of their convergence by means of his theory of soul constructt
tion. Luria’s position in Sefer ha-Gilgulim and Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim is that a 
Gentile can have a Jewish soul and a Jew can have a Gentile one. This intt
troduces permeability regarding the biological and spiritual distinction 
between Jew and Gentile, the self and the “other.” This plays itself out in 
Luria’s metaphysical system and the way it informs his biology and physitt
ology in interesting and provocative ways.

The chapter on Exodus focuses on the  ¿erev rav (mixed multitude) as 
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depicted in Hayyim Vital’s pretLurianic Etz ha-Da ¿at Tov, and then contintt
ues analyzing material that Vital and others wrote in light of Lurianic 
teaching. While the  ¿erev rav and the conversos (at least those who chose 
to return to Judaism) are essentially different constituencies, the former 
being Egyptians who “convert” (or desire to convert) to the Israelite relitt
gion,�6 the latter being Jews who convert “out of Judaism” and later desire 
to return, there are interesting parallels between them that serve as the 
foundation of Vital’s exegetical correlation.�7 For example, in Etz ha-Da ¿at 
Tov Vital (basing himself on earlier sources) claims that the  ¿erev rav, 
while not Israelites, are also not considered part of the other nations. 
Reading this back into the biblical narrative, the Bible’s world is no lontt
ger simply divided into Israelites and nontIsraelites but also contains a 
community of nontIsraelites who, having experienced revelation, also 
have a stake in the Israelite covenant. They have an attenuated knowledge 
of Sinai and a close relationship to Moses who, reared as an Egyptian, 
continues to be their advocate.�8 Thus they are a kind of liminal commutt
nity, neither Jew nor Gentile.�9 Many conversos, especially those who rett
mained in southern Europe, were viewed by some Jews in a similar light. 
Although ostensibly Christian, many claimed their conversion (or their 
parents’ or grandparents’ conversion) was not volitional and thus they 
maintained, especially those who emigrated from the Iberian Peninsula 
and settled in Jewish communities, that they were still Jewish and should 
be accorded full membership in the community.40 Did they need to contt
vert?41 Should they be allowed to return? This was the dilemma of sixtt
teenthtcentury Jewry, especially in the Holy Land.4� Many conversos held 
Jewish beliefs and customs, even though they did not know their meantt
ing, content, or context, but practiced a kind of unarticulated clandestine 
Judaism while externally adhering to Christianity.4� Moreover, many of 
their Jewish practices, while externally rabbinic, were based on Christian 
principles. For example, the extconverso Isaac Cardoso interpreted cirtt
cumcision as a compensation for original sin, a belief that has no basis in 
the conventional Jewish understanding of circumcision.44

As a correlate to the experience of unarticulated inclusion, Vital 
claims that the  ¿erev rav experienced God’s “voice” (kol) at Sinai but did 
not hear His “words” (dibur).45 Thus they were not commanded but heard 
God nonetheless. Not only were they witnesses to revelation (they were 
present at Sinai) but they too were changed by revelation. As a result they 
were, in some sense, also unarticulated Israelites; they had a claim to and 
a stake in the covenant while not being fully a part of it. They experienced 
God’s presence; that is, their understanding of God and their relationtt
ship to God changed through revelation, but by not hearing God’s words, 
they had no direct commandment and thus no direction as to how to live 
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according to that experience. These and other parallels make for a corrett
lation between the  ¿erev rav and the conversos, an association I argue Vital 
esoterically creates in order to support the claims of the conversos who 
desired once again to become Jews. And, more strongly, he felt that the 
reabsorption of this deviant community is a necessary part of the messitt
anic drama.

The chapter on Leviticus relates this permeability of self and other to 
the question of gender construction as viewed through the lens of male 
homosexuality. If, as Luria suggests, gender is not solely biologically detertt
mined because males can contain female souls and vice versa, what impact 
does this have on the gender construction of traditional Judaism in wide 
terms, and for sexual desire and behavior in particular? I argue that 
Luria’s discussion of this matter points to a pretFreudian notion of the intt
nate bisexuality of all humans (perhaps influenced by literature extant in 
Islam), that undermines the natural law theory of sexuality common in 
traditional Jewish circles (a theory adopted from medieval Christianity). 
In this chapter I argue that this subtle shift in orientation interestingly rett
flects similar sentiments in Ottoman Islam in the sixteenth century where 
male homosexuality was forbidden but tacitly tolerated.

The chapter on Numbers discusses the status of nontIsraelite prophecy 
in the Lurianic system with reference to the biblical episode of Balaam 
(Num. ��:1–�5:9). The chapter again brings together exegetical and philtt
osophical perspectives to explore the boundaries of exclusivity and inclutt
sion, and particularism and universalism. Relegated by the rabbis and 
then by the Zohar to the status of villain and sorcerer, Balaam makes a 
comeback in the Lurianic tradition. He is refashioned as simultaneously a 
prophet rooted in the demonic, and a nontIsraelite prophet who desires, 
and ultimately succeeds, in returning to Israel. As constructed by the rabtt
bis and the Zohar, Balaam challenges the exclusivist nature of the covett
nant by ordering Balak to build seven altars, representing the seventy natt
tions. Subsuming Balaam into Moses/Israel thus subsumes the universal 
into the particular, transforming the latter into something new. In some 
sense, Luria presents a different kind of Balaam—a figure who, though 
demonic, also exhibits a spiritual bond with Moses and speaks of a pure 
desire to be reunited with a lost part of himself.

The final chapter, on Deuteronomy, turns to the doctrine of incarnatt
tion and ethics, a fundamental dogma of Christianity and an idea that 
plays on the margins of some mystical schools in Judaism throughout histt
tory. The notion of incarnation more generally has a complex history in 
Judaism, beginning in pretChristian intertestamental literature. Readers 
of Jewish literature rarely use the term incarnation, preferring less valuet
laden (and less Christian) terms such as embodiment or divine indwelling.46 
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In this chapter, I argue that Lurianic texts suggest a notion of divine emtt
bodiment that traverses its normative boundary of “indwelling” and entt
ters into incarnational thinking. The zoharic idea that “God, Israel, and 
Torah are one” takes on a hyperliteral meaning in the Lurianic teaching. 
The Lurianic texts under discussion do not conform to the particular 
Christian formulation of incarnation, the onettime and mysterious incartt
nation of God into the body of Jesus Christ, but fall into a wider definitt
tion whereby the boundaries separating the human and the divine bett
come so thin that they all but disappear. In my analysis of this material I 
draw heavily from the Eastern Orthodox notion of incarnation and theosis 
in the teachings of Gregory of Palamas and Nicholas Cabasilas, as that 
tradition focuses most heavily on the centrality of the incarnation of the 
worshiper through the sacraments. This is not to argue for any direct histt
torical influence on Lurianic Kabbala from Eastern Orthodoxy as much 
as to view incarnational thinking as evident in Lurianic thinking,

This study explores whether Lurianic Kabbala more generally and 
Lurianic exegesis in particular are influenced by the challenges of rett
turning conversos, many of whom had been raised with the idea of intt
carnation. Again, this is not to suggest Luria and his circle read Christt
tian literature; they likely did not, at least not in any systematic way. 
However, the canon of Jewish tradition available to the Lurianic circle 
contains ample material about divine embodiment and indwelling that 
would enable them to engage in “incarnational thinking” without emtt
ploying Christian teachings. Using their creative exegetical talents and 
the particular social context in which they lived, I ask whether we can 
draw any connections between the classical notion of divine emboditt
ment and a Lurianic mutation into the realm of the incarnational.47

The premise of this book is that Lurianic Kabbala, a kabbalistic school 
that transformed subsequent Jewish mysticism in modernity, is also a littt
erary creation that exhibits strong readings of its historical circumstances 
as well as strong rereadings or misreadings of the literary canon. The histt
torical circumstances of which I speak are not only, as Gershom Scholem 
argued, historiosophic (that is, concerned with the nexus between history 
and theology) but also local. I also attempt to shift the focus of the study 
of Kabbala more generally and Lurianic Kabbala in particular from its 
metaphysical and cosmological frame to an exegetical and hermeneutical 
one. Finally, I argue (along with others) that the dichotomous and dualistt
tic framework of kabbalistic metaphysics, especially in the early modern 
period, undergoes a significant, albeit subtle, shift away from dualism 
and toward a more dialectical model. In this sense, Kabbala seems to be 
deconstructing itself, driven partially by its messianic agenda and the 
consequent need to thin the boundaries between self and other.
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Did the challenges posed by a tolerant Islam and a New Christian 
community seeking refuge in the Jewish community contribute to the Lutt
rianic mission of absorbing the “other,” thereby creating the fertile soil 
for redemption’s final disclosure? If so, this was not accomplished primartt
ily through metaphysical speculation but through scriptural exegesis, 
translating the heretandtnow into the mythic world of the Bible giving 
substance to the biblical narrative by discovering it anew in the lives of its 
readers.





the Lurianic Myth
A Playbill

Figure 1. From Hayyim Vital,  ¿Ozrot Hayyim 
 (Jerusalem: Makor Hayyim, n.d.)



Figure 2. From Meir Poppers, Ha-Ilan ha-Gadol (r.p. Jerusalem, 2005)
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Is the Bible myth or “history”? Is Kabbala myth or symbol? More generaa
ally, is Judaism founded on myth and, if so, what does a Jewish myth look 
like? These questions lie at the root of any serious engagement with clasaa
sical Jewish texts and more so with kabbalistic sources that are wed to a 
notion of understanding this world as a reflection of the cosmic realm. 
Like other mystical systems, Kabbala posits that the empirical world we 
live in is accompanied by another nonempirical dimension—created yet 
not corporeal, divine yet not fully God. This noncorporeal dimension 
does not only exist outside this world in some transcendent universe but 
also occupies the very world we live in. The kabbalistic fraternity examaa
ined in this study refers to this noncorporeal world as the world of the 
sephirot (cosmic spheres). These sephirot (ten in number but divided into 
many subgroups) both affect us and are affected by us. They affect us beaa
cause the cosmic realm serves as an intermediary between our world and 
the undifferentiated God (known by our kabbalists as eyn sof—without 
end). There is very little the kabbalists have to say about eyn sof since this 
God, as ineffable, has no real relation to us nor do we have any relationaa
ship to it. In this sense, some kabbalistic theology is not far from the neoa
Aristotelian “negative theology” popular among many medieval philosoaa
phers. However, whereas negative theologians leave it at that, kabbalists 
posit a divineayetacreated cosmic realm with which we have an intimate, 
and reciprocal, relationship. This realm is the primary focus of their ataa
tention. The cosmos is affected by us because the kabbalists understand 
the covenantal theology of the Hebrew Bible in literal or even hyperlitaa
eral terms. That is, they hold that human action affects God, not God as 
eyn sof (who, as infinite, is beyond human influence) but the dimension of 
God that is “created” or the world of sephirot. To act in accordance with diaa
vine command results in the reparation (tikkun) of the cosmic realm damaa
aged by the initial rupture of the creative act.

The sephirot serve as catalysts filtering divine effluence as it moves 
from the eyn sof to the material world. The kabbalists of the Lurianic 
School hold that creation was, in a sense, a failure. That is, the “divine inaa
tention” of creation was to produce a corporeal space that could absorb 
the unmitigated flow of divine energy that would very quickly result in 
the reabsorption of creation into the undifferentiated God. Things 
worked out quite differently. The failure of creation is exhibited in the 
two central parts of the creation myth in Lurianic Kabbala; zimzum (diaa
vine contraction) and shevirat ha-kelim (the rupture of the vessels) about 
which I will have more to say below. For our kabbalists, the fallen state of 
creation is not solely due to the sin of Adam and Eve. The origin of failaa
ure, exile, and sin, is the fractured process of creation itself. The sin of 
Adam and Eve is, in some sense a mirror of the fallen world they occuaa
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pied. According to this school, the sin was not only predictable but also 
perhaps inevitable. While our world is the consequence of this failed creaa
ation process (in Lurianic Kabbala our world is, by definition, exilic) the 
damage also exists in the cosmic realm (the world of the sephirot). As disaa
jointed or uncoupled (the natural state of the sephirot is to be in perennial 
heterosexual union or yihud tamidi) the sephirot cannot serve as conduits 
for an even descent of divine effluence into the world. This disunity reaa
sults in a world (our world) dominated by the powers of the demonic. 
This is the basis of Lurianic theodicy. This dark vision of existence is temaa
pered by the notion that the human being (in Lurianic Kabbala this is 
largely limited to the male Jew) is created in the “image of God” (zelem elo--
him; Gen. 1:26) and has the unique ability to restructure the broken cosaa
mos through the performance of mitzvot. This enables divine light to deaa
scend and diffuse the dominion of the demonic. The restructuring or 
reparation (tikkun) of the cosmic realm is brought about through the peraa
formance of commandments (mitzvot) especially enhanced by the intriaa
cate contemplative techniques. 

This cosmic/divine realm of sephirot in Lurianic Kabbala, sometimes 
called the Godhead by scholars, is not a precept the adept accepts on 
faith or reasoned argument but is posited as a “real” object of intense 
focus and concentration that can be experienced through meditative 
techniques. Thus kabbalistic cosmology is often accompanied by a pracaa
tice manifest as contemplative techniques accompanying rituals whereby 
the mystic deploys these principles toward experiential ends. The adept is 
expected to devote their life to the deep study and practice of the sephi--
rotic system as explained in Lurianic literature.

Gershom Scholem (1897–1982), founder of modern Kabbala studies, 
argued that Kabbala emerged in the Middle Ages as a rejection of what 
he understood as the rabbinic demythologizing of the Bible in its creaa
ation of law as the central motif of Jewish thinking and practice. On this 
reading Kabbala sought to reinvigorate the genealogy of what many 
scholars in Scholem’s generation viewed as the “Jewish” mythology of the 
Hebrew Bible, the uratext of Ancient Israelite religion that would later 
morph into Judaism. The talmudist David Halivni suggests that midrash 
(the rabbinic method of reading Scripture) is, in part, a response to the 
distance the sages felt between themselves and the Bible—a distance creaa
ated by time, circumstance, religious sentiment, and necessity (the cultic 
religion of the Bible simply became irrelevant for the sages in late antiqaa
uity). According to Halivni Rabbinic Judaism sought to revive the Bible 
through midrashic reading but also transform it from a largely mythic 
guide to a text whose centerpiece is the law. Among other things, he araa
gues, this resulted in undermining the Bible’s mythic foundations and 
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worldview. From Halivni’s perspective, the rabbinic sages wanted their 
audience to focus more on the text (their reading of the text) than on 
God, more on obedience than on cultus. They were uninterested in conaa
templating the life of the divine as an end in itself and wanted to redirect 
Jews away from mystical gnosis and toward a religious life of daily obligaaa
tions. For the talmudic sages, mysticism and myth, on Halivni’s reading, 
were largely relegated to what Max Kiddushin called “normal mysticism” 
experienced primarily through the act of prayer. This is not to say there 
weren’t Jews in late antiquity who continued in the mystical and mythic 
world of the Bible. There surely were and these figures are studied by 
Scholem and later scholars of Jewish mysticism. It is to say, rather, that 
what became Rabbinic Judaism through the redaction and reception of the 
two Talmuds (Babylonian and Palestinian) presents us with a Judaism 
that is not dominated by myth but the adherence to law. 

This generalized view of the rabbis as mythadestroyers has been duly 
criticized by scholars of both Talmud and Midrash. Most recently, Miaa
chael Fishbane, in his work on rabbinic midrash and myth, has meticuaa
lously shown that the homiletical traditions (midrash) of the rabbis not 
only kept myth alive but, in fact, deepened biblical myth by embellishaa
ing it and extending it to include new vistas of imaginative thinking. 
The rabbis were, in fact, mythmakers in Fishbane’s view. On this readaa
ing Scholem’s schematic assessment distinguishing the Hebrew Bible 
from Rabbinic Judaism is in need of correction and has been, in fact, 
reexamined by contemporary scholars of Jewish mysticism. That said, 
for our limited purposes it may be useful to dwell on the rabbinic–kabaa
balistic dichotomy posed by Halivni and Scholem, with all its caveats, as 
a heuristic tool to sketch the context of Lurianic teaching.

One way rabbinic law nullifies or perhaps reconfigures the myth 
that informs at least some of the Hebrew Bible is by separating law and 
practice from cosmic events. That is, by distinguishing law as nomos and 
forcefully arguing that law as nomos is the proper—in fact, only—way to 
properly understand the Bible. By constructing the law from biblical 
verses and viewing the Bible as primarily teaching law, the rabbis conaa
tribute to demythologizing the biblical narrative even as Fishbane araa
gues correctly the same rabbis also embellish and expand the biblical 
myth in other ways (and create myths of their own). In the rabbinic 
imagination, the Bible does not tell us who or what God is as much as 
about what God requires from us. The law commemorates the past 
(memory functions as a central motif of biblical law) and saves historic 
events from erasure through the legal obligation of performance as reaa
membrance. Alternatively, in a (biblical) religion based primarily on 
myth, historical events are always lived again and again through the 
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cosmos where the past always reverberates in the present. For the rabaa
bis, religious practice carves a distinct realm for the past that, while 
connected to the present, is not identical to it.

Kabbala has its own myth based loosely on the Bible. It does not bring 
biblical myth back to life (that would be impossible), but it uses biblical 
myth as a template for its own metaphysical constructions (that is, conaa
structing the world of the sephirot). It also does not directly undermine the 
legal demythologizing of the Bible. That would be overtly heretical. What 
it offers is a revised myth based on the Bible (and the rabbis!) incorporataa
ing the rabbinic legal tradition that, according to Halivni, arose to subaa
vert myth! That is, Kabbala saves the law by mythologizing it and, in doing 
so, transforms the law (which replaced sacrament) back into a kind of 
noncultic sacrament. The sacrament now is no longer geographical (the 
Temple) but cosmic (the sephirot). Kabbala’s elaborate web of “reasons for 
the commandments” (ta ¿amei ha-mitzvot) is essentially a resacramentation 
of rabbinic law. This is all to say that what Kabbala does through its myth 
is transform the anthropomorphic God of the Bible into cosmology and 
make the largely inaccessible God of the rabbis “real,” proximate, and 
palpable while still leaving the transcendent ineffable dimension of God 
(eyn sof) intact. This allows the practitioner to enter into the life and body 
of God (as one enters the cosmos through knowledge, gnosis, and “legal” 
practice accompanied by contemplative techniques), making kabbalistic 
Judaism a new kind of postbiblical sacramental religion by absorbing the 
law into a newfangled mythic reformulation of the Bible. Kabbala’s myth 
tells us much more about God (that is, the created divinity of the sephirot) 
than the Bible. It discloses the secret life of God by putting God (or the 
godhead) under an Xaray exposing the inner workings of the divine body, 
a body that is, as Elliot Wolfson suggests, an example of “incorporeal 
corporeality.” 

Myths almost always have a pragmatic foundation—they do important 
cultural work. Most Jewish myths subsequent to the Bible are founded on 
three covenantal principles the first two of which are explicit in the Pentaaa
teuch and the third (at most) implicit: God as creator, God as revealer, and 
God as redeemer. Covenant stands on these three pillars and demands 
human devotion as a response. Postrabbinic, kabbalistic myth includes the 
law of the cultus of human devotion, the law that not only answers the diaa
vine command but alters the mythic realm of the sephirot. 

The Lurianic myth is one of the grandest in the history of Kabbala 
and perhaps in the history of Judaism after the Bible. It begins with an 
imaginative cosmogony (thus preceding Gen. 1:1 which begins with creaa
ation) and concludes with redemption as the culmination or fulfillment 
of creation, the reabsorption of the corporeal into the undifferentiated 
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God as eyn sof. Luria’s myth is triadic, containing zimzum (divine contracaa
tion), shevirat ha-kelim (divine rupture), and tikkun (reparation). Zimzum 
appears to be Luria’s alternative to the more common Neoplatonic theory 
of emanation from the “one to the many” that dominates earlier Kabbala. 
While zimzum does have precedent in Kabbala before Luria, only Luria 
makes it the exclusive act of cosmogony. While there are numerous veraa
sions of the cosmogonic myth among Luria’s many disciples I will forego 
the scholarly debates and simply map out the basic contours of the story. 

Zimzum suggests that an outward emanation of the divine must be 
preceded by a receding of the divine within itself, a voluntary act of selfa
limitation that “creates” a vacuum known in Lurianic nomenclature (adaa
opted from the Zohar) as tehiru. This divine vacuum was not actually void 
of God (that would be metaphysically impossible) but rather contained a 
diminished state of God that could accommodate something outside itaa
self. There is a lively postaLurianic debate about whether zimzum should 
be viewed literally (that God is absent in the tehiru) or metaphorically 
(that God is merely concealed in the tehiru) but this is not directly relevant 
to this introduction. In any case, this realm of diminished divinity later 
becomes the source of divine judgment (dinim) and contributes to the 
formation of the demonic. Intermingled with this force of judgment are 
remnants of divinity that had contracted, now in a weaker state, known in 
Lurianic nomenclature as reshimu (remnant). The doctrine of zimzum posaa
its a decentering of God as a prelude to the creation process. God is presaa
ent and absent in creation, suggesting a kind of monotheistic pantheism 
where the presence of God as transcendent (eyn sof) is beyond human 
comprehension and the presence of God in the world is concealed but 
can be disclosed through mystical gnosis. 

Luria’s myth posits a process of emanation immediately following zim--
zum (time, of course, had not been created yet so this is all “as if”) where 
light from outside the vacuum (tehiru) is inserted into it. This light has 
two dimensions: one called straight light that descends until the middle 
point of the circular space of tehiru; and a second called circular light that 
fills the vacuum in gradations as it enters into the circle. These two lights 
(which are really two dimensions of the same light) become the Cosmic 
Man in Lurianic Kabbala known as adam kadmon (primordial man; see 
figure 2). Primordial man is the form of the initial phase of divine deaa
scent into the space “created” by zimzum. As the divine light continues to 
flow after the formation of primordial man it now emanates out of his (faaa
cial) orifices (eyes, ears, and nose, in some texts the mouth, navel, and 
phallus) and descends to construct the lower cosmic realms. Vessels to 
contain this emanated light were formed from the remnant of light that 
remained after the zimzum (the reshimu). The failure of creation begins as 
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the vessels prove too weak to contain this newly emanated divine light and 
shatter, descending further toward the center of the circle (the farthest 
point from the circumference). This center point will become the netheraa
world (the realm of the demonic). As the shards of the vessels descend 
they carry with them sparks of divine light that were already embedded in 
the vessels as a result of (1) the fact that the vessels are made of divine 
light, albeit of a diminished kind; and (2) sparks of light that had already 
become absorbed in the vessels from the initial stages of emanation. The 
number of sparks that descend into the center point embedded in the vesaa
sels number 288. The detailed mapping of the act of rupture, known in 
Lurianic nomenclature as olam ha-nekudim (the world of atomized light 
taken from Gen. 31:10) is quite a complicated process that need not conaa
cern us here. What we need to know is that this tragic moment creates the 
template for creation of our world and those fallen sparks in need of libaa
eration are one important focus of Lurianic devotion.

The detailed explanation of reparation (tikkun) and reconstruction 
of the cosmos (known as olam ha-berudim, the world of reconstruction) 
serves as the foundation of the Lurianic myth that is used to interpret 
Scripture. To retell the myth of reparation in all its labyrinthine details 
would constitute a separate study far beyond the scope of this brief synaa
opsis. Here I intend only to familiarize the reader uninitiated into the 
Lurianic worldview with certain general dimensions of the myth that 
will be relevant to the chapters that follow. 

After the vessels of creation ruptured due to their inability to contain 
the divine light that filled them (shevirat he-kelim), sparks of that light deaa
scended into the netherworld. Material existence is thus composed of deaa
monic materiality that contains hidden sparks of divinity. These sparks 
need to be liberated as part of the Great Reparation: redemption. The 
liberation of these sparks accomplishes two things: First, it enables them 
to return to their divine source above (Luria assumes a common Neoplaaa
tonic principle that things naturally seek to return to their source). Secaa
ond, the liberation of the divine sparks robs the demonic of any life force 
because the demonic or evil, in Luria’s imagination, is only sustained by 
proximity to some form of divinity. The first stage of return is to the 
womb of the primordial mother (represented as the sephirah “mother,” 
bina or ima) after which the parzufim, or clusters of sephirot that are formed 
as part of the reparation, will be emanated a second time. By this time 
the divine fallen sparks will have been liberated from the demonic, robaa
bing the demonic of power and thus removing any threat to the newly 
formed cosmic realm. The messianic vision for Luria is not wholly clear 
and has been the subject of numerous studies by contemporary scholars. 
Some argue that his messianic vision is the culmination of creation and 
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the nullification of all existence, returning everything back to the undifaa
ferentiated God of eyn sof. However, this would be an apocalyptic messiaa
anic vision quite uncommon in postarabbinic Judaism. Others suggest 
that, more in line with traditional categories, Luria argues for resurrecaa
tion of the dead and what is a yet unfathomable state of permanent union 
of all cosmic forces. The endtime or reabsorption of all back in to the All 
will occur in the distant future.

The work of humanity and the (male) Jew in particular, is to reconaa
struct the broken cosmic “persons” or parzufim that took form in the cosaa
mos after the rupture of divinity. Parzufim are divine constellations or clusaa
ters each made up of ten sephirot that are mostly depicted in human form 
(mostly as biblical characters). The word parzuf literally means “face” but 
may better translate as “interface,” the nexus where the infinite meets the 
finite. It is the root metaphor of the Lurianic system, largely adopted from 
the Tikkunei Zohar. Parzufim are formed through the process of emanaaa
tion after the destructive moment of rupture. The broken nature of the 
parzufim is illustrated by the fact that they cannot maintain a state of hetaa
erosexual coupling (yihud) due to the everapresent demonic forces that 
seek to suckle from their divinity. The higher three parzufim (arikh anpin 
or longasuffering or patient one, abba or primordial father and ima or priaa
mordial mother) occupy a space that is free from demonic influence. Yet 
in order to construct and rectify the lower parzufim (zeir anpin or impatient 
one, Jacob, Rachel, and Leah) abba and ima must descend into the space 
where the demonic has dominion. This idea of “descent for the sake of asaa
cent” (yerida zarikh aliya) is a constant trope of Lurianic metaphysics and 
postaLurianic Kabbala more generally.

Parzufim

There are twelve or thirteen clusters of sephirot in the Lurianic system 
known as parzufim. Parzufim constitute a combination of reified forms of 
biblical characters mixed with Luria’s only mythic interpretations 
largely drawing from the Zohar. These parzufim are metaphysical actors 
that rehearse the biblical drama as a way of creating the proper condiaa
tions for divine flow into the material world. Of these twelve or thirteen 
only five or six constitute the main stage of the cosmic drama. As menaa
tioned above, the parzufim are formed after the rupture of adam kadmon, 
constructed from the first infusion of divine light into the “empty” 
space (tehiru) created by zimzum. The parzufim are generally understood 
to be Luria’s extension of the more elementary formulations of sephirotic 
clusters in the Idrot sections of the Zohar (the Great Idra and the 
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Lesser Idra) and the Tikkunei Zohar. These sections of the Zohar are 
predictably the most often cited in Lurianic literature.

When these gendered parzufim are able to unite in sexual union 
(sexual union being the root metaphor for healthy symmetry), divine 
effluence descends and the world undergoes a process of tikkun. When 
they are prevented from this union, for various reasons, divine effluaa
ence is diminished and the demonic gains dominion over the material 
and spiritual worlds. The complex topography of this drama will be exaa
plored in the body of this study. Here I will map out some of the basic 
parzufim in order to familiarize the reader with this system. For our puraa
poses there are five major parzufim, some of which have subaparzufim 
that will become clear below. 

Arikh Anpin (longasuffering or patient one) is the first or highest parzuf, 
the sephirotic cluster closest to eyn sof and thus the most pristine. It is not 
overtly gendered but generally is referred to as “male.” In some cases arikh 
anpin is identified as keter, the highest sephirah but Lurianic Kabbala does 
not seem as concerned with the identification of keter and arikh anpin as 
some earlier kabbalistic schools. Its place in the cosmos is beyond the 
grasp of the demonic and it is thus not susceptible to the effects of human 
sin. Because it is beyond human influence arikh anpin represents a dimenaa
sion of the createdadivine world (the cosmos) that most closely resembles 
eyn sof. In certain cases, human beings, more specifically the righteous ilaa
luminati can, via contemplation, reach the lower recesses of arikh anpin.

Abba (father) and ima (mother) are the parzufim that correspond to 
the sephirot hokhma and bina. Abba and ima also occupy a place in the cosaa
mos that is beyond demonic influence but since as cosmic “parents” they 
are interconnected with zeir anpin and nukva (the parzufim that interact 
most directly with the corporeal world), they are affected by human sin 
(as can be seen in the discussion on male homosexuality in chapter 3). 
One essential difference between arikh anpin and abba and ima is that the 
latter are mobile. That is, they move from their place in the cosmos (in a 
state of perpetual heterosexual union not threatened by demonic conaa
tamination) and enter into the body of zeir anpin (viewed as their “son”) 
in order to construct, nurture, and sustain him. Upon entering into the 
body of zeir anpin, who occupies a realm where the demonic have at least 
some influence, they must decouple in order to protect their “backs” from 
contamination as the back is the most vulnerable dimension in the cosaa
mic body. This decoupling simultaneously makes them uniquely vulneraaa
ble and diminishes their impact on the lower worlds (since it is heterosexaa
ual union that facilitated the downward flow of divine light).

Abba and ima are divided into two parts. The upper half of abba is 
called by the generic name abba and the bottom half, from tiferet of abba 
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to malkhut of abba (each parzuf has its own ten sephirot), is called yisrael saba 
(Israel the grandfather; see figure 1). The top half of ima is referred to as 
ima and the bottom half is called tevunah (understanding). Thus abba and 
ima are two parzufim that are really four. This is important because part of 
the construction of zeir anpin requires the descent of abba and ima (the 
bottom half of each, yisrael saba and tevunah) into the body of zeir anpin 
while the top pairs of each remain in their lofty place. Because abba and 
ima dwell above the dominion of the demonic they are generally in a state 
of constant heterosexual union (yihud tamidi). This means that they are 
continuously delivering divine effluence below (even as this flow may be 
interrupted by the uncoupling of zeir anpin and nukva). 

Yihud tamidi means that yesod of abba (his phallus) is always envelaa
oped inside yesod of ima. As we will see, this changes once the lower poraa
tions of abba and ima descend into the body of zeir anpin where they unaa
couple in tiferet of zeir anpin. Yesod of ima stays in tiferet of zeir anpin while 
yesod of abba continues to descend and is exposed (that is, not enveloped 
in ima) from tiferet to yesod of zeir anpin. Since the lower parts of abba and 
ima are mobile and descend into the body of zeir anpin, they too become 
susceptible to the demonic. However, in most cases, even when the 
lower portion of abba and ima descend and uncouple, their upper halves 
remain in a state of union above (there are a few cases where this is not 
true as we will see in the chapter on male–male intercourse). Hence 
abba and ima are often in a state of unity and disunity simultaneously 
(their upper half is in a state of yihud tamidi and their bottom half is unaa
coupled inside the body of zeir anpin).

Most of the activity in the Lurianic myth occurs in the realm of four 
parzufim: zeir anpin, Jacob, Rachel, and Leah. As is known, the biblical 
Jacob has two names, Jacob and Israel (Gen. 32:28; 35:10). The unique 
quality of Jacob’s nameachange is that, as opposed to Abraham and 
Sarah whose names are also changed in Genesis (Gen. 17:5; 17:15), after 
Jacob becomes Israel he is still sometimes called Jacob throughout the 
Pentateuch. That is, his more refined and mature identity does not efaa
face his initial identity and birth name. In Luria’s reification of this 
phenomenon there are two distinct parzufim that loosely correspond to 
the biblical figure Jacob/Israel: zeir anpin, which loosely corresponds to 
Israel, and a smaller parzuf that stands in front of zeir anpin called Jacob 
(see figure 1). The two female parzufim are Jacob/Israel’s two wives, Raaa
chel and Leah. These two parzufim generally represent the female Eve 
(the extent to which zeir anpin very loosely represents Adam) who is conaa
structed from Adam’s rib (Gen. 2:22). Thus, in Lurianic cosmology, 
Leah and Rachel are constructed from light that emanates out of the 
back of zeir anpin (Leah and Rachel are situated in back of zeir anpin). 
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This light is drawn from different dimensions of abba and ima who deaa
scend into zeir anpin also to use zeir anpin as a catalyst to filter light into 
the female Rachel and Leah. Zeir anpin thus cannot unite with either 
Leah or Rachel until they are fully constructed parzufim by means of 
light they receive from him. The biblical notion of the female conaa
structed from the male becomes the foundation of metaphysical 
(en)gendering in the Lurianic myth. In some sense, then, the female is 
always an extension of the male and never attains independent status. 
Constructed from zeir anpin, the female (Rachel/Leah/shekhina) reaa
mains totally dependent on the male.

The descent of abba and ima into the body of zeir anpin is a central 
topic of Lurianic metaphysics. It serves at least two functions: (1) it serves 
to construct and repair zeir anpin (remember all parzufim are created 
blemished as a result of the rupturing of the vessels in Luria’s creation 
myth); and (2) the lights of abba and ima emanate out the back of zeir 
anpin and construct the two female consorts Rachel and Leah, enabling 
zeir anpin to engage in sexual union and filter divine effluence into the 
lower worlds. 

The body of zeir anpin is divided into four major sections. The first is 
the head that constitutes the sephirot hokhma and bina of zeir anpin. The 
next is da ¿at, which sits on the base of the brain (the brain stem) and filaa
ters divine effluence from the upper part of zeir anpin to its body. Da ¿at 
(which occupies the place where the knot of the head phylactery rests) 
functions as the “narrows” (mezarim) of the cosmic body. It serves two 
major roles. First, it gathers the male and female effluence from above 
(from the head of zeir anpin and light from abba and ima that descend 
into its head) and filters it downward. As a “narrows” it is also the place 
where the holy and demonic meet. For example, in Lurianic exegesis 
da ¿at is the nexus where Moses (who is rooted in da ¿at of zeir anpin) and 
Pharaoh have a direct confrontation. Moses is from the side of the holiaa
ness of da ¿at and Pharaoh is from the side of demonic in da ¿at. This is 
based on the biblical context of Moses and Pharaoh’s meeting in Egypt 
(Exod. 7–11). The Hebrew word for Egypt (Mizrayim) comes from the 
root of narrows (mezar). Da ¿at of zeir anpin is also the first place where 
light emanated out of zeir anpin to the head of Leah that stands behind 
him from his head to his chest cavity (two thirds of tiferet). 

The next major part of zeir anpin begins in tiferet or the chest cavity 
(hesed and gevurah stand between da ¿at and tiferet of zeir anpin). It is here 
that the light from da ¿at that filters into hesed and gevurah (the male and feaa
male upper body—shoulders and arms) reaches the body of zeir anpin (tife--
ret is the place of the breast and the heart). Tiferet houses all these lights 
and prepares them to descend further. Tiferet is also the place of Leah’s 
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feet and the head of Rachel (visually the parzuf Leah is standing on Rachel’s 
head). Finally, it is the place where abba and ima decouple inside the body 
of zeir anpin. The descent of ima generally culminates in tiferet of zeir anpin, 
while the descent of abba continues to yesod (or the genitals) of zeir anpin. 
The reasons for this are complicated and not directly relevant here. It is 
only important to note that since ima functions as mother and sustainer to 
zeir anpin, Leah, and Rachel, her place is the place of the breast (tiferet) of 
zeir anpin, the site of maternal sustenance. Ima’s yesod, or sexual organ, rests 
in the breast of her son (zeir anpin). When abba and ima reach this point 
they uncouple, enabling ima to function as mother rather than lover. 

Biology and physiology play central roles in the Lurianic worldview. 
Our kabbalists (like the talmudic sages) took note of the fact that when 
a woman is lactating she generally does not menstruate. The correlaaa
tion between the whiteness of breast milk and the redness of menstrual 
blood has a long history in rabbinic literature and plays a central role 
in the reified physiology of the Zohar. Thus, when ima plays the role of 
sustainer (as a nursing mother for zeir anpin) she does not serve as the 
object of abba’s desire. In fact according to the Zohar ima (or the sephi--
rotic correlate bina) is often viewed as male. During sustained sexual 
union (yihud tamidi) outside zeir anpin, the light of abba (housed in his 
yesod or phallus) is enveloped in the vaginal cavity of ima. When they 
uncouple inside the body of zeir anpin abba’s light housed in his yesod is 
exposed as it descends from tiferet (the chest cavity) of zeir anpin until 
yesod (the phallus) of zeir anpin. This newly exposed light of abba is more 
powerful and unadulterated and yet also more vulnerable than it was 
when it was protected by the yesod of ima. The implications of this will 
be developed in various ways throughout this book. 

The biblical context of Lurianic metaphysics is never abandoned in its 
myth. Leah is the “unloved” wife of Jacob (Gen. 29:31) and Rachel is the 
beloved object of Jacob’s desire (Gen. 29:18). Yet Leah is the first wife and 
the more fertile mother. The sexual relationship with Leah is essential 
(although not desired), as it produces most of Jacob’s progeny (this inaa
cludes children born from the two maidservants Bilah and Zilpah). Jaaa
cob’s sexual relationship with Rachel is a pure expression of his love yet 
only produces two children, Benjamin and Joseph. In the Lurianic imagiaa
nation, only Rachel is considered nukva de-zeir anpin (literally the “hole” 
or vessel of zeir anpin, Jacob’s true female consort). When she can unite 
with him (liturgically this occurs during the daily morning service) the 
cosmos are in harmony. However, when Jacob as Israel (zeir anpin) unites 
with Leah, it is a time of harshness (dinim) that needs to be sweetened. 
Since Leah is composed of more dinim than Rachel, she is a more approaa
priate partner at a time when harsh judgment (dinim) predominates. 



 The Lurianic Myth 29

As mentioned above, Leah’s feet are juxtaposed to the chest cavity 
of zeir anpin, directly above Rachel’s head. To unite with zeir anpin she 
must grow to encompass the length of his entire body (in order for 
their genitals to be aligned) and, in doing so, “exiles” Rachel to a lower 
realm (to the world of beriah below the world of  ¿azilut) where she is 
alone or without a partner. This occurs at midnight, the time of mournaa
ing for the destruction of the Temple and exile in Lurianic practice. 
However, when zeir anpin unites with Rachel, Leah is not relegated to 
exile. Rather, Leah lends her divine light to Rachel, who then grows to 
her full size in preparation for her union with zeir anpin. Leah rarely 
descends below the highest world of  ¿azilut and thus is never the direct 
object of the adept’s attention. When Rachel unites with Jacob, Rachel 
and Leah temporarily merge into one parzuf sometimes called nukva de-
zeir anpin. In fact, though, only Rachel is really zeir anpin’s true partner. 
Rachel is also sometimes conflated with the shekhina who descends into 
exile with Israel and, in Lurianic teaching, also serves as the “first wife” 
(zivug rishon) of the righteous ones.

Another dimension of Leah and Rachel that will become relevant in 
the chapter on Balaam is that Leah’s feet are actually embedded in part 
of Rachel’s head. That is, there is overlap and thus inextricable interdeaa
pendence between the unloved (Leah) who is weaker (Gen. 29:17) beaa
cause she only has the light of ima and abba as enveloped within ima, 
and the beloved Rachel (Gen. 29:18) who has the light of ima (through 
Leah) and the full light of abba (because she is situated in the bottom 
half of zeir anpin where he is exposed). In general, Leah is more vulneraa
able to demonic attachment. Yet because Leah’s feet are embedded in 
Rachel’s head, Rachel too is vulnerable to the absorption of the deaa
monic and its corrosive influence. 

Worlds

Lurianic Kabbala adopts the system of the four worlds from the Zohar 
and earlier Kabbala. The four worlds include  ¿azilut, the world of emanaaa
tion; beriah, the world of creation; yezeriah, the world of formation; and 
asiah, the world of action or materiality. Each world has its own set of ten 
sephirot and parzufim. The general distinction between the worlds is that 
the highest,  ¿azilut, is beyond the grasp of demonic influence and the lowaa
est, asiah, is quite vulnerable to demonic influence. The other two worlds 
(yezeriah and beriah) are within the demonic grasp but not limited by it. 
The lower world of asiah does not represent the material world but still 
represents cosmic space, albeit the cosmic space that is closest to the coraa
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poreal world. This will become relevant in the first chapter on original 
sin, where Lurianic exegesis speaks of five different Adams from Adam 
of  ¿azilut to the Adam of creation. Unless otherwise indicated in most Luaa
rianic texts, when parzufim are discussed they usually refer to parzufim of 
the world of  ¿azilut. For example, when Rachel is exiled at midnight to 
make space for Leah’s coupling with zeir anpin, she descends into the 
world of beriah where she is comforted by the righteous who arise at midaa
night and recite the nocturnal liturgy of mourning (tikkun hazot).

Each world is a complete world to itself, reflecting the world above 
and below. Yet each world has specific characteristics, much of which is 
directly related to how it is affected or unaffected by the demonic. Generaa
ally, the human being has access to the three lower worlds (beriah, yezeriah, 
and  ¿asiah) but no regular access to the world of  ¿azilut except, in certain 
cases and at certain times, when one can have access to or can occupy the 
dimension of malkhut of  ¿azilut (and sometimes even beyond that). The 
righteous, however, have freer access to the realm of  ¿azilut through conaa
templative prayer, via Lurianic kavvanot, and the study and recitation of 
esoteric doctrine. In many cases there are worldly overlaps where malkhut 
of a higher world is grafted onto keter of the lower world. Among other 
things this suggests a kind of seamlessness, organicity, and circularity beaa
tween worlds. In the chapter on original sin we will see a long discussion 
about malkhuyot—the lowest dimension of each sephira—in a particular 
world and its relationship to keter of the world below.

Hasadim and Gevurot

In the Lurianic system, divine effluence is largely transmitted by means 
of hasadim and gevurot. These literally mean “kindness” and “ judgment” 
respectively but, as is often the case in Kabbala, these nouns are transaa
formed into proper nouns to depict signs of the male and female 
“blood” of the divine body. Each parzuf contains five hasadim and five 
gevurot. In general the hasadim and gevurot transmit consciousness 
(mohin) of da ¿at of zeir anpin to the lower body of zeir anpin. This idea 
has precedent in the opaque zoharic work called the Idra Zuta. This 
“blood” transmits consciousness (mohin) from one parzuf to another or 
from one part of one parzuf to another. A normal descent would have 
the hasadim descend first in order to sweeten the harsher (female) gevu--
rot that follow. These cosmic lights/blood fill the sephirot with divinity 
from higher realms. If they do not descend in proper order (e.g., if the 
feminine gevurot descend before the masculine hasadim) or only in 
parts, the sephirot and parzufim in question cannot complete the process 



 The Lurianic Myth 31

of reparation (tikkun). The reason for the number five seems to be that 
under optimal circumstances each one of the lower five sephirot of any 
parzuf (excluding yesod which is viewed as the culmination of the other 
sephirot) of any parzuf (hesed, gevurah, tiferet, nezah, hod) would have one 
hesed and one gevurah. Since optimal circumstances rarely occur due to 
cosmic dysfunctionality and human sin, in most cases the hasadim and 
gevurot are misplaced. Sometimes the gevurot descend first without the 
accompanying hesed, thereby blemishing the sephirot they occupy. Someaa
times certain hasadim or gevurot get trapped in tiferet and cannot deaa
scend at all leaving the lower sephirot of a parzuf without the necessary 
effluence to sustain them healthily. Sometimes only part of a hesed or 
gevurah will descend providing some sustenance but not enough to fully 
construct the parzuf properly. There are many reasons why these hasa--
dim and gevurot cannot descend or cannot descend fully. These reasons 
will be explained in their appropriate places later in this study.

Eros and Desire

Another related idea to the hasadim and gevurot is the notion of mascuaa
line and feminine waters (mayim dekhurin and mayim nukvin). The Luriaa
anic myth is founded on erotic desire. A healthy cosmos is a cosmos in 
the state of erotic desire leading to sexual union (yihud). An unhealthy 
cosmos is one where the masculine and feminine are uncoupled due to 
their proximity to the demonic. Erotic desire is aroused through the 
materialization of female desire (mayim nukhvin) which is reciprocated 
by male desire (mayim dekhurin). This appears to be based loosely on 
Genesis 4:16, And your urge shall be for your husband. That is, female desire 
initiates the erotic encounter. This idea is also the foundation of the neaa
cessity of mitzvot as the human arousal of the divine through devotion 
(in this case the Jewish male plays the female to God’s male) resulting 
in God’s (male) response of descending blessing. While this does not 
play a central role in our texts, it is implied throughout.

Divine Names and Numerology (Gematriot)

In chapter 5 on Deuteronomy, the reader will encounter a sustained analyaa
sis of Luria’s use of divine names and gematriot (isopsephism). The use of 
divine names is another way of explaining the Lurianic myth that is 
grafted onto the parzuf tradition. It is more common among some Luriaa
anic kabbalists and less in others. There are, as is well known, many names 
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attributed to God in the Bible. These names take on important resonance 
in Lurianic metaphysics. Following Tikkunei Zohar, Luria further compliaa
cates matters by suggesting various ways these names can be spelled, written, 
or pronounced, increasing the potential for tracing divine manifestation. 
For example, the common name YHVH can be spelled in simple form, 
YHVH (numerically equaling 26) or in what is known as full form (milui) 
Yud Hay Vav Hay, which yields a higher numerical value. And with that exaa
panded spelling it can be spelled in three forms; with “hays,” “alefs,” or 
“yuds.” For example,  י ד ה״י ו״ו ה״י or יוד ה״י וא״ו ה״י  or יוד ה״א וא״ו ה״א or  יוד ה״ה ו״ו ה״ה. 
The first spelling equals 72, the second 63, the third 45, and the fourth 52. 
These four permutations correspond to various dimensions of the godaa
head and the Hebrew letters that are envisioned as the manifestation of 
God in the world. Linguistically, the highest (72) corresponds to the musiaa
cal trop that accompanies the letters in the Masoretic text; the second (63) 
corresponds to the vowels beneath the letters (Hebrew letters are all conaa
sonants); the third (45) corresponds to the crowns on the letters in Heaa
brew orthography; the fourth (52) to the letters themselves. Of course, 
each permutation of this divine name also includes all the other categoaa
ries. In terms of parzufim, these four represent the four parzufim abba (72), 
ima (63), zeir anpin (45), and nukva (52) and the four worlds,  ¿azilut (72), be--
riah (63), yezeriah (45), and  ¿asiah (52).

There are various other ways of spelling the tetragramaton (YHVH). 
Another common method is called building. This is as follows: Y YH YHV 
YHVH and so on. This can also be combined with the full form or simple 
form to yield a plethora of names and numerical permutations. The 
method is not limited to the YHVH but can be used with numerous other 
names (Elohim, Adonai, El, Shaddai, Ehyh, etc.). There is also a method 
of combining two divine names, known as hibur or “connecting.” If we take 
YHVH and Adonai (ADNY), we can have the following: YAHDVNHY. 
Each name can also be manifest out of order, as in YHVH, VHYH, HVHY, 
HYVH, and so on, and this can then be used to make many combinations 
with other names that are spelled out in similar ways, mixing them in hunaa
dreds of combinations. This method of name permutations maximizes 
the ways in which Lurianic kabbalists delineate divine flow, divine presaa
ence, and the ways in which the adept can access the divine realm. Finally, 
Lurianic kabbalists, especially those interested in applied kavvanot of 
prayer, use the vowels underneath the letters (shifting them around, mulaa
tiplying them, and altering them) as another way of delineating the particaa
ular nature of a divine name. Since the name YHVH is not pronounced, 
the vowels serve no phonetic function and the adept can use the vowels as 
orthographic signs to indicate different permutations of the divine name 
as referring to different sephirot or combinations thereof.
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The use of these and other name permutations was particularly popuaa
lar in the eighteenthacentury Lurianic kabbalism of the Beit El school led 
by Shalom Sharabi in Jerusalem and other locals and remains the mainaa
stay among Lurianic contemplative practitioners of prayer (kavvanot). It 
also exists in early Hasidic prayer books. It is relevant in this study largely 
in the final chapter. The exegetical texts of the Lurianic system do not 
often apply this letter methodology although gematriot are a popular mainaa
stay of the entire system. The final component of the Lurianic system releaa
vant to this study is the use of metempsychosis or gilgul neshamot. A detailed 
analysis is taken up in the book so I will refrain from doing so now. 

This brief synopsis in no way does justice to the intricacies of the Luriaa
anic system. I have selected only those elements that are applied in this 
book in order to familiarize the reader with the topography of Lurianic 
metaphysics and the generalities of what Lurianic exegetes expect of their 
readers. They freely use their own myth—based loosely on Scripture—as 
the template to interpret the biblical myth. As Lurianic metaphysics is a 
world of symbols and signs it is challenging to explain the system outside 
of the system’s own nomenclature. This is a common method in esoteric 
traditions to prevent the uninitiated reader from deciphering the code. A 
detailed elaboration of the myth is never given in one place in order that 
a full understanding of any part of the system requires a full understandaa
ing of the entire system. Whether this is true or not (that is, whether one 
needs the entire system to understand any part of it) is a contestable point 
but it does seem to be an underlying premise of Luria’s obscurantism. It 
is arguably the case that all of Lurianic Kabbala is a system of elaborate 
“introductions,” each introduction adding new dimensions to the introaa
duction that preceded it.

In the past two centuries, numerous more sweeping “introductions” 
that serve as “initiation texts” (sifrei ezer) enabling those who do not have 
access to an oral transmission from teacher to student have appeared. 
Many of these texts have become primary texts in their own right. This 
very brief and schematic introduction cannot perform that function. It 
only lays out the major “players” in Luria’s drama and begins to describe 
part of its “script.” As the drama unfolds again and again in the course of 
Luria’s interpretation of Scripture, I hope this playbill will be of use to 
the reader.



Original Sin, Christianity/Judaism, and Kabbala

In the history of Jewish interpretation of Scripture, the utility of the book 
of Genesis is an ongoing question. The telos of Genesis is arguably the 
covenant with Abraham (Gen. 12:2–3), descent of the tribe of Jacob into 
Egypt (Gen. 42, 43) culminating in the birth of Moses and the Israelite 
people in the opening chapters of Exodus. Genesis describes life before 
Sinai and Torah. The canonical exegete Isaac of Troyes (Rashi) begins 
his commentary to Genesis by questioning the book’s utility, implying 
that perhaps it does not serve a primary function in the formation of Judd
daism.1 While Genesis teaches very few commandments it nonetheless 
has deep universal value. Genesis 1–11 is an extended meditation on the 
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“And Adam’s Sin Was (Very) Great”: 
Original Sin in Lurianic Exegesis

The longing for Paradise is man’s longing not to be man
—Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being

For all die in Adam, and so will be made alive in Christ.
—1 Corinthians 15:22

Adam’s sin, the fruits of which we are still consuming in this 
world . . . will not be fixed until the coming of the messiah. . . .

—Hayyim Vital, Sefer ha-Gilgulim
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nature of being human (beginning in Gen. 2–3) and the construction of 
human community (particularly Gen. 6–11).

This chapter explores the infatuation with Genesis of an insular Jewdd
ish mystical fraternity, particularly Genesis 3. It is curious that a fraternity 
whose interests seem so parochial and Judeocentric should base its entire 
metaphysical worldview (and subsequent reading of the Bible) on these 
early universal chapters of Genesis. By examining Luria’s understanding 
of Adam’s sin and his use of Genesis as a metaphysical template, I argue 
that the apparent mystical insularity of the Lurianic fraternity veils a 
much more complex project of traversing borders, erasing difference and 
perhaps even undoing opaque boundaries that separate the self (Israel) 
from the other (the gentile). I submit that Luria’s interest, even infatuadd
tion, with Adam’s sin may point to the pressing social issues of his day—
the question of conversion and the converso. How can one be born a 
Christian (with a Jewish past) and return to one’s ancestral tradition? 
Does the blemish of being born “outside” forever distinguish one from 
those born “inside”? Or are all humans blemished such that one’s particdd
ular station in life (born a Christian, born a Jew) does not determine 
one’s ultimate fate? Is there an antidote for Adam’s sin or are all human 
beings, as mirrors of creation, corrupt from their inception?

My contention is that Genesis 3 is crucial for Luria and his disciples 
because their interests are precisely about the contours of being human, 
its limitations and possibilities, and not simply about the history of Israel 
in the conventional sense. Israel is, of course, central in Lurianic teachdd
ing (Adam is clearly the Jew and not the gentile) and he generally adopts 
a negative view of the gentile from earlier kabbalistic traditions.2 Howdd
ever, his focus on Genesis, even as Adam is construed as Israel, is a notedd
worthy shift in Lurianic teaching worth exploring. I suggest this is at least 
partially due to this fraternity living at a time when communal borders 
were being redrawn and many identities were in flux. The locale of Erez 
Israel and the notdtooddistant expulsion from Spain and Portugal added 
a strong messianic dimension to this teaching. The repopulation of Erez 
Israel and the return of many conversos to the Jewish fold may have condd
tributed to the Lurianic exploration of the elasticity of boundaries, makdd
ing an analysis of the human a desideratum. Adam’s sin functions in this 
kabbalistic tradition simultaneously as the template of cosmogony and 
the unalterable nature of humanity.

Christianity, beginning with Paul, is similarly invested in the story 
of the sin, not simply in a reading of Genesis 3 but as a foundation for 
its religious worldview (Rom. 7–8). Jewish exegesis is not as focused on 
Adam’s sin as is Christian exegesis. Its prototype of sin is the episode of 
the golden calf (Exod. 32). The curious return to Genesis 3 in Lurianic 
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Kabbala (preceded in part by the Zohar) will serve as the underlying 
question of this chapter. What does Genesis 3 do for Lurianic Kabbala 
that Exodus 32 cannot?

It is often thought that Adam’s sin, as the basis for original sin, is the 
prerequisite of Christianity’s claim of salvation through Jesus (who is 
both human and divine).3 It is sometimes viewed as a doctrine that 
takes form after Christianity severed its ties to Judaism and partially dedd
fines that very separation. That is, original sin made Christianity both 
possible and necessary and, at least from the Pauline perspective, made 
Judaism inefficacious and obsolete. What would eventually become the 
doctrine of original sin is not explicit in the synoptic gospels; it appears 
first in Paul’s epistles.4 As doctrine, original sin emerges in late Patristic 
literature (particularly in Augustine) and becomes more prominent in 
early medieval Christian attempts to address theological and sacramendd
tal issues of the day.5 The fact that such doctrinal formation was grafted 
anachronistically onto the Hebrew Bible in general and onto Genesis 3 
in particular should come as no surprise.6 Both Christianity and Rabdd
binic Judaism readily canonize their own positions in Scripture. The 
need becomes even more pronounced when the sacred texts cannot 
easily bear the weight of the doctrine espoused.7

In any case, to consider original sin an exclusively Christian phenomedd
non, as many contemporary Jewish scholars tend to do, is shortsighted.8 
The argument against a doctrine of original sin in Judaism is based on the 
undeniable fact that many Jewish thinkers, especially from Spain and Italy 
in the two centuries preceding the Lurianic School, strenuously denied 
original sin as endemic to Judaism.9 The polemic against original sin in 
Judaism is largely the product of medieval Jewish polemicists and modern 
Jewish apologists, both of whom were and are deeply invested in highlightdd
ing the ostensible incompatibility between Judaism and Christianity.10

For example, commenting on the lack of original sin in Judaism, 
Samuel Cohen writes, “For all the artificiality of their methods of Biblidd
cal interpretation and for all the tenuousness of their ideas regarding 
imputed guilt and merit, the rabbis bravely championed the dignity of 
human nature and consistently upheld the justice of God. . . . Even the 
more mystic among them, who admit that the ‘pollution of the serpent’ 
infected humanity, refuse to consider human nature as hopelessly cordd
rupted.”11 Cohen may be right about the rabbis, if by that he means the 
later rabbis (really medieval Jewish sages) who canonized the “theoldd
ogy” of Rabbinic Judaism.12 However, this rejection of inherited sin was 
not unequivocally accepted by those who viewed themselves in the Jewdd
ish “chain of tradition” (shalshelet ha-mesorah).13

It is my contention that Lurianic exegesis actually brings Judaism 
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and Christianity closer together, perhaps because his mystical fraternity 
flourished at a time when New Christians were returning to Judaism, 
thinning the opacity between these two competing religions.14

The immigration of conversos from Portugal put Safadean Jewry 
(most of who were from Muslim countries) in close proximity to Christidd
anity.15 The extent to which these conversos influenced Jewish intellectual 
life in Safed is a matter of scholarly debate.16 Some (especially those who 
ended up in Safed) had a strong affinity for mysticism before they left 
Portugal and thus their interest in, and subsequent influence on, Kabbala 
after becoming Jews cannot not be underestimated.17 With this in mind I 
will turn to original sin, its formation in the Lurianic tradition, and its 
role in constructing a Judaism with permeable boundaries.

In this chapter, I explore two dimensions of original sin in Lurianic 
Kabbala: the sin of Adam (and Eve), and the sins of Cain and Abel. Both 
also play prominent roles in Christianity (Abel’s sin is not dealt with in 
Christianity, as we have no biblical indication that he, in fact, sinned). The 
distinction between Adam and Cain/Abel is crucial. The sin of Adam undd
derlies the entire Lurianic metaphysical scheme that I will examine in dedd
tail. The sins of Cain and Abel, though less prominent in Jewish interpredd
tation, play a central role in the nature of the human condition according 
to Luria. This is exemplified in great detail in the two texts devoted to medd
tempsychosis (gilgul and  ¿ibbur), Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim and Sefer Gilgulim.18

Neither the Zohar nor the Lurianic circle use a term that easily transdd
lates as “original sin.” The common term primordial sin (חטה קדמון) speaks 
of a cosmic rather than a human phenomenon (although the two can 
never be severed in Lurianic Kabbala). Primordial sin contains some imdd
portant similarities to original sin, both in its sexual character and its 
consequences.19 Thus I will refer to the Lurianic interpretations of Genedd
sis 3 and terms such as חטה קדמון, the sin of the serpent (חטה הנחש) and the 
sin of the first Adam (חטה אדם הראשון) as examples of original sin that dedd
part significantly from rabbinic and even zoharic notions of a similar 
idea, understanding that this terminological translation is not without its 
difficulties. The underlying conditions of the doctrine of original sin in 
Christian literature already exist in prerabbinic Jewish texts in ways that 
make my comparison tenable. Hence the emergence of a doctrine of 
original sin in Lurianic Kabbala is not necessarily the direct result of its 
contact with Christianity (through conversos), although that contact may 
have inspired a reassessment of an older “Jewish” nexus.

The Lurianic doctrine of original sin is based on a Gnostic and cosdd
mocentric interpretation of Genesis 3. This is due to at least three major 
factors: historical, metaphysical, and sociodpsychological. All three catedd
gories point in some way to the converso phenomenon, a cultural updd
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heaval that had a strong impact on Safedean Judaism in the middle dedd
cades of the sixteenth century. The historical factor is the firm belief in 
the coming of the eschaton that pervades sixteenthdcentury Kabbala and 
is at least partially a product of a (Christiandinflected) messianism that 
many conversos promoted.20

The metaphysical factor has to do with the centrality of zimzum (didd
vine contraction) in Lurianic cosmogony and the fact that zimzum bedd
comes the lens through which the origin of existence is constructed.21 
Elsewhere I argued that the cosmogonic myth of zimzum and shevirat ha-
kelim (the rupture of the vessels) can be viewed as an expression of a 
kind of divine sin—creation born from and into sin.22 In that case, origdd
inal sin serves as a kind of imitatio dei, a human extension of God’s first 
act that creates the material space that Adam and Eve inhabit.23 The redd
turning conversos, many carrying the weight of sins that were beyond 
their control, represent a microcosm of the return of God to His origidd
nal and pure state before creation, actualized in a second zimzum, or 
final return, to a pristine and nonmaterial divinity.24

Finally, the sociodpsychological factor relates to the plight of the condd
versos’ return and the very possibility of salvation (through conversion) by 
means of the study and practice of Jewish esotericism. There is a systematic 
and carefully crafted theory of conversion underlying much of Lurianic 
Kabbala.25 The metaphysical doctrine of zimzum as divine “sin” causes Addd
am’s sin, and sin more generally, to occupy a dominant place in the Luridd
anic system. It is arguably the case that this entire metaphysical system 
emerges from three biblical points of sin: the sin of Adam in Genesis 3, the 
sin of Cain in Genesis 4, and the death of the Kings of Edom in Genesis 
36:31. Breaking ranks with the conventional notion that Judaism does not 
have a doctrine of original sin, exhibited in part by the claim that Judaism 
marginalizes Genesis 3, the Lurianic school turns to Genesis 3 as the oridd
gin and the reason for the demise of all history as well as its resolution—a 
“second” creation that stands between humanity and the end of time.26

I will not rehearse the numerous references to Adam’s sin in rabdd
binic literature. Suffice it to say that the rabbis, while considering the 
notion of original sin in reading Genesis 3, ultimately marginalized the 
Garden of Eden and chose Exodus 32, the episode of the golden calf, 
as their archetype for sin.27 Paul, drawing on pred and extrarabbinic 
apocryphal literature such as 2 Baruch (54:15,19), 1 Enoch, and 4 Ezra 
(texts that also seemed to have had at least some influence on rabbinic 
renderings of Gen. 3) constructs a notion of original sin not based 
solely on an interpretation of Genesis 3 but an adaptation of scattered 
verses in the Hebrew Bible such as Psalms 14:3, 51:5, and Job 14:4–5.28

Gary Anderson argues in The Genesis of Perfection that Adam’s sin for 
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Paul counters the rabbinic archetype of the sin of the golden calf, implydd
ing that only Israelites and not humanity in its entirety are in need of 
Christ’s salvation.29 For Paul the depravity of humanity through the acts 
of Adam and Eve make Christ a universal and not merely a Jewish savior.30 
As an exclusively Israelite act of sin, the episode of the golden calf underdd
standably resonates more with the rabbis, whose agenda was to use the 
Hebrew Bible as a prototype for Jews and not humanity more generally.

Before proceeding to the Lurianic texts, I will comment briefly on 
one rabbinic and zoharic treatment of this issue. The passage quoted 
below serves as a window into the ways in which the rabbis consider 
original sin and subsequently reject it and the way the Zohar rewrites 
the very same rabbinic rejection of original sin to bring it into the cendd
ter of its own metaphysics.31

The serpent came upon Eve and inseminated her with poison.32 
When Israel stood at Sinai, this poison ceased to function. For gendd
tiles ( ¿ovdei kokhavim) who did not stand at Sinai the [serpent’s] 
poison never ceased to affect them. . . . R. Abba bar Kahane disdd
agrees. Says R. Abba bar Kahane, this poison only affected them 
[progenitors of Israel] for three generations in our patriarchs. 
Abraham gave birth to Ishmael, Isaac gave birth to Esau, and 
Jacob gave birth to the twelve tribes who had no deficiency (ve-lo 
be-hem shum dofi). (b.T. Shabbat 146b).
 When Israel stood before Mount Sinai, the impurity of the 
serpent was removed from them so that the evil inclination was 
suppressed among them. In consequence, they were able to atdd
tach themselves to the Tree of Life . . . When they sinned by wordd
shipping the calf, they descended from their high perch and lost 
their illumination. They were thus deprived of their protection 
from God and were exposed to the evil serpent as before, and so 
brought death into the world (Zohar 1.52a).33

The Talmud posits that humanity was polluted through the serpent’s 
insemination of Eve in the garden (Gen. 3: 1–5, according to b.T. Shabbat 
146b).34 This defiled state continued until Sinai (although Abraham and 
his progeny began to overcome it), at which time the Torah served as the 
final antidote for the sin.35 According to the rabbis, the emergence of 
Abraham (in Gen. 12 and Sinai in Exod. 19) finally erased the sin of Gendd
esis 3. R. Abba bar Kahane does not want to allow Sinai as prominent a 
role here, arguing that the effect of Adam’s sin, at least for Israel, actually 
ended with Jacob’s sons. In short, Israel’s purity was a prerequisite for, 
and not a consequence of, Sinai. Implied here is that the gentile nations, 
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not stemming from the patriarchal lineage of Jacob and not having stood 
at Sinai, forever remain under the spell of Adam’s sin.36 In fact, R. Yodd
hanan makes this quite explicit when he says that those who did not acdd
cept the Torah (i.e., gentiles) are not free of Adam’s sin.37 Hence, original 
sin was both preserved and erased. Paul preserves original sin yet offers 
Jesus and a resolution in the future through salvation. The rabbis erase 
original sin through Sinai (or Jacob) offering a thisdworldly resolution to 
Genesis 3; however, that erasure is only available through covenant, that 
is, to Israel. In the rabbinic mind, this concept is further complicated by a 
passage that insists the sin of the golden calf (Exod. 32) in effect destroys, 
or at least problematizes, the ontological impact of Sinai (Exod. 19) by 
bringing Genesis 3 back into existence.38 However, Exodus 32 does not 
erase Exodus 19 entirely. Rather, the golden calf merely brings Adam’s 
sin back into the Israelite experience, modified through the fulfillment 
of the Torah. To make too much of the apparent ontological bifurcation 
of humanity (Jew, gentile) in these talmudic passages is, perhaps, predd
sumptuous. It is unclear whether the rabbis understood the consequence 
of Genesis 3 as ontological or behavioral (a disagreement that stands at 
the center of the Christian formulation of the doctrine before its canondd
ization, culminating in Pelagius’ criticism of Augustine and the latter’s 
vehement response).39 Even as we have numerous rabbinic passages that 
seem to argue for the behavioral and not ontological consequence of 
Adam/Eve’s sin, there are others that lean decidedly toward an ontologidd
cal reading. In fact, Rabbinic Judaism per se may not have a position on 
this. It is the postrabbinic sages in the Middle Ages, many of whom were 
invested in the utter incompatibility of Judaism and Christianity (and 
who claimed the inferiority of the latter) who anachronistically construct 
a “rabbinic stance” on original sin.

The Zohar, far more invested in the ontic status of humanity and 
existence more generally, enters this discussion by extending, and 
bending, this rabbinic trope to say that the sin of the calf brought Israel 
back to the state before Sinai (and back to the status of the gentiles). 
The Torah and the covenant remain but are no longer shielded against 
the pollution of humanity, Jew or gentile, since the sin of the calf in the 
zoharic (and later Lurianic) imagination replicates the sin of Adam 
and Eve. As a second instance of creation, revelation, like its predecesdd
sor, fails. In this case, the rabbis seem more rigid than the Zohar, in 
that the Zohar claims that the Israelites are chosen and unique but, via 
the sin of the calf, share the fate of Adam’s sin just as do the gentiles.40

The Zohar’s revision of the talmudic aggadah subverts the rabbinic 
attempt to erase original sin for Jews.41 According to the Zohar, at least 
as illustrated in this passage, Jews replay the sin of Adam through the 
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sin of the calf. This line of reasoning is made explicit in Luria. Regarddd
ing the death of Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aaron, we read:

If Israel had not sinned with the calf the poison of the serpent 
would have been permanently erased, as is known. Even though 
Nadav and Avihu sinned with sacrificial spices (ketoret)42 it would 
have been sufficient for them to die [a more natural death]. Howdd
ever, since Israel sinned with the calf causing the return of the serdd
pent’s poison in the soul of Adam it was thus necessary for them to 
be burnt and not die without burning. This is why Israel cried at 
their burning because it was the sin of the calf that caused it.43

If Sinai can no longer save the Jew from original sin, what solution 
does the Zohar posit to liberate the Israelites and later Jews from the 
human fate? It is the study of the Zohar itself, or the esoteric tradition 
more generally, that represents both an extension and an overcoming 
of Sinai and thus is the exclusive path out of human depravity.44 Exodus 
32 made it clear that the Torah (normative Torah and mitzvot) is not a 
sufficient antidote to Genesis 3. What is required is the esoteric Torah 
that has the power to prevent Israel from remaining hopelessly emdd
broiled in the cyclical web of Genesis 3.45

While this surely points to a notion of original sin, it falls short of 
Augustine and those who follow him in Christianity. In effect, both the 
rabbis and the Zohar, at least here, reflect the Christian notion of pecca--
tum originans (the event of human sin) and not peccatum originatum (the 
condition of the human being as sinful). It is this distinction, articudd
lated by Augustine, that underwent informal canonization in the coundd
cils of Carthage (in 411–418) and Orange (in 529) and formal canondd
ization in the Council of Trent in 1545, on which the entire doctrine of 
original sin rests. As I will illustrate, the adaptation of peccatum origina--
tum, coupled with a particular cosmology (zimzum) and theory of the 
soul’s inheritance (gilgul) becomes the centerpiece of the Lurianic fordd
mulation of a fulldblown Jewish doctrine of original sin.

There are at least three elements that underlie Augustine’s doctrine of 
original sin, each of which I think speaks to our Lurianic texts and condd
texts. The first is guilt, the second salvation, and the third the origin of 
the soul. It is not inconsequential that Augustine first articulates this docdd
trine in his most personal work, Confessions (5.9.16) and only later in the 
more oftdcited passages in his theological City of God. In Confessions, paradd
phrasing I Corinthians 15:22, As in Adam all die, Augustine mentions origidd
nal sin as a “bond” from which no one can escape. This is set in an existendd
tial moment of physical anguish and pain, when he is afraid of dying the 
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death of a convert “carrying with me all the sins I have committed against 
you.” After conversion, one continues to sin as peccatum originans. Yet while 
distinct from peccatum originatum, conversion does not erase it. Peccatum 
originans is simply an expression of human failure or concupiscence. This 
dimension also resonates with Luther’s existential rather than purely docdd
trinal extension of Augustinian doctrine that resulted in the Council of 
Trent’s formal canonization of original sin as doctrine, in 1545.46

While both the Talmud and the Zohar may come close to defining 
original sin it is only with Lurianic Kabbala in the sixteenth century that 
the concept takes concrete form in Judaism.47 For Paul and Augustine, 
original sin justifies the necessity of Christ but, as each comes from outdd
side Christ and enters into Christ through personal conversion (Paul 
from Pharisaic Judaism to Christ,48 Augustine from paganism to Christidd
anity), original sin also explains how one can be saved without previous 
knowledge of salvation. For Augustine, original sin is not simply an idea 
that solves a dilemma in Christian doctrine as it does, say, for Origen. 
Rather, it is an idea that makes his own life possible.

Luria and Vital have no converso past nor much knowledge of Chrisdd
tianity but their growing converso audience (who are essentially condd
verts back to Judaism) are likely acutely aware of these issues. “Born 
into sin,” many conversos in sixteenthdcentury Safed had been given 
the opportunity to return to Judaism by the kabbalistic community 
through acts of penance and purification. Some became members of 
the fraternity.49 For many conversos, traversing the borders between the 
mundane (Christianity) and the holy (Judaism) purged them of the sin 
of the calf, and subsequently of the sin of Adam.50

Adam’s Sin in Lurianic Exegesis I: 
Adam as a Collective Soul of Creation

Most scholarly studies on Lurianic Kabbala have thus far dealt primardd
ily with its metaphysical system (cosmogony and cosmology) and, to a 
lesser degree with its understanding of mitzvot in general and prayer in 
particular.51 While these topics are indeed foundational parts of the 
fraternity’s work, there are also a series of exegetical texts included in 
the eightdgate compendium redacted by Hayyim Vital and edited by his 
son Schmuel Vital (known as the Shemonah She ¿arim), and various other 
Lurianic texts edited by Benjamin hadLevi, Jacob Zemah, and his studd
dent Meir Poppers that have important exegetical components. These 
exegetical texts employ the metaphysical framework developed in the 
more systematic texts through which Torah, talmudic literature, and 
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the Zohar should be read.52 My discussion of Adam and Eve’s sin in 
Genesis 3 will be generated primarily by these exegetical texts, includdd
ing two devoted to the subject of metempsychosis (gilgul neshamot) 
Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim and Sefer ha-Gilgulim,53 The texts under discussion in 
this chapter include Vital’s Sha ¿ar ha-Pesukim and Sefer Ha-Likkutim, 
Sha ¿ar Mamrei Rashbi and Poppers’ (ed.) Likkutei Torah, which also indd
cludes material reproduced in Sefer ha-Derushim of Efrayim Penzari. The 
larger agenda aims to illustrate the ways in which Lurianic metaphysics 
serves exegetical ends by exposing a doctrine of original sin that addd
dresses the three historical–cultural concerns mentioned above.

In the Lurianic imagination, the human and the divine are so interdd
twined that drawing distinctions between them is impossible.54 Cosmic 
man and earthly man are mirror images of one another, and it is often 
not clear which is being discussed in any text.55 Lurianic Kabbala is not 
simply a system of causality (the cosmos being the cause, instigated by 
human sin or mitzvah, and humanity, the effect).56 The dependency of 
Lurianic psychology on cosmology, and visa versa, is paramount as the 
cosmos serve as a reified theater of human desire and failure.57 As with 
earlier mystical schools, the Lurianic School takes the biblical notion of 
humanity being created “in the image of God” very literally, even hydd
perliterally, suggesting a physiological and even existential correlation 
between the human and the divine realm.58

Perhaps the most fundamental idea necessary for original sin is the 
notion that Adam represents, or contains, the collective soul of humandd
ity. This is an underlying principle of patristic formations of the docdd
trine from Clement through Augustine, and it also stands at the center 
of Luther’s Reformation view of original sin.59 This notion also plays a 
central role in the Lurianic doctrine of Adam and the fall:

Behold, after zeir anpin and nukva descend to their place they 
turn back to back because it is impossible to stand [facedtodface] 
because of the strength of the kelipot. . . . At that moment they 
bring forth the soul of Adam and Eve and in them is included all the 
souls of creation [my emphasis].60

At least in classical Kabbala from the Zohar until Luria, Adam as 
the collective soul seems to refer exclusively to the collective soul of Isdd
rael.61 This is also implied strongly in the following passage from Sha ¿ar 
ha-Gilgulim:

All souls included in Adam are divided into many different didd
mensions, into many roots. . . . In the beginning they are divided 
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into the three fathers (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), afterward 
into the twelve tribes, afterward into seventy souls [who dedd
scended into Egypt] and afterward into many thousands of 
smaller roots.62

Luria takes this notion one step further and, via a strong and hyperdd
literal reading of Genesis 2:20 (And Adam gave names to all the cattle and 
to the birds of the sky and to all the wild beasts), suggests that the soul of 
Adam includes the entire creation in that his actions either rectify or 
alter creation:

Know: there are fours types in creation: animals with linguistic cadd
pability, that is, Adam; animals with no linguistic capability; vegedd
table life; and simple inorganic matter. When the world was ordd
dered, only Adam was complete and the other three categories 
were not. Afterward, through Adam nondlinguistic animal life was 
fully ordered, as this is what it means, And Adam gave names to all the 
cattle and to the birds of the sky and to all the wild beasts. . . . Afterward, 
when Adam sinned with the Tree of Knowledge, the world was redd
turned to a state of disorder in all its levels. Even the animals 
sinned and ate of the Tree of Knowledge, as is known.63

I have not located any classical source predating Luria that states exdd
plicitly that the animals also sinned by eating of the Tree of Knowledge. 
We do have a talmudic source asserting that animals sinned in the generdd
ation of Noah (b.T. Sanhedrin 108a, cited in Rashi to Genesis 6:12). That 
reading has a solid linguistic foundation.64 Given the biblical narrative, it 
would be difficult to see how animals were implicated in Adam’s sin undd
less we assume that the souls of the animal kingdom were, in fact, indd
cluded in Adam, perhaps as a result of his naming them and “completing 
their order.” In any event, the sin of the animals has more fardreaching redd
sults than just affecting the human species. In fact, the entire creation 
has been transformed as a result of the sin. Adam’s world was permadd
nently altered in a way that even he cannot rectify.65 The Zohar’s elabodd
rate discussion of how Adam and Eve are transformed, both physically 
and phenomenologically, as a result of the sin is extended in Luria to the 
entire creation.66 This collective notion is also connected to time: “In the 
beginning [before the sin] Adam embodied all the souls that would be in 
the entire six thousand [years of creation].”67

There are thus two fundamental notions here that constitute original 
sin: (1) that all souls were present at the time the sin was committed;68 
and (2) that all souls and the world were unalterably affected by the sin.69 
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Vital makes this quite clear when he states, “There is no soul that is not 
enveloped in some way in the kelipot, according to its place and level, from 
the dimension of its sin, in being part of Adam. This [demonic] garment 
surrounds it and clings to it all its life.”70 Although we have seen these 
conditions met in numerous texts, they are made explicit in the following 
excerpt from Sefer ha-Gilgulim:

Know that when Adam sinned he encompassed within him all 
souls. Hence there was no human being in the world who was not 
there at the sin, and does not receive some of the blemish of that 
sin.71 After the sin the souls became dispersed to various parts.72

What emerges from this rendering of Adam as a repository of all 
souls, all creation, and all time is that his actions are not only inherited by 
other humans, a basis of peccatum originatum, but even more strongly, that 
his actions have an impact upon the very environmental context in which 
he lives. He is not merely limited by his materiality; he is the creator of it:

Know: Even though it is impossible in this world to rectify all this 
descent [of worlds resulting from Adam’s sin] through acts, one 
can nevertheless merit full rectification of these blemishes in the 
future days of the Messiah.73

Before we move on to the effect of the sin itself, it is important to see 
how the creation of Adam and Eve (before the sin) already implies a blemdd
ished and imperfectable being. Lurianic tradition posits that the union of 
the cosmic Adam Kadom and his female consort, Nukva, was tainted and 
resulted in compromised progeny.74 The context of this next passage is 
that after the rupturing of the vessels (shvirat ha-kelim) the cosmos were aldd
ready susceptible to the demonic kelipot, and cosmic union in any realm 
below  ¿azilut had to be “backdtodback” (as opposed to the proper “front to 
front,” panim  ¿al panim union) in order to be protected from these demonic 
forces.75 Here we are introduced to the union that begat Adam and Eve, a 
union that, due to the fragmented state of the cosmos, could not yield its 
intended results.

In order to unify properly they [zeir anpin and nukva] would have 
to be “facedtodface.” This was impossible.76 If they had done so 
the kelipot would have attached themselves to their backs as long 
as Adam was not there to [protect them through mitzvot]. What 
did they do? Abba and ima passed their mayim nukvin (“feminine 
waters” that activates Eros) to malkhut [the lowest cosmic realm] 
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and rose up to their own place of residence. There they brought 
with them zeir anpin and nukva [whose place is below]. In this 
place the kelipot had no jurisdiction.77 This is where the union of 
zeir anpin and nukva took place [facedtodface]. Know that before 
Adam and Eve came into existence, [the necessary] mayim nukvin 
residing in malkhut were not sufficiently pure. That is why they 
unified in bina, borrowing her mayim nukvin. The result, howdd
ever, was that Adam and Eve came out too pure [for the world] 
and remained attached to their lofty place above [in bina]. When 
zeir anpin and nukva descended to their rightful place in order to 
bring [human] souls into the world from the union that prodd
duced Adam and Eve, they returned to their state of “back to 
back.” . . . In that state they brought forth the souls of Adam and 
Eve. This is what we mean when we say the souls of Adam and 
Eve were produced by means of a “backdtodback” union. If they 
had been able to unify below in a state of “face to face” [union] 
they would have produced an Adam and Eve who were perfected 
and the worlds would have been complete.78

This passage speaks of a double birth, one occurring in a place too 
lofty to achieve its desired results, bringing Adam and Eve into the world, 
and the second in a diminished state that also made Adam and Eve undd
able to complete their vocation of bringing human souls into the world. 
The compromise produced a human species that had a home, but the 
home was so corrupted that they could not achieve their intended (and 
commanded) goals. It is true that Adam and Eve’s behavior, that is, the 
sin, deepened their inherent weaknesses and tarnished their own ability 
to rectify their actions. But given the compromised union that produced 
them, Adam and Eve were destined to remain in a fallen state. Their sin 
was, in effect, a natural and necessary extension of their origin.

Adam’s Sin in Lurianic Exegesis II: 
Adam’s Soul, Its Divine Image, and Its Descent

In Lurianic Kabbala, the sin of Adam in the garden has a tripartite qualdd
ity: (1) zimzum (predcreation divine rupture) and the sin of cosmic man 
(adam kadmon); (2) the sin of zeir anpin,79 and; (3) the sin of Adam and Eve 
as created beings. The biblical story is predicated on certain conditions 
set forth before the advent of the story (that is, before creation). What is 
assumed here is that for Adam and Eve to sin, the world already had to 
have been corrupted. The condition of imperfection created through 
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zimzum and shevirat ha-kelim (the shattering of the vessels) is repeated as 
the “sin” of adam kadmon (or at least adam kadmon’s demise). Zeir anpin, 
the cosmic correlate of earthy Adam, is the consequence of blemished 
emanation and thus was already flawed and in need of repair.

Luria reads the term Elohim as both describing creation (In the begin--
ning Elohim created; Gen. 1:1) and the formation of Adam (And Elohim 
said, let us make Adam in our image; Gen. 1:27):

Scripture says, And Elohim said let us make man in our image and 
likeness (Gen. 1:27). It is known that when the cause of all causes 
( ¿ilat  ¿al kol ha- ¿ilot) who is called eyn sof desired to emanate from 
God’s unified light, the light that immediately went out was 
called Elohim. This is because the word Elohim refers to din (sedd
verity) when it is severed from the First Cause (in which it is) 
concealed and sealed.80

The G/god who is created/emanated in order to create in Genesis 1:1 
is called Elohim. This Elohim is already alienated from its source (eyn sof) 
and hence is called severity or din. Elohim is the dimension of God that 
creates but is born in need of repair. To be Elohim already means to be 
imperfect. The creative turn in Luria’s reading of these verses is the juxdd
taposition of Elohim in Genesis 1:1 to Elohim in Genesis 1:27. The realm 
of divinity that serves as the “image and likeness” from which Adam and 
Eve are created is a divinity already in a contracted and fragile state. To 
be created be-zelem elohim means to be in the image of an imperfect G/god 
in need of a repair (tikkun) that will only take place at the enddtime when 
Elohim will fold back into eyn sof. Adam is created in “the image of din” 
and, as such, is already fallen from birth. His corrupted state, or peccatum 
originatum, is rooted in the very image from which he was created.

This ontic notion of a fallen Adam preceding human action is boldd
stered by Luria’s deployment of the zoharic theory of the three Adams 
who preceded the creation of the earthly Adam: the Adam of  ¿azilut, 
the Adam of beriah, and the Adam of yezeriah.81 The fourth, or earthly, 
Adam (who is a fallen version of the Adam of  ¿asiah) only appears later 
in Genesis 2:5, 6, and 7 when no scrub of the field was yet on earth and no 
grasses of the field had yet sprouted . . . the Lord God (YHVH Elohim) formed 
the man [ויצר יהוה אלוהים את האדם] from the dust of the earth.

This verse refers to Adam of  ¿asiah, the Adam who was created [or 
would become] the earthly Adam. Adam of  ¿asiah was created 
when the Adam of yezeriah was created, as it is written, the Lord God 
(YHVH Elohim) formed the Man [ויצר יהוה אלוהים את האדם] from the dust of 
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the earth. He blew into his mouth the breath of life (נשמת חיים) at which 
point he obtained a nefesh hayya [living soul]. This is the Adam who 
sinned before God and destroyed the worlds that would be fixed 
in the future, as it is written, This the book of the generations of Adam 
(Gen. 5:1). The day Elohim created Adam he made him in the 
likeness of Elohim. At first it says, Let us make Adam, 1:26 and then 
and Elohim created Adam 1:27, and further, And the Lord God formed 
Adam, 2:7, and later, this is the book of the generations of Adam on the 
day Elohim created him 5:1. The meaning of all this is the following: 
The vessels of divinity descended twice; the first time they dedd
scended by themselves due to their inability to contain the great 
divine light [referring to shevirat ha-kelim]. The second time they dedd
scended as a result of the sin. The third time they [will] descend to 
facilitate the final rectification of the worlds. The secret of the first 
descent is that they descended by themselves, the second time they 
descended via commandment [that is, the transgression of comdd
mandment], as it says, And Elohim said, let us make Adam in our image 
and by our likeness to hold sway over the fish of the sea . . . [וירדו בדגת הים] 
(Gen. 1:26) . . . Afterward comes the tikkun, as it says, This is the 
book of the generations of Adam.82

For our purposes, the verses from Genesis cited above connect the first 
descent or rupture (shevirah), defined as happening “on its own accord,” 
and the second descent facilitated by the sin. Yet the first descent creates 
the context for, and the inevitability of, the second. On this reading, Adam 
was not created perfect or without blemish and corrupted through sin.83 
Adam—that is, the earthly Adam who is already the fallen Adam of  ¿asiah, 
was imperfect from his very creation; he was, in a sense, born as the result 
of an initial descent and was created in the image of the already alienated 
dimension of divinity. It is true that the sin caused further descent into the 
realm of the demonic (kelipot), making rectification impossible before the 
final tikkun. But even before that, Adam’s very essence, as the image of Elodd
him, is blemished. After the sin, Adam of  ¿asiah becomes the Adam of the 
garden, both imperfect and imperfectable. He is a Jewish version of pecca--
tum originatum. The sin of Adam is thus predictable, and even inevitable, 
due to Adam’s corrupt origin.

The Adam of  ¿asiah (the third Adam who becomes the fourth through 
descent) is not yet human. Yet it is this Adam who sins, and the earthly 
Adam is created through that sin, as Vital explains in Sha ¿ar Mamrei Rashbi.

When (the cosmic) Adam was first created he had no portion in 
the world of  ¿asiah.84 His body was from yezeriah, his soul was from 
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beriah, and his spirit was from nukva d’zeir anpin of  ¿azilut. The root 
of his soul (neshama de-neshama) was from abba and ima . . . When 
he sinned he brought about the realm of the profane [נתהווה ביומין 
 Adam was . . . .(that is, the world embedded in the kelipot) [דחול
commanded not to eat of the Tree of Knowledge (Etz ha-Da ¿at) bedd
cause it was from  ¿asiah and Adam had no portion in  ¿asiah, only 
in yezeriah and above, as we explained. Since he transgressed and 
ate of the Tree of Knowledge, which was located in  ¿asiah, it caused 
a blemish in all the worlds. All the worlds descended from their redd
spective original places as follows: yezeriah became enveloped 
in  ¿asiah . . . beriah became enveloped in yezeriah, and nukva 
of  ¿azilut descended to beriah. Zeir anpin became enveloped in his 
nukva. And so it was with all the supernal worlds . . .85

Adam sinned by partaking of the Etz ha-Da ¿at (Gen. 3:6) which in 
Luria’s reading was in the world of  ¿asiah,86 a world in which the cosmic 
Adam has no portion. As a result, the entire cosmos shifted downward, 
drawing divinity into the realm of the demonic. Thus the birthplace of 
the earthly Adam is a world already broken. The complex mapping of the 
descent is not at issue here. What is relevant is only the fact that the dedd
scent resulted in Adam not only occupying the realm of the demonic 
(that is, the earthly plane, albeit when it was still only in potential) but, in 
fact, of also being created there. In this case, the biblical narrative is not 
demarcating the earthly plane but is describing the cosmic plane that 
brought the earthly plane into existence. As a result of Adam being emdd
bedded, or reconstituted, there (from cosmic man to earthly man), it is 
impossible for him to elevate the fallen material world to its original 
place.87 This is not to say the human cannot elevate certain sparks. In fact, 
this is the purpose of mitzvot. It is to say, rather, that being “born” into a 
corrupted world limits one’s abilities to affect tikkun due to the constant 
presence of the demonic in the material world. In short, Adam’s striving 
for sanctification runs antithetical to the natural force that the Adam 
of  ¿asiah brought into existence.

The sin of the notdyetdhuman Adam of  ¿asiah creates the condition for 
the birth of the earthly Adam. Sha ¿ar ha-Likkutim argues: Before the sin 
Adam’s body was from yezeriah and his soul was from beriah (and a small 
portion of malkhut or nefesh of  ¿azilut). After the sin, his spirit is from yeze--
riah, his soul is from  ¿asiah, and his body is from the realm of the kelipot. 
Even though his soul may be noncorporeal, his divine soul is already 
tainted and thus unable to maintain any temporary ascendance.

Both Adam of  ¿asiah’s soul after the sin and the soul of the earthly 
Adam are described in Lurianic literature as halato shel  ¿olam (the best 
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of the world).88 The nature of Adam’s soul is transformed, reinforcing 
the notion that transgression radically and irrevocably transformed 
Adam into something that makes recovery of his pristine prelapsarian 
past impossible. The transformative nature of the sin—Adam after the 
sin is simply not the same Adam as before the sin—underlies the entire 
exegetical agenda of Lurianic interpretations of Genesis 3 and serves as 
the foundation of a Jewish notion of original sin.89

Sha ¿ar ha-Pesukim delineates three clusters of souls that originally 
constitute Adam, comprising ten parzufim.90 The highest is called 
zihara  ¿ilah (the higher illumination) that is not subject to demonic indd
fluence and departs from Adam at the time of the sin (or immediately 
before), not to return until the end of days.91 This is read back into Gendd
esis as an interpretation of they perceived that they were naked (Gen. 3:7).

When they (Adam and Eve) sinned, the zihara  ¿ilah departed 
from them, as it is written in Zohar 1.36b (top). And their eyes were 
opened and they perceived that they were naked. And they knew that 
they lost their zihara  ¿ilah—that it flew from them and departed, 
and they remained naked of it. This zihara  ¿ilah resided between 
the walls of the [cosmic] Garden of Eden for three hundred 
years and was then given to Enoch [Seth’s son]. . . .92 After Adam 
sinned his garments changed from light ( ¿ohr) to skin (or). The 
internal dimension, which is light, was taken by Enoch and 
Elijah. . . . The external dimension was taken by Nimrod and 
those like him.93

It is significant that the only humans who inherit this zihara  ¿ilah, acdd
cording to rabbinic and kabbalistic tradition, experience apotheosis—
that is, do not die (Enoch and Elijah). In fact, it is precisely this inheridd
tance that enables them to become noncorporeal divine beings.

The soul of Enoch was from the soul of Adam that he [Adam] 
gave to him. The dimension that Adam gave him was the 
zihara  ¿ilah, so he was able to ascend with his body and soul indd
tact unlike the patriarchs. Now you know why Enoch did not die 
like Adam and all the others. It is because his soul was from the 
soul of Adam whose place was under the Throne of Glory. This 
is why he did not die and could never taste the taste of death.94

It would appear that Enoch had no portion in Adam’s sin. However, we 
read in Likkutei Torah, that “Enoch came and took this [zihara  ¿ilah] which 
enabled him to dwell with the angels. However, he did not reach the level 
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of his father [Adam] before he sinned.”95 This suggests, without explanadd
tion, that the consequence of the sin was so great that even the dimension 
of Adam’s soul that departed so as not to be corrupted by the sin was, after 
the sin, still tarnished to some degree.96

In any event, the soul of Enoch (the zihara  ¿ilah) was immortal, not 
having experienced sin, and thus he was able to function in the celestial 
world as Luria notes in the same passage. “The reason why God took 
Enoch in body and soul is that we know a celestial union (zivug) requires 
an arousal from below. When there is no arousal from below, the union 
can be facilitated by Enoch who is ‘from below.’”97 Mortal humans lack 
this prelapsarian Adamic soul and are limited, both physically and spiridd
tually, by the material environment created by Adam’s sin.98

The sin of Adam preceded the birth of Cain and Abel. At that 
time, the zihara  ¿ilah departed from Adam, which constituted the 
three higher dimensions of  ¿azilut. It is this departure that scripdd
ture intends when it says, for as soon as you eat of it [the Tree of 
Knowledge] you will die. (Gen. 2:17). That is, when you eat of it the 
three higher portions of your soul rooted in  ¿azilut will depart. 
We know there is no death more difficult than that.99

Death is not a punishment for sin in the conventional sense but a condd
sequence of Adam’s sin. Vital writes: “Those that die from the ‘kick’ of 
the serpent (be-ativ shel ha nahash), even though they did not sin in their 
lifetime, it is due to the blemish of Adam that remains. This is the cause 
of their death.”100 Just as Adam creates his environment as a result of 
the sin, he also (re)creates the composition of his own soul that will bedd
come the inherited souls of his progeny.101

The second, lower level of the human soul remains with Adam after 
the sin. This portion is also not subject to demonic influence and is 
called halato shel  ¿olam.102 Before the sin these two levels (zihara  ¿ilah and 
halato shel  ¿olam) were one. The result of the sin was that the highest and 
most pristine level of the human soul departed and ascended upward 
so as not to be defiled by the sin. The third level, consisting of the nine 
lower sephirot of all the parzufim, descended downward into the realm of 
the demonic. It is this dimension of the soul that will be revived in the 
messianic future.103

The difference between the two lower levels of the human soul is 
as follows: All human souls are comprised of the lower two levels. 
The second level is higher because it contains all the remnants 
of the ketarim (the highest level of each sephirah). Another reason 



52 From Metaphysics to Midrash

for its superiority is that the second level never fell into the kelipot 
as a result of the sin while the third level fell in its totality. When 
souls are born into the world to fix these fallen souls it requires 
great effort . . . since Adam before the sin embodied souls and 
light from the world of  ¿azilut . . . When he sinned those dimendd
sions of his soul departed, except for nefesh of  ¿azilut. Hence 
when a soul comes into this world, a soul made up of elements 
from (the worlds of) beriah, yezeriah, and  ¿asiah, it can only redd
cover nefesh of  ¿azilut with great effort but no more . . . With the 
coming of Messiah ben David all will be rectified. The second 
level will be completed by containing all ten sephirot of each keter 
and once again become one with the first level that departed 
from Adam immediately before the sin. . . .104

The salient point here concerns the extent to which Vital divides the 
human soul after the sin in a way that separates its highest elements from 
the soul of any human. Zihara  ¿ilah is part of the composite cosmic soul 
yet is distinct from the human soul. This speaks to the extent to which 
Adam and, more importantly, his progeny are irrevocably changed by the 
sin. The second level (halato shel  ¿olam) is not totally engulfed in the dedd
monic yet is not pure of the sin either and must engage with the third 
level that is fully enveloped in the demonic in order to facilitate a future 
where the first and second level can once again become unified.105 While 
this is optimistic in terms of the human ability to separate the human 
soul from its demonic context, there is also a tacit acknowledgment of the 
inevitability of sin (cosmic and human) as part of the human condition 
that cannot simply be erased or effaced through repentance or adherdd
ence to the law.106

At the end of Sefer ha-Gilgulim, Vital addresses the category of rependd
tance and its limited efficacy in the chapter called “Sod Hibuk had
Kever.” It is important to cite a few brief excerpts from this discussion, 
as scholars have long argued that repentance is the category that proves 
the absence of original sin in Judaism.

By means of complete repentance (teshuva shelama) one can redd
move the kelipot that have become attached to you, even from 
very grave sins. However, the poisonous kelipah that is attached 
to all souls by means of the sin of Adam is not affected by rependd
tance.107 Only death can separate this poison. Hence, even 
though God accepted Adam’s repentance, and atoned for his 
sin, the poisonous kelipah that became attached to him can never 
depart from him except through death. The reason for this is 



 Genesis 53

that the sin of Adam is very great. . . . This is true even for those 
who died from the “kick of the snake” (i.e., without sin): Benjadd
min, Amram, Ishai, and Caleb, and even Joshua bin Nun who 
did not sin with the golden calf. Even though they did not sin 
the poisonous kelipot were attached to them because of Adam’s 
sin and it cannot separate itself until death.108

Thus repentance (teshuva) can do some important work in terms of credd
ating partial distance between the demonic and the human, but is ultidd
mately powerless to cure the damages wrought by Adam’s sin. While redd
pentance may suggest a slightly less pessimistic view of original sin than 
some forms of Christianity (in other ways Luria’s doctrine is even 
darker), Luria is still quite invested in the notion that the consequence 
of Adam’s sin is the very fabric of the human condition.

In part, this is because the dimension of Adam’s cosmic soul that 
departs immediately preceding sin never descends into any human 
being until (or immediately preceding) the enddtime. Adam is the “best 
of the world” (halato shel  ¿olam), but the world where he reigns is a world 
constructed from sin, a world in which sin is integral and inevitable. 
Human action has a constructive role in the process but salvation and 
the erasure of Adam’s sin are accomplished only via divine fiat.

Soul Inheritance (Gilgul), and Original Sin: 
The Sin of Cain and Abel and the Rise of the Human Condition

The concept of gilgul plays a crucial role in understanding Luria’s posidd
tion on Adam’s sin as original sin.109 If all human souls are composites of 
other souls, and are all rooted in Adam and refracted through his sons 
Cain, Abel and Seth, then all souls are born into the sins of past souls who 
await liberation. There is a notion in Lurianic Kabbala that the messianic 
soul is a “new soul.”110 This idea also appears in Christian readings of the 
soul of Jesus, which, as divine, was not tainted by Adam’s sin.111 Such a 
soul would then be more divine than human since human souls are dedd
fined precisely as having been tainted by Adam’s sin. Such a messianic 
soul could thus overcome death (mortality being a punishment for the 
sin). The notion of the messianic soul as one that rectifies Adam’s sin and 
thus overcomes the human condition born from that sin is the basis of 
the Lurianic doctrine of original sin.112

In the context of original sin, gilgul implies at least two things: (1) 
that all souls are inextricably tied to one another and ultimately rooted 
in Adam; and (2) that most souls return because they cannot complete 
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their purpose in any one lifetime due to their corrupted origins.113 
Human beings are a composite of constantly recycled souls in search of 
final rectification.114 If souls of the past were cleansed of sins, no new indd
dividuals would be born. The connection between gilgul and Adam’s sin 
is an explicit doctrine in Lurianic teaching.

Behold: Because of the sin of Adam, resulting in the admixture 
of good and evil, it is necessary for souls to return many times 
until [their blemishes] are rectified. Each time [that is, each 
time they descend into a corporeal body] they fix small numbers 
of sparks.115

This may be based on the popular rabbinic idea that redemption will 
only come when all souls have come into the world, an idea that also 
contributes to the Lurianic focus on conversion.116 In fact, if we were 
not born in sin we would not be born at all—sin is the occasion for the 
descent of the soul into the world according to the doctrine of gilgul.117

Now I will explain yet another dimension of the consequence of 
the sins of Adam and Cain and Abel. Know that by means of their 
sins not only is good mixed with evil but good itself is mixed [with 
other dimensions of good]. That is, sparks of the soul of Adam are 
mixed with sparks of Cain, and sparks of Cain with Adam. . . . 
Therefore one soul can be mixed with various sparks from differdd
ent souls, from Adam, from Cain, and from Abel.118

Here, gilgul is not simply about the rectification of the sins of past lives 
but about the act of separation (berur) of the good dimensions of any 
human soul that resulted from Adam’s sin. This concept widens our undd
derstanding of gilgul, connecting it not only to individual sin but also to 
the sin that created the human condition. Gilgul thus works to rectify 
that which is beyond any individual act of transgression.

How does gilgul function as an exegetical trope in the biblical narradd
tive? How does it point to the human condition as presented in the Hedd
brew Bible and influence the way readers of the Bible understand the 
Bible and subsequently themselves? More to the point, how does gilgul 
affirm and even deepen Luria’s notion of original sin? This last point 
requires moving away from Adam’s sin and exploring the more delicate 
and less overt notion of the sins of Cain and Abel, the two sons of Adam 
who become the real progenitors of Israel and humanity.119

In the remaining sections of this chapter I analyze the sins of Cain 
and Abel in the Lurianic corpus, focusing on the ways they deepen 
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Luria’s doctrine of original sin. This discussion will consist of three subdd
sections: (1) the birth and soul construction of Cain and Abel; (2) the 
sins of Cain and Abel; and (3) the rectification of the sins of Cain and 
Abel in Moses, the Egyptian taskmaster (Exod. 2:11–16), Jethro, and 
Moses’ wife Zipporah.120

The episode of Cain and Abel in Genesis 4:1–17 does not attract much 
attention in classical Jewish literature.121 The Zohar does draw the story 
into other biblical narratives but its discussion is still quite limited. Only 
in Tikkunei Zohar are the sins of Cain and Abel prominent.122 In this redd
gard, Luria picks up a thread in Tikkunei Zohar and navigates new terridd
tory by making the sins of Cain and Abel a centerpiece of its cosmology 
and psychology.

The Birth and Soul Construction of Cain and Abel
One of the challenges of ascertaining the soul construction of Cain and 
Abel is to determine exactly when they were born. In so doing we will be 
better prepared to explore their relationship to Adam’s sin. The Torah 
places their birth in the opening verses of Genesis 4, immediately followdd
ing Adam’s expulsion from the garden. This would put their birth after 
the sin, but the Bible never tells us of their time of conception. Was it bedd
fore or after the sin? Shlomo Yizhaki of Troyes (Rashi), citing Genesis 
Raba, suggests that the verb form “yada” (instead of “ve-yada”) to describe 
the conception of Cain and Abel, problematizes the plaindsense chronoldd
ogy of the verse, suggesting that Cain and Abel were born before the 
sin.123 A similar suggestion is proffered by Avot dedRebbe Natan, 1, not 
cited in Rashi. The Zohar 1.36b suggests that the sons are born after the 
sin, although it does not seem wed to that chronology.124 Luria essentially 
agrees with the Zohar’s position yet suggests an even stronger reading—
that they are born during the sin, or, through/in sin.125 While not in direct 
opposition to the Zohar, Luria draws the biblical narrative closer to a docdd
trine of original sin than we have in the Zohar. For Luria, the chronology 
is crucial because Cain and Abel (and their progeny; i.e., humanity), are 
the consequence of Adam’s sin.

If Adam had not had sex [with Eve] on that day and also had not 
sinned [by eating of the Tree of Knowledge] but would have waited 
until Sabbath eve, all the worlds would have been rectified, as we 
explained regarding the sin of Adam and Eve.126 But, because he 
and his wife sinned, taking the advice of the serpent, the serpent 
came upon Eve and inseminated her with poison (zuhama) before 
the union of Adam and Eve [that led to the conception of Cain 
and Abel].127 Because of this [or, through this union] Cain and 
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Abel were born after the union (zivug) of Adam and Eve [and the 
serpent] and were already mixed with good and evil because of 
the poison that the serpent first placed in her.128

Vital acknowledges in the very same text that certain Zohar passages 
seem to indicate that “first, Adam and Eve were engaged in sexual union 
( ¿asukim be-tashmish) and the serpent saw them and was jealous and afterdd
ward placed his poison in her.”129 That is, the sex act may have preceded 
the serpent’s insemination of Eve even as it occurred after “the consumpdd
tion of the fruit.” This implies that while the sin was considered sexual in 
nature, the eating of the fruit is not simply a metaphor for the sexual act 
but a prelude to Adam and Eve’s premature coupling. While Vital enterdd
tains this second possibility in the Zohar, placing Adam’s and Eve’s sexual 
encounter before the serpent’s insemination of Eve but after the eating of 
the fruit, he suggests that the first scenario appears more likely.130 His readd
son will soon become clear. The mixing of Adam and the serpent’s seed 
inside Eve, making Cain and Abel both human and demonic, is a central 
component of Luria’s understanding of the two brothers. They are sons 
with two fathers: Adam and the serpent.131

A more detailed description of this event is offered in Sha ¿ar ha-Pesu--
kim which points to the deficiencies in both Cain and Abel that contribdd
ute to their sinful nature.

In a previous comment132 we described how the sin of Adam 
caused a blemish in zeir anpin and [the parzufim of] Leah and 
Rachel. . . . Included in these various blemishes we find a blemdd
ish in the consciousness (mohin) of da ¿at of zeir anpin [whose 
place is the base of the brain] which descended [as a result of 
the sin] to the chest cavity (tiferet) of zeir anpin. There, da ¿at’s five 
[male] hasadim became ensconced in the body of zeir anpin and 
could not continue to descend [to the remainder of the body of 
zeir anpin]. However, the [five] gevurot [of da ¿at] began to dedd
scend, beginning with the three lower ones, finally reaching 
nezah, hod, and yesod of zeir anpin. The upper two (female) gevurot 
of da ¿at had no place to descend and thus remained in the moah 
(mind or consciousness) of da ¿at above [now located in tiferet of 
zeir anpin]. Know that Cain and Abel were born after the blemish 
and sin of Adam at which time the celestial Adam and Eve also 
were unified and gave birth to the celestial Cain and Abel. . . . It 
is known that every union requires male stimulus (mayim dekurin) 
which are the five hasadim and a female stimulus (mayim nukvin) 
which take the form of the five gevurot. In this case [i.e., sinful 
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union] things were reversed. The male seminal drop (mayim 
dekurin) was from the gevurot that descended since the hasadim 
remained in da ¿at. Not only that, but there were only three gevu--
rot [and not five] that descended. . . .133

The descent of da ¿at to tiferet (the chest cavity) of zeir anpin is a central 
tenet of the sin of Adam in Lurianic texts, an idea that will become more 
prominent when we discuss the sin of Cain and Abel. What this particudd
lar text explores is how the union itself was irregular in that it was not inidd
tiated by the proper admixture of masculine and feminine desire. More 
to the point, the proper descent of these male and female potencies (hasa--
dim and gevurot) allows the five male potencies to descend into the body 
of zeir anpin first in order to temper and sweeten the more severe female 
potencies (gevurot) that follow. The premature descent of da ¿at (which 
contains these ten potencies) to tiferet of zeir anpin (a place not conducive 
to a proper filtering of the rest of the body of zeir anpin since it lies below 
its shoulders, representing hesed and gevurah) was that the hasadim were 
prevented from descending fully (they had no place to go!), resulting in a 
forced and deficient descent of gevurot without being properly tempered 
by hasadim. The outcome of this reversal was that the birth of Cain and 
Abel was constituted from “unsweetened” severity (din/gevurah without 
the masculine) that became manifest in their sins.134 While this was more 
true of Cain than of Abel (supporting the biblical version of the story), 
even Abel’s tempered personality (more hesed than gevurah) was still 
rooted in untempered gevurot (even his hesed was rooted in gevurah as opdd
posed to the authentic hesed of Seth) and thus was highly susceptible to 
sin. Given that both Cain and Abel were born after the sin and in some 
versions from the same seminal emission, Abel could not have avoided 
sinning even if the Torah does not relate what the sin was.135

So far, Luria has basically adopted and extended the assumption in 
the Zohar that Cain and Abel were born after the sin. While this interdd
pretation renders them postlapsarian and thus ontologically blemished 
human beings, it does not root their conception in the sin itself. In 
other texts, however, particularly in a striking text from Likkutei Torah, 
Cain and Abel are conceived in the sin itself, a notion that deepens an 
already entrenched description of original sin and also explains their 
own contribution to the downfall of humanity.

After he ate of the Tree of Knowledge, Adam continued to sin, givdd
ing birth to demons, as is known. At first he ejaculated (zera le-vat--
ala) and afterward, while still in the midst of this evil deed came 
upon Eve and impregnated her with Cain who was from the first 
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drop of seed. Afterward, from the second drop of seed, Abel was 
conceived. After that, he continued to ejaculate for 130 years in 
this manner:136 There are two [really, three] realms here. The first 
is the masturbatory seed before Cain’s conception, the seed afterdd
ward, and then Cain in the middle. When the seed that conceived 
Cain was emitted, it was mixed with the seed (zera le-vatala) that 
preceded it because these two ejaculations were like one continudd
ous emission (re-zuf teikef me-zeh le-zeh). Therefore, the admixture of 
seed [from the drop of zera le-vatala that preceded Adam entering 
Eve] is part of Cain. Hence, he was born mostly evil (rubo ra) with a 
small portion of good (u-mi’uto tov).137

This text grafts Genesis 3 onto Genesis 4. The order of the sin narrative is 
completely effaced in that the act of seminal emission and the conception 
of Cain and Abel (“yada,” Gen. 4:1) are identical, or at least consecutive, 
moments.138 More than being born after the sin, here Cain and Abel are 
born in or as a result of the sin. They do not merely inherit the sin but esdd
sentially are the sin! As we will see, this affects their diminished soul condd
struction and foreshadows their sinful behavior and the behavior of their 
soul progeny: the generation of the flood, of Babel, and of Sodom. Those 
born from Adam’s 130 years of spilled seed culminates in Jacob and his 
family’s descent to Egypt (Jacob being prefigured in Adam) resulting in 
the generation of Egypt, called “the generation of knowing” (dor de ¿ah) 
and the birth of Moses (prefigured as Seth).139

Before arriving at the culmination of the process, more must be said 
of Cain and Abel. The above rendering of the biblical narrative is not 
only found in this one place in the Lurianic corpus. In Sefer ha-Gilgulim 
there is a similar rendition with some minor but noteworthy changes.

When Adam began to emit seed his desire was greatly increased. 
At that moment he copulated with Eve. From the first drop came 
Cain, and Abel was born from the second drop. . . .140

Sefer ha-Gilgulim suggests that the impetus for the union of Adam and Eve 
was the increased desire resulting from the act of masturbation, itself a 
product of eating of the Tree of Knowledge. One could argue from Sha ¿ar 
ha-Pesukim alone that Adam’s turn to Eve in the midst of this act might be 
construed as a moment of repentance. Sefer ha-Gilgulim would seem to put 
that idea to rest. The desire, and thus sin, that was aroused through the 
consumption of the fruit was not premature sexual union with Eve but, in 
fact, masturbation followed by sexual union.141 Cain and Abel are proddd
ucts of both masturbation and premature copulation.
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The demonic souls created through masturbation are considered by 
Luria to be very lofty—loftier, in fact, than souls born of a union between 
a man and a woman.142 One striking example is the prophet Ezekiel, whose 
soul Luria states is rooted in the drop of semen that was emitted before indd
tercourse with Eve, making him a particularly lofty soul and thus called 
“ben Adam” (a “true” son of Adam, or Adam alone).143 The elevated status 
of the souls who are derived from the 130 years is that they are conceived 
from pure masculinity and are thus purely spiritual.144 Having no vessel to 
hold them, they become embedded in the demonic and are thus in need 
of tikkun. Once rectified, however, they are the loftiest souls in creation. As 
we will see, the generation of Egypt is considered to be the progeny of Addd
am’s spilled seed. The souls of both the Israelites and the  ¿erev rav (mixed 
multitude, Exod. 12:38) were conceived during Adam’s 130 “years of 
wasted seed” before the birth of Seth (and subsequently Moses).

The Sins of Cain and Abel
Before discussing the actual sins of Cain and Abel in Lurianic exegesis, 
we must ascertain who they were. In what part of the cosmic body of zeir 
anpin did they originate, and what soul inheritance did they receive 
from their father? We find at least two blemishes in Cain and Abel redd
sulting from their birth after or during Adam’s sin: one horizontal and 
the second vertical, the former between Cain and Abel (the foundation 
of Cain’s sin) and the latter internal (the foundation of Abel’s sin). 
Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim offers a general description:

Know: zeir anpin has three levels of consciousness (mohin): hokhma 
and bina and between them, the third consciousness that is 
called da ¿at which includes hasadim and gevurot from the two 
crowns (ketarim). When Adam sinned he caused a descent of the 
consciousness of da ¿at to the two shoulders of zeir anpin, to the 
highest third of tiferet, which reaches until the chest cavity of zeir 
anpin. There the hasadim separated to the right shoulder and the 
gevurot to the left shoulder [of zeir anpin]. Cain and Abel were 
born after the sin of Adam. Cain is constituted by the gevurot in 
the left shoulder after their descent because there they do not 
shine as they did when they were above in the consciousness of 
da ¿at itself. This is a significant deficiency.145

The salient point here is the way in which separation produces weakdd
ness. This is a fundamental premise of the Lurianic system and points 
to a neoplatonic perspective it inherits from the Zohar. In general, 
Luria views the consequence of this sin as one of irreconcilable separadd
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tion, tikkun being the gradual process toward reunification. The premdd
ise here is that separation results in alienation of the male hasadim and 
female gevurot.146 Cain and Abel are each imbalanced due to the separadd
tion of the consciousness of da ¿at as it descends into the (wider) body of 
zeir anpin. There is a dimension of homelessness in each son, and they 
are destined to clash because each has the portion that the other needs. 
The ontological and inalterable deficiency of both sons becomes clearer 
as this text continues to describe the horizontal blemish:

There is another deficiency in Cain. If Cain was located in da ¿at 
[of zeir anpin] in his place the external dimension of his nefesh 
would be from the bone and flesh of the head [of zeir anpin]. We 
know that all souls (nefashot) have an internal and external realm, 
the latter of which is its garment. The internal realm, which is 
from the gevurot of the consciousness (moah) of da ¿at, would be 
justly related to the external realm which is from the bone and 
flesh of the head [of zeir anpin] from its left side. However, since 
the consciousness of da ¿at descended [to tiferet], we find that the indd
ternal realm of the soul of Cain is from the gevurot of the condd
sciousness (moah) of da ¿at and the external realm is from the left 
shoulder [of zeir anpin]. These two dimensions have no relation.147

This text delineates the vertical misalignment of Cain’s own soul in a 
mode similar to the horizontal imbalance delineated in the first part of 
the text. Both in relation to his sibling (Cain to Abel and visa versa) and 
internal to their own souls, Cain and Abel are born deficient as a result 
of being born from the sin. The consequence is profound. “Even 
though in this world the human does not have the power (koah) to redd
pair these deficiencies, even by good deeds (ma ¿asim tovim), neverthedd
less if one acts righteously in this world in the future, in the days of the 
messiah, these blemishes will be repaired.”148

It would seem that there is no inherent structural difference bedd
tween Cain and Abel, though in substance Abel contains more hesed 
and is less precarious (but also, as we will see, has less potential). On 
this point Luria presents us with one of his most daring departures 
from rabbinic and zoharic tradition. Throughout classical Jewish literadd
ture, Cain is viewed as a “lower” soul than his brother (indeed, in the 
biblical story Abel appears innocent). This hierarchy is affirmed in the 
Zohar.149 Luria argues that, in fact, in the future (that is, after the final 
tikkun) it will become clear that Cain’s soul is rooted in a higher source 
than Abel’s. There are numerous reasons for this and also various condd
sequences. One reason is that, as stated with regard to Ezekiel, Cain is 
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born from the drops of spilled seed (zera le-vatala) of Adam whereas 
Abel was not. These drops produce the highest souls because they are 
derived from pure masculinity. The problem is that they have no female 
vessel and are thus taken by demonic female(s) (Lilith or Na’amah) and 
must be recovered through good deeds (mitzvot).150 Cain is unique in 
that he was born from this pure masculinity but has a female vessel 
from his conception in Eve’s womb. Thus, while the forces of evil may 
have more dominion over Cain as he is gevurah without hesed, once he is 
rectified, the elevated stature of his soul will become apparent.

The seemingly counterdintuitive advantage of Cain over Abel stems 
from the fact that Cain, rooted in ima, actually has more potential bedd
cause his original state is more revealed:

In this you will understand the advantage of Cain over Abel. 
This is because the light of abba [the root of Abel] has no way to 
pass into zeir anpin except from being enveloped in the lights of 
ima. Hence, the souls from Abel must be sustained from the 
lights of ima through the souls of Cain. Understand this 
well. . . . The name of zelem (TZ’L’M) refers to the zelem of ima, 
which is Cain. Hence the gematria (numerical value) of Cain 
(160) is equal to the gematria of zelem (160).151

This is Luria’s understanding of the firstdborn status of Cain and is also 
his way of exhibiting the radical reversal that tikkun creates more generdd
ally. Rooted in a higher source, Cain is more fallible and, in fact, fails. 
But when rectified, like Ezekiel, the very origin of his fallibility (the 
pure masculinity of masturbation) becomes his most important quality. 
On this reading, the seventeenthdcentury Sabbatean reversal of sin and 
mitzvah so prominent in the work of Nathan of Gaza and others is not 
so far from Luria’s own depiction of the end.

The Lurianic circle does not follow the heretical route of their Sabdd
batean descendants. However, the notion that fallen souls (the conversos?) 
may be, in fact, rooted in a higher source and that when they return can 
reach a higher level of sanctity is quite suggestive given the sociological 
context in which this material was composed. Conversion to the Body of 
Israel as a vehicle of return not only reconstructs the cosmic body but also 
invigorates it with energy Israel alone could not produce. The conditions 
for redemption must include thinning the opacity of metaphysical and sodd
ciological barriers and the redrawing of previously conceived boundaries.

To return to our discussion, the sins of Cain and Abel not only redd
peat original sin but in fact extend it further. The tikkun for the sins of 
Cain and Abel, which we will examine below, is a partial tikkun for origdd
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inal sin in the Lurianic imagination. This is another way in which Luria 
presents the biblical narrative in Genesis 4 as central; first he projects it 
backward to the original sin narrative in Genesis 3 and then forward to 
the history of humanity as depicted in the Bible:

The rabbis teach, “Cain was hanging by a thread and the flood 
came and drowned him.”152 This is the explanation. Cain emdd
bodied all the drops of semen first and last [meaning, before Addd
am’s union with Eve and afterward, for the next 130 years]. They 
[the products of this seed] were not from [the yihud] of zeir anpin 
and nukva [but from Adam alone]. Cain, who was also from the 
yihud [of zeir anpin and nukva], embodied them, They [the souls 
of the first seed] were also all from his soul root. Cain was oblidd
gated and charged with rectifying all these dimensions. Howdd
ever, he did the opposite—he added to the sin. This is the secret 
meaning of the passage that the generation of the flood were dedd
scendants of Cain who all “spilled their seed on the ground,”153 
destroying everything in the past by bringing the flood upon 
themselves.154

Luria portrays the generation of the flood, the first of the four generadd
tions culminating in the generation of Egypt (Flood, Babel, Sodom, 
and Egypt), as replaying the garden narrative of masturbatory sin, now 
linked not to Adam but to Cain. Cain embodies the consequence of 
pure masculinity (he is conceived in the masturbatory act) and his sin, 
as we will presently see, is also of a sexual nature.155

The Bible relates that Cain’s sin was one of fratricide brought about 
by jealousy. Cain brings a sacrifice to God that is not accepted and Abel 
brings one that is accepted (Gen. 4:3–16). Luria’s reading of these pasdd
sages illustrates his predilection to view the biblical text as a metaphor or 
allegory (mashal) and then to offer his inner reading of the metaphor 
(nimshal) to draw out its esoteric meaning.156 In so doing, he systematidd
cally reconstructs the narrative to meet his particular metaphysical and 
symbolic needs. The nimshal of the metaphor of jealousy is psychologized, 
resulting in an act that almost replicates the sin of Adam and sets up the 
rectification of this act in Moses killing the Egyptian taskmaster.

There is a popular midrashic motif that Cain and Abel each had a 
twin sister. From a plaindsense perspective this is obvious—how else could 
they procreate? Since the Bible never tells us if Eve became pregnant 
after Cain and Abel, it is easier to suggest that each son was born with a 
twin sister who also became his mate. The midrash goes further than 
merely solving this “gap” in the narrative. It extends the twindsister condd



 Genesis 63

struction, linking it to Cain’s jealously of Abel, the source of the first act 
of murder. His jealously, the midrash posits, is not about the sacrifice 
(Gen. 4:4–5) but about Abel’s extra twin sister–mate who Cain claims the 
right to possess: “Says Rav Huna about the extra twin that was born with 
Abel—this one (Cain) says, ‘I will take her because I am the firstdborn.’ 
And this one (Abel) says, ‘I will take her because she is born with me.’ 
From this we have the verse, And Cain arose [to kill his brother].”157 This idea 
comes into play as a central motif in the Lurianic tradition, even though 
Luria changes the nature of the argument by adding a second twin to 
Cain, not present in the midrash. Luria’s extension and transformation 
of the midrashic trajectory appears numerous times in the Lurianic cordd
pus, but its most succinct presentation is from Sefer ha-Gilgulim.

Now we will explain the extra [female] twin born with Abel who 
was the source of Cain’s jealousy, consequently killing Abel. First 
we must explain that it is permissible for a king to marry 18 
wives.158 We have already explained in chapter 26 that Cain was 
the zelem of yesod of abba and Abel was the zelem of yesod of ima. 
We also explained there that nezah, hod, yesod (NHY) of abba is 
enveloped in NHY of ima.159

Vital then explains that both abba and ima have two malkhuyot or femidd
nine components.160 The point is simply to account for the extra femidd
nine (malkhut) component in Abel that is absent in Cain, absent because 
Cain’s extra twin emanated outward to become parzuf Leah, the first 
wife of Jacob. It is the extra “sister” of Abel who becomes the object of 
Cain’s jealousy.161

In another variant we read, “Since Cain was mixed with kelipot he did 
not have an extra twin because the kelipot cannot reach the upper ה, as is 
known.”162 Luria presents us with an extension of the midrash, creating a 
scenario whereby Cain’s sin is one of sexual jealousy, reflecting a reading 
of Adam’s sin as one of sexual jealously in seeing Eve and the serpent endd
gaged in a sexual encounter. Whereas Cain’s sin is, prima facie, one of 
murder, earlier we examined how Luria connected Cain to the generadd
tion of the flood and interpreted the sins of that generation as one of 
“spilling seed.”163 Cain’s sin has thus been transformed to yet another indd
stantiation of misplaced sexual desire, another moment of original sin.

Turning to Abel’s sin requires Luria to engage in a more radical form 
of exegesis since we have no evidence in the Bible that Abel was guilty of 
any sin. Nor does the rabbinic tradition invent one for Abel.164 As is the 
case for all midrashic interpretation, the exegete must first create the 
space, the condition, and thus the need for his midrashic interpretadd
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tion.165 If we assume that Abel was born from the same seminal emission 
as Cain, as a bydproduct of original sin, he too must sin. From a purely 
kabbalistic perspective, if Abel is to play a role in the tikkun of Adam’s sin 
by returning via gilgul (and not only spiritual impregnation— ¿ibbur) he 
must have something to rectify.166 In fact, as we will see, Abel’s role is crudd
cial as he comprises onedthird of Moses’ soul (M=Moses, Sh=Seth, 
H=Hevel [Abel]).167

In one approach, Abel’s sin is explained as one of “gazing” at the 
shekhina, an act that appears to reflect the prohibition Rabbi Akiba 
warns against in the talmudic description of the four who entered 
Pardes.168 There are a few Lurianic texts that describe Abel’s act of 
transgression although no one text ties it back to Adam’s sin in any satdd
isfactory way. For example, in Likkutei Torah we have an offdhanded cordd
relation of Abel’s sin to Adam’s in the context of Abraham and Isaac 
and the binding of Isaac:169

Know that Adam and Abel both sinned in that they gazed 
(sh’hezizu). They were both reincarnated in Abraham and both in 
Isaac. The reason for the reincarnation into Isaac was to rectify 
Abel’s sin and in Abraham to rectify Adam’s sin. . . . Isaac was Abel 
(Hevel) as it is written, the son born to him (Beno Hanolad Lo = 
HeVeL) (Gen. 21:3). This sin was rectified by means of the akedah 
(Gen. 22). Hence Isaac was not brought up [to be bound] until he 
was 37 years old—37 being the numerical equivalent of Abel 
(HeVeL—H=5, V=2, L=30). Thus it is written, God will show him the 
goat (Gen. 22:8). This is in order to rectify the sin of Abel who 
sinned with sight. . . .170

From this we only know that Abel’s sin was like his father’s and that both 
sinned with unwarranted gazing. We are not told of the object of the gaze 
in either case. Regarding Adam, at least as read into the biblical narradd
tive, it is likely that the gaze refers to his gazing upon Eve and the serpent, 
a scene that aroused his desire, resulting in wasted seed (zera le-vatala). In 
terms of the object of Abel’s gaze, we read the following:

We can now understand the mishna “Even he sees a skull (galgolet) 
floating on the water” (Avot 2:6). We already know that the sacridd
fice of Cain was from ketz ha-yamim (the end of days), the word ketz 
(KZ) referring to the darkness that covers the face of creation, as 
is known.171 And the sacrifice Abel brought was from ketz ha-yomin, 
as is known.172 Therefore it is written Abel brought also from it (gam 
hu) (Gen. 4:4). It should have said, “And Abel brought from the 
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first of his flock.” Why does it add also from it? It does so to point 
out the secret of the matter. That is, that the sacrifice of Abel was 
also mixed [with the demonic]. What was this admixture? You aldd
ready know that  ¿arikh anpin [the skull of cosmic man] contains 
370 lights (nehirin). Regarding Abel’s sacrifice, it is written, And 
God paid heed to Abel and his sacrifice (vayesha [וישע] Ha-shem ‘el 
Hevel . . .). At that time, Abel gazed upward to the place of the 370 
lights [of  ¿arikh anpin]. There is a barrier between the 370 lights of 
the skull [ ¿arikh anpin] and what lies below it. . . . This is the secret 
meaning of the rabbinic statement, “Even he sees a skull (galgolet) 
floating on the water.” This refers to Abel who gazed upon the 370 
lights of the skull of  ¿arikh anpin.173

The 370 lights (nehirin) of  ¿arikh anpin in general refer to the inner 
union between the head of  ¿arikh anpin and the shekhina, resulting in an 
overflow producing the lower parzufim.174 This also refers to the  ¿or 
pene’al or “light of the face” of  ¿arikh anpin (hence the notion of gazing 
at the face is also implied).175 The reference to gazing at the shekhina is 
made explicit in Sha ¿ar ha-Pesukim: “Behold, Abel gazed upon the shekh--
ina, and so did Isaac as it is written, And his eyes became weak (Gen. 27:1). 
The sages say this was because he gazed at the shekhina (Pirkei dedRebbe 
Eliezer, 32).”176 Abel was guilty of gazing beyond where he was permitdd
ted—to  ¿arikh anpin. This is what the text means when it says, “There is 
a barrier (masakh) between the 370 lights of the skull [ ¿arikh anpin] and 
what lies below it.” The sin of unwarranted gazing is viewed here as 
being fixed with Moses and the burning bush. “When was Abel’s sin of 
gazing before the tikkun rectified? It is with the burning bush, as it is 
written, And Moses hid his face because he was afraid to look at God.”177

Up to this point we have a link between Adam’s sin and Abel’s sin, and 
various versions of how both involved illicit gazing. However, we have not 
yet seen a connection, even by inference, between this and the sexual nadd
ture of Abel’s sin that would link it to original sin. This link appears in 
Sha ¿ar ha-Klalim, a fairly early redaction of Lurianic material by Vital:

This is the secret of Moses, M=Moses, Sh=Seth, H=Hevel. Abel 
sinned by gazing at the shekhina. This means that Abel wanted to 
direct the light that emanated out from yesod of abba that broke 
through [parzuf] Jacob. Abel wanted to return it to the back of 
Jacob and give it to Rachel [who is situated in the back of Jacob], 
who is called shekhina. This is why he gazed to shoot (hiziz) toward 
the shekhina. He wanted to enlighten and hiziz the shekhina with 
light that was Jacob’s.178
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At play here is the double entendre of hiziz (to gaze) with a more erotic 
meaning of “to shoot,” to “emanate toward” or to “blossom.” What is sugdd
gested is that Abel, in gazing where his eyes should not have been was trydd
ing to turn the emanation of yesod of abba, a clear reference to seed, from 
the front of Jacob to his back in order to inseminate the shekhina (Radd
chel).179 If successful, this would have produced a premature tikkun. Abel 
was prematurely trying to hiziz seed (zera) to the skekhina. The premature 
sexual encounter more generally lies at the very foundation of Adam’s 
sin, and is rooted in classical rabbinic tradition and more overtly in the 
Zohar.180 What is implied here is that Abel’s sacrifice, although accepted, 
was also tainted (Abel brought also from it [gam hu]) (Gen. 4:4), the blemish 
being that it was accompanied by a premature attempt to inseminate the 
shekhina with the seed of abba instead of zeir anpin: that is, to circumvent 
the backdtodback status of Jacob (zeir anpin) and Rachel (shekhina) by turndd
ing the light (seed) of abba toward her.

But there is more here. Earlier we read that Abel is identified as 
“yesod of abba.”181 If so, this attempt to direct the “light” (seed) of yesod of 
abba to the shekhina is actually Abel trying to inseminate the shekhina 
himself! The term hiziz now takes on an even stronger sexual connotadd
tion. Through the power of the gaze, Abel ventured where he did not 
belong and, as a result, caused a blemish in the world that required, as 
we will presently see, his reincarnation in Moses.

The Tikkun of the Sins of Cain and Abel and the  
End of the 130 Years of Sin
In the beginning of this chapter, I discussed how, according to Luria, 
Sinai played a role, however temporary, in rectifying the sin of Adam for 
Israel. In both the Talmud and the Zohar, the sins of Cain and Abel do 
not play any role in the Sinai event (in fact, the sins of Cain and Abel do 
not play a role in talmudic literature whatsoever, and only a nominal role 
in the Zohar). Given the attention paid to Cain and Abel’s sin exhibited 
here, the reversal to Adam would logically require an initial rectification 
of their sins to set the stage for the Sinai event that would annul the dedd
monic poison of the serpent, thus elevating Israel to a prelapsarian 
state.182 According to the Zohar, the purified state achieved at Sinai did 
not last long. The sin of Adam was reintroduced into Israel through the 
sin of the golden calf only to be rectified through salvation or the messidd
anic age. Thus, the Zohar supports at least some notion of original sin.

In Lurianic exegesis, the doctrine of original sin becomes stronger, 
even central, to its whole worldview. This is exemplified by the sins of Cain 
and Abel who, as the progeny of Adam, repeat their father’s sin further 
distancing humankind from any possibility of retrieving a prelapsarian 
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state. The biblical narrative in Exodus that leads up to Sinai (Exod. 1–19) 
is interpreted by the Lurianic school as the rectification of the sins of Cain 
and Abel in preparation for the Sinai event. The Exodus characters emdd
body the mythic figures of Cain, Abel, and Abel’s sister–wife. The Exodus 
counterparts include Moses, the Egyptian taskmaster (Exod. 2:11), Jethro, 
and Zipporah. Luria’s reading combines a tragic sense of ultimate justice 
and a typological hermeneutic of prefiguration. His uses metempsychosis 
(gilgul) to envision the first chapters of Exodus (particularly Exod. 2 and 
3) as a redramatization, with different results, of Genesis 4. Each Genesis 
figure, guilty in some way, returns (or part of their soul returns) in the Exdd
odus figures. A drama then ensues whereby the one guilty of sin atones or 
acts in a way that completes unfinished business.

The deployment of inspiration, or ruah ha-kodesh, serves to justify 
how Moses could commit an act of murder (Exod. 2:12). But this ruah 
ha-kodesh appears to be more intuitive than cognitive. According to 
Luria Moses senses that he must act in such a way toward the Egyptian 
taskmaster, but the full ramifications of the act remain concealed.

Before analyzing Luria’s portrayal of the early chapters of Exodus, we 
must first understand why this tikkun is appropriate now. That is, why is 
the generation of Egypt ready for the dramatic redux?183 The prehistory 
of Israel, and its first generation in Egypt, are viewed by Luria as necesdd
sary stages in the fourdpart progression of gilgul required to complete the 
tikkun of any soul.184 The sin that initiates the need for tikkun is the sin of 
Adam. The generations are as follows: the generation of the flood, the 
tower of Babel, Sodom, and finally Egypt.185 While each generation holds 
the potential for tikkun, each ultimately fails for at least two reasons: first, 
each continues to sin and extends the original sin of Adam; and second, 
because the sins of Cain and Abel are not rectified in any of these generadd
tions, the possibility for a complete tikkun is never realized.

These four generations are viewed as Adam’s progeny from his 130 
years of wasted seed, zera l’vatala, culminating with the birth of Israel as 
a nation in Egypt. The following citation from Sha ¿ar ha-Pesukim maps 
out the process that concludes with Israel in Egypt as the final phase of 
the tikkun of Adam’s 130 years of wasted seed. What is not yet rectified 
is the other dimension of Adam’s sin, the premature insemination of 
Eve. That will occur via divine fiat at Sinai.

All of the demons and spirits that were created through the 130 
years Adam separated from Eve were lofty and holy souls from 
the realm of da ¿at that became enmeshed in the demonic (keli--
pot), requiring many reincarnations in order to purify them. 
Hence we do not see the emergence of Israel until Jacob. This is 
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because most of those souls [of the 130 years] were in the kelipot 
and were in the process of clarification from generation to gendd
eration [until that time]. The tikkun did not begin in earnest 
until Jacob, the chosen of the patriarchs (bakhir sh be-avot), who 
rectified the sin of Adam. Then the tikkun begins with his sons 
who are from this seed (of the 130 years). . . . The beginning of 
the process of tikkun occurred in the gilgul of the generation of 
the flood. Since their origin was from a bitter place, that is, the 
product of Adam’s spilled seed, they rebelled against God. Their 
sin was one of spilling seed on the earth as it is written, All flesh 
corrupted (hishkhit) their ways on the earth (Gen. 6:12). And also, And 
God said, I will blot out all humans (Gen. 6:7). This refers to the 
generation of the flood, for they are sons of Adam himself (that 
is, Adam and not Eve) who spilled seed for 130 years. . . . Afterdd
ward, these souls were reincarnated in the generation of separadd
tion (or Babel, Gen. 11). They also committed evil like their predd
decessors, however, not with spilling seed. The Lord came down 
to see the city and tower adam [i.e., the descendants of Adam] 
built (Gen. 11:4). The Zohar and the sages read this to mean litdd
erally “the sons of man,” referring to Adam.186 That is, they were 
his sons from the 130 years. They were reincarnated a third time 
in the generation of Sodom, of which we read, The inhabitants of 
Sodom were very wicked sinners against God (Gen. 13:13). This hints 
that their wickedness was likened to the spilled seed of Adam’s 
[sin].187 . . . After the reincarnation of these three generations, 
Truly God does all these things, two or three times to a man (Job 33:29) 
they were reincarnated a fourth time in the children of Israel in 
Egypt. At that time the tikkun began.188

This text goes on to explain the tortured nature of Egyptian servitude as 
the final stage of preparation. The important point is that the generation 
originating as the product of Adam’s spilled seed in the garden is no londd
ger required to undergo collective gilgul but can complete any necessary 
rectification while in Egypt. There is another important dimension to 
this generation that we will speak about in the next chapter: the  ¿erev rav 
who are also from the source of Adam’s sin but were not quite as prepared 
as Israel for the covenant.189 Part of Israel’s work or, more precisely Moses’ 
work (Israel is merely an extension of Moses, according to Luria),190 is to 
facilitate the preparation of these  ¿erev rav to exit Egypt with Israel and be 
a part of the Sinai experience. In fact, Luria implies that the main purdd
pose of Israel being in Egypt (since they were already rectified themselves 
through Jacob) was to gather these  ¿erev rav.191
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From Luria’s perspective, the second crucial component here is the 
return of Cain and Abel who are not fully rooted in the seed of the 130 
years but whose sins play an important role in the fall of humankind. The 
souls of the 130 years, now ready for redemption, must wait for the rectifidd
cation of the sins of Cain and Abel in order to move forward. The birth of 
Moses (who is both Abel and Seth) is a sign of the final phase of the tik--
kun of the 130 years and the beginning of its final rectification. “Know 
that Moses is in the realm of Adam. . . . Adam sat for 130 years and did 
not have sex with Eve and afterward she gave birth to Seth. So Yoheved 
was 130 years old when Moses was born. During these 130 years Adam, 
who was evil (ra), brought forth demons and spirits, who were rectified 
through the servitude in Egypt. Afterward Moses was born, who was good 
(tov), as it is written, she saw he was good (tov) (Gen. 2:2).”192

The correlation between Moses–Abel and Moses–Seth (who was 
born 130 years after Cain and Abel’s sin and thus represents Adam’s tik--
kun) is replete in Lurianic exegesis.193 One of the more succinct versions 
of this narrative can be found in Sefer ha-Gilgulim:

Now we will expand our explanation of the gilgulim of Cain. Bedd
hold, the Egyptian taskmaster (’ish mizri) who Moses killed (Exod. 
2:11) inherited the nefesh of Cain from the side of evil. Moses held 
the nefesh of Abel from the side of good. Just as Cain killed Abel 
and took his twin sister, so the Egyptian (mizri) beat a Hebrew (’ish 
ivri) after taking his [the Hebrew’s] wife, Shelomit bat Divri.194 
This is why it is written, He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, from his 
brother.195 What does from his brother mean? If he was an Israelite, let 
him just say Hebrew (’ish ivri). If you will say he was related to 
Moses, this cannot be because he [the Hebrew] was from the tribe 
of Dan, and Moses was a Levite.196 Rather, Moses [who is Abel] saw 
with inspiration (ruah ha-kodesh) that the Egyptian who was beatdd
ing the Hebrew was from his brother that is, from Cain . . . Cain was 
reincarnated to fix his blemish and [Moses saw that] he was, in 
fact, extending it [by beating the Hebrew because he, the Egypdd
tian, had raped his wife]. Therefore, he killed him.197

The alteration of the modifying noun “from his brother” (me-ehav) to 
describe the Egyptian and not the Hebrew is a classic example of the 
rabbinic intolerance for superfluous language in scripture (even as the 
rabbis seem to ignore this particular instance). However, instead of 
using the extra word to justify Moses’ action as an act of compassion todd
ward “his brother” suggested in midrash, Luria turns the modifying 
noun to apply to the Egyptian, making the Egyptian Moses’ brother 
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thereby justifying Moses’ murderous act.198 Yet while this liberates the 
good side of Cain, which immediately attaches itself to Jethro, it also is 
a violent act that requires punishment. Hence the rectification of the 
sin of Cain that readies Israel for redemption is not fulfilled. The stain 
of Cain’s original sin remains.

After Moses killed him, a part of Moses’ soul departed and atdd
tached itself to the soul of Jethro, who was from Cain. At that 
moment, Jethro converted. . . . However, Moses was punished for 
this act, as we will explain. We read, if anyone kills Cain, sevenfold 
vengeance shall be taken on him (Gen. 4:15).199 The vengeance that 
God will take on Cain’s death will be through Moses, who has 
seven names, as the rabbis teach. He killed the Egyptian, who 
was a gilgul of Cain.200

The end of this passage suggests something quite provocative. Moses’ 
death, while usually viewed as retribution for his hitting the stone in the 
desert, is actually punishment for killing the Egyptian (Cain), a transgresdd
sion of God’s word in Genesis 4:15 even as the act was necessary for the 
exodus! While the evil side of Cain is diminished (it actually becomes 
part of Balaam, Moses’ counterprophet) it can only be done through an 
act of murder that extends the blemish of Cain’s sin! The second fall 
(Exod. 32 and the episode of the golden calf) is prefigured in Moses’ 
murderous act coupled with his claim, correct in principle, that Israel’s 
purpose in Egypt was to redeem the  ¿erev rav.201

The completion of Moses’ predexodus vocation was to marry Zippodd
rah, the daughter of Jethro (now the rectified Cain). Of course, this 
could never have happened had Moses not killed the Egyptian and fled 
to Midian where Jethro lived. Luria suggests that by marrying Zippodd
rah, Moses was remarrying the lost twin sister whom Cain stole from 
Abel. The correlation between Zipporah and Abel’s twin is explicit in 
several Lurianic texts:

Jethro was the final completion of the tikkun because he returned 
the extra twin sister that Cain took from Abel and gave her to 
Moses, who is Abel. Jethro gave his daughter Zipporah [to Moses], 
who was that extra twin. Jethro was Cain, as he had seven names, 
as it is known.202 Moses, who was Abel, also had seven names.203 
Therefore, Moses and Jethro embody sevenfold (Gen. 4:15); they 
were seven and seven. At that moment, Cain rose up and was rectidd
fied. Now, [that is after Moses’ tikkun] the language of And Cain 
rose up (va-yakum Kayin) refers to raising up (kima) and tikkun.204
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The rectification of Cain’s sin is complete through the marriage of 
Moses to Zipporah. Moses now returns to Egypt to redeem Israel and 
complete the final tikkun of Adam’s sin. Yet, as we will see, this cannot 
occur because in order to prepare Israel for redemption and to rectify 
the soul of Cain, Moses has to kill Cain (the Egyptian) and suffer the 
consequences.205

Moses and the Second Fall: The Return of Original Sin
Luria’s rendition of the story of the exodus and Sinai is not only a story 
of failure but a story whose failure is prefigured from the beginning. 
Moses fixes Cain’s sin, thus diminishing the unredeemable evil in 
Cain’s soul, and does as much as possible to erase Adam’s sin as well. 
There are two events, however—one collective and one individual—
that illustrate the impossibility of overcoming original sin: the golden 
calf (Exod. 32), and Moses’ sin with the rock in the desert (Num. 20:8–
11). I suggest that these events do not erase the tikkun accomplished, 
but that the tikkun itself was corrupted. That is, Adam’s sin, as inherdd
ited, cannot be overcome except by divine fiat. The episode of the 
golden calf will be discussed at length in the next chapter. Here I want 
to discuss Moses’ sin in the desert as replicating Adam’s sin, thereby 
erasing his predExodus tikkun making original sin a permanent part of 
Israel’s condition.

First, Luria is interested in the way the golden calf affects Moses’ 
soul. Since Moses is the individual incarnation of collective Israel, his 
potential is directly affected by the collective.

But God was wrathful with me on your account (Deut. 3:26). You aldd
ready know that Moses contains the realms of smallness (katnut) 
and expansion (gadlut), as is the case with all souls. . . .206 The sedd
cret is as follows: God gives wisdom to the leaders of the generadd
tion (parnasei ha-dor) according to the merit of the generation. 
When Israel sinned with the calf, Moses returned to an embryonic 
state ( ¿ibbur) and lost the levels of enlightenment he had achieved 
previously. What remained was only an embryonic remnant, and 
thus he returned to a state of smallness. The  ¿ibbur [gestation] of 
zeir anpin is in the womb of the supernal ima, and so it is written 
V=veyitavor, Y=YHVH, L=ledma ¿ankhem (Deut. 3:26).207 Moses redd
turned to the name of YHVH who is ima and gestated there once 
again. Hence the verse contains the letters YVL (yuval) because 
ima is called yuval, which is the fiftieth (Jubilee) year.208 Just as 
[their] sins caused zeir anpin to reenter a state of  ¿ibbur, so it is with 
the leader of the generation.209
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Here we see that Moses blames Israel for his own loss, a logical extension 
of Luria’s assumption that Moses embodies the collective soul of Israel so 
that their sin equally corrupts him. The plaindsense meaning of God’s 
anger toward Moses is taken to mean a separation between God and 
Moses, one that erases his previous accomplishments (i.e., reaching the 
state of gadlut). While Moses may have achieved a quasi prelapsarian state 
by rectifying Cain’s sin, his experience at the burning bush and the 
theophany at Sinai, he now returns to a fallen state, inevitably destined to 
repeat Adam’s failure. In fact, this is exactly how Luria understands 
Moses’ sin of hitting the rock.

Regarding the rock that Moses struck (Num. 20:11) we have aldd
ready explained that the rock is Rachel. Therefore, the rock was 
not given to the generation of the desert, only to the future gendd
eration that will enter Erez Israel.210 This is explained in the sedd
cret of the generation of the desert. We explained there that 
Moses’ intention was to turn Rachel, facedtodface with zeir anpin, 
even when the generation of the desert was still alive. We also exdd
plained the secret of Moses in this act. . . . Moses wanted to take 
the lights emanating from yesod of abba, which emanate out from 
the front of zeir anpin and turn them to zeir anpin’s back, to Radd
chel. This would facilitate the complete tikkun of Rachel by the 
means of these lights. The staff would be the catalyst for this. 
This is why Moses struck the rock, just as a man would strike 
something with his staff in order to push it back, so Moses struck 
[the rock] with his staff opposite zeir anpin to push the lights [of 
yesod of abba] to Rachel, who stands in back of zeir anpin, which is 
called sela (rock). The numerical value of sela is 161 [30=ס=60 ,ל, 
 plus 1 represented by the word itself] and is manifest in the ,ע=70
name ehyeh, spelled with yudim, which Rachel embodies as all of 
her essence is from yesod of bina, which is also 161. The sin in all 
this is that Rachel was not able to receive those lights by means 
of Moses’ striking them backward. Rather, she could only receive 
them if she and zeir anpin were facedtodface, whereby she could 
receive them without any act of striking.211

Here Luria reads the act of striking the rock as identical to the way he undd
derstands Cain’s sin as replicating Adam’s. This correlation, until now 
only implied, is finally made explicit:

The sin of Moses with the rock is exactly (mamash) like the sin of 
Adam when he laid with Eve before Shabbat, which caused the 
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union to take place between yesod de-katnut (a yesod not fully 
formed) and the shekhina. Yesod de-katnut is also called nahash 
(serpent). This is also the meaning of the sin involving the serdd
pent coming upon Eve. [And] it is identical to the striking of the 
rock, the rock being Rachel and the staff being yesod de-katnut.212

Moses fails, partly because he is pulled down by Israel via the golden calf 
and partly, perhaps, because his own tikkun (killing the Egyptian) cordd
rupted him. He was able to get Israel to Sinai but not fully overcome Addd
am’s sin and end human history. In Luria’s imagination, Moses the redd
deemer becomes Adam the sinner, as he must. For this kabbalistic school, 
Adam’s sin is not simply a moment in the biblical rendition of human hisdd
tory but permeates the entire biblical understanding of the human condd
dition, a condition that human beings simply cannot overcome.

Conclusion

Returning to my initial claim about the possible historical context of origdd
inal sin in middsixteenthdcentury Safed, in this chapter I explored the cudd
rious fact that the sin of Adam moves from the periphery in much of clasdd
sical Jewish exegesis to the center of Lurianic thinking. I suggest that the 
theme of sin more generally, usually rooted in Exodus 32, now returns to 
Genesis 3. My initial intuitions led me to explore Christian readings of 
Genesis 3 and 4 and Exodus 32. Through this study I came to realize that 
Luria was, in some way, following a Christian interpretive trajectory. This 
chapter explored this trajectory and some possible reasons underlying 
this unexplained shift of emphasis from Exodus 32 to Genesis 3–4.

We know that some conversos who chose to immigrate to Safed found 
kabbalistic fraternities a welcome community. We know a few kabbalists 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Solomon Molkho, Jacob 
Zemah, Abraham Herrera, and perhaps Judah Albotini) were in fact condd
versos.213 What we do not know is the extent to which these conversos may 
have influenced kabbalistic doctrine in this period. We also do not know 
whether our kabbalists catered, perhaps unwittingly, to the concerns of 
their converso constituents or viewed their return as a sign of redemption 
that was then reified into their metaphysics and subsequently used as a 
template for their scriptural exegesis.214

In this chapter, I suggested that the Lurianic doctrine of original sin 
did, in fact, accommodate to the converso phenomenon, and perhaps 
was influenced by it. The converso burdened with the weight of sin from 
birth can see himself as a mirror of the cosmos. And his soul, blemished 



74 From Metaphysics to Midrash

beyond repair like all others, may in fact be rooted in the highest realms 
of the cosmic world.

To some extent this claim is best contrasted with a similar claim that 
comes to the opposite conclusion. In an article about Jewish critiques of 
original sin, Joel Rembaum suggests that the converso phenomenon lies 
behind the polemics against its existence in Judaism. He states, “Jewish 
criticism of the doctrine of original sin [helped] stem the tide of apostasy 
and help[ed] the relapsed conversos to return to Judaism. . . .”215 While I 
would agree that the converso plight might be operative here, my reading 
of Lurianic Kabbala yields the opposite conclusion. It may be the converso 
phenomenon, a community born into sin and looking for liberation, that, 
in effect, brought original sin into the very center of kabbalistic discourse. 
Perhaps the Lurianic system and, as others have argued, Kabbala more 
generally, provides an esoteric nexus between Judaism and Christianity 
that subverts the classical arguments about their incompatibility.216

The Lurianic material examined in this chapter provides us with is a 
rereading of the entire Bible and history through the lens of Genesis 3 and 
4, precisely following what Paul did for early Christianity as it was separatdd
ing itself from Judaism. While Luria does not give us a savior who, having 
overcome death, can help us overcome original sin, he provides a model 
whereby the inherited sin of Adam can only be overcome by salvation (i.e., 
messiah) via divine fiat. Sinai, Torah, and even Moses cannot cleanse the 
poison of the serpent from Israel. The transmigration of souls (gilgul) is a 
hermeneutic tool to procure the rectification of human failing, but that 
rectification never erases, nor can it erase, the human stain Adam bedd
queathed to his progeny.



This chapter focuses on the depiction of the biblical  ¿erev rav (“mixed 
multitude,” Exod. 12:38) in Hayyim Vital’s  ¿Etz ha-Da ¿at Tov (EDT) an 
early commentary to the Torah written before his discipleship with Luria. 
I argue that Vital’s idiosyncratic depiction of the  ¿erev rav in this early 
work may be a mirror of the conversos who were immigrating or had recc
cently immigrated to Safed during the first third of the sixteenth century 
in hopes of being reabsorbed into the Jewish community. Vital’s portrayal 
of the  ¿erev rav as simultaneously problematic for the Israelites yet ulticc
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Exodus

The “Other” Israel: The ¿Erev Rav  
(Mixed Multitude) as Conversos

Where there is no narrative, there is no history.
—Benedicto Croce

History is a claustrophobic modern novel, [Amos Oz] imcc
plies, whose characters refuse to be wholly heroes or victims, 
and whose conflict will not reach a resolution but, at best, an 
uncomfortable accommodation.

—Gershom Gorenberg, The Accidental Empire

Sometimes legends make reality, and become more imporcc
tant than the facts.

—Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children

The historian’s function must be to understand myths that 
people live by, because these myths have often a tenuous link 
to reality, though they are placed within reality.

—George Mosse, Nazism: A Historical and  
Comparative Analysis of National Socialism

It is probably safe to say that among groupings of people in 
every society are always some that distinguish people who are 
my people, or are more my people, from people who are not 
so much my people.

—Robert Redfield, The Primitive World 
and Its Transformations
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mately necessary for redemption uses them to make a case for reabsorbcc
ing the conversos back into the Jewish community at a time when the 
hope of redemption was heightened.

As is the case with most kabbalistic and exegetical works, EDT does 
not mention the conversos or any contemporary issue. My assertion, 
therefore, is based on a literary reading of the text within a particular 
context coupled with Vital’s own likely relationship to the converso 
community in Safed. This ostensible leap linking textuality and history, 
or what Walter Cohen calls, “[a] commitment to arbitrary connectedcc
ness,”1 is based on three factors, two literary and one methodological. 
The first is that the  ¿erev rav appear in Vital’s text in peculiar places. 
One would expect to find them in the episode of the golden calf and 
the rebellion of the riffraff (asafsuf) in the Book of Numbers (where 
they play a role in rabbinic literature). However, in EDT, the  ¿erev rav 
appear prominently at revelation (Exod. 19–21) and throughout the 
desert narrative. In fact, in EDT the  ¿erev rav surface throughout most 
of the last four books of the Pentateuch. This leads me to conjecture 
that they have a special role to play in Vital’s imagination even as that 
role is never made explicit in Vital’s text. While the conversos are never 
explicitly linked to the  ¿erev rav, Vital relates that Luria told him that 
his generation was the generation of the  ¿erev rav and thus he had a specc
cial obligation to bring them to Torah.2

Second, the depiction of the  ¿erev rav in EDT presents a countercnarracc
tive to the way they are treated in classical Jewish and zoharic literature. 
There is an explicit attempt here to vindicate them, making their case by 
speaking in their voice, expounding on the intimacy between them and 
Moses that is mentioned but never developed in midrashic literature. More 
generally, Robert Bonfil suggests that the use of the Bible as the basis of 
“historical writing” is quite common in the sixteenth century, yet Bonfil focc
cuses on those formally writing of “history” and not on the writing of hiscc
tory under the guise of scriptural interpretation.3 Here I argue that biblicc
cal exegesis and homiletics can also serve as a vehicle to communicate the 
author’s vision of history, revealing what he would like history to be, and 
reading those aspirations back into canonical texts.4 Thus, my focus is on 
literature (here biblical exegesis) as history, and not on the writing of hiscc
tory per se.

I argue that the construction of the  ¿erev rav in Vital’s EDT is a fictional 
and hence an aesthetic comment on the social reality of the converso imcc
migration to Safed, a demographic change that was deemed significant 
for these messianiccminded mystics. My interest is less on the formal hiscc
torical question of the role the conversos played in the Safed community, 
and more on about the ways in which the conversos, via the  ¿erev rav, may 
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have been a mirror used to fashion new identities, perhaps protocmessicc
anic identities, in the imagination of Vital.

At issue here is the nature of conversion in general, and more specifcc
ically, on the problem of (un)conversion, or reacceptance without concc
version, of an ambiguous and marginal community. Both the  ¿erev rav 
and the conversos are indistinct communities—both carry with them 
some dimension of “Judaism”: the  ¿erev rav through witnessing revelacc
tion at Sinai yet being excluded from the covenant, and the conversos 
by being descendants of Jews and maintaining some remnants of the 
Jewish religion but being considered “Christian” by most Jews. Yet both 
are not fully Israelites/Jews.5 The force behind the case for absorption 
of these communities in Vital is that their rejudaization serves as a precc
requisite for the completion of the covenant that failed in the Sinai descc
ert. It is the continued marginalization of both communities, even as 
such exclusion is done for the sake of protecting the covenant, that precc
vents the fulfillment of Israel’s covenantal responsibility.

Safed in the Sixteenth Century: Transition and Innovation

Erez Israel in the sixteenth century was a place of intense transition 
and innovation.6 The massive demographic changes in the late fifcc
teenth and early sixteenth centuries, resulting from the Spanish and 
Portuguese expulsions and various inquisitions on the Iberian Penincc
sula, coupled with the Ottoman conquest of the Holy Land in 1516, crecc
ated a new community of Jews in two major population centers, Jerusacc
lem and Safed, the latter being a small hamlet in the central Galilee.7 
Due to two major factors, the first economic8 and the second eschatocc
logical, Safed became a center of Jewish life and letters in Erez Israel 
during the first two thirds of this century.9

Historians of rabbinic activity in Safed have documented the extent 
to which these rabbinical courts were engaged in important political 
and cultural decisions that touched the lives of many Jews, both inside 
and outside the communities in Erez Israel.10 On the surface it appears 
that the mystics in Safed were less interested in or at least less engaged 
with the realia of their world, focusing more on collecting and organizcc
ing previous kabbalistic material (Cordovero), translating kabbalistic 
metaphysics into devotional literature (Elijah da Vidas, Eliezer Azikri, 
and Moshe Alshekh), or constructing new metaphysical systems built on 
the classical kabbalistic tradition (Luria and his school). The mystical 
texts of this period rarely mention specific events, contemporary issues, 
or communal crises.11 Our knowledge of how these figures viewed their 
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world comes from letters and a few court documents that contain the 
names of some mystics who also functioned as legal experts.

Yet given the tumultuous events of that era, the significance of what 
was at stake, and the tightcknit nature of the Safed community at that 
time, it is hard to imagine that these mystics were not deeply invested in 
and opinionated about contemporary matters and that they did not feel 
obliged in some way to record their opinions for posterity.12 I argue that 
Vital used his exegetical skills in EDT to convey his position on one 
such vexing issue under the guise of his metaphysical or, in this case, 
kabbalistic–exegetical writings.13

In his youth, Vital was a disciple of Moses Cordovero (1522–1570), 
Jacob Berab (ca. 1474–1541), and Moshe Alshekh (d. after 1593). After 
Cordovero’s death (or, according to some, immediately preceding it), 
Vital became the most eminent disciple of Rabbi Isaac Luria, whose kabcc
balistic teachings Vital recorded and which were later disseminated by Vicc
tal’s son Samuel.

Before moving from Cordovero to Luria, Vital began work on an excc
tensive commentary to the Torah entitled  ¿Etz ha-Da ¿at Tov (The Tree of 
the Good) that remained in manuscript until 1871. This work shows strong 
influences from the Zohar, as well as Cordovero and many others, alcc
though it is a work clearly intended for noncinitiates rarely entering into 
detailed kabbalistic discussions.14 In fact, it is one example of an exegetical 
work accessible to nonkabbalists, framed in the worldview of classical Kabcc
bala, and intended, perhaps, to widen the circle of kabbalistic influence. 
In this regard, this work stands very much in line with ideas of Vital’s early 
teacher Moses Cordovero. However, unlike Cordovero’s popular works, all 
of which are systematic in structure, EDT is a work of commentary using 
Kabbala in the more widely read genre of scriptural exegesis.15 While Vital 
does not reject outright the canonical rendering of the  ¿erev rav (most 
prominently in the Zohar) as evil, dangerous, and even demonic, he crecc
atively twists rabbinic and postcrabbinic readings so that the  ¿erev rav’s 
making of the golden calf is partially justifiable, at least from their percc
spective and the perspective of Moses. And, more importantly, he views 
the relationship between the  ¿erev rav and Moses, a relationship already 
documented in rabbinic literature, as paramount in understanding the 
plight of the  ¿erev rav whom he aptly calls  ¿am shel Moshe (Moses’ people).16

The Conversos as Ba ƒalei Teshuva?

The Jews of Safed in the middle decades of the sixteenth century witcc
nessed an immigration of converso Jews, mostly from Portugal, who arcc
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rived in Safed (less so in Jerusalem) between 1525 and 1555.17 Much of 
this immigration was the result of the forced conversion and subsequent 
expulsion of Portugal’s Jews in 1497 by King Manuel, the renewed threat 
of an inquisition against judaizing conversos in Portugal in 1531, the tricc
bunals of the Holy Office in 1536 and the autoscdacfé in 1540.18 By the 
middle decades of the sixteenth century it was Portuguese and not Spancc
ish Jews who constituted the majority of conversos in Erez Israel.19 Their 
choice of Safed had to do with its economic viability, but for at least some 
conversos it likely also had to do with their belief in the impending recc
demption.20 There was a popular tradition, rooted in the Zohar and part 
of civil religion for many Jews from Mediterranean lands, especially after 
1516, that the messiah will not come from Jerusalem but from Galilee.21 
For those so inclined, Safed’s appeal was due to a popular belief that concc
versos immigrated to Safed as a place where they could shed their Chriscc
tian identity and become reabsorbed into the Jewish community.22

As noted, the status of returning conversos in Europe and the Medicc
terranean was a complex issue in the sixteenth century. By midccentury 
we are dealing with individuals who were in most cases born “Christian” 
and had little or no memory of their Jewish past. The question of their 
Jewishness was a hotly debated issue. For example, the sixteenthccentury 
jurist Jacob ibn Habib supported the position, advocated earlier by Rashi 
and others, that an apostate retains his or her Jewish status but denies 
that status to the children of apostates who were conceived outside the 
parameters of the covenanted community.23 Accordingly, while it may 
have been relatively easy for conversos themselves to be reabsorbed into 
the Jewish community without formal conversion, their progeny would 
have a much harder time doing so.24 In some way this may have only 
strengthened the resolve of some conversos to immigrate to Erez Israel, 
where they hoped they would have a more sympathetic ear and more 
readily be accepted back into the Jewish fold.25

In his numerous studies on the history of Safed in the sixteenth cencc
tury, Abraham David traces the lives of conversos in Safed and Jerusalem 
during these decades.26 While we only know of a few kabbalists in Erez Iscc
rael who were conversos during these decades (e.g., Solomon Molkho a 
generation earlier, and Jacob Zemah and Judah Albotini who worked in 
Jerusalem in the seventeenth century)27 there seems to have been close 
relationships between converso communities and Safadean mystics durcc
ing this period.28 David argues that the Portuguese Jewish communities 
in Safed during these decades were mostly of converso origin.29 There 
was also a popular pietistic “Ba ¿al Teshuva Society,” the members of which 
practiced acts of severe penitence. While this society, of which we know 
little, surely included nonconversos who simply opted for a life of piety 
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and asceticism, it likely included some excconversos who used the society 
as a way of publicly displaying their desire to abandon Christianity.30 
Moses Cordovero, a leading kabbalist during the middle decades of that 
century and of Portuguese origin, was the head of the Portuguese synacc
gogue during the 1520s, precisely at the time many conversos were arrivcc
ing in Safed.31 More significant for our purposes is that fact that the 
young Hayyim Vital, then a student of Cordovero as well as the halakhist 
Jacob Berab, studied with Cordovero during those years. While we do not 
know the details of Vital’s relationship to the conversos of that commucc
nity, it is likely that he was acutely aware of their plight and sympathetic to 
their cause. Aside from his relationship to Cordovero, he also studied 
with Moshe Alsekh who also expressed a quite tolerant attitude toward 
the plight of the returning conversos.32

Vital would not have been alone in making a case for the returning 
conversos. We have more explicit evidence that leading figures in Safed 
made their feelings known on this issue. For example, the kabbalist and 
author of the Sabbath hymn “Lekha Dodi,” Shlomo Alkabetz composed a 
prayer for the many new immigrants to Erez Israel that included mention 
of the conversos in a positive light.33 Moreover, scholars have argued that 
one of the reasons for the failed attempt to reinstate “official ordination” 
(semikha) and the establishment of a Sanhedrin in Safed was to resolve the 
converso crisis.34 In short, the issue of conversos was one issue among many 
in Safadean Jewry from the 1520s until the late 1570s, at which time the 
Jewish community in Safed began a steady decline.35 Given evidence that, 
as a disciple of Cordovero, Vital had a relationship with the Portuguese 
synagogue, and the fact that Vital also served as a rabbinic decisor (he was 
one of the few who received rabbinical ordination from Jacob Berab) and a 
believer in the impending redemption, it is at least plausible that he viewed 
the conversos as playing a significant role in the redemptive process. This 
plausibility is strengthened by his idiosyncratic and controversial depiction 
of the  ¿erev rav as “returning converts” in the biblical narrative.

It is striking that neither Cordovero nor Luria (at least as documented 
by his disciples) overtly confront the converso crisis in their written work. 
In Luria’s case this is more understandable. He only arrived in Safed in 
1570, long after the semikha controversy and the mass immigration of the 
conversos (ending around 1555). Cordovero, with whom he briefly studcc
ied, was no longer the head of the Portuguese synagogue and his conneccc
tion to that community may have ended. Immigrating from Egypt, where 
he grew up, born of an Egyptian mother and European father, Luria was 
likely not personally affected by this event.

For Vital, however, the situation was very different for at least three 
reasons. First, in studying with Cordovero while he was heading the 
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Portuguese synagogue, he must have had close relationships with concc
versos. Second, as a recipient of ordination from Jacob Berab and thus 
personally involved in the semikha controversy, he was certainly aware of 
the legal debates regarding this issue. Finally, even though his family 
came directly from Italy, Vital always felt a close allegiance to Spanish 
Jewry, its inhabitants and its kabbalistic tradition. In a text written after 
Vital became a student of Luria, and long after the converso controcc
versy, Vital makes this sentiment clear:

My master [Luria] told me that I am obligated to facilitate merit for 
those transgressors more than other people. This is because all the 
transgressors in this generation are likened to the  ¿erev rav who are 
mostly, or perhaps totally, from the [soul] root of Cain. They mixed 
his good sparks with evil ones, resulting in a majority of evil sparks. 
Therefore, I am obligated to rectify them because they [the transcc
gressors or  ¿erev rav] share the source of my soul.36

It is not surprising, then, that Vital could have found a way to incorpocc
rate his sympathy for the plight of the conversos into his commentary on 
the Pentateuch. Although the  ¿erev rav were an obvious choice as they concc
stituted a marginal community wanting to become part of Ancient Israel, 
Vital’s political–exegetical agenda had to overcome considerable hurdles 
in order to make the  ¿erev rav something other than a demonic force trycc
ing to destroy Israel internally. Zoharic sources connecting the  ¿erev rav to 
the serpent in the Garden of Eden, making their evil absolute, had to be 
reread in light of Vital’s more positive assessment. His exegetical creativcc
ity and willingness to confront and revise canonical doctrine regarding 
the  ¿erev rav illustrates the way in which the notion of mystics as apolitical 
may be shortsighted.37

The ‘Mixed Multitude’ in Classical Midrash: Scapegoats or Converts?

The mixed multitude, or  ¿erev rav, are only mentioned once in Tanakh. 
Describing the Israelites’ confiscation of silver and gold objects before 
leaving Egypt, the text tell us that The Israelites journeyed from Ra ¿amses to 
Succoth, about six hundred thousand men on foot, aside from children. Moreover a 
mixed multitude ( ¿erev rav) went up with them, with very much livestock, both 
flocks and herds (Exod. 12:37–38). There is no mention of the  ¿erev rav 
again, and the Torah gives us no indication that they were a negative incc
fluence on Israel. The discussion of the  ¿erev rav in early midrashic literacc
ture is very scant. Shlomo ben Isaac of Troyes (Rashi, 1040–1105), cites 
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Mekhilta d’Rebbe Shimon bar Yohai, stating that these  ¿erev rav were “concc
verts” (gerim).38 The  ¿erev rav as “converts” is problematized when the Micc
drash transforms them into inciters, later to become demonic forces in 
Kabbala.39 In later aggadic midrashim, there is a tension between the  ¿erev 
rav as (good) converts and even people of great talent, and people who 
would eventually facilitate the downfall of Israel in the desert. For examcc
ple, in Exodus Raba we read (on Exod. 12) that “all those that did not 
want Israel to be redeemed died with the first born. . . .”40 Hence, those 
that went out with Israel (i.e., the  ¿erev rav) were those who believed in the 
Israelite message. Later in the same midrash we read that the  ¿erev rav 
were “rich, some were wise, and very talented.”41 In short, Exodus Raba, 
while it does not openly refute that the  ¿erev rav were behind the episode 
of the golden calf and other Israelite rebellions, stays close to the Torah 
text in refraining from viewing the  ¿erev rav as definitive in the desert 
narrative.

The move that enables the rabbis to view the  ¿erev rav as a perennial incc
ternal threat to Israel comes to fruition by connecting them to the riffraff 
(asafsuf) in Numbers 11:4. The riffraff in their midst felt a gluttonous craving; 
and then the Israelites wept and said “If only we had meat to eat!”   42 The identity 
of the riffraff with the  ¿erev rav, while almost unequivocal in the medieval 
tradition, is not so in the midrashic tradition. Midrash Tanhuma, a late 
midrashic collection, still records a rabbinic disagreement about the idencc
tity of these “riffraff.” “The riffraff in their midst felt a gluttonous craving. Who 
are these riffraff? Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani and Rabbi Nehemiah 
[weigh in]. One says these are the converts (gerim) who went out with the 
Israelites from Egypt, as it says, a mixed multitude ( ¿erev rav) went up with them. 
One says that they were the Sanhedrin, as it says Gather to me seventy men . . .” 
(Num. 11:17).43 Identifying the riffraff as the  ¿erev rav enables later execc
getes to simply equate the  ¿erev rav with all the failures of the Israelites in 
the desert, most prominently the sin of the golden calf. A telling example 
of this can be found in the classical commentaries to Numbers 11:4. Both 
Rashi and Abraham ibn Ezra simply state, without mentioning the discc
agreement recorded in the midrash, that the riffraff were “the  ¿erev rav.”44 
This extends the  ¿erev rav from a group of Egyptians who the Torah views 
quite benignly—perhaps even necessary given their wealth—to a troucc
bling thorn in the side of Israel, and finally to inciters of the golden calf 
episode. However, even in their most damning depictions, the  ¿erev rav are 
referred to as “converts,” an appellation that will play a prominent role in 
Vital’s reading of the desert narrative and will serve, as I shall argue, as the 
key linguistic link to conversos.45

The rabbinic myth that moves the  ¿erev rav from a benign appendage 
of Israel to a troubling thorn is constructed as a disagreement between 
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Moses and God as to the fate of those Egyptians who desire to be part of 
the exodus. The myth is placed as the backdrop to God’s communicating 
that the people willingly built the calf (or had Aaron build it for them). 
Moses asks God to allow the  ¿erev rav to leave Egypt with Israel. God inicc
tially denies this request, warning Moses that they will eventually bring 
down the nation. But Moses is insistent, claiming they will enhance God’s 
standing in the world. God reluctantly concedes. This mythic conversacc
tion returns numerous times in rabbinic interpretation, most commonly 
cited in God’s command to Moses to descend the mountain in the calf 
episode as “your people” are transgressing (Exod. 32):

Your people have transgressed. It doesn’t say “people” but “your peocc
ple.” God said to Moses, “Your people (i.e., the  ¿erev rav not Iscc
rael, who are described as My people) made the calf. I already 
told you, When Pharaoh does not heed you, I will lay my hand upon 
Egypt and deliver My ranks, My people the Israelites, from the land of 
Egypt with extraordinary chastisements (Exod. 7:4). You were the one 
who caused me to accept the  ¿erev rav by saying “it will be good 
to receive penitents.” I responded “but see what they will do in 
the future, they will make the calf, they will be idolaters, and 
cause the nation to sin with them. . . .”46

This text accomplishes a few important things. First, it claims the  ¿erev 
rav are the cause of Israel’s sin, although it does not lift all responsibilcc
ity from the Israelites. Moreover, it distances the  ¿erev rav from God 
who, as the myth teaches, did not want them to leave Egypt with “his 
people.” Moreover, it makes an important distinction between “God’s 
people” Israel, and “Moses’ people,” the  ¿erev rav. Calling the  ¿erev rav 
“his people” ties them very tightly to Moses and serves as a foundation 
for the more audacious claim by Vital that the  ¿erev rav are “Moses’ peocc
ple (¿am shel Moshe).”47 The juxtapositions suggested in this midrash becc
come important in what I consider Vital’s reading of the  ¿erev rav as 
conversos, both in terms of God’s distance from them and in terms of 
Moses, who represents the prototype of the messiah who feels his miscc
sion is not complete until he successfully absorbs them into Israel, even 
at the expense of his own life and mission.48

While the midrashic tradition uses the  ¿erev rav as scapegoats in the 
episode of the calf, it does not resolve the ambiguity as to the nature of 
the  ¿erev rav in general. That is, the Midrash generally stays close to the 
Torah’s initial depiction of the  ¿erev rav as simply a community of Egypcc
tians, many of who sincerely desired to become part of Israel’s covenant 
with God. The important link between the  ¿erev rav and the riffraff is 
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left as an unresolved disagreement between two rabbinic sages, albeit 
one that all but disappears in classical medieval commentaries. In Kabcc
bala, first in Gerona and then more prominently in the Zohar, the  ¿erev 
rav turn into a demonic force set out to destroy Israel. They become 
correlates to other evil characters, such as the serpent in the Garden of 
Eden, Esau, and Amalek. They thus lose any of the benign characteriscc
tics they have in the Torah and Midrash.49

The  ¿Erev Rav in the Zohar: Temporary or Absolute Evil?

While the Zohar generally follows the midrashic depiction of the  ¿erev rav’s 
culpability in the sin of the golden calf, it extends this position to view 
the  ¿erev rav as the embodiment of spiritual defilement that needs to be 
erased before the advent of the messianic era.50 Exegetically, this is accomcc
plished by arguing that whenever the Torah uses the word people ( ¿am) 
without any identification (i.e., the people of Israel, the House of Jacob), it 
is referring to the  ¿erev rav.51 This hermeneutic of substitution enables the 
Zohar to reread the desert narrative as a description of two distinct peocc
ples in the desert: Israel and the  ¿erev rav. The  ¿erev rav are more present 
and highly influential in many biblical episodes, albeit negative ones, and 
do not disappear, as they do in the Bible, after the exodus. This hermeneucc
tic of substitution creates a more inclusive and expansive role for the  ¿erev 
rav in the biblical drama.52 This is spelled out in numerous ways:

If the  ¿erev rav had not bound themselves to Israel they would not 
have done that deed [the golden calf] and all those Israelites who 
died would not have perished, and all that happened to Israel would 
not have happened. . . . That deed was the cause of everything; it 
caused death, it caused the subjection to other nations, it caused the 
destruction of the first tablets, it caused the death of many thoucc
sands of Israelites. All of this was due to the existence of the  ¿erev 
rav.53

The  ¿erev rav become more than simply a malicious bunch of outcasts 
who seek refuge in the community of Israel during the exodus. They are 
even more evil than the rebels who incite the sin of the golden calf. In the 
Zohar they are rooted in the very bowels of impurity from the story of crecc
ation, and their fate is inextricable linked to the messianic age.

“The son of David [i.e., the messiah] will not come until all the 
souls will be born [in bodies].”54 At that time renewal [hithadshut] 
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will come to the world. Then the  ¿erev rav will be erased [mitavrin] 
from the world. Then it will be said to Israel and Moses that all will 
have their proper soul mates and both Adam and Eve will be 
naked [ ¿arumim]; they will not be ashamed since licentiousness 
[ ¿ervah] will be erased from the world.  ¿Ervah (ERVA) is the  ¿erev 
rav (ERVcRV) who brought exile into the world, the  ¿erev rav in 
particular! It is said about the  ¿erev rav, and the serpent was the shrewd--
est ( ¿arum) of all the wild beasts God had made (Gen. 3:1). He was 
shrewd for evil purposes more than all the wild beasts, who are the 
idolatrous nations of the world. The  ¿erev rav are the children of 
the serpent in the garden, they are surely the poison that the sercc
pent placed inside Eve.55 Cain, who came from this poison, killed 
his brother Abel (be-sh’gam hu basar).56 This refers to Abel. And this 
also refers to Moses, and they (the  ¿erev rav) also killed Moses. This 
was Cain, who was the firstborn of Adam.57

This passage extends the  ¿erev rav backward to the serpent, the origicc
nal inciter of human sin. It views them as undermining the proper sexucc
ality required to assure that all souls are incarnated, a rabbinic prerequicc
site for the coming of the messiah. Moreover, it ties them to Moses in a 
curious way. Since the poison of the serpent becomes a dominant part of 
the soul of Cain, Moses (as a gilgul of, among others, Abel)58 becomes the 
hapless victim of the  ¿erev rav, the very people he tried to save. Perhaps 
the reason that the  ¿erev rav are worse than the idolatrous nations is that 
they are so close to Israel. For example, the Zohar envisions Moses and 
the  ¿erev rav as brothers (Cain and Abel) whose reconciliation is of paracc
mount and redemptive importance.59 Their connection to the Israelites is 
not just that they leave Egypt with them. They have a profound recognicc
tion of God in having experienced the theophany at Sinai. They are not 
like the other nations, yet they carry the seductive trait of the serpent 
and, as a result, become the correlate of the serpent in the Zohar’s rencc
dering of Sinai as a replay of the Garden of Eden.

There is, however, an interesting caveat in the Zohar’s demonization 
of the  ¿erev rav. In one of its more extensive discussions on the topic, the 
Zohar speculates as to the exact makeup of this anonymous community. 
It claims that the  ¿erev rav were not simply Egyptians who recognized the 
merits of Israel’s mission, a description suggested in the Midrash, but the 
very magicians and sorcerers who tested Moses in his trials with Phacc
raoh.60 The  ¿erev rav were, in a sense, turncoats from Pharaoh’s inner circc
cle who understood the implications of God’s intervention in the episode 
of the Ten Plagues. Their aristocratic background makes Moses’ advocc
cacy for them more understandable.
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On this reading, the  ¿erev rav did not partake of the manna in the 
desert yet did experience revelation.61 They argued that they should be 
included “as one people” with Israel, prompting a response from Aaron, 
“God forbid that these people should be like one with the Holy Nation. 
This nation shall not absorb this other people. Rather it is appropriate 
that they should remain separate until Moses returns.”62 When Moses 
disappears, their status is diminished. However, Aaron is savvy enough 
to refrain from judgment until Moses returns. This phrase “until Moses 
returns” illustrates the Zohar’s earlier statement that the  ¿erev rav will 
be “erased” in the future. That is, when Moses returns (both from Sinai 
and in the messianic future), the problem of the  ¿erev rav will be recc
solved. While resolution can surely mean subjugation, eradication, or 
destruction, I think the Zohar has something else in mind.63 While 
Moses’ resolution is never made explicit, in another passage a more texcc
tured possibility is presented. Discussing the rabbinic passage “there 
will be no converts in the messianic era,”64 a rabbinic dictum that is 
quite significant in Kabbala’s dialectical rendering of the necessity and 
mistrust of conversion and converts, the Zohar explores the notion of 
conversion and its relationship to the end of days:65

Israel is like a dove, running from the eagle, which is the bird of the 
nations. At this time [i.e., the beginning of redemption] the eagle 
[from the side of holiness] will be aroused and spread its wings over 
the multitude of nations, Esau, Ishmael, the Amalekites, and the evil 
mixed multitude of Israel [ ¿arbuvia bish de-Yisrael].66 And this [holy] 
eagle will devour them. And no remnant of them will remain, in 
order to fulfill what is said, The Lord alone did guide them, no alien god 
at His side (Deut. 32:12). From that moment onward converts will not 
be accepted, as the sages taught, “converts are not accepted in the 
days of the Messiah” (b.T. Yebamot 24b). God will arouse a ruthless 
leader (hayye de-adam) to rule over those gentiles that remain in 
order to fulfill the verse, For the nation or the kingdom that does not serve 
you shall perish; such nations shall be destroyed (Isa. 60:12). And to fulfill 
what it says concerning Israel, They shall rule over the fish of the 
sea . . . (Gen. 1:26) and The fear and the dread of you shall be upon all the 
beasts of the earth . . . (Gen. 9:2)67

There are five types of produce; they are wheat, barley, spelt, 
goat grass, and oats.68 They are likened to Israel, as it says; Israel 
is holy to God, the first fruits of His harvest (Jer. 2:3). When Israel is 
in exile they are fragmented until the [edible] food is properly 
separated from its straw. That is, until it becomes clear that the 
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Israelites among the  ¿erev rav become separated.69 That is, those 
[ ¿erev rav who are really Israelites] who are already separated 
from the straw. . . . At the time when the Israel is cleansed from 
the straw, the name of God will descend upon them. And then 
they will be called “the firstborn of Israel.”70

In the initial section of this passage the  ¿erev rav are lumped together 
with the other nations. However, there are two substantive distinctions: 
First, they are spoken of as a distinct and separate entity; and second, they 
are called the  ¿erev rav of Israel, denoting a proximity and even relationcc
ship to Israel that the other nations simply do not have.71 Here the  ¿erev 
rav are viewed as one group who will be dominated by Israel in the future. 
The second section puts the  ¿erev rav under a microscope while ignoring 
the other nations completely. Using the rabbinic categories of produce 
requiring tithes, the Zohar reveals a different quality to the  ¿erev rav, a 
quality that requires a more careful analysis. Here the  ¿erev rav are made 
up of two distinct groups, those not from Israel and those originally from 
Israel who, for some reason, have become part of this marginal commucc
nity. It is not wholly clear what is meant by “the Israelites in the  ¿erev rav,” 
but it is certainly plausible to suggest that the Zohar holds that a percentcc
age of the  ¿erev rav descended from Israelites who assimilated into Egypcc
tian society, the exodus presenting itself as an opportunity for them to recc
turn to their ancestral heritage. Given the predominance of such a 
phenomenon in the history of Israel, it is not surprising that this would 
be reified back into the biblical myth. If this is so, Vital’s implicit correlacc
tion of the  ¿erev rav and the conversos is rooted in this one strain of zocc
haric interpretation.72 This reading would also make Moses’ advocacy of 
the  ¿erev rav more understandable as he too had such an assimilated excc
perience. The clarification of this dual nature of the  ¿erev rav (the fallen 
Israelite and the Egyptian convert) is understood as necessary for Israel 
to become “God’s firstborn” or God’s chosen people. That is, what Israel 
needed to accomplish in the exodus is at least twofold: first, to attract the 
fallen Israelites who are now living as Egyptians back to the Israelite nacc
tion;73 second, largely according to Lurianic Kabbala, to redeem all the 
“Jewish” souls who had been born into noncIsraelite bodies. That is, to atcc
tract converts who, as souls, are really Jews. In the Lurianic scheme, concc
version, in either direction, is always a construct of redemption because it 
holds the possibility of liberating lost remnants of Israel scattered among 
the nations. Unconversion as return is a second phase of that process.

In the second part of this passage, the first section is revised. It is not 
simply that the  ¿erev rav are to be destroyed or are to come under Israel’s 
dominion like the gentiles. Rather, their erasure comes about by rending 
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the veil that separates those who are truly Israelites and those who are of 
the nations. Here exile denotes the alienation of Israelites from the nacc
tion of Israel, and redemption requires the reunion of that lost commucc
nity. Hence, the demonic view of the  ¿erev rav in the Zohar requires some 
nuance.74 While the group may be demonic, they also hold the lost remcc
nant of Israel in need of liberation. It is the clarification of the  ¿erev rav 
and not the domination of the gentiles that holds redemption at bay.

The dual nature of the  ¿erev rav suggested here lends itself to Vital’s 
correlation of the  ¿erev rav and the conversos, even though, to my knowlcc
edge, Vital never cites this passage.75 Using the Zohar’s reading, the Isracc
elites included in the  ¿erev rav could easily be likened to the New Chriscc
tians in sixteenthccentury Erez Israel, once overt and now covert Jews. As 
we will presently see, this fleeting allusion in the Zohar, intentionally or 
not, becomes the foundation of Vital’s reading of the entire desert narracc
tive in the Bible.

Vital’s  ¿Erev Rav at Sinai: Witnesses without a Voice

Even though the  ¿erev rav were demonized in the classical tradition and 
were often made into scapegoats for Israel’s sins, they did constitute a 
middle category between Israelites and noncIsraelites. And they shared 
that liminal status with Moses, which enabled certain midrashic strands 
to affirm his sympathy for their plight. Moses was the insider who was 
(also) an outsider; in a parallel situation, the  ¿erev rav are outsiders who 
are (also, having witnessed Sinai) insiders. A similar, although not identicc
cal, case can be made for the conversos. The ambiguity of both these 
communities, one imagined, the other “real,” created space for Vital’s 
rendering of the  ¿erev rav as witnesses without a voice, also making a case 
for the returning conversos as a necessary part of messianic history.

One of the more curious lacunae in the tradition’s depiction of 
the  ¿erev rav is the fact that very few sources before Vital describe the excc
perience of revelation from their perspective. We know from the Torah 
that the  ¿erev rav left Egypt and from the midrash that when they were 
at Sinai they drew Israel into worshiping the golden calf immediately 
after the revelation at Sinai.76 What we do not know is what they actually 
experienced at Sinai and the consequences of that experience, both in 
terms of their own selfcperception and in terms of their status among 
the Israelites. This is paramount, as it is the key to the allcimportant discc
tinction between the  ¿erev rav and the “other nations,” none of whom 
had any firsthand experience of revelation.

These preliminary questions are not invented by Vital but seem to be 
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implied in Moses Nahmanides’ rendering of the history of the  ¿erev rav 
and the exodus from Egypt.77 Interpreting the biblical commandment for 
strangers (gerim) to offer paschal sacrifices, Nahmanides comments:

The converts that went out of Egypt with Israel, the  ¿erev rav, saccc
rificed a paschal lamb even though they were not [directly] part 
of the miracle. However, those that would convert later, in the 
desert of Erez Israel, would not be obligated in the paschal lamb 
because neither they nor their ancestors had any connection to 
the miracle. Therefore, the verse had to come and command 
those future converts.78

What is striking here is the extent to which Nahmanides ties Israel to 
the  ¿erev rav even as he maintains a formal legal distinction. Even though 
they were not part of Israel, they celebrated the exodus with Passover in 
the same manner as the children of Israel.

This is the starting point of Vital’s treatment of the subject as a way of 
constructing a category that is both noncIsraelite and not noncIsraelite. If 
we define being an Israelite not simply genealogically but also as a byc
product of the experience of revelation, the  ¿erev rav must have some stake 
in the Israelite mission, even as it may be of an inferior nature. This is escc
pecially true if we accept the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai’s reading 
of the  ¿erev rav as “converts” (gerim), a reading canonized by Rashi. This 
category of neither–nor, making the  ¿erev rav a category of “excluded incc
siders,” reflects a similar sentiment about the conversos in the sixteenth 
century.79 Their genealogical Jewishness notwithstanding, many were 
raised as Christians holding onto unarticulated remnants of their Jewish 
past.80 The  ¿erev rav could not be excluded because they experienced 
Sinai, yet they could not be fully included because, according to most incc
terpretations, they were not Israelites. The conversos could not be excc
cluded because of their Jewish genealogy, yet they could not be fully, or 
easily, included, because of their Christian beliefs and practices.81 It is 
this symmetry of “excluded insiders,” a label that defines both of these 
communities, that informs Vital’s peculiar yet quite illuminating intercc
pretation of the  ¿erev rav.

Vital begins his analysis of revelation by stating that Sinai is the decc
fining moment separating Israel from the nations:

Since I loved you more than all the nations; behold you alone saw 
(Exod. 20:18) that I spoke to you from the heavens—[to you] and not 
to them.82 Therefore, it is fitting for you not to make a likeness of me 
(Exod. 20:19). If the nations mistakenly commit acts of idolatry 
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it is because they did not hear my voice on Mount Sinai and did 
not apprehend the truth of my mitzvot.83

At first blush, this is quite conventional. God loves Israel and thus recc
veals Himself to them, commanding them to fulfill His mitzvot. Howcc
ever, the biblical phrase, with Vital’s revision you alone saw is problemacc
tized when Vital suggests that it was not only Israel who saw God (or, 
saw the voices) but also the  ¿erev rav. Placing such importance on Sinai, 
Vital sets up a distinction between “the nations” and the  ¿erev rav who 
indeed did experience Sinai, albeit differently from Israel:

And all the people witnessed the thunder and the lightening (Exod. 
20:15). . . . Know that God took Israel out of Egypt. This is not 
the case with the  ¿erev rav, who were taken out by Moses, as it 
says, who you took out of the Land of Egypt (Exod. 32:7). It does not 
say “I [God] took them [the  ¿erev rav] out.” Therefore the  ¿erev 
rav are called “Moses’ people.” . . . They are no worse than the 
other nations; in fact, they are better since they came [out] in 
order to convert, as we will explain.84

By including the  ¿erev rav in the Sinai experience, a point obvious yet 
overlooked by the classical sources, Vital sets them apart from the nacc
tions. Moreover, their desire to “convert” (or return) while still in Egypt 
puts them in much closer proximity to the Israelites, making them Isracc
el’s “proximate other.”85 It is, perhaps, this very desire that enables them 
to merit being present at Sinai. However, so as not to collapse the Israelcc
ites and the  ¿erev rav, something that the traditional sources simply 
could not tolerate, Vital must distinguish between these two groups 
who both saw the voices at Sinai. He does this by creating a hierarchy of 
experience in the Sinai event, one that has profound consequences for 
both parties yet also leaves open the possibility of traversing at least 
some of those barriers:

Only the congregation of Jacob heard divine speech articulated with 
letters. Thus it says: God spoke to the entire community (Deut. 5:19) to excc
clude the community of the  ¿erev rav, as the Zohar teaches on the 
verse: And Moses gathered together the entire community of Israel (Num. 
20:10).86 Thus it says: I am the Lord your God who took you out of the Land 
of Egypt (Exod. 20:2). This is not the case with the  ¿erev rav who were 
taken out by Moses. There are thus three categories of peoples: (1) 
the entire world (meaning the nations); (2) the  ¿erev rav; and (3) Iscc
rael alone. We are not dealing here [at Sinai] with “the entire world” 
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because they are on the lowest level. [However] we must describe 
the  ¿erev rav, who are called “people” ( ¿am stam) [in the Torah].87 
Only Israel heard I am the Lord your God. The  ¿erev rav did not hear 
God’s articulated speech but they did see the voices . . . on the morning 
of the third day (Exod. 19:11). . . . Since they saw the voices and the ragcc
ing fire with their very eyes they knew (yad ¿u) and apprehended (hek--
iru) that it was God, as a consuming fire, who was speaking, and not 
Moses. . . . As a result they acquired another kind of faith.88 By expecc
riencing the voices it became clear to them that God was speaking. 
However, it was still possible [from their perspective] that God was 
speaking from heaven.89

By using a model of substitution (substituting “people” for  ¿erev rav), a 
trope initially deployed by the Zohar to identify the  ¿erev rav in purely 
negative terms, Vital is able to describe the  ¿erev rav’s experience at 
Sinai as an attenuated revelation, but a revelation nonetheless. Morecc
over, this experience changed them in a positive way even though it also 
made them realize the extent to which they were unwanted by God. 
Without hearing God’s words (only his voice) they apprehended that 
God was indeed speaking and that something, albeit something they 
could not hear, was being transmitted to Israel. God’s unarticulated 
voice was, in one sense, a voice of rebuke and in another sense, a voice 
of inclusion. By seeing the voices—that is, by experiencing God directly—
they were forever bound to Israel (and God), surely as outsiders in 
terms of God’s direct relationship to Israel but also as inside the covecc
nant. Vital uses this feeling of exclusionary inclusion as the basis for 
the  ¿erev rav’s motive in making the golden calf and using it as an intercc
mediary between them and God.90

The negative realization of the  ¿erev rav at Sinai—that they did not 
have the same status as Israel—is viewed by Vital as the seed of their decc
mise and the root of their rebellious behavior. It is also used to justify 
their fear and dissatisfaction. Throughout the desert narrative, their concc
stant attempt to derail Israel’s commitment can be viewed as an attempt 
to show God that they are no worse than Israel and should ultimately 
merit equal status (even though they willingly acknowledge their dimincc
ished status at Sinai). Vital’s depiction evokes sympathy for the  ¿erev rav in 
that their sincere desire to become “one people” with Israel is consistently 
challenged by God even as they appear committed to the Israelite vision.91 
I would suggest that Vital, while using the  ¿erev rav to vindicate the concc
versos, also uses the same narrative to warn them of the dangers of their 
own position in their plight to reenter Israel. As we will see, this becomes 
more explicit in his reading of the golden calf:



92 From Metaphysics to Midrash

In all this the  ¿erev rav understood that God gave the Torah to Iscc
rael. However, as the people saw (ve-yar’e ha- ¿am) they had yet ancc
other vision in their mind’s eye (be-eynei ha-sekhel). That is, they 
knew that God did not want to speak to them. . . . As a result, 
their faith wavered (na ¿um emunatam), as the Zohar teaches on 
the verse Egypt’s idols will tremble (ve-na ¿u) before him (Isa. 19:1).92 In 
the beginning they wanted to become one nation with Israel. 
Now, they stood from afar, with distant hearts from Israel, as the 
verse says, Peace, peace, to the far and the near (Isa. 57:19). It is like 
one who distances his heart and sins. It was also that they sepacc
rated and distanced themselves [from the experience] in fear of 
being consumed by the great fire. Thus they said to Moses, “We 
do not, God forbid, disbelieve!” This is because it [revelation] 
had already become certain for them (nit ¿amet lahem). They said, 
We acknowledge the truth of God and his Torah, and we also 
know that we are not fit like Israel to receive it. Yet we are also 
not, God forbid, equal to the other nations because we have concc
verted. Therefore, we must have a higher status even if it is not 
on the level of Israel, for you speak to us (Exod. 20:16) and we 
heard. For this reason we should have a higher status from all 
the other nations. That is, we received the Torah through you 
[Moses], as it says speak to us (Exod. 20:17) and do not speak to 
the other nations . . . We know [we cannot hear like Israel] becc
cause we are not on that level, lest we perish (Exod. 20:16).93

Vital rereads the Sinai episode as affecting two communities on two difcc
ferent levels. To my knowledge, no other commentator who uses the Zocc
har’s hermeneutic of substitution employs it to describe two positive excc
periences at Sinai. The striking consequence of this twoctiered rendering 
of Sinai is that Israel, via Sinai, actually grows less dependent on Moses 
(since they hear God’s command directly) and the  ¿erev rav become more 
dependent on Moses because he becomes the necessary catalyst for them 
to articulate God’s word. In fact, Sinai liberates Israel from Moses and incc
extricably ties him to the  ¿erev rav, a point that will become relevant in juscc
tifying why the  ¿erev rav instigated the golden calf.

If we apply the Zohar’s hermeneutic of substitution and replace 
Moses in the exodus narrative with the messiah or messianic age (somecc
thing already explicit in the Zohar and Lurianic Kabbala), we can recc
read Vital’s rendition to suggest that the  ¿erev rav, or the conversos, are 
a marginalized community destined to remain so until the moment, or 
generation, before redemption. Given the messianic hope so rampant 
in the sixteenth century, particularly among conversos, this substitution 
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is quite telling.94 When the redemption is at hand, the  ¿erev rav or concc
versos must be absorbed back into Israel to complete the final tikkun. 
Both communities need Moses (or, messiah) to justify their case or, to 
paraphrase the Zohar cited above, “the problem of the  ¿erev rav will be 
resolved when Moses returns.”95

On Vital’s reading, the  ¿erev rav were marginalized because they had 
revelation but no Torah, not unlike many conversos who knew they were 
Jews but had little knowledge or no context to express that identity. Both 
communities were not Israelites and not fully noncIsraelites.96 The analcc
ogy, of course, is not clean. The conversos were once full Jews whose Jewcc
ishness was severely compromised, if not erased, due either to forced or 
volitional conversion. The  ¿erev rav are Egyptians, even as the Zohar sugcc
gests and as I think as Vital holds, that many (perhaps like Moses) may 
have been fallen Israelites. They desire to come back but carry with them 
the baggage of another culture, religion, and identity, all of which are 
problematic and embodied in the talmudic dictum “converts are like sores 
to Israel.” Since the final fulfillment of the covenant, just as its inception, 
requires the entire people (kol ha- ¿am) (Exod. 19:11), including the  ¿erev rav, 
these fallen Israelites or fallen Jews must be returned. What the Sinai narcc
rative does for Vital is articulate the model and frame of the impending 
redemption. Redemption did not occur in the desert because of Israel’s 
sins, largely caused by the  ¿erev rav. However, this does not mean that 
the  ¿erev rav, or their moderncday correlates (the conversos) need to be decc
nied access to the covenant. Rather, the future redemption will replay the 
desert narrative, enabling the contemporary  ¿erev rav to successfully becc
come absorbed into Israel (or, as the Zohar suggests, that the Israelites 
among them will be separated and thus liberated).97 In order to make this 
work, Vital must also incorporate the  ¿erev rav as inciters into his more incc
clusive narrative, focusing on two main episodes; the golden calf and the 
Israelite (or  ¿erev rav-ian) rebellion for meat in the desert (Num. 11).

The Golden Calf: Justifiable Worship Corrupted?

The episode of the golden calf is the place where the  ¿erev rav appear in 
their most brazen glory in most postcbiblical sources. While Israel is 
guilty of worshiping the calf and is thus rightfully punished, most mecc
dieval exegetes, basing themselves on classical midrash, argue that 
the  ¿erev rav incite the Israelites to sin and thus prove God’s warning to 
Moses against allowing the  ¿erev rav to join Israel in the exodus (stated 
only in midrash). In fact, the midrashic tradition includes mention of 
the golden calf in God’s mythic conversation with Moses while still in 
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Egypt.98 What the classical sources fail to discuss, and what medieval 
exegetes largely ignore, is why the  ¿erev rav would do such a thing. That 
is, what prompted them to draw Israel to sin, and what did they hope to 
accomplish? In the Zohar and most subsequent kabbalistic literature 
influenced by the Zohar, this question becomes moot because the  ¿erev 
rav are likened to the serpent in the Garden of Eden and to Amalek.99 
So demonized, the  ¿erev rav simply act according to their determined 
role and nature. No rationalization is necessary.

Vital is not satisfied either with the midrashic silence on the matter 
or with the Zohar’s essentializing treatment of  ¿erev rav as unredeemcc
able evil. Instead, he implies that the  ¿erev rav’s incitement must be 
based on their experience at Sinai and must be understood in light of 
their perennial desire to become “one people” with Israel. Existing in a 
state of the excluded insider wanting to shed its marginal status, 
the  ¿erev rav act out in order to convince both God and Israel that they 
are no worse than Israel and thus should be fully included in the covecc
nant. By pulling Israel momentarily out of the covenant, exhibiting 
their fallibility, the  ¿erev rav seek to justify their own fallibility and argue 
for their inclusion in the covenant.

Based on this reading, I argue that the episode of the golden calf 
serves Vital simultaneously as a justification of ritual and doctrinal sin 
(i.e., Christianity, not to erase the culpability of the golden calf but to uncc
derstand the underlying condition of its emergence) and as a warning to 
the conversos who desire to reenter Israel. While the  ¿erev rav’s case is juscc
tified in the episode at Sinai, the episode of the golden calf justifies the 
ambivalence of those Jews who are reluctant to simply allow these New 
Christians to return, without any preconditions, to their Jewish roots. For 
the conversos to succeed in their quest of reintegration, they must avoid 
the failure of their biblical avatars by understanding the ways in which 
their fears and feelings of inferiority, however justified, can never become 
a tool to entrap Israel.100 Paradoxically, it is the excluded insiders (the  ¿erev 
rav/conversos) who carry the weight of redemption. By shedding their stacc
tus of exclusion and through an acknowledgment by Israel of their covecc
nantal importance, the  ¿erev rav enable the final stage of exile to come to 
a close. Vital’s reading of these stories comes alive in his belief in the imcc
pending redemption and his messianic role in the process.101

One of the more curious dimensions of EDT is that the  ¿erev rav do not 
simply play a marginal part of the golden calf episode but are its central 
characters. In fact, according to Vital, the episode of the golden calf and, 
in some way, the Bible’s telling of the theophany at Sinai more generally, 
are really not predominantly, or at least exclusively, about Israel, but about 
the  ¿erev rav, their relationship to Moses, and their fear of losing him.
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Vital begins by challenging the conventional wisdom of the entire epicc
sode of the golden calf. This story begins with the verse, When the people 
saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, the people gath--
ered against Aaron (Exod. 32:1). Commentators not bound by the Zohar’s 
hermeneutic of substitution (“people” =  ¿erev rav) understand this as a refcc
erence to Israel who feared losing Moses and being abandoned in the 
desert. The Zohar reads this verse as referring to the  ¿erev rav yet it has no 
inclination to understand their fear since the  ¿erev rav are viewed simply 
as the demonic.102 While accepting the Zohar’s assumption Vital rejects 
its basic premise:

When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the 
mountain (Exod. 32.1). We must understand this according to the 
Zohar when it says that “people” (stam  ¿am) refers to the  ¿erev rav. 
That is, even though Israel also saw that Moses was delayed, they 
thought that he was delayed for some unknown reason. Morecc
over, even if they would have surmised that he died [on the 
mountain, they should not have cared]. They already heard the 
voice of God in the Ten Commandments and they already encc
tered into a covenant and oath with God. This covenant would 
not have collapsed with Moses’ death. Behold, God is alive forcc
ever and his Torah is forever. However, we [that is, the  ¿erev rav]103 
have not heard God directly on Mount Sinai . . . “and [they knew 
that] God wanted to reject them. It was only Moses who accepted 
them against God’s wishes. . . . Therefore, the people [the  ¿erev 
rav] were afraid, even if he would not be dead . . . when they saw 
that he was delayed. The  ¿erev rav, who did not receive the Torah, 
immediately approached Aaron and said Come make us a god [elo--
him] who shall go before us . . . (Exod. 32:1) because Aaron was a 
partner with Moses in taking them out.”104

Vital bases himself on the Zohar in order to establish this entire episode 
about the  ¿erev rav; he then rejects, or brackets, the Zohar’s demonization 
of the  ¿erev rav. The  ¿erev rav’s dependence on Moses is paramount, for 
without Moses as their advocate they feared they would be vulnerable to 
the wrath of God who never accepted them. Thus they approached 
Aaron, whom, as the brother of Moses, they believed would be supportive 
of their plight. They asked him to create an intermediary to protect them 
from God until Moses returned. It appears that more than simply a subcc
stitute for Moses, the calf was also intended to be a substitute for the 
Cloud of Glory from which they were excluded. That is, without Moses 
they were left unprotected and disconnected from their experience at 
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Sinai. Moreover, the calf was used as a tool to challenge their inferior stacc
tus and as part of an attempt for them to extricate themselves from their 
marginality. Vital continues:

[The  ¿erev rav] argued to Aaron, “We voluntarily and without cocc
ercion converted. God did not have to ask us by saying If you heed 
my voice. Given that, we should also have the name of YHVH procc
tect us just as it protects Israel with the Cloud of Glory. We 
should also be included in this, as it says, the convert (or 
stranger, ger) and the citizen (the Israelite) should have one 
Torah.”105 Behold, God and his court (bet din), that is, the name 
of YHVH and Elohim, both protect Israel.106 However, [now, havcc
ing lost Moses, their elohim] we don’t even have Elohim that procc
tects all the other nations. Therefore, we want to make an elohim 
ourselves just as God and his court are physically manifest in the 
Pillar of Fire and Cloud of Glory. . . . Even though we do not 
merit God’s [YHVH] direct protection, at least give us some incc
dication that he desires us.107 This is not for the purpose of idolacc
try; God forbid, we only desire the living God. The calf is a likecc
ness [of the divine] like the Tabernacle, and the cherubim with 
human faces, where I [God] will dwell. . . . Therefore, the reason 
[for the calf] is that when Moses was here (kayam) he protected 
us like a merciful father. He was, for us, like an elohim.108

Vital deepens his case, justifying the  ¿erev rav’s claim for wanting the 
calf by arguing that their status as volitional converts should merit their 
divine protection in light of their elohim’s (Moses’) disappearance. They 
also make an argument of equivalence between the physical manifestacc
tions of divinity in the calf with the ritual objects commanded by God. 
Moreover, Vital argues that the  ¿erev rav, only hearing the voice of God 
and not his words, did not hear the commandment against making dicc
vine images. Therefore, for them, the making of the calf cannot be 
deemed transgressive. On this reading, the  ¿erev rav were justified in 
their action to build the calf, making sense of Aaron’s strange acquiescc
cence to their demands. As we will see, even the worship of the calf, if 
done properly, would not have been transgressive for the  ¿erev rav, becc
cause their experience at Sinai required an intermediary: first Moses 
and now the calf. That is, as long as an absolute distinction exists becc
tween the intermediary and God—“This is not for the purpose of idolacc
try; God forbid, we only desire the living God”—their actions would not 
have brought about their demise.109

According to Vital, the episode turns sour when the  ¿erev rav take 
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this opportunity to use the calf in an attempt to equalize their status 
with Israel. In doing so, they bring Israel into their world of excluded 
inclusion. As a result, they are further marginalized. In an attempt to 
rend the veil of their exclusion, they undermine their status of inclucc
sion. Although the specific frame of this turn is the fact that Israel is 
led by YHVH and Elohim and the  ¿erev rav are only led only by Elohim 
(manifest as elohim/Moses), the larger context has to do with Vital’s discc
cussion of two types of heresy. Both heretical views are resolved for Iscc
rael at Sinai, while only one is resolved for the  ¿erev rav.

There are two kinds of heresy. The first is to say, God forbid, that 
there is no God. The second is that there is a God, but there are 
two independent realms of the divine, one in heaven and one on 
earth.110 Both of these notions were refuted by God when he 
said, And you know today (Deut. 11:2), in the heavens above and the 
earth below (Deut. 4:39). . . . The reason for all these verses111 is to 
remove from Israel’s heart these [two heretical] notions. If God 
would have spoken to them [only] from the heavens or [only] 
below on Sinai they would have acknowledged that there is a 
God but they may still have thought there are two divine powers, 
God forbid. Now that the verses attest to God being from the 
heavens (shamayim) to the earth on Sinai, they knew there is one 
God in the heaven and on earth.
 Therefore, do not err like the  ¿erev rav who acknowledged 
God’s existence, as it says, so that God will not speak [directly] to us 
(Exod. 20:16). However, they were never sure about the second 
notion of two divine powers. That is why they said, regarding the 
golden calf, Come make us an elohim that shall go before us on the way, 
for that man Moses who brought us from the land of Egypt (Exod. 32:1) 
he led us in the land. Make for us an elohim in the form of Moses 
for the God (Elohim) in the heavens will not (or may not) lead us 
in the land. . . . The reason for their mistake was that they stood 
at a distance from Sinai and did not experience face to face I spoke 
to them (Deut. 5:4). But you Israel, who have seen [Me], you 
should not make the mistake to think that there are two powers. 
That is why I commanded you, Do not make an image, that is, do 
not make anything that will be viewed as sharing my power.112

Earlier we saw how Vital had the  ¿erev rav argue that, given their convercc
sion status, they deserved to be protected at least by Elohim, if not 
YHVH. Here, Vital widens the lens to suggest that the  ¿erev rav’s unarcc
ticulated revelatory experience had at least two consequences: first, not 



98 From Metaphysics to Midrash

having heard the command against making images of the divine, a 
command that requires the experiential understanding of one God in 
heaven and on earth, they are not culpable for making the calf. Second, 
having not experienced the fullness of revelation, they were still vulnercc
able to the heresy of “two powers in heaven.” This vulnerability itself 
does not make them culpable and, as mentioned, if they worshiped the 
calf while maintaining an absolute distinction between the calf, as an 
elohim, and God, it would have not been tragic. However, since they also 
apprehended the unique experience of Israel at Sinai—that is, Israel’s 
direct contact with God (YHVH)—their attempt to draw Israel into 
worship of Elohim/elohim was a manifestation of this second type of hercc
esy and thus an egregious sin for both communities. They should have 
simply worshiped the calf and patiently waited for Moses to return. Accc
cording to Vital, the sin of the  ¿erev rav was that they made an oath to 
Moses before he ascended Sinai, stating that they would not draw Israel 
into their acts of worship.113 Thus their action was a sin against Moses 
who was their covenantal partner and catalyst to God. When the  ¿erev 
rav, pointing to the calf, said to Israel, This is your God, O Israel, who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt (Exod. 32.3) they sinned, not because 
the calf as an elohim was wrong for them, but because they incited Israel 
to think it was Elohim alone, and not YHVH who took Israel out of 
Egypt. Once Israel worships Elohim through any elohim, they refute their 
unique status and relationship to God as YHVH and, by extension, dicc
minish their experience at Sinai to the experience of the  ¿erev rav.114

The Heresy of Mediation and “Counter-History”: 
The Golden Calf as Jesus?

According to Vital, for the  ¿erev rav, and perhaps also the conversos, to 
become reabsorbed into Israel they must abandon their experiential 
basis of worship and their theological suppositions of mediation and 
adopt Israel’s stance of unmediated worship, even as that stance does 
not reflect their own theological sensibilities. It may not have been simcc
ply the eschatological underpinnings of Kabbala that attracted these 
returning Jews. Since many maintained their Jewish identity but worcc
shiped God as if they were Christians (serving God through the mediacc
tion of Jesus or Christian doctrine), Kabbala, with its doctrine of the 
sephirot, may have served as a form of legitimate mediation, one that 
could more readily be adopted by those who already believed in mediacc
tion as a legitimate form of worship.115

If, as I suggest, Vital constructs the golden calf as representing medicc
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ated worship and as a biblical mirror to Christianity, it is an interesting incc
version of the way in which this episode has been used in Jewish–Christian 
polemics in the Middle Ages and constitutes an example of what Amos 
Funkenstein calls “counterchistory.”116 As scholars have long argued, much 
of Jewish medieval exegesis on the episode of the golden calf, especially in 
medieval Christendom, is in response to the Christian use of this narracc
tive to undermine Jewish claims of election.117 The Christian position is 
based on the Book of Acts 7. In the culmination of Stephen’s speech (Acts 
7:35–53), Stephen uses Israel’s rebellion against Moses and God in Exodus 
32 as the precursor to their rejection of Jesus (“as your fathers did so do 
you”; verse 51).118 In subsequent Christian literature, the calf episode was 
used against contemporary Jews, and conversion was presented as a way of 
overcoming “the sins of the fathers” and completing the Israelite mission 
derailed by the sin of the golden calf.119 To become a Christian means to 
take oneself out of the damned state of the sin of the golden calf. More 
strongly, theologians such as Augustine “allegorized the punishment of 
the Israelites into an eternal damnation” basing himself on Israel’s sin of 
the golden calf.120 While Jewish exegetes acknowledge the tragedy of the 
sin and go quite far in holding Israel accountable, they could not leave this 
Christian challenge unanswered and thus construct various ways showing 
that Israel’s guilt is either diminished or their sin forgiven.121

The entire Christian interpretation is founded on an assumption that 
makes perfect sense from the scriptural text, that it was Israel who made 
and worshiped the calf. The rabbinic and later medieval use of the  ¿erev 
rav, and their claims that the worship of the calf did not constitute idolacc
try, problematizes this reading somewhat, although it does not erase it 
completely because most medieval Jewish exegetes still maintain that Iscc
rael did sin in some way even as they may have been seduced into doing 
so by noncIsraelites.122

Vital’s reading offers another approach, one that reverses the guilt yet 
maintains that conversion or more precisely unconversion (now from 
Christianity back to Judaism), is the answer.123 It must be acknowledged 
that we have little reliable evidence about Vital’s knowledge of Christiancc
ity. While his family was originally from Italy, Vital lived his entire adult 
life in Muslim contexts (Safed, Jerusalem, Damascus). He likely had relacc
tionships with conversos, but we do not know the level of Christianity that 
he absorbed from them, especially since those immigrating to Safed were 
doing their best to shed their Christian origins. Hence, the notion of mecc
diated worship and its links to Christianity may very well be quite thin 
and are informed more by popular notions of Christianity than by any 
educated position.

According to Vital, the Israelites were not central players in this epicc
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sode but were only guilty by not protesting that the  ¿erev rav tried to secc
duce them. The sin of the calf, and the extent to which it was a sin of 
idolatry, was twofold: first, it was the result of the  ¿erev rav’s use of medicc
ation (the calf as elohim) to worship in order to gain favor with God 
(YHVH); and second, it was their ultimate failure to maintain the neccc
essary distinction between the object of mediation and the object of 
true worship.124 While Vital acknowledges that, given their attenuated 
experience at Sinai, mediation was a potentially viable form of worship 
for the  ¿erev rav, their sin lies primarily, if not exclusively, in attempting 
to draw Israel into such mediated worship. Israel, which had no need 
for mediation, is therefore forbidden to partake in it. This approach 
draws a distinction between Israel and the nations (including the  ¿erev 
rav) on the prohibition of idolatry.125 By making the sinners the  ¿erev rav 
and the sin of mediated worship gone awry, Vital presents us with a 
counterchistory that turns the tables on the medieval Christian use of 
this narrative to curse the Jews.126

On this reading, the sin of the golden calf was an expression of corcc
rupted monotheism based on the precarious nature of mediated worcc
ship, which was at least one way medieval Jews defined Christianity. 
This definition, however, in some ways softens the harder edge equatcc
ing Christianity with idolatry, thus making the “sins” of the conversos 
less egregious and more redeemable. Vital utilizes various strands of 
medieval exegesis to arrive at this new position, one that supports his 
more pressing goals. First, for him the  ¿erev rav, not the Israelites, are 
the primary sinners in this episode. Second, the sin was not a sin of 
idolatry proper but one of mistaken monotheism.127 Third, by defining 
the sin as a corrupt form of otherwise legitimate worship, at least for 
noncIsraelites, Vital simultaneously accuses Christianity of being corcc
rupt while opening the possibility for New Christians (conversos) to be 
welcomed back into Israel because, as Christians, they were not idolacc
ters. This last point now needs to be fleshed out in greater detail.

The question of mediated worship, its legitimacy, and its limits, 
stands at the center of Vital’s reading of the golden calf episode.128 The 
question, then, is not about idolatry per se but about the qualified legitcc
imacy of mediation for the  ¿erev rav and the limits of mediation for Iscc
rael. The second heresy mentioned above (the belief in “two powers”) is 
a potential outgrowth of mediation. That is, at least for noncIsraelites 
who did not experience God as YHVH at revelation, when the use of an 
object as a vehicle for worship of the one God turns into an indepencc
dent divine force (even if that divine force is still born out of the one 
God, or Father), the legitimate practice of mediation is effaced by the 
prohibition of idolatry. This does not seem to have been an issue with 
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the  ¿erev rav and the golden calf. Vital insists on numerous occasions 
that the  ¿erev rav never intended the calf to be a substitute for God 
(YHVH), but that they only viewed it as an elohim to protect them in the 
desert.129 The  ¿erev rav were, in Vital’s reading, adamant monotheists 
before and after the calf episode. However, their desire to create equity 
with Israel drew them to worship the calf in a way that not only crossed 
the line for Israel, but also made their own worship transgressive.

It is known that the  ¿erev rav wanted to be included under the 
protection of the shekhina. If they were rejected and returned to 
their past ways, it would constitute a desecration of the divine 
name (hilul ha-Shem) to the world and would be the kind of sin 
for which there is no atonement. . . . It would also dissuade many 
thousands of converts in generations to come. It must be seen 
that [in this context] the sin of the golden calf was quite nomicc
nal [kal ma’od] according to how they viewed it. They intended it 
for the sake of heaven.130

The turn of the calf from legitimate mediation to transgression occurs 
as a result of the  ¿erev rav witnessing what they deemed was the miracucc
lous nature of the calf’s construction:

And Aaron said to them, “Take off your gold rings that are on the ears of your 
wives, your sons and your daughters, and bring them to me.” And all the peo--
ple took off the gold rings that were in their ears and brought them to Aaron 
(Exod. 32.2–3). Since they [the  ¿erev rav] saw that this was successful, 
they took off more and more and then said, This is your God, O Israel, 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt (Exod. 32.4). That is, the name 
of YHVH is not yours alone. We are all equal together. Therefore 
you should also serve the calf, as you too want to be its beneficiaries. 
This is supported by the [midrash] that states that the “the calf 
formed itself, rose and said I am the Lord your God.” Behold the name 
of Elohim is directing you and all the more so us who do not have 
YHVH to protect us.131

Interpreting the fact that the calf “formed itself” as a sign of the power of 
the Elohim (the divine) in elohim (the calf), the  ¿erev rav immediately 
turned to Israel and tempted them into a devotion of mediation.132 This 
act of seduction, done to create equity between the  ¿erev rav and Israel recc
sulted in the transgression that forced Moses down from the mountain 
(Exod. 32:7) and his smashing of the tablets (Exod. 32:19). Vital notes 
that the calf and even the construction of the calf as an intermediary to 
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God would not have been such a heavy sin for the  ¿erev rav. “Moreover, if 
the  ¿erev rav would have said, ‘this is our God,’ it would not have been such 
a grave sin because the divine name Elohim is their protector. However, 
they also said to Israel, ‘this is your God,’ which is not true. It is YHVH who 
goes before them day and night.”133 The  ¿erev rav did sin, claims Vital, becc
cause the calf was used as an object of worship and not merely an intermecc
diary. “The second day they [the  ¿erev rav] worshiped the calf and sacricc
ficed to it. This is really idolatry but thus far it was only they who were 
guilty.”134 Moreover, by seducing Israel to sin (although Vital maintains 
that Israel’s only sin was refraining from protest) the  ¿erev rav lost whatever 
merit they might have had, or achieved, as a result of their unique status.

Vital’s reading does much more than simply view the  ¿erev rav as incc
citers to Israelite sin. The entire episode is really about them and their 
tortured relationship to Moses and the God of Sinai. One linguistic 
reason for the focus on the  ¿erev rav here is that the generic term people 
(the Zohar’s substitute for  ¿erev rav) occurs frequently in this chapter of 
Exodus. More substantively, the whole notion of the golden calf prec
sents a perfect opportunity for Vital to discuss mediated worship esocc
terically, an idea quite prominent among many New Christians returncc
ing to Judaism.135 I would suggest further that the calf here serves as a 
biblical mirror of Jesus (not as messiah but as intermediary), who, 
under certain conditions, may be legitimate for noncIsraelites but not 
for Israel.136 Vital reads this episode to note the precarious nature of 
mediated worship, and how it can, without intent, become idolatry. He 
also notes that such worship is perhaps necessary for a people who had 
no experience or, in the case of the  ¿erev rav, had an attenuated expericc
ence of revelation and thus no direct link to God as YHVH. God as Elo--
him can, at times, tolerate, and even necessitate, elohims.

The disdain many Jews had about returning conversos was similar to 
the hatred many Christians held toward the conversos whom they suscc
pected of “ judaizing” and thus defiling the pure Christian faith.137 Both 
Jews and Christians thought the conversos would bring with them doctricc
nal and practical remnants of their sordid past. Writing about the suspicc
cion of Christians toward conversos in Spain, Yosef Hayyim Yerushalmi 
puts this very succinctly: “The traditional mistrust of the Jew as an outcc
sider now gave way to an even more alarming fear of the converso as an 
insider.”138 This status of double persecution resonates with certain midc
rashic readings of the  ¿erev rav. For example, there is a notion that Phacc
raoh openly despised them and redeemed Israel in part to purge Egypt 
of the  ¿erev rav.

Many conversos left Spain and Portugal because of the inquisitions 
that followed the expulsion. And at least some Jews were skeptical that the 
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conversos could abandon their Christian past and become full Jews once 
again.139 Vital describes the episode of the golden calf as a story about 
and for conversos; the  ¿erev rav mirror their liminal status, rejected by 
Pharaoh for recognizing the God of Israel and rejected by Israel for not 
descending from their patriarchal lineage.

They hold a twofold claim to the covenant: (1) that they willingly 
converted in Egypt; and (2) they experienced God at Sinai. I argue that 
Vital reconstructs this narrative as founded on the assumption that the 
conversos should be given full status as Jews if they can overcome the 
fate of the  ¿erev rav; that is, if they can accept the fact that they can no 
longer practice mediated worship of any kind. Giving this up would not 
be easy, as it was not easy for the  ¿erev rav, not because of habit or lack of 
will but because many of the secondc or thirdcgeneration conversos had 
no articulated connection to Judaism. They were like the  ¿erev rav who 
only heard God’s voice but not his words.

Yet, like the  ¿erev rav (or at least the  ¿erev rav who were fallen Israelites) 
they would not accept the status of convert, which in a sense would have 
made it easier for both communities. The challenge of the  ¿erev rav or the 
conversos was that as Jews (or as inheritors of Sinai), they adopted medicc
ated worship, and as Jews they had to abandon it.140 It is one thing to serve 
God through an intermediary, one that is idolatry from the perspective 
of medieval Judaism, and then abandon it to become a Jew. It is quite ancc
other to hold oneself a Jew and engage in mediated worship and then 
completely abandon it while continuing to be a Jew. Yet in some sense this 
is what the conversos were being asked to do. Vital maintains that this recc
jection of mediated worship by the Jew qua Jew is a required part of the 
redemptive process.141 On this reading, Moses may have brought the  ¿erev 
rav out of Egypt because he knew some were Israelites and he knew that 
those Israelites, and others who would later convert, had to become part 
of Israel. Perhaps Vital held that those conversos who were returning 
needed a biblical model, both to justify their claims of legitimacy and to 
warn them of their perilous spiritual journey. In EDT he gives them a bibcc
lical frame of reference.

Reconstructing the Soul of the Messiah: 
The  ¿Erev Rav as the Soul of Moses

Earlier I suggested that the midrashic description of Moses’ relationship 
to the  ¿erev rav is expanded in the kabbalistic tradition to something more 
than Moses’ sympathy or compassion. Using the hermeneutic tool of recc
incarnation (torat ha-gilgul), the Kabbala, especially in the sixteenth cencc
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tury, ties together biblical characters and later rabbinic and contemporary 
figures, envisioning one complex web of soul inheritances as a tool to excc
plain the lives of classical Jewish personalities. Gilgul is a fascinating hercc
meneutical trope for many reasons.142 Vital uses its doctrine, here and 
later in  ¿Etz Hayyim, to justify Moses’ strange and unexplained bond to a 
group of individuals whom God argues has no place in His covenant. In 
EDT, gilgul extends beyond an exegetical trope and becomes a source for 
cultural critique. Living at a time of heightened messianic fever, Vital uses 
the biblical Moses as an image of the messiah and the  ¿erev rav as the lost 
remnant of Moses’ (i.e., the messiah’s) soul in need of reconstruction becc
fore redemption can unfold.143 The connection between Moses and 
the  ¿erev rav is based on the fact that they are both part of the same fallen 
soul from Adam. The compassion Moses has for them is a result of seeing 
them as a lost part of himself. Asking the question as to why Moses would 
have protested against God’s warning not to take the  ¿erev rav, Vital writes:

Without a doubt Moses did not invest his life and mission (moser 
nafsho) in the  ¿erev rav for no reason. More specifically, he died 
and was buried outside the land because of them, as the Zohar 
teaches . . . on the verse, And his grave was set among the wicked 
(Isaiah 53:9).144 The explanation to this is based on what is comcc
monly known. Due to Adam’s sin, all the souls [that came from 
him] were mixed with both good and evil. The evil that was 
mixed in/with Moses’ soul were [the souls] of the  ¿erev rav, “the 
chaff and husk of my pure and good soul,” as we explained on 
the verse, If you would deal thus with me, kill me, rather, I beg you, and 
let me see no more of my wretchedness (Num. 11:15).145 The  ¿erev rav 
are the evil part of Moses’ soul. That is why he tried so hard to 
bring them back [lit., to fix them]. . . . Israel is a part (or porcc
tion) of God, as it says, For the Lord’s portion is his people (Deut. 
32.9).146 Therefore God Himself takes them out [of Egypt]. Howcc
ever, the  ¿erev rav who are not yet fixed, and are thus likened to 
husks, are still under the provenance of the name Elohim. . . . Just 
as the name Elohim took them out, Moses took them out in order 
to fix himself because they were his husks.147

The connection between Moses and the  ¿erev rav is now fully exposed as 
the struggle for Moses to reunite the lost remnants of his soul in order to 
fulfill his role as the archetypal Jewish leader—the messiah. Leaving 
them behind, even though God said they will sin and cause Israel to sin, 
would have made his entire mission futile because Moses himself would 
never have fully left Egypt.148 It is for this reason that Vital suggests that 
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Moses felt more responsibility for the  ¿erev rav then he did for the Israelcc
ites.149 The notion of the messiah being a Marrano (or converso) became 
quite common in Sabbatean doctrine a century later. Abraham Miguel 
Cardoso (1627–1706), himself a convert, writes, “In the future Messiah 
the King will don the garments of a Marrano, and on account of that the 
Jews will not recognize him.”150 There is also a hint of this, albeit only by 
implication, in Vital’s Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim. Discussing the phenomenon 
that lofty souls, such as those of Abraham and King David, can only bycc
pass the kelipot by being born through sin, he describes this concept as 
common for the messianic lineage (as in David, Ruth, Judah, and Tamar) 
and “the souls of converts.”151 In any case, once the soul link is made becc
tween the  ¿erev rav and Moses, Moses’ own identity as converso becomes 
plausible, a notion that is not so far from that found in the medieval comcc
mentaries, although none would dare go so far as to say this explicitly.

The use of the verse For the Lord’s portion (helko) is His people is quite incc
teresting here. The term helek or helko in the biblical verse implies “porcc
tion,” yet more literally (or hyperliterally) means “part of.” I suggest that 
Vital is subtly turning the term toward its more literal meaning in order 
to argue that the  ¿erev rav are “part of” Moses. In doing so, however, he is 
also implying that the Israelites are “part of” God, more precisely, part of 
YHVH. This reading distances Moses from the Israelites in the following 
way: If the  ¿erev rav are part of Moses or Elohim and not part of YHVH and 
the Israelites are part of YHVH, then at least part of Moses must not be a 
part of YHVH. Or, perhaps Moses’ status as a fallen Jew, having grown up 
in Pharaoh’s house and not having experienced the servitude that 
cleansed the Israelites from their “extraneous husks,” required him to recc
construct his own soul by taking the evil in himself (the  ¿erev rav) and 
bringing it into the covenant. Thus, the fear of losing Moses on the mouncc
tain was, for the  ¿erev rav but not for Israel, a fear of losing their only 
chance of reunification with their good portion. The narrative of the  ¿erev 
rav now becomes the inner struggle of Moses, who needs them to comcc
plete himself.

This notion of the  ¿erev rav as Moses is taken up again in  ¿Etz Hayyim. 
Now working totally within the labyrinthine world of Lurianic metacc
physics, Vital expands his brief remarks in EDT.

I will now explain the two diagonal lines that represent the two sides 
of the generation of the desert (dor midbar) in the first line that is 
closest to zeir anpin. Behold, there are two lines on the two sides of 
Jacob152 on the outside. The one on the right is the  ¿erev rav. They 
converted because their souls came from the right side. This is what 
is meant that the  ¿erev rav are the sparks of Moses’ soul, in the verse, 
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Go down for your people have sinned (Exod. 23:7). This is also the reason 
Moses tried so hard on their behalf. He desperately wanted to fix 
them, as we mentioned elsewhere. The light from the left of Jacob is 
Esau, his brother. Because Esau is from the left he/they did not 
convert. . . . The reason Moses tried so hard to convert the  ¿erev rav 
was because they were the sparks [of his soul]. . . . The generation of 
the desert embodied the realm of Da ¿at (knowledge) from the side 
of the primordial father (abba) that is within zeir anpin, which is 
called the upper da ¿at.153 The  ¿erev rav were also rooted in that place, 
as was mentioned. Hence the numerical value of  ¿erev rav is also da ¿at 
(400).154

The Lurianic context of this passage is not directly relevant for our prescc
ent discussion. For our purposes, what is important is that the  ¿erev rav, far 
from having the demonic valence in the Zohar, have a place that is higher 
than Esau’s (i.e., the nations) and are inextricably connected to Moses. 
The verse, Go down for your people have sinned no longer speaks about God’s 
direction to Moses to descend the mountain but rather about the dimincc
ishing of Moses’ soul as a result of the  ¿erev rav (and by extension, him) sincc
ning. The sin results in the partial failure of his mission in that he and 
some of them must die in the desert. By extension, had they not sinned, 
Moses would have successfully reconstructed his own soul, entered Israel 
with the Israelites (now including the  ¿erev rav), and been their messiah.

Yet Moses’ mission with the  ¿erev rav was not a total loss. In fact, Vital 
implies that Moses sacrificed his life and the completion of his mission 
in order that some of the  ¿erev rav could recenter Israel. Commenting 
on one of the rebellions against Moses in the desert (Num. 21), Vital 
suggests that one purpose of God’s retribution was to erase finally and 
forever many of the  ¿erev rav who did not merit remaining with Israel:

The Lord sent serpents against the people. They bit the people and many 
of the people ( ¿am rav mi-Yisrael) died (Num. 21:6).155 It should have 
written “many people” or “many Israelites died.” However, the incc
tent of the passage was to state that all of the  ¿erev rav, who 
were  ¿am rav [a multitude], died and were cut away from Israel, 
leaving Israel alone. . . . At that time, Israel was cleansed from all 
its husks, like pure silver, and could enter the land without any 
strangers in their midst. As to the  ¿erev rav, the time was not ripe 
for their fixing.156

This all sounds quite conventional. However, Vital continues by saying 
as follows:
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At that time some of the  ¿erev rav who merited tikkun apprecc
hended their sin and confessed their transgression, saying, we 
sinned by speaking against the Lord (YHVH) and against you (Num. 
21:7). However, all those that were not fit died [in the desert]. 
Those that were fixed [as a result of their confession] recognized 
that their sin was not only against the name Elohim, but also rose 
to the name YHVH who sent the serpents. Thus it says, by speak--
ing against the Lord (YHVH) and not “by speaking against Elohim,” 
as it does earlier, And the people spoke out against Elohim and against 
Moses (Num. 21:5). Now they saw that YHVH wanted to kill them 
because they incited Israel to sin [with the golden calf]. Howcc
ever, they knew that they sinned against you (YHVH). That is, 
they said, “Your intention, God, was always for our well being in 
order to fix us because we are mixed with the poison of the sercc
pent who inseminated Eve. . . .”157 When God saw that the 
remaining  ¿erev rav confessed and repented it became clear to 
him that their time for tikkun had arrived. Then he said to Moses, 
Make a seraph (serpent) and mount it on a standard (Num. 21:8). 
Make it for your benefit. This is because the  ¿erev rav who remain 
are part of your soul. Since they are now fixed, they have become 
a great benefit to you.158

The destruction of the  ¿erev rav is thus not their total annihilation but, 
as the Zohar passage above suggests, represents the separation of the 
Israelites within the  ¿erev rav who repent and were saved.

Behold, after the remaining  ¿erev rav repented and were fixed 
God wanted to include them under the provenance of the shekh--
ina, taking part in all the miracles that happened to Israel, alcc
lowing them to drink the holy water from the fountain [of 
Miriam] . . . the fountain about which God said to Moses, Assem--
ble the people that I may give them water (Num. 21:16). That is, I will 
also give them water. As I said, from this time onward the founcc
tain was also for the  ¿erev rav. In terms of Israel, the fountain [i.e., 
Miriam’s well] already followed them from the time Miriam 
died. This moment marks a new miracle, that is, that the founcc
tain gave forth even more water to serve the  ¿erev rav. Therefore, 
and at that time, Israel sang this song (Num. 21:17).159

While Vital never explicitly states here, or anywhere in his corpus, that 
these penitents were fallen Israelites who were part of the  ¿erev rav, there 
are numerous factors that suggest the plausibility of such a reading. First, 
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the notion of the  ¿erev rav as containing fallen Israelites is already sugcc
gested, albeit by implication, in the Zohar. Second, according to Vital, 
the  ¿erev rav who remained were the transformed part of Moses’ soul, at 
least implying their Israelite roots (or, Moses’ noncIsraelite roots).160 
Third, the Lurianic tradition argues that the entire purpose of the exile 
in Egypt was to gather the fallen souls who were trapped in Egypt and 
bring them under God’s provenance.161 Finally, Vital’s rendering of the 
song of Israel that immediately follows the integration of the remaining  ¿erev 
rav implies that this moment marked a state of completion in Israel that 
would allow them to fulfill the final leg of their journey to Erez Israel. 
The irony of this reading is that both Moses and the  ¿erev rav (at least 
those who did not merit absorption into Israel) die in the desert. The 
consequence of this is that Israel’s mission is not complete, that the messicc
anic soul of Moses is not fully reconstructed and must wait for another 
moment in history to occur. Is it possible that Vital viewed this biblical 
moment being played out in the immigration of the conversos to Erez Iscc
rael in order to reenter the provenance of the shekhina after a lapse of forcc
eign worship and identity using the  ¿erev rav in his EDT as the tool to concc
vey this position to his readers. The messianic pretensions of Vital (and 
his teacher Luria) are well known.162 Sixteenthccentury Safed as a replay 
of the Sinai desert has the conversos playing the role of the  ¿erev rav and 
Vital, as their advocate, the role of Moses.

Conclusion

Regarding Kabbala more generally, Vital states, “[it] reveals one handcc
breadth and conceals one thousand.”163 Yet Kabbala’s selfcconscious esocc
tericism may not only be about the opacity of its presentation but also 
about the way it conceals its cultural and political agenda behind the 
guise of an apparently “holy indifferent” metaphysics. The extent to 
which one can wed these texts to their contexts and interpret them in 
that light is one important dimension of scholarship albeit arguably not 
its final goal. Here I have suggested how Vital, especially in his scriptural 
exegesis, may exhibit his deep engagement in his contemporary world, 
showing that his local context may be decisive in disclosing some of the 
subtextual apparatus of the teachings. This assumes that kabbalists were 
not divorced from or disinterested in their communities but, like jurists, 
were involved and engaged in their surroundings, using their exegetical 
skill to reinvent the world through their own imaginative lens.

It is largely uncontested that the effects of the Spanish and Portucc
guese expulsions created much more than a demographic shift in Jewcc
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ish population centers.164 The expulsions also created a crisis of identity 
for many Jews who, as New Christians, were now confronted with opcc
portunities to revert to their Jewish roots beyond the influence of the 
Iberian monarchs.165 Not trusted by Christian Europe and resented by 
many Jews, many of these individuals had to make a choice, even as 
both options were fraught with danger and possible rejection.166

This new reality that began in the early part of the sixteenth century, 
brought about by events both related and unrelated to the Jewish comcc
munity, presented an interesting paradigm that required new thinking 
on the complex notion of conversion and apostasy in Jewish literature. 
The rabbis express disdain, suspicion and, at best, a sober optimism 
about converts. In the Jewish mystical tradition, especially later Kabbala, 
conversion is complicated by the notion of traveling ( ¿ibbur) and reincarcc
nated souls, resulting in the possibility of Jewish souls in noncJewish bodcc
ies and vice versa.

Yet there is more here than simply exhibiting a link between literature 
and history. This presentation also has cultural and metaphysical implicacc
tions. The distinctions between self and other, Jew and gentile, the opaccc
ity of borders and the hierarchy of categories, real and imagined, are put 
into question. Conventional distinctions are reexamined by refracting recc
ality back through the lens of the endctime, even before its appearance. 
Perhaps later Kabbala’s most innovative contribution to Jewish thought is 
the way it constructs and then navigates the permeability of boundaries, 
liminal space where one thing becomes another, where the Jew can be 
both Jew and noncJew, or, through the doctrine of  ¿ibbur (soul impregnacc
tion) first Jew and then noncJew and then Jew again, where the soul can 
easily traverse biological and gender boundaries. Understandably, the 
converso phenomenon presented a particular problem for Jews in this pecc
riod, but for the kabbalists it was also an opportunity precisely because 
the converso claimed to be Jewish while living as a noncJew. For one who 
practiced Christianity yet maintained a surreptitious Jewish identity, concc
version was not really available or required; yet conversos were identified 
as those who “crossed over” and then “crossed back.” They became the 
embodiment of Kabbala’s liminal metaphysical universe. In this chapter I 
have chosen to label them, along with  ¿erev rav, “excluded insiders” who 
had some claim, but not a full claim, to the covenant.

The phenomenon of converso immigration to Safed in the first third 
of the sixteenth century likely made an impression on the young Vital 
and could easily have led to a renewed hope in the possibility of completcc
ing what was unfinished in the Sinai desert of Exodus. Very much aligned 
with kabbalistic dialects more generally, Vital’s depiction of the  ¿erev rav 
raises an issue that points to an important dimension of Kabbala’s subtle 
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revision (and subversion) of Jewish traditionalism. Redemption now decc
pended on the excluded insiders, the apostates who absorbed the doccc
trines and practices of a religious civilization that tirelessly oppressed Iscc
rael (Egypt and Christendom).167 More strongly, Vital suggests that this 
obscure biblical community called the  ¿erev rav, whom he calls “Moses’ 
people,” is, in actuality, the lost remnants of Moses’ (and the messiah’s) 
own soul! To be redeemed is to thin the opacity separating the self and 
the “proximate other.” It is not necessarily to make them one but rather 
to see the self as in need of the “other” to fulfill its own destiny. On this 
reading, it is heresy reversed, and not piety maintained, that inaugurates 
the final fulfillment of the covenant of Sinai.168



Any attempt to delineate, explore, or analyze transgressive sexual practt
tices in the kabbalistic tradition is fraught with seemingly insurmounttt
able difficulties.1 As a pietistic tradition deeply invested in the normative 
legal tradition, kabbalists will never (or, at least rarely) disregard prohibitt
tions or erase transgressions. Theologically, and in practice, their comtt
mitment to the rabbinic construction of commandments is concrete and 
unassailable. However, a closer look at the kabbalistic worldview, espett
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The Sin of Becoming a Woman: 
Male Homosexuality and the Castration Complex

“He was a man?”
“Yes, a sweet boy.”
“And was he a woman?”
“Yes.”
“God has not made such things.”
“God has made everything.”

—Jeanette Winterson, Art and Lies

For I maintain that not only are you made [by it] into a 
woman, but you also cease to be a man; yet neither are you 
changed into that nature, nor do you retain the one you had.

—John Chrysostom, “Epistle on Romans” 4.2–3

The feminine (nekava) is rooted ( ¿ikara) in the masculine 
and the masculine is rooted in the feminine. It is only in 
their formation (ub’zuratam) that they differ.

—Shneur Zalman of Liady, “Homily on the Wedding,” 
Sefer Tefillah m’Kol ha-Shana

Foucault is not trying to beat classical philologists at their own 
games, nor does he propose to make historical exegesis irrelett
vant; rather, he is trying to do something that traditional 
scholars do not do—something that helps arrange and place 
insights culled from philology in a new and different light.

—David Halperin, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality
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cially through a hermeneutical lens, yields a more complex picture. As is 
well known and well documented, theosophic Kabbala is a highly erotitt
cized metaphysical system, and kabbalists, while overtly practitioners of 
normative law (Halakha) were often covertly antagonistic to the normatt
tive construction of that legal system in nonmystical Judaism.2 Thus, 
while the kabbalists overtly followed the law, often in a supererogatory 
and hypernomian fashion, they did not always conform to the underlying 
principles of the normal rabbinic legal tradition.3 Writing about the symtt
metry between Shabbetai Zvi and the anonymous kabbalistic work, Sefer 
ha-Kaneh, Gershom Scholem noted, “it [Kaneh] reveals the same combitt
nation of pious devotion and mystical reverence for the Halakha with 
veiled but sometimes very radical criticism of its precepts.”4 I think the 
same can be said, albeit in a more veiled and less overt fashion, about 
some Lurianic material.

In many cases, this motif surfaces in the unique reasons given for bibtt
lical or rabbinic prohibitions in the Kabbala (ta ¿amei ha-mitzvot).5 Given 
the pious behavior of kabbalistic fraternities, it is easy to be persuaded 
that ta ¿amei ha-mitzvot does not affect the very foundations of the law as 
practiced. However, I argue that this is not the case, that is, that the dett
scriptions given in the Lurianic tradition as to what happens (both cosmitt
cally and materially) when a commandment is transgressed, influences 
how these communities viewed any particular mitzvah or prohibition.

This chapter is devoted to an exploration of one biblical prohibitt
tion, that of male–male intercourse, or penal penetration (mishkav 
zakhur, or mishkavei isha), a prohibition that we know was consistently 
transgressed throughout (Jewish) history yet curiously received little attt
tention (until the latter part of the twentieth century).6 The brief but 
quite detailed and provocative discussion in the Lurianic corpus about 
mishkav zakhur will be viewed through the lenses of earlier positions on 
this matter (biblical and rabbinic) coupled with a contextual analysis of 
the attitude toward male homosexuality in the Ottoman Empire in the 
sixteenth century and how that may have served as the backdrop for the 
Lurianic attention to this prohibition.

As is well known, the Lurianic tradition in sixteenthtcentury Safed 
(and later in Italy, Jerusalem, and Damascus) viewed itself as an intertt
pretation and extension of the Zohar. It was invested in the enterprise 
of ta ¿amei ha-mitzvot, an elaborate reification of commandments that 
served as the building blocks delineating the flow of divine effluence 
into this world. Whereas the Zohar also engages in this interpretive extt
ercise, the prohibition of mishkav zakhur (or male–male sex) in Leviticus 
18:22 and 20:13 is curiously scant in zoharic literature. In Lurianic matt
terial, however, it appears in numerous texts, describing the cosmic eftt
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fect of this transgression and the requirements for rectifying the costt
mic damages caused by such a sin.7 The Ottoman context is surely a 
factor here. In two recent articles, Yaron ben Na’eh and Ruth Lamdan 
carefully illustrate the existence and tepid tolerance of male homosextt
uality in the Ottoman Empire, suggesting that Islam’s stance on the 
matter, while prohibitive, is far less intolerant than that of late and posttt
medieval Christianity in terms of allowing controlled homosexual bett
havior to exist in its communities.8 This less stringent attitude toward 
male homosexuality (surely not acceptance of the practice but more of 
a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy) pushed the rabbis in Islamic countries 
into a difficult position. While maintaining a commitment to this prott
hibition as confirmed unequivocally in rabbinic and posttrabbinic litertt
ature, they nevertheless were aware that male homosexual practices 
were quietly tolerated in the surrounding environment and that Jews 
were not immune to that influence.

The existence of male homosexual activity among sixteenthtcentury 
Jews in the empire was explicitly, albeit briefly, mentioned by Hayyim 
Vital in his mystical diary, Sefer Hizyonot.9 While this brief comment gives 
us little to work with, it does anecdotally corroborate the more descriptive 
material in Islamic literature regarding the prevalence of homosexuality 
at this time. Therefore, it is not coincidental that we find the appearance 
of elaborate kabbalistic discussions of mishkav zakhur in this sixteentht
century Ottoman environment, particularly in the school of Isaac Luria, 
who was raised in the exclusively Islamic culture of early sixteenthtcentt
tury Egypt. Given the transgressive and clandestine nature of homosextt
ual behavior in premodern society, we can never fully reconstruct the 
regularity of male homosexuality among Jews in sixteenthtcentury Safed 
and Jerusalem.

Yet we do have some documentary evidence of how religious authortt
ities deal with such behavior, including rabbinic edicts curbing male 
adolescent freedom (that is, requiring that all adolescents be chapertt
oned by an adult married male). This is even codified in Joseph Karo’s 
Shulkhan Arukh, also the product of mid sixteenthtcentury Safed.10 And 
we have the record of an odd edict prohibiting the residence of single 
males in Jerusalem and its environs. These and other materials point to 
the fact that the phenomenon was, if not rampant, then surely not untt
common among Jews.11

I argue that Luria’s treatment of this issue, one that the Zohar all 
but ignores, emerges at least in part from the Islamic context and serves 
as a metaphysical response to a social reality that accompanies the legal 
decrees of his colleagues. However, as I will illustrate, Luria and Vital’s 
analysis of mishkav zakhur is quite suggestive, both in its curiously nontt
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judgmental appraisal of the act and its implicit acknowledgment of the 
natural inclination for such sexual practices, at least among men (as far 
as I know, Luria does not deal with female homosexual practices).12 
These two points, both of which depart from conventional understandtt
ings of mishkav zakhur in nonmystical rabbinic and posttrabbinic Judatt
ism are aligned with Muslim attitudes toward male homosexuality in 
these centuries and environs.

Before moving to either Luria or his cultural context (i.e., Ottoman 
Islam) I will review some recent work of scholars who have written on hott
mosexuality in the Hebrew Bible, the ancient world more generally, and 
Rabbinic Judaism. This will give texture to Luria’s analysis, which is, of 
course, informed by both biblical interpretation and, more precisely, by 
rabbinic analysis. My point here is not to contribute anything new to the 
discussion of this prohibition in classical Judaism but to show how Luria 
alters the general tenor of mishkav zakhur in his kabbalistic analysis. Next, 
I will turn more carefully to the Islamic context and will exhibit how Mustt
lim society, both before and during the Ottoman Empire, dealt with the 
clear prohibition of homosexuality in the Quran, Hadith, and Shaƒaria 
literature, coupled with the continued existence of homoerotic artistic 
imagery and behavior among Muslims. With Luria’s intellectual (i.e., rabtt
binic and zoharic) context in full view and his historical context more 
clear, I will turn to the Lurianic texts themselves in an attempt to show 
where his reading simultaneously retains the prohibition yet undermines 
its traditional rendering.

Partners in Crime? Male–Male Intercourse in the Hebrew Bible

Much has been written about the prohibition of male–male intertt
course in the Hebrew Bible. The verses themselves are quite limited, and 
limiting, and the language not at all uniform. In Judaism, discussions 
about these matters largely take place around two verses in Leviticus 18:22 
and 20:13, where the terms denoting male–male sex are introduced. 
(Given its general antipathy for the cultic and legal traditions of the Hett
brew Bible, by contrast Christianity, in the New Testament and beyond, 
pays closer attention to the Sodom story in Genesis 19.)13 Even though one 
strain of the classical Jewish tradition interprets the sin of Sodom as a 
male homosexual act,14 in general Jewish exegetes focus on the Leviticus 
verses, which are more unambiguous and leave little for interpretation (or 
so it seems).15 While this prohibition is conventionally, and erroneously, 
called the prohibition against “homosexuality,” many scholars of the clastt
sical tradition (including the Bible and rabbinic literature) limit the biblitt
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cal prohibition to one specific act—male–male intercourse—which, while 
surely one part of homosexual Eros, is not identical to it.16

Saul Olyan’s position on this matter is a good place to begin.17 Olyan 
first clarifies the two basic terms used in the Hebrew Bible that describe 
male–male sexuality, mishkav zakhur and mishkavei isha, in an attempt to 
determine how and why these terms refer to male–male intercourse, 
defining them respectively as “male penetration” and “vaginal receptivtt
ity.”18 Olyan argues that the terminology, and thus the prohibition, is altt
ways and only about the act of penetration without any indication as to 
why this act is prohibited. Moreover, he argues, and here his case is contt
tested by Jerome Walsh, the Bible’s prohibition illustrates a divergence 
from Greek and Roman depictions of the identical act.

For our purposes, Olyan makes three essential points. First, that the 
prohibition is only defined as the act of a male having intercourse with 
another male via anal penetration.19 He argues that there is some fluidity 
in the culpability of the act in the Bible. Leviticus 18:22 only holds the 
penetrator responsible, whereas Leviticus 20:13 extends the liability to 
the penetrated partner as well.20 He suggests that this discrepancy reflects 
a progressive attitude of the biblical authors, one that also, as we shall see, 
attests to a divergence between them and members of other ancient Medtt
iterranean cultures. Olyan expresses this point as follows: 

However, a rhetoric of inclusivity permeates much of H’s (Holiness 
Code) material, particularly in the discourse sections following 
the laws; there is one law for all, for the native born as well as for 
the resident alien (Lev. 24:22) . . . On this one may compare both 
the Holiness Source and the evidence from the classical world; in 
both contexts, receptivity is associated with femininity and feminitt
zation. In Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, as in MAL A 20 the receptive 
partner was not originally punished, though in the biblical contt
text there is no evidence to suggest that the penetrator used 
coercion.21

Second, he acknowledges that the Bible gives no indication, explicitly 
or by implication, as to the reason for this prohibition. This challenges 
anyone who reads into these biblical prohibitions any notion of natural 
law or moral theory.22 This subject becomes more relevant in rabbinical 
literature, as we will see, but the Bible is silent on the matter.

Finally, Olyan makes a connection between this prohibition and the 
defiling of the land of Israel.23 Following Mary Douglas, Olyan suggests 
that the prohibition is part of a larger list of prohibitions connected to 
the defilement of the holiness of the land of Israel. Given that the Luritt
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anic fraternity was living and working in the land of Israel and took 
their geographical location quite seriously, it is worth considering the 
possible connection between the resurgence of interest in mishkav 
zakhur in sixteenthtcentury Safed, the resettlement of the land, and the 
messianic implications inherent therein.

Olyan argues that Ancient Israelite society sets itself apart from its surtt
rounding cultures by initially making the penetrator, alone, culpable and 
only later extending accountability to both partners.24 He claims that the 
authors of the Hebrew Bible distinguish themselves from other societies 
for whom the act was disapproving because it feminized the passive parttt
ner. In other Mediterranean cultures (e.g., Greece and Rome), the transtt
gression of male–male intercourse was based on subjecting oneself to femtt
inization, which is identified with receptivity. In Israel, according to Olyan, 
initially it was only the insertive, and not the receptive, partner who was 
guilty, thus raising the question as to the origin of this prohibition. Olyan 
basically agrees with Bigger and Douglas that the Levitical prohibition is 
not about gender per se but, as Jerome Walsh puts it in his critique of 
Olyan, “[that] the purity of the land of Israel is threatened by any act that 
mixes two separate, potentially defiling bodily fluids in the same receptatt
cle; human and animal semen (Lev. 18:23, 20:15–16), semen and mentt
strual blood (Lev. 18:20, 20:10), the semen of two different men (Lev. 
18:20, 20:10).”25 Olyan’s analysis yields the following results: “Did Israelites 
abhor male couplings, as has been generally assumed up to the present? 
Certainly the evidence of the Hebrew Bible is insufficient to support this 
view. . . . Though the males’ origin of the proscription is opaque, in the 
final form of H [the Holiness Code] they cannot be separated from purityt
related concerns.”26

Walsh questions Olyan’s conclusions by reading the passages in Levititt
cus to hold the receptive partner initially culpable in Leviticus 18, the lattt
ter verse (Lev. 20:13) adding the culpability of both partners. If correct, 
this position would imply an initial external parity between Ancient Isratt
elite religion and its surrounding cultures, where the partner who subtt
mits to being feminized is the one held accountable.27 Only in the latter 
redaction of the prohibition (Lev. 20:13) do the biblical authors distintt
guish themselves from their neighbors. Given this analysis, Walsh sugtt
gests a gendered interpretation of the prohibition, one that mirrors surtt
rounding cultures with a unique biblical twist. Following Thomas 
Thurston and Daniel Boyarin, Walsh suggests that the prohibition was 
about “the inviolability of gender dimorphism.”28 That is, the negative eftt
fect of a male voluntarily being treated as a woman (both Olyan and 
Walsh deny these passages are talking about male–male rape). This can 
only apply to the receptive partner, as the penetrating partner is acting in 
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full accordance with his sexual role. It is only later that the Bible holds 
the penetrator also responsible.

Walsh suggests that the later redaction “strives to differentiate between 
Israelite practice and that of ‘Egypt’ and ‘the nation that was before you’ 
(18:3, 24–28) and thereby protects the holiness of Israel from the to ¿evah 
[abomination] of confusion with other nations.”29 According to Olyan, the 
to ¿evah is the boundary crossing of the penetrating partner in using, or 
treating, a man as a woman. The receptive partner is “‘feminized’ and not 
deserving of punishment.”30 For Walsh, however, the to ¿evah represents the 
incongruity between Israel and the other nations. Thus, the later passage 
distinguishes Israel from the nations extending culpability to the penetratt
tor; both are guilty of boundary crossing (the penetrating partner being 
the accessory). This legal precedent separates God’s holy people from all 
other nations.31

In sum, Olyan and Walsh disagree on where the Bible begins and 
where it ends. This difference will inform the rabbinic understanding 
of the prohibition and subsequently our Lurianic texts that view gender 
dimorphism as more than metaphoric or cultural—they view it both 
materially and metaphysically.

“Cross-Dressing” and Playing the Woman: 
Male–Male Intercourse in Rabbinic Culture

By the time the biblical prohibition in Leviticus is read by the rabbis in late 
Antiquity, the prohibition of male–male intercourse applied to both partt
ties (apparently equally). Yet, as Michael Satlow notes, “Palestinian rabbis 
focused nearly all of their discourse on homoeroticism on the penetrated 
male.”32 While the underlying reason for the prohibition is far from obvitt
ous, Satlow argues that rabbinic culture generally reflected Roman and 
Greek society whereby the free male citizen who allowed himself to be 
penetrated was “looked upon with loathing.”33 In these cultures, the prohitt
bition of being penetrated was connected to both status and political 
power. While Satlow acknowledges that the rabbinic proscription is not 
limited to the question of status, and even concludes that “rabbinic sources 
rarely explicitly link gender and political discourses,”34 he implies that the 
general ethos of rabbinic host cultures colored the rabbinic reading of the 
biblical narrative, at least regarding the penetrated partner. Moreover, 
and this Satlow does not mention, it is worth considering, in light of John 
Boswell’s thesis regarding early Christianity, the extent to which prejudices 
against these transgressors, especially among readers of the rabbis, are extt
tensions of nontJewish attitudes and not endemic to rabbinic tradition.35
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In an essay published in 1995, Daniel Boyarin analyzes this prohibitt
tion of male–male intercourse in rabbinic culture from a slightly differtt
ent perspective.36 Boyarin’s concern is not so much to trace the parallel 
trajectories of rabbinic and Hellenistic society but to examine the extent 
to which rabbinic literature confirms Michel Foucault’s assertion that 
sexuality was not a category prior to modernity.37 Boyarin uses the rabtt
binic understanding of the biblical prohibition coupled with the rabbinic 
extension to include female homoerotic practice (not mentioned in the 
Hebrew Bible) as a way of challenging the contemporary conflation of 
(the anachronistic terminology) homosexual or homosexuality with the biblitt
cal and rabbinic prohibition against male–male intercourse.

While Satlow and Boyarin agree on some basic principles of rabbinic 
attitudes on this issue, they fundamentally disagree on the underlying 
nature of the prohibition in rabbinic culture. Satlow extends the parallel 
between rabbinic and Hellenistic society quite far, viewing the rabbinic 
focus on the penetrated partner as paramount. He claims that the rabtt
binic imagination largely distinguishes between the image in the rabtt
binic imagination of the “lascivious overtsexed Gentile” and the more 
modest and controlled Jewish male who limits his sexual appetite.38 Actt
knowledging that, for the rabbis, sametsex attraction is commonplace 
and even natural, Satlow suggests that the prohibition of the penetrator 
in the rabbis is really a prohibition against hedonism and more generally 
advocates the pious practice of remaining within “Godtgiven bounds.”39

Whereas Satlow acknowledges that “no evidence suggests that the rabtt
bis defined people by the gender or the object of their sexual desire,” he 
does not go nearly as far as Boyarin in discussing the ramifications of this 
claim. Boyarin connects the rabbinic rendering of the prohibition back 
to its biblical context (at least as posited by Olyan, Walsh, and Thomas 
Thurston)40 by making male–male intercourse a transgression of border 
crossing or, with Douglas, of a “mixing of kinds.” Here, I suggest, penetratt
tion of a male also constituted a consignment of him to the class of fett
males, but, rather than a degradation of status, this constituted a sort of 
mixing of kinds, a generally taboo occurrence in Hebrew culture.41 The 
prohibition is likened metaphorically to crosstdressing, and in fact, is 
aligned with the actual prohibition against crosstdressing in the Hebrew 
Bible (Deut. 22:5).42 Boyarin rejects the notion that the rabbis were mirtt
roring the Roman concern with status and citizenship.43 In a sense, he 
suggests that the rabbis did not really depart very far from the biblical 
text. That is, they were more engaged in exegesis than eisegesis. Morett
over, the rabbis update and deepen the biblical position, which, he artt
gues, is one that is “pretgendered” or “pretsexed” by affirming the viabiltt
ity of anal intercourse as a heterosexual practice and by distinguishing 
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between female homoeroticism and male–male intercourse.44 The latter 
case is used by Boyarin to illustrate that the issue has nothing to do with 
gender or sametsex acts per se but simply that a male being penetrated is 
a case of gender dimorphism that mirrors other nonsexual prohibitions 
in the Bible.

Satlow, Boyarin, Olyan, and Walsh, while disagreeing on substantive 
matters, all agree that the issue in the Bible and with the rabbis is not 
about “homosexuality” in any contemporary sense but about the prohibitt
tion of one particular act. And, they all agree, to one extent or another, 
that the Israelite and later Jewish attitudes about this “act” are influenced 
by the surrounding culture, absorbing and Judaizing its valuation. Even 
Boyarin, who argues that the rabbis are more influenced by the Bible 
than by the contemporary Hellenistic ethos, agrees that one cannot fully 
comprehend rabbinic attitudes toward homosexuality without undertt
standing the Roman and Greek context. While it is not new, especially in 
biblical scholarship, this culturaltcomparative approach to the rabbinic 
treatment of the issue yields some interesting results. The rabbis were far 
more expansive than the Bible in their rendering of this transgression 
and gave us a better sense of the values underlying their abhorrence of 
the male–male sex act. While they did not overtly cite Hellenistic influtt
ence, the link between sexual practices and morality points the reader of 
rabbinic literature in that direction. In terms of the biblical community, 
we simply do not have the answers. For our limited purposes, the questt
tion must now be asked: in what respect are these early rabbinic texts and 
attitudes relevant to the sixteenthtcentury kabbalistic approach, specifitt
cally in Safed? I will suggest three areas of convergence.

First, the distinction between the homosexual act and homoeroticism 
more generally will play a role in the Lurianic texts under discussion.45 I 
will show that the Lurianic approach is not wed absolutely to the act but 
also to the desire for the act. As we will see, homoerotic desire alters the 
physical makeup of the passive partner to make him a woman (that is, to 
actualize his already inherent femininity) and make him a sexual partner 
for the male.46 It is the desire that initiates the cosmic (and material) shift 
that enables the act of male–male intercourse to take place. Moreover, I 
will argue that the Lurianic kabbalists, very much in tune with their Ottott
man brethren, did not view homoerotic desire to be unnatural in any way. 
Natural law theory on this issue, first appearing in Philo and Josephus 
(drawing from Hellenistic critics of the male–male sex act) and then in 
Paul and subsequent Jewish and Christian literature, is not the focus of 
our kabbalistic tradition.47 So, while Luria extends the prohibition to hott
moeroticism (or the desire for male–male intercourse) more generally, he 
also tacitly acknowledges that this desire is not unnatural, only forbidden. 
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As we will see, his reasons will have to do with his understanding of the ditt
morphic nature of the human being. That is, it is not unnatural for a male 
to desire another male because the other male is, by constitution, also pott
tentially a female. His desire for the “male” is really his desire for the fett
male that is contained within him. Thus, not far from Freud, all sexual dett
sire is heterosexual desire of the male toward the female, even as it may 
sometimes manifest as desire for the male.48

Second, whereas in the Bible and the rabbis the feminization of the rett
ceptive partner is both shameful and indicative of “a mixing of kinds,” the 
kabbalistic material views homoerotic desire as causing and not only “pertt
forming” gender transformation. It is not the receptive partner acting as, or 
being treated as, a woman but actually becoming a woman—this becoming is 
not only the consequence of the act but the very condition that makes the 
act possible. Moreover, becoming a woman (which is the actualization of altt
ready innate potential) both requires and causes cosmic transgendering 
that results in disunity (i.e., the uncoupling of heterosexual partners) and 
inappropriate heterosexual union (yihud) that produces cosmic disarray. As 
we will see, Luria maintains that a man, as male, simply cannot be penett
trated. Hence the possibility of man becoming nekava/nukva (a penetrattt
able, or literally, holed, creature) means that he must become a she, not simtt
ply crosstdressing or acting “as a she” which is still external, but temporarily 
transgendered. And, as we will see, the transgendering of the male receptt
tive partner also causes the transgendering of the female inside him (ima as 
heterosexual partner to abba) into a male (ima as a male nursing being).

Third, Olyan’s suggestion that the prohibition may have been contt
nected to other prohibitions dealing with defiling the land will be considtt
ered in relation to the Lurianic fraternity’s place in the land of Israel and 
its attempt, in other ways, to make the soil of the land fertile for messianic 
redemption.49 Though it was not the driving factor underlying Lurianic attt
tention to this prohibition, the land and its purification play a role more 
generally in Luria’s metaphysical project. Readying the land for redemptt
tion was certainly a goal of the Lurianic fraternity.50 This metaphysical 
framework, coupled with the prohibition against homosexual practices 
under the category of transgressions that “defile the land,” is a connection 
worth exploring.

Transgression and Tolerated Practice: 
The Islamic and Ottoman Context

The question as to the influence of the Islamic and, more specifically, Ottt
toman context on Lurianic teaching is a desideratum in scholarship in 
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this period.51 Luria spent most of his life in Egypt and only a small portt
tion in Ottomantruled Erez Israel (Palestine).52 However, many of his distt
ciples, Vital in particular, spent most of their lives in the empire after it 
conquered the land of Israel in 1516.53 In chapter 2, I discussed the influtt
ence of Spanish and Portuguese (i.e., converso) Jewry on the spiritual rett
naissance in Safed in the sixteenth century. But this largely parochial and 
internal dynamic must also be understood within the influence of Safed’s 
host culture, a culture that was undergoing a rapid period of modernizatt
tion and liberalization. I argue here that the linguistic, cultural, and 
theological context of Islam and the empire is relevant to Luria’s treattt
ment of the prohibition of male–male intercourse and contributes to the 
query as to why this transgression, almost ignored in the Zohar (Luria’s 
primary textual focus), is now a topic ripe for metaphysical analysis.54

There is no debate as to the prohibitive nature of male–male sex in 
the sacred texts of Islam—the Quran, the Hadith, Shari’a and Akhbar.55 
There are seven references in the Quran to the “people of Lot” (the Sodtt
omites), and the sin of Sodom is considered to be one of a (homo)sexual 
nature.56 While there is no uniform legal position in the Shariƒa (Islamic 
legal traditions) on this transgression, all positions consider the homott
sexual act to be illegal even as the severity of the punishment (hadd) vartt
ies widely.57 While the illegality of such an act is without question in Istt
lamic law, the more pertinent question is the extent to which Islamic 
cultures and the Ottoman Empire in particular tolerated male homosextt
ual practices and the extent to which male homosexuality was a part of 
Jewish culture existing under Islam in that period.58 It is precisely this toltt
erated deviance that may point to a renewed interest in this behavior in 
Judaism. Stephen O. Murray argues that sametsex activity was always a 
part of Islamic culture, reflected in the pervasive homoerotic imagery in 
Islamic poetry, the plethora of Arabic terms for homosexual relations,59 
the use of young (beardless) boys as cupbearers in palaces, and even the 
spiritual practice of nazr (gazing at young boys) to arouse love of the crett
ator, among Sufis.60 Khalid Duran notes that homosexuality in Muslim 
society was often tolerated as long as it did not become a public 
 nuisance—that is, the homosexual was expected to curtail any overt hott
mosexual behavior or manner in the public square.61

When we move from the strict legal prohibition of male–male intertt
course in Islam to homoeroticism more generally, Islam’s tolerance and 
extensive use of male homoerotic imagery far exceeds that of both Jutt
daism and Christianity.62 As Everett K. Rowson puts it, “Islamic law contt
demned homosexual activity, not homosexual sentiment.”63 Moreover, 
a highly consistent trope in Islamic literature is the naturalness of 
male–male attraction. Justifications for the prohibition, even among 
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the stringent Hanbilite legalists, never employ the “against nature” artt
gument that we see in late Antique Hellenistic Judaism and more pertt
vasively in medieval Christianity.64 Nor is homosexual practice considtt
ered licentious, immoral, or abnormal. Rowson is most succinct when 
he says, “as was clearly the case from the ninth century on . . . men’s attt
traction to boys was considered as natural as their attraction to 
women.”65 The naturalness of same sex attraction enabled Islamic 
poets, many of whom were also legalists, to compose love poetry using 
the male youth as a metaphor for all kinds of sensual and erotic desires, 
including the desire for the beardless boy, the Islamic form of pedertt
asty, the love of boys common in ancient Greek society. In many intt
stances, the homoerotic love expressed in these poems goes unconsumtt
mated but in some instances the poet goes even further, making explicit 
reference to the consummation of the forbidden act. As we will now 
see, this trope appears both in Christianity and Judaism and flourished 
among Jews in the Middle Ages, in both secular and religious poetry, 
living under the banner of Islam.

It is well known that Jews living in the Islamic ƒumma were widely influtt
enced by all dimensions of Islamic life. The concept of  ¿Arabiyya, Arabic 
language and culture, and its impact on Jews and Judaism, are discussed 
at length by Norman Roth in his essay “Jewish  ¿Arabiyya and the Renaistt
sance of Hebrew in Spain.”66 Jews not only learned philosophy through 
Arabic translations, but also learned theology, poetic meter, science, and 
the systemization and codification of religious law (fique). Given the pertt
vasive cultural diffusion of scholarly methods, theories, and ideas, there 
is little reason to assume that Jews were not also influenced by Islamic 
popular culture, “ethical” norms, and behaviors including sexual practt
tices, proclivities, and tolerances, as part of the larger  ¿Arabiyya ethos.67 
And, it is reasonable to assume that these popular influences made their 
way into the more elite circles of Jewish rabbis and mystics.

The obvious place to begin is the realm of poetry. The great scholar 
of medieval Hebrew poetry, Hayyim Shirmann, first pointed out the 
prominence of the boy, or ephebe, as a metaphoric motif in medieval Hett
brew poetry.68 The initial reaction against Shirmann has, in many ways, 
come full circle. His early detractors empathically denied that Jews, many 
of whom were great rabbinic figures, could have written about “young 
boys” in such an erotic fashion.69 Of late, scholars are claiming that 
Shirmann, who acknowledged this phenomenon yet denied that it rett
flected any normative homosexual activity among the writers or their 
readership, did not go far enough. For example, while admitting that mett
dieval Hebrew poetry was far more sober and less explicit than its Muslim 
counterpart, Norman Roth points to some responsa literature that inditt
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cates homosexual activity indeed was not absent in Jewish society in the 
Middle Ages.70 Roth’s essay, constructed as a respectful critique of 
Shirmann, is devoted largely to Hebrew sevi (“gazelle”) poetry—poems 
that speak of the love of boys using the metaphor of the young deer. 
Scholars until Shirmann, and many after, maintained that the masculine 
sevi is really a synonym for the female seviah, and that the poems are 
about heterosexuals and not homosexual Eros. Shirmann, and later 
Roth, illustrate how this notion is linguistically problematic. Based on my 
understanding of Roth’s theory of  ¿Arabiyya, we can assume that Jews, 
like Muslims, lived in a world where male–male homosexual activity was 
present, even as it was, in both traditions, forbidden. Moreover, this activtt
ity was not closeted but was a part of the popular culture that filtered into 
more elitist expressions of love. As Yom Tov Assis notes, “Despite the fact 
that family affairs and sexual relations could be an area almost entirely 
controlled by Jewish law and traditions, sexual behavior among the Jews 
was much influenced by the standards which prevailed in the society at 
large. Virtually all sexual practices found among Spanish Jews have their 
parallels in nontJewish society.”71 In many ways, this seems obvious. Howtt
ever, the history of prohibited practices in Judaism, especially those that 
have been linked to immorality and acts “against nature,” have often 
been (intentionally) written out of Jewish history under the assumption 
that Jews, especially those of the elite classes, simply did not directly rett
late to, and surely did not engage in, such behavior.72 And, when refertt
ences to such behavior do appear, they are explained away as aberrations 
rather than norms. I am not arguing that male–male sex was prominent 
among Jews in sixteenthtcentury Erez Israel, although rabbinic documentt
tation at least suggests it was common enough to merit special attention 
among community leaders. Rather, I simply want to highlight the extent 
to which the Lurianic fraternity was living and working in an environtt
ment, both Muslim and Jewish, in which homoeroticism and homosexual 
practices were not absent or even rare, even as male–male sex remained 
prohibited. We do not know if the Lurianic kabbalists, including Luria 
himself, read widely in Arabic love poetry and we do not know how they 
interpreted Jewish medieval love poetry, if they indeed read it at all. What 
we do know is that homoeroticism was a feature of the culture in which 
this fraternity lived and worked. The link between homoerotic aesthetics 
(poetry) and homosexual practices (mishkav zakhur) is not assumed to be 
obvious and requires further exploration.

Shirmann’s claim that we have no explicit indication from medieval 
Jewish literature, other than poetry, that Jews engaged in these practt
tices cannot be maintained when we move to the Ottoman Empire in 
the sixteenth century (a period that neither he nor Roth deal with in 
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their essays on the subject).73 In this context we have many texts—rabtt
binic edicts, letters, responsum, and the like, that clearly indicate that 
male–male homosexuality was an issue and, in certain areas, was 
viewed as a real problem that required rabbinic intervention. It is prett
cisely here that we encounter the Lurianic fraternity and its brief and 
provocative discussions on mishkav zakhur. While poetry remained an 
important literary genre in sixteenthtcentury Erez Israel, with Luria 
himself engaging in poetic flourishes,74 it no longer had the promitt
nence it did in medieval Spain.75 Yet, as scholars of Kabbala have duly 
noted, the poetic imagination also served kabbalistic metaphysics.76 Hott
moeroticism was certainly a literary trope in the Kabbala of the Middle 
Ages, as Elliot Wolfson has shown.77 With Luria, however, the poetic hott
moeroticism of the Zohar is now coupled with a practical discussion 
about male–male intercourse, a discussion that fuses homoerotic metatt
physics with homosexual behavior. This fusion only strengthens what 
Lawrence Fine concludes about the Lurianist’s engagement with the 
mundane and what Roth writes about the Hebrew poets of Spain. “In 
our time it is often popularly assumed that the poet is somehow sheltt
tered from the world and lives in a kind of aesthetic paradise of his or 
her own. The medieval poet of Spain, however, was totally involved in 
the life and problems of the community.”78

The two most useful essays on this topic are Yaron BentNa’eh’s 
“Mishkav Zakhur in the Jewish Community in the Ottoman Empire,” and 
Ruth Lamdan’s “Deviations from Normative Ethical Practice in the Jewtt
ish Communities of Erez Israel and Egypt in the Sixteenth Century.” In 
these essays, BentNa’eh and Lamdan explore the sociosexual norms in 
sixteenthtcentury Jewish Mediterranean culture, focusing on the existt
tence of and reaction to male homosexual practices. I will briefly review 
some of the salient points in both of these essays in order to concretize 
my claim that our kabbalistic community was living in an interesting 
nexus between Islamic and Jewish culture that included male homosextt
uality as a norm and, as such, saw it as a “problem” important enough 
to merit the attention of the rabbinic elite.

Lamdan suggests that posttexpulsion Mediterranean Jewry was a comtt
munity rife with “deviant” behavior of all kinds. The expulsion and its aftt
termath resulted in a fractured family structure, separating families from 
their children and resulting in the formation of new communities made 
up of males and females (many adolescent) who were severed from their 
familial ties.79 This was surely the case in Safed.80 One result of this weaktt
ened communal structure was the freedom to deviate from accepted bett
havioral norms and the difficulty that rabbinic authorities had in enforctt
ing its restrictions. The situation became so dire that the sages in Safed 
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set up a “committee to clarify transgressions” (va ¿adat berrurei averot), ortt
ganized to enforce laws of modesty (zeniut).81 This indicates that the rabtt
bis saw their situation as one in need of drastic, even draconian, meatt
sures. One ofttcited source is Joseph Karo’s decision to counter previous 
precedents and forbid two males from being alone together (in a state of 
yihud) because of the culture “of our time.” If, as others argue, homosextt
ual behavior was not a “major problem” for the sages because it was not 
common practice among Jews, why would Karo, not known for his strintt
gent views, need to reject previous opinions and explicitly justify such actt
tions within his historical and cultural context?82

Lamdan suggests a more sociological reason for the strict pieties of 
the mystics in Safed, many of which are documented in Meir Benayatt
hu’s Toldot ha-Ari. It is commonplace to assume that the severe ascetitt
cism of the Safed kabbalists primarily stemmed from their religious 
outlook coupled with a belief in the impending redemption.83 Lamdan 
suggests that it may (also) have been in reaction to the permissive envitt
ronment in which they lived. That is, their turn to hypernomian behavtt
iors and attitudes may have partially been a way to gain control of a 
populace that was living in an ethical free fall.84 Hence, the mystics dett
creed certain severe restrictions on male–female encounters, encourtt
aged children to marry young, and perhaps used kabbalistic metaphystt
ics describing in gory detail the cosmic ramifications of immodest 
behavior, as a deterrent to the larger community.85

Lamdan’s analysis may contribute toward an understanding of the 
curious treatment of the male homosexual act in Luria’s corpus. That 
is, living in a community in desperate need of a justification for these 
behavioral prohibitions, Luria confronted the issue as a practical and 
not merely a metaphysical matter. Instead of dwelling on the more subtt
tle and ethereal realm of homoeroticism (which he also did) he, or 
Vital, addressed the very practical issue of mishkav zakhur—what it is, 
what it does, and how one undoes its cosmic consequences. As we will 
see, in doing so Luria exhibits a unique vision of gender that may contt
tribute to the burgeoning literature on this topic.

As discussed earlier, homosexual behavior was not uncommon in clastt
sical Muslim society and became even more commonplace in the Ottott
man Empire.86 For Jews in the Ottoman Empire, the phenomenon 
of  ¿Arabiyya occupied a wide cultural sphere, including behavioral 
norms. As Lamdan argues, this may partially have been the result of distt
location and the severing of family ties that was so common among exiles 
from Iberia.87 The recorded instances of homosexual behavior among 
Jews also increased (whether this indicates an increased frequency of 
such behavior or just an increase in recorded instances is impossible to 
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determine). Rabbinic edicts against young males congregating and the 
prohibition of single males living in the confines of Jerusalem attest to 
the fact that the fear of homosexual behavior was not marginal.88

Given the work of scholars such as Assis and Roth, this should not 
be any surprise. Jews were living in a society where homosexual behavtt
ior was illegal (and religiously forbidden) yet was practiced and, to a 
great extent, tolerated. Jewish values reflected the culture’s values, and 
even as rabbinic authorities tried to deter this activity it continued 
nonetheless. For our limited purposes, the fact that (1) homosexual bett
havior in sixteenthtcentury Ottoman Erez Israel was not uncommon; 
and (2) according to Boyarin, the rabbinic depictions of this behavior 
do not indicate that it is not different than any other transgression, will 
fit nicely into our analysis of the Lurianic interpretation of mishkav 
zakhur. As I argued in the previous chapter regarding the  ¿erev rav, the 
Torah serves the Lurianic fraternity as a template from which to engage 
with contemporary issues and matters of communal concern. Luria’s 
transition from classical homoeroticism to behavioral homosexuality iltt
lustrates this point quite well. In the following sections, I will offer a 
reading of Luria’s discussion of mishkav zakhur and its implications in 
the more general discussion of gender theory and religion.

Mishkav Zakhur and the “Plasticity of Sex”: 
Lurianic Kabbala and Gender Dimorphism

In the previous sections, I presented the classical Jewish literary and 
historical context of the biblical prohibition of mishkav zakhur, suggesttt
ing that Lurianic attention to this transgression can be understood in 
light of the influence of Muslim culture on Jewish thought and practice 
in sixteenthtcentury Ottoman Erez Israel. I will now turn to Luria’s 
treatment of the issue, arguing that he illustrates a creative, and somett
what subversive, rendering of male–male homosexual behavior. I will 
view his discussion through the lens of some contemporary theories of 
the en/gendering and de/gendering of males and females and the ways 
in which homosexual practices, as performing gender, complicate this 
process. I argue that Luria’s comments on mishkav zakhur are an examtt
ple of what Judith Butler calls the “plasticity of sex,” albeit in a culture 
that lived solidly within a tradition where such plasticity was, or at least 
seemed, anathema.89 More directly relevant to our historical period, it 
has been duly noted that in sixteenthtcentury Europe, the Ottoman 
Empire, and the Levant, gender ambiguity or “playing with gender” was 
common in many cultures.90 Without making any direct claims of cultt
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tural influence, the plasticity of gender in Lurianic Kabbala is in contt
cert with similar phenomena in other traditional societies.

While Luria’s discourse exists solely, or at last primarily, in the realm 
of cosmic tropes and metaphysical constructs that never overtly translate 
into bodies as such, as a reader I am taking the liberty to view his reified 
universe as a reflection of how he or his disciples may have responded to 
a phenomenon that was very much a part of their everyday lives. I am taktt
ing this license in part from Hayyim Vital’s uncharacteristic comment 
that frames Luria’s discussion about mishkav zakhur. In the printed editt
tion of Sha ¿ar ha-Yihudim,91 Vital introduces the discussion of mishkav 
zakhur with the following words: “Our master (Luria) gave advice to three 
men in the matter of male–male relations (ha ¿bah  ¿al zakhar). I do not 
know, however, if the advice he gave each one applies to all of them.”92 
This anecdotal reference offers two insights. First, its personal nature sugtt
gests that he was referring to an actual case—that real homosexual bett
havior was the impetus for the question, giving the metaphysical discustt
sion a certain realtworld concrete foundation. Second, Luria’s response 
seems to put no value judgment on the questioner. In this sense it reflects 
Boyarin’s assessment of rabbinic attitudes discussed earlier. The transtt
gression is treated as any other and the penances enumerated at the end 
of the passage, while quite strict, are not substantively different from 
other seemingly less egregious sins.93 While the context of this preface 
can never be reconstructed, the seeming ease of the discussion, void of 
any moral indignation, is consistent with its Ottoman context.94

I will briefly map the general construct of the cosmic male, known as 
zeir anpin, in Lurianic metaphysics as a prelude to how this male is transtt
formed via homosexual desire.95 To reiterate, my premise in this analysis 
is that Luria’s metaphysical “cosmic male” (zeir anpin) is a correlate to the 
real world of human males. Hence, I view Luria’s metaphysics as groundtt
work for his psychology. The generic male is constructed out of a combitt
nation of masculine and feminine effluence that descends from his pritt
mordial “parents,” the parzufim of sephirotic clusters abba and ima, also 
known in more generic sephirotic language as hokhma and bina, although 
these two pairs are not always identical. These cosmic personas are actutt
ally metaphors for spiritual lights, and the actualization of these parzufim 
is always described using the imagery of light. The consciousness of zeir 
anpin emerges from elements of both parents as they descend into the 
male body (the female body is later constructed out of the male, based on 
Genesis 2:22). The delineation of these lights is complex and I will only 
focus here on the parts that are relevant to the topic. The emanation of 
abba descends into the body of the male (zeir anpin), extending until its 
yesod or the place of its sexual organ. The light of yesod of abba is thus 
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aligned with the yesod of zeir anpin.96 Ima’s effusion, however, descends into 
zeir anpin only until the chest cavity, or twotthirds of tiferet of zeir anpin. 
There are remnants of her light that descend further downward (known 
as hasadim megulim or disclosed grace), which is one reason why the Zohar 
calls ima or bina male, but her yesod remains above in tiferet of zeir anpin.97 
Disclosed grace (hasadim megulim) is an essential part of the male contt
struction, as we will see, and is blemished as a result of male–male coitus. 
In that state, that is, inside zeir anpin, ima takes on a male valence because 
she functions as a mother for her child, motherhood defined in the Zohar 
as male because it is a posture of giving and not one of receptivity.

This descent of abba and ima into zeir anpin only occurs in the bottt
tom half of each (called yisroel saba and tevunah respectively). The upper 
halves of abba and ima remain outside zeir anpin and exist in a state of 
perpetual heterosexual union (known as yihud tamidi), described in the 
Zohar as “going out and existing as one.”98 Inside zeir anpin, however, 
abba and ima are not in a unitive state as each one’s yesod occupies a diftt
ferent place in the constructed male body (ima in the chest cavity and 
abba in yesod of zeir anpin). This is important because a union of abba 
and ima inside zeir anpin would have two destructive consequences. First, 
by making ima receptive (that is, a sexual partner for abba), it would dett
stroy her “maleness” as mother. Second, since zeir anpin occupies a costt
mic place that is accessible to the demonic (the bottom section of  ¿azilut 
and all the worlds below), a union of abba and ima in that place would 
endanger cosmic harmony by enabling the demonic to benefit. As I will 
presently show, homosexual/homoerotic desire and consummation 
changes the positioning of these parts in ways that create a disharmony 
in need of repair. It is worth noting here that homosexual activity is not 
unique in causing a dysfunction of the cosmos. All transgressions cause 
cosmic reshuffling that require repair. I am arguing, however, that what 
occurs as a result of mishkav zakhur tells us something interesting about 
Luria’s sexual ethos more generally.

I am reading the Lurianic phrase describing mishkav zakhur, “bitul zeir 
anpin legamre”—“the total nullification of the generic male” as an act of 
castration.99 The interpretation of this phrase as castration is more aptt
parent in a later variant of this text in Vital’s Sha ¿ar ha-Kelalim. In that 
variant, we read the following: “in that moment, as it were, [zeir anpin] is 
nullified completely, because it is not able to withstand the forceful dett
scent of those lights [abba and ima].”100 Moses Zakuto, commenting on this 
formulation, asks the question, “Why is this so? We know that there are 
remnants of the lights of bina [ima] that descend into zeir anpin until hod 
and it does not cause such nullification.” Zakuto answers, “It is different 
here because that light [the light of ima] is enveloped in the light of nezah, 
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hod, yesod of abba and enters slowly . . . whereas here, the sin [of mishkav 
zakhur] causes the descent of abba and ima is one fell swoop (bebat ehat) 
without any garments. This causes the nullification.”101 Sha ¿ar ha-Kelalim’s 
contribution here, coupled with Zakuto’s explanation, is that the bitul 
(nullification) of zeir anpin, the stripping of its masculinity, is a violent act, 
severing yesod of zeir anpin from its body. The quick and unmediated dett
scent of light from above causes this rupture or severance, similar to the 
rupturing of the vessels (shevirat ha-kelim) at creation and at the sin of 
Adam. The connection of this rupture to creation is implied when Vital 
states in Sha ¿ar ha-Kelalim, “the nullification, as it were, of zeir anpin is like 
the death of [the king] Bela son of Beor” (referring to Gen. 36:33).102 The 
violence implied in this act of nullification here leads me to conjecture 
that it can indeed be likened to an act of castration. The correlation bett
tween Adam’s sin and the feminization of the male due to mishkav zakhur 
is supported by another text from Sefer ha-Gilgulim:

Da’at of zeir anpin descended between the two shoulders of zeir 
anpin [as a result of the sin] which was a wide space. Hence, the 
gevurot, which were below the hasadim, descended first and 
spread out in the body of zeir anpin. As a result, there was no 
room for the hasadim to descend and be absorbed in zeir anpin. 
Zeir anpin thus lost his potency (tashash kokho) like a woman (ke-
nekava) because he received the [feminine] gevurot in place of 
the [masculine] hasadim.103

The upshot here is that the sin of Adam results in the descent of femitt
nine and not masculine energy into the male zeir anpin, thus robbing him 
of his male potency and essentially making him a woman while he rett
tained the biological characteristics of a man. The connection is made 
even more explicit in the following text from the earliest Lurianic recentt
sion of Efrayim Penzari’s Sefer ha-Drushim:

There is yet another blemish Adam caused by means of his sin 
that was not mentioned earlier. [By means of the sin] the male 
was turned into a female because the five gevurot (female) dett
scended [into zeir anpin] first into the six positions as would be 
the case for a female.104

The story, however, is far more complex. The “plasticity of sex” here 
does not limit castration to the male but, in line with Jacques Lacan’s 
discussion in his essay “The Meaning of the Phallus,” also points to the 
castration of the female or mother inside the male body.105 The phallus, 
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as Freud taught, is not an object or a fantasy but a signifier; in kabbalistt
tic terms it is the signification of potency, a force that gives, sustains, 
and perpetuates life. Lacan’s description of Freud is helpful here:

For the phallus is a signifier, a signifier whose function in the intratt
subjective economy of analysis might lift the veil from that which it 
served in the mysteries. For it is to this signified that it is given to 
designate as a whole the effect of their being a signified, inasmuch 
as it conditions any such effect by its presence as signifier.106

The phallus should not be viewed as a fantasy, an object, or an organ. 
Rather, it metaphorically points to something, and can disclose somett
thing latent in “the signified.” In this sense, the phallus, as yesod, has no 
gender per se but, in some manner, creates and transmorphs gender. The 
material phallus (that is, the male organ) of the penetrative male partner 
discloses (and thus transforms) something in the signified, that is, receptt
tive partner. It is this disclosure that creates cosmic disorder by det and 
regendering the male and female within the penetrative partner.

I will now turn directly to the texts in question to exhibit this plastt
ticity of sex and the way in which Luria’s reification of the male homott
sexual act points to an amoral depiction of this prohibition. I will focus 
on three Lurianic texts: Hayyim Vital’s discussion in Sha ¿ar ha-Yehudim, 
supplemented with small sections from Sha ¿ar Ruah ha-Kodesh and 
Sha ¿ar ha-Kelalim that contain essentially the same discussion in abbrett
viated form with some moderate variations.

The discussion ensues in an attempt to make sense of a rabbinic dictt
tum explaining mishkav zakhur in b.T. Nedarim fol. 50a:

Ben Eleasa, a very wealthy man, was Rebbi’s sontintlaw, and he 
was invited to the wedding of R. Shimon ben Rebbi. Bar Kaptt
para asked Rebbi, “what is meant by toevah [referring to the term 
for abomination as a punishment for mishkav zakhur in Lev. 
20:13]?” [After being challenged by Rebbi to offer his own intertt
pretation], Ben Eleasa replied, “Let your housewife come and fill 
me a cup.” She came and did so, upon which Ben Eleasa said to 
Rebbi, “Arise and dance for me that I may tell you [the answer].” 
Thus says the divine law: toevah to ¿eh attah bah (you were mistaken 
in what you did to her [i.e., your wife] that is, by abandoning her 
and copulating with him).

Luria asks: Shouldn’t it say “you were mistaken in him (bo),” that is, 
you mistook a man for a woman. He continues:
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This is how such a discrepancy can be explained: It is known that 
[part of the cosmic potencies] abba and ima [in fact, the lower half 
of each] exist inside of zeir anpin in the realm of his consciousness 
(lit., brains, or mohin). The dimensions of abba and ima that dwell 
inside zeir anpin are in their lower three sephirot, i.e., nezah, hod and 
yesod [of each]. Yesod of ima [representing her genitalia] reaches to 
the chest of zeir anpin [tiferet of zeir anpin]. When a male comes 
upon another male [who, as a male, is likened to zeir anpin and 
thus cannot be the recipient of intercourse], what happens is that 
this act causes yesod of ima (now residing in the chest cavity of zeir 
anpin) to descend until yesod of zeir anpin. The general effect of a 
male coming upon a male is the descent of the yesod of ima [to the 
yesod of zeir anpin, which is not her place; in short, she is embodied 
in the phallus]. This man [the active partner] thinks that he is havtt
ing intercourse with another man (zeir anpin) but he is mistaken, 
for “he mistakes him [bo] for her [bah] (yesod of ima).” This is bett
cause there is no possibility of intercourse with a male. What haptt
pens is that ima descends with abba and they cohabit there in yesod 
of zeir anpin. This is the to ¿evah (abomination); that is, he mistakes 
zeir anpin for ima. He does not know that his partner is (already) 
really “her” (ima).107

This text points to a number of issues touched on in very different 
ways by Freud and Lacan through the lens of Judith Butler. The active 
partner, in trying to do what cannot be done (that is, have intercourse 
with a male)108 castrates the passive partner by engendering the passive 
partner’s yesod [the phallus] with the yesod of ima, thus “feminizing” the 
yesod of zeir anpin so that he can participate in this act of intercourse. In 
Sha ¿ar Rush ha-Kodesh (16a) the language is even stronger: “the yesod of 
ima descends until it embodies the yesod of zeir anpin itself (שהיסוד שלה יורד 
It continues, “You think he is a man but he is [rett ”.(עד תוך היסוד שבו עצמו
ally] a woman enveloped in a man. You are not having intercourse with 
a man but with a woman” 16b)(אלא בנוקבה What is imtt .(ואן אתה שוכב בזכר 
plied here is that one is doing so, in fact, because he has made the man 
a woman through desire.

As Butler notes in Bodies that Matter, the fear of castration already 
implies that the phallus is detachable, or in our case, transferable.109 
Since cosmic identity is so focused on gender in the Lurianic system, 
the liminality of gender is not uncommon. In this case, however, we are 
not talking about the transmorphing of one gender to another. Rather, 
we mean a double castration, the de/gendering and re/gendering of 
cosmic tropes in which the male phallus is nullified by being occupied 
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by the female and the female phallus, the mother’s breast, is nullified 
by occupying the space of the male phallus. Moreover, the de/gendertt
ing that emerges from mishkav zakhur is not simply the feminizing of the 
passive partner, an idea that has precedent in Hellenistic and premodtt
ern nonmystical Jewish literature. Here the feminine that takes on the 
castrated phallus of zeir anpin undergoes gender transformation in two 
distinct ways: first, her descent into yesod of zeir anpin results in the castt
tration of her maternal male quality (embodied in the Zohar’s rendertt
ing of the verse “a mother who cares for her children”; Deut. 21:6), resulting 
in her becoming female inside yesod of zeir anpin, both an object of dett
sire for the male and a receptive partner to abba. Second, where she 
should be female—that is, her upper half who is in a state of heterosextt
ual yihud with abba outside zeir anpin, now must descend into the body 
of zeir anpin and thus becomes male.110 Through homosexual desire, fett
maleness is simultaneously constructed and effaced. Moreover, her 
femininity as the partner of abba is rendered useless because yesod of zeir 
anpin is susceptible to the demonic and is thus in an inappropriate 
place for the copulation of abba and ima.111

Most interesting is that this de/gendering, or castration, is not done 
as a result of the act but, apparently, in response to the desire to act, suptt
porting Lacan’s position that sex is that which marks the body prior to 
the mark. Desire creates its object by marking the body before the act. 
On this reading, the cosmic damage is not done by the male becoming 
female (which translates as the cultural damage in the rabbinic constructt
tion) but by the engendered femaleness of ima, making her a partner for 
her heterosexual partner abba in a place where such a union is dangertt
ous. Moreover, it results in the descent of her upper half into zeir anpin, 
thus forfeiting the perpetual union of abba and ima above and thereby dett
stroying any constructive female role in this metaphysical system.

In the words of Butler, “the body is marked by sex but the body is 
marked prior to that mark, for it is the first mark that prepares the body 
for the second one.”112 The first mark here is desire, the result of which 
is the de/gendering of zeir anpin as a male and subsequent en/gendertt
ing of zeir anpin as a female, accomplished by displacing the female ima 
from her place in his tiferet to his yesod. This enables the homosexual act 
to occur. The displacement of ima, forcing her to occupy yesod of zeir 
anpin (sharing this space with her heterosexual partner, abba) also castt
trates her as mother, making her female (where she should be male), 
and thus making intercourse with a male, who is now a female, possible. 
Butler puts it this way: “the sexed integrity of the body is paradoxically 
achieved through the identification with its reduction into symbolized 
synecdoche (‘having’ or ‘being’ the phallus).”113 It is not that he is femitt
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nized through the act—rather, in this system, he becomes female 
through the desire of the active partner, for it is only the female who 
can be the recipient of intercourse. This act of double castration results 
in a tenuousness of gender that retmarks both bodies within the body 
of the male. The male desire for the male transforms the male to fett
male in order to enable the desire to be consummated. In order for this 
to occur, ima as male, that is, as mother, is (re) feminized by castrating 
her maternity, making her phallus, that is, her breasts, nonfunctional.

Vital writes further in the same text, “You already know that the dett
scent of nezah, hod, and yesod of ima into [tiferet] of zeir anpin is the secret of 
the verse, the mother who hovers over her fledglings (Deut. 21:6).” That is, the 
lower half of ima in zeir anpin is male because she is mother. As such, inside 
zeir anpin she does not copulate with her male partner, abba, who occupies 
yesod of zeir anpin. What occurs as a result of homoerotic desire is the de/
gendering or castrating of the female as “mother” and the en/gendering 
of the mother in the phallus of the male (zeir anpin), resulting not in her 
becoming male but in her becoming female (which is now disguised as 
male in yesod of zeir anpin) and the object of desire for the active homosextt
ual partner. That is, the active partner mistakenly thinks that the passive 
partner is really female, ima. Hence, toeh bah: he mistook a female (ima) for 
a male (zeir anpin). In fact, the desire results in the castration of zeir anpin 
(the passive partner) which makes him, her but in doing so also makes 
ima, who was male, into a female. What takes place is a double castration 
and gender transference, making the male, female and the male part of 
the female (as mother), female and thus an object of male desire. The 
phallus of tiferet (the breast) is severed and her femaleness is now concealed 
in the phallus of yesod. The desire of the active partner creates the object 
of his desire. In doing so, cosmic damage ensues. Vital continues:

When a male comes upon a male it causes the descent of abba 
and ima to yesod of zeir anpin (actually abba is already there) where 
they engage in yihud. This is the secret meaning of the Zohar 
when it says, “Bina is called the masculine world because she 
ends in the masculine realm (i.e., the phallus of zeir anpin).”114 
This means the following: Her yesod is concealed in zeir anpin 
reaching until the middle of his chest (tiferet). From there, a trace 
of her yesod (which are the five hasadim) descends until the yesod 
of zeir anpin. This is where they rest. This is what the Zohar 
means when it says, “the end of bina is masculine.” This is why 
she is called masculine. This is also the meaning of “he mistook 
her (toeh bah)” b. Talmud Nedarim 50a. When you see her, you 
think she is male but she is really female. This is because she is 
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concealed in the male (yesod of zeir anpin). When a man lies with 
a male he is, in reality, lying with a female!115

The force of the law in our case, dealing with the prohibition of 
male–male intercourse, is not a prohibition against the consummation 
of pure male–male desire, which Luria maintains is impossible, but a 
consummation of misdirected heterosexual desire, the object being the 
female concealed in the male that, via that desire, castrates him and 
makes her female where she should be male. The very existence of male 
sexual desire requires, for Luria, a feminine object; that is, the trace of 
the yesod of ima that exists in zeir anpin’s yesod (as mentioned above). To 
what, then, does the mistake (to’eh) refer? Luria can be read to suggest 
that the desire for male homosexual relations is not unnatural but, in 
fact, quite natural in that it still means a desire for the female who is 
disguised in the male. This assumes, of course, that for Luria “natural” 
desire is still heterosexual. However, given that males have the trace (or 
more) of the feminine, an expression of that “natural” desire can also 
materialize through desire for the male.

In the conclusion of this chapter I will suggest how this notion of dett
sire contributes to a theory of gender that lies between the essentialist 
and constructivist models. Here I just want to point out that this Lurianic 
interpretation complements the Islamic context that, while prohibiting 
homosexuality does not, like much of Christianity, argue that homosextt
ual desire is abnormal or unnatural. That is, male homosexuality is fortt
bidden even though it may be a natural (i.e., heterosexual) expression of 
human desire. This may point to the tepid tolerance of deviance in Istt
lamic societies that seemed to prevail in those centuries. In a similar vein, 
following Freud and Lacan, Butler notes that “‘gender’ appears to be sett
cured through the depositing of nonheterosexual identifications in the 
domain of the culturally [I would add here in our context cosmically] imtt
possible, the domain of the imaginary . . . which is rendered illegitimate 
through the force of the law.”116 In a kind of Foucauldean twist, homosextt
uality, for both Luria and Butler, is not unnatural desire but prohibitive 
natural desire. “The domain of the imaginary” for Butler is similar, altt
though surely not identical, to Luria’s interpretation of the talmudic rentt
dering of ‘to ’eva as to’eh  ¿atah bah.

The notion of disguise here—that she is concealed in him, or he aptt
pears as she, is an interesting instance of cosmic drag that supports Buttt
ler’s theory of the “plasticity of sex.” Butler states, “Gender is neither a 
purely psychic truth, conceived as ‘internal’ and ‘hidden’ nor is it reductt
ible to a surface appearance; on the contrary, its undecidability is to be 
traced as the play between psyche and appearance. Further, this will be a 
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‘play’ regulated by heterosexist constraints though not, for that reason, 
fully reducible to them.”117 As I understand it, there is a strong undecidtt
ability in Luria’s construction of gender here: a male body with a female 
trace, a female who is male (ima in zeir anpin) yet retains her femaleness 
elsewhere (outside zeir anpin). Yet she is castrated of her maleness (the 
breast) through the desire of the male for another male. Becoming fett
male ruins her disguise—that is, her trace in yesod of zeir anpin—and thus 
reveals herself as an object of male desire. More urgently, this downward 
movement (from tiferet to yesod) effaces her original femaleness (through 
the necessary descent of her upper half into zeir anpin, hence becoming 
“male”). The consequences of this progression are as follows: (1) the postt
sibility of perpetual heterosexuality between abba and ima above is dett
stroyed; and (2) the destabilization of concealment that takes place in zeir 
anpin (she is concealed in him) and the consequential destruction of the 
whole workings of gender transference and the implied plasticity of dett
sire. One might say that Luria champions the notion of the plasticity of 
desire, or at least affirms its existence, viewing the abstinence of some dett
sires as necessary for the performance of others. Butler refers to this as 
“the ‘play’ that is regulated by heterosexist constraints.”

Butler also argues that the dichotomy of essentialist versus constructt
tivist models of gender is, at best, limited. Essentialism, she argues, is 
problematic even on its own terms.118 On the constructivist position, she 
says that the theory of the performance of gender always functions to rett
iterate norms that exist outside it. While one may understandably posit 
that Kabbala promotes an essentialist model of gender, Elliot Wolfson has 
shown that gender in the Zohar and beyond is far more complex than the 
essentialism we find in rabbinic and other medieval Judaisms.119 Here I 
attempt to show that the essentialist model, one where sex is precultural 
and rooted in what Butler calls a “metaphysical site,” does not dominate 
Lurianic thinking. Yet the constructivist notion that gender is created 
purely through performativity could never bear the weight of kabbalistic 
metaphysics. Performativity plays a central role, as Butler argues, yet it is 
one that is constrained by metaphysical norms. However, rather than settt
ting the limits of performativity, these metaphysical constraints “impel 
and sustain performativity.”120 That is, the “plasticity of sex” here is the rett
sult of desire and human performance.

The desire to act and the performance of that desire creates, contt
structs, and transforms gender. This act of transference functions in a 
male body that is already bisexualized. The essentialism is maintained 
here precisely because Luria holds that human males, like their cosmic 
counterpart zeir anpin, ultimately contain both genders.121 Castration and 
retmembering, or transmorphing and transexualizing the male body 
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through performativity are not purely constructivist exercises but a play 
within the essentialist notion of the male body, a body that by definition 
contains both male and female and can, given another’s desire, function 
as either. The consequence of this act, as explained, is the castration of 
ima as male, that is, as mother, and the engendering of the upper ima as 
male as she descends into the male body of zeir anpin.

On this reading, the prohibitive status of mishkav zakhur is the way in 
which it problematizes heterosexuality in two ways. First, it forces the 
upper halves of abba and ima to descend into the body of the male (zeir 
anpin) and uncouple because she becomes a man (that is, a mother), thus 
interrupting the divine flow resulting from that union. Second, it causes 
a dangerous heterosexual union of the lower half of ima and abba inside 
yesod of zeir anpin, exposing them to the demonic that occupies that space. 
What I find fascinating, however, is not the way in which this reading rett
inforces the transgressive nature of the act, as it surely does, but the way it 
destabilizes and undermines the ways in which this act, and its accompatt
nying desire, has been viewed in Judaism as unnatural, immoral, and cultt
turally destructive. Charles Mopsik argued in his posthumous Le sexe des 
âmes that this kabbalistic approach to the question (particularly regardtt
ing the liminality of soul incarnation) opens up new possibilities for erastt
ing the prohibition.122 While I am not as optimistic as Mopsik (although I 
support his hope), I do think it presents a new model of the prohibition 
that avoids the conflation of gender politics and morality so pervasive in 
the contemporary discussion about this issue.

“The Plasticity of Sex,” Mishkav Zakhur, 
and Metempsychosis (Gilgul)

The metaphysical discussion in the above cited texts is reiterated in the 
frame of metempsychosis or gilgul in Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim and Sefer ha-Gilgu--
lim. While the concept of gilgul (transmigration of souls or reincarnation) 
exists in both kabbalistic and nonkabbalistic literature from the Middle 
Ages, first appearing in the ninth century in Sa ¿adia’s Gaon’s rejection of 
the idea,123 in Lurianic Kabbala it becomes a central tenet and foundatt
tional part of its metaphysics.124 The notion of soul migration and soul imtt
pregnation ( ¿ibbur) is directly relevant to Luria’s construction of gender 
and his theory about the “plasticity of sex” via the transgression of mishkav 
zakhur. Moreover, as we will see, it provides us with another instance in 
which these cosmic notions are embedded in a historical setting. To 
begin, Luria’s entire cosmology is founded on a gendered notion of existt
tence; it is thus no surprise that he believed souls, like bodies, are engentt
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dered. In the following text from Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim, Vital relates a Luritt
anic teaching regarding the engendering of souls and its implications:

Behold, one of the four hundred questions that Doag and Ahitofel 
asked the “tower suspended in the air” (migdal pore’ah b’avir)125 rett
lates to the following: Know that the trait of gilgul applies to men 
(ha-zekharim) and not to women (nekavot). This is the secret of the 
verse, One generation (dor) goes, another comes, but the earth (ha ¿arez) re--
mains the same forever (Eccles. 1:4). One generation (dor) goes, another 
comes; this refers to men who transmigrate (mitgalgalim). But the 
earth (ha ¿arez), these are women who are called “earth” (arez), as is 
known, remains, that is, they do not return through gilgul.126 There 
is also another reason. Men, because they engage in the mitzvah 
of Talmud Torah, do not enter into Gehenna, because the light of 
Gehenna has no power over them.127 . . . However, women, who do 
not engage in Torah, can enter Gehenna in order to become puritt
fied from their sins and thus do not need gilgul.128

The limitation of gilgul to men here is intriguing. Gilgul, among other 
things, is a process of purification from the sins of past lives, an alternatt
tive to the more anguished purification of Gehenna.129 Male souls, due to 
their relationship to the study of Torah as commandment, are exempt, in 
principle, from the fires of Gehenna since they are able to purge their 
sins through gilgul.130 This raises the following question: If only male souls 
are reincarnated, then women are either new souls never before dett
scended into the world (a very exalted and limited category called “nesh--
amot hadashot”),131 or are composites of parts of male souls who become 
manifest in women’s bodies, which will become relevant later on. Vital 
suggests a third possibility:

Even though female souls are not reincarnated, they sometimes 
enter [into a body, presumably female] through impregnation132 
with the sparks of new female souls of women. It is also possible 
that after they enter into the soul of a woman, if that woman 
gives birth to a daughter, that female soul that came through imtt
pregnation can be fully reincarnated in the daughter.133

According to this text, a female soul can only achieve the status of rett
incarnation (gilgul gamur) through her mother. The ability to achieve 
such a status requires the temporary state of impregnation in the mother 
which must always serve a specific purpose. Below is the specification of 
that purpose.
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Also know that sometimes a man (male soul) can be reincartt
nated in a female body because of a particular sin like mishkav 
zakhur.134 In this case, this male soul that is reincarnated in a fett
male body [results in] her barrenness because she has no “femitt
nine waters” to rise up and receive the seminal drop from the 
“masculine waters.”135 The only way she can become pregnant 
and give birth is by another female soul entering into her 
through temporary “impregnation ( ¿ibbur).” By joining with her 
[another female soul in a female body] . . . she can give birth. 
However, she can never give birth to sons for two reasons. First, 
because it is written, When a woman “emits semen” (tazria) and gives 
birth to a male (Lev. 12:2), but here the woman is a male like her 
husband and thus cannot bear sons, only daughters!136 The sectt
ond reason is because the soul of the woman that entered her 
[via  ¿ibbur] did so only temporarily in order to help her give 
birth. When the woman gives birth, the impregnated soul no 
longer has any purpose being there. At the time of birth that 
soul enters into the child. Hence the child will always be female 
and not male . . . We thus see that all women who have male 
souls can only bear daughters. And, the daughter she bears has 
the soul of the [female] soul that entered her via  ¿ibbur to help 
her give birth [thus achieving the state of gilgul]. In certain very 
rare cases, it is possible that at the time of birth, the female soul 
that entered through  ¿ibbur will depart, enabling a male soul to 
enter the child [thus producing a boy].137

There is much to say about the rich blend of biology and soul contt
struction. However, given that my concerns are quite narrow, I will 
highlight only those elements that directly relate to the question at 
hand. First is the notion that there is not necessarily a correlation bett
tween the soul gender and body gender. More importantly, Luria artt
gues, by implication, that gender is simply not only a biological catett
gory. There is nothing innovative in this, as such an idea has precedent 
in other cultures throughout history.138 Luria never weighs in on 
whether one’s gender is determined by body or soul, but here it appears 
that the body is determinate (the female with the male soul is called 
“the woman”; in a later text he implies the opposite). Yet the gender is 
limited by the soul within. The inability of a woman to bear children in 
one case and bear sons in another is not an insignificant blemish in tratt
ditional societies. The barren woman, a topic quite important in the 
Bible, is explained in this text as a woman who is, in essence, a man. 
Her bodily functions are curtailed by her soul. Whether we can extend 
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this to a man who is only attracted to other men is speculative since 
Luria says nothing about the soul in relation to sexual desire. However, 
given Luria’s comments in other places about barrenness (and the 
curse of barrenness from the Bible through classical Judaism), I will 
argue that this interpretation is at least suggestive. The plasticity here is 
further supported by the notion of impregnation that enables a woman 
with a male soul to, in essence, become a woman, albeit temporarily, in 
order to have a child. I say temporarily because after the birth, that fett
male soul departs (either to the daughter or, in rare cases, back to 
where it came from) leaving the woman barren, and male, once again. 
The ability for that woman to have another child, as Vital explains 
below, can produce quite gruesome results:

In this case [when a woman has a male soul], it is impossible for 
this woman to have another child without that same soul reentertt
ing her body once again. Hence, if the [first] child was a girl, this 
daughter would have to die, creating the possibility of her soul rett
entering the body of her mother to aid in her [new] pregnancy, 
after which the soul of the new daughter will be that same soul. . . . 
It is also possible that sometimes the first daughter will not have to 
die and another [female] soul can enter the mother [via  ¿ibbur] 
and she will become pregnant and give birth to a [second] daughtt
ter. That soul will then achieve the full status of gilgul.139

The reason that Vital uses the caveat “sometimes” regarding another  ¿ibbur 
is that there are limits to the number of soul impregnations (generally 
three) that are possible in any one body. More to the point, however, is the 
notion that to have a second child the woman who has a male soul must 
import a female soul in order to function as a woman, requiring, at times, 
the birth and death of a child to do so. Scholars have suggested that the 
prominence of gilgul in Safed in the sixteenth century was a way of justifytt
ing the unusually high child mortality rate at that time due to plagues and 
illness.140 Luria himself died of such a plague. For our purposes, this distt
cussion strengthens the notion suggested above that gender in the Luritt
anic corpus is a fluid and liminal category141 and that mishkav zakhur, as an 
act of det and regendering not only has an impact on the cosmic realm but 
also on the functions, and identity, of the physical body.

At the end of Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim, Vital relates a conversation with 
Luria that personalizes the impact of mishkav zakhur on the bodies and 
souls of the participants and their spiritual descendants. The discustt
sion focuses around Vital’s wife, Hannah, and the death of Vital’s 
daughter, Angela:
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He [Luria] said to me [Vital] that of all the sparks at the root of 
my soul, none are closer to me than those of R. Akiva. Everytt
thing that happened to him will happen to me. He told me my 
wife Hannah is the gilgul of Kalba Shavua, the fathertintlaw of R. 
Akiva.142 Since he [Kalba Shavua] was the penetrated partner 
like a woman, he came back as a woman,143 [first as] the wife of 
Abaya because he was also from the root of R. Akiva. . . . Aftertt
ward, he was reincarnated in my wife Hannah. Because she is 
the gilgul of a male, she can only give me daughters and not sons 
because she is a man (lifi s’he zakhar). . . . He told me she became 
pregnant with the soul of the wife of Tyranus Rufus the evil one 
who later married R. Akiva, as is known.144

The text goes on to talk about the death of Vital’s daughter, Angela 
and later his wife, Hannah. Luria tells him that he will marry a more eltt
evated woman later who will better represent the union of R. Akiva and 
the wife of Tyranus Rufus.145 In any event, this text illustrates the earlier 
discussion in the realia of Vital’s life. While we do not know anything 
about the homosexual liaison between Kalba Shavua and a male parttt
ner, we do know that this act, now personalized, resulted in the contt
struction of a woman with a male soul, who is here described as a male 
(lifi s’he zakhar), supporting our basic claim from the more metaphysical 
discussions in Sha ¿ar ha-Yihudim and Sha ¿ar Ruah ha-Kodesh of the transtt
morphing of gender resulting from mishkav zakhur. This transmorphing 
is only possible because each human being already contains the inhertt
ent possibility of both genders. In some cases, as in Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim, 
the dominant soul gender is other than the physical gender.146 In differtt
ent cases, the female nature of ima’s effluence (even as it acts as male 
inside zeir anpin) holds the potential to change the receptive male into 
a woman through desire, thus creating the condition of male–male 
intercourse.

Conclusion

As I read and reread these passages on mishkav zakhur through the lens 
of pretLurianic literature and feminist theory, a few things come into 
relief. First, it seems quite plausible that Luria understood homosexual 
desire as natural in the sense that the feminine is an integral part of 
the male body and could easily become an object of desire for another 
male. On the naturalness of homosexual desire, he was very much 
aligned with his Muslim environment. The extent to which this metatt
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physical reification of the inherent, albeit not active, bisexuality of the 
male and female (re: Sha ¿ar ha-Gilgulim) reflects Muslim thinking in 
that period is a topic for further research. It is true that Luria held that 
acting on that desire causes all kinds of det and regendering that are 
destructive and thus forbidden. The question of constructivist versus estt
sentialist notions of gender looms large in Luria’s depiction of sex diftt
ferentiation. I think that Luria’s position is neither constructivist nor 
essentialist, in that gender for him is so fluid and is determined by so 
many factors (gilgul, desire, etc.) other than biology that the body is but 
one instantiation of an otherwise changing dynamic.

In exploring the gender–sexual orientation debate through Luria, I 
have found that the most cogent depiction is suggested by William D. 
Hart in an essay on homosexuality in Black churches in America: “Sextt
ual Orientation and the Language of Higher Law.” In this essay, Hart 
rehearses the arguments about the formation of nature verses nurture 
(to simplify an otherwise complex argument) and comes out with the 
following conclusion:

From my perspective, sexual orientation isn’t a social construct, 
if by construct one means unnatural and easy to change. On the 
contrary sexual orientation is one aspect of our nature that is 
least malleable and most difficult to change. What follows from 
this? That sexual orientation is fundamental to our identity, its 
soul, secret truth, and destiny? Not at all. All that need follow is 
that in constructing our identity, some aspects of our nature are 
less malleable than others. That doesn’t make them truer, more 
natural, prototypically natural; it simply makes them more diffitt
cult to deal with.147

What Hart suggests is that the nature/nurture dichotomy is false bett
cause social identity is part of nature and nature is a piece of one’s sott
cial identity. Taking this back to Luria, gender identity is not purely 
natural if by that we mean biological and unalterable. Desire for the optt
posite sex may be natural but that opposite sex can be easily instantitt
ated in the same sex. Or, the nature of biology can be a veil for a soul 
inheritance that undermines biology. Desire is powerful enough to 
make a man a woman, or a woman a man, both of which already exist 
in each body. Nature is itself a construction, and human desire, even 
when it manifests as transgression, can be reconstructed.

To return once more to Butler, constructivist positions always reittt
erate norms outside themselves. However, to simply be satisfied with 
the bottom line that Luria maintains the prohibition of male homott
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sexuality (which he surely does) is, in my view, to do an injustice to the 
creative and atypical nature of Lurianic physics, metaphysics, and psytt
chology. Luria’s contribution to the discussion of sexuality and sexual 
orientation in Judaism is found in the way in which he utilizes the perfortt
mativity of desire and a quasitconstructivist approach to gender in order 
to destabilize the essentialist model to which he remains anchored.



Especially since the rise of Christianity and Islam, Jews have concerned 
themselves with defining the nature and fabric of the Jewish claim of 
particularism1 in relation to, and as distinct from, the non-Jewish 
other.2 But not only the non-Jewish other. The other is not only the 
non-Israelite/Jew but also the other that lives in the midst of the com--
munity, inside the Jewishness of the Jew.3 The fear is not only of the 
non-Jewish other but of the Jewish “other,” the Jew who stands in oppo--
sition to the operative definition of Judaism. Esther Benbassa and Jean-
Christoffe Attias argue that otherness is not merely a part of Jewish 
identity; it stands at the very center of how Judaism views itself: “Biblical 
thought and rabbinical Judaism have obviously never ceased to secrete 
this imagined other. The reason is that Judaism has defined itself, to a 
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—Leonard Cohen, “Anthem”



144 From Metaphysics to Midrash

large extent, as a ‘counter-religion’. It constructs itself and conceives of 
itself in confrontation with an external enemy, that is, however, simulta--
neously a standing internal temptation: idolatry.”4 Sacha Stern puts it 
more starkly: “The rabbinic image of the non-Jew is xenophobic in the 
extreme.”5 The other who is Christian, of course, begins as an internal 
other that becomes external, and Islam views itself to some extent in 
the trajectory of Judaism or at least Abrahamic and Mosaic prophecy. 
In Kabbala the other, who is often demonic, is sometimes depicted as 
internal to the self whose power is generated through interaction with 
the sacredness of the human soul. Being empowered by the sacred, the 
demonic is, in some way, always a part of the sacred it opposes.6

In the Bible, the external other, for example, Balaam, is portrayed in 
the Lurianic imagination as sharing a soul with Moses. And he is viewed 
as connected to the  ¿erev rav (mixed multitude, Exod. 12:39) who also 
constitute a kind of “internal other” to Israel. Like the  ¿erev rav, Balaam is 
both outside and inside, an external threat and internal temptation. So 
while the other is, as Boyarin suggests, “different,” she is also the same, a 
difference that is rooted in sameness, the other that is also always the self. 
As Jonathan Z. Smith notes, comparison is always the manipulation of 
difference “to achieve some stated cognitive end.”7 So the question re--
garding Balaam and Israel is not only about difference per se but about 
how that difference reflects sameness (Balaam/Moses) and how that 
sameness reflects an internal difference (Israelite/convert).

W. D. Davis claims that the relationship of Israel to the gentile world 
may have been the most pressing theological problem of the first century.8 
The claim of exclusivity that lies at the center of the Israelite covenant is 
often in tension with the messianic and eschatological claim endemic to 
Judaism, especially in the Hebrew Prophets, predicting a utopian future 
where exclusivist claims (at least conventionally understood) are effaced 
or at least transformed.9 The extent to which Paul’s ostensible move to uni--
versalize the covenant founded on his reading of the eschatology of the 
Hebrew Prophets (with all its caveats) should not be underestimated as ex--
hibiting an internal tension among Ancient Israelites.10 While moder--
nity—which brought emancipation and later the promise of religious plu--
ralism to Jews—certainly presents unique challenges to traditional Jewish 
claims of covenantal exclusivity, modernity does not create the tension.11 
Rather, negotiating exclusivity and universality, being inside and outside, 
self and other, underlies much of the Ancient Israelite and later Jewish tra--
dition, beginning in the Bible, and becomes especially prominent among 
post-rabbinic mystical Judaisms that stress utopian redemption. This is es--
pecially true when Jews find themselves in close proximity, geographically 
or theologically, to the (monotheistic) “other” (Christianity and Islam). I 
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argue that sixteenth-century Safed is such an environment, one where the 
Islamic other (the tolerant Ottoman Empire) and the “(ex)-Christian” 
other (returning conversos) create a unique nexus that informs Lurianic 
exegesis on this question of identity, not only on the more obvious ques--
tion of “who is a Jew?” but also on the more subtle question, “what is the 
difference between the Jew and the gentile?”12

In its early period (until the middle of the second century ce), Rab--
binic Judaism seemed to largely follow the biblical model of exclusiveness. 
That is, the identity Israelite was determined by tribal and blood lineage 
and, while one could enter the tribe through marriage, there was little re--
course to become an Israelite in any formal sense although many Hel--
lenes integrated into Jewish communities informally.13 Nor was there 
much desire on the part of Israelites to make an “outsider” an Israelite, al--
though outsiders readily entered into Jewish communities sometimes 
without any formal conversion.14 The lack of a legislated conversion pro--
cedure in this early period has been interpreted to mean that identity in 
the Bible was largely, if not exclusively, tribal and familial and not about 
belief or behavior.15 Alternatively, in this period no one who was an Israel--
ite could erase that affiliation even through sin or nonbelief.16 William 
Scott Green writes, “Whatever their differences, these two claims17 repre--
sent the position that most ancient Jews shared a common national or re--
ligio-ethnic self-definition . . . and that in such a context otherness meant 
being outside the ‘Jewish community,’ or bereft of ‘Jewish identity,’ or ex--
cluded from ‘the Jewish people.’ According to this model, one was either 
in or out; there appears no middle range.”18 This observation does not ac--
count for the existence of gentiles who lived among Jews, participated in 
Jewish rituals, and had the status of partial Jews in the Jewish community. 
Josephus Flavius notes in numerous places gentiles who revered Jewish 
customs and participated in Jewish life-cycle events (and not only as ob--
servers).19 While Ancient Israelite religion may not have been as mission--
izing as early Christianity (both Jewish and Pauline), conversion, institu--
tional and cultural, was not uncommon.20 While the permeability of 
Jewish identity defining both Jew and non-Jew in the pre-rabbinic and 
rabbinic period did not efface the centrality of ethnicity as the backbone 
of Jewish identity, it did push the “ethnicity doctrine” into a more mythic 
realm.21 Particularism remained and the myth of Jews as descendants of 
the “sons/tribes of Jacob” still survived, but Jewish particularity (“in” and 
“out”) now stretched beyond the confines of a purely tribal identity.

The Hebrew prophets expressed a more universalistic model of inclu--
siveness.22 However, in almost all cases, this utopian universalism was a vi--
sion of the future.23 And prophetic utopianism in any event does not erase 
ethnicity as much as erase the absolute hierarchy inherent in biblical eth--
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nic reasoning. As Denise Buell has argued, universalism in Christianity 
(and, I would add, Judaism), does not erase ethnicity as much as refash--
ion it in a way that is conducive to a utopian vision.24 This does not neces--
sarily mean that universalism, however limited, was an invention of Chris--
tianity.25 H. W. F. Saggs argues that pre-Mosaic patriarchal religion may 
have contained “a tint of universalism” that was erased with the introduc--
tion of the Mosaic God.26 Jon Levenson further suggests that the catego--
ries of universalism and particularism and ethnicity more generally do 
not apply to the Hebrew Bible. While the Hebrew Bible begins with a uni--
versal and not particular notion of God and humanity (Gen. 1:1–2:3 and 
2:4–24) and moves to posit a “chosen” people (e.g., Exod. 6:7; 19:19; Deut. 
7:8), that move is not necessarily exclusivist in that Israel’s covenant man--
dates responsibility to the non-Israelite other (Exod. 23:9; Lev. 19:33, 34; 
Deut. 23:8). Levenson argues that while divine election in the Hebrew 
Bible makes “universalism” impossible, election does not make Israelite 
religion hopelessly particularistic.27 In any case (that is, whether a pre-
Mosaic universalism preceded Mosaic religion or whether universalism 
grew as a tributary from it), classical post-biblical Judaism made clear dis--
tinctions between self and other even as those distinctions may not have 
always been applied to the masses.

Shaye Cohen sums up the biblical worldview on this question as fol--
lows: “Does the Hebrew Bible contain the idea that a non-Israelite can 
somehow become an Israelite by believing in the one true God? The an--
swer is no. The Tanakh has adumbrations, intimations, harbingers of the 
idea, but not the idea itself.”28 Cohen argues that the Jewish notion of in--
cluding the “outsider” into the Jewish fold (i.e., conversion) begins in the 
second century and is largely the result of Israel moving away from consti--
tuting cultural affiliation and citizenship outside of ethnicity, a shift com--
mon in Hellenism. Another factor was the fledging Christian movement 
that, while not fully severed from Judaism until much later, had already 
drawn certain definitive boundaries, via Pauline theology, separating 
Jewish non-Christians and Jewish Christians.29

The details of these arguments are not at issue here. Suffice it to say 
that for various reasons theories about exclusivity and separation from 
the surrounding culture, including Christianity, were a vital issue for the 
rabbis, not only as a way of distinguishing Jew from gentile but as way of 
distinguishing between what would become Judaism and Jewish/Christi--
anity. Thus Daniel Boyarin writes, “In a precise mirror of the contempo--
rary Christian move in which ethnic difference is made religious, for the 
latter rabbis religious difference has been ethnicized; Christians are no 
longer seen as a threatening other within [my italics] but as an entity fully 
other, as separate as the gentiles had been for the Jews of temple times.”30
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Especially toward the end of late Antiquity when Christianity took 
hold as a distinct and dominant religion and attracted the attention of 
the rabbis, the “other” became more complicated because it included an 
“internal other” who, after the fourth century, became a dominating 
power.31 While it is true that after the conversion of Constantine (and 
even sometime before) the Christian was no longer considered a Jew,32 
the very claim of Christianity as the New Israel produced a new set of is--
sues about Israel’s exclusive covenantal experience.33 The other was now 
(also) internalized, and was an “other” that grew up in the same theologi--
cal universe yet interpreted that universe in ways that undermined the 
rabbinic construction of covenant. It was here that orthodoxy, and Juda--
ism, really begins.34 Hence, the rabbis, among other things, were very in--
vested in making distinctions—who was in and who was out (e.g., Mishna 
Sanhedrin 10:3), and who was an Israelite/Jew and who was not.35

In the sixteenth century, especially in Safed, the exercise of distin--
guishing self and other undergoes another development. Many conversos, 
now free (or forced) to travel beyond the borders of the Iberian Peninsula 
(Spain and Portugal), sought to reenter the Jewish fold. Many were born 
and raised Christian and, even as they practiced Christianity, maintained 
a clandestine Jewish identity. In returning, many demanded full rights as 
Jews.36 In such cases, “otherness” takes on another layer—a community 
whose claim to Jewishness includes the past practice of another (compet--
ing) religion and the identification with that religion. Yet for many legal 
authorities, past religious affiliations did not efface their identity as Jews 
because their conversion to Christianity was deemed involuntary. It is true 
that most returning conversos abandoned their old allegiances (Christian--
ity) to embrace Judaism. But even with the abandonment, sincere or not, 
we still have a case in which the self and other (in this case Christianity) 
are embodied simultaneously in an individual who now seeks reentry into 
the community of Israel. The question as to whether or how much the ex-
Christian can erase decades and sometimes generations of Christian edu--
cation was an issue debated in the sixteenth century by rabbinic leaders. 
While the exclusivity doctrine is surely maintained in sixteenth-century 
Judaism, the converso phenomenon (from Christian back to Jew) chal--
lenged earlier notions of Jewishness and the question “Who is a Jew?” was 
renewed.37 One result among many was the emergence of new messianic 
possibilities, in part because the boundaries of self and other were being 
effaced.38

As I argued in the previous chapters, the converso phenomenon is 
an important social and intellectual context of Lurianic Kabbala that 
influences both its metaphysics and its construction of social reality. In 
this chapter I argue that Lurianic depictions of Balaam as the pro--
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phetic other suggest ways in which the rabbinic desire for exclusiveness, 
extending from the Deuteronomist School in the Bible, is problema--
tized. I suggest that the converso phenomenon, in theory and in prac--
tice, may be generating this reading, at least in part. Luria’s erasure, or 
at least effacement, of rabbinic notions of other does not mean that 
Luria is presenting a competing claim of universality in any conven--
tional sense.39 Rather, the particularity he is claiming is nuanced by the 
idea, based on his theory of the human soul, that the other is, in fact, 
always also the self. The biblical narrative viewed through the lenses of 
Lurianic metaphysics, here the Balaam narrative in particular, exhibits 
the thinning of the opacity separating the self and the other (Moses/Is--
rael, Balaam/nations), enabling the otherness of the other to disappear 
or at least become transparent. Underlying all this, of course, is Luria’s 
eschatology, his belief in the absorption or eradication of the demonic 
(the unredeemable other) through the encounter with the holy.

If I am correct that Luria, following the Zohar, depicts the soul de--
scendants of Adam as only including Israel (also meaning that it is only 
Israel who is “created in the image of God”),40 then the notion of the 
“other” of any human is only that dimension that is not rooted in Israel. 
Yet this dimension, deemed the demonic (kelipot), has no lasting exis--
tence. In fact it has no true existence at all.41 The eradication of the de--
monic through tikkun is the eradication of the other, or, the disappear--
ance of the particular in favor of a universal that is defined as simply 
“human.” The conventional distinction between Jew and gentile would 
fall away because each one is dependent on the existence of the other; 
the gentile other is thus a temporary category. This does not mean that 
all gentiles will become Jews in the future, because Jewishness is also a 
temporary category, an exilic instantiation of the human in a world not-
yet-redeemed. Rather, all will become fully human in the future, human--
ity defined here as a full disclosure of the image of God.42 The locution 
“will become” does not mean that this does not already exist. In Lurianic 
metaphysics, the future is already embedded in the present. The future is 
the disclosure of an already existing reality that is concealed. Thus the 
categories of self and other, Jew and gentile, are false in the sense that 
they are a result of a world not fully disclosed. Yet they are true in that it is 
only through this dichotomy that the fully human self is revealed.

As I illustrated in previous chapters, the Lurianic doctrine of the soul 
knows no particularistic boundaries. In this chapter I argue that the par--
ticularistic and irreconcilable differences between the self and the other, a 
distinction that classical Judaism was very invested in defending, is decon--
structed in Luria’s understanding of the full disclosure of the covenant. 
The divinity of the human soul, rooted in Adam, is reconstructed and lib--
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erated from its profane elements. While in the preredemptive world this 
divine soul is most fully manifest in a people called Israel, Israel (which in 
the future will simply be “the human”) is incomplete until the lost rem--
nants of the Adamic soul, buried in the “other” of the non-Israelite, re--
turns to its source. In the end, then, we will have to determine why Luria 
would not agree with Paul that, in the messianic moment, “there is no Jew, 
no Greek” (Gal. 3:28).

Before exploring how this unfolds in Luria’s rendering of the 
Balaam narrative, I will briefly examine the rabbinic use of the Balaam 
story and then the Zohar’s ontology of evil to present the particularity 
and exclusivity that Luria deconstructs.

The Gentile Prophet as a Tool for Concrete Exclusivity: 
The Rabbinic Use of Balaam

The episode of Balaam (Num. 22:2–25:9) has always been viewed as prob--
lematic in the history of Jewish literature. Balaam is not an overtly nega--
tive personality in Numbers.43 While he agrees to curse Israel for money, 
he consistently acknowledges that he can only fulfill the will of God (e.g., 
Num. 22:18). In the deuteronomic tradition (Deut. 23:5–6) Balaam’s in--
tentions are made explicit: But the Lord your God refused to heed Balaam; inss
stead the Lord your God turned the blessing into a curse for you for the Lord your 
God loves you. Whereas there is no mention of Balaam’s inner feelings in 
Numbers, in Deuteronomy Balaam desires to curse Israel and it is God who 
turns (vesyahafokh) Balaam’s curse into a blessing. Balaam’s evil intentions 
are extended in the prophetic tradition as well and also filter into the 
Septuagint translation of the Bible.44 In Deuteronomy and beyond, 
Balaam is envisioned as an arch enemy of Israel.45 Alexander Rofe argues 
that this deuteronomic shift is aligned with Deuteronomy’s general world--
view of Israel’s uniqueness. “This view [of discrediting Balaam in Deuter--
onomy] works well with Israel being chosen as a holy nation unto God 
(Deut. 7:6). It can no longer acknowledge that the nations (bnei nekhar) 
have any positive contribution to make to the history of Israel. This his--
tory [only] reveals the uniqueness of Israel and God’s grace [upon them]. 
Therefore, we also see the erasure of the purpose of Jethro in Deuteron--
omy regarding the organization of a court system in Israel (Deut. 1:9–
18).”46 It is thus the doctrine of exclusivity in Deuteronomy that makes 
Balaam’s apparent virtuous character impossible. He becomes, at best, a 
prophet against his will, and his blessings are God’s and not his own.

This is even more evident regarding prophecy (Deut. 18:13–20). After 
Moses, true prophecy is exclusively an Israelite phenomenon. On this 
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reading of Deuteronomy, Balaam, as a post-Mosaic non-Israelite prophet, 
must be an enemy, one who combines prophecy and magic in an attempt 
to destroy Israel. If his prophetic powers were true, which the Bible takes 
for granted, and his intentions were noble, his prophecy would threaten 
the exclusivist doctrine being espoused in Deuteronomy.

In short, the demonization of Balaam coincides with the claim of ex--
clusivity of Israel after Sinai. He becomes a prototypic “other,” not the 
more benign other of earlier biblical strata but the other who attempts to 
undermine God’s covenant with Israel, even outside Israel’s purview.47 It 
is only divine intervention that saves Israel from the curses that Balaam 
was hired, and desired, to speak.

This trajectory of Balaam as a signpost for contentious otherness 
dominates the rabbinic imagination concerning Balaam. Balaam as an 
individual becomes the embodiment of all the other nations in the rab--
binic imagination. His personality is envisioned as the collective mind 
of the gentile toward Israel. And his imagined spiritual life becomes a 
leitmotif for non-Jewish religions, particularly Christianity.

Rabbinic literature is replete with aggadic material about Balaam.48 
For our limited purposes, Rabbinic Judaism asks two fundamental 
questions about this narrative, the latter of which serves as a foundation 
for post-rabbinic Jewish philosophy and Kabbala. The first question, 
which is really two related questions, is literary. If we begin with the no--
tion that Moses wrote the entire Torah during the forty-year period in 
the desert (excluding the last verses relating to his death), the question 
arises how Moses knew about what was going on between Balak and 
Balaam? The story is an odd interlude separating the on-going narra--
tive of Israel’s life in the desert and shows no apparent connection to 
the lives of the Israelites.49

A second and more discomfiting dimension of the Balaam story is 
the apparent recognition of the prophecy of a non-Israelite after the 
revelation at Sinai. Here the question is theological. The rabbis had no 
difficulty recognizing prophecy of non-Israelites before the covenant. 
However, after Sinai, after Israel was chosen by God, the continuation 
of legitimate prophecy for those not present at the event was viewed as 
problematic and threatening. Rather than solving this through talmu--
dic dialectics, the rabbis seem to make it more difficult by equating the 
prophecy of Balaam and Moses (we will explore those equations below). 
In short, the rabbis must come up with a strategy that legitimates non-
Israelite, post-Sinai prophecy and answer why this non-Israelite proph--
ecy is important enough to occupy three chapters in the Book of Num--
bers. In fact, they do more than that—they creatively turn this 
narrative, which has the potential to weaken the exclusive nature of the 
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God–Israelite communication, into a post-Sinai episode that strength--
ens the covenant, finally excluding the non-Israelite from any claim to 
it. The elevated status of Balaam’s prophecy becomes a tool against any 
gentile claim to covenant. Even after Sinai, the nations are given a pro--
phetic equal in stature to Moses and still they fail. Balaam becomes a 
leitmotif that erases any protest against Israelite uniqueness. For the 
rabbis, the Balaam story coupled with the Moses–Balaam equation 
drives a wedge between the truth claims (via prophecy and revelation) 
of Judaism versus the truth claims (via prophecy) of any other religion.

The equation of Balaam and Moses, the villain and the hero, is 
viewed by some scholars of rabbinics as having a polemical tone. With 
the emergence of Christianity, the rabbis of late Antiquity were con--
fronted with Christian claims of legitimacy, one of them being the 
prophecy of Jesus.50 In an illuminating essay on this subject, “Homilies 
of the Sages on Gentile Prophecy and on the Episode of Balaam,” 
Efrayim Urbach discusses the nature of rabbinic responses to Christi--
anity through the lens of Balaam’s prophecy.51 He contests earlier schol--
arly opinions of men such as Abraham Geiger, among others, in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who argued that Balaam 
serves as a foil for Jesus in rabbinic literature.52 However, he does not 
discount the possibility that rabbinic texts, including those dealing with 
Balaam, are polemical against the fledgling Christian religion.53 In par--
ticular, Urbach chooses Mishna Avot de-Rebbe Natan (second version) 
chapter 45,54 “Everyone who has these three traits is from the disciples 
of Abraham and everyone who has these three traits is from the disciple 
of Balaam.” On this early rabbinic passage Urbach states:

Particularly noteworthy is the phrase “disciples of Abraham” 
that does not appear in all of rabbinic literature aside from this 
text [and Mishna Avot]. The phrase “disciples of Abraham” does 
not refer to those from the seed of Abraham (zera) or his prog--
eny (banav), phrases that are more common when referring to 
[the nation of] Israel. The word “disciples” (talmidim) refers to 
those who accept the teachings of Abraham and walk in his ways. 
This does not negate the possibility that those students may not 
be from his seed or progeny. It is therefore possible that the dis--
ciples of Abraham, like the disciples of Balaam, are not the chil--
dren of Abraham but those that walk in his [Abraham’s] ways 
and distance themselves from the ways of Balaam.55

Urbach goes on to cite New Testament sources that make similar dis--
tinctions, albeit with different intentions. The phrase “the doctrine 
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(lit., law) of Balaam” (torat Balaam) appears in Revelations 2:14 (known 
to be a Jewish-Christian text) and 2 Peter 2:15, Which have forsaken the 
right way, and are gone astray, following the way of Balaam son of Beor, who 
loved the wages of unrighteousness.56 As is known, Paul often uses Abraham 
(and being a descendant of Abraham) as a motif describing faith and 
not law, that is, as an argument against the Jews and Jewish-Christians 
who believed the law remained in effect after Christ (e.g., Rom. 4:2, 13–
16). This is especially true in Paul’s diatribe against the Jewish-Chris--
tians in Galatians 3 and Romans 9:7.57 The faith of Abraham is embod--
ied in Christ and no longer is the property of Abraham’s biological 
seed.58 And if you are in Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs accordss
ing to the promise (Galatians 3:29).59 Paul also refers to Christian gentiles 
as “children of Abraham” (Gal. 3:7), using “children” euphemistically.

The Mishna in Avot and Avot de-Rebbe Natan juxtapose Abraham 
(here his disciples or those who live according to his teachings) and 
Balaam. Unlike Mishna Sanhedrin 10:2 or Paul’s Romans 9–11, there is no 
intent to define “Israelite.” The juxtaposition of Abraham and Balaam is 
noteworthy for two reasons: first, the use of the term talmidim (disciples) 
instead of zera (seed) or banim (children). This is uncharacteristic of rab--
binic teaching when discussing Abraham and his progeny. Second, 
 because the juxtaposition of Abraham and Balaam is unprecedented in 
rabbinic literature even as this comparison does have a linguistic founda--
tion.60 Urbach argues that the Abraham–Balaam equation may have origi--
nally been a motif used for an internal dispute between Jewish-Christians 
who believed in the continued efficacy of mitzvot, and the disciples of Paul 
who wanted to erase or at least thin the distinction between Israel and the 
gentiles.61 Given the odd turn-of-phrase talmidei Avraham in Avot and Avot 
de-Rebbe Natan, Urbach suggests that perhaps the rabbis adopted this 
motif to distinguish between Jews and those who adhered to “another 
prophet,” meaning Jesus. Moreover, the failure of Balaam’s prophecy de--
veloped in rabbinic literature (the Bible tells us nothing of Balaam’s fail--
ure as a prophet) deepens the argument for the exclusivity of Jews against 
gentiles who are disciples of a prophet whose prophecy is true but who is a 
“false” prophet.62 By this I mean his prophecy originates from a place that 
is rooted in holiness (sharing a dimension of Moses’ soul) but that he does 
not hold the status of a true prophet.

Urbach’s argument here is useful for numerous reasons. While he 
rejects the overt use of Balaam to portray Jesus, he does not deny that 
the rabbis may have been reacting, via biblical exegesis, to Christianity 
as they knew it.63 At least early on, Balaam’s prophecy is fully acknowl--
edged as true prophecy, but it is deemed an utter failure. Perhaps 
Balaam is prefigured as one, as opposed to Abraham, who prophecies 
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the end of mitzvot and the universality of the divine message.64 If a non-
Israelite can be a true prophet, then why is it that God’s will can only 
be lived through mitzvot (Paul, of course, argues in favor of this point)?

The result of this admittedly speculative theological–polemical 
move in Mishna Avot de-Rebbe Natan (viewing Balaam as challenging 
Jewish claims of exclusive divine authority) potentially undermines the 
uniqueness of the Sinai covenant. The Mishna’s depiction of the traits 
of Balaam responds to this implied challenge by claiming that such a 
stance results in the collapse of morality (the three traits of Balaam—
an evil eye, haughtiness, and arrogance are all moral categories).65 If we 
follow Urbach and suggest that it is at least feasible that the rabbis in 
these passages may have been responding to the theological challenge 
of Christianity by using the tools of an inner-Christian polemic—Jew--
ish-Christian arguments against Paul—certain possibilities arise. By re--
claiming Abraham, not his “seed” but the morality of his teaching, and 
juxtaposing him to Balaam, not as Jesus or false prophet but as a 
prophet who failed to instill upon his disciples basic moral qualities, 
the rabbis reconfigure Judaism’s value in a world where there is now 
competition as to who owns the covenant.66 The rabbis, of course, never 
make the theological critique overt, and I acknowledge that this idea is 
somewhat speculative. But it is significant, in my view, that the mishna 
is not simply saying that the abrogation of mitzvot makes one a “disciple 
of Balaam.” The disciples of Balaam are those who follow a leader (or 
prophet) who fails to instill upon his community basic moral values.

From another angle, this battle may also be against Paul’s own meta--
phorical use of “the children of Abraham” as an example of those who 
choose faith over law. Following Urbach’s analysis, I would suggest the 
rabbis actually dislodge the “disciples of Abraham” from the “children of 
Abraham” in order to make a statement about exclusivity—not the exclu--
sivity of genealogy but the unique message of Torah though Moses that 
cannot be supplanted after Balaam (i.e., the gentiles) was given the op--
portunity and failed. On this reading of Avot de-Rebbe Natan and 
Mishna Avot, the rabbis are arguing for particularity not based on gene--
alogy but the moral certitude of the Abrahamic message as interpreted 
solely by Moses. This makes sense precisely because they may have been 
faced with a competing narrative (Christianity) that was being espoused 
by biological Jews.

Much of rabbinic and post-rabbinic discussions about Balaam are 
founded on a short passage at the end of Sifre Devarim, an early halakhic 
Midrash on Deuteronomy. Commenting on the verse, And there has not 
risen a prophet since in Israel like Moses (Deut. 34:10), the midrash states, 
“None has arisen in Israel, but one has arisen among the nations. And 
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who is he? Balaam son of Beor.”67 The midrash then proceeds to compare 
the differences between Moses and Balaam (not the substance of their re--
spective prophecies but how they each absorbed prophecy). The midrash 
is surprisingly value-free, and Moses and Balaam both seem to have cer--
tain advantages and disadvantages. Yet this correlation, giving Balaam a 
stature equal to Moses, becomes a leitmotif in subsequent midrashim and 
later in Kabbala. The fact that Sifre concludes its discussion on Deuteron--
omy, the final book of the Pentateuch, with something that seems to at--
tenuate the stature of Moses (by discussing another gentile prophet 
equaling his stature) is fascinating and deserves a separate study. While 
subsequent midrashim embellish this comment to strengthen the Israel--
ite covenant, the silence of Sifre stands out.

In the trajectory of the rabbinic tradition, Balaam’s prophecy raises 
the question of non-Israelite prophecy more generally. We read in the 
Tannaitic midrash Seder  ¿Olam,

There was not a city in Erez Israel that did not have prophets. 
However, all prophecy that was necessary for posterity was writ--
ten and all prophecy that was merely useful for the moment was 
not written . . . these were prophets that existed before Abra--
ham. After Abraham the prophets were Balaam and his father 
(Beor), Job from Erez Utz, Elifaz the Yemenite, Beldad ha-Sukhi, 
Zofer ha-Ne ¿emati, and Elijah son of Birkha’el the Buzite. These 
were prophets who prophesied to the nations before the giving 
of the Torah. When the Torah was given to Israel, ruah haskodesh 
ceased among the nations.68

This midrash begs the obvious question: But Balaam prophesied after 
Sinai?! An answer is given in Leviticus Raba 1:12.

Said R. Isaac. “There was prophecy among the nations until the 
erection of the Tent of Meeting. Once the Tent of Meeting was 
erected prophecy ceased from among them, as it says, I held him 
fast I would not let him go (Song of Songs 3:4).” They said to 
him, behold Balaam prophesied [after the Tent of Meeting]. He 
said to them, he prophesied for the good of Israel. . . .69

In other words, there is dispensation for the otherwise unassailable po--
sition that God speaks only to Israel after the Sinai covenant and its 
more permanent instantiation in the Tent of Meeting. What is accom--
plished here is simply another dimension of exclusion. After Sinai, 
God’s will can be manifest only as it relates to Israel, even if spoken from 
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the mouth of a non-Israelite. In fact, this midrash espouses an even 
deeper claim of exclusion because now the nations of the world have 
direct access to God only when it serves to benefit Israel.70 Balaam is the 
example of one who was given the power of prophecy for the sake of ex--
pressing divine will about Israel through a non-Israelite conduit.

The more interesting rabbinic turn here is the extension of Balaam as 
a prophet of the gentiles. This midrashic strain exhibited in Tanna de be-
Eliyahu and later in Midrash Tanhuma in fact undermines the midrashic 
trajectory here. If Balaam is a prophet for gentiles, then his prophetic gift 
is not for the Israelites but in order to provide a correlate to Moses to en--
able the gentile to have the same access to divine will as Israel. In this 
case, the Balaam narrative serves a more extended purpose—to diffuse 
any future protest by the nations of any covenantal claim.71

After Noah came into the world, the Holy One said to Shem. 
Shem, you had my Torah—if it had been kept at all among the first 
ten generations, do you suppose that I would consider destroying 
My world on account of them and their transgressions? Now 
prophesy to them in the hope that they will take My Torah upon 
themselves. So for four hundred years Shem prophesied to all the 
nations of the world, but they were not willing to heed him. After 
him came Eliphaz son of Barachel, Zophar the Naamathite. . . . 
and the last of all of them, Balaam son of Beor. There was not a 
thing in the world that the Holy One did not reveal to Balaam. 
Why? Because otherwise all the nations of the earth would have 
spoken up to Him and said: Master of the Universe, had you given 
us [as well as Israel] a prophet like Moses, we would have accepted 
[Your] Torah. Therefore the Holy One gave them Balaam son of 
Beor who in his native intelligence surpassed Moses.72

Balaam is positioned here as the final gentile prophet, the “last chance” 
for the nations to recognize God’s Torah (in the more general sense of 
the term). There are two advantages that he has over the other pre-Mo--
saic prophets of the gentiles. First, coming after Sinai, divine will is al--
ready manifest and, it would appear, is more readily accessible. Second, 
coming concomitant with Moses, Balaam’s prophetic gift must at least 
match that of Moses in order to make possible the gentile acceptance 
of Torah. The midrash here is even willing to grant Balaam superior 
status to balance the weight of Sinai on the other side. Here we view the 
position, reiterated in Midrash Tanhuma, that Balaam is essentially a 
prophet to and for the gentiles. More than that, he is a biblical charac--
ter who embodies the gentile spirit (“do not be like the disciples of 
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Balaam”). As Urbach argued, the mishna in Avot de-Rebbe Natan does 
not conflate disciple with seed.

Midrash Tanhuma begins its discourse on Balaam by stressing his 
presence in the Torah as a message to the nations:

And Balak saw (Num. 22:2). This is like it is written, The Rock!—
His deeds are perfect, His ways are just (Deut. 32:4). God did not give 
the nations an opening (pithon peh) in the future to say “You God 
have abandoned us and did not give us what you gave to Israel.” 
What did God do [to prevent this accusation]? Just as he raised 
kings, wise men, and prophets in Israel, he did the same for the 
nations. He chose kings, prophets and wise men of Israel corre--
late to those of the nations. He appointed King Solomon as ruler 
of the world (melekh  ¿al kol hasaretz), and so too Nebuchadnezzar, 
as it is written [about him], All the nations shall serve him, his son 
and his grandson . . . (Jer. 27:7). . . . He appointed Moses to Israel, 
who spoke with God whenever he wanted. And he appointed 
Balaam with him, who spoke to God whenever he wanted.73

This midrash mirrors the earlier Tanna de be-Eliyahu passage except 
that it extends the parity beyond Balaam’s prophecy to include gover--
nance and legislation. That is, the nations had as much opportunity as 
Israel to recognize God’s sovereignty and create a moral and just soci--
ety; their failure to do so cannot be blamed on divine preference. At--
tempting to justify the irreconcilable exclusivity of Israel, Tanhuma 
brackets Sinai as a final stage of othering the other and suggests that 
even after Sinai divine appointment of gentile kings, legislators, and 
prophets continued, if only to strengthen the Israelite covenantal claim 
that their election is earned and not solely delivered by divine fiat.

See the difference between the prophets of Israel and the proph--
ets of the [idolatrous] nations. The prophets of Israel warn the 
nations of their sins, as it is written, I gave you a prophet for the nass
tions (Jer. 1:5). Prophets of the nations are destructive and at--
tempt to destroy humanity’s claim to immortality ( ¿olam hasbah). 
Moreover, all the prophets of Israel act with mercy on Israel and 
the nations. So Isaiah said, Therefore, like a lyre my heart moans for 
Moab, and my very soul for Kirsheres (Isa.16:11). And Ezekiel says, 
Now you, O mortal (ben adam) intone a dirge for Tyre (Ezek. 27:2). 
The prophets of the nations [on the other hand] act with anger; 
this one [Balaam] tried to destroy an entire people for no 
reason.74
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The caricature of Israelite and non-Israelite prophets is beside the point 
here. The direction of this midrashic approach is twofold. First, it serves 
to answer the obvious question as to what the Balaam narrative is doing 
in the Torah. Second, based on Urbach’s comments on Avot de-Rebbe 
Natan, this may be a polemical tool to undermine the Christian claim of 
the prophecy of Jesus or to deflect any other claim of access to the divine 
in a post-biblical world. The midrashic trajectory here is to humanize the 
success of Israel and the failure of the nations—interestingly, to minimize 
divine fiat in order to maximize the claim of exclusivity. Both Israel and 
the nations had prophets, and each one’s prophets heard God’s word. 
One heeded his message and one distorted it. Covenantal exclusivity is 
the consequence of human behavior rather than divine design. The con--
clusion to this midrash answers the question of why this narrative is here 
altogether. “Hence, the Balaam story was written [in the Torah] to reveal 
why God withdrew the Holy Spirit [ruah haskodesh] from the nations. They 
had it, and look what they did with it.”

What remains ambiguous is that the Balaam story happens after 
Sinai. In order to make this chronology fit the midrashic use of Balaam, 
the rabbis reinvent the story as a lesson about Sinaitic exclusivity in ret--
rospect.75 Israel merited Sinai because the nations were already discred--
ited. The illustration of their failure appears after Sinai in the failed 
prophetic episode of Balaam.76

This limited foray into rabbinic readings on Balaam suggests a num--
ber of points that will become relevant when we turn to the Lurianic 
material. First is the unequivocal position that Balaam’s prophecy was 
true.77 In fact, it is precisely the truth of his prophetic vocation that is 
crucial—without Balaam being a true prophet the rabbinic use of 
Balaam to buttress the artifice of covenantal exclusivity would fail.

Second, Balaam’s failure is moral—as a prophet he could not trans--
late God’s word into a message that resulted in the creation of a moral 
world. By using the phrase disciples of Balaam, Avot determines that his 
failure as a prophet was a moral failure.78 In this case, the rabbis curiously 
mirror earlier New Testament usages of Balaam’s error.

Third, there appear to be two distinct and in many ways incompatible 
midrashic trajectories at play. The first is less common and less convinc--
ing. Bothered by the question of how a prophet can rise from among the 
nations after Sinai and why this is deemed important enough to include 
in the Torah, the rabbis posit that Balaam’s prophecy exists to serve Israel 
alone. That is, exclusivity is solidified at Sinai and Balaam is the non-Isra--
elite (prophetic) affirmation of that exclusivity. After all, Balaam’s bless--
ings (Num. 23: 9, 10, 21, 24) are such strong confirmations of the cove--
nant that some were included in the traditional Jewish liturgy!
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The second and more interesting midrashic reading views Balaam as 
a prophet to the nations. The nations had prophets (Balaam being the 
last and most prominent)79 who could convey the true divine message, 
and yet the nations consistently fail to heed the call. For the rabbis, this 
removes non-Israelite claims against the unjustness of Israel’s election. 
While this implies that election is bracketed until the nations and their 
prophets fail, the ultimate end is the same. However, two things extend 
from this: (1) prophecy is taken away from the nations; and (2) the ab--
sence of non-Israelite prophecy can no longer be an argument against Is--
rael’s exclusive covenant with God. Finally, the extension of Balaam as an 
embodiment of “the nations” procured in midrash more generally be--
comes a dominant trope in the kabbalistic tradition and in Luria in par--
ticular. However, as we will see, Balaam is not merely an archetype of the 
nations but rather of a particular non-Israelite community: the  ¿erev rav, 
who in fact were quite close, and even inside, Israel.80

In Lurianic teaching, the literary questions and the more overt 
questions concerning theological challenges to Israel are not promi--
nent. The latter question as to Balaam’s relationship to Israel does play 
an important role but one that concerns an inner-Israelite struggle con--
cerning the question of its own exclusivity. That is, it deals with who is 
included and who is excluded among the Israelites. The Sifri’s correla--
tion of Moses and Balaam becomes paramount, not as a tool to finalize 
exclusivity but as a way of viewing Balaam as part of the redemptive pro--
cess—a figure whose prophecy and death contribute to purging the 
world of the final barrier separating exile and redemption. In midrash, 
Balaam is a leitmotif for exclusivity, while in Luria he is a central tenet 
of its erasure. Before examining Luria’s writings on Balaam we must 
briefly map the Zohar’s metaphysical demonization of Balaam, extend--
ing the rabbinic idea into an ontology of evil. It is this depiction of 
Balaam that Luria inherits—it is the lens through which he and his dis--
ciples read the rabbis. And it is this ontological rendering that serves as 
the foundation of his deconstruction.

From Prophet to Demon and toward Reconciliation: 
Balaam as the Dark Other in the Zohar

Rabbinic tradition certainly set the stage for the demonization of 
Balaam in the Zohar. The apparently innocuous depiction of Balaam 
in Numbers is effaced in midrashic and aggadic literature, based on 
the rabbinic reading of Deuteronomy 23:5–6.81 What remains is the 
portrait of Balaam as a villain and enemy of Israel. As is almost always 
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the case in zoharic hermeneutics, the Zohar adapts the basic frame--
work of rabbinic teaching and reconstitutes it for its own metaphysical 
ends.82 In doing so, I claim that it sets the stage for the Lurianic recon--
ciliation between Balaam and Moses, admittedly through Balaam’s 
death, whereby Balaam, via gilgul, becomes an Israelite and completes 
an important prerequisite for redemption. A detailed study of Balaam 
in the Zohar is surely a desideratum and beyond the narrow focus of 
this study. Here I will simply sketch some of the salient points in the Zo--
har’s construction of Balaam as an example of its dialectical under--
standing of evil in preparation for a more in-depth examination of how 
Luria and his circle move beyond the Zohar in their analysis.

As stated in the introduction to this chapter, I am arguing that in the 
Lurianic tradition Balaam is an interesting case of an “other” (Jesus? 
Christian? converso?) who threatens the Israelite/Jewish covenant by, 
among other things, challenging its particularistic and exclusivist cove--
nantal claims. While the claim that rabbinic texts, especially early ones, 
may be influenced by, or are responding to, Jesus or Christianity is contest--
able.83 By the Middle Ages this is well known.84 Paradoxically, even though 
each community defines itself in opposition to the other, in many cases 
they deploy the shared language and similar mythic constructs in order to 
do so. Israel Yuval notes, “[In the Middle Ages] to be a Christian meant to 
be anti-Jewish, to reject any alternative interpretation other than Christi--
anity. The opposite was also true: to be Jew in the Middle Ages meant to 
be anti-Christian, because Christianity offered an alternative interpreta--
tion to Judaism. Negation of the ‘other’ was an indispensable stage in the 
process of defining one’s identity.”85 Yet, as Yuval continues, both sides 
used biblical characters and similar ancient myths to make opposite 
claims: either Christianity was true or Judaism was true. As we will pres--
ently see, whereas the Zohar never overtly compares Balaam to Christian--
ity, its demonization of Balaam fits nicely into its more general demoniza--
tion of the “other,” with the Christian “other” being a primary target.86

Whereas Balaam is an instantiation of the Sitra Ahra (the demonic 
“other side”) in both the Zohar and later in Luria, Lurianic texts focus 
on Balaam’s soul as rooted in holiness (he is the “other side” of Moses), 
a soul that must be reintegrated into the Israelite community. The re--
sult is that Balaam, the advocate of the universal, becomes subsumed in 
the particular and, in that way, deconstructs the particularistic nature 
of the particular without destroying the particular as such. The Zohar 
introduces the notion of the ontological status of evil (Sitra Ahra) and 
its roots in the divine.87 Luria suggests that conversion (either actual 
conversion or soul-conversion through gilgul and  ¿ibbur) is one way that 
the demonic is neutralized or rather, having its roots revealed, yielding 
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a reconciliation that moves the world closer to redemption. It is a move--
ment from zoharic containment to absorption. The relevance of con--
version as a metaphysical motif should not be viewed in isolation but as 
a reification of a concrete reality in sixteenth-century Safed. What I am 
suggesting here is that the depiction of Balaam in rabbinic literature as 
a foil for Christianity interestingly leads us to Luria’s depiction of 
Balaam as the villain whose actions enable him to realize his true (holy) 
nature and initiate his yearning to return to his roots embodied in his 
desire to “die an upright death” (Num. 23:10).88

The Zohar’s reification of biblical figures into metaphysical and cos--
mic tropes, thereby (one could argue) mythologizing the “fictive narra--
tive” of the Bible is well known. What we find in the Zohar when exam--
ining depictions of the Balaam narrative is a case where the Zohar 
takes the rabbinic initiative of viewing the Numbers episode through 
the lens of Deuteronomy 23:5–6 and, taking significant license, recon--
structs Balaam as a demonic character, part of a larger cast (the ser--
pent, Esau, Amalek et al.), all of whom represent evil forces attempting 
to undermine Israel’s covenant with God.89 From the context of this 
chapter, these figures challenge the exclusivist doctrine of Israel (i.e., 
the covenant) protesting the unworthiness of Israel as a partner in 
God’s covenant. In some cases, including that of the serpent in the gar--
den and Balaam, the demonic serves to show Israel unfit for the cove--
nantal task (and in almost all cases they are correct even as Israel is sub--
sequently saved and forgiven by God). Specifically with Balaam, the 
Zohar develops the rabbinic notion that the two angels who protest 
against Adam’s creation in midrashic tradition, Azzah and Azael, are 
teachers of Balaam, thus connecting Balaam’s attempt to curse Israel 
with the angelic desire to undermine the very creation of humanity.90 
As stated above, the demonic does not represent the dark forces that 
wish to destroy Israel as much as a force to undermine Israel’s covenant 
with God. Hence, a religion such as Christianity that seeks to under--
mine Israel’s particularistic claim in favor of a notion of a more inclu--
sive covenant would constitute an expression of the demonic.

For example, the Zohar suggests a correlation between Balaam and 
Amalek demonizing Balaam as unredeemable.91 The Zohar even goes 
further in equating Balaam with the serpent who tempted Eve (and 
then Adam) in the garden.92 The Zohar in general downplays the pro--
phetic mission of Balaam, making him almost exclusively a magician 
and charlatan.93 While the Zohar does offer numerous interpretations 
of Sifri Devarim’s equation of Moshe and Balaam (see below), it does 
not primarily view this equation in terms of prophecy but rather in 
terms of leadership (Moses—Israel, Balaam—gentiles).
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Perhaps the biggest break between the rabbis and the Zohar, one that 
turns the Balaam trajectory around, is the equation of Balaam with the 
Sitra Ahra. Prima fascia, one would assume that the Zohar’s cosmology of 
good and evil would solidify, even more than rabbinic literature, Balaam 
as a villain without redemption. However, as Elliot Wolfson has shown, 
the apparently dualistic world of the Zohar contains an essential dialecti--
cal twist.

The examples Wolfson offers in his essay describing the Zohar’s ontol--
ogy of evil center around Egypt and Pharaoh. Using the Exodus story, he 
illustrates how the Zohar constructs a battle between good and evil that is 
both external and internal to God. “The intrinsic relationship of Egypt to 
magic was developed at length by the author of the Zohar. The old agga--
dic theme, however, is transformed by the theosophic system of the Kab--
balah. That is Egypt’s special relation to magic underscores Egypt as the 
seat of demonic power, for according to the Zohar, magic is the force of 
the demonic, the Sitra Ahra, which corresponds to the divine.”94

Since the Zohar views Balaam as an extension of the generic de--
monic category, it is thus predictable that it erases any semblance of 
prophecy with regard to Balaam and views him exclusively as a magi--
cian.95 We will see that Luria reverses the Zohar’s erasure of Balaam as 
prophet and focuses precisely on the metaphysical roots of his proph--
ecy.96 For Luria, Balaam’s prophecy constitutes a yet unexplored cate--
gory—prophecy that is neither true nor false. It is rooted in a demonic 
part of the Godhead but one that can be and must be redeemed to 
complete the process of reconciliation. This offers a new reason for the 
inclusion of the story in the Pentateuch. Similar to the story of Moses 
killing the Egyptian task-master (Exod. 2:11–14) and the mention of 
the  ¿erev rav (Luria, following a passing remark in the Zohar, links 
Balaam to the  ¿erev rav),97 the Balaam narrative juxtaposes Moses with a 
character who is “outside” (yet rooted “inside”) and must be integrated 
back inside to procure the final tikkun. And, both the  ¿erev rav and 
Balaam share dimensions of their soul with Moses. Balaam does not 
represent a corrupt element of the holy (i.e., the prophetic) in the 
Zohar but the demonic that is embodied in magic. His potential for re--
habilitation, like Pharaoh’s, is far less clear. More strongly, Balaam is 
likened to Amalek in the Zohar.98 Regarding Amalek, the Zohar teaches 
that he must be wiped out and not transformed.99

Yet the story in the Zohar is more complex than it appears, and Luria 
may not be deviating as far from the Zohar as it seems. In one Zohar pas--
sage, we find a disagreement as to whether Balaam, as the Sitra Ahra, has 
any access to the sacred (kedusha). Underlying this disagreement is 
whether or not God gives non-Israelites access to the holy. This hearkens 
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back to the rabbinic discussion concerning the question of prophecy, but 
here it is about the esoteric knowledge of practical Kabbala (via torat has
sephirot) as the vehicle of magic. In both the rabbis and the Zohar, Balaam 
becomes an example of exclusivity. However, in the Zohar as opposed to 
the rabbis there is no final answer about the potential for Balaam’s reha--
bilitation. This, I argue, serves as the precedent Luria and his disciples 
use to make a case for Balaam as the “outsider” who, rooted in the “in--
side,” works his way back into the embodied Israel:

Balaam said to Balak: Come and see what can be done to them 
[Israel]. All of the magic and sorcery in our power (lit., from our 
crowns) is rooted in their higher malkhut (meskizpah desmalkhuta 
desleayla). And it [that is, this higher malkut or zeir anpin]100 is 
bound to them (i.e., Israel), as it is written, The Lord their God is 
with them, and their King’s claim in their midst (Num. 23:21). Said 
Rabbi Yehuda, “Heaven forbid that Balaam knew anything about 
the lofty holiness (beskedusha desleayla). God did not allow any 
other nation to have conscious access in His glory except his holy 
children, as it is written, And he sanctified them (lit. made them holy), 
and they were holy” (Lev. 11:44). Only those called holy (kadosh) 
can have access to holiness (kedusha). And [only] Israel is holy, as 
it is written, for you are a holy nation (Deut. 14:2).101

The initial comment in this passage suggests that Balaam knew that his 
magical powers were rooted in the divine. Rabbi Yehuda does not contest 
that ontological claim; nor does he contest that Balaam in fact used these 
powers in an attempt to destroy Israel. He only contests that Balaam knew 
about it.102 That is, he contests that any non-Israelite (after Sinai) can have 
the consciousness to know the roots of supernatural power. Without this 
distinction, that is, between what was actually true and what Balaam knew 
to be true, Rabbi Yehuda would be guilty of Gnostic or Manichean heresy. 
With the distinction, he acknowledges that all power is from God, but 
Balaam, as demonic or more generally as a non-Israelite, could not appre--
hend the source of his own power. In some way, Rabbi Yehuda’s position 
regarding sorcery is a reflection of Balaam’s own admission in Numbers 
about his ability to prophesize. The first position in the Zohar, reflecting 
the comment about Balaam in Deuteronomy, runs counter to the biblical 
narrative of the episode by arguing that Balaam intended to curse Israel 
using his knowledge of torat hassephirot.

In a sense this passage is mired in the same dilemma as the rabbinic 
discussion about prophecy. However, now it is transferred to the practice 
of sorcery. If only Israel is holy and prophecy is a consequence of holiness, 
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then only Israel can be prophets. If only Israel is holy and the apprehen--
sion of divine power (kosmin vesharashin or its correlate torat hassephirot) is 
holiness, then only Israel can apprehend how (even gentile) magic is 
rooted in the divine. Even though the Zohar remains agnostic on this 
point, the die has been cast and this discussion will take a decidedly anti-
Rabbi Yehuda turn in the Lurianic corpus precisely because Luria is un--
willing to acknowledge that what is “outside” is not also “inside.” As we will 
presently see, much of this is based on his creative reading of Sifri De--
varim’s equation of Moses and Balaam. Therefore, before moving to 
Luria, I will briefly review how the Zohar understand the Sifri Devarim 
passage to highlight the contrast between it and Luria’s counter-rabbinic 
reading.

There are two passages about Moses and Balaam in the Zohar that 
are instructive in understanding the Zohar’s multivalent reading of this 
episode and its implications. These passages employ, one explicitly and 
the other by implication, the rabbinic equation of Moses and Balaam to 
achieve disparate ends—the first to illustrate the irreconcilable differ--
ence between Moses/Israel and Balaam/the nations; the second to sug--
gest that it is Moses and Balaam, and only them, who see how the out--
siders (Balaam/the nations) are already included within the insiders 
(Moses/Israel) and that the future will reveal to all how Israel’s exclu--
sivity doctrine must be deconstructed. In fact, it is this very perception 
that marks the distinctiveness of their prophecies which, in terms of 
perspective, are antithetical and in terms of substance are identical. I 
suggest it is the second approach in the Zohar that opens the way for 
Luria’s sympathetic reading of Balaam as the outsider who desires to be 
included.

The context of the first passage is Moses’ vision at the burning bush 
(Exod. 3:2). In the midst of this discussion, concentrating on the unique--
ness of Moses’ prophecy, the Zohar cites the well-known Sifri passage 
about Moses and Balaam:

Said Rav Dimi, “But it is written, No other prophet arose in Israel like 
Moses” (Deut. 34:10). Says Rabbi Joshua ben Levi “No other prophet 
arose in Israel, but among the nations another rose. And who is 
this? This is Balaam.” He (Rabbi Yohanan) replied, “What you 
said is very good. Be silent!” When Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai ar--
rived they asked him about this. He opened and said, “Heaven 
forbid that the dirty tar from the cutting of  ¿arazim should be 
mixed with a ripe persimmon. Rather, this is what it means when 
it says, ‘among the nations another rose. And who is this? This is 
Balaam.’ Moses’ actions are rooted above and Balaam’s below. 
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Moses utilizes the holy crown of the supernal king and Balaam 
utilizes the lower crowns that are not from holiness. On this it is 
written, The Israelites put Balaam ben Beor, the auger, to the sword 
(Josh. 13:22). And if you think there is more about this, go ask 
his she-ass.” Rabbi Yossi rose and kissed his hand, saying, “the 
stone that was in my heart just departed.” We learn from this 
that there is above and below, right and left, mercy and severity, 
Israel and the nations. Israel utilizes the higher holy crowns and 
the nations the lower crowns that are not holy. These from the 
right and these from the left. The higher prophets are separated 
from the lower prophets, the prophets [who draw] from holiness 
and the prophets who do not draw from holiness.
 Said Rabbi Yehuda, “Just as Moses is distinct from all prophets 
who prophesy from the holy, so Balaam is different from all 
prophets and sorcerers whose prophecy is not from the holy. In 
every case, Moses is above and Balaam is below and there are in--
numerable levels between them.”103

Based loosely on the Sifri’s equation between Moses and Balaam, this 
passage suggests that the equation is not between Moses and Balaam 
per se but rather stresses their similarity with respect to other prophets 
of their genre (Jewish and gentile). Each one has unparalleled access to 
the roots of their respective prophecies. Employing the rabbinic trope 
that Moses = Israel and Balaam = the nations, this disparity is extended 
to both sets of people—the covenanted and the uncovenanted. Each 
draws sustenance from its prophetic source, one from the right and one 
from the left. Finally, Rabbi Yehuda, whom we read in the passage 
above, enters to teach that this distinction is irreconcilable. The levels 
that separate Moses and Balaam are vast and insurmountable and the 
nature of their prophecies forever disparate. What we essentially have 
here is an ontologized version of the rabbis—what is inside (Israel) can 
never include the outside (the nations) because the very roots of their 
respective prophecies are incompatible. While both sources may stem 
ultimately from the one God, there is nothing they have in common. 
Exclusivity is maintained and hardened with the cement of a seemingly 
dualistic metaphysic.

If one stopped here, the Zohar would not have contributed much to 
the discussion about Balaam regarding exclusivity and universalism. 
But there is another approach in the Zohar that more fully develops 
what Wolfson argues is the dialectical tenor of zoharic metaphysics 
more generally. The context of this second passage is the Zohar’s sug--
gestion that Pharaoh had three advisers (or wise men): Jethro, Job, and 
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Balaam. At different times, and for different reasons, Jethro and Job re--
pent, yet Balaam does not:

Balaam did not repent (lo shav ve lo hesadar) because the murkiness 
(tenufa) of the Sitra Ahra was attached to him. Even so, he was able 
to gaze [at kedusha]104 from afar, that is, from the murky and un--
clean place of the Sitra Ahra. This is because the Sitra Ahra has a nar--
row emanation of light that shines [in/from above it] as it is written, 
surrounded by a radiance (Ezek. 1:4). This small gaze was a gaze from 
a distance and did not include all things. When he was gazing at 
this small place from this light it was as if he was behind a wall. He 
spoke [from/about the gaze] but he did not know about what he 
spoke. Gazing at this light is done with a closed eye. A man rolls his 
eyes [back in his head] and sees this concealed emanation (nehora 
satima)—and he does not see. This is hinted at in the words satum 
eyin (Numbers 24:3). It is established that satum in the verse means 
closed (satum, סתום spelled with a samakh  ס and not a shin ש).105 It is 
all one. There is no Sitra Ahra that does not contain a narrow small 
[emanation] from holiness, as is the case with most dreams—
amidst all the straw there is one good seed of wheat beside all these 
small forms that are all defiled, about which Balaam knew.106

The Zohar sets up a situation in which Balaam, here an embodiment of 
the Sitra Ahra, has access to a small dimension of holiness via this narrow 
emanation of light that penetrates the realm of the demonic. His inability 
to repent was due to the infusion of the Sitra Ahra even as he was cogni--
zant of the dimension of the holy that existed therein. In fact, this narrow 
emanation informs his prophecy (as Rabbi Yehuda argued above) even 
though he was not aware of the nature or roots of his prophetic voice. In 
opposition to the more malicious portrait of Balaam in the Zohar, 
Balaam appears here as a pathetic figure, cognizant of his sullied state 
and even somewhat aware of something “behind the wall” but unable to 
utilize it, react, or understand it.

The second part of this passage explains Moses’ relationship to holi--
ness (kedusha) in a way that strikingly mirrors Balaam. The juxtaposi--
tion is informed by the rabbinic analogy in Sifri Devarim but frames 
that analogy in a manner that views Moses and Balaam as sharing a 
similar space of being “outside looking in”:

Happy is the portion of Moses who is above all realms of holiness 
and sees what no other human was able to see. Just as Balaam 
saw a narrow emanation of light, as behind a wall from the Sitra 
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Ahra, so too Moses, from his lofty place as from behind a wall, 
saw a narrow dark emanation. And this [disclosure] is not at all 
times, just as for Balaam it was not at all times.
 Happy is the portion of Moses, the faithful prophet, upon 
whom it is written, An angel of God appeared to him in a blazing fire out 
of a bush (Exod. 3:2). The bush: this is surely because the kedusha 
was attached to him, which means that everything was attached to 
him, pure and impure. There is no purity except through/by 
means of (migo/metokh) impurity. This is the secret of the verse, 
Who can produce a clean thing out of an unclean thing? (Job 14:4).107

While Moses and Balaam stand outside kedusha, both were privy to a nar--
row ray that gave each access to kedusha. Balaam saw it as light, Moses saw 
it as darkness. Both had only intermittent visions of this realm. Both are 
connected in that, as outsiders (pure and impure) they have limited ac--
cess to the realm of holiness. The second section draws this out, and puts 
them in even closer proximity to each other—Moses, as the embodiment 
of holiness (yet one who was so “holy” he was above holiness) contains 
Balaam (the impure) within himself. And, offering a reading of a partial 
verse from Job (excising the crucial climax, No one!) the Zohar suggests 
that Moses (as pure) is also dependent on Balaam (“there is no purity ex--
cept through impurity”).

The contemporary anthology of Zohar commentaries compiled by 
Abraham ha-Levi Bar Lev, entitled Yedid Nefesh, offers an instructive 
comment on this passage worth reproducing. It is based on Hayyim Vi--
tal’s reading of this Zohar passage in question.

“This is because the Sitra Ahra has a narrow emanation of light 
that shines [in] from above it . . .” This hints at the great wisdom 
of Balaam, who was ensconced in the Sitra Ahra. Others who act 
from the Sitra Ahra are not able to apprehend anything from the 
pure realm. The reason is known: the end of the limits of the 
holy is the place where the impure begins. Balaam’s knowledge 
of the impure was so comprehensive that he reached the highest 
realm of the impure. At that instant he realized something small 
from the realm of the pure. We also find this in Zohar 2.269 that 
the seventh palace of impurity has a small passageway (petah 
katan darko) in which a small element of the light of holiness en--
ters. Balaam had reached a full understanding of impurity and 
was thus able to gaze from that passageway that opened up to 
the holy. Others, however, who had not reached that high place 
(of the Sitra Ahra) were not able to apprehend purity at all!108
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The dialectical rendering of pure and impure in this comment deserves a 
more lengthy analysis than I can offer here. Suffice it to say that Vital, ac--
cording to Bar Lev, views Balaam as one who is privy to a vision of the 
pure/holy as a consequence of having absorbed the full extent of the im--
pure realm. It is only the deepest realm of impurity, which is “the seventh 
palace” or highest realm, where the narrow alley passing to the holy ex--
ists. While the Zohar does not describe the contents of the vision of either 
Moses or Balaam, from Vital’s reading we can conjecture that the narrow 
vision of Moses and Balaam, that which others could not see (because 
they were either not pure enough or not impure enough) was precisely 
the understanding that both pure and impure are contained in each 
other and are mutually dependent. The experience of this realization is 
the apex of human comprehension (prophecy?) and it is something only 
Moses and Balaam achieved. Thus the Sifri’s equation now means that 
Moses and Balaam shared something no other human beings shared, a 
realization, through vision, that purity and impurity were dialectally in--
tertwined and mutually dependent. The comment that Moses’ vision of 
the holy was “dark” and Balaam’s was “light” supports this suggestion. For 
Moses, holiness was dark because he stood above it (in true light), while 
for Balaam it was light because he stood below it (in darkness). Yet what 
they saw was identical: they saw how light and dark, the self and other, 
were included in the opposite.

I suggest that this text’s observation about Balaam, one that is un--
characteristic in the body of the Zohar, may serve as the beginning of 
Luria’s analysis (even as he does not cite it). Moses and Balaam are mir--
ror images of each other—they both know what they could not articu--
late, that to be outside is always also to be inside and only via exclusion 
can one understand that the self, to be fully itself, must contain that 
which lies outside it, which, in truth, is always contained within it.

Luria’s Balaam and Moses: Separated at Birth?

In the previous sections on rabbinic and zoharic literature I argued 
that the postbiblical depiction of Balaam is essentially founded on two 
points. The first point concerns the villainous intentions of Balaam im--
plied in Deuteronomy 23:5–6, But the Lord your God refused to heed 
Balaam; instead the Lord your God turned the blessing into a curse for you for 
the Lord your God loves you. This is the lens through which Balaam is un--
derstood in postbiblical literature. The second point involves the equa--
tion in Sifri Devarim of Balaam and Moses as equal in prophecy and 
stature. The Zohar’s reification of these biblical personalities presents 
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us with a number of narratives describing this relationship, both the 
similarities and differences, between Balaam and Moses, one occupy--
ing the realm of the demonic and the other the realm of the sacred. 
While the Zohar’s depiction of the Balaam–Moses equation is largely 
dualistic, in the last Zohar passages analyzed there is a hint of a more 
substantive correlation between them.

Lurianic exegesis begins with this basic premise and reframes the 
Balaam episode within its own specific exegetical scheme. This functions 
on two levels simultaneously—first on the metaphysical or cosmological 
plane of sephirot and parzufim (mostly founded on the sins of Adam and 
Eve and Cain and Abel); and second on the theory of soul construction 
and metempsychosis that is used to describe the roots of Balaam and 
Moses’ souls and those who inherit Balaam’s soul after his death. I sug--
gest here that delineating the soul construction of Balaam is the Lurianic 
way of understanding Balaam’s ontological similarities to Moses based on 
Sifri’s equation of the two biblical figures. Different from the rabbis or 
the Zohar, in Lurianic exegesis this relationship is internalized—that is, 
it is not simply about Balaam as the prophet of the gentiles and Moses as 
the prophet of the Israelites/Jews (this first appears in rabbinic midrash 
and is then reiterated in the Zohar). Nor is it simply about the demonic 
versus the sacred. Rather, what is stressed is the fundamental similarity 
between Balaam and Moses through an understanding of their cosmo--
logical genealogy. The roots of their souls are identical and each one con--
tains a part of the soul of the other in need of reconciliation. In this 
sense, the Lurianic reading of Balaam corresponds quite closely to what 
we read earlier regarding Moses and the  ¿erev rav (in fact, in Lurianic exe--
gesis, Balaam is considered to be the “Moses” of the  ¿erev rav).109 This the--
ory of gilgul is then deployed as the primary tool of exegesis, tracking the 
postmortem history of Balaam through a variety of biblical and rabbinic 
figures.

Another distinguishing factor in the Lurianic analysis of Balaam is 
that it seems to be linked strongly to conversion, an idea that resonates 
with the converso phenomenon in sixteenth-century Safed. As I dis--
cussed in earlier chapters, conversion plays a crucial role in Lurianic 
Kabbala and may very well have been influenced by conversos return--
ing to Judaism in the mid-sixteenth century.110 The trope of conversion 
also plays an important role in the Zohar, but the Lurianic fraternity 
seems to stress the central role of conversion in the redemptive process, 
a process that requires the final ingathering of lost sparks embedded in 
the demonic “other.”111 The Lurianic discussion of conversion is inextri--
cably tied to gilgul—in fact, in Lurianic Kabbala, conversion is not a via--
ble category without gilgul. Therefore, when speaking about gilgul, es--
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pecially as it crosses boundaries from gentile (Balaam) to Israelite, we 
are also speaking about a kind of conversion, one that is achieved via 
separating holy sparks from their demonic context enough to enable 
those sparks to attach themselves to a holy (Jewish) soul that can then 
be embedded in a Jewish body. I suggest that this is precisely what hap--
pens in the Balaam episode, according to Luria.

Therefore, in Lurianic Kabbala conversion is not only achieved via 
normal legalistic means. Or perhaps, the impetus to convert and the legal 
procedure that facilitates conversion are the result of either a Jewish soul 
occupying a non-Jewish body or a gentile soul already containing dimen--
sions of a Jewish soul. The legalistic framework of conversion is simply the 
manifestation or completion of a process initiated at birth. The context 
that makes conversion possible—that is, the existence of a Jewish soul in 
a gentile body—is achieved in various ways, often tied to soul migration. 
Death and gilgul are two prefatory stages that create the context for even--
tual conversion.112 Both are phenomena that purge sin, separating good 
from evil, enabling a dimension of a soul previously trapped in the de--
monic to be liberated enough to inspire conversion in a new body. Re--
garding Balaam and Moses we read, “In this way, when the good of Moses 
is cleansed from the evil of Balaam, it is inevitable that some good sparks 
from Moses will remain with Balaam that will require redemption by 
means of many deaths and gilgulim, as it is known. This is true for all 
souls.”113 The convert is considered one who contains a “Jewish” soul as a 
result of various factors, in most cases as a result of gilgul or  ¿ibbur.114 Luria 
interprets Balaam’s sincere desire to convert in Numbers 23:10: Who can 
count the dust of Jacob, Number the dustscloud of Israel? May I die the death of the 
upright/righteous, may my fate be like theirs.115 These words are viewed as a 
sign that the pure dimension of his soul has become dominant.

What emerges from this analysis is a theory of otherness that decon--
structs the dualism of previous interpretations. Balaam’s evil dissipates as 
a result of his indirect encounter with Israel and, more importantly, 
Moses. This encounter (unbeknownst to either Israel or Moses) and 
Balaam’s subsequent death (an “upright/righteous death”; Num. 23:10)116 
serves as a tikkun allowing him to be reincarnated as an Israelite. The part 
of his soul that is bound to Moses is severed from its demonic shell and is 
able to return to its roots in Israel. Thus the demonic (rooted in the di--
vine) has come full circle and through Balaam (perhaps only through 
Balaam) Moses completes his mission of fixing the blemished remnant of 
the soul of Abel, a process that began with Moses’ birth.

We will begin with a concise description of Balaam and Moses that 
is also tied to the  ¿erev rav, all viewed from the context of the sin of the 
golden calf:
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[To understand] the sin of the golden calf one must know the 
intentions of the  ¿erev rav in this episode. You already know from 
[our explanation of] the verse A new king arose in Egypt (Exod. 
1:8)117 how this implicated Balaam and the  ¿erev rav. That is, how 
they are both from the extraneous matter and poison of Moses, 
whose soul is rooted in da ¿at of zeir anpin in the realm of yesod of 
abba. However, there were still some remnants of holiness [in the 
souls of the  ¿erev rav and Balaam]. Therefore, Moses was diligent 
and struggled with all his might to bring the  ¿erev rav under the 
canopy of the shekhina. This is also why we read regarding 
Balaam: No other prophet arose in Israel like Moses (Deut. 34:10). Says 
Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, “No other prophet arose in Israel, but among 
the nations another rose. And who is this? This is Balaam.” You 
also know from the verse And Rachel stole her father’s household idols 
(Gen. 31:19) that Laban the Aramean was reincarnated in Balaam 
son of Beor.118 Beor was the son of Laban and the father of 
Balaam. That entire family is from one [soul] root, all of whom 
are extraneous remnants of Moses. . . .119

This text schematically draws the genealogy of Laban (both physical and 
spiritual) through the  ¿erev rav and Balaam, all of whom are attached to 
Moses. It specifically views the progeny of Laban as the perpetrators of 
the golden calf. This connection is later made more explicit, in the fol--
lowing short excerpt: “Balaam was the evil side of Moses. . . . Moses is 
from the higher da ¿at (da ¿at elyon) of zeir anpin from the yesod of abba. 
Therefore it [i.e., Moses’ da ¿at] is called elyon. This is connected to what 
we already said that Balaam is from the kelipah opposite this very da ¿at. 
Hence the verse, And he [Balaam] knew this higher knowledge (da ¿at elyon) 
(Num. 24:16).120 The sons of Balaam, Yonus and Yombaros, are also from 
da ¿at and they were the evil instigators of the  ¿erev rav. Hence the  ¿erev rav 
are also from da ¿at.”121

The interconnectedness of Balaam and Moses is made more explicit 
further in this same homily:

It is known that Balaam is the evil side of Abel and Moses is the 
good side of Abel. It is known that when silver is cleansed with dirt 
the dirt is put to the fire [after the cleansing process] in order to re--
move the remaining elements of silver. This is the way [it was with 
Moses and Balaam]. When the good of Moses is cleansed from the 
evil of Balaam it is inevitable that some good sparks from Moses 
will remain with Balaam. These sparks needed to be redeemed by 
means of many deaths and reincarnations, as is known. . . .122
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In Likkutei Torah (88a) there is an addition to this statement that says 
“and this is the reason that Balaam was able to perceive what he per--
ceived [that is, he was able to achieve true prophecy]” referring to Sifri 
Devarim’s affirmation of Balaam’s prophecy. That is, Balaam’s proph--
ecy is rooted in the remnants of Moses’ soul embedded in Balaam’s 
soul. This is developed a bit further at the beginning of the discussion 
on Balaam in Likkutei Torah:

The secret of Balak is that he is from the soul of Cain because he 
is a descendant of Jethro. The secret of Balaam is that he is from 
Abel as it states, And another prophet did not rise like Moses. . . . Balaam 
is the evil side of Abel. On this is written, And they saw him [Moses], 
and he was good (tov) (Ex. 2:2).123 This means that with his birth 
Moses fixed [the blemish in] Abel and the goodness of Abel (tov) 
was thus embodied in Moses and the evil in Balaam. This is why 
they both have equal standing, this one for Israel and this one for 
the nations. This is hinted in the verse, Some time later, Abraham was 
told, “Milcah has borne children to your brother Nahor” (Gen. 22:20). 
The acronym of he banim lesNahor (the children of Nahor) is HeVeL 
(Abel). The evil side of Abel is reincarnated in Laban son of 
Nahor. It is already known that Balaam is a reincarnation of Laban 
(that is, the evil side of Abel that Laban inherits from Nahor).124

The underlying assumption here is that good and evil were intermin--
gled in all of creation due to the sins of Adam and Eve and Cain and 
Abel until the birth of Moses. In Lurianic Kabbala, the consequence of 
all sin is the admixture of good and evil. Tikkun is always that which 
separates good from evil, although in a preredemptive world separation 
often results in remnants of the good trapped in the (separated) evil, 
thus requiring more draconian measures to facilitate the final separa--
tion. In fact, this was the purpose (and need) of Jacob and his sons’ de--
scent into Egypt.125 Moses’ birth (“it was good”—ki tov) began the recti--
fication of Abel by separating the good from the evil, beginning the 
final rectification of the sin. This rectification of Abel was further de--
veloped in Moses’ encounter with the burning bush.126 However, even 
when the separation was complete (as it was at the burning bush), the 
good did not achieve full disclosure until the remnants of the good em--
bedded in the evil were finally redeemed. The separation (tikkun) in--
variably left the evil side of Abel homeless, severed from its good roots 
(yet also containing remnants of the good). Balaam became the new 
home for this yet unredeemed dimension of Abel. Thus Balaam (as em--
bodying the evil side of Abel without the good) was, in a sense, created 
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by Moses through his birth and encounter with the burning bush. 
Balaam also contains remnants of the good of Abel that Moses has yet 
to redeem. Hence, Moses (via Israel) must redeem those sparks in order 
to complete the redemptive process. The sign of this redemption is ap--
parent when Balaam is able to reenter Israel, as he does in the Lurianic 
schema through gilgul.

On this reading, Balaam’s encounter with Israel in Numbers provides 
the necessary context for the final rectification of Balaam (and thus Is--
rael) completed through his reentry into Israel. It is likely that this is 
Luria’s implicit answer to the talmudic question as to why the Balaam epi--
sode is in the Torah. The episode allows for the holy sparks embedded in 
Balaam (sharing the soul of Abel with Moses) to be redeemed before Is--
rael enters Erez Israel. This story also harkens back to Luria’s interpreta--
tion of Moses killing the Egyptian taskmaster (Exod. 2:11–13).

In the following text from Sha ¿ar hasGilgulim, we are introduced to the 
same basic position from a slightly different angle, here focusing more 
specifically on transmigration as the link connecting Balaam and Moses:

We already explained that the ruah [of any soul] does not trans--
migrate (mitgalgel) until the nefesh transmigrates first and is recti--
fied (vestushlam leshitaken). After that the ruah can transmigrate 
and become rectified and afterward the neshama. Behold [as a 
result of the sin of Cain and Abel], Abel’s nefesh and ruah were 
blemished (mekulkalim) [meaning that] good and evil were inter--
mingled in them. But his neshama was completely good. This is 
the process of the transmigration of his soul. First his nefesh 
transmigrated in the following manner and was given to Seth 
the son of Adam.127 At that point the evil [in Abel’s nefesh] de--
parted and was given to Balaam, the evil one. The admixture of 
good and evil in the nefesh of Abel is hinted at in the letters of his 
name. The good is hinted at in the letter ה of הבל. This was given 
to Seth. This is the secret of the verse laying the world at his feet  
 And we already know that .שת” ה is שתה  .(Psalms 8:7) תחת רגליו שתה
this psalm is about Moses, as it says, That you have made him little 
less than divine (Psalm 8:6). The evil in the soul of Abel is hinted 
at in the letters לב. This is the secret of the verse, He did not do so 
for any other nation; of such rules they know nothing משפטים בל ידעום 

(Psalms 147:20). These two letters (בל) refer to the kelipot, as it is 
written, Bel (  is bowed (Isaiah 46:1).128 These two letters were (בל
given to Balaam, the evil one, בל of בלעם. You already know that 
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when evil is purged from good some sparks of holiness will inevi--
tably remain embedded in the evil. This is the meaning of the 
rabbinic dictum that Balaam was equated with Moses. That is, 
they both come from one realm. Moses was also from Seth (from 
the good within him), as we explained. Hence, the small amount 
of good in Balaam was given to Nabal the Carmelite129 where it 
began to be rectified.130

This small amount of goodness constitutes a very small dimension of 
Abel’s soul, as it is only treating the nefesh or lowest level of the five-part 
soul. However, it nicely ties Moses to Balaam, through Abel and Seth 
using, among other things, the tradition that Psalm 8 is dedicated to 
Moses. The relevant point here is that even though Balaam inherits the 
evil of Abel, part of the good of Abel is also given to Balaam and needs 
to be redeemed in order for the nefesh of Abel to complete its tikkun. 
Moses inherits the soul of Seth, Abel, and a new soul that has not yet 
come into this world. Part of Abel’s good soul goes to Seth (Adam and 
Eve’s son born outside the Garden of Eden who is considered unblem--
ished by Adam’s sin or by the sins of Cain and Abel). Moses also ac--
quires the remaining good from Abel that was not given to Seth. Once 
the good is separated from the evil, the evil is free to transmigrate 
alone and, in this case, ends up as Balaam. While one would think from 
this text that Balaam’s evil is not directly connected to Moses but rather 
to the birth of Seth, Luria (or Vital) bases this whole case on Psalm 8, 
which he argues is all about Moses. If we return to the verse in Psalm 8 
that serves as the foundation of this short text, we see that laying the 
world at his feet, the linguistic basis for Seth’s acquisition of the good of 
Abel, is really about Moses. Moses is the complete manifestation of Seth 
as “wholly good” and thus it is only with or through Moses that Balaam’s 
soul is constituted. That is, the evil part of Abel could not act indepen--
dently until the good was separated from it through Moses. Moses’ 
 tikkun created the evil nature of Balaam. And, more importantly, the 
evil soul of Balaam (the remaining parts of Abel’s yet unredeemed 
soul) cannot be rectified as long as it remains disconnected from its 
source (now found in Moses). This entire trajectory has no sound foun--
dation in the Bible. Rather, it is based on the implied intention of 
Balaam in Deuteronomy, on Sifri’s reading of Balaam and Moses, and 
on the Zohar’s subsequent ontological demonization of Balaam. But 
what results is not a call to eradicate Balaam but to foster another sepa--
ration, this time between the demonic nature of Balaam’s soul and the 
remnants of holiness that lie within it. The final moment of that tikkun, 
facilitated though Balaam’s death, is also his conversion.
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The Metaphysical Nature of Balaam’s Soul 
and Its Transmigration History

In the previous section we viewed Luria’s rendition of the midrashic 
correlation between Balaam and Moses, a correlation that underlies al--
most all classical readings of Baalam. In order to better understand 
Luria’s particular rendering of the Balaam narrative we need to clarify 
two additional points: first, the metaphysical roots of Balaam’s soul—
that is, its origins in the cosmological map of Lurianic parzufim; second, 
the trajectory of the transmigration of Balaam’s soul, where it came 
from before its instantiation in Balaam and where it went after Balaam’s 
death. After that we can better understand Luria’s reading of Numbers 
23:10 as an act of redemptive conversion.

By way of introduction, I will briefly review the basic contours of the 
Lurianic myth of parzufim before moving to an analysis of the relevant 
texts at hand. Lurianic cosmology is largely a reification of the Genesis 
narrative focusing on Adam and Eve and the triune relationship between 
Jacob, Leah, and Rachel. For our limited purposes, the map of Lurianic 
cosmology includes Jacob/Israel (as zeir anpin) and Rachel and Leah and 
his female consorts. Zeir Anpin is the male body and his two wives, Rachel 
(the beloved wife, Gen. 30:18) and Leah (the subsidiary wife, Gen. 30:30) 
constitute the primary female potencies. Both female potencies are in a 
competitive role in that only one can couple (meyahed) with zeir anpin at a 
time. While Rachel is the preferred partner, she is also the one who is 
often exiled from her proximate relationship to Jacob in order to make 
way for the more frequent yihud between Jacob and Leah to take place.131

The physical proximity of Leah and Rachel to zeir anpin and to each 
other is paramount. Both are attached to the back of zeir anpin, Leah from 
the base of the brain of zeir anpin (the place of the sephirah da ¿at) to mid-
torso, and Rachel from the mid-torso (or lower chest cavity) of zeir anpin 
(the place of the bottom third of the sephirah tiferet) to the bottom of zeir. 
They are only “face-to-face” with Jacob/zeir anpin when they are in a state 
of union that occurs during the daily times of prayer (including the mid--
night vigil of tikkun hazot), Shabbat, and festivals while Leah occupies the 
top half and Rachel the bottom half of zeir anpin. There is some overlap 
between them. It is in this overlap that Luria locates the origin of Balaam’s 
soul. When zeir anpin and nukva are not in a state of face-to-face union, the 
heels of Leah are embedded in the head (keter) of Rachel. And, the lights 
of the top half of zeir anpin emanate to Leah first and are then only trans--
ferred to Rachel through her (this overlap becomes crucial in locating the 
origin of Balaam’s soul). However, Rachel receives the emanation of the 
bottom half of zeir without any intermediary and Leah does not receive 
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any of that light. Moreover, as we will see, the light Rachel receives from 
zeir anpin is more direct because it does not have to pass through any inter--
mediary shells inside the body of zeir anpin. Rachel thus has the distinct 
advantage of a more gentle light emanating from the lower body of zeir 
anpin and the disadvantage of only receiving the light from the upper 
body of zeir anpin through the heels of her sister and co-wife.

The place of the higher parzufim abba and ima are also important here. 
Abba and ima (whose roots are above zeir anpin) both descend into the body 
of zeir anpin and occupy different places in his cosmic body. Generally, the 
female potency (yesod) of ima reaches to the chest cavity inside zeir anpin. 
The male potency of abba (which is embedded inside yesod of ima) extends 
further to the very male potency (yesod) of zeir anpin. However, because 
abba and ima are in a state of perpetual union, the yesod of abba is envel--
oped inside yesod of ima inside the male body of zeir anpin. The male po--
tency is thus diminished in the upper half of the body of zeir anpin since it 
is surrounded by its own vessel and the light and vessel of yesod of ima. 
However even as the yesod of abba begins where ima’s ends (tiferet or mid-
torso of zeir anpin), it extends in a revealed state (that is, no longer envel--
oped inside ima) until yesod of zeir anpin. Hence the light of abba in the 
lower half of zeir is much stronger and more potent. Even though yesod of 
ima ends in tiferet of zeir, there are remnants of lights of her yesod (in a much 
diminished state) that extend to his lower body. However, those lights are 
in a vulnerable state because they are no longer protected by the vessel of 
her yesod and therefore are easily accessible to the demonic forces that are 
perpetually waiting to suckle from any unprotected light. This will all be--
come relevant in the texts we will now examine.

One last introductory remark. In the Lurianic system, Rachel and 
Leah are “created,” or at least empowered, by the effluence of zeir anpin 
that flows into their cosmic bodies. This is Luria’s rendition of Genesis 
2:21–23. The lights of zeir anpin that construct Rachel and Leah are largely 
composed of the lights of abba and ima that emanate out of zeir anpin to 
their female progeny. The constitution of both Rachel and Leah are thus 
determined by the substance and directness of that light as it emanates 
out of zeir anpin into their respective bodies. The danger is as follows: if 
emanated light does not find a vessel to contain it (the vessel being a di--
mension of the cosmic bodies of Rachel or Leah), it will become vulnera--
ble to the demonic realm (hizonim or kelipot). In such a case, divine light is 
used as fuel to empower evil that traps it until the light is redeemed in 
some manner.132 As I mentioned in the first chapter, it is the admixture of 
good and evil that is consequent of original sin. When the demonic is fu--
eled by the good, it produces evil in the world. If the demonic is in a state 
of potential redemption (kelipot nogah), the good can become dominant 
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and can transform the demonic to holiness. This is part of Luria’s general 
understanding of conversion. If the demonic is unredeemable, it must be 
eradicated in order to rescue the good that lies within.

With this brief introduction to one small dimension of the Lurianic 
myth, we can now move to one of the most comprehensive texts delin--
eating Balaam’s metaphysical origins. The underlying assumption of 
this section of a much longer homily is that Balaam is a reincarnation 
of Laban, the father of Rachel. Hence the starting point of this exercise 
begins with an elaborate interpretation of the verse, Meanwhile Jacob had 
gone to shear sheep and Rachel stole her father’s household idols (terapim) (Gen. 
31:19). This verse is used to explore the status of Rachel, both in rela--
tionship to Leah and to Jacob.133 More specifically, it speaks about idola--
trous (demonic) dimensions of (cosmic) Rachel’s constitution. We will 
begin in the middle of this homily from Sha’ar hasPesukim. While rele--
vant, the detailed interpretation of the word terapim (household idols) 
that underlies this reading to describe Rachel is not essential.134

It is important to know what Balak and Balaam share. We already 
explained and Rachel stole her father’s household idols (terapim) (Gen. 
31:19). The middle third of tiferet of zeir is where the lights of yesod 
of ima are in a revealed state from the back of zeir. This is the 
place where keter of Rachel begins, engulfed within her [keter] 
the two heels of Leah. These heels are the household idols (terapim; 
Gen. 31:19). . . . Leah is [or becomes] the malkhut of ima that is 
within zeir. As a result Leah contains lights from both abba and 
ima. The head of Leah is situated opposite the back of da ¿at of 
zeir [the base of his skull] that contains yesod of abba . . . the yesod 
of abba is enveloped in the yesod of ima. The yesod of ima is embed--
ded in the empty middle space of the skull of zeir that is called 
da ¿at. Hence, when the lights of yesod of ima are emanated to [the 
head] of Leah they have to pass through two barriers; the vessel 
of yesod of ima and the head of zeir after which they can enter the 
head of Leah and permeate her entire body until her heels, 
which are enveloped in keter of Rachel.135

Here we are introduced to the emanation process whereby Leah is con--
structed out of the lights of yesod of ima, albeit with a diminished dimen--
sion of that light because it is weakened each time it passes through a bar--
rier. The fact that the light of yesod of ima is enclosed in the vessel of ima 
has a positive and a negative consequence. Positively, it is protected from 
any demonic forces. Negatively, when it emanates out of the body of zeir 
anpin it is weakened as a result of having to have passed through various 
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barriers. This results in the vulnerable and weakened constitution of 
Leah, who bears many children but is unloved by her spouse (God saw that 
Leah was unloved and opened her womb; Gen. 30:31). The other salient point 
here is that Rachel receives some of this diminished light mediated 
through the “heels” of Leah (also representing the household idols she stole 
from Laban). That is, she “steals” or borrows that which belongs to Leah 
(the terapim are the heels of Leah) but are also embedded in her body.136 
Thus the demonic is part of Rachel, albeit in a temporary and liminal 
way. This is will become relevant later on. The homily continues:

This is what we mean by the terapim. The place of the heels of Leah 
constitute radical severity (din gamur) since they are composed of 
only small amounts of diminished lights (’orot muatim) emanated 
from a place of concealed light [light enveloped inside the vessel of 
yesod of ima and inside the shell of zeir]. . . . This is particularly the 
case since these diminished lights are located in the heels [of 
Leah] that house the most sever dimension of din. In such a case 
(and place) the kelipot attach themselves to [this light]. These lights 
of ima that descend to the heels of Leah rupture and desolate (bolss
kim)137 keter of Rachel. Entering into her body in that way sends out 
a remnant of light that is taken by the demonic (hizonim). . . . These 
remnants of light are represented in Balak for two reasons. First, 
linguistically the lights that enter Rachel by means of balika (BLKa) 
and rupture are hinted at in the letters of the name BaLaK.138

Balak is constituted of light that is (1) diminished in stature; and (2) 
enters into Rachel in a violent and destructive manner. The light that 
he receives is already the property of the demonic realm, originating in 
ima yet stripped of her nurturing inclination. As we will presently see 
with Balaam, his origins are similar but somewhat less destructive and 
less demonic, and hold more potential for redemption:

Regarding Balaam, he is constituted mostly from the lights of 
da ¿at [should be yesod] of abba. The lights of abba that emanate to 
Leah must pass through three barriers; yesod of abba, yesod of ima, 
and the head of zeir. Only then are the revealed and able to enter 
the head of Leah. These lights also permeate Leah until her heels. 
These lights also break through [the heels of Leah] and are given 
to keter of Rachel. Keter of Rachel is known as a permeable place 
because it envelops the two hells of Leah and absorbs them.
 We must note that Rachel is composed of revealed light be--
cause of her place in the lower half of zeir anpin. Therefore she 
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embodies more mercy (rahamim) than Leah. However, in this 
place [that is, keter of Rachel that intersects with the heels of 
Leah] her light [rahamim] is darkened because it has to traverse 
so many vessels. Take, for example, the light that emanates from 
yesod of ima that ends in the chest cavity of zeir anpin and breaks 
through the vessel of the back of tiferet [of zeir anpin] exiting [zeir 
anpin] and entering Rachel. This light must first break through 
the vessel of the back of the head of Rachel that is connected to 
the body of zeir anpin, after which it must break though two more 
barriers, the two heels of Leah [in the head of Rachel], each of 
which has two barriers, front and back. Afterward it must break 
through the front side of the head of Rachel and only then can it 
become absorbed in her keter (which is on her front side). Invari--
ably, this light is weakened and diminished and is thus suscepti--
ble to the demonic. . . . Therefore, the light that reaches keter of 
Rachel (which has absorbed the heels of Leah) has already been 
infected with the demonic. This is the place of Balaam. That is, 
Balaam originates in keter of Rachel that has absorbed the heels 
of Leah. Balaam is constituted by the lights of [yesod] of abba that 
entered Leah and descended through her to keter of Rachel. 
Balak is from the light of ima in the heels of Leah and Balaam is 
from the light of abba that travels through the heels of Leah and 
becomes embedded in keter of Rachel.139

Here the essential difference between Balak and Balaam is that 
Balak is located in the heels of Leah, the place of the demonic, while 
Balaam, also being infected with this demonic dimension, is actually 
from keter of Rachel. One consequence is that Rachel’s body exhibits a 
stronger dimension of mercy and potential. Regarding Azzah and 
Azael (two angelic figures originating in midrash whom we will dis--
cuss below), we read in Sha’ar hasPesukim that “the place of Balak is the 
very roots of din (takhlit hadinim). The light that emanates out and 
Azzah is formed from the right heel and Azael from the left heel. 
Balaam is not from the emanation of the light of the heels themselves 
but from the emanation of keter of Rachel that absorbs the emanation 
of the two heels [of Leah]. Therefore, he also learned all his wisdom 
from Azzah and Azael, absorbed from them through keter of Ra--
chel.”140 While both figures (Balak and Balaam) are deemed evil and 
enemies of Israel, in the Lurianic imagination Balak appears unre--
deemable whereas Balaam, rooted in keter of Rachel, has more poten--
tial to be become “upright” (Num. 23:10) or at least part of the Israel--
ite nation.
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Azzah and Azael: The Two Angelic Teachers of Balaam

One of the more enigmatic episodes in Genesis is the short description of 
the Nephilim in Genesis 6:1–4. In verse 4 we read, It was then, and later too, 
that the Nephilim appeared on earth—when the divine beings cohabited with the 
daughters of men, who bore them offspring. They were the heroes of old, the men of 
renown. Much has been written about the Nephilim (“fallen angels”) and 
the role these verses play in the Primeval Cycle of Genesis. Our limited 
interest will focus on the reception of these verses in classical Israelite 
and Jewish religion as a motif that points to the emergence of evil, in par--
ticular the evil of idolatry and magic as it relates to Balaam. There are nu--
merous intertestamental traditions that identify these Nephilim as an--
gelic figures who play a role in the (mis)education of humanity. In the 
Zohar and later in Luria, these angelic figures (two of whom are Azzah 
and Azael) are connected to Balaam. In one textual strain in the Zohar 
they are depicted as the heavenly teachers of Balaam who instruct him in 
sorcery; in another strain (in Lurianic teaching) they are viewed as shar--
ing the same demonic soul-root with Balaam in the heels of the cosmic 
Leah. I have not located any overt connection between Azzah and Azael 
(or the Nephilim) and Balaam in any Jewish literature before the Zohar, 
even though this connection is not far-fetched. Until such pre-zoharic 
text is found, we can assume that this connection is the product of the 
Zohar’s creative interpretive impulse. As is often the case, Luria inte--
grates the Zohar into his metaphysical worldview by situating Azzah and 
Azael in a particularly vulnerable part of the cosmos. Unlike the main 
thrust of the Zohar, Luria departs from the more unequivocal demonic 
depiction of Balaam as an unredeemable sorcerer and enemy of Israel.141

The origin of the Nephilim/Azaah, Azael connection is the pseudopi--
graphic text 3 Enoch, chapter 5.142 This text is likely influenced by earlier 
stories of the angels and Nephilim in 1 Enoch and Jubilees (second cen--
tury bce), where these Nephilim (or their descendants the “giants” or 
“watchers”) were the source of the constructive knowledge of working 
with metals and other materials (this is the angel Asael in 1 Enoch 8:1) 
and the destructive knowledge of nature manipulation, magic, and sor--
cery.143 In line with the verse in Genesis, these Nephilim are not unequiv--
ocally evil. However, as Annette Yoshiko Reed writes, “In contrast [to 1 
Enoch], 3 Enoch 5 (7–8) describes the angels Uzzah, Azzah and Azael in 
a wholly negative manner, by associating them with the idolatry of the 
Generation of Enosh (5:9).”144 This seems to refer to the reception of 
these angels in rabbinic and post-rabbinic Judaism, although one cannot 
be certain that these later texts draw directly from 3 Enoch 5.

Many Bible scholars assume that these Nephilim are destroyed in 
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the flood and thus only play a role in predeluvian human civilization.145 
However, the survival of these angels (or the Nephilim of Genesis 6:1–
4) is a matter of dispute. There is mention of Nephilim in Numbers 
13:33 (as the giants who lived in Canaan) and perhaps Ezekiel 32:27, 
which may suggest that these Nephilim or their offspring actually sur--
vived the flood.146 Another possibility, one more in concert with the 
kabbalistic traditions of the Zohar and Luria, is that these Nephilim 
survive as angelic spirits and continue to influence human society by di--
recting certain individuals toward evil behavior, particularly through 
the use of sorcery.147 The Zohar uses a late midrashic tradition where 
Azzah and Azael are depicted as angels who argue with God about cre--
ating Adam, claiming that they could also succeed if given a chance on 
earth. God then sends them to earth as a test and they immediately suc--
cumb to their evil inclinations and cohabit with earthly women.148 Thus 
they become the perennial enemies of humanity in the heavens and the 
teachers of those who seek to destroy Israel.

The likely sources of Azzah and Azael in post-rabbinic literature are 
the few places where they surface in rabbinic literature.149 The original 
text in 3 Enoch 5 and its precursors in 1 Enoch and Jubilees are not 
likely the places where the Zohar and Luria become aware of these de--
structive angels. In its discussion of the creation of Adam, the Zohar 
adopts the rabbinic position that these angels argued with God against 
creating Adam and were sent to earth to test their resolve (Gen. 6:1–
4).150 The more creative adaptation in the Zohar comes in its narrative 
of Balaam. In at least two texts, the Zohar tries to determine the origin 
of Balaam’s “super wisdom” (דעת עליון Num. 24:16) and what the Torah 
means when it says And beholds the visions from the Almighty (Num. 24:5 
and 16).151 These words occur as Balaam begins his prophecy about Is--
rael; for the Zohar, they represent the source of that prophecy (which 
the Zohar views mostly as sorcery). The Zohar renders Numbers 24:16 
as Balaam’s acknowledgment of the source of his wisdom. That is, he obss
tains knowledge from the Most High [from those who] behold visions from the Alss
mighty, Prostrate but with eyes unveiled. The Zohar suggests the figures are 
Azaah and Azael, presumably the angelic Nephilim (the Zohar never 
employs the term Nephilim in this context) who “fall [to earth] but 
with their eyes open.” As we will see, this enables Luria to extend this 
idea to write,

As we discussed in the homily of Balak and Balaam and Azzah 
and Azael, their roots are the four lights from the heels of Leah 
that is where the demonic receives its sustenance. Therefore 
Balaam went from the hills of the east (Num. 23:7). That is, he went 
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to Azzah and Azael, as the Zohar writes.152 Before Balaam went 
to Balak he closed himself off in these mountains with Azza and 
Azael, as it is written, From Aram has Balak brought me, Moab’s king 
from the hills of the east (Num. 23:7).153

The continuation of this homily will become relevant later on. For 
now, it exhibits the way in which Luria absorbs the Zohar’s correlation of 
Azzah and Azael, the Nephilim who remain proactive spirits, and frames 
Balaam’s knowledge and power as rooted in these anti-Adamic angels 
who taught humanity the art of sorcery. The portrayal of the Nephilim in 
earlier Jewish texts such as Jubilees and 1 Enoch that focus on the sexual 
perversity of the divine–human erotic encounter has been transformed 
in midrashic and post-rabbinic literature to spirits that continue to teach 
the ways of sorcery in order to prove humanity’s unworthiness of the cov--
enant. The Zohar connects these spirits to Balaam thereby making the 
Balaam episode a replay of the midrashic rendering of Genesis 6:1–4 in 
which the angels attempt to convince God not to create (or later, to de--
stroy) Adam. In “the book of Balaam” Balaam plays the role of the 
Nephilim (the disciples of Azzah and Azael) and Moses the new Adam. 
This dramatic replay is made more explicit in the context of an internal 
battle over Abel’s soul in Sefer hasLikutim:

You already know that Moses and Abel are from the same root. 
From this you can understand why Moses wrote “his book, the 
book of Job, and the book of Balaam.” You can also understand 
the rabbinic dictum (Midrash Deuteronomy Raba 1:4) that the 
blessings Balaam offered to Israel should have been recited by 
Moses. They were recited by Balaam so that the evil angel would 
answer “amen.” You will also understand the rabbinic dictum on 
“another prophet will not rise in Israel like Moses. Not in Israel 
but among the nations one will rise. Who is this? This is Balaam.” 
The meaning of all this is that both [Moses and Balaam] were 
from the same root, the root of Abel, Moses from the good and 
Balaam from the evil. This is how Moses [could have] written the 
book of Balaam. This was in order to subjugate the evil inclination 
of Balaam. . . . He thus says [I] gaze upon Shadai (Num. 24:16). This 
means he understood Shadai through a veil (masakh) and did have 
a direct vision of Shadai. Further, when Balaam says, My message 
was to bless הנה ברך לקחתי (Num. 23:20), the first letter of each word 
constitutes HeVeL (Abel). Balaam’s intention was to take the ה 
from HeVel (the good of Abel) and subjugate it to the evil side of 
Abel in order to facilitate the domination of good over evil.154
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Here Balaam’s encounter with Israel was intended to undermine Is--
rael’s viability as a covenantal partner with God. Inside this mythic de--
piction, Balaam intends to usurp the good side of Abel (Moses) that 
empowers this divine–human relationship. Moses could have easily 
written this “book” because, sharing a soul-root with Balaam, he could 
have predicted this was coming. In fact, according to this he likely knew 
this confrontation was inevitable and, perhaps, anticipated its arrival as 
it presented the possibility for Moses to complete the tikkun of his own 
soul. Whatever the intentions of Balaam (spelled out only in Deuteron--
omy), they backfired. Instead of cursing Israel, he blessed them and, in 
doing so, subjugated his own evil to the remnants of the good within 
him. It appears the battle between Adam and Azzah and Azael (men--
tioned explicitly later on in this short homily) returns in the Balaam 
story. However, in the case of Genesis, Azzah and Azael fail in their goal 
to undermine Adam. As a result, they become disembodied spirits that 
continue their struggle, now focusing on what the kabbalistic worldview 
holds are the true inheritors of Adam: Israel. In Numbers, Moses suc--
cessfully completed the task in order to finalize this particular struggle, 
redeeming his lost sparks embedded in Balaam and bringing them 
back to Israel.

I will move now more directly into the Lurianic rendering of the myth 
of Azzah and Azael and Balaam in order to illustrate Luria’s subtle equiv--
ocation regarding how Balaam’s evil nature distinguishes him from the 
more demonic character of Balak. Unlike the Zohar, the Lurianic use of 
Azzah and Azael takes place almost exclusively in the context of Balaam. 
The discussion occurs in three places, in two texts from Sha’ar hasPesukim 
and Likkutei Torah and in a few short references in ¿Etz Hayyim:

We must now explain what the Midrash155 and Zohar (3.208b) 
teach regarding the verse He who obtains knowledge from the Most 
High, And beholds visions from Shadai, They descend156 but with eyes 
unveiled (Num. 23:16). This refers to Azzah and Azael. Know that 
Azzah and Azael are the two angels that are rooted and created 
from the two lights that emanate from the two heels of Leah that 
are embedded in keter of Rachel. From there they are attached to 
Balak as we already explained. They are the very telos of dinim 
(severity) and extensions of their light (ha ¿aratam) emanate 
outward. . . . Balaam does not originate from the extension of 
these heels themselves but from the extension of keter of Rachel 
where these lights are embedded. Therefore, he studied with 
Azzah and Azael and learned their wisdom and was also nur--
tured by them by means of keter of Rachel. . . . Since Azzah and 
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Azael are revealed in this place [the two heels of Leah] they are 
called “beholders of the vision of Shadai.”
 From this you will understand what the rabbis and the Zohar 
(1.35a) mean when they say that Azzah and Azael protested the 
creation of Adam. God brought them down from their lofty 
place (mesmakom kedushatam), upon which it is written the Nephilim 
were in the land (Gen. 6:4). They did not protest more than other 
angels for no reason. The reason [behind their protest of creat--
ing Adam] was that in the beginning [before Adam was created] 
zeir anpin and nukva were “back to back,” at which time Leah and 
Rachel were one above the other, as we explained. The two heels 
of Leah were hidden inside keter of Rachel, at which time Azzah 
and Azael were able to sustain themselves from that place [the 
nexus of Leah and Rachel]. God’s will to create Adam and Eve 
was that through their actions, nukva would be fixed enough to 
sustain a “face-to-face” union [with zeir anpin]. This is the secret 
of the verse And there was no man to till the soil (Gen. 2:5). If zeir 
anpin and nukva united “face to face” [requiring the turn of Ra--
chel to the front of zeir anpin] the heels of Leah would no longer 
be embedded in keter of Rachel. Therefore, all the light that ema--
nated from the heels of Leah to keter of Rachel, the place where 
Azzah and Azael dwelled, would now be nullified. Those lights 
would now emanate from the front of [the head of] Rachel and 
there is no place for the demonic in the front, as is known. The 
only place of the demonic is from the back. Hence, Azzah and 
Azael would disintegrate with the creation [and success] of 
Adam. They protested the creation of Adam because of the dam--
age it would cause to them.157

For our limited purposes, this text reiterates a crucial distinction 
between Balak and Balaam.158 The root of Balak’s soul is in the heels of 
Leah, the very source of diminished light (descending through the 
body of Leah) and thus the source of the demonic. On the other hand, 
Balaam is rooted in keter of Rachel, the place where the demonic Azzah 
and Azael thrive, though it is not essentially demonic. Rather, it houses 
the demonic as long as zeir anpin and nukva are “back to back.” The evil 
dimension of Balaam’s place is not the heels of Leah but rather keter of 
Rachel. On this reading he draws power from Azzah and Azael only as 
long as zeir anpin and nukva are “back to back.” When Rachel turns, 
however, Balaam remains in keter of Rachel while Balak remains in the 
heels of Leah; Azzah and Azael (and their sorcery) evaporate.

If I am correct that the Balaam narrative featuring Azzah and Azael 
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in the Zohar and Luria replays the Genesis narrative of Adam and 
Azzah and Azael (Balaam playing Azzah and Azael, Moses playing 
Adam) we can see how Balaam is redeemed from his encounter with 
Moses/Israel. That is, through mitzvot Moses and Israel create the con--
text for the “face-to-face” unity of zeir anpin and nukva, albeit temporar--
ily. Balaam witnesses this as he gazes at Israel (Num. 23:9–10, and 24:5–
6) and understands that the “face-to-face” union of zeir anpin and 
Rachel liberates him from the demonic forces from which he originates 
(keter of Rachel). His “intended” curse (if we read this all through Deut. 
23:6) thus becomes a blessing and he continues to curse the evil nations 
(Num. 23:20–23). Even if we accept Deuteronomy 23:6 as the appropri--
ate lens, from Luria’s reading one could posit that Balaam’s “intention” 
to curse was before he encountered the beauty of Israel, here understood 
as the potential for a “face-to-face” union of zeir anpin and Rachel. His 
realization from that encounter turned his curse into a blessing. Sepa--
rated from the place of the demonic through the turning of Rachel (or 
at least its potential via mitzvot), Balaam not only blesses Israel but also 
desires to become one with her: May I die a death of the upright / May my 
fate be like theirs! (yesharim/yeshurun or Israel; Deut. 32:15; Num. 23:10). 
What remains in Balaam are the sparks of holiness that are the severed 
part of Moses’ soul (the soul of Abel) that were enveloped in the de--
monic power fed to Balaam through the heels of Leah embedded in 
keter of Rachel. Moses cannot redeem these souls, as he never meets 
Balaam. However, through Balaam’s death and reincarnation, conver--
sion takes place, thereby bringing these sparks back into the Israelite 
community where they can function in a constructive way.

From Laban to Nabal the Carmelite and Dying an “Upright Death”: 
From Gentile Prophet to Repentant Israelite

Lurianic Kabbala is primarily interested in the soul history of Balaam 
as a way of understanding his place in the biblical narrative and the 
mythic–cosmic history of Israel. Lurianic exegetical texts frequently 
use the hermeneutical method of dramatic replay as a way of present--
ing a seamless historical and cosmological narrative. For Luria, the his--
torical and the cosmological are, if not identical, then inextricable.

By dramatic replay, I mean that biblical episodes are almost always 
read through the lens of earlier episodes.159 Luria’s notion of this is 
founded on the principle of metempsychosis—later biblical and rabbinic 
figures are reincarnations of earlier figures returning to complete some--
thing that remained incomplete in the original narrative. In Lurianic 
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teaching, the esoteric understanding of the Bible requires one to know 
the soul construction of each character in order to understand their pre--
vious incarnations.

Balaam presents us with a particularly interesting example. While he 
is presented in post-biblical Judaism as an archenemy of Israel, Numbers 
is far more ambiguous about his intentions (as opposed to Amalek or 
even Balak). Lurianic Kabbala takes this ambiguity as license to proffer a 
Balaam who, in the end, not only desires to become an Israelite/Jew but 
succeeds in doing so. Moreover, it is precisely this transference/conver--
sion (from gentile prophet to Israelite) that completes Moses’ mission. I 
thus propose that conversion lies at the center of the Balaam narrative in 
the Lurianic imagination.160

As discussed earlier, the focus on conversion in sixteenth-century 
Safed is not without a historical anchor. The influx of conversos to Otto--
man Palestine in those decades (and after) was significant; a number of 
important Lurianic kabbalists were either conversos themselves or came 
from converso lineage. Thus, while we have no direct evidence that the 
interpretations of the  ¿erev rav or Balaam (intertwined in Lurianic exege--
sis) are a conscious response to the historical challenges of sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Ottoman Palestine, this study uses these exegetical 
instances to argue that history and myth are indeed categories that in--
form and, more importantly, construct each other.

Balaam is actually situated in the middle of a particular soul trajec--
tory that extends from Nahor, to Laban, and finally to Nabal the Car--
melite (the husband of Abigail, wife of King David; I Sam. 25). This soul 
trajectory contains remnants of Moses’ soul that are only recovered 
when Balaam dies and, via gilgul, is “converted to an Israelite (Nabal).” 
Before moving to Nabal it is worth citing a startling text regarding the 
transformation and conversion of Balaam.

This secret is explained at length regarding the gilgul of Balaam 
son of Beor.161 The first gilgul was from Laban the Aramean.162 
Balaam was partially rectified (nitkan) by means of his being killed 
[by Pinhas]. From that point onward [his soul] became part of the 
holy (kedusha). First, it was reincarnated in Nabal (NBL) the Car--
melite, who shares the letters of [the name] Laban (LBN). From 
this point [the soul] continued on a path of tikkun. One should not 
be surprised at this after knowing the rabbinic dictum that 
Balaam was a prophet of the gentiles and merited ruah haskodesh. It 
states in Midrash Tanhuma,163 “From Aram (ARM) has Balak brought 
me (Num. 23:6); that is, I come from the lofty ones (HRM”M) from 
the place where the Patriarchs are distinguished.” And the sages 
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say . . . “but from the gentiles a prophet did arise like Moses. He 
was Balaam.” You also know that from the time of Israel’s exodus 
from Egypt all their souls were mixed with good and evil. From 
this point, they began to be clarified. This trajectory will continue 
until the coming of the messiah. I have said enough! What is 
meant by “from here onward”164 is that after Balaam was killed he 
received some dimension of atonement. God did what He did in 
entering him into the realm of the holy.165

This text is essentially a spin on a passage from the Zohar (3.194a) where 
R. Shimon warns his son Eliezer of the strange and concealed ways of 
God. Luria uses his reading of Balaam as one example of this phenome--
non. One would think that the verse, the name of the wicked will rot (Prov. 
10:7) could easily refer to the eradication of evil. In fact, Luria suggests 
that this is not at all the case. Evil (here Balaam) not only is not destroyed, 
but in this case is transformed (converted?) into Israel undergoing a pro--
gressive series of rectifications (tikkunim) that continue until the time of 
the messiah. We read further on in Sha’ar Mamrei Rashbi that

With evil ones, [gilgul] works the opposite [to that of righteous 
ones]. Every gilgul lessens the evil and thus equalizes the holy 
sparks that are initially in the minority. Hence an evil person 
must die many times and his body must rot many times. By 
means of this process his soul is diminished and the evil “rust” 
that is attached to [the holy sparks] separate from the evil. By 
this means the soul is purified until which time only the good 
remains. This is the secret of the verse the name of the evil will rot 
(Prov. 10:7).166

Luria then directs the reader to a series of rabbinic passages that al--
lude to this trajectory, demonstration that Balaam’s soul originated in 
Laban and ended up in Nabal the Carmelite. Luria claims that Balaam 
merits authentic ruah haskodesh and thus his claim (according to Mi--
drash Tanhuma) that he comes from the place of the Patriarchs (AR”M 
[Aram] = HRM”M [the lofty ones]) is true! Finally, R. Shimon’s state--
ment to Eliezer in the Zohar “from here on . . .” referring to God’s 
strange ways, Luria reads as a sign of Balaam’s atonement, entrance 
into Israel, and subsequent tikkun.

Luria situates Balaam between Laban and Nabal the Carmelite. 
Laban lives before Israel and Israel emerges partially through him (as 
the father of Rachel and Leah). Nabal the Carmelite is an Israelite, al--
beit an unsavory one, and his death results in King David’s marriage to 
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Abigail. In this next text Luria traces the lineage from Laban to Nabal 
as a trajectory of tikkun. While Balaam is not mentioned (he is surely 
conspicuous in his absence), it is Balaam’s encounter with Israel that 
creates the context for Laban’s entrance into the Israelite people.

Laban (LBN—לבן) is a hint to wisdom (hokhma) that is called 
LeVaNon לבנן (white). Jacob is zeir anpin and Rachel is nukva. 
Therefore Laban is the father-in-law of Jacob.167 It is known that 
gold is more valuable than silver,168 and therefore gevurot are 
more valuable than hasadim, as the sages say, “The righteous sit 
with crowns on their heads.”169 These crowns are the female 
(nukva) gevurot, who sit on the crown of her spouse, who is hesed. 
This is at the time when the gevurot have been sweetened. How--
ever, before that time, surely hasadim are more valuable than 
gevurot. Hence, before Laban is rectified he is called hokhma, 
which is hinted at in the L’B )ל”ב( of Laban representing the “32 
 of Laban נ paths of wisdom” only after which you have the )לב(
representing the 50 (נ) gates of understanding (bina) which is 
feminine. However, after the tikkun is proffered through Nabal 
the Carmelite the feminine (crown) of her spouse, which is bina, 
returns to its original place is the word Nabal (נבל). Hokhma, 
which constitutes the  )לב( paths of wisdom, is also fixed. That is, 
now the ב comes before the ל as it does in the aleph-bet. After 
Laban is fixed through Nabal the Carmelite, who is bina, this is 
called “the world to come.” Therefore, he (Laban and Nabal) 
has a portion in the world to come.170

Through a wordplay of the names Laban )לבן( and Nabal (נבל), Luria il--
lustrates the extent to which Laban’s pre-tikkun status is exhibited in the 
ordering of the letters of his name. That is, he contains all the right com--
ponents but they are not in the proper order. Nabal represents the onset 
of the state of tikkun where the letters representing wisdom and under--
stand (hokhma and bina) are situated so that bina sits atop hokhma )לב(, as is 
the case in the redemptive image of the righteous sitting with their 
crowns (spouses) on their heads. What this text does not tell us is that this 
whole process moving from pre-tikkun to tikkun, is facilitated by Balaam 
who is the gilgul of Laban and is reincarnated in Nabal, entering Israel by 
means of his encounter with Israel and his (upright) death. It is likely that 
the reordering of letters here (a common sign of tikkun in Lurianic teach--
ing) is one that can only occur when the soul in question becomes part of 
the Israelite people—that is, when the soul undergoes conversion. 
Balaam is the vehicle for this conversion.
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Balaam’s part as the facilitator of this tikkun (Laban-Nabal) is devel--
oped in Sha’ar hasGilgulim. In this next text, Laban is only mentioned par--
enthetically, the text focusing on the movement from Balaam to Nabal:

Laban was reincarnated in Balaam and afterward in Nabal the 
Carmelite. Balaam the evil one was involved in sorcery but his only 
real power was in orality, that is, in his ability to curse [through 
speech]. When he is killed, Balaam is reincarnated as a stone, that 
is, inorganic matter [lit., silent matter] in order to atone for the 
sins he committed with his mouth.171 When he is later reincar--
nated as Nabal the Carmelite he comes back into this world in 
order to actively fix [his sin of speech]. Then he disrespects David 
by saying, Who is David, who is the son of Jesse (I Sam. 25:10)? David 
wanted to kill him (I Sam. 25:13) because Nabal came to fix the 
sin of the evil speech of Balaam and only continued the same sin 
by cursing David, the King of Israel. [When Nabal hears of this] 
he remembers that he was first reincarnated as a stone to fix the 
evil speech of Balaam and now he cursed [David] and revisited 
that sin. Therefore, [we read] his wife told him everything that hapss
pened [regarding David]; and his courage died within him, and he was a 
stone (I Sam. 25:37).172 That is, he remembered that he was first re--
incarnated as a stone [to fix a sin that he again committed]. There--
fore, it is not written “he became a stone” but “he was a stone” והוא 
 Behold Nabal was a great man. We should not be surprised .היה לאבן
that he knew this. It is also possible a prophet or sage told him this. 
It is also possible he saw this in the stars.173

It appears that the history of this soul lineage, a lineage tied to Moses, 
is one of fixing speech. Laban is the one who has terapim, sometimes in--
terpreted as “speaking idols.” Rachel steals them and they occupy the 
space of the demonic Azzah and Azael, who argue with God against cre--
ating Adam and also teach humanity sorcery and magic. This is the place 
of Balaam, who comes with the power of speech. He ostensibly intends to 
curse Israel but blesses Israel instead. His blessing begins the transforma--
tion of speech but he is still outside Israel and thus his soul cannot be 
fully rectified. This final soul rectification occurs through conversion via 
gilgul into Nabal. Nabal is also tested and fails. Like Balaam, once he fails 
he realizes his mistake and, traumatized, dies (I Sam. 25:38). His death 
appears to be the beginning of the tikkun of his soul, including the souls 
of Balaam and Laban. Although to my knowledge Luria does not make 
this connection, this plays well into the fact that Moses’ deficiency was 
one of speech (Exod. 6:13 and 30). That is, these individuals who inherit 
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a part of Moses’ soul have the power of speech that Moses lacks. However, 
it is used by them for evil purposes and thus must be rectified before they 
can be reunited with Moses. Balaam begins this process and Nabal com--
pletes it with David. In both cases (Balaam and Nabal) it is ultimately 
death that finalizes the tikkun.

At the outset of this section I mentioned the method of dramatic re--
play as a tool of Lurianic exegesis. This method comes into play in the 
Lurianic reading of Nabal by tying the narrative first back to Moses and 
then back to Adam. It is Adam, after all, who is first confronted by the 
demonic forces of Azzah and Azael that need to be nullified in order to 
complete the tikkun. As is often the case in Lurianic exegesis, all roads 
lead back to Genesis 2–4 and the Adam narrative. Uncharacteristic of 
post-rabbinic Jewish exegesis (but quite common in Christianity), it is 
this biblical episode (often refracted through the lens of the Jacob 
story) that holds the entire history of biblical religion:

It is written in the Zohar that every male places one dimension 
of his ruah in his wife during their first intercourse when she is 
made a vessel [for him].174 This ruah is a spark of his soul. Jacob 
placed one ruah in Rachel and one in Leah. The ruah he placed 
in Rachel became Benjamin. . . . The ruah that he gave to Leah 
was reincarnated in Abigail the prophetess, the wife of Nabal 
the Carmelite. This (seminal drop) should have yielded a male 
but it was given to a female because of Laban’s sin of forcing 
Jacob to work [seven more years] for his [preferred] wife [Ra--
chel]. Therefore, the ruah that was given to Leah that was from 
Jacob [during their first intercourse] was implanted in a woman, 
who was Abigail. That is why it is written Here is the present which 
your maidservant has brought to my lord (I Sam. 25:27) using the 
masculine form of the verb “to bring.” This is a hint that her root 
is masculine and not feminine. . . . All this means the following: 
Laban was reincarnated in Nabal the Carmelite. Since Jacob 
worked for Laban he gave a part of his ruah to Abigail [through 
Leah] who married Nabal to work for him as a wife works for her 
husband. The secret reason why all these gilgulim were necessary 
is as follows: The face of Jacob was like the face of Adam.175 Adam 
brought forth two seminal drops of holiness in his encounter 
with the serpent. Hence he [Jacob] had to work all those years 
guarding the flock of Laban the Aramean, who is from the ser--
pent, until he was able to gather those two drops who became 
Rachel and Leah, as we read in Zohar. Afterward, when Laban 
was reincarnated in Nabal the power of the serpent still existed. 
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Hence he [David] had to work more years guarding the flock of 
Nabal until he was able to get the other drop of Leah, who is Ab--
igail, who eventually becomes his wife. David was a gilgul of 
Adam. Therefore he had to extract from Nabal the other drop 
that was still in the possession of the serpent. Hence David had 
to do what Jacob did with Laban, that is, he had to guard the 
flocks of Nabal.176

Here Nabal plays the role of Laban and David plays Jacob. It seems 
that the narrative is replayed because the first instance did not yield the 
desired results. This may mean that Laban’s soul could not be fully rec--
tified because he remained outside Israel and was thus reincarnated in 
Balaam as a path back inside. Nabal then becomes the “Jewish” Laban 
through the death/repentance of Balaam. Once Laban’s tarnished soul 
is integrated into Israel, the Jacob/Laban narrative has to be replayed 
in order for the tikkun of Laban’s soul (the evil of Abel that was later 
separated from the good in Abel’s soul through Moses). This projects 
itself back to Adam (“David is the gilgul of Adam”). Abigail becomes the 
child from the yet unredeemed seminal drop of Adam that Jacob tried 
but failed to retrieve through Leah. The reason for Jacob’s failure is not 
clear from this text.177 Perhaps it is because Jacob did not love Leah and 
thus he could not facilitate this tikkun, whereas he could do so with his 
beloved Rachel. If this is correct, then David and Abigail replay the re--
lationship of Jacob and Leah without the distraction of Rachel. On this 
reading, it is Balaam who makes all this possible. As we read above, 
Balaam separates from the demonic (the heels of Leah) when he wit--
nesses Israel who, through the mitzvot, produce the face-to-face union 
of Rachel and Jacob, liberating keter of Rachel (Balaam) from the heels 
of Leah (Balak and Azzah and Azael).

The final example of this trajectory exhibits a messianic tenor not 
overt in the other texts we have seen. Here Luria speaks specifically 
about the role of gilgul in the messianic drama. Given the connection 
made in numerous places between gilgul and conversion, is it plausible 
to assume that gilgul may be, in fact, a veiled term for conversion or at 
least a possible method of conversion?

Raise your eyes and look about [they are all gathered and come to you] (Isa. 
60:4).178 Behold the acronym of נקבצו באו לך (they are all gathered and 
come to you) is Nabal (נבל). This, as we explained, in Sha’ar hasGilguss
lim. All the souls in a body must be rectified before redemption. 
No holy spark, however small, will be abandoned. Even Balaam, 
who had some holy sparks, was reincarnated in Nabal the Carmel--
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ite. This is the beginning of his rectification in the realm of holi--
ness (kedusha). From there, all the [holy] sparks that were within 
him were rectified. In this way, the roots of all souls will be recti--
fied before redemption, after which we will be redeemed. There--
fore it is written, Raise your eyes and look about [they are all gathered 
and come to you]. That is, the [lost] sparks of all the souls of your 
children that were scattered about in the realm of the demonic 
will be gathered and come to you and be rectified in holiness. Even 
the [holy] sparks of Balaam that were reincarnated in Nabal, 
“those despised mortal men,” (Isa. 33:7) will come to you.179

The basic premise of gathering the sparks is a common theme in 
the Lurianic vision of redemption. In this sense this text is not notewor--
thy. However, the fact that Luria chooses to interpret Isaiah’s redemp--
tive vision of the gathering of God’s children using Balaam and Nabal 
as the primary example seems original. Perhaps the notion of scattered 
sparks in Lurianic Kabbala does not apply only, or even predominantly, 
to those Jews who have abandoned religious practice (this is the more 
contemporary reading). It more likely applies to those Jews/conversos 
who became New Christians and who were now making their way back 
to their ancestral religion, or to those gentiles who were converting to 
Judaism for a variety of other reasons. The final phase of redemption is 
thus not only maximizing Jewish observance among Jews but the con--
version of ex-Jews or non-Jews (back) into the fold. Hence, the example 
used here is Balaam, the gentile prophet who becomes an Israelite 
(through death and gilgul) as a result of his witnessing the glory of Is--
rael in the desert. The subtle insertion of Isaiah 33:7 at the end of this 
passage is instructive. It may be that those who are deemed “despised 
moral men” may hold the key to Israel’s redemption. The converso phe--
nomenon occupying so much attention among Jewish jurists and the 
general population seems to loom here just below the surface. The out--
sider, who is also the alienated insider, may be the focus of Luria’s exe--
getical agenda in his reading of the “Book of Balaam.”

The final piece to this exegetical puzzle is how Luria interprets the 
verse constituting the end of Balaam’s prophecy, May my soul )נפשי( die 
the death of the upright, may my fate be like theirs (Numbers 23:10).180 The 
rabbinic tradition understands this verse as Balaam’s desire for final ac--
ceptance or simply the recognition of the greatness of Israel.181 Others, 
such as Nahmanides and those that follow him suggest that Balaam de--
sired that his death and fate be likened to the covenantal fate of Israel 
and not “be among those in Gehenna who are destroyed.”182 In any 
case, almost all readers of this verse view it as Balaam’s desire to share 
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the special relationship that Israel has with God. None (to my knowl--
edge) read it as Balaam’s desire to convert and no one reads it as a pro--
phetic proclamation about conversion that comes true! Yet this is pre--
cisely how the Lurianic tradition understands this verse and, in my 
view, the entire Balaam narrative.

Balaam prophesied about himself and said may my fate be like theirs. 
If this was false prophecy it would not have been included in the 
Torah, God forbid. Because it is true we must understand his 
words. He could have said “May I die an upright death, may my fate 
be like theirs.” However, this is a hint that he knew that he would 
not die an upright bodily death but rather the death of evildoers, 
killed by the sword. But he also knew that his soul alone would be 
reincarnated in Nabal the Carmelite who was an Israelite. Hence 
“I will die an upright death.” The letters of upright )ישרים( are also 
the letter of straight/righteous (יושר). My fate [will] be like theirs, this 
means that I [Balaam] will become an Israelite. Just like they are 
Israelites in body and soul, I too will be like them in body and soul 
since I will be reincarnated as Nabal the Carmelite.183

As we discussed above, Nabal was hardly a righteous figure but he was an 
Israelite. This seems to be the main point. Thus our text continues: “It 
was not possible to fully rectify Nabal himself without many gilgulim as is 
hinted at in the verse, the name of the wicked will rot” (Prov. 10:7). This text, 
and the others that will follow, offer a strong reading of how gilgul can 
function as a tool of conversion. Conversion does not complete the tikkun 
of a soul but enables it to enter into Israel and thus continue the trajec--
tory of rectification through subsequent incarnations. The very possibil--
ity of the rectification of these sparks is dependent on Balaam’s desire to 
become an Israelite. Conversion through gilgul, even when it requires 
death (as it usually does), becomes a central tenet in redemption.

The next example uses a similar motif but ties the Balaam death/
conversion back to Cain killing Abel and Moses killing the Egyptian 
taskmaster. It thus views the Balaam–Nabal trajectory as part of a larger 
phenomenon:

If Cain is avenged sevenfold then Lemeh seventyssevenfold (Gen. 4:24). 
Moses had seven names and killed the Egyptian taskmaster who 
was a gilgul of Cain. Jethro also had seven names. When [Moses] 
killed the Egyptian he killed him with the divine name [the forty-
two letter name of God] in order to elevate the Egyptian’s soul 
which then attached itself to Jethro. [The soul] then converted 
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and was atoned for the sin of idolatry. But there was no desire to 
kill Balaam the evil one with the name of God but only with a de--
filed sword. Hence regarding Balaam it does not say “May I die an 
upright death” but, May my soul die an upright death. His soul died 
an upright death in being reincarnated in Nabal the Carmelite 
but his body died a defiled death [of the sword].184

Here our episode is juxtaposed to the story of Moses and the Egyptian 
taskmaster. For our limited purposes the difference between Moses’ 
killing the Egyptian (Ex. 2:12) and Pinhas’s killing of Balaam (Num. 
31:8) is that the latter understood that the dimension of Balaam that 
was defiled must be totally destroyed; that is, there could be no bodily 
redemption for Balaam. The Egyptian is reincarnated as a righteous 
gentile (Jethro) who then “converts” while Balaam is reincarnated as an 
Israelite. The latter loses all biological connections to his previous life 
(he is converted through gilgul) while the former retains his biological 
status as a gentile while inheriting a soul that is now prepared for con--
version. In a sense, this juxtaposition only highlights this innovative 
reading of Balaam and Nabal. “Death by the defiled sword” liberates 
the holiness within Balaam, severing all connections to his body and 
thus enabling the sparks to traverse the biological and, in Luria’s imagi--
nation, ontological barrier separating the Jew from gentile.185 Appar--
ently, Balaam’s bodily evil was such that a more spiritual death (by 
means of the divine name) would have sufficiently separated the body 
from the soul enough to accomplish the necessary task of liberating the 
holy sparks trapped in his kelipah.

This final excerpt ties together themes introduced in the previous 
two texts. This time, however, it uses the Zohar’s understanding of the 
death of Balaam as a foundation for its interpretation. This presents 
new challenges as the Zohar adopts the standard translation of nafshi in 
Numbers 23:10 as an idiomatic expression for Balaam more generally. 
This undermines Luria’s distinction between body and soul illustrated 
earlier. In what follows, Luria takes the verse in a slightly different di--
rection, asking whether this “prophecy” (dying an upright death) is 
true or not. Underlying this is the assumption mentioned above that 
Balaam’s prophecy is true and that this proclamation must also be ful--
filled. Yet the Talmud teaches that Balaam did not, in fact, die a righ--
teous death but the defiled “death of the sword” at the hands of Pinhas. 
Hence, for Luria the fulfillment of Balaam’s words (referring only to 
himself) does not occur through the death of Balaam proper but only 
in Balaam after he becomes an Israelite, arguably identifying Balaam 
even more strongly with future Israelite characters:



194 From Metaphysics to Midrash

May my soul die the death of the upright, may my fate be like theirs (Num. 
23:10). This is difficult after we see that this was not achieved with 
Balaam. That is, he did not die an upright death. The Zohar states 
that Pinhas did not want to kill him with the divine name but only 
with a defiled sword that had the figure of the serpent [referring 
to the serpent in the Garden of Eden] engraved on it.186 This was 
precisely in order that he should not die an upright death. If so, why 
does the Torah contain superfluous things (devarim betalim) God 
forbid? One must know the secret of the matter. Balaam was rein--
carnated as Nabal נבל which is hinted at in the acronym Nabal, 
Balaam, Laban (NBL). When David wanted Nabal to give him 
[from his shearing] Nabal refused (I Sam. 24:5–11). Afterward, the 
Lord struck Nabal and he died (I Sam. 25:38). He died on his bed, an 
upright death.187 This is how the rabbis read the verse, Those murss
derous and treacherous men, they shall not live out half their days (Ps. 
56:24). That is, they will only live 33 לג years.188 This is the secret of 
[the verse] [This mound shall be witness and this pillar shall be witness] 
that I am not to cross to you past this mound לגה . . . (Gen. 31:52). Laban 
says this [to Jacob] and Laban is Nabal.189 This is the secret of, Like 
a partridge (רג) hatching what she did not lay. So is one who amasses wealth 
by unjust means. In the middle of his life it will leave him and in the end he 
will be proved a fool )באחריתו יהיה נבל( ( Jer. 17:11).190 Afterward Nabal 
was reincarnated in Barzalai the Giladi (this must be 
through  ¿ibbur—soul impregnation—because Barzalai was very 
old in the days of David).191 How could he be a gilgul of Nabal who 
lived in the days of David? Perhaps you will say old age unnaturally 
came upon him. If I err may God forgive me. Therefore Barzalai 
gave David and his men bread to eat in order to atone for what he 
did not give in his first gilgul [that is, in Nabal] (II Sam. 19:34). 
Barzalai also died “on his bed” and this is an upright death (II Sam. 
19:40). Hence there were two upright deaths, one with Nabal and 
one with Barzalai. However, the completion of the gilgul [of Balaam] 
was only with Chimham )כמהם( son of Barzalai (II Samuel 19:39). 
This is the meaning of, may my fate be like theirs אחריתי כמה”ו  [literally, 
may my fate be like Chimham].192

In one sense this text exhibits that even if one were to accept the standard 
idiomatic translation of nafshi in Numbers 23:10 one would need to show 
how Balaam’s prophecy of dying an upright death (referring to conver--
sion) could be fulfilled. Balaam enters Israel through gilgul and begins a 
process of tikkun that moves from the more nefarious Nabal to the righ--
teous Barzalai who cannot join David (perhaps symbolic of not being able 
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to fully integrate in to the messianic trajectory) because of his age. His 
son Chimham, also carrying the soul rooted in Balaam, finally unites 
with the Davidic army: The king passed on to Gilgal, with Chimham accompass
nying him; and all the Judite soldiers and part of the Israelite army escorted him 
across (II Sam. 19:41).193 In Chimham, Balaam becomes a fully participat--
ing member of the Israelite people and Balaam’s prophecy in Numbers 
23:10 is fulfilled.

This entire trajectory stresses the notion that being “outside” is also al--
ready being “inside.” The process of gilgul is in this regard not only a path 
toward tikkun but also a method of conversion or reentry into Israel. The 
extent to which this relates to, responds to, or is influenced by the exis--
tence of an attentive converso audience remains unknown. However, one 
can see how these teachings can be words of solace for returning Jews and 
perhaps more importantly as consolation for their relatives who died as 
New Christians or chose to remain “outside” the theater of Judaism. The 
trajectory of Balaam’s soul from the evil side of Cain under the demonic 
influence of Azzah and Azael to the fully integrated Chimham points to a 
notion of exclusion that is also inclusion. Moreover, linking this to David 
in II Samuel suggests that conversion as reentry is not only desirable but 
an essential, perhaps the central, motif of Lurianic messianism.



Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic circle constitute perhaps the most 
influential component of the Hebrew Bible. Deuteronomy is a book scholaa
ars have determined represents a reformist trend in Ancient Israel taking 
shape roughly around the reigns of Hezekiah and Josiah (640–609 bce) 
(2 Kings 18:1–8; 23:4–25), revising earlier biblical traditions.1 There are 
parts of Deuteronomic literature that are likely of much later origin, peraa
haps the product of the postexilic period. Framed ostensibly as a repetiaa
tion of the previous four books of the Pentateuch, Deuteronomic innovaaa
tions altered the structure and form of earlier biblical traditions and were 
a fairly systematic revision the Covenant Code (Exod. 20:23–23:19). There 
are numerous themes that Deuteronomy introduces to the biblical coraa
pus. The four most well known are (1) the centralization of ritual worship 

5
Deuteronomy
The Human and/as God: 

Divine Incarnation and the “Image of God”

Deuteronomy is Israel’s book of Imitatio Dei
—Solomon Schechter

Man is an end to himself only by virtue of the divine in him
—G. W. F. Hegel, Reason in History

Anyone who repudiates idolatry is called a Jew
—b.T. Megillah 13a



 Deuteronomy 197

around the Tent of Meeting/Temple in Jerusalem (Deut. 12:10–16), revisaa
ing earlier traditions that apparently allowed worship at other venues 
(Exod. 20:19–23); (2) the humanistic turn of the statutory law of the Covaa
enant Code; (3) the replacement of the anthropomorphic notion of God 
with the more abstract concept of the divine name who has no form 
(Deut. 4:12; 12:5; 26:2); and (4) the emergence of a written text, comaa
posed by Moses, that replaces Moses and becomes the central witness of 
the covenant (Deut. 31:9, 26).2 In Deuteronomy, God does not dwell in 
the tabernacle as other priestly strata suggest (Exod.25:8; 29:45; and 
Num. 16:3).3 Rather, it is the name of God, His name serving as a repreaa
sented manifestation on earth that dwells in the tabernacle and later the 
Temple.4 Moses, as prophet, is replaced by the “text” (Moses as author of 
the text, or Moses as the text?) creating a suggestive correlation between 
the body and the word. This last “innovation”—moving from divine body 
to divine name—will inform my use of Deuteronomy as a frame for the 
Lurianic discussion of theosis and incarnation.5

Structurally, Deuteronomy is the last will and testament of Moses. 
From beginning to end it is a Mosaic rendition of the Torah that Jewish 
tradition termed mishneh torah (a repetition of the law).6 We know, howaa
ever, that Deuteronomy is far from a repetition. Bernard Levinson puts it 
succinctly: “[T]heir [the Deuteronomic] concern was to implement their 
own agenda; to effect a major transformation of all spheres of Judean 
life—culturally, politically, theologically, judicially, ethically and economaa
ically. . . . The authors of Deuteronomy sought to implement a compreaa
hensive program of religious, social, and political transformation that left 
no area of life untouched.”7 The revolutionary nature of Deuteronomy 
may be the first in a long list of revolutionary trends in Judaism that have 
become canonical, including the work of Yohanan ben Zakkai and 
Yavneh resulting in the Mishna and subsequently the talmudic tradition,8 
Moses Maimonides and the medieval rationalist tradition, and the Zohar 
and the subsequent canonical tradition of medieval and modern Kabaa
bala. All these trends act under the guise of “tradition” but each has its 
own reformist agenda. And each renewal claims its own particular auaa
thoritative anchor. In the case of the Lurianic tradition, this revision 
(founded on the basic principles of the zoharic corpus) revolutionized 
the metaphysical, ritual, and liturgical structure of early modern Judaism 
in most of Europe, the Levant, Maghreb, and Yemen.

Moving back to Deuteronomy, we find another implied dimension of 
this reformist tradition that will be the focus of this chapter. Deuteronomy 
offers its reader a complex and often confusing rendition of the erasure of 
the person, Moses, who is replaced by the book, or law (Deut. 31:1–5). 
Even though Moses appoints Joshua as a successor (Deut. 3:28; 31:7–8, reaa
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peating and perhaps revising Num. 27:19), it is clear that Joshua does not 
replace Moses. Moses’ replacement, if there is one, is the “book of the law” 
(Deut. 31:9).9 More than the other books of the Pentateuch, Deuteronomy 
has the semblance of a book, a coherent formation of Israel’s rights and 
responsibilities that some call a covenantal constitution. Moses is the main 
speaker in Deuteronomy and arguably its only significant character. The 
point of the book is to prepare for Moses’ death and the survival of the 
book without him.10 While Deuteronomy concludes with his death (Deut. 
34), the entire book anticipates this event. At various places in Deuteronaa
omy, Moses situates the book as his replacement, trying to convince Israel 
that they should now turn their attention to the book and away from him 
(Deut. 31:13, 26).11 JeanaPierre Sonnet expresses this succinctly: “Now that 
Moses’ mediating mission has come to an end, the elders are reunited 
with God’s word, receiving it ‘in proper hands’—‘and he gave it to them.’ 
The lethal encounter face to face, oral communication, gives way, thanks 
to the written medium, to a lifeagiving transmission and repetition.”12 That 
is, the book now becomes an embodiment of the theophany at Sinai from 
which the people can read and understand God’s covenantal requireaa
ments. Moses as teacher replaces Moses as prophet. The law, in time, will 
even replace Moses as teacher (Deut. 30:11–14).

In Deuteronomy, especially in its retelling of the Sinai theophany, 
the voice of Moses (as prophecy) is always viewed as mediating between 
God and the people (Deut. 5:23–24). After Sinai, the book of the law 
emerges and it is also mediated through Moses as teacher.13 There was 
an unspoken mutuality between Moses and the law as he slowly revealed 
it, through teaching, to Israel (Deut. 4:5; 5:31; 6:1). The basis of his auaa
thority is that he possessed the law; therefore, the law was only accessiaa
ble to Israel through him. Yet in Deuteronomy Moses slowly yet consisaa
tently extricates himself from the book, first by telling his audience 
(most of whom did not witness Sinai) that, in fact, revelation is in their 
possession in the form of the law and since they now have it, they no 
longer need him. One of his last acts as leader is to forcefully inauguaa
rate his replacement as the Torah itself.14

This move from person to text, from human being to language, domiaa
nates Deuteronomy. But the transition is not clean and becomes a topic 
for further reflection in the history of Judaism in general and Kabbala in 
particular.15 In Deuteronomy it is almost impossible to differentiate beaa
tween the mediator (Moses) and the mediated (Torah). In fact, it is arguaa
ably the case that one of Moses’ primary goals is precisely to introduce 
that distinction, as he knows that is the only way the covenant will suraa
vive.16 Israel makes it quite clear that they have no access to the word of 
God except through Moses; that is, no access to divine language is availaa



 Deuteronomy 199

able except through (a quasiadivine) person.17 They are thus fully justified 
in fearing his absence (Exod. 32; Deut. 5:5, 25–28). Moses knows this and 
responds by suggesting that the words of God can be “taken to heart” and 
through recitation can guide them in the right path (Deut. 6:7–9; 30:11–
14). A hyperliteral rendering of internalizing Torah (“taken to heart”), 
making it a part of each Israelite as a replacement for Moses, is quite sugaa
gestive and may inform our kabbalists in their understanding of how 
zelem elohim (the image of God)—as the letters of Torah—is, in a sense, 
the internalized Torah, the divine name that constitutes the Jewish 
body.18 And, through devotion and meditation those letters can rise and 
become the fully realized (divine) human.

The person is thus not completely effaced in light of the law, but the 
law is internalized in the person (Deut. 30:14). The transition from peraa
son to text initiated by the Deuteronomists was never fully implemented 
in the kabbalistic tradition. In rabbinic Judaism—arguably the place 
where this transition finally matures—the person took the role of interaa
preter of the law and thus fulfilled another kind of mediation that is cenaa
tral to the covenant. In the Zohar, Shimon bar Yohai moves back toward a 
role that may be more reminiscent of prearabbinic Israelite religion. His 
messianic status in the Zohar portrays him as a holder of secrets. He is 
not simply an interpreter of the law in the rabbinic mode, but one who reaa
veals that which has never been disclosed.19 The portrait of Shimon bar 
Yohai in the Zohar is a link in the chain of kabbalistic and prekabbalistic 
Jewish literature that portrays the mystic as more than an interpreter of 
the text but one who, in some sense, is the text. That is, his very person, or 
body, embodies the divine message. This elevated status of the person as 
divine text spills over into Lurianic teaching. In the hagiographical literaaa
ture that describes his life, Luria more closely resembles a prophetic or 
even Mosaic figure than a rabbinic sage. Yet as rabbinic Jews (loosely deaa
fined), kabbalists view the text as the template for inspiration and even 
for experience. Nevertheless, the inspired reader—for example, the mysaa
tic—may be more than an “interpreter” in the rabbinic sense. Some kabaa
balists also extend the deconstructed text (the Torah as divine letters) beaa
yond the words on the page to the fabric of the human body, in particular 
to the body of the mystic. The reader who reads Torah is made up of the 
same stuff of the text he or she is reading. For many kabbalists, inspired 
mediation through interpretation required the inner resources of the diaa
vine nature of the human, the letters of Torah internalized.

The rabbinics scholar and theologian Solomon Schechter called Deuaa
teronomy “Israel’s book of Imitatio Dei.” The reason behind this assertion 
is not clear, although one could surmise he may have been pointing to 
Deuteronomy’s humanistic turn away from the earlier Covenant Code.20 
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But even if this is not the case, Schechter’s observation may be true in anaa
other sense. In Kabbala, beginning perhaps with Sefer Yezeriah 4:4 and 
continuing with Abraham Abulafia and the Zohar, the transition from 
person to text is also interpreted to mean the internalization of text in 
the person.21 The oblique biblical image of God (zelem elohim), referring 
to the human, is taken in Kabbala to mean that the human is composed 
of the letters of the Torah—the human, as image of God, is comprised of 
the same matter as the text of God.22 The zoharic identity of God, Torah, 
and Israel is mediated through the letters of Torah. Thus the human is 
divine and the divine, human, creating an ostensible symmetry that 
makes incarnation at the very least reasonable, perhaps even inevitable.23 
The actualization of those letters in the human both fixes and externalaa
izes the image of God as zelem elohim, an image many kabbalists, along with 
Paul, Augustine and other Christians, deem broken—or at least comproaa
mised—through the sin of Adam and Eve.24 For these kabbalists, the text 
does not replace the person but defines him. The occasion for this actualaa
ization is mediated in the form of the Hebrew letters, through the recitaaa
tion of liturgy or study.25 It is the human engagement with the text in 
some form that enables the devotee to actualize his own zelem, or perhaps 
more accurately, to reconstruct his fractured zelem.

My exploration of the theme of zelem elohim in Lurianic Kabbala 
through a Deuteronomic lens is thus predicated on Schechter’s comment, 
albeit understood quite differently than he might have intended.26 This 
exercise is, in a very real sense, a return to the beginning of this book, 
back to Genesis 1:26 and the construction of the human through the noaa
tion of original sin. If the sin damaged the status of zelem elohim and if that 
act prevents the final unfolding of the covenant (i.e., redemption), one 
needs to inquire as to the rectification of zelem elohim (or tikkun ha-zelem). 
In one sense, the notion of tikkun ha-zelem can function as a response to 
Paul’s notion that original sin can never be rectified without the appearaa
ance of one whose zelem was never broken—Jesus as the product of virgin 
birth.27 An answer to the question regarding tikkun ha-zelem requires an 
understanding of the nature, or metaphysics, of the term zelem elohim; that 
is, in what ways is the human the image of the divine?28 As mentioned earaa
lier, the kabbalists are far too hyperaliteral and visually oriented to accept 
any metaphorical rendering of zelem elohim common among medieval raaa
tionalist interpreters.29 The term zelem elohim, of course, does not appear 
in the book of Deuteronomy, nor is it a part of larger Deuteronomic noaa
menclature. However, Deuteronomy does develop the transition from peraa
son to text (initiated earlier) that is quite suggestive in this regard. The 
verse, the thing is very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe 
it (Deut. 30:14) speaks directly to the issue of an internalized Torah. This 
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trajectory becomes even more pronounced in Jeremiah’s prophecy of reaa
demption. See, a time is coming—declared the Lord—when I will make a new cov--
enant with the House of Israel and the House of Judah. It will not be like the cove--
nant I made with their fathers. . . . But such a covenant I will put My teaching 
into their innermost being and inscribe it upon their hearts. . . . No longer will they 
need to teach one another and say to one another “Heed the Lord”: for all of them, 
from the least to the greatest, shall heed me—declares the Lord (Jer. 31:31–34). 
Moreover, diminishing the emphasis of the divine form in favor of the diaa
vine voice and divine name (Deut. 4:12; 12:5; and 26:2) lends itself to an 
internalized vision of God, one that dwells in the deep recesses of the 
human being. The kabbalistic notion of the letters of the sacred text as 
constitutive of the human and the fact that classical Kabbala entertains or, 
at least, seems compelled by, an incarnationalist theology (that is, the mysaa
tic as having access to divine power by embodying the letters of Torah via 
contemplation) will serve as an entry point of my analysis.30 Given the Deuaa
teronomic interplay between human and text, I will use Deuteronomy as a 
frame for the Lurianic notion of the human–divine encounter in the 
human as an understanding of zelem elohim.31

Is Judaism Incarnational?

It is conventional wisdom among students of Judaism that incarnation is 
exclusively a Christian concept—that is, it is “unaJewish.” While it became 
an anchor of Christianity, incarnation’s roots lie deep inside the latter 
phases of late antique (proto) Judaism and find expression in various 
apocryphal and pseudepigraphic texts, many of which where written by 
Israelites/Jews in the preaChristian era.32 The nexus between the human 
and the divine was vexing for a burgeoning Israelite monotheism founded 
on a scripture that presented God anthropomorphically and described 
the human as created “in the image of God” (Genesis 1:26).33 Mystics 
were even more apt to complicate any claim of opacity between the 
human and the divine in their quest for an intimate experience of the suaa
pernal realm. Hence, the wider definition of incarnation as the indwellaa
ing of the divine in the human—of the divine having a body—of the 
human being transformed into a divine being—is not as foreign to bibliaa
cal Israel or prearabbinic “Judaism” and even rabbinic tradition, as we 
might think.34 Once Judaism is confronted with a more doctrinally coheaa
sive Christianity in the Middle Ages, most semblances of incarnation in 
Judaism are diffused, concealed, or reinterpreted.35

In medieval Kabbala, incarnation was not erased but reframed. Elaa
liot Wolfson observes this when he writes: 
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Pitched in the heartland of Christian faith, one encounters the 
logocentric belief in the incarnation of the word in the flesh of 
the person Jesus, whereas in the textual panorama of medieval 
kabbalah, the site of the incarnational insight in the orthoaa
graphic inscription of flesh into word and the consequent conaa
version of the carnal body into the ethereal, luminous body, fiaa
nally transposed into the literal body, the body that is the letter, 
hyperliterally, the name that is the Torah. . . . For Christians, the 
literal body is embodied in the book of the body; for Jews, the 
literal body is embodied in the body of the book.36

Here Wolfson suggests an inversion of the incarnational trajectory, in 
Kabbala from body to text and not word into flesh (as we read in John 
1: 1–14). The inversion does not dismantle incarnation but, in fact, 
places it squarely in the arena of Deuteronomy, a book in which Moses, 
as person, transfers his authority and his mediating role to a text. In 
Wolfson’s language, “the literal body [the body of Moses] is embodied 
in the body of the book [the Torah].” To oversimplify for a moment, in 
Christianity the divinity of the book—the word (which is itself a reaa
placement for Moses) becomes the flesh of Jesus. In Judaism, at least acaa
cording to some kabbalists, the book (more specifically the letters 
therein) is envisioned as the “body” of God and then becomes, more 
obliquely, part of the literal body of the Jew. To complicate this assessaa
ment, in Lurianic literature (following the trajectory of earlier Kabbala 
from Abulafia and Gikatillia) we find that the book (Torah) is also imaa
planted in the literal body, the body of those who study it. By engaging 
with that “literal body,” or the book (the literal body in the actual 
body), the letters that constitute the flesh of the reader—is divinized. 
This divinization, or incarnation, of one who encounters the “literal 
body” of the book is not a oneatime historical event, as in much (but 
not all) of Christianity.37 It is, rather, a full disclosure of zelem elohim, the 
divine that is “imaged” in the human until it can become manifest 
through devotion. To become divine, then, is nothing more than to beaa
come fully human, an idea I will suggest has a correlate in the concept 
of theosis in Eastern Orthodox Christianity. By incarnationalism, then, I 
do not mean the exclusive Christian notion of God being incarnate in 
one human being at one time, as is the case with Jesus Christ. Rather, I 
refer to the broader notion that the human being is, in essence, potenaa
tially divine (in Christianity because of the incarnation),38 and that such 
divinity can become manifest and experienced as the “actual” body.

This expansive and democratized notion of incarnation, or theosis, 
draws heavily from Eastern Orthodox doctrine, specifically from the way 
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it conceives of ethics as love and love as fulfilled through the event of the 
divine becoming human in Jesus of Nazareth.39 For Eastern Orthodoxy, 
the event of incarnation makes possible the incarnation of divine love in 
the human, any human, such that divine love or agape is a vehicle for 
human–divine love of another, who is loved as human–divine.40 And it is 
this expression of love that is the essence of the ethical.41 The notion of 
theosis or human–divine similitude is viewed as possible for all because it 
occurred at one time. “Incarnation also presents the theanthropic vocaaa
tion as a new moral imperative. . . . Clement of Alexandria undoubtedly 
had this in mind when he wrote in the Protreptikos, ‘The Word of God beaa
came man that you also may learn from a man how man becomes God.’”42 
The instantiation of divine/human similitude now becomes possible, and 
should be the goal, for all human endeavors. This is summarized nicely 
in the following way: “After the incarnation, God is united to humankind 
through the sacrament of the Eucharist and is manifested as light within 
one’s inner being. . . . This interpretation of the theory of the uncreated 
light can be found not only among the hesychast monks, but more generaa
ally, in the teaching of the Orthodox Church regarding the renewal and 
theosis (deification) of humanity. By participating in the uncreated grace 
or energy of God, humankind itself becomes a god by grace.”43 This noaa
tion of human deification does not mean that there ceases to be any disaa
tinction whatsoever between humans and the divine through theosis. It 
means, however, that in the Incarnation, Jesus contains within Himself 
“the fullness of divinity,” while we only receive “from that fullness” beaa
cause His fullness has become manifest in the world.44 Stripped of its paraa
ticular Christian language and imagery, I argue that the Lurianic texts 
we will examine come close to this assessment.

Thus, while it is often argued that Judaism and incarnationalism are 
incompatible,45 the story is more complex. Divine embodiment, even in 
a human being, is neither historically nor philosophically at odds with 
the way Jews have fashioned the Jewish religion.46

In rabbinic literature, divine indwelling (a term not identical to but 
also not absolutely distinct from incarnation) is manifest most promiaa
nently in the realms of physical space (the Temple), history, the collective 
body of Israel (Knesset Israel), the holiness of Jerusalem (or the entirety of 
the Land of Israel), and perennial providence (hashgakha peratit). This also 
includes cosmic and metaphorical representations of God in human form, 
such as God performing mitzvot in Heaven and experiencing the plethora 
of human emotions.47 The divinity of Torah, or Torah as the embodiment 
of God, and the indwelling of God among those who study Torah is yet anaa
other example in which Judaism quite easily acknowledges divine presaa
ence within its ostensibly aniconic worldview.48 In certain medieval mystiaa
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cal formulations, specifically those regarding prayer, it has been shown 
that rabbinic “indwelling” passes over the incarnational thinking.49 In the 
texts Elliot Wolfson reads, God is envisioned as human and, by extension, 
the human is fashioned as divine. This constitutes a kind of inversion of 
Christian incarnation but it is incarnation nonetheless—in this case the 
human form becomes a cosmic divine body in the human imagination.

I argue here that incarnational thinking as an idea, when detached 
but not wholly severed from its historical and theological roots in Christiaa
anity—the oneatime mysterious embodiment of God in Jesus of Nazareth 
(John 1:45–46)—is not antithetical to kabbalistic Judaism and, in fact, 
provides certain kabbalists with a framework for thinking through the reaa
lationship between text and person that Deuteronomy introduces. Incaraa
national thinking in Judaism tests the elasticity of the normative rabbinic 
idea that there is an absolute distinction separating the human and the diaa
vine (an idea that is fundamental to halakha). That is, while there may be 
a distinction between being God and being with God or a residence for God, 
the latter two are aspects of incarnational thinking, broadly defined.50

If classical Judaism does not affirm the definition of incarnation the 
way it is described in Christianity (which it does not), it is justified to ask 
why I would choose the weighty term incarnation to describe these Jewish 
texts.51 The reason is that this idea, admittedly employed as a theoretical 
construct (divine embodiment fulfilled) plays a role in the Jewish mystiaa
cal tradition. That is, certain strains of Kabbala move beyond the more 
conventional notion of divine indwelling to the radical notion of divine 
embodiment.52 More to the point, the (re)turn of Lurianic and earlier 
kabbalistic texts to incarnational thinking may also inform the extent to 
which the Christian notion is born out of ancient Jewish (mystical) 
sources, thus closing a circle of the Jewish–Christian mystical imaginaaa
tion.53 The question of direct historical influence is relevant here but not 
determinative. My thesis does not stand or fall on whether any direct inaa
fluences can be documented. This is because I argue that incarnational 
thinking already exists in prearabbinic (and thus prea“Jewish”) Israelite 
thinking. This is not to say that sixteenthacentury Kabbala draws from 
these prearabbinic sources (although it may). It only suggests that the 
theological structure of what became Judaism already contains elements 
that can be interpreted through an incarnational lens.

As I argued throughout this book, sixteenthacentury Safed and the 
later Lurianic teaching in seventeenthacentury Italy provides an interestaa
ing nexus between Judaism and Christianity wherein Kabbala became a 
vehicle for conversos to reenter Judaism. Conversos also contributed to 
the teaching of Kabbala to Christians, resulting in the more fully develaa
oped Christian Kabbala of early modernity, compared to its earlier preceaa
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dent in the fourteenth century.54 From another vantage point, Wolfson 
has shown the extent to which this incarnational thinking is already 
deeply embedded in the Zohar, a textual tradition read closely by Luriaa
anic kabbalists. Hence, while the larger historical context of returning 
conversos may inform Lurianic reading, it surely does not do so excluaa
sively. The Zohar was constructed in a deeply pious Christian environaa
ment that both influenced it as well as elicited from it a polemical 
 response.55 Lurianic Kabbala was not born in an overtly Christian enviaa
ronment; its host culture was Muslim—yet Christian resonances may have 
seeped in subversively through the converso community.

In both Judaism and Christianity, divine embodiment or incarnaaa
tion in human beings is based on the biblical notion of humans created 
in the divine image or zelem elohim (Gen. 1:27).56 The kabbalistic texts 
under consideration suggest a hyperliteral interpretation of zelem elohim 
(the human as “the image of God”), distinguishing themselves from 
the metaphorical way this notion has been interpreted.57 In classical Juaa
daism, indwelling is an idea holding that God takes up temporary resiaa
dence in the world, but this presence does not transform the physical 
space it occupies into something divine.58 From Deuteronomy we learn 
that this “presence” is in fact God’s name, with letters that also appear 
in/as God’s text. There is a disagreement as to whether divine resiaa
dence is temporary or permanent; that is, whether divine residence in 
Erez Israel, Zion,59 the Temple,60 or the people Israel is contingent upon 
Israel’s behavior or a permanent part of Israel’s “body.”61 The practical 
consequence of this debate concerns levels of sacredness regarding obaa
jects or space, denoting specific ways in which these “embodied” physiaa
cal objects should be treated. Regarding the human as zelem elohim, the 
sages understood this largely as the way the Bible distinguishes between 
the human and other creatures.62 Zelem elohim is not generally interaa
preted to suggest the divinity of the human.63 While the physical body 
remains (as it does in Jesus), the individual’s perspective of selfhood is 
transformed (with Jesus it is also his disciple’s perspective of him). This 
move, I argue, points beyond the conventional Jewish notion of “inaa
dwelling.”64 Martin Buber alludes to this when he writes, “In the meaaa
sure in which the fire of God shining above men in infinite distance 
and majesty is enkindled in the innermost chambers of the self, thus, 
in the measure in which the ‘divine image’ becomes concrete reality [my 
italics] the difference between autonomy and heteronomy is dissolved 
in a higher unity within the community living in the living certitude of 
the tradition.”65 The concrete reality of the divine image points to the incaraa
national thinking I am suggesting. The separation between the human 
and divine is sustained through the imperfection of the human, that is, 
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his or her inability to disclose the divine letters that are embedded 
within. It thus represents the human inability to become fully human 
by disclosing the divine image. If and when those “letters” are disclosed, 
the “imaging” of the divine is replaced by a divination, however tempoaa
rary, of the human. Eastern Orthodoxy calls this process theosis and 
founds this possibility on the oneatime (permanent) incarnation of 
Jesus. Our kabbalistic texts do not need that historical event to make a 
similar claim. For them, it appears that a hyperliteral reading of Geneaa
sis 1:26 suffices when aided by the transition from divine anthropomoraa
phic presence in the Covenantal Code or early priestly writings to God’s 
presence as the divine name in the Deuteronomic school.66

Deuteronomy and the Divine Text in/as the Human: 
The Case of Hoshana Raba

In the following section I will illustrate the way in which a series of Luaa
rianic texts construct the notion of zelem elohim as textual (that is, that 
the human being is comprised of letters of Torah),67 based on a reading 
of the nocturnal ritual of Torah study during the night of Hoshana 
Raba, the final night of the festival of Sukkot. Deuteronomy plays a cenaa
tral role in this kabbalistic ritual, as Luria directed his disciples to reaa
cite the entire Book of Deuteronomy during the first part of the night 
of Hoshana Raba, after which they were to recite penitential prayers or 
study Kabbala until morning prayers (approximately fortyafive minutes 
before sunrise).68 In the next section I will illustrate how the divine 
image in the human is activated and fully disclosed through the enaa
gagement with the divine text of Torah in the mystical practice of study 
and prayer more generally. The human as divine text-concealed engaging 
with Torah as divine text-revealed results in a theosis whereby the human, 
becoming fully human, also becomes divine. And as “divine,” he no 
longer requires the protective garb that zelem provides.

Hoshana Raba is a minor festival on the last, or seventh, day of the 
festival of Sukkot. Its origins lie in the Ancient Israelite religion at the 
time of the Temple when pilgrims would circle the altar seven times 
holding  ¿aravot (willow branches), reciting verses of praise to inauguaa
rate the beginning of the rainy season. It is also the culmination of the 
water libations common on Sukkot that also mark the autumnal transiaa
tion from the dry summer to a rainy winter.69

Kabbala, especially the Zohar and later Lurianic Kabbala, adds signifaa
icance to this day, suggesting it serves as the conclusion to the Day of 
Atonement. For the Lurianic kabbalists, following the Zohar, Hoshana 
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Raba was the “day of the final sealing”: the day of the second seal of judgaa
ment following the first seal in the final service (neilah) of Yom haaKippuaa
rim (YK).70 Hence, there are certain customs on Hoshana Raba (some of 
which were initiated by Luria) that resemble those of YK, among them 
the donning of the white garment (kittel) by the prayer leader (sheliah 
zibur), the solemn intonation of the liturgy similar to that of both Rosh 
HaaShana and YK, the lighting of candles in the synagogue as on the eve 
of YK, and immersion in a ritual bath (mikveh) on the morning of 
Hoshana Raba (the custom of mikveh on YK is the afternoon preceding 
the festival).71 For our kabbalists, the notion of Hoshana Raba as the final 
closing of the period of judgment and thus the final opportunity to alter 
any negative divine decree, takes on a life of its own. For our purposes, 
there is a significant connection between Hoshana Raba and Deuteronaa
omy in that Luria directs his students to recite the entire Book of Deuteraa
onomy during the first part of the night of Hoshana Raba. This is because 
Deuteronomy and Hoshana Raba represent the final stages of their reaa
spective projects, the seal of Torah and the period of judgment respecaa
tively. As we will see, both are called “seal” (חותם) and are also depicted as 
a manifestation of malkhut or the feminine. In Sha’ar ha-Kavannot Vital 
writes as follows:

On the evening of Hoshana Raba the second external seal is 
made, the “seal within the seal” that is given to the sephirah mal--
khut, the crown/corona of yesod. This seal is weaker than the first 
seal (on YK) because it only has the three “fillings” of the name 
ehyeh ]אהיה[ . . . but the actual letters themselves (of ehyeh) are not 
present [in this seal].72 It is thus weaker than the first seal (which 
is constituted by the actual letters). . . . Malkhut does not take 
from the three forms of eyeh but only from their impression/remaa
nant ]הערתם[. However since this seal is drawn initially from ima it 
still has the power to avert the demonic and thus it is called seal.

With this one can understand the Zohar and the Tikkunei Zohar when 
they teach that Deuteronomy is called “Mishneh Torah” which is malkhut.73 
It is known that the term mikra [lit., to read or recite but also used as a 
noun to refer to Torah] is a feminine description of Torah. When zeir anpin 
emanates its effluence to the yesod (vaginal cavity) of its feminine, this yesod 
is called Torah. And when this “impression” is emanated to its malkhut and 
creates a seal, it is called Mishneh Torah. Torah is the first four books of 
the Pentateuch and Mishneh Torah is the secret name of Deuteronomy 
which teaches and repeats what was said in Torah.74 The creation of the 
first seal of the yesod of the feminine occurs when the world is judged duraa
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ing the neilah service of YK and the judgment is either for life or death. 
Now (on Hoshana Raba) the second seal of malkhut is made in which the 
world is judged a second time. The first inner seal was the time of the judgaa
ment and thus the primary seal. Now we are dealing with the outer seal 
that is about the transference of the writ of judgment sealed during neilah 
of YK and given to the emissaries of doom, as is written in the Zohar.75

This text suggests a feminization of Deuteronomy whereby the Mishaa
neh Torah (Deuteronomy) and Hoshana Raba, as the outer and weaker 
seals of judgment, represent the final instantiation of divine effluence 
in malkhut.76 These two dimensions of finality—the final destinations of 
the divine word (Torah) and judgment (YK)—are connected to zelem, 
as divine image, through the double entendre of zelem as “image” and 
“shadow.” This triadic equation (Deuteronomy, Hoshana Raba, and 
zelem) is ritualized in the following manner:77

The dominant time of judgment on Hoshana Raba is the first 
part of the night, after which time the seal of malkhut is comaa
plete. Therefore immediately after midnight one who is judged 
for death will see his zelem [divine image] above his head, heaven 
forbid.78 This is also the time people would go out and look at 
their zelem (shadow) in the light of the moon that only rises after 
midnight. It is thus a custom to engage in Torah study the first 
part of the night (until the rising of the moon) by reciting the 
Book of Deuteronomy that is called Mishneh Torah. One should 
intend with this reading to create the seal of malkhut which is the 
numerical value of Mishneh (395).79

The moon, classically defined as feminine, serves to illuminate the naaa
ture of the final judgment as to whether the seal of malkhut was sufficient 
to ward off any negative judgments pending from YK.80 But there are two 
seals and thus two zelems of malkhut here; the first is Hoshana Raba itself 
and the second is Deuteronomy. The recitation of Deuteronomy on 
Hoshana Raba night serves as the (temporary) protective seal of divinity 
while the zelem of the individual departs to witness the final moment of 
divine decree.81 As Deuteronomy is the divine text that is itself a seal it is 
deployed to construct the second seal of malkhut in the soul in order to 
protect the feminine lights of the soul from external danger. This is 
needed when the part of the zelem that normally serves this purpose is abaa
sent. The connection of zelem to judgment (din), and thus to Hoshana 
Raba, is made explicit at the end of this homily referring to an apparent 
contradiction in the Zohar regarding the temporary separation of the 
zelem from the human on the night of Hoshana Raba:
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Now I will explain an apparent contradiction in the Zohar. In one 
place the Zohar teaches that the zelem departs from the head [of a 
person] on the night of Hoshana Raba (Zohar 2.142a). In another 
it teaches that the zelem only departs from a person thirty days beaa
fore his death (Zohar 1. 2.17b).82 This is how these texts can be recaa
onciled. On Hoshana Raba night the zelem departs in order to be 
instructed [about] what has been decreed upon it. During this 
time, permission is also given to the demonic to have temporary 
dominion over the individual and kill him. Since the zelem departs 
from the person that evening, it is as if the person already gave 
himself over to the demonic at the time of the decree and thus has 
nothing more to fear. On this, see Zohar 2. 231a. [After midnight] 
the zelem returns to its place because without it a person could not 
continue to live, as it is written, Man walks about as a mere shadow 
(zelem)  ]אך בצלם יתהלך איש[ (Ps. 39:7) [read now as, Man can only exist 
with his zelem/image of God]. The zelem returns to him until thirty 
days before his death, after which it departs and does not return 
during the last thirty days of life. . . .83

The precariousness of Hoshana Raba seems to trump even YK, as tradition 
teaches that on YK the day itself ( ¿azumo shel-yom) atones.84 But apparently 
this atonement isn’t complete until Hoshana Raba. For Luria, Hoshana 
Raba is the day when the final decree containing anything remaining after 
repentance and atonement on YK is passed on to angelic messengers. 
Proper observance of this day (that is, the recitation of Deuteronomy in acaa
cord with Lurianic custom) can create the final outer seal for malkhut necaa
essary in order to ward off evil energy. The danger of the day is imagined 
here as temporary death via the departure of the zelem during the first part 
of the night, leaving the individual susceptible to demonic forces. This 
temporary state of divine absence within the human must then be accomaa
modated by the recitation of Deuteronomy which serves as a temporary diaa
vine seal until midnight when the zelem returns. In this case, engagement 
with Torah is an example of embodiment in that the words of Torah beaa
come a temporary (divine) dimension of the human body, loosely conaa
strued, when its permanent divinity temporarily departs.

A more explicit connection between zelem and the divine nature of the 
human body is suggested by Luria in the juxtaposition of two verses in 
Scripture (Let us make man in our image [zelem]—From my flesh I will see God 
[eloha]—Gen. 1:26 and Job 19:26). The notion that the Job verse relates to 
the male circumcised phallus has been thoroughly examined by Wolfson 
in numerous studies. In Luria, the verse may have a wider lens and apply 
to the entire human body:
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Regarding immature consciousness (mohin de-katnut) we should 
know that the human was formed (nozar) in the image of God 
(Gen. 1:26) and From my flesh I will see God (eloha) (Job 19:26). The 
structure (dugmat) of a person comes from one drop that origiaa
nates in the brain85 of the father and enters into the womb of the 
mother where it begins its existence and takes on form 
(zurah) . . . The mature consciousness (mohin de-gadlut) comes 
from the inside of abba and ima. Hence, their existence is the seaa
cret of the verse zelem elohim (אלוהים) and zelem adonai (יהוה).86 

It is noteworthy that the text chooses the word form (nozar) instead of the 
biblical term created (bara). The obvious reason is that the text refers to the 
formation of the human embryo and not the “creation” of Adam by God. 
However, the term nozar is also suggestive in that it describes the formaaa
tion of the Hebrew alphabet in Kabbala (zurat ’otiot). The relationship beaa
tween the word image (zelem) and God (eloha) may be the key to underaa
standing this odd juxtaposition of verses. In the Zohar, especially in Sabba 
deaMishpatim, the term eloha is often used to represent the garment (lev--
ush) of the soul, a name of God that protects the soul when it descends 
into the world. In the following text the flesh clearly refers to the phallus, 
but for our purposes it sets up the important use of the term eloha:

The other began speaking and said, From my flesh I see God (Job 
19:26). What does it mean From my flesh; it should say “from myaa
self”? But, it means really from my flesh! What is this? As it is 
written, the sacred flesh will pass away from you, for you exalt while per--
forming your evil deeds (Jer. 11:15) as it is written, And my covenant 
will be on their flesh as an everlasting covenant (Gen. 17:14).87

In Sabba deaMishpatim, the Zohar’s analysis of a section of Exodus, the 
term eloha is made more explicit.88

Do not go out like slaves (Exod. 21:7). That is, when it [the soul] 
leaves the scale on the side of joy, God will imprint it and seal it 
with one [signet] ring and spread over it His precious garment. 
And what is this [garment]? It is the divine name eloha. And this 
is its clothing. God will spread over it the precious garment of 
majesty (le-vusha yakira de-malka). . . . as it is written, in the days 
when eloha watched over me (Job 29:2).89

These passages from the Zohar may help clarify Luria’s juxtaposition of 
Genesis 1:26 and Job 19:26. The “God” that one sees when gazing at his 
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“flesh” is the divine name eloha, which is the garment of the soul that God 
bequeaths to the soul when it descends to the world. This divine name is 
the zelem, as in the words “in the image of God He created them.” It could then 
be that the term nozar is a double entendre, meaning both the physical 
formation of the embryo in the womb and the fact that this zelem is conaa
structed with letters of a divine name that already maintain a specific diaa
vine form (zura). The implicit identification of zelem in zelem elohim with 
the name eloha points toward a rendering of the human as a name or 
names of the divine. More is needed, however, to solidify this claim.

One obvious question is the following: if, according to Sefer Yezeriah, 
all of creation is formed from the Hebrew letters, in what way is the 
human different?90 In the Hebrew Bible, the description of the human 
created “in the image of God” appears to distinguish the human from all 
other creatures. Yet Luria’s rendering of zelem as the divine name eloha 
does not clarify the ways in which the human is categorically “other” and 
closer to the divine than the rest of creation. Moreover, strong statements 
of human distinctiveness are explicit throughout the Lurianic corpus.91

One response to this question comes in the context of a discussion 
about the ritual to remain awake and study through the entire night on 
Hoshana Raba (discussed above). This also points to a more explicit stateaa
ment of theosis in Luria’s discussion of Torah study in Pri ¿Etz Hayyim below. 
Luria mentions that on the night of Hoshana Raba the individual is quite 
vulnerable because his zelem departs from him only to return the next 
morning.92 Implied is that his protective garment departs, leaving his soul 
vulnerable. Thus Torah study (engagement with the divine letters of the 
text) serves as the temporary protective layer of the human soul when its 
zelem (a divine name) is elsewhere. That is, the divine names that constiaa
tute Torah, when recited and studied, provide the same protection for 
the soul as the divine name eloha that departed. This notion is born out 
of an apparent contradiction between two verses (Ps. 39:7 and Song of 
Songs 2:17 [also 4:6]). The text below is a section of a much longer homily 
on the festival of Sukkot in Sha’ar ha-Kavvanot, illustrating the relationaa
ship between the soul and the divine name.

We will now explain clearly the notion of the zelem departing from 
the person on the night of Hoshana Raba. . . . It is written in one 
verse, Man walks about as a mere shadow (zelem)  ]אך בצלם יתהלך איש[ (Ps. 
39:7). We can infer from this that there is one zelem. In that verse 
it is also called zelem and not [the more common term for shadow] 
zel [צל]. We read in another verse, When the day descends and the 
shadows (ha-zelalim) [הצללים] flee (Song of Songs 2:17). We can infer 
from this that there are two “images” (zelalim). And, they are not 
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called zelamim ]צלמים[ but zelalim ]צללים[. There are obvious oddities 
in these verses. . . . Know that the soul (nefesh) is called by five [diaa
vine] names that correspond to the five times borkhei nafsi (blessed 
in my soul) is mentioned in Psalms 103 and 104. . . .

We will now explain the specifics of the five parts of the world 
of  ¿azilut and from there you will understand [the four lower 
worlds]. The human body is derived from the feminine side of mal--
khut. We see that the physical body completes its development duraa
ing the nine months of pregnancy. There are three levels below 
the five levels of the soul. These are the three zelalim צללים (shadaa
ows, images). The highest of these three is called zelem צלם. The two 
lower parts are each called zel צל. Each one of the lower two is missaa
ing the letter mem (מ). This is the secret of the verse Man walks about 
as a mere shadow (zelem)  ]אך בצלם יתהלך איש[ [now read as, but man only 
walks with (his) zelem] (Ps. 39:7).93 The secret of the verse When the 
day descends and the shadows (ha-zelalim) [הצללים] flee (Song of Songs 
2:17) is that there is a zelem above the one mentioned in Psalms deaa
rived from those two [zelalim that flee in Song of Songs].

Regarding these three zelamim: the five parts of the soul are 
implanted in the vaginal cavity (yesod) and the womb (rehem) of the 
woman and the body develops during the nine months of pregaa
nancy. At that point [at the time of birth] a force emerges emanataa
ing from her cervix 94כלי החותם אשר ביסוד הנקבה (as was explained in our 
explanation of the neilah service on YK) that is comprised of the 
three names of ehyeh [אהיה] spelled with yods, hays, and alefs which 
numerically add up to “seal”/cervix [חותם].95 The power of this 
force coming from this “seal” is engraved on the soul of the indiaa
vidual and not on the body. When the higher soul (neshama) deaa
scends into this world to enter the body it comes [to the body] enaa
veloped in this “seal.” By means of this “seal”/cervix it is protected 
from the demonic forces. These (three) zelamim are from the remaa
nants of that force that emerges from the seal of the female.

The impression of the force of the cervix that becomes enaa
graved in the neshama of the person is comprised of three names 
of ehyeh [אהיה], as we explained. It is divided into the same three 
parts (yods, hays, and alefs). This is how to understand, And God Elo--
him created Adam in his image, in the image (zelem) of Elohim He created 
him (Gen. 1:27) and But man only walks with (his) zelem] (Ps. 39:7).96

 Therefore, a person who has his zelem and the two [lower] ze--
lalim which are the three names of ehyeh numerically equaling 
“seal” חותם, is protected from those shadim (demonic ghosts) who 
do not have the lower zel and whose seal is incomplete.97
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In this homily we see a more developed notion of how dimensions of 
the soul are constituted by divine names. It appears here as if these names 
in the human serve to shield it from the negative external forces that 
would invariably destroy it. When the divinity (as zelem) departs, the 
human appears hopelessly vulnerable. Therefore, on Hoshana Raba when 
the zelem departs, one must engage with another form of divinity, the letaa
ters of Torah, specifically those letters that constitute the “seal” of Torah 
(Deut.) to provide protection from the everapresent forces of negativity.

The question that will occupy the final section of this chapter is: can 
Torah during other parts of the year serve to embellish or further disaa
close these divine letters in the human soul such that they dominate 
the human condition? That is, can the divine letters of Torah activate, 
as it were, the dormant divinity in the human, enabling the individual 
to achieve divine status?

Imagio Dei and Incarnation through Reading

As mentioned earlier, any incarnational theology in Lurianic Kabbala 
and Kabbala more generally must include the Torah as divine text and 
the human as created “in the image of God.” This is because the text of 
Torah is what Jews—rabbinites and kabbalists alike—determine is diaa
vine in nature. The reversal of John’s creed “the word becomes flesh” to 
“the flesh becomes word” as a basis for Jewish incarnational thinking 
has already been mentioned.98 Given recent scholarship on this quesaa
tion, I think it is safe to say that the nexus between divine text and (diaa
vine) human in Judaism is far more complex, especially in Kabbala, 
than normative Judaism would have us believe.99 Thus far I have been 
exploring this complexity through the prism of zelem elohim, the biblical 
description of humanity’s “divine” nature, framing that discussion in 
terms taken from Deuteronomy, a book that explores the nexus beaa
tween text (Torah) and person (Moses). The larger question about 
Christian influence, cultural and theological, looms large. Christianity 
has formulated its position on the relationship between the human and 
the divine, a problem that is biblical in origin, placing it at the very cenaa
ter of its Christology. While living with the blurred distinction between 
the human and the divine may have been less vexing for Israelites beaa
fore Christianity, as intertestamental literature indicates, after Christiaa
anity classical Judaism carefully rejected any hint of crossover between 
the human and God. Yet Kabbala, for many reasons, may have been less 
invested in this defensive posture.

In the case of sixteenthacentury Safed, the forces pushing against 
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the ostensibly opaque lines of Jewish defense were stronger. More imaa
portantly, some pressure may have been exerted from internal sources. 
As I have noted throughout this book, conversos were plentiful in Safed 
and, in more than a few instances, became members of mystical frateraa
nities. This phenomenon grew even more prominent in Sabbateanism 
in the seventeenth century.100 Therefore, without making any concrete 
claims about overt influences, as none can be adequately traced, I offer 
here a reading of a Lurianic text edited by an early seventeenthacentury 
student of a known converso as an example of incarnational thinking 
in early modern Judaism.

I argue that the engagement between divine text and (divine) peraa
son through the act of reading illuminates the dormant divine nature 
of the human, disclosing the full potential of human beings as carriers 
of the divine name. The exposure of the divine “nature” of the reader 
(which I have called a Jewish theosis) collapses any significant distinction 
between person and text.101

The text that will serve as the foundation for this section is found in 
Pri ¿Etz Hayyim. There are essentially two theories as to the origin of the 
text we have now as Pri ¿Etz Hayyim, the first by Joseph Avivi, and the secaa
ond by Menahem Kallus.102 Avivi largely bases his theory on Poppers’s 
introduction to “Derekh ¿Etz Hayyim,” a large text that is only extant in 
manuscript. He suggests that what we now have as Pri ¿Etz Hayyim, first 
published in Kraków in 1785, constitutes just the first part of Poppers’s 
larger Pri ¿Etz Hayyim, which Poppers completed in 1650. This earlier 
text includes material from Vital, Jacob Zemah, and others. Kallus ofaa
fers a slightly different genealogy, arguing that Poppers’s work is more 
simply a redaction of material that originated in earlier Vitalean veraa
sions of his own corpus and not the original work of Zemah. In any 
case, there is agreement that our Pri ¿Etz Hayyim is from Meir Poppers, 
who was a student of the exaconverso Jacob Zemah, redacted in Jerusaaa
lem and later in Kraków in the middle of the seventeenth century.

The section in Pri ¿Etz Hayyim dealing with Torah study or Talmud 
Torah, which will be the focus of this section, also appears in truncated 
form in Vital’s Sha’ar ha-Yihudim, although in the latter text the discussion 
is not in the context of any performance of a particular mitzvah.103 In 
most other discussions of Talmud Torah, in Luria and elsewhere, the 
frame of the discussion centers around the mitzvah itself. Curiously, in 
the printed edition of Pri ¿Etz Hayyim, the title of the section is Hanhagat 
ha-Limud, which I would translate as “The Performance of Study.” The lataa
ter part of the section deals with what texts one should study and how one 
should study them, a topic that has been amply treated in various articles 
by Lawrence Fine and in his recent book Physician of the Soul.104 The first 
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section, however, situates the act of study, or reading (how does one transaa
late le-asok?), in a dramatic, almost theatrical, context that amounts to an 
imaginal depiction of the human being threatened by demonic forces 
that seek to undermine the act. The notion of the divine name (as letters) 
in the human protecting the individual against the demonic is a common 
trope in Lurianic Kabbala, as we witnessed above in the discussion of the 
recitation of Deuteronomy on Hoshana Raba:

In the performative act of Torah (בעת שעוסק בתורה) one should enaa
vision oneself as one who is being overpowered by the forces of 
Samael and the serpent (סמאל ונחש ומצולת ים) because of the letters
מות  being masculine and צל  being feminine. One should conaa
stantly contemplate the divine name אהיה, never allowing it to be 
removed from one’s eyes in order that these forces not overaa
power you and that you are not overcome by the הרע   evil) יצר 
inclination).105

The divine name ehyeh אהיה and the term zel  צל are familiar to us from the 
previous section. This name (ehyeh) constitutes one dimension of “the diaa
vine image” embedded in the body that protects the individual from danaa
ger. The text never explains why the act of study or reading should put 
one in such a precarious position. That is, why begin a discussion on the 
commandment of Torah study, arguably the quintessential divine comaa
mand as described in Mishna Peah 1:1, as an act that is dangerous and 
ominous? I suggest that the act—or performance—of reading Torah 
here activates a divine dimension of the human being that attracts the saaa
tanic forces hoping to deflect the concentration of the actor, thus diminaa
ishing the impact of the “incarnational act.” It is not that the divine name 
protects the individual, but that engaging with the divine names of Torah 
through study activates the divine name in the person; such activation at--
tracts the demonic. To read is thus to become (more) Godlike (to live as 
the fully disclosed “image of God”), and becoming Godlike both actiaa
vates and subsequently diffuses the potency of demonic energy. It is noteaa
worthy that the Sha’ar ha-Yihudim parallel does not include the dark theataa
rical setting that frames the Pri ¿Etz Hayyim text, beginning only with the 
notion of the human as created in the image of God, something that only 
comes later in Pri ¿Etz Hayyim. I suggest that in Sha’ar ha-Yihudim (see exaa
tract immediately below), the mention of the image of God at the outset 
creates an incarnational image but that the image is still placed within 
the more conventional framework of supernal tikkun (the first definition 
mentioned above; that is, tikkun as cosmic repair).106 The relevant passage 
from Sha’ar ha-Yihudim begins as follows:
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It is fitting for a man to imagine (ולעריך לכוין) as if he is the house 
and seat of  ¿azilut ha-kadosh because in the image of God, he made 
man. During the times of study and prayer this is even more imaa
portant. In this manner one can unite to worlds until the superaa
nal holiness rests on him.107

The depiction of the act of reading in Pri ¿Etz Hayyim uses this model but 
adds something absent in Sha’ar ha-Yihudim. The first part of the following 
texts appears in both versions, and the second part only appears in Pri ¿Etz 
Hayyim.

Part I (in both Sha’ar ha-Yihudim and Pri ¿Etz Hayyim). This is how 
one should imagine (יכוין) being the house of  ¿azilut: A person 
should view his head as the seat of יהוה with the vowel kamatz. Its 
two mohin, that is, hokhma and bina, are also יהוה with a patah and 
zire, and his two arms יהוה with a segol. When he comes to his 
body, the יהוה takes a holem, his hands [alt. version his legs] with 
kibutz and hirek, yesod with a shuruk, and the atara of yesod does not 
take a vowel as it stated in Tikkunei Zohar.
 Part II (only in Pri ¿Etz Hayyim). One should also imagine that a 
person (adam) is the 63aletter name of יהוה. He should imagine that 
his ears are the 63aletter name without the final ה and perhaps with 
this (final ה?) he will be able to hear some supernal holiness during 
prayer or study. His nose is also the 63aletter name as חוטם is the nuaa
merical equivalent of 53. Perhaps with this (imagining) he will 
smell from holy odor (קדושה  His mouth is also the 63aletter .(רוח 
name. With the 22 letters and five oral openings of the mouth, he 
can apprehend the spirit of God that speaks within him (רוח ה” ידבר 
 and his work will be on his tongue during study and prayer. All (בו
this depends on the strength of his imagining and his cleaving.

Both texts suggest that the human body consists of various permutations 
of the divine name. The second text suggests that it is the name that coraa
responds to the world of beriah, the world where separation and form beaa
gins. This is also the angelic world that may point back to the text cited 
above, on the demonic interest in preventing this act, which results in the 
divination of the human body.

In the beginning of this text we read: “You should constantly conaa
template the divine name אהיה never allowing it to be removed from 
your eyes in order that these forces not overpower you so that you are 
not overcome by the yezer hara.” The term yezer hara here is quite curiaa
ous. It is a term, of course, that serves as the template for sin, the qualaa
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ity that separates the human from the divine. Could it be that the result 
of reading by imagining oneself as a divine name actualized through 
absorbing the letters of the divine word (in Torah or in liturgy) could 
bring one to a realm beyond human sin (the angelic world of beriah)—
that is, to become a divine being?108 If this is so, then the act of reading 
Torah is, in fact, a full recovery of zelem, reconciliation, the divination 
of the body, and an instance of incarnation. In fact, following the text 
just cited Luria adds the following:

There is no doubt if a person performs this way for a period of 
time he will apprehend all that he desires. He will be like one of 
the angels who abide in the heavens. This is the secret of the 
verse, Know Him in all your ways (Prov. 3:6). This is especially the 
case if you think this way constantly and do not allow this to pass 
from your thought. Remember this in your heart!109

I would suggest that the verse Know Him in all your ways should be transaa
lated here as “experience Him, the divine name, in/as your entire being.” 
To achieve this is to achieve a kind of divinity where sin, depicted here as 
the yezer hara, no longer holds sway, where imitatio dei is fulfilled through 
imago dei which is the recovery of zelem through a kind of incarnation.110 
This incarnation is different from the formal notion in Christianity in 
that it may be fleeting and is not limited to one person at one moment in 
history. It may be closer to the notion of theosis described by Eastern 
Orthodoxy.

Finally, there is also a hint of Maimonidean language in the above pasaa
sage worth noting. Discussing individual providence (hashgakha peratit), 
Maimonides notes that one is protected by providence as long as one is enaa
gaged in contemplating the divine.111 Luria offers an internalized rendiaa
tion of this idea: when one is in such a state that the divine letters within 
him are activated and fill his body, he will “be like one of the angels who 
abide in the heavens”; that is, he will no longer be human or, perhaps, only 
then will he be fully human. Luria departs from Maimonides by suggestaa
ing that by achieving such as state on a consistent basis (through the pracaa
tical application of kavvanot or contemplative practices), one may reach a 
permanent state of divine embodiment. This recalls later theories of deve--
kut (divine cleaving) in early Hasidism that suggest the zaddik or righteous 
one may reach a state where he no longer needs the mitzvot to remain 
bound with God.112 Whether this last claim in Lurianic teaching is true 
would require much more textual analysis than I have provided in this 
chapter. What I have shown is that the Lurianic texts examined argue for 
a strong—one might say, hyperliteral—reading of zelem elohim such that 
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the boundaries separating the human from the divine are translucent, if 
not, in certain circumstances, transparent.

Conclusion

This chapter argues that the Deuteronomic reforms elucidated by bibliaa
cal scholarship may have resonated quite deeply in the mystical imagiaa
nations of sixteenthacentury kabbalists. That is, the Deuteronomic tranaa
sition from person to text, from human (prophetic) witness to the 
“book of the law” as the core “proof” of the covenant, and from the diaa
vine form to the divine voice seem to have captured the attention of 
many of our kabbalists. In this, Luria is not unique. The Deuteronomic 
transition from person to text (Moses—Torah) was noticed by many in 
the Jewish interpretive tradition long before Luria and surely before 
biblical scholarship. The kabbalists, however, complicate this transition 
and use it to thin the barrier separating the human from the text and, 
by extension, the human from the divine. Whereas for John, the text 
(as Word) becomes human/flesh in Jesus (John 1:1–14), for our kabbalaa
ists the text as divine has a correlate in the human as zelem elohim. The 
divine text (as divine names) and the zelem elohim in the human (also 
comprised of divine names according to these kabbalists) become actiaa
vated through the engagement of text and person in the performance 
of study. What Luria and his disciples provide is a series of texts that 
elucidate this way of thinking, including the ways in which we can actiaa
vate and fully disclose that zelem elohim, creating a kind of Jewish theosis.

I will conclude this chapter with two basic avenues for further inaa
quiry. First, a parenthetical yet potentially significant aside needs to be 
expressed about the reception and dissemination of Lurianic Kabbala. 
Kabbala, at least from the time of the Zohar, viewed its own teachings 
as a superior dimension of Torah. More than that, it was viewed as necaa
essary to foster redemption.113 In some cases, Kabbala was Torah that 
could be available to nonaJews.114 Why were some conversos so comaa
pelled by Lurianic Kabbala? Why were Christians so drawn to it? And 
why did Lurianic kabbalists, and perhaps even some kabbalists before 
Luria, teach Kabbala, which they surely believed was Torah, to genaa
tiles?115 We know from b.T. Sanhedrin 59a and Hagigah 13a that Torah 
study, in the rabbinic mind, was restricted to Jews or to those aspiring 
to convert to Judaism.116 Torah was not something gentiles needed to 
know (outside the Noahide laws the rabbis claimed nonaJews had to folaa
low). The Talmud states quite explicitly that Torah was forbidden to 
gentiles.117 Following that line of thinking, the Zohar limits the study of 
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Torah to one who is circumcised (i.e., the male Jew).118 Yet we know of at 
least some Lurianic kabbalists who may have taught Kabbala to Chrisaa
tians, and not only to conversos who were returning to Judaism.119 This 
feature becomes even more prominent in Sabbateanism, which 
emerged only a decade after the redaction of Pri ¿Etz Hayyim by Poppers 
(it should be noted that Shabbetai Zvi’s primary disciple and the archiaa
tect of one branch of Sabbateanism, Nathan of Gaza, allegedly studied 
as an adolescent with the Lurianic kabbalist Jacob Zemah, Poppers’s 
teacher in Jerusalem).120 I am suggesting that the overt program among 
some Sabbateans to teach Kabbala to gentiles as part of its redemptive 
program may not have been a deviation but rather a specific mutation 
of earlier Lurianic doctrine. This thesis is complicated by two facts: 
first, Moses Cordovero spoke stridently against teaching Kabbala to 
gentiles and against the authenticity of Christian Kabbala more generaa
ally (the two are not, by definition, identical).121 He clearly knew about 
Christians studying Kabbala and, from his comments, also knew about 
Jews teaching them and was unequivocally opposed to both.

Second, Luria, perhaps in partial response to his limited knowledge 
of Christian Kabbala and Jews teaching gentiles in Italy, desperately 
tried to limit the dissemination of his own teachings to his small frateraa
nity (in fact, Vital was allegedly buried with some of his manuscripts of 
Lurianic teaching). And yet we know that in subsequent generations 
some Lurianic kabbalists (most likely conversos who had relations with 
the gentile world in Europe) did, in fact, teach Kabbala to gentiles. Was 
this simply an aberration, or is there something in Lurianic teaching 
that justified this behavior? In some way, this Lurianic theory of secrecy 
also may point to its opposite: that is, perhaps secrecy is so important 
before the endatime precisely because the final tikkun will require the 
dissemination of “true” Kabbala to Christians in order to diffuse the 
distorted Kabbala that had developed in Christianity until then.

This can be illustrated by an entry in Vital’s dream diary Sefer Hi--
zyonot.122 Vital recounts a dream in which he is captured by “Caesar of 
Rome” (likely referring to the Pope). The Pope demands that he reveal 
to him some of the secrets of the Kabbala. Vital begins to reveal to him 
“a little bit of the wisdom of the Kabbala” and then suddenly awakens. 
As we have seen, Vital certainly considered himself a messianic figure. 
Could the disclosure of “true” Kabbala as a corrective to its distortion 
among Christians be a necessary part of the final stage of disclosure? 
Could the dissemination of Kabbala outside the Jewish sphere, in its 
proper time and measure, itself be considered a redemptive act?

This last possibility should be coupled with some curious similarities 
between Lurianic doctrine and Christian teaching that I attempted to ilaa
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lustrate in this book and should at least raise questions for scholars of early 
modern Judaism in general and early modern Kabbala in particular.

The second question is related to the first. Was it only reading Kabaa
bala that held the potential for the divination of the human body? Why 
not Bible, Talmud, Legal Codes?123 In the first part of this chapter I invesaa
tigated the Lurianic custom of reciting the entire Book of Deuteronomy 
on Hoshana Raba. After one’s completion of that ritual, it was advised to 
continue studying Kabbala for the remainder of the night. Is there any 
connection between the exclusivity of the study of Kabbala during these 
sacred times and the teaching of Kabbala to gentiles? Was Kabbala, as the 
Torah of  ¿azilut (the cosmic dimension where there are no distinctions), 
the Torah of the Etz ha-Hayyim (the Tree of Life in the Garden of Eden) 
and perhaps (also) the Torah for the gentile in order to facilitate the final 
reconciliation of the Jew and the other?124 Was the Torah of  ¿azilut, from 
this perspective, a Torah drawn from a realm in which the distinction beaa
tween Jew and gentile did not exist, a realm where there was only the 
human in a divinized body? In his book Paul and the Torah, Lloyd Gaston 
argues that for Paul the gospel was not meant to supplant Torah or unaa
dermine God’s covenant with Israel. Rather, it was meant to spread Torah 
and God’s covenant with Israel to the gentile world.125

In Sefer ha-Gilgulim, Hayyim Vital unabashedly states that only Jews are 
created be-zelem elohim, a notion that is rooted in zoharic teaching and likely 
even earlier, and appears throughout the Lurianic corpus.126 Is this stateaa
ment ontological or historical? If redemptive Torah, i.e., Kabbala, faciliaa
tates the recovery of zelem and only Jews are created be-zelem elohim, why 
teach Torah to the gentile at all? Could it be that for some of Luria’s disciaa
ples (some of whom were conversos) the limitation of zelem as applying only 
to the (born?) “Jew” is a temporary state that will be overcome in the fuaa
ture?127 Or, that while in a preredeemed world only “biological” (or conaa
verted) Jews are be-zelem elohim, in a world redeemed all humans will exhibit 
their “hidden” sparks of divinity because the unredeemable dross will be 
eliminated? That is, in the redeemed world, is the Jew simply a euphemism 
for the fully realized human? While we can never know the answer to this 
question, a parallel discussion about Erez Israel and the Diaspora may be 
illustrative. In his Megillat ha Megalleh, Abraham bar Hiyya (d. ca. 1136) adaa
dresses a question of the fate of those who are buried in the Diaspora duraa
ing the time of resurrection. The Talmud argues that those bodies will roll 
underground until they reach Erez Israel and then be resurrected (he 
coins the term gilgul ha-mehilot). Bar Hiyya disagrees and writes,

For this reason God has dispersed Israel among the nations in 
every settlement. When they arise from their graves in the future 
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they will remain in their places and continue to dwell there. And 
all of the places in the world will be called Erez Israel. Or [the 
geographic] Erez Israel will expand so much that it will contain 
the entire world.128

This startling excerpt is part of Bar Hiyya’s text that ostensibly “reaa
veals” the secrets of the messianic era (thus the work is called “The Scroll 
of the Revealer”). While there is no direct parallel between expanding 
Erez Israel such that it encompasses the entire world or indicating that 
the world will simply become Erez Israel in the future, to the dissolution 
of Jew as defining a specific faith community or ethnic group, I think Bar 
Hiyya’s comment at least suggests a similar line of thought.129

I argued throughout this book, most pointedly in the chapter on 
Balaam and gentile prophecy, that the erasure or at least reconfiguration 
of the difference between Jew and gentile produces a tension that underaa
lies much of Lurianic metaphysics, psychology, and physiology founded 
on gilgul neshamot. It also relates to Vital’s infatuation with conversion as a 
redemptive trope, as I illustrated in chapter 2.130 There I argued that the 
larger historical context of returning conversos and the permeability of 
boundaries implicit in that phenomenon should be considered when exaa
amining Lurianic exegesis and metaphysics. In chapter 4 on Balaam, I 
suggested that gilgul also serves to traverse the ostensibly opaque boundaraa
ies separating Jew and gentile. In short, can we say that Luria and his disciaa
ples may have envisioned their kabbalistic teaching in a manner similar to 
Lloyd Gaston’s claim about Paul or Abraham Bar Hiyya’s depiction of Erez 
Israel in the future? That is, that the recovery of zelem is also the expansion 
of zelem, from the Jew to the human—from the human to the divine?131

If my readings of these and other Lurianic texts about zelem elohim are 
plausible and there is indeed something lurking underneath Lurianic kabaa
balists’ willingness to disseminate Kabbala (perhaps even to the gentile 
world) after Luria’s death (and against his explicit wishes!), we may have a 
curious case whereby one of the most Judeoacentric and parochial strains 
of early modern Jewish thinking is subverting its own parochialism. In this 
case, Sabbateanism and later Hasidism (which limited Sabbateanism’s uniaa
versalizing of Kabbala to Jews) indeed adhere to Luria’s redemptive projaa
ect. As many others have noticed regarding Lurianic Kabbala, and as exaa
hibited in Sabbateanism, Lurianic mystics did not view messianism as a 
product solely of divine fiat. As messianic activists they walked the delicate 
line between bringing the end and “forcing the end.” The extent to which 
this “end” requires thinning the barriers separating Jew and gentile 
through a combination of metaphysical and exegetical rereadings of the 
biblical narrative is one of the central questions of this book.



The initial phases of the scholarly study of Kabbala placed great emphasis 
on kabbalistic myth and metaphysics and its relationship to normative 
(i.e., rabbinic) Judaism. To a lesser extent, Kabbala was examined in compp
parative perspective, viewed as a Jewish engagement with cosmology and 
connected to the development of contemplative practices to cultivate 
mystical gnosis. Early scholars were also fascinated by the mystical herepp
sies of Shabbetai Zvi and Jacob Frank, for polemical, political, as well as 
historical reasons. Some Jewish historians (e.g., Heinrich Graetz) used 
these heretics to illustrate the ways in which mysticism was not compatible 
with normative Judaism. Others (e.g., Gershom Scholem) used them to ilpp
lustrate the perennial tension that exists between legalistic religion and 
its (necessary) subversive antinomian underside.

ConClusion

The real power of hermeneutical consciousness is our ability 
to see what is questionable.

—Hans GeorgpGadamer, “The Universality of  
the Hermeneutical Problem”
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In recent years scholars have paid closer attention to the ways kabbalpp
istic cosmology emerges from and subsequently influences Jewish ritual 
and law and the various hermeneutical practices used by kabbalists to 
construct their metaphysic systems. In this study I hoped to add another 
dimension to this scholarly discussion. Focusing primarily on the Luripp
anic fraternity in sixteenthpcentury Safed, I examined the kabbalistic repp
lationship to, and construction of, history (local and global; covenantal 
and universal) and the absorption, integration, and transformation of 
Christian and Muslim ideas and ethos resulting from the proximity of 
these traditions to Safadean mystics through conversos and the tolerant 
Ottoman host culture in Erez Israel.1 I examined Lurianic kabbalists as 
readers of Scripture who used Scripture as a template for interpreting 
and constructing historical reality. I argued that Lurianic engagement 
with Scripture has at least two goals. The first goal is to reconstruct the 
scriptural narrative by building a cosmic–mythic edifice from Scripture 
that can then be used to (re)interpret it. The second is that Lurianic Kabpp
bala uses its newfangled scriptural reality, now reified as a metaphysical 
template, to construct a historical narrative focusing on local events that 
it views as paradigmatic to Israel’s redemptive history.

The core of my argument contends that Scripture stands at the cenpp
ter of Lurianic literature, much more so than initially imagined. Those 
familiar with this literature are aware that for the most part Lurianic 
Kabbala is not focused on scriptural exegesis in any conventional sense. 
Yet while Luria does not often engage in midrashic or kabbalistic interpp
pretation in the manner of the Zohar, his entire cosmology is founded 
on a creative interpretation of Genesis. For those familiar with Lurianic 
metaphysics, this is obvious. However, I argue that Luria’s use of Genepp
sis as the foundation of his cosmological myth is also an exegetical act, 
one that rewrites the Genesis narrative and then uses that rewritten 
“myth” (as nimshal) as a template to understand Scripture as metaphor. 
Using metempsychosis (gilgul) as a hermeneutical trope, the remainder 
of the Torah, and by extension Jewish history, is refracted through the 
seminal events and characters in Genesis. What we have, then, is a literpp
ary genre that is not exegetical in the conventional sense but is deeply 
engaged and intertwined with the scriptural narrative as a grand metapp
phor that it claims to disclose through its cosmological interpretation.

Metempsychosis or gilgul	neshamot underlies Luria’s entire exegetical 
enterprise. While gilgul is surely not new in Luria, his use of it as an exepp
getical template for systematically interpreting Scripture and Jewish hispp
tory is innovative.2 In my view, gilgul as a systematic mode of interpreting 
Scripture and, by extension, human civilization, undermines the now trapp
ditional concept of “the decline of the generations” (yeridat	ha-dorot).3 A 



224	 From	Metaphysics	to	Midrash

rabbinic idea first concretized by Shrera Gaon (eighth century ce), yeridat	
ha-dorot has largely become orthodox doctrine with few dissenters in the 
traditional world. It asserts that the further we move away from the origipp
nary moment of revelation, the more diffuse and less accessible truth bepp
comes. Thus earlier authorities, in both legislative and nonlegislative 
matters, are given more weight than present authorities.4 This idea bepp
comes a centerpiece in the normative Jewish construction of authority 
and tradition in matters of both law and doctrine.

Luria undermines this idea in two ways. First, he makes the startling 
assertion, as recorded by his disciple Hayyim Vital, that all kabbalistic 
teaching after Moses Nahmanides (who died at the end of beginning of 
the fourteenth century) is unreliable and should be avoided.5 He posits 
that kabbalistic tradition after Nahmanides was invalidated through corpp
rupt transmission and misunderstanding until he came on the scene and, 
through inspiration (Elijaic revelation) and his own unique (messianic) 
soul, was able to reconstruct the authentic Kabbala that had been lost after 
the close of the thirteenth century. This proclamation discounts more 
than two hundred years of kabbalistic activity, including the kabbalistic 
work of his elder colleague and teacher Moshe Cordovero. This comment 
further suggests that even before redemption and the reemergence of 
prophecy as a new form of authority, individuals could essentially underpp
mine, or transcend, tradition through forms of inspiration. It could be arpp
gued that this was a political ploy to gain the absolute authority he thought 
he deserved, or needed, to justify his creative kabbalistic innovations (or, 
perhaps, a ploy by his disciples against his detractors after his death). 
Taken alone, this proclamation would not be enough to argue that Luria 
undermines the traditional doctrine of yeridat	ha-dorot. At most it was a sinpp
gular attestation of one charismatic personality. However, this personal 
challenge to the structure of Jewish authority was supported in a more syspp
tematic way through the use of gilgul as a hermeneutical trope.

Gilgul	neshamot as a tool of exegesis implies that everyone in	the	pres--
ent (individuals and entire generations) is a composite of everyone in	
the	past. Individuals from the past return through soul fragments in nupp
merous individuals to complete acts not completed in previous lives (inpp
dividual or collective) or to repent from sins or blemishes that remained 
intact after their previous deaths. Each human soul is thus a composite 
of many previous soul fragments in need of completion and liberation 
from the corporeal world. The weight of that liberation, and the particpp
ular personality and psychological makepup of any individual is thus an 
extension of the previous lives he or she carries. Human existence bepp
comes a vessel for past sins. Not only does this concept arguably flatten 
the descending trajectory of human history (yeridat	ha-dorot); it also popp
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tentially argues that later generations are, in fact, superior in that they 
have the power, and responsibility, to complete what previous generapp
tions could not. As each generation progresses, it liberates soul fragpp
ments from returning to the world, ultimately exhausting human agency 
as part of the redemptive process and leaving the final erasure of exile 
to divine fiat. As a hermeneutical trope, gilgul is thus more than a crepp
ative way to interpret Scripture or a novel way to deploy Kabbala as the 
basis for New Age psychology—it is a subversive method that challenges 
the very notion of authority, and thus power, in a traditional world.

Moving back to the issues about the centrality of Scripture more genpp
erally, Luria’s focus on Scripture manifests itself ritually in numerous ways. 
The study of Torah (study usually implies the study of Torah through the 
prism of Lurianic doctrine) and more specifically recitation (recitation eipp
ther of Tanakh, Mishna, or the Zohar) is ritualized throughout the Luripp
anic corpus. For example, Luria institutes a ritual of reciting the weekly 
portion each Friday by reciting each passage twice and the Aramaic transpp
lation (Targum) once. While this practice has roots in rabbinic tradition 
and was likely practiced by individuals before Luria, Luria’s ritualizing 
this practice speaks to the way he envisions the Pentateuch as the glue that 
hold his metaphysics together. Through this weekly practice the adept not 
only develops an intimate relationship to the Pentateuch but, given that 
the Torah is envisioned as the grand cosmic metaphor in the Lurianic 
imagination, the adept comes to understand Lurianic cosmology in a 
deeper way. The metaphor or mashal (Torah) is recited in order to inform 
its reader more deeply of the esoteric Torah that is its meaning or nimshal 
(Lurianic Kabbala). The weekly recitation of the Torah portion thus has a 
utilitarian as well as a theurgic–cultic function. It integrates the metaphor 
into the consciousness of the adept who spends much of his time studying 
the kabbalistic–mythic “meaning” of the metaphor.6

The centrality of Scripture as metaphor plays another role in Lurianic 
Kabbala. Like many of their kabbalistic predecessors, Luria’s circle mainpp
tained a hyperliteral reading of the rabbinic midrash that states, “God 
gazed into the Torah and created the world.” That is to say, the Torah is 
not simply God’s covenantal gift to Israel but is the template and metapp
phor for all reality. History is thus constructed through, and interpreted 
out of, Torah. Gershom Scholem focused on the Lurianic myth of crepp
ation (zimzum and divine rupture or shevirat	 ha-kelim) as the ideational 
foundation for exile in the Lurianic imagination (zimzum and divine ruppp
ture have no scriptural anchor and, in fact, arguably precede Genesis 1 in 
time).7 In this study I focus more specifically on the biblical narrative as 
the lens through which the Lurianic circle constructed their historical repp
ality. Underlying this “reality” was the aftermath of the Spanish expulsion 
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that consisted, in part, of conversos returning to Judaism, a phenomenon 
that implied a kind of unconversion. That is, the returning converso was 
undoing the act of conversion that made him or her (or their parents) 
Christians, a trajectory that held overt redemptive possibilities in the eyes 
of some kabbalists. The converso phenomenon is a fascinating epoch in 
Jewish history with broad implications and has been amply studied by hispp
torians of the Jewish and Christian Middle Ages and early modernity. 
The identity of the converso—living simultaneously as a Jew and nonp
Jew—has been viewed as reflecting Jewish modernity.8

There has been a lacuna, however, between the historians who work 
with historical documents and archival material on this question and 
those who read and interpret the mystical literature that was produced 
in this period. The ostensible reason for this is that the mystical literapp
ture in question does not overtly address its own historical context, leavpp
ing little for the historian to work with. However, as New Historians 
have argued, history is not only born from historical documents but is 
also embedded in literature, art, and other cultural phenomena that 
never explicitly relate to persons or events. I used that approach as a hypp
pothesis to examine Lurianic ideas, taught between 1570 and 1572 and 
later redacted through the middle of the seventeenth century, with an 
eye toward understanding if indeed this literature (and I do treat it as 
literature) substantiates New Historicists’ claims.

I discovered, among other things, that these kabbalists may not have 
been as divorced from realia as we conventionally think—that their 
mystical teaching, conscious or otherwise, may reflect, respond to, and 
reconstruct the challenges of the day, and sometimes in surprising 
ways.9 More generally, I argued that the ostensibly parochial and insupp
lar posture of these mystical circles exhibits an acute consciousness of 
difference (Jew–gentile; heterosexual–homosexual; esoteric Torah–expp
oteric Torah; God–human) and the mystics in question entertained 
various ways in which these differences can be, will be, perhaps even 
should be, erased or transformed. I am not arguing that this school in 
any way represents a protopmodern perspective. It does not. As far as we 
know, these adepts were uncompromising in their piety and halakhic 
behavior and rarely ventured too far outside their Judeocentric world, 
intellectually or culturally. And yet, perhaps even against their will, the 
outside world of Christianity and Islam may have penetrated, somepp
times deeply, into their own Judeocentered universe.

The literature is surely opaque enough to be interpreted in various 
ways. Contemporary ultrapOrthodox Jewish groups that use Lurianic 
Kabbala (and its subsequent influence) as “proof” of their absolutist idepp
ologies and uncompromising attitudes toward the gentile “other” have a 
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strong case.10 I do not intend to offer an apologetic reading of Lurianic 
Kabbala nor redeem it from the clutches of extremist ideologies. I do atpp
tempt, rather, to reread this material outside the rigid traditional lens 
that has become the norm in some of these communities, a lens that Lupp
rianic Kabbala admittedly helped create. My reading points more to the 
ways in which insular mystical literary and ideational constructs, in this 
case Lurianic Kabbala, sometimes undermine their own agenda.

Scholem argued that the engine that drives the mystical mind has a 
subversive, one might now add, deconstructive edge.11 The mystical 
quest, in its continued and always unsuccessful attempt to “experience 
the nonpexperientiable reality” through the depth of tradition,12 is arpp
guably by nature undermining—and then recovering, only to underpp
mine again—its commitment to normativity as the “norm” in mystical 
literature is often pushed to the limit and in many cases points beyond 
it. This mystical “subversion” does not come about by lifting the ardupp
ous burden of practice. But it does sometimes come about by the hyperpp
nomian creation of new rituals and rigidity in practice. As others have 
argued, we must seriously consider the extent to which hypernomianpp
ism is itself an act of subversion. More pointedly, for our kabbalists, is 
the extent to which the cosmic lenses through which these practices are 
performed sometimes undermine basic doctrines of normative rabpp
binic and postprabbinic Judaism. This book argues that viewed through 
a New Historicist lens, this kabbalistic school is not an insular and repp
moved mystical fraternity divorced from its cultural surroundings, both 
Jewish and nonpJewish. Deeply traditional, it can also be quite subverpp
sive (subversion itself coming from and through the “tradition”), thus 
raising the question, first suggested by Scholem, about the relationship 
between pietism and heresy in the mystical imagination.

I have reserved the final word on this matter for Charles Mopsik (d. 
2004), eminent scholar of Kabbala who died in the prime of his life yet 
still managed to produce an impressive body of work from which I have 
greatly benefited. I never met him (I arrived in Paris on sabbatical to 
work on this book in early November 2004 in time to attend a memorial 
service marking the thirtieth day of his passing). I read his work with 
great interest and admiration, both for its clarity and its courage. On 
the matter at hand Mopsik writes:

Whereas normative religious institutions which dominated doctripp
nal truths applied social pressure and exercised their symbolic viopp
lence to impose a prepestablished and universal model on individpp
ual singularities, certain mystical movements were able to bridge 
the gap between the traditional religious framework and the 
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broad range of effects, drives, self concepts, alterity and modes of 
rational being. . . . The social censure of these movements in their 
original environments, the more or less deliberate sidelining of 
their concepts in highly orthodox ‘catechisms’ deserves study in its 
own right. Nevertheless kabbalists were and are perceived as suffipp
ciently subversive to be subject to silent evincing. Even though 
most of the kabbalists considered themselves to be perfectly Orpp
thodox, the key factor here is that the society of the time viewed 
them with distrust. Their ideas and religious considerations have 
been received differently throughout history, which also merits 
further investigation.13

Finally, this book, both in spirit and substance, is a gesture toward the 
creativity, ingenuity, and dark complexity of my teacher Dovid Din who, 
like Mopsik, left this world in the prime of his life yet unlike Mopsik left 
almost nothing in writing. His life embodied the paradox of being both 
inside and outside simultaneously, an “excluded insider” and “included 
outsider,” which amounts to the same thing. He was my first initiation 
into the imaginative world of Lurianic metaphysics which, like him, is 
dark yet light, parochial yet enlightened, pious yet subversive, authentic 
yet innovative, traditional yet heretical. This is my gift to his memory.

6th	of	Av	5766
July	31,	2006
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later	Toldot hatAri	that	is	not	very	reliable.	Another	text	perhaps	more	accurate,	
albeit	viewed	from	one	very	invested	perspective,	is	Hayyim	Vital’s	diary	Sefer Hitt
zyonot.	This	diary	was	written	throughout	Vital’s	life.	An	abbreviated	version	was	
published	in	1826.	The	first	complete	version	from	manuscript	was	edited	by	A.	
Z.	Aescoli	and	published	by	N.	BenlMenachem.	The	latest	edition,	the	one	used	
in	this	book,	was	published	by	the	Shuvi	Nafsi	Institute	in	Jerusalem	in	2002.	An	
English	translation	of	the	Aescoli	edition	appears	in	Mystical Autobiography,	transll
lated	and	introduced	by	Morris	Faierstein	(New	York:	Paulist	Press,	1999).
	 20.	In	fact,	the	remainder	of	Keiner’s	essay	is	precisely	about	making	those	very	
inferences	 in	order	to	argue	that	we	can	 indeed	find	an	 image	of	Islam	in	the	
Zohar.
	 21.	Stephen	Greenblatt,	Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Entt
ergy in Renaissance England (Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1989),	p.	147.
	 22.	Stephen	Greenblatt,	Renaissance SelftFashioning: From More to Shakespeare	
(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press),	p.	5.	See	the	discussion	of	this	notion	
in	Sonja	Laden,	“Greenblattian	SelflFashioning	and	the	Construction	of	‘Literll
ary	History,’”	in	Critical SelftFashioning: Stephen Greenblatt and the New Historicism, 
ed.	Jurgen	Pieters	(Frankfurt	am	Main:	Peter	Lang,	1999),	pp.	68	and	69.
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	 23.	See,	for	example,	the	collection	of	essays	in	Ismar	Schorsch,	From	Text to 
Context:	The Turn to History in Modern Judaism (Hanover,	N.H.:	University	Press	
of	New	England,	2003)	and,	most	recently,	Nils	Roemer,	Jewish Scholarship and 
Culture in NineteenthtCentury Germany: Between History and Faith	(Madison:	Unill
versity	of	Wisconsin	Press,	2005).
	 24.	See	Stephen	Greenblatt,	“Toward	a	Poetics	of	Culture,”	in	The New Histt
toricism,	H.	Aram	Veeser,	ed.	(New	York:	Routledge,	1989),	pp.	1–14.
	 25.	Louis	Montrose,	“The	Poetics	and	Politics	of	Culture,”	in	The New Historitt
cism,	p.	23.
	 26.	On	the	ways	texts	as	“documents”	not	only	describe	but	also	reflect	on	
their	subjects,	see	Dominick	LaCapra,	History and Criticism,	pp.	19–51.
	 27.	One	could	argue	similarly	when	examining	mystical	texts.	See,	for	exll
ample,	Moshe	Idel,	Messianic Mystics	(New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	1998),	
p.	4.	“Scholarship	in	the	humanities	in	general,	and	in	the	realm	of	mysticism	
in	particular,	should	not	be	seen	as	a	matter	of	arguments	in	a	court.	It	is	not	
judicial	truth	that	is	at	stake	here	but	an	effort	to	penetrate	zones	of	human	
consciousness	 that	 have	 been	 neglected.	 No	 regular	 forensic	 procedures	 are	
available.	The	attempts	 to	unravel	 the	processes	 taking	place	here	 involves	a	
great	amount	of	speculation	in	order	to	extrapolate	from	the	scant	literary	evill
dence	what	happened	in	the	consciousness	of	an	aspirant	to	messianic	status.”
	 28.	See	Ann	Rigney,	 “Literature	and	 the	Longing	 for	History,”	 in	Critical 
SelftFashioning: Stephen Greenblatt and the New Historicism,	p.	33.
	 29.	Another	way	of	saying	this	is	that	the	texts	in	question	seek	to	give	the	
reader	an	experience	of	the	past,	be	it	the	mythic	past	of	the	Sinai	desert	or	
the	contemporary	moment	 in	 the	author’s	 life.	On	this,	 see	F.	R.	Ankersmit,	
“Historicism:	An	Attempt	at	Synthesis,”	 in	History and Theory	34	(1995):	143–
161.	In	some	sense,	then,	I	am	sympathetic	to	Moshe	Idel’s	criticism	of	Scholl
lem’s	theory	about	Jewish	messianism.	See	Idel,	Messianic Mystics,	pp.	1–37.
	 30.	Ann	Rigney,	“Literature	and	the	Longing	for	History,”	pp.	21–43;	and	Stell
phen	Greenblatt,	“Toward	a	Poetics	of	Culture,”	both	in	The New Historicism,	pp.	
1–14.	Stephen	Greenblatt	captures	this	when	he	says	“[the]	significance	[of	these	
texts]	for	us	is	not	that	we	may	see	through	them	to	underlying	and	prior	historill
cal	principles	but	 rather	 that	we	may	 interpret	 the	 interplay	of	 their	 symbolic	
structures	with	those	perceivable	in	the	careers	of	their	authors	and	in	the	larger	
social	 world	 as	 constituting	 a	 single,	 complex	 process	 of	 selflfashioning	 and,	
through	the	interpretation,	come	closer	to	understanding	how	literary	and	social	
identities	were	formed	in	this	culture.”	See	Stephen	Greenblatt,	Renaissance Selft
Fashioning,	p.	6.
	 31.	Louis	Montrose,	“Professing	the	Renaissance:	The	Poetics	and	Politics	
of	Culture,”	in	The New Historicism,	p.	20.	Cf.	Robert	Carroll,	“Poststructuralist	
approaches:	New	Historicism	and	Postmodernism,”	in	The	Cambridge Companion 
to Biblical Interpretation,	 John	 Barton,	 ed.	 (Cambridge:	 Cambridge	 University	
Press,	1998),	pp.	50–66.
	 32.	Safed	 was	 surely	 not	 the	 only	 community	 where	 returning	 conversos	
were	an	issue	at	this	time.	Nor	is	there	scholarly	consensus	that	it	was	a	“burnll
ing”	 issue.	Abraham	David,	 in	his	To Come to the Land	 (Tuscaloosa:	Alabama	
University	 Press,	 1999),	 argues	 that	 it	 dominated	 Safadean	 discourse	 during	
these	decades,	although	he	does	not	produce	much	hard	evidence	to	support	
his	claim.	Others	see	it	as	less	intense	an	issue.	In	any	event,	there	is	little	doubt	
that	conversos	did	play	a	role	in	Safadean	Jewry	during	this	time	and,	given	the	
messianic	 tenor	 of	 the	 mystical	 community,	 it	 is	 plausible	 that	 someone	 like	
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Vital	 could	 have	 viewed	 this	 immigration	 as	 meaningful	 in	 that	 regard.	 See	
David,	 “Safed,	 foyer	de	retour	au	 judaïsme	de	 ‘conversos’	au	XVIe	siècle,”	 in	
Revue études juives 146,	nos.	1–2	(1986):	63–83.
	 33.	The	converso	population,	both	in	northern	and	southern	Europe,	comll
prised	a	very	diverse	community.	For	a	schematic	typology,	see	Jose	Faur,	In the 
Shadow of History: Jews and Conversos at the Dawn of Modernity	 (Albany,	 N.Y.:	
SUNY,	1992),	pp.	41–52.	Cf.	Yosef	Kaplan,	“Wayward	New	Christians	and	Stubll
born	New	Jews:	The	Shaping	of	Jewish	Identity,”	Jewish History	8,	no.	1–2	(1994):	
27–41;	and	“From	Apostasy	to	Judaism:	The	Portuguese	Jews	in	Amsterdam,”	
in	Binah: Studies in Jewish History,	vol.	1,	pp.	99–117.
	 34.	The	notion	of	the	apostate	not	being	fully	a	Jew	is	a	hotly	debated	topic	
in	halakhic	discussions	stemming	from	the	Gaonic	period,	which	responded	to	
conversions	of	Jews	to	Islam.	See	Salo	Baron,	Social and Religious History of the 
Jews,	 vol.	 3,	pp.	11–113.	For	an	 inldepth	overview	and	discussion,	 see	Gerald	
Blidstein,	“Who	Is	Not	a	Jew?—the	Medieval	Discussion,”	Israel Law Review	11	
(1976):	269–290.	Blidstein	states	(p.	285),	“He	is	a	Jew,	but	as	the	geonim	had	
argued	in	the	case	of	the	apostate	 levir,	he	is	not	‘your	brother’	(referring	to	
Deuteronomy	23:20–21	and	Leviticus	25:35–37	regarding	taking	interest	from	
an	Israelite	or	foreigner),	he	does	not	share	your	values	and	commitment.	The	
biblical	 ‘brother’	 is	 not	 a	 biological	 relation	 but	 an	 axiological,	 ideological	
one.”	This	notion	of	adjudicating	Jewish	identity	by	anything	other	than	biolll
ogy	is	a	radical	notion	that	is	debated	in	halakhic	literature.	For	a	review	and	
analysis,	one	that	addresses	Rashi’s	position	that	Jewishness	must	remain	solely	
a	matter	of	biology,	see	Jacob	Katz,	“Although	He	Has	Sinned	He	Remains	a	
Jew”	[in	Hebrew],	Tarbiz	27	(1958):	203–217.	More	generally,	see	Aaron	Lichll
tenstein,	“Brother	Daniel	and	the	Jewish	Fraternity,”	 Judaism	12,	no.	3	(Sumll
mer	 1963):	 260–280.	 Regarding	 Christians	 not	 considering	 conversos	 fully	
Christian,	 see	 Ben	 Zion	 Netanyahu,	 The Origins of the Inquisition	 (New	 York:	
New	York	Review	of	Books,	1995),	pp.	848–854.
	 35.	For	one	example,	see	Likkutei Torah,	p.	56a.	“This	generation	is	a	gilgul	of	
the	generation	of	the	desert	and	the	 ¿erev rav	and	Moses	is	in	the	midst	of	all	of	
them.”	Other	examples	will	be	examined	in	subsequent	chapters.
	 36.	The	notion	of	the	 ¿erev rav	as	converts	is	an	important	element	in	Vital’s	
reading.	This	idea	is	first	articulated	in	Mekhilta	d’Rebbe	Shimon	bar	Yohai	and	
cited	 in	 Rashi	 on	 Exodus	 12:38.	 See	 the	 discussion	 below.	 The	 notion	 that	
the	 ¿erev rav	desired	to	convert	in	Egypt,	perhaps	before	the	beginning	of	the	exll
odus,	makes	their	case	stronger.	In	fact,	this	would	render	them	the	opposite	of	
“the	apostate	with	regard	to	the	whole	Torah”	(meshumad l’kol hatTorah kula).	Maill
monides	explains	the	logic	of	such	an	apostate	as	follows:	“What	good	is	it	for	me	
to	adhere	to	Israel	who	are	lowly	and	oppressed?	It	is	better	for	me	to	adhere	to	
those	who	are	strong.”	Maimonides,	Mishneh Torah,	“Laws	of	Teshuva”	3:9.	If	it	is	
the	case	that	the	 ¿erev rav	expressed	sincere	interest	in	converting	while	Israel	was	
still	in	Egypt	(“lowly	and	oppressed”),	their	merit	should	be	great.
	 37.	As	we	will	see,	Vital	apparently	follows	an	isolated	Zohar	passage	that	
suggests	that	the	 ¿erev rav	contained	fallen	Israelites	as	well.	If	I	am	correct	that	
Vital	follows	this	zoharic	trajectory,	the	correlation	to	the	converso	community	
is	even	stronger.
	 38.	The	Egyptian	background	of	Moses	plays	a	prominent,	albeit	silent,	role	
in	Vital’s	depiction	of	the	 ¿erev rav	as	“Moses’	people.”	As	it	is	impossible	that	
Vital	could	have	even	entertained	what	Freud	made	famous—Moses’	Egyptian	
lineage—it	 becomes	 plausible	 that	 at	 least	 some	 of	 the	  ¿erev rav,	 like	 Moses,	
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were	assimilated	Israelites.	As	we	will	see,	such	an	assertion	is	entertained	in	
the	Zohar	and	becomes,	I	argue,	more	prominent	in	Vital’s	reading.	This	noll
tion	of	the	 ¿erev rav	as	“fallen	Jews”	makes	the	connection	of	the	 ¿erev rav	to	the	
conversos	 more	 believable.	 On	 Moses	 as	 an	 Egyptian,	 see	 Sigmund	 Freud,	
Moses and Monotheism	(New	York:	Vintage	Books,	1939);	Jan	Assmann,	Moses the 
Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism (Cambridge:	Harvard	Unill
versity	Press,	 1997);	 and	Martin	Buber’s	 response	 to	Freud	 in	his	Moses	 (Oxll
ford:	East	and	West	Library,	1961).
	 39.	See	Yosef	Hayyim	Yerushalmi,	From Spanish Court to Italian Ghetto	(New	
York:	Columbia	University	Press,	1971),	p.	12.	“But,	when	thousands	of	Jews	had	
been	baptized	within	the	space	of	a	few	decades,	it	seems	as	though	the	Jews	
had	been	transported	bodily,	though	under	another	guise,	into	the	very	midst	
of	the	Christian	social	fabric.	Here	was	a	new	and	ambiguous	breed	that	fitted	
into	no	familiar	category,	somehow	neither	Jew	nor	Christian.”	Yerushalmi	arll
gues	this	phenomenon	was	the	case	far	more	among	the	Portuguese	Jews	than	
the	Spanish,	the	former	of	which	underwent	swift	communal	conversion	leavll
ing	no	“Jewishness”	behind	to	serve	as	a	point	of	reference.
	 40.	The	question	of	volitional	versus	forced	conversion	is	paramount	here.	
The	 former	 are	 called	 “conversos”	 and	 the	 latter	 “ ¿anusim.”	For	example,	 Yill
zhak	Baer	argues	that	Don	Isaac	Abrabanel’s	lenient	attitude	toward	the	conll
versos	made	little	distinction	between	forced	or	volitional	conversion.	Ben	Zion	
Netanyahu	argues	that	Abrabanel’s	attitude	only	applies	to	the	 ¿anusim and	not	
to	those	who	chose	to	convert.	See	Yizhak	Baer,	“The	Messianic	Movement	in	
Spain”	[Hebrew],	Zion	3	(1934):	71;	Ben	Zion	Netanyahu,	The Marranos of Spain 
from the Late 16th Century to the 17th Century According to Hebrew Sources,	pp.	177–
203;	A.	A.	Sicroff,	“The	Marranos—Forced	Converts	or	Apostates,”	Midstream	
12	(1966);	and	Ran	BenlShalom,	 “The	Converso	as	Subversive:	 Jewish	Tradill
tions	or	Christian	Libel?”	Journal of Jewish Studies	50,	no.	2	(1999):	259–260.	On	
the	use	of	these	terms	and	their	distinctions,	see	Yosef	Kaplan,	“The	Problem	
of	Conversos	and	New	Christians”	[Hebrew],	in	M.	Zimmerman,	M.	Stern,	and	
Y.	 Salmon,	 eds.,	 Studies in Historiography,	 pp.	 117–144,	 530;	 and	 Shaul	 Regev,	
“The	 Attitude	 towards	 Conversos	 in	 15th	 and	 16th	 Century	 Jewish	 Thought,”	
Revue des études Juives	149	(1990):	118	and	119.	Another	position	is	articulated	
by	Gerson	Cohen,	in	his	review	of	Netanyahu’s	The Marranos of Spain in	Journal 
of Jewish Social Studies	29,	no.	3	(1967):	181.	Cohen	is	reluctant	to	put	too	much	
weight	on	the	“halakhic”	debate	about	the	Jewishness	of	many	conversos	and	
places	more	emphasis	on	their	ownlselflidentification:	“It	follows	that	no	matll
ter	how	Christianized	the	Marrano	way	of	life	may	have	become,	and	was	given	
evidence	of	becoming	further,	they	need	not—and,	apparently	did	not—cease	
to	be	a	Jewish	group	historically,	sociologically,	or	even	religiously.”
	 41.	The	status	of	a	Jew	who	“converts”	to	another	religion	is	not	unique	to	
this	period.	There	are	already	responsum	in	the	Gaonic	period	(8th	century	
ce)	that	address	this	issue.	In	this	period	Yom	Tov	Sahalon	argued	that	 ¿anusim	
(forced	converts	and	their	descendants)	did	not	require	any	conversion	ritual.	
This	lenient	position,	however,	was	not	universally	accepted.	See,	for	example,	
the	Gaonic	work	Sha ¿arey Zedek	(Salonica,	1792)	3.6.11	and	others	cited	in	Norll
man	Roth,	Conversos, Inquisition, and the Expulsion of the Jews from Spain	(Madill
son:	University	of	Wisconsin	Press,	2002),	pp.	7,	8	and	notes	18	and	19,	p.	381.
	 42.	This	is,	of	course,	not	exclusive	to	the	Holy	Land	or	even	southern	Eull
rope.	 See	Elisheva	Carlebach,	Divided Souls, Converts from Judaism in Germany	
(New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	2001),	1500–1750,	esp.	pp.	47–66.
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	 43.	The	status	of	a	Jew	who	openly	practices	another	religion	has	a	long	history	
in	Jewish	literature.	Maimonides	takes	quite	a	radical	stance	by	saying	that	a	volll
untary	convert	(specifically	to	an	idolatrous	religion)	is	no	longer	a	Jew,	suggestll
ing	 that	 Jewishness	 is	 not	 inextricably	 tied	 to	 biology.	 See,	 for	 example,	 Maill
monides,	 Mishneh Torah	 “Laws	 of	 Idolatry,”	 2:5.	 This	 is	 more	 complex	 in	
Maimonides	because	he	does	hold	that	in	the	case	of	an	apostate	who	marries	a	
Jew,	the	marriage	is	still	valid.	See	Mishneh Torah,	“Laws	of	Illicit	Relations,”	13:17.	
R.	Menahem	halMeiri	makes	a	similar,	but	not	identical,	claim	in	his	Beit hatBehira	
to	Avodah Zara,	p.	61,	although	Meiri	does	say	that	one	remains	Jewish	only	for	
marriage	and	divorce.	In	both	cases,	however,	the	reference	is	specifically	to	“idolll
aters.”	 See,	 for	 example,	 Beit hatBehira	 to	 Gittin,	 pp.	 257,	 258;	 Beit hatBehira	 to	
Horayot,	p.	279,	and	the	recent	discussion	on	these	and	other	texts	in	Moshe	Halll
bertal,	Between	Torah and Wisdom: Rabbi Menahem hatMeiri and the Maimonidean Haltt
akhists in Provence	[in	Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Magnus,	2001),	pp.	91–96	and	101–103.	
See	the	extensive	discussion	in	Jacob	Katz,	“Tolerance	in	the	Thought	of	Rabbi	
Menahem	halMeiri	in	Law	and	Philosophy”	[in	Hebrew],	Zion	18	(1953):	15–30;	
Halakha and Kabbala,	pp.	271–291	and	243–246.	In	English,	see	Jacob	Katz,	Exclutt
siveness and Tolerance: Studies in Jewish–Gentile Relations in Medieval and Modern 
Times.	The	difference	between	Maimonides	and	Meiri	on	this	point	may	be	that	
both	hold	one	can	erase	one’s	Jewishness.	For	Maimonides	this	occurs	by	taking	
on	another	idolatrous	religion.	For	Meiri	it	is	only	by	abandoning	religion	altoll
gether.	While	Maimonides’	position	articulated	above	may	include	Christianity,	it	
specifically,	 albeit	by	 implication,	 excludes	 conversion	 to	 Islam,	 a	 religion	Maill
monides	holds	is	monotheistic.	In	both	cases,	however,	this	refers	to	one	who	conll
verts	willingly	and	may	exclude	conversos,	especially	 those	 from	Portugal,	who	
were	converted	en	mass	against	their	will.	On	the	important	distinction	between	
the	forced	convert	( ¿anus)	and	one	who	converts	under	pressure,	see	Cohen,	Contt
versos,	pp.	5–9.
	 44.	See	Yerushalmi,	From Spanish Court,	p.	380.	For	this	and	other	examples,	
see	Miriam	Bodian,	Hebrews of the Portuguese Nation: Conversos and Community in 
Early Modern Amsterdam	 (Bloomington:	 Indiana	 University	 Press,	 1997),	 pp.	
100–103.	 Interestingly,	 while	 it	 is	 surely	 true	 that,	 in	 rabbinic	 literature,	 cirll
cumcision	 is	not	 related	 to	original	 sin,	 in	Kabbala	 it	 surely	 is.	 See	Elliot	R.	
Wolfson,	“Circumcision	and	the	Divine	Name:	A	Study	in	the	Transmission	of	
Esoteric	Doctrine,”	Jewish Quarterly Review	78	(1987):	77–112.
	 45.	A	similar	locution	is	used	by	Maimonides	to	distinguish	between	what	the	
Israelites	experienced	versus	what	Moses	experienced.	See	The Guide of the Pertt
plexed,	II:33,	p.	364	in	the	Strauss/Pines	edition:	“This	is	the	proof	that	it	was	he	
[Moses]	who	was	spoken	to	and	that	they	heard	the	great	voice,	it	says:	When ye 
heard the voice	(Deut.	5:20).	And	it	also	says:	Ye heard the voice of words but saw no figtt
ure; only a voice	(Deut.	4:12).	It	does	not	say:	Ye heard the words.	Thus	every	time	when	
their	hearing	words	is	mentioned,	it	is	their	hearing	the	voice	that	is	meant,	Moses	
being	the	one	who	heard	the	words	and	reported	them	to	 them.”	Maimonides	
reads	this	narrative	to	strengthen	Israel’s	dependency	on	Moses	in	the	same	way	
Vital	uses	it	to	strengthen	the	 ¿erev rav’s	dependency	on	Moses.	By	arguing	that	Isll
rael,	in	fact,	did	hear	the	words,	and	not	just	the	voice,	Vital	subverts	the	Maimonill
dean	reading	by	liberating	Israel	from	Moses	in	that	they	no	longer	needed	him	
as	an	intermediary.	It	is	impossible	to	tell	whether	Vital	is	basing	himself	on	Maill
monides’	reading	of	these	verses,	but	it	is	striking	how	he	offers	a	similar	reading	
while	subverting	Maimonides’	intent	by	substituting	the	 ¿erev rav	for	the	Israelites.	
For	an	interesting	reading	of	this	Maimonidean	text,	see	James	A.	Diamond,	Maitt
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monides and the Hermeneutics of Concealment	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	2002),	pp.	8	
and	9.
	 46.	For	 a	 discussion	 of	 this	 in	 rabbinic	 literature,	 see	 Ephraim	 Urbach,	
Hazel, Pirkei Emunot v De ¿ot,	pp.	29–51.	On	the	relationship	between	divine	inll
dwelling	and	the	human	being,	see	pp.	190–195;	and	Yair	Lorberbaum,	Zelem 
Elohim: Halakha v Aggadah	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Schocken,	2004).
	 47.	I	use	mutation	in	the	positive	sense	here,	drawing	from	the	biological	
sciences	that	view	mutation	simply	as	“a	description	of	a	sudden	and	significant	
development	in	the	species.”	See	Larry	Hurdato,	One Lord: Early Christian Devott
tion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism (Philadelphia:	 Fortress,	 1998),	 pp.	 99–124	
and	esp.	p.	162	n.	20.	Hurdato	suggests	that	the	Christian	notion	of	incarnall
tion	is	a	“mutation”	of	a	Jewish	idea.	Hurdato’s	use	of	mutation	is	helpful	bell
cause	as	it	maintains	a	link	between	the	ancient	Jewish	early	Christian	idea	it	
also	suggests	that	postbiblical	Judaism	still	has	the	core	notion	of	divine	emll
bodiment	 that	Christianity	 “mutates.”	Given	 that	 fact,	 it	 is	not	 farlfetched	 to	
posit	that	later	Judaisms	could	make	similar	kinds	of	“mutations.”

1. Genesis

“And	Adam’s	Sin	Was	(Very)	Great”	is	from	SeG,	p.	103.

	 1.	See	Rashi’s	comment	to	Genesis	1:1.	When	he	asks,	“Why	not	begin	the	
Torah	with	 ‘this	month	will	be	 to	you	 .	 .	 .’”—that	 is,	 the	first	collective	comll
mandment—he	is	asking	about	the	utility	of	the	entire	book	since	Genesis	only	
contains	a	few	mitzvot	that	could	have	been	included	elsewhere.	Cf.	Nahmanll
ides	on	Genesis	1:1,	who	argues	that	creation	is	a	necessary	prelude	to	Sinai,	in	
that	belief	in	creation	makes	revelation,	and	thus	the	covenant,	possible.
	 2.	See	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	17–128.
	 3.	See	Segal,	Paul the Convert,	pp.	65–67.
	 4.	See,	for	example,	Romans	5:12–21,	6:3–11;	7:7–25;	8:9,	and	I	Corinthians	
15:21–22.	For	a	general	discussion	of	these	passages,	see	F.	R.	Tenant,	The Sources 
of the Doctrine of the Fall and Original Sin (New	York:	Schocken,	1903),	pp.	248–272;	
and	N.	P.	Williams,	The Ideas of the Fall and of Original Sin (London:	Longmans	
Green,	 1927).	 More	 recently,	 see	 Tatha	 Wiley,	 Original Sin (New	 York:	 Paulist	
Press,	2002),	esp.	pp.	13–36.	The	prelChristian	Jewish	antecedents	to	what	would	
later	be	known	as	original	sin	appear	in	various	apocryphal	and	pseudepigraphic	
literatures.	For	example,	see	Sirah	8:5;	I	Enoch	2:23–24;	IV	Ezra	3:4,	20–22,	4:30–
31;	7:92;	Book	of	Adam	and	Eve,	9;	and	Ben	Sira	25:24.	On	these	and	other	pasll
sages,	see	Tenant,	Sources,	pp.	145–234;	and	Samuel	Cohen,	“Original	Sin,”	rell
printed	in	Cohen,	Essays in Jewish Theology	(Cincinnati,	Ohio:	HUC	Press,	1987),	
pp.	219–272.	I	will	not	deal	with	these	sources	in	detail	as	much	scholarly	work	
has	already	been	done	on	them	and,	in	fact,	these	early	sources	really	predate	
the	doctrine	of	original	sin	that	is	more	relevant	to	this	chapter.	However,	it	is	imll
portant	 to	note	 the	extent	 to	which	 the	doctrine,	and	 its	early	 formulation	 in	
Paul,	is	not	made	out	of	whole	cloth	but	was	an	integral	part	of	the	prelChristian	
Jewish	conversation.	The	most	one	can	say	is	that	rabbinic	Judaism	(and	by	this	I	
mean	late	rabbinic	Judaism;	i.e.,	after	the	4th	century),	which	itself	contains	remll
nants	of	this	early	debate,	may	have	rejected	the	notion	of	inherited	sin.
	 5.	See	Wiley,	Original Sin,	pp.	37–55.
	 6.	In	fact,	the	sin	is	repeated,	sometimes	by	implication,	numerous	times	in	
the	Hebrew	Bible,	although	it	never	takes	on	a	doctrinal	tone.	See,	for	example,	
Genesis	6:5–8;	11:1–9;	Isaiah	2:7–12;	10:12,	33:14;	22:11.	In	other	passages,	e.g.,	
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Genesis	8:21	and	6:5–8,	God	recognizes	the	sin	of	Adam	but	implies	that	his	acll
tions	 will	 not	 be	 inherited	 by	 his	 progeny.	 That	 is,	 God	 can	 and	 will	 forgive	
human	sin.	These	verses	make	a	biblical	notion	of	original	sin	highly	unlikely.	
Samuel	Cohen	concludes,	“the	theodicy	of	the	Bible	completely	ignores	the	fall.	
The	suffering	of	the	righteous	is	nowhere	justified	on	the	ground	of	the	sinfulll
ness	transmitted	by	Adam	to	his	posterity.”	Cohen,	Original Sin,	p.	227.	While	I	
think	this	might	be	somewhat	overstated,	and	surely	seen	through	Jewish	lenses,	
I	generally	agree	that	the	notion	of	inherited	sin	is	not	an	overt	biblical	motif.
	 7.	Two	examples	of	this	phenomenon	in	Judaism	are	the	doctrines	of	the	
messiah	and	resurrection,	each	of	which	has	antecedents	in	the	Bible	(the	Mesll
siah	in	particular)	but	grows	exponentially	in	the	Second	Temple	period.	See	
Jacob	Neusner,	Messiah in Context: Israel’s History and Destiny in Formative Judaism;	
Judaisms and their Messiahs at the Turn of the Christian Era	(Philadelphia:	Fortress,	
1984);	 and,	 most	 recently,	 Lawrence	 Shiffman,	 “Messianism	 and	 Apocalyptill
cism	in	Rabbinic	Texts”	(forthcoming).
	 8.	There	are	many	early,	and	even	later,	rabbinic	sources	that	point	to	a	noll
tion	of	inherited	sin.	For	example,	see	Pirkei	delRebbe	Eliezer,	13	and	21;	Genll
esis	Raba	12:5;	Leviticus	Raba	21:4;	Deuteronomy	Raba	11:9.	Cohen	suggests	
three	basic	categories	of	early	rabbinic	treatment	of	the	issue:	(1)	corruption	
of	the	race	as	hereditary;	(2)	Adam’s	sin	as	punished	through	his	progeny;	(3)	
all	sin	is	the	result	of	Adam’s	own	actions.	He	suggests	that	in	the	end	the	rabll
bis	opt	for	(3)	while	Paul	opts	for	(1).	Most	recently,	see	Alan	Cooper,	“A	Medill
eval	 Jewish	 Version	 of	 Original	 Sin:	 Ephraim	 of	 Luntshits	 on	 Leviticus	 12,”	
Harvard Theological Review	97,	no.	4	(2004):	445–459.
	 9.	See	 Joel	 Rembaum,	 “Medieval	 Jewish	 Criticism	 of	 the	 Christian	 Docll
trine	of	Original	Sin,”	AJS Review	(1982/83):	353–382.	Cf.	the	case	of	Nahmanll
ides,	who	argues	against	any	notion	of	Adam’s	 fall	 as	 that	of	original	 sin,	 in	
Bezalel	Safran,	“Rabbi	Azriel	and	Nahmanides:	Two	Views	of	the	Fall	of	Man,”	
in	Rabbi Moses ben Nahman: Explorations in His Religious and Literary Virtuosity,	I	
Twersky,	ed.	(Cambridge:	Harvard	University	Press,	1983),	esp.	pp.	86–99.	Nahll
manides	argues	that	Adam,	since	he	had	no	will,	could	not	be	guilty	of	the	sin,	
and	therefore	Judaism	does	not	recognize	the	doctrine	of	original	sin.	“As	a	rell
sult	of	this	second	creation,	the	‘fall,’	Adam	and	Eve	were	converted	into	physill
cal	beings	 from	their	 state	of	 spiritualized	bodies.	.	.	.	But	 their	 incipient	hull
manity	 was	 not	 a	 curse;	 it	 was	 an	 opportunity.	 Within	 their	 human	 context,	
people	were	summoned	to	recognize	the	Creator,	a	summons	which	Nahmanll
ides	repeatedly	formulates	as	the	goal	of	human	beings	in	the	world”	(p.	97).	
Cf.	Nahmanides’	comments	to	Exodus	13:16;	Leviticus	17:11;	and	Deuteronomy	
32:26.	At	the	conclusion	of	his	essay,	Safran	entertains	the	possibility	that	Nahll
manides’	position	on	these	verses	may	have	been	part	of	his	overarching	antil
Christian	polemic	(p.	106).
	 10.	For	example,	see	Deborah	Schechterman,	“The	Doctrine	of	Original	Sin	
and	Maimonidean	Interpretation	in	Jewish	Philosophy	of	the	13th	and	14th	Cenll
turies”	[Hebrew],	Da ¿at	20	(Winter	1988):	65–90;	Daniel	Lasker,	“Original	Sin	
and	Its	Atonement	According	to	Hasdai	Crescas,”	Da ¿at	20	(Winter	1988):	127–
135;	Alan	Cooper,	“An	Extraordinary	SixteenthlCentury	Biblical	Commentary:	
Eliezer	Ashkenazi	on	the	Song	of	Moses,”	in	The Frank Talmage Memorial Volume	
1:129–150;	and	idem.	“A	Jewish	Version	of	Original	Sin:	Ephraim	of	Luntshits	on	
Leviticus	12,”	unpublished	paper	presented	at	AJS Conference,	December	2002.	I	
want	 to	 thank	 Professor	 Cooper	 for	 his	 assistance	 and	 for	 making	 this	 paper	
available	before	its	publication,	as	well	as	for	his	subsequent	insight	on	these	matll
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ters.	I	am	very	much	indebted	to	the	work	of	Daniel	Boyarin	who	has	shown	the	
extent	to	which	Judaism	and	Christianity,	at	least	in	their	classical	phases,	have	
fluid	boarders	and	are,	in	a	deep	sense,	twins.	In	particular,	see	Boyarin,	Dying for 
God: Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity and Judaism;	Border Lines: The Partitt
tion of JudeotChristianity;	and	a	contemporary	and	confessional	addition	in	“Interll
rogate	My	Love,”	in	Wrestling with Zion: Progressive Jewish American Responses to the Istt
raeli–Palestinian	 Conflict,	 Tony	 Kushner	 and	 Alisa	 Solomon	 (New	 York:	 Grove,	
2003),	pp.	198–204.	Cf.	Zohar	2:237a/b.
	 11.	Cohen,	Original Sin,	pp.	271,	272.	Cohen	even	acknowledges	that	Luria	
seems	 to	 have	 adopted	 a	 marginal	 view	 (he	 calls	 it	 “most	 fantastic	 forms”),	
drawn	 from	the	Zohar.	But	Cohen	 is	 simply	citing	 from	Samuel	Abba	Horoll
detzky’s	 Torat Haari	 and	 did	 not	 investigate	 the	 sources	 himself.	 See	 Cohen,	
“Original	 Sin,”	p.	 255.	Had	he	done	 so,	his	 intuitions	would	have	been	conll
firmed	tenfold.	It	is	interesting	to	note	here	that	Cohen’s	essay	was	first	publl
lished	in	1948	before	a	real	understanding	in	the	scholarly	community	of	the	
ways	 in	 which	 Lurianic	 Kabbala	 deeply	 influenced	 “conventional”	 Judaism.	
Thus	his	attempts	to	marginalize	Lurianic	teaching,	while	understandable	in	
context,	cannot	bear	the	weight	of	subsequent	scholarship.
	 12.	In	 fact,	original	 sin	was	a	hotly	debated	 topic	 in	medieval	 Jewish	and	
Christian	polemics.	See,	for	example,	in	Nahmanides	“Sefer hatVikuah”	in	Kitvei 
Ramban,	pp.	309,	310.	On	the	issue	of	biblical	exegesis	as	a	tool	of	these	polemill
cal	issues,	see	Elazar	Touitou,	“Peshat	and	Apologetics	in	the	Commentary	of	
Rashbam	 in	 the	 Story	 of	 Moshe	 in	 the	 Torah”	 [Hebrew],	 Tarbiz	 51	 (1982):	
227–238.
	 13.	Others	claim	that	original	 sin	was,	 in	 fact,	 far	more	normative	 in	 the	
rabbinic	imagination	than	conventionally	thought.	See,	for	example,	Joel	Kall
minsly,	 “Paradise	 Regained:	 Rabbinic	 Reflections	 on	 Original	 Sin,”	 in	 Jews, 
Christians, and the Theology of the Hebrew Scriptures,	Alice	Bellis	and	Joel	Kaminll
sky,	eds.	(Atlanta,	Ga.:	Society	of	Biblical	Literature,	2000),	pp.	15–43.
	 14.	This	conjecture	is	the	premise	of	Alexander	Altmann’s	thesis	regarding	
the	debate	between	Isaac	Aboab	and	Saul	Morteira	on	the	Jewish	doctrine	of	
eternal	punishment	in	17thlcentury	Amsterdam.	Altmann	argues	that	Aboab,	
basing	 himself	 on	 Lurianic	 Kabbala	 (he	 was	 a	 student	 of	 Abraham	 Herrera	
who	studied	with	Israel	Sarug),	argues	against	the	doctrine	of	eternal	damnall
tion	 in	part	 to	 address	 the	 returning	 conversos	who	wondered	whether	 they	
could,	in	fact,	return	to	Judaism.	Altmann	writes,	“The	point	pressed	home	by	
Aboab	 and	 his	 faction	 was	 the	 assurance	 of	 ultimate	 salvation	 for	 all	 Jewish	
souls.	 It	was	prompted,	we	 suggest,	by	 a	 sense	of	 concern	 for	Marranos	who	
had,	as	yet,	not	returned	to	the	fold	or,	having	returned,	either	had	been	rell
miss	 in	 their	duties	or	had	 relapsed	 into	 their	old	ways.	 In	other	words,	 the	
issue	at	stake	was	the	recognition	of	all	Marranos	as	inseparably	belonging	to	
the	people	of	Israel	and	sharing	in	its	election	and	privileges”	(p.	17).	See	Altll
mann,	“Eternality	of	Punishment:	A	Theological	Controversy	within	the	Amll
sterdam	Rabbinate	in	the	Thirties	of	the	Seventeenth	Century,”	in	Academy of 
Jewish Research: Proceedings,	 vol.	 XL	 (1972),	 pp.	 1–40.	 In	 his	 Nishmat Hayyim,	
Aboab,	using	the	resources	of	Kabbala,	rejects	the	Christian	doctrine	of	eterll
nal	damnation,	whereas	 the	 talmudist	Saul	Mortreira	essentially	defends	 the	
notion	of	eternal	damnation	as	a	“Jewish”	doctrine.	The	question	of	Christian	
influence	on	Kabbala	was	not	explored	in	detail	by	Gershom	Scholem,	some	
say	intentionally	so.	Scholem	was	reticent	to	acknowledge	these	cultural	influll
ences	in	his	attempt	to	present	Kabbala	in	a	more	insular	light.	See	Idel,	Messitt
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anic Mystics,	p.	30;	and	more	inldepth	in	Amnon	RazlKrakotzkin,	“‘Without	Rell
gard	for	External	Considerations’—The	Question	of	Christianity	 in	Scholem	
and	Baer’s	Writings”	[Hebrew],	Mada ¿ey hatYahadut	38	(1998):	73–96.
	 15.	In	general,	see	Abraham	David,	To Come to the Land: Immigration and Settt
tlement in 16th Century EreztIsrael,	pp.	95–172,	and	chapter	2	of	this	study.
	 16.	The	influences	went	both	ways.	Jose	Faur	notes,	“Many	of	the	conversos	
had	joined	the	clergy	and	occupied	positions	of	power	and	prestige	within	the	
Church,	in	the	academic	world	and	the	world	of	letters.	Knowingly	or	unknowll
ingly,	these	‘new	Christians’	were	now	introducing	concepts	and	perspectives	
that	were	shaped	by	Jewish	tradition,	thus	undermining	the	world	of	‘old	Chrisll
tians’.”	Faur,	 In the Shadow of History	 (Albany,	N.Y.:	 SUNY	Press,	 1992),	p.	30.	
Faur	does	not	discuss	the	opposite	scenario,	that	is,	new	Christians	again	bell
coming	Jews	and	bringing	with	them	Christian	ideas	that	became	part	of	Judall
ism.	For	this	and	other	examples,	see	Miriam	Bodian,	Hebrews of the Portuguese 
Nation: Conversos and Community in Early Modern Amsterdam,	pp.	100–103.	Interll
estingly,	while	it	is	true	that	in	rabbinic	literature	circumcision	is	not	related	to	
original	sin,	 in	Kabbala	it	surely	is.	See	Elliot	R.	Wolfson,	“Circumcision	and	
the	 Divine	 Name:	 A	 Study	 in	 the	 Transmission	 of	 Esoteric	 Doctrine,”	 Jewish 
Quarterly Review	78	(1987):	77–112.
	 17.	The	extent	to	which	Lurianic	Kabbala	becomes	intermingled	with	Chrisll
tian	sources	is	more	easily	determined	in	the	17th	century,	when	Renaissance	
humanism	served	as	another	intellectual	nexus	between	Judaism	and	Christill
anity.	See,	for	example,	in	David	Ruderman,	The World of a Renaissance Jew: The 
Life and Thought of Abraham ben Mordecai Farissol (Cincinnati,	Ohio:	HUC	Press,	
1981);	 Moshe	 Idel,	 “Differing	 Conceptions	 of	 Kabbalah	 in	 the	 Early	 Sevenll
teenth	Century,”	in	I.	Twesky,	B.	Septimus,	eds.,	Jewish Thought in the Seventeenth 
Century (Cambridge:	Harvard	University	Press,	1987),	pp.	152,	153;	and	Modell
na’s	Ari Nohem,	p.	96,	cited	in	Idel	idem.,	p.	168.	In	Sabbateanism	this	becomes	
a	crucial	issue.	For	example,	Scholem	discusses	the	extent	to	which	Christians	
used	Kabbala	as	a	way	of	interpreting	the	sin	of	Adam.	See	Scholem,	Sabbatei 
Sevi	(Princeton,	N.J.:	Princeton	University	Press,	1973),	p.	77.
	 18.	Bezalel	Safran	puts	it	this	way:	“To	identify	for	a	given	writer	the	state	
from	 which	 Adam	 fell	 is	 to	 reconstruct	 that	 writer’s	 conception	 of	 the	 ideal	
human	being	and	the	ideal	human	condition.	This	idea	will	be	found	to	be	alll
pervasive	 in	 that	 writer’s	 thought	 system.	.	.	.	At	 a	 minimum,	 such	 a	 scheme	
provides	a	helpful	perspective	on	the	matter.	At	best,	it	may	provide	the	key	to	
his	thought.”	Safran,	“Rabbi	Azriel	and	Nahmanides:	Two	Views	of	the	Fall	of	
Man,”	p.	75.	On	mitzvot	as	the	antidote	for	Adam’s	sin,	see	b.T.	Kiddushin	30b:	
“The	Holy	One	said	to	Israel,	My	child,	I	created	the	evil	inclination,	and	I	crell
ated	Torah	as	 its	antidote.	 If	you	busy	yourselves	with	Torah,	you	will	not	be	
given	over	to	its	power.”	The	implied	correlation	between	“the	evil	inclination”	
and	 Adam’s	 sin	 is	 replete	 in	 rabbinic	 literature.	 Moreover,	 Christians	 were	
known	to	make	the	correlation	between	originale paccatum,	or	original	sin,	and	
the	evil	 inclination.	For	example,	see	the	13thlcentury	Dominican,	Raymond	
Martini,	as	cited	and	discussed	in	Jeremy	Cohen,	“Original	Sin	and	the	Evil	Inll
clination—A	Polemicists’	Appreciation	of	Human	Nature,”	Harvard Theological 
Review	73,	nos.	3–4	(1980):	495–520.	Martini	is	discussed	on	pp.	496–499.
	 19.	While	the	sexual	nature	of	the	sin	is	common,	almost	canonical,	in	rabll
binic	sources	and	later	in	the	Zohar,	Luria	adds	another	dimension	widening	
the	transgressive	nature	of	the	act.	See	LiT,	p.	18a,	“Adam	halRishon	slept	with	
his	wife	while	she	was	a	menstruate	and	during	the	week	(instead	of	waiting	
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until	 Shabbat).”	 On	 talmudic	 sources,	 see	 b.T.	 Shabbat	 146a;	 b.T.	 Yebamot	
103b;	and	b.T.	Avodah	Zara	22b;	and	see	also	Zohar	3.231a.
	 20.	Scholem,	Major Trends,	pp.	245–286;	and	idem.	“The	Exile	from	Spain”	
[Hebrew]	in	Devarim btGo, vol.	1,	pp.	262–269.	Idel	has	challenged	Scholem’s	hisll
toriosophic	 assumption	 in	 Messianic Mystics,	 pp.	 154–182,	 but	 does	 not	 deny	 a	
strong	messianic	impulse	in	16thlcentury	Kabbala.	Neither	places	much	emphall
sis	on	 the	converso	phenomenon	and	 the	messianism/millenarianism	 that	exll
isted	in	that	community.	On	this,	see	Matt	Goldish,	“Patterns	in	Converso	Mesll
sianism,”	in	Millenarianism and Messianism in Early Modern European Culture,	in	M.	
Goldish	 and	 R.	 Popkin,	 eds.	 (Dordrecht,	 The	 Netherlands:	 Kluwer	 Academic	
Publishers,	2001),	vol.	1,	pp.	41–64.
	 21.	See	Moshe	Idel,	“On	the	History	of	 the	Term	Zimsum	 in	Kabbala	and	
Scholarship”	[Hebrew],	Mekharei Yerushalayim	10	(1992):	59–112.
	 22.	On	the	correlation	between	the	zimzum	myth	and	original	sin,	see	Scholl
lem,	Major Trends,	p.	279.	This	is	made	explicit	in	SeLi,	3b,	“The	vessels	descended	
twice.	The	first	time	they	descended	by	themselves	as	they	were	not	able	to	hold	
the	great	light.	The	second	time	they	were	forced	to	descend	because	of	Adam’s	
sin.”	Cf.	my	“Origin	and	the	Overcoming	of	the	Beginning:	Zimzum	as	a	Trope	of	
Reading	 in	PostlLurianic	Kabbala,”	 in	Beginning/Again: Toward a Hermeneutic of 
Jewish Texts	(New	York:	Seven	Bridges,	2002),	pp.	163–214;	and	E.	R.	Wolfson,	“Dill
vine	Suffering	and	the	Hermeneutics	of	Reading:	Philosophical	Reflections	on	
Lurianic	Mythology,”	in	R.	Gibbs	and	E.	R.	Wilson,	eds.,	Suffering Religion	(Lonll
don:	Routledge,	2002),	pp.	101–162.
	 23.	For	a	preliminary	discussion,	see	Isaiah	Tishby,	Torat hatRa vethatKeliptt
pah	(Jerusalem:	Magnus,	1982),	p.	91.
	 24.	An	exploration	as	to	the	possible	correlation	between	the	Lurianic	secll
ond	zimzum	and	the	Christian	second	coming	is	a	desideratum.
	 25.	This	will	be	discussed	at	length	in	the	next	chapter.	On	conversion	and	
messianism	more	generally,	see	Alan	Segal,	“Messianism	and	Conversion:	Outll
line	 for	a	New	Approach,”	 in	 J.	Charlesworth,	ed.,	The Messiah (Minneapolis:	
Fortress,	1987),	pp.	296–340.
	 26.	See	EH	Gate	8,	chapter	3.	Cf.	the	discussion	of	this	text	in	E.	R.	Wolfson,	
“Divine	 Suffering	 and	 the	 Hermeneutics	 of	 Reading,”	 p.	 131.	 Wolfson	 notes	
that	 the	 death	 of	 the	 Kings	 of	 Edom	 is	 inextricably	 tied	 to	 Adam’s	 seminal	
emission,	 “an	 offense	 that	 is	 not	 fully	 rectified	 except	 by	 the	 coming	 of	 the	
Messiah.”	Cf.	idem.	p.	159	n.	169.
	 27.	There	are	important	exceptions.	Alan	Cooper	analyzes	a	similar	exegetll
ical	move	by	the	16thlcentury	Jewish	exegete	Ephraim	of	Luntshits.	See	Cooll
per,	“A	Medieval	Jewish	Version	of	Original	Sin,”	esp.	p.	452.
	 28.	On	Paul	and	original	sin,	see	Henri	Blocher,	Original Sin: Illuminating the 
Riddle	(Grand	Rapids,	Mich.:	Erdmanns,	1987),	pp.	63–82.
	 29.	Gary	 Anderson,	 The Genesis of Perfection	 (Louisville,	 Ky.:	 Westminster	
John	Knox),	pp.	209–210.
	 30.	The	universalist	nature	of	Paul’s	and	subsequent	versions	of	early	Chrisll
tianity	is	now	under	revision.	See	Denise	Buell,	“Rethinking	the	Relevance	of	
Race	for	Early	Christian	SelflDefinition,”	Harvard Theological Review	94,	no.	4	
(2001):	449–476;	and	idem.	“Race	and	Universalism	in	Early	Christianity,”	Jourtt
nal of Early Christian Studies	10,	no.	4	(2002):	429–468.	Cf.	George	W.	E.	Nickelsll
burg,	“The	Incarnation:	Paul’s	Solution	to	the	Universal	Human	Predicament,”	
in	 Burger	 A.	 Pearson,	 ed.,	 The Future of Early Christianity: Essays in Honor of 
Helmut Koester	(Minneapolis:	Fortress,	1991),	pp.	348–357.
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	 31.	See	variants	in	b.T.	Yebamot	103b	and	b.T.	Avodah	Zara	22b.	This	obserll
vation	 about	 the	 Zohar’s	 rewriting	 of	 the	 talmudic	 text	 is	 discussed	 in	 Alan	
Cooper,	“A	Medieval	Jewish	Version	of	Original	Sin”:	445–450.
	 32.	For	a	Lurianic	interpretation,	see	his	comment	to	Zohar	Idra	Raba	cited	
in	ZHR,	p.	73d	and	a	more	lengthy	interpretation	in	ZHR,	pp.	75b–d.
	 33.	Zohar	1.52b.	I	borrowed	freely	from	Cooper’s	lucid	translation	in	“A	Medill
eval	Jewish	Version	of	Original	Sin”:	448.	Cf.	SeG,	p.	3.	Vital	reads	the	mitzvah	of	
procreation	and	the	antidote	to	the	sin,	both	of	Adam	and	the	calf	in	that,	“by	
means	of	it	[procreation]	one	brings	holy	souls	out	from	kelipot.”	There	are	other	
kabbalistic	positions	 in	 this	period	of	kabbalistic	 activity	 that	offer	alternative	
erasures	of	Adam’s	sin.	See,	for	example,	Joseph	ibn	Gikitillia,	Sha ¿arei Orah	1,	pp.	
66–68	and	Jonathan	Garb,	Manifestations of Power	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Magnus),	
pp.	101,	102.
	 34.	This	rabbinic	dictum	becomes	the	dominant	position	in	the	Zohar.	See	
Zohar	1.36b;	84b–85a;	and	202b–203a.	For	more	sources,	see	Tishby,	Wisdom of 
the Zohar,	pp.	382–385,	and	the	discussion	in	E.	R.	Wolfson,	“Divine	Suffering	
and	 the	 Hermeneutics	 of	 Reading,”	 pp.	 116	 and	 117.	 See	 especially	 Zohar	
1.126a	where	the	Zohar	makes	a	correlation	between	magic	and	sorcery,	which	
is	only	found	in	women,	and	the	insemination	of	Eve.
	 35.	The	correlation	between	Sinai	and	Adam’s	sin	is	explicit	in	ShP,	p.	22b	
(bottom):	“The	secret	of	this	passage	[b.T.	Sanhedrin	146a]	is	that	the	Israelll
ites	in	Egypt	had	not	yet	rectified	the	sin	of	Adam	and	the	sins	they	committed	
in	the	generation	of	the	flood	and	the	Tower	of	Babel	and	Sodom.	 .	 .	 .”	The	
text	continues	that	Moses	had	to	complete	the	rectification	of	Abel	and	Jethro	
and	the	rectification	of	Cain	before	the	serpent’s	poison	would	disappear	and	
they	could	stand	at	Sinai.	Here	it	appears	that	Sinai	does	not	erase	the	poison	
but	is	its	culmination.	Cf.	Isaiah	Horowitz,	Shenei Luhot hatBrit,	1:92.
	 36.	The	Shabbat	version	does	inquire	about	converts	who,	 it	suggests,	did	
not	stand	at	Sinai.
	 37.	See	b.T.	Yevamot	103b.	Cf.	b.T.	Avodah	Zara	22b;	and	b.T.	Shabbat	145b–
146a.	Underlying	this	is	the	rabbinic	idea	that	gentiles	do	not	contain	a	human	
soul	like	Jews.	See	Genesis	Raba	34:13.	This	is	sometimes	relegated	only	to	idolll
aters	(see	Ezek.	34:31),	but	the	distinction	between	idolaters	and	gentiles	more	
generally	in	rabbinic	literature	is	complicated.
	 38.	See	SeL	p.	7b	“vayehi Adam.”	Luria	suggests,	following	Tikkunei	Zohar	
110b,	that	the	word	bereshit	is	divided	to	read	bara	(BaR)	sheit	(ShYT).	The	secll
ond	word	alone	means	six.	The	two	first	letters	of	the	second	half	of	the	word	
(shin, yud)	represent	the	six	(shin, sheit)	hand	breaths	of	Moses’	tablets,	and	the	
yud	(10)	the	Ten	Commandments.	Thus	creation	was	completed	at	Sinai.	Shin	
tav	(ש ת)	without	the	yud	)י(	spells	the	name	of	Adam’s	third	son,	Seth,	who	had	
the	potential	to	fix	the	sin	of	his	father	but	needed	the	yud	that	came,	through	
Moses,	at	Sinai.	However,	when	Moses	broke	the	tablets,	seeing	the	sin	of	the	
calf,	the	yud	departed	and	what	was	left	was	shin tav	or	Sheit,	Adam’s	son’s	inll
complete	name.	As	a	gilgul	of	Seth	and	Abel,	Moses	momentarily	rectified	their	
souls	and	this	prepared	the	world	for	the	final	rectification	of	Adam’s	sin.	Howll
ever,	the	sin	of	the	calf	destroyed	that	moment	in	Moses’	and	Israel’s	history.
	 39.	One	modern	argument	for	the	position	of	Pelagius	can	be	found	in	Elaine	
Pagel’s	Adam, Eve, and the Serpent	(New	York:	Random	House,	1988).	Cf.	Anderll
son,	The Genesis of Perfection,	pp.	64–67,	and	Peter	Brown,	Augustine of Hippo: A Bitt
ography	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2000),	pp.	390–399.
	 40.	On	the	calf	narrative	and	its	connection	to	Genesis	3,	see	Gary	Anderll
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son,	The Genesis of Perfection,	pp.	205–207.	Cf.	Cooper,	“A	Medieval	Version	of	
Original	Sin,”	pp.	448–450.	See	Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	83a.	Zohar	Hadash	
argues	 that	 the	 sin	of	 the	 serpent	disappeared	 “when	Song	of	Songs	was	 rell
vealed	to	the	world”	(83a	bottom).
	 41.	I	think	one	can	see	this	in	the	way	the	Zohar	envisions	itself	as	the	corll
rective	to	the	Torah.	By	corrective	I	simply	mean	that	the	Zohar	offers	dimenll
sions	of	revelation	that	are	inaccessible	in	other	Torah	texts.	See,	for	example,	
Zohar	 2.99a	 ff.	 Cf.	 the	 discussion	 in	 R.	 Kalonymous	 Kalman	 Shapira,	
Hakhsharat  ¿Avreikhim	(Jerusalem,	1962),	pp.	31,	32.
	 42.	Midrash	Raba	to	Numbers,	4:20	and	Yalkut	Shemoni	to	Exodus	17:261.
	 43.	ShG,	intro.	33,	pp.	255,	256.
	 44.	This	can	be	seen	in	many	places	in	the	Zohar,	particularly	regarding	the	
virtuosi’s	ability	to	augment	the	feminine	in	prayer.	See	the	rereading	of	Psalm	
103:20	 in	Zohar	3.191a;	Idel’s	discussion	 in	Kabbalah and Eros,	p.	215;	Liebes,	
Studies in the Zohar,	pp.	46–47;	and	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond	(New	York:	Oxll
ford	University	Press,	2006),	pp.	214,	215,	and	n.	101.	This	became	particularly	
popular	in	the	16th	century.	See	Yehuda	Hayat’s	Minhat Yehuda (Mantua,	1558;	
written	in	1498),	introduction,	and	more	generally	in	Elior,	“Messianic	Expecll
tations,”	Revue de Etudes Juives 145	(1986):	35–38.
	 45.	Luria’s	picture	is	quite	a	bit	darker	than	that	of	the	Zohar.	In	SeG,	“Sod	
Hibuk	halKever,”	p.	105,	we	read,	“No	person	is	even	saved	from	the	poison	of	
the	serpent	until	the	messianic	days.	Even	those	that	die	with	the	‘kick	of	the	
snake’	[that	is,	without	sin]	still	retain	the	‘poison	of	the	serpent’.”
	 46.	The	relationship	of	conversos	to	Protestantism	as	subverting	their	Catholic	
oppressors	may	be	relevant	here.	On	this,	see	H.	H.	Ben	Sasson,	“The	Reformall
tion	in	Contemporary	Jewish	Eyes,”	Israel Academy of Science and Humanities	(1970):	
4–12.
	 47.	But	see	Elliot	Wolfson,	“Ontology,	Alterity,	and	Kabbalistic	Anthropology,”	
Exemplaria	12	(2000),	p.	138.	“I	do	not	think	it	would	be	far	off	the	mark	in	saying	
the	aggadic	myth	(b.T.	Yevamot	103b)	comes	remarkably	close	to	the	conception	
of	original	sin	enunciated	in	Christian	tradition,	for	the	claim	it	makes	is	that	the	
ontological	status	of	humanity	was	changed	with	the	insemination	of	Eve	by	the	
serpent.	The	antidote	to	this	seminal	pollution	is	Torah,	the	efficacy	of	which	will	
be	fully	realized	only	in	the	time	of	the	messiah	when	the	evil	force	in	the	world	
will	be	completely	eradicated	and	nonlJews	will	be	purified	in	the	manner	that	
Jews	were	purified	at	Sinai.”	While	it	is	true	that	the	full	disclosure	of	Torah	must	
wait	for	the	messianic	era,	it	seems	to	me	the	Zohar’s	position	that	the	sin	of	the	
golden	calf	is	a	replay	of	the	sin	in	the	garden	makes	an	even	stronger	case	for	
original	sin	(still	by	implication)	that	emerges	explicitly	later	in	Luria.
	 48.	Paul’s	conversion	stands	at	the	center	of	his	whole	approach	to	Christ.	
See	1	Corinthians	15:9.	More	generally,	 see	Alan	Segal,	Paul the Convert: The 
Apostolate and Apostasy of Saul the Pharisee	 (New	Haven,	Conn.:	Yale	University	
Press,	1992),	esp.	pp.	117–149.	On	the	necessity	of	incarnation	as	the	solution	
to	original	sin	in	Paul,	see	George	Nickelsburg,	“The	Incarnation:	Paul’s	Solull
tion	to	the	Universal	Predicament,”	pp.	348–357.
	 49.	See	Lawrence	Fine,	Physician of the Soul	(Stanford,	Calif.:	Stanford	Unill
versity	Press,	2003),	pp.	178–186.	Another	manifestation	of	 the	popularity	of	
these	ideas	in	a	conversion	community	can	be	found	in	the	converso	participall
tion	in	Sabbateansim,	in	the	mid	to	late	1600s.	Conversos	seemed	to	be	disproll
portionately	 attracted	 to	 Sabbateanism,	 contributing	 to	 the	 strength	 of	 the	
movement.	 See,	 for	 example,	 Richard	 Popkin,	 “R.	 Nathan	 Shapiro’s	 Visit	 to	
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Amsterdam	in	1650,”	Dutch History	I	(1984):	185–205;	Jacob	Barnai,	“The	Develll
opment	of	Community	Organizational	Structures:	The	Case	of	Izmir,”	in	Jews, 
Turks, Ottomans	 (Syracuse,	 N.Y.:	 Syracuse	 University	 Press,	 2002),	 pp.	 40–42;	
and	most	recently	Matt	Goldish,	The	Sabbatean Prophets	 (Cambridge:	Harvard	
University	Press,	2004),	esp.	pp.	138–140.
	 50.	The	case	of	Jacob	Zemah	(17thlcentury	Jerusalem)	is	instructive.	Zemah	
was	an	important	editor	of	Lurianic	texts	who	was	born	and	raised	a	Christian	
and	 reentered	 Judaism	 in	 his	 late	 teens.	 On	 Zemah,	 see	 Gershom	 Scholem,	
“The	Life	of	R.	Jacob	Zemah,	His	Works	and	Writings”	[Hebrew],	Keriat Sefer	
26,	no.	2	(1950):	185–194.
	 51.	Most	prominently,	see	Gershom	Scholem,	Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism,	
pp.	 244–286.	 Four	 recent	 and	 important	 exceptions	 to	 this	 rule	 are	 (1)	Elliot	
Wolfson,	“Weeping,	Death,	and	Spiritual	Descent,”	in	J.	Collins	and	M.	Fishbane,	
eds.,	Death, Ecstasy, and Other Worldly Journeys	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1995),	
pp.	207–247;	(2)	Lawrence	Fine’s	Physician of the Soul:	Healer of the Cosmos,	esp.	pp.	
7–14;	(3)	Yehuda	Liebes,	“Two	Young	Roes	of	a	Doe”	[Hebrew],	Mekharei Yerushatt
layim	10	(1992):	113–170;	and,	most	recently,	(4)	Menahem	Kallus,	“The	Theurgy	
of	Prayer	 in	 the	Lurianic	Kabbala,”	especially	his	comments	on	 the	Scholem/
Tishby	school	on	pp.	30–70.	All	these	attempt,	in	different	ways,	to	revise	Scholl
lem’s	basic	approach	to	the	Lurianic	school.	Cf.	Pinhas	Giller,	Reading the Zohar	
and	 my	 “From	 Theosophy	 to	 Midrash:	 Lurianic	 Exegesis	 and	 the	 Garden	 of	
Eden,”	pp.	37–75.	Scholem	does	discuss	Adam’s	sin	briefly	in	Major Trends,	pp.	
279–281,	and	later	in	Kabbala,	pp.	162–165,	but	it	is	not	a	major	theme	in	his	writll
ings	on	Luria.	Isaiah	Tishby’s	Torat hatRa vethatKelippah betKabbalat hatAri, is	to	
date	the	only	full	length	scholarly	work	in	Hebrew	on	Lurianic	Kabbala	(excludll
ing	Meroz	and	Kallus’s	unpublished	dissertations)	that	deals	extensively	with	Adll
am’s	sin	but	does	not	engage	in	a	systematic	analysis.	Rather,	it	provides	a	schell
matic	overview	based	largely	on	¿Etz Hayyim.	See	idem.,	pp.	91–104.	He	does	not	
address	the	issue	of	original	sin	at	all	and	does	not	enter	into	a	discussion	about	
the	 comparative	 implications	 of	 Lurianic	 doctrine.	 Fine’s	 Physician of the Soul	
deals	with	Adam’s	sin	in	a	circumspect	way,	discussing	it	only	as	it	relates	to	the	
larger	metaphysical	system.	On	pp.	142–144,	he	does	discuss	 the	fall	and	even	
mentions	original	sin	in	passing	but	does	not	explore	the	extent	to	which	this	
doctrine	is,	in	fact,	a	deep	rendering	of	original	sin.	See	especially	his	comment	
on	p.	152.
	 52.	See	my	“From	Theosophy	to	Midrash,”	pp.	37–75.
	 53.	The	twolvolume	Torat hatGilgul	includes	older	editions	of	both	of	these	
works	plus	some	of	the	classic	commentaries.
	 54.	Menahem	Kallus’s	recent	dissertation	argues	 that,	 in	 fact,	 the	human	
(and	earthly)	correlation	to	the	divine	is	far	more	complex	in	the	Lurianic	sysll
tem	than	either	Scholem	and	Tishby	claimed.	The	 latter	argued	that	Luria’s	
metaphysics	was	highly	theistic,	breaking	from	the	more	pantheistic	system	of	
Cordovero	and	earlier	emanationists.	Kallus	exhibits	how	a	close	and	widellens	
reading	of	Luria’s	corpus	shows	Luria	to	be	far	less	theistic	and	more	pantheisll
tic	 than	previously	 thought.	See	Kallus,	 “The	Theurgy	of	Prayer	 in	 the	Lurill
anic	Kabbala,”	pp.	26–72.
	 55.	For	example,	see	Gershom	Scholem,	“The	Concept	of	the	Astral	Body,”	
in	 J.	 Neugroschel,	 trans.,	 On the Mystical Shape of the Godhead	 (New	 York:	
Schocken,	1991),	pp.	251–273.
	 56.	Lurianic	causality	is	surely	a	fundamental	part	of	the	system,	and	a	carell
ful	 study	of	 this	phenomenon	is	a	desideratum	in	Luria	scholarship.	That	 is,	
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the	notion	of	mayyim nukvin	(feminine	waters)	through	yihud	(union)	rising	to	
initiate	the	descent	of	mayyim dekhurin (masculine	waters)	is	a	backbone	of	its	
metaphysical	system.
	 57.	See	Rachel	Elior,	 “The	Metaphorical	Relation	between	Man	and	God	
and	 the	Significance	of	Visionary	Reality	 in	Lurianic	Kabbala”	 [Hebrew],	 in	
Mekhkarei Yerushalayim	10	(1992):	47–57.
	 58.	For	 a	general	discussion	of	 this	 in	kabbalistic	 literature,	 see	Scholem	
“The	Concept	of	 the	Astral	Body,”	 in	The Mystical Shape of the Godhead.	 I	deal	
with	this	issue	in	depth	in	the	final	chapter	of	this	study.	Cf.	Charles	Mopsik,	
“Genesis	1:26–27:	L’Image	de	Dieu,	le	couple	humain	et	le	statut	de	la	femme	
chez	les	premiers	cabalists,”	in	Le sexe des âmes	(Paris:	Editions	de	L’Eclat,	2003),	
pp.	149–217.	In	English,	see	Mopsik,	Sex of the Soul	(Los	Angeles:	Cherub,	2005),	
pp.	75–114.
	 59.	See,	for	example,	in	Luther’s	Lectures on Romans,	pp.	302	and	304.	On	
earlier	 patristic	 doctrines,	 see	 Henri	 Rondert,	 Original Sin: The Patristic and 
Theological Background	(Shannon,	Ireland:	Ecclesia,	1972).	More	cursory	discusll
sions	can	be	found	in	Tatha	Wiley,	Original Sin, esp.	pp.	37–55.
	 60.	ShMR,	p.	33d.	It	is	interesting	that	this	text	refers	to	both	Adam	and	Eve	
as	distinct,	as	if	they	were	separate.	This	is	quite	uncharacteristic.	Cf.	ShMR,	p.	
9a/b;	LiT,	p.	13;	ShG,	intro.	31,	p.	221;	and	SeG,	chapter	31,	p.	61.	But	see	ShG,	
intro.	32,	p.	244,	where	Vital	states	that	there	are	various	“new	souls”	that	Adam	
did	not	merit	and	thus	were	not	included	in	Adamic	sin	and	not	in	need	of	any	
tikkun.	Cf	LiT,	p.	51a.	Cf.	ShMR,	p.	54d	which	states:	“the	earthly	Adam	hints	
to	(or	includes)	the	ten	sephirot	of	 ¿azilut	including	all	of	 ¿azilut	together	from	
the	highest	 ¿arikh  ¿anpin	until	the	end	of	nukva	of	zeir  ¿anpin.”	Cf.	EH,	Gate	16,	
chapter	5	and	Kallus,	“The	Theurgy	of	Prayer,”	pp.	141	and	142.
	 61.	Thus,	as	Elliot	Wolfson	has	noted,	when	the	Zohar	refers	generically	to	
bar nash	 (the	human)	the	 intention	 is	usually	 the	circumcised	(that	 is,	male)	
Jew.	See	Elliot	Wolfson,	“Ontology,	Alterity,	and	Kabbalistic	Anthropology,”	Extt
emplaria 12	(2000):	141,	142,	145;	and	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	4,	5	and	esp.	n.	15	
where	Wolfson	takes	on	many	of	the	apologetic	universalist	readings	of	Kabll
bala	on	the	question	of	the	human	and	the	Jew.	On	the	Zohar’s	notion	of	the	
sin	transforming	the	nature	of	Adam,	see	Zohar	3.83a	(bottom)	and	83b.	The	
notion	that	only	man,	and	not	woman,	is	created	in	the	image	of	God	is	made	
quite	explicit	in	I	Corinthians	11:7:	For a man should not have his head covered, for 
he is the image and reflection of God; but woman is the reflection of man.
	 62.	ShG,	intro.	31,	pp.	233,	234.
	 63.	ShP,	p.	4a.	Cf.	LiT,	p.	16.	Likkutei Torah	also	states	that	animals	can	recll
tify	their	sin	by	being	sacrifices.	However,	they	sinned	again	in	the	flood,	as	it	
states: for all flesh has corrupted its ways on earth (Gen.	6:12).	This	is	interpreted	by	
b.T.	Sanhedrin	108a	as	referring	to	the	animals	who	were	mating	with	other	
species.
	 64.	Rashi’s	comment	to	Genesis	6:12	is	built	on	the	linguistic	use	of	all flesh 
had corrupted its ways on earth (Gen.	6:12)	in	addition	to	what	we	read	in	6:5:	The 
Lord saw how great was man’s wickedness on earth.	But	see	Nahmanides’	critique	of	
Rashi’s	use	of	Sanhedrin	83a	as	plainlsense	reading.
	 65.	This	 is	 made	 explicit	 in	 LiT,	 p.	 13.	 See	 PEH,	 “The	 Gate	 of	 Rosh	 Hal
Shana	1,”	where	Luria	suggests	that	the	days	between	Rosh	HalShana	and	the	
culmination	of	Sukkot	(Shemini  ¿Azeret)	contain	the	power	to	begin	the	process	
of	rectification	for	the	coming	year.	However,	this	is	all	equivocal	and	the	sin	
cannot,	ultimately,	be	rectified	without	messianic	salvation.	A	similar	trope	is	
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repeated	regarding	the	Kiddush	on	Shabbat	Eve.	See	EH,	Gate	6,	chapter	8;	
and	Kallus,	“The	Theurgy	of	Prayer,”	p.	152.
	 66.	See	Zohar	3.83a/b.	For	a	Lurianic	reading	of	this	passage,	see	LiT,	p.	16a.
	 67.	ShP,	p.	3b	(bottom).	This	is	likely	an	extension	of	the	rabbinic	notion	of	
Adam	“seeing	from	one	end	of	the	world	to	the	other.”	See	Genesis	Raba	12:6.
	 68.	But	see	SeG,	chapter	35,	p.	70;	and	ZHR,	pp.	82d,	83a	where	Vital	states	
that	“there	are	some	[souls]	that	were	not	included	in	Adam.	These	are	the	sell
cret	of	new	souls.”	This	source	appears	to	suggest	that	there	were/are	souls	who	
were	not	present	during	Adam’s	sin.	In	other	texts	they	were	initially	present	in	
Adam	(as	Adam	includes	all	souls)	but	they	departed	immediately	before	the	
sin	and	thus	do	not	inherit	the	blemish	of	original	sin.
	 69.	SeG,	chapter	2,	p.	3.	Vital	here	is	explicit	that	mitzvot	cannot	complete	
the	separation	of	good	and	evil	that	was	mixed	by	the	sin.	“This	is	the	meaning	
of	the	notion	that	the	‘evil	inclination’	was	created	with	Adam.	All	one’s	days,	
one	must	strive	to	separate	the	evil	that	is	mixed	in	with	it	[the	good]	through	
Torah	and	mitzvot.	In	any	event,	he	will	never	succeed	in	separating	them	comll
pletely.	 Only	 death	 separates	 the	 evil	 completely.”	 See	 also	 ShMR,	 p.	 37a,	
“Come	now	and	see	what	damage	Adam’s	sin	did	in	deeply	drawing	down	the	
worlds	such	that	 it	 is	 impossible	[for	 the	human]	to	raise	 them	up	[to	where	
they	were	before]	even	on	minha	(the	afternoon	service)	of	Shabbat.”
	 70.	SeG,	“Sod	Hibuk	halKever,”	p.	105.
	 71.	In	ShP	p.	20c	we	read,	“When	Adam	sinned	all	those	souls	from	him	dell
scended	to	the	kelipot	and	were	divided	into	the	70	nations.	.	.	.”	We	know	from	
ShG	that	the	souls	in	Adam	were	divided	into	three	basic	parts,	only	the	latter	
of	which	descended	into	the	kelipot.	This	text	apparently	refers	to	those	souls	
who	 would	 become	 the	 gentile	 nations.	 Thus,	 at	 least	 here,	 all	 human	 souls	
were	encompassed	in	Adam	before	the	sin	in potentia	and,	as	a	result	of	the	sin,	
the	seventy	nations	were	born,	that	is,	born	in	sin.
	 72.	SeG,	chapter	31,	pp.	71,	72	and	chapter	35,	p.	80.	Cf	Tikkunei	Zohar,	
tikun	69,	p.	112.
	 73.	ShG,	 intro.	 28,	 p.	 205.	 Aaron	 Agasi	 adds	 an	 important	 caveat	 to	 this	
statement	in	his	gloss	Bnei	Aaron	#3:	“This	refers	to	all	the	worlds	.	.	.	but	those	
places	that	directly	relate	to	one’s	son	it	is	the	opposite.	One	is	obligated	to	fix	
the	portion	related	to	his	soul	that	is	connected	to	Adam.	That	is	the	very	reall
son	he	came	to	the	world.	.	.	.”	Cf.	SeG,	chapter	22,	that	full	rectification	will	
not	occur	in	the	messianic	era	but	only	with	resurrection.	This	notion	of	origill
nal	sin	also	appears	in	Sabbatean	literature	a	century	later.	See,	for	example,	
R.	Elijah	halKohen	halIttamari	of	Izmir,	Midrash Eliyahu	(Warsaw,	1878),	p.	11a,	
cited	 in	 Bezalel	 Naor,	 PosttSabbatean Sabbateanism	 (Spring	 Valley,	 N.Y.:	 Orot,	
1999),	p.	36.	R.	Moshe	Hayyim	Luzatto	writes	that	Moses	destroyed	Amalek	but	
not	the	“remnant”	(roshem)	of	Amalek,	which	is	internal	to	Israel	(Joshua)	and	
continues	to	weaken	them.	The	commandment	to	blot	out	“the	rememberance	
of	Amalek”	(zekher Amalek)	is	to	destroy	the	remnant	of	Amalek	that	exists	even	
after	Moses	destroyed	Amalek.	See	Ramhal,	“Kinat	halShem	Zivaot”	in	Ginzei 
Ramhal	(Bnei	Brak,	1984),	p.	108.
	 74.	This	was	the	result	of	the	cosmic	rupture,	shvirah.	See	Tishby,	Torat hat
Ra,	p.	91.
	 75.	But	see	SeG,	“Sha ¿ar	halNevuah,”	p.	100.	“Know	that	all	souls,	whether	
new	souls	or	old,	were	created,	at	the	time	of	creation,	with	a	backltolback	union.	
After	Adam	sinned	the	shekhina	was	exiled	and	enveloped	in	the	kelipot.	All	the	
souls	were	exiled	with	her	and	descended	below	into	the	kelipot.	When	a	righteous	
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person	[I	think	this	refers	to	a	kabbalist	or	one	initiated	into	the	esoteric	teachll
ing]	performs	a	mitzvah	or	makes	a	contemplative	unification	(yihud betkavannah 
gemura)	he	can	raise	a	new	soul	from	the	kelipot	and	elevate	it	through	the	secret	
of	the	feminine	waters	(mayim nukvin)	which	will	result	in	a	faceltolface	union.”	
This	 seems	 to	 imply	 that	 the	 sin	was	not	 solely	 responsible	 for	humanity’s	dell
praved	state	but	that	all	souls,	at	the	moment	of	creation,	were	already	deficient.	
This	text	requires	further	analysis	and	clarification.	Cf.	Tishby,	Torat hatRa,	p.	91.
	 76.	See	EH,	Gate	39,	Drush	1	where	faceltolface	unions	are	possible,	albeit	
temporal.
	 77.	On	 this,	 see	also	LiT,	p.	88b	where	 this	 is	used	 to	discuss	 the	 soul	of	
Balaam	 as	 rooted	 in	 the	 kelipot	 that	 attached	 themselves	 to	 the	 faceltolface	
union	below.
	 78.	SeLi,	p.	5b.
	 79.	SeLi,	p.	3a	(bottom),	b	(top).
	 80.	SeLi,	p.	3a.
	 81.	See,	for	example,	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	69,	p.	116a.
	 82.	SeLi,	p.	3a/b.	Cf.	SeD,	p.	173a.	On	the	apparent	superfluous	repetition	
of	 the	 word	 Adam	 that	 serves	 as	 the	 basis	 of	 Luria’s	 reading,	 see	 Reuven	
Kimelman,	“The	Seduction	of	Eve	and	the	Exegetical	Politics	of	Gender,”	Biblitt
cal Interpretations	4,	no.	1	(1996):	1–39.
	 83.	See,	for	example,	R.	Moses	Nahmanides,	Sefer hatVikuah,	in	Kitvei Ramtt
ban,	 vol.	 1,	 p.	 310.	 Cf.	 Bezalel	 Safran,	 “Rabbi	 Azriel	 and	 Nahmanides:	 Two	
Views	of	the	Fall	of	Man,”	in	Rabbi Moses Nahmanides [Ramban]: Explorations of 
His Literary of Religious Virtuosity,	pp.	75–106.
	 84.	See	EH,	Gate	39,	chapter	1.	Cf.	Tishby,	Torat hatRa,	p.	94.
	 85.	ShMR,	p.	35d.	Cf.	SeG,	chapter	16,	p.	33.	In	SeG	Vital	notes	that	if	Adam	
had	not	sinned	he	would	have	remained	immortal	and,	in	order	for	him	to	bell
come	mortal,	he	had	to	attain	a	portion	of	the	lowest	realm,	  ¿asiah.	This	was	
done	by	a	comprehensive	descent	of	his	entire	body.
	 86.	The	Zohar	claims	Etz hatDa ¿at	was	from	the	world	of	yezeriah.	See	Zohar	
1.27a.	The	continuation	of	this	text	suggests	that	yezeriah	of	the	Zohar	is	before	
the	sin.	The	tree	subsequently	descends	to	 ¿asiah.
	 87.	This	is	true	even	on	the	afternoon	of	Shabbat	considered	to	be	the	time	
when	Adam	reaches	the	highest	place	in	the	cosmos.	See	ShMR,	pp.	38a	and	
80:	“Since	the	sin	caused	a	deep	descent	of	the	worlds,	it	 is	 impossible	for	us	
now	to	elevate	the	worlds,	even	on	minha	of	Shabbat.”	Minha	on	Shabbat	is	unll
derstood	 to	be	 the	highest	 realm	humans	can	occupy.	Cf.	LiT,	p.	13a/b	and	
ShK.	“Gate	of	Keriat	Shma,”	chapter	1,	p.	19b/c.	On	Shabbat	as	restitution,	see	
Kallus,	“The	Theurgy	of	Prayer,”	pp.	152ff.
	 88.	See	as	described	in	Genesis	Raba	14:1	and	Midrash	Tanhuma	1.
	 89.	This	notion	has	its	source	in	Genesis	Raba	and	more	explicitly	in	Zohar	
1.36b	(top)	and	2.229b;	these	state	that	before	the	sin,	Adam’s	“skin”	was	made	of	
light	(’ohr)	and	after	the	sin	it	transformed	to	flesh	( ¿or),	a	wordplay	replacing	the	
alef,	in	the	first	case,	with	an	ayin	in	the	second.	Cf.	SeLi,	p.	7c	“vayehi	Hanokh.”
	 90.	ShP,	p.	3d	and	EH	49:4.
	 91.	See	ShP,	2b–d;	LiT,	p.	15b;	ZHR,	p.	76a	and	more	extensively	ShG,	intro.	
32,	p.	244,	Intro.	33,	pp.	252ff	and	SeG,	chapter	6,	p.	17.	Here	it	understood	
that	 those	 “new	souls”	did	not	 take	part	 in	 the	 sin	as	 implied	 in	 the	biblical	
words,	evil cannot abide with you	(Ps.	5:5).	Note	that	the	phrase	in	Psalms	is	referll
ring	to	God,	and	Vital	turns	it	so	that	it	refers	to	the	soul	that	was	not	part	of	
Adam’s	sin.	This	may	be	significant	in	that	such	a	soul	is,	in	effect,	divine	bell
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cause	it	has	sinned	and	thus	 is	not	mortal.	Cf.	SeG,	chapter	35,	p.	70	for	anll
other	rendering	of	new	souls.
	 92.	See	ShG,	intro.	29,	p.	218;	intro.	31,	p.	237;	ShP	p.	4a.;	and	ShG,	intro	33,	
p.	252.	“Enoch,	who	is	Metatron,	took	the	neshama	of	zihara ‘ilah and	Cain	took	
the	 nefesh	 of	 zihara ‘ilah.”	 Cf.	 SeG,	 chapter	 15,	 p.	 31	 and	 idem.	 “Sha ¿ar	 hal
Nevuah,”	p.	95.
	 93.	SeL,	p.6b.	Cf.	ShG,	intro.	29,	p.	216,	intro.	31,	pp.	239,	242;	SeG,	chapter	
22,	p.	40.
	 94.	SeLi,	p.	8a.
	 95.	LiT,	p.	15b.
	 96.	See	 ibid.,	p.	19a	on	Moses’	 failed	messianic	mission.	“Enoch	achieved	
the	level	of	hayye	and	Moses	only	the	level	of	neshama.	But	Messiah	will	reach	
the	level	of	yehida	[the	highest	level].	Moses	would	have	achieved	the	status	of	
angel	[as	did	Enoch]	if	he	had	not	sinned	in	trying	to	save	and	fix	the	 ¿erev rav,	
which	he	failed	to	do.	 .	 .	 .”	Thus	 the	messiah	 is	a	figure	who	does	 transcend	
original	sin	and	fixes	humanity	in	that	light.
	 97.	The	Christological	 resonances	of	 these	passages	are	worth	exploring.	
That	is,	it	seems	the	possibility	does	exist	that	a	human	can	inherit	this	prelsin	
Adamic	soul	and,	if	so,	transcend	death.
	 98.	On	the	detailed	damages	done	to	the	cosmos	and	the	material	world	as	a	
result	of	the	sin,	see	EH,	Gate	48,	chapter	3	and	Tishby,	Torat hatRa,	p.	99.	In	the	
Lurianic	system	it	is	more	difficult	to	divide	the	physical	from	the	spiritual	than	
it	is	in	more	neoplatonic	systems.	Therefore,	in	discussing	the	fall,	earlier	kabballl
ists	more	influenced	by	neoplatonic	doctrine	could	easily	separate	the	soul	from	
original	 sin,	 relegating	 the	 consequence	 of	 the	 sin	 to	 the	 degraded	 material	
body.	Regarding	Azriel	of	Gerona,	Bezalel	Safran	notes:	“A	clear	pattern	emerges	
from	 R.	 Azriel’s	 notions	 concerning	 the	 beginning	 and	 the	 end	 of	 time.	 The	
body	is	a	hindrance	to	spirituality;	it	is	a	consequence	of	original	sin	and	must	be	
overcome	 if	 the	 ideal	 state	 is	 to	 be	 retrieved.	 Since	 the	 soul	 failed	 to	 achieve	
union	with	the	divine	in	the	ideal	disembodied	state,	governed	by	the	strict	jusll
tice	in	Binah,	it	should	now	do	better	in	a	physical	state,	governed	by	justice	and	
compassion.”	Bezalel	Safran,	“Rabbi	Azriel	and	Nahmanides:	Two	Views	of	the	
Fall	of	Man,”	p.	81.	In	Luria,	the	soul,	and	not	just	the	body,	is	implicated	in	the	
sin	and,	thus,	no	part	of	the	human	being	escapes	unscathed.	On	R.	Azriel	and	
neoplatonism	more	generally,	see	Alexander	Altmann,	“The	Motif	of	the	Shells	
in	Azriel	of	Gerona,”	Journal of Jewish Studies	9	(1958):	73–80.
	 99.	See	ShG,	intro.	31,	p.	239.	See	Zohar	1.36b;	and	SeLi,	p.	7d.
	 100.	SeG,	chapter	31,	p.	63.
	 101.	See	SeG,	chapter	16,	pp.	31,	32.
	 102.	See	SeD,	pp.	160–163;	and	ZHR,	pp.	65d,	66a.
	 103.	See	 SeG,	 chapter	 22,	 p.	 40.	 “After	 the	 sin,	 nefesh,	 ruah,	 and	 neshama	
of	  ¿azilut,	called	zihara  ¿ilah,	departed	from	Adam	as	did	every	keter	of	all	ten	
sephirot	of	all	four	worlds.”
	 104.	ShP,	4a.
	 105.	As	we	will	see,	this	second	level	of	halato shel  ¿olam	is	divided	into	two	disll
tinct	dimensions,	the	higher	of	which	is	inherited	by	Cain	and	Abel.	See	ShG,	
intro.	29,	p.	218.
	 106.	This	undermines	the	basic	claim	of	those	who	deny	Judaism	has	a	docll
trine	of	original	sin.	See,	for	example,	in	S.	S.	Cohen,	“Original	Sin.”
	 107.	But	see	ZHR,	p.	80c,	d	where	Luria	takes	up	the	issue	of	repentance	and	
its	 impact	on	original	sin.	There	he	argues	that	original	sin	is	 located	in	the	
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upper	realms	of	the	soul	(ruah	and	above)	and	repentance	generally	has	an	imll
pact	on	sins	done	 in	 the	 lower	realm	of	 the	nefesh.	However,	ascetic	acts,	 the	
Day	of	Atonement,	and	death	can	purify	sins	of	this	upper	realm	but	still	not	
purify	the	soul	from	the	poison	of	the	serpent	that	was	implanted	in	Eve.
	 108.	SeG,	“Sod	Hibuk	halKever”	p.	103.	See	SeG,	chapter	1,	pp.	1	and	2	(top).	
“At	the	time	of	Sinai	the	poison	was	erased	and	death	was	overcome.	This	is	the	
meaning	of	herut  ¿al ha luhot,	they	were	liberated	from	death	and	subjugation	
to	all	nations.	Death	and	the	other	nations	only	have	dominion	over	Israel	bell
cause	of	the	evil	portion	that	is	in	them	[that	is,	in	Israel].	However,	at	the	time	
of	the	golden	calf,	good	and	evil	were	once	again	mixed	in	Israel,	the	poison	
returned,	and	death	retuned	like	before.	But	see	Zohar	1.168a	and	Nahmanll
ides’	 comment	 to	Numbers	19:2,	where	he	 states	 that	one	who	dies	with	 the	
“kick	of	the	serpent”	does	not	attain	the	status	of	defilement	of	the	dead	(tutt
ma ¿at meit).	Cf.	Tosefot	to	b.T.	Baba	Meziah	114b	s.v.	“mahu.”
	 109.	On	 the	 doctrine	 of	 gilgul	 in	 16thlcentury	 Safed	 more	 generally,	 see	
Scholem,	 “LelHeker	 Torat	 halGilgul	 belKabbala	 belMeah	 halShelosh	 ‘Esre,”	
Tarbiz	16	(1955–45):	135ff;	“Gilgul:	The	Transmigration	of	Souls,”	in	On the Mystt
tical Shape of the Godhead,	pp.	197–250;	Rachel	Elior,	“The	Doctrine	of	Transmill
gration	in	Galya Raza,”	reprinted	in	Essential Papers in Kabbala,	pp.	243–269;	Yell
huda	 Liebes,	 “Gilgula,”	 in	 Perakim betMilon Shere hatZohar,	 pp.	 291–327;	 Dina	
Ripsman	 Elyon,	 Reincarnation in Jewish Mysticism and Gnosticism	 (Lewiston,	
Maine:	Edwin	Mellen,	2003);	Yigal	Arikha,	Reincarnation: Reality that Exceeds All 
Imagination [Hebrew]	 (Kefar	 Saba,	 Israel:	 Aryeh	 Nir,	 2001);	 Rami	 Shekalim,	
Torat hatNefesh vethatGilgul b’Reshit hatKabbala (Tel	 Aviv:	 Rubin	 Moss,	 1998);	
Avraham	Amos,	Betgilgul Hozer: Gilgul in Kabbala and Other Sources	[Hebrew]	(Isll
rael,	1997);	Dov	Ber	Pinson,	Reincarnation and Judaism: The Journey of the Soul	
(Northvale,	N.J.:	 Jason	Aronson,	 1999);	 Pinhas	 Giller,	 Reading the Zohar	 (Oxll
ford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2002),	pp.	37–42;	and	Lawrence	Fine,	Physician of 
the Soul,	pp.	304–358.	Gilgul	also	played	a	prominent	role	in	the	antikabbalistic	
writings	of	Judah	Aryeh	Modena	and	Elijah	del	Medigo	in	the	17th	century.	On	
the	controversy	about	gilgul	in	Kandia,	for	example,	see	Efrayim	Gottleib,	Studtt
ies in Kabbalistic Literature	[Hebrew],	J.	Hacker,	ed.	(Tel	Aviv,	1976),	pp.	370–396.	
On	Modena’s	argument	against	the	authenticity	of	gilgul,	see	Idel,	“Different	
Conception	 of	 Kabbala	 in	 the	 Early	 17th	 Century,”	 pp.	 160–162	 and	 n.	 119.	
Modena	and	others	make	use	of	Saadia	Gaon’s	famous	repudiation	of	gilgul	in	
his	 Emunot vetDe ¿ot	 6:7.	 Cf.	 Hayyim	 Yerushalmi’s	 discussion	 in	 From Spanish 
Court to Italian Ghetto: Isaac Cardoso,	pp.	256–258	and	Menahem	Azaria	D’Fano’s	
Gilgulei Neshamot (Lemberg,	1865),	reissued	with	the	commentary	“Me’ir	‘Eyin”	
of	Yeruham	Leiner	of	Izbica	(Jerusalem:	Yarid	Books,	1998).	It	should	also	be	
noted	that	gilgul	played	a	prominent	role	in	the	writings	of	David	ibn	Zamra	
(RaDBaZ),	Luria’s	teacher	in	Egypt	who	also	immigrated	to	Safed.	See,	for	exll
ample,	 the	 important	 distinction	 between	  ¿ibbur	 and	 gilgul	 in	 his	 Metsudat 
David,	p.	27d.	Cf.	Melila	Helner,	“Gilgul	in	the	Kabbalistic	Works	of	Rabbi	David	
ben	Zamra”	[Hebrew],	Pe ¿amim	43	(1990):	16–50.	Most	recently	on	this	quesll
tion	from	a	wider	historical	lens,	see	Mark	Verman,	“Reincarnation	and	Theoll
dicy:	Traversing	Philosophy,	Psychology,	and	Mysticism,”	in	Be ¿erot Yizhak: Studtt
ies in Memory of Isadore Twersky,	pp.	399–426.
	 110.	On	new	souls,	see	ShG,	intro.	12,	pp.	111–117:	32;	intro.	32,	p.	244;	and	
SeG,	chapter	6,	p.	15.	Cf.	Luria’s	commentary	to	“Sabba detMishpatim”	in	ZHR,	
pp.	63c,	83a–c.	Note	that	the	term	new soul	is	used	in	various	contexts.	For	exll
ample,	 souls	 whose	 roots	 are	 in	 Cain	 and	 Abel	 are	 called	 “new	 souls”	 juxtall
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posed	to	those	souls	(“old	souls”)	not	rooted	in	Cain	and	Abel	who	cannot	rise	
up	to	the	level	of	nefesh	of	 ¿azilut	(the	root	of	Cain	and	Abel’s	soul).	See	ShG,	
intro.	35,	p.	261	and	ZHR,	pp.	82d,	83a.	In	SeG,	p.	17,	we	read	that	“new	souls”	
are	those	few	not	included	in	Adam	and	the	“old	souls”	are	all	souls	included	
in	Adam.	In	yet	another	version,	we	read,	“Souls	are	divided	into	two	general	
categories:	first,	new	souls	that	were	not	a	part	of	Adam,	and	second,	old	souls	
that	were	a	part	of	Adam.	New	souls	are	also	divided	into	two	categories:	first,	
those	 from	 the	world	of	  ¿azilut.	 Second,	 those	 from	[the	 three	 lower	worlds]	
yezeriah, beriah,	and	 ¿asiah.	The	souls	from	this	latter	category	were	also	embedll
ded	in	the	kelipot	as	a	result	of	Adam’s	sin	even	though	they	were	not	enveloped	
in	Adam.”	SeG,	chapter	14,	p.	28,	chapter	35,	p.	70	and	chapter	35,	p.	79.
	 111.	This	is	most	prominent	in	Paul,	Romans	5.	Cf.	Romans	8:3	where	Jesus	is	
presented	 as	 a	 new	 Adam,	 one	 who	 did	 not	 sin.	 See	 Otfried	 Hofius,	 “The	
AdamlChrist	Antithesis	and	the	Law:	Reflections	on	Romans	5:12–21,”	in	James	
Dunn,	ed.,	Paul and the Mosaic Law	(Grand	Rapids,	Mich.:	Eerdmanns,	2001),	
pp.	165–296;	and	Henri	Blocher,	Original Sin,	pp.	68–81.	Cf.	C.	E.	B.	Cranfield,	
A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle of the Romans	(Edinburgh:	T&T	
Clark,	1975),	vol.	1,	p.	290:	“We	may	assume	that	by	the	former	statement	Paul	
means	that	all	other	men	(Jesus	alone	excepted)	were	constituted	through	sinll
ners	through	Adam’s	misdeed	in	the	sense	that,	sin	having	once	obtained	entry	
into	human	life	through	it,	they	all	in	their	turns	live	sinful	lives.”	For	a	discusll
sion	of	the	nature	of	the	soul	of	the	messiah	in	Lurianic	Kabbala,	see	Yehuda	
Liebes,	“Two	Young	Roes	of	a	Doe:	The	Secret	Sermon	of	Isaac	Luria	before	
His	Death,”	pp.	122–126.
	 112.	See,	for	example,	in	SeG,	chapter	19,	p.	38.	“It	is	impossible	to	achieve	
the	level	of	Adam	before	the	sin.	He	achieved	neshama	of	the	neshama	of	hokhma	
of	 ¿azilut.	The	Messiah	will	also	achieve	this.	But	Moses	only	achieved	the	ruah	
and	the	neshama	of	zihara  ¿ilah.”	Cf.	LiT,	p.	50.
	 113.	For	example,	Alexander	Altmann	posits	that	gilgul,	as	a	tool	in	the	larger	
doctrine	of	tikun	in	Lurianic	Kabbala,	was	important	for	Isaac	Aboab’s	rejecll
tion	of	eternal	punishment	in	his	Nishmat Hayyim,	a	doctrine	Altmann	argues	
is	 influenced	by	the	converso	phenomenon.	See	Altmann,	“The	Eternality	of	
Punishment,”	Academy of Jewish Research: Proceedings	XL	(1972),	esp.	22	and	23.	
The	use	of	gilgul	was	multifaceted,	especially	in	the	16th	century.	See	Rachel	
Elior,	 “The	Doctrine	of	Transmigration	 in	 the	Book	Galya Raza,”	 in	L.	Fine,	
ed.,	The Essential Papers in Kabbala (New	York:	New	York	University	Press,	1992).
	 114.	It	would	appear	that	the	entire	Lurianic	corpus	is	only	concerned	with	
the	Jewish	soul.	See,	for	example,	ZHR,	p.	79d,	“It	is	known	that	God	only	crell
ated	the	world	for	the	sake	of	the	souls	of	Israel.	.	 .	 .”	However,	defining	prell
cisely	what	constitutes	“the	soul	of	Israel”	is	a	more	complex	matter	that	will	be	
taken	up	later	in	the	chapter	on	Balaam	and	gentile	prophecy.
	 115.	SeG,	chapter	3,	p.	5.	Cf.	ShK,	p.	1a.
	 116.	B.T.	Yevamot,	62a.	It	also	serves	as	a	foundation	for	the	inverted	converll
sion	of	Shabbetai	Tzvi.	That	is,	the	notion	of	permeable	boundaries	and	limll
inal	 space	and	 identity	(national/gender)	 is	prominent	 in	Lurianic	 teaching.	
See	SeG,	chapter	3,	ShG,	intro.	36.
	 117.	In	the	case	of	  ¿ibbur	 it	 is	different	 in	that	some	instances	of	  ¿ibbur	are	
solely	to	aid	other	souls	already	in	the	world.
	 118.	SeG,	chapter	35,	p.	69.
	 119.	Luria’s	two	treaties	on	gilgul,	redacted	and	edited	by	Hayyim	Vital	and	
others,	are	Sha ¿ar hatGilgulim	and	Sefer hatGilgulim. I	used	the	1990	Jerusalem	
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reprint	of	Sha ¿ar hatGilgulim	with	R.	Shimon	Agassi’s	Bnei	Aaron.	For	Sefer hat
Gilgulim	I	used	the	1986	Bnei	Brak	reprint.	These	two	texts	are	collected	in	a	
twolvolume	collection,	Torat hatGilgul	(Jerusalem:	Ahavat	Shalom,	1982).	This	
set	contains	both	texts,	Agassi’s	commentary,	“Bnei	Aaron,”	“HalAlot	Aaron,”	
R.	Yehuda	Padaya’s	“Megillat	Setarim”	on	repentance,	R	Elijah	Mani’s	gloss	to	
Sha ¿ar hatGilgulim,	 “Mazkir	 Shalom,”	 and	 R.	 Shimon	 Aggasi’s	 “Khizyonot	 ‘u	
Gilui	Eliahyu.”
	 120.	Fine	deals	with	Cain	and	Abel’s	sin	in	a	circumspect	way	in	a	larger	discusll
sion	about	gilgul	and	Hayiim	Vital.	See	Fine,	Physician of the Soul,	pp.	333–339.
	 121.	An	important	exception	to	this	is	Rabbenu	Bahya	ibn	Asher’s	“Commenll
tary	to	the	Torah,”	which	revisits	the	Cain	and	Abel	story	numerous	times,	esll
pecially	in	the	Moses	narratives	in	Exodus.	Given	that	Bahya	was	strongly	influll
enced	by	Spanish	Kabbala	immediately	preceding	the	Zohar,	this	may	be	the	
exception	that	proves	the	rule.	We	find	numerous	references	to	Cain	in	particll
ular	in	Rashi	and	Nahmanides	outside	Genesis	4	but	these	references	are	still	
quite	scant.
	 122.	This	 is	particularly	 true	 in	one	lengthy	discussion	in	Tikkunei	Zohar,	
tikun	69,	pp.	100a–119b.
	 123.	Given	Rashi’s	commitment	to	a	 lack	of	chronology	 in	the	Torah	(“eyn 
mukdam u mukhar betTorah”)	this	bears	no	problem	for	his	plainlsense	meaning.	
For	some	examples,	see	Rashi	on	Genesis	6:3;	35:28;	Exodus	19:11;	31:18;	Levitill
cus	8:2;	and	Numbers	9:1.
	 124.	Cf.	Zohar	1.60b,	61a;	Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	83b;	and	ShG,	chapter	
28,	p.	202.	See	Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	79d,	where	 it	 states	explicitly	 that	
Cain	and	Abel	were	born	outside	the	Garden	of	Eden.
	 125.	This	reading	is	implied	in	Targum	PseudolJonathan	to	Genesis.	See	Tartt
gum PseudotJonathan to the Pentateuch: Text and Concordance,	p.	5	cited	in	Wolfson,	
“Ontology,”	p.	137.
	 126.	See,	for	example,	EH,	Gate	36,	chapter	2.
	 127.	There	are	many	examples	in	late	medieval	and	early	modern	Jewish	litll
erature	that	argue	that	Eve	is	more	culpable	than	Adam.	This	approach	largely	
centers	on	the	biblical	distinction	(Lev.	12)	between	the	birth	of	a	son	versus	
the	birth	of	a	daughter.	On	this,	see	Alan	Cooper,	“A	Medieval	Jewish	Version	
of	Original	Sin,”	pp.	450–459.
	 128.	ShK,	“Drush	1	for	Rosh	HalShana,”	p.	90c.	The	notion	of	the	serpent	imll
pregnating	Eve	with	Cain	is	articulated	quite	early	in	Targum	PsuedolJonathan	
to	Genesis	4:1.
	 129.	Ibid.	Cf.	Zohar	1.14.
	 130.	In	SeG,	chapter	30,	p.	61	Vital	offers	another	version	of	this	statement:	
“while	there	are	midrashim	that	disagree	with	this	[that	Cain	and	Abel	were	
born	 after	 the	 sin]	 Zohar	 3.77a	 agrees	 with	 our	 position.	 [According	 to	 the	
Zohar]	 the	day	Adam	was	created,	he	ate	 from	the	 tree,	copulated	with	Eve,	
and	Cain	and	Abel	were	born.”
	 131.	See	Zohar	Hadash	on	Song	of	Songs,	p.	63c	where	the	Zohar	suggests	
that	Cain	is	from	the	serpent	but	his	body	is	from	Adam.
	 132.	ShP,	p.	2d,	“blemish”	#7	and	#8.
	 133.	ShP,	p.	4c.	For	another	similar	version,	see	SeG,	chapter	25,	pp.	48	and	49.
	 134.	See	ShG,	intro.	36,	p.	279;	and	SeD,	p.	150a.
	 135.	Tikkunei	Zohar	circumvents	this	problem	when	it	implies	that	Abel	was	
born	from	a	different	ejaculation.	See	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	69,	p.	119a.
	 136.	The	separation	of	Adam	from	his	wife	after	the	death	of	Abel	is	a	rabbinic	
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concept	in	origin.	See	Genesis	Raba	20:11	and	b.T.	Eruvin	18b.	It	is	developed	in	
the	Zohar	as	a	leitmotif	of	Adam’s	sin.	See	Meir	Benayahu,	“Spirits	of	Harm	and	
their	Reparation”	[Hebrew],	in	Sefer Zikharon lethatRav Yizhak Nissim	(Jerusalem:	
Yad	halRav	Nissim,	1985),	pp.	81–104;	and	Fine,	Physician of the Soul,	pp.	178–179.
	 137.	LiT	on	Ezekiel,	p.	123.	Cf.	Avraham	David	Azulai,	Hesed letAvraham,	4:52.	
See	also	Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	78c.	“Rebbe	opened	and	said:	Adam	had	a	
soul	to	his	soul;	Eve	just	had	a	soul.	Cain	and	Abel?	Abel	is	from	one	seed	from	
Adam	with	Eve	that	is	called	a	holy	spirit.	Abel	had	an	evil	spirit	from	the	left	
that	is	called	‘mixed’	(kelayim).	It	was	confused	and	was	not	essential,	the	dell
monic	that	was	not	from	Adam	and	Eve.”	The	Zohar	does	not	tell	us	the	root	of	
Abel’s	soul	but	one	can	surmise	his	soullroot	 is	 from	the	serpent.	Luria	puts	
Cain	and	Abel	 closer	 together,	both	being	 from	Adam	and	Eve	and	 the	 serll
pent.	Luria	rejects	the	utter	demonization	of	Abel	that	the	Zohar	presents.	The	
root	of	these	130	years	can	be	found	in	b.T.	Yevamot	28b.	There,	however,	it	is	
viewed	as	an	act	of	heroism.	 “R.	Meir	 said,	Adam	halRishon	was	a	 righteous	
person	(hasid gadol).	When	he	saw	he	was	responsible	for	[the]	death	[of	Abel]	
he	fasted	for	130	years	and	separated	from	his	wife	130,	and	boils	grew	on	his	
skin	for	130	years.	.	.	.”
	 138.	See	SeD,	p.	150b	which	states	explicitly	that	Abel	was	born	from	a	differll
ent	union	than	Cain:	“When	Adam	and	Eve	coupled	to	give	birth	to	Abel,	the	
mayyin nukvin of	Rachel	had	already	been	completed	with	the	birth	of	Cain.”
	 139.	On	the	description	of	the	generation	of	the	desert	as	dor de ¿ah	(the	genll
eration	of	knowing),	see	Zohar	2.62b;	Zohar	Hadash,	end	of	parshat	Hukkat;	
“Sha ¿ar	halKlalim”	(printed	in	EH),	chapter	11,	pp.	9	a/b.
	 140.	SeG,	chapter	30,	p.	71.
	 141.	Lurianic	Kabbala	suggests	that	male	masturbation	is	the	most	egregious	
sin.	It	is	even	more	egregious	than	sexual	union	with	a	forbidden	woman	( ¿arayot)	
that	results	in	mamzerim	(that	is,	even	sex	with	a	married	woman	or	blood	relall
tive!).	Hence,	it	would	make	sense	that	original	sin	is,	or	at	least	includes,	masturll
bation.	See,	for	example,	in	ShK,	“Drushei	Layla”	#7,	pp.	56b–d.	“In	all	of	the	
prohibitions	of	the	Torah,	even	the	strictest,	none	really	(mamash)	produce	dell
mons	(mazikin)	like	masturbation	(zera letvatala).	Hence,	it	is	even	worse	than	one	
who	has	sex	with	a	forbidden	woman	( ¿arayot)	when	she	gives	birth	to	physical	
mamzerim	in	this	world.	The	truth	is	one	who	transgresses	this	prohibition	is	enll
veloped	in	demons	who	testify	against	him,	but	the	emission	of	prohibitive	seed	
is	more	grave.”	This	notion	filters	into	later	Hasidic	literature	and	is	the	occasion	
for	one	of	the	Baal	Shem	Tov’s	most	provocative	teachings	on	the	recitation	of	
Psalm	108	 immediately	before	 the	commencement	of	Shabbat.	See	printed	 in	
Rivka	 ShatzlUffenheimer’s,	 Hasidut ketMystica	 (Jerusalem:	 Magnes,	 1968),	 pp.	
194–223.	 In	 English,	 see	 Hasidism as Mysticism: Quietistic Elements in Hasidic 
Thought (Princeton,	N.J.:	Princeton	University	Press,	1993),	pp.	342–382.
	 142.	A	similar	assertion	is	made	about	the	seed	that	is	the	product	of	male–fell
male	union.	See	EH,	“Sha ¿ar	halKlalim,”	p.	9c	and	the	chapter	on	Leviticus	in	
this	study.
	 143.	Ezekiel	is	referred	to	as	“son	of	Adam”	throughout	his	prophetic	book.	
See	Ezekiel	2:1,	3,	6,	9:3:1,	3,	4,	10,	25.	See	LiT,	p.	124;	ShP,	p.	46c,d;	and	SeD,	
p.	153b.	The	notion	of	spilled	seed	as	creating	lofty	souls	is	also	discussed	in	
the	soul	origin	of	the	ten	martyrs	of	rabbinic	literature	as	rooted	in	the	seed	
emitted	from	the	fingertips	of	Joseph	during	Potifar’s	seduction.	See	EH,	Gate	
31,	chapter	2;	ShG,	intro.	26,	181f.;	intro.	38.	Cf.	SeD,	p.	150a	(top).
	 144.	LiT,	ibid.	“Therefore,	Ezekiel	is	always	called	‘ben Adam.’	All	other	souls	
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are	from	Adam	and	Eve,	from	zeir anpin	and	nukva,	but	Ezekiel	was	from	Adam	
alone,	from	the	drop	of	a	male	seed	without	the	feminine.”	Cain	is	also	likened	
to	this,	as	he	contains	the	seed	that	preceded	Adam’s	insemination	of	Eve.	Cf.	
ShD,	p.	149b:	“When	the	gevurot	go	out	first	they	do	not	establish	their	proper	
place	and	take	the	place	of	the	hasadim.	Hence	they	cannot	yet	pass	over	to	the	
feminine	(nekava).	Therefore,	they	are	pure	masculinity	(zekharim gemurim).”
	 145.	ShG,	intro.	38,	pp.	202,	203.
	 146.	See	LiT,	18a;	and	my	discussion	of	these	and	other	sources	in	Lurianic	
Kabbala	and	Hasidism	in	Hasidism on the Margin	(Madison:	University	of	Wisll
consin	Press,	2004),	pp.	124–137.
	 147.	Op.	cit.
	 148.	Op.	cit.
	 149.	Tikkunei	Zohar,	p.	99b	and	Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	78d.	The	Zohar,	
in	fact,	 likens	Cain	to	the	demonic	and	the	serpent.	Cf.	Tikkunei	Zohar,	pp.	
117a–119b.
	 150.	According	to	SeL,	p.	6c	(bottom)	Na ¿amah	is	Cain’s	twin–mate	whom	
he	wants	 to	 subjugate	 to	 the	status	of	mistress	by	 stealing	Rachel	 from	Abel.	
Cain	says	to	Abel,	“Take	Leah	[Abel’s	first	twin]	alone	and	I	will	take	Rachel	
[Abel’s	 second	twin]	and	Na’amah	[Cain’s	 twin]	will	be	a	mistress	[pilegesh].”	
On	Na’amah	as	demonic,	 see	Zohar	1.9b,	19b,	55b,	2.114b,	3.76b;	Zohar	Hall
dash,	p.	19d;	and	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	69,	119a.
	 151.	SeG,	chapter	26,	p.	52.	Cf.	ShG,	intro.	35,	p.	273.	SeLi,	pp.	6c/d	offers	anll
other	reading.	Cain	is	the	embodiment	of	parzuf	Jacob	(the	bottom	half	of	zeir 
anpin)	and	Abel	is	Israel	(the	top	half	of	zeir anpin).	As	the	bottom	half,	Cain	
descends	 first	 and	 is	 also	 concealed.	 When	 Abel/Israel	 descends	 he	 does	 so	
with	two	mates,	Rachel	and	Leah,	Cain	only	having	one	twin	called	Na’amah.	
Cain	claims	that	Rachel	(shekhina—whose	place	is	opposite	the	bottom	half	of	
zeir anpin)	is	rightfully	his	(as	he	occupies	that	space).	Abel	counters	that	God’s	
will	was	that	both	should	be	his	because	“Rachel	is	rooted	with	me	(Cain)	in	
the	higher	sphere	of	abba	and	 ima,	that	is	from	the	power	of	malkhut	of	abba.	
From	this	rift	we	read,	and Cain rose up [to kill] Abel.”
	 152.	See	Genesis	Raba	32:5;	and	Exodus	Raba	31:17.
	 153.	This	is	a	paraphrase	of	Genesis	6:12,	for all flesh had corrupted its ways on 
earth.	Rashi,	employing	b.T.	Sanhedrin,	understands	this	 in	a	sexual	way,	dell
scribing	animals	mating	with	animals	of	other	species.	Luria’s	turn	of	phrase	
gives	it	a	meaning	closer	to	masturbation,	“darkam”	(inferring	“seed”),	linking	
it	to	the	sin	of	Er	and	Onan	in	Genesis	38:9.	For	a	later	use	of	this	phrase,	see	
Avraham	Azulai,	Hesed letAvraham	4:52.
	 154.	LiT,	p.	124.	Cf.	SeLi,	6d;	and	SeD,	p.	153b.
	 155.	On	Cain’s	sin	being	a	sin	of	“ervah”	or	sexual	misconduct,	see	Tikkunei	
Zohar,	tikun	69,	p.	119b.
	 156.	On	this,	see	my	“From	Theosophy	to	Midrash:	Lurianic	Exegesis	and	the	
Garden	of	Eden,”	and	David	Stern,	Parables in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in 
Rabbinic Literature (Cambridge:	Harvard	University	Press,	1991),	pp.	4–45,	and	
227–232.	Stern	does	not	deal	with	Lurianic	material	but	offers	important	obll
servations	about	Sefer	Bahir	and	the	Zohar.
	 157.	See	Genesis	Raba	22:7.	The	midrash	constructs	this	as	a	quasilhalakhic	arll
gument,	Cain	invoking	his	right	as	a	firstlborn,	due	a	double	portion.	This	is	remill
niscent	of	the	rabbis’	rendering	of	Korah’s	claim	for	the	priesthood	in	Numbers.
	 158.	On	the	importance	of	the	eighteen	wives	in	Lurianic	Kabbala,	see	SeD,	
pp.	93–95;	and	ShM,	“Parshat	Shoftim,”	pp.	48b–51b.
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	 159.	SeG,	chapter	27,	p.	57.
	 160.	These	malkhuyot	are	the	last	female	components	of	parzufim	or	sephirot.	
Hence,	if	a	parzuf	has	ten	sephirot	it	will	have	ten	malkhuyot,	one	corresponding	
to	each	sephirah.	“The	influence	of	the	malkhuyot	of	abba	and	ima	emanate	outll
side,	as	we	see	with	Jacob	(i.e.,	Rachel	and	Leah).	They	are	two	which	are	four:	
(1)	the	malkhuyot	of	abba	which	stays	in	its	place	(and	serves	as	the	last	sephirah	
in	parzuf abba);	(2)	the	malkhuyot	of	 ima	 in	 its	place;	(3)	the	malkhuyot	of	abba	
that	is	enveloped	in	nezah, hod, and yesod	of	 ima;	and	(4)	the	malkhuyot	of	 ima	
that	 emanates	 outward	 in	 the	 place	 of	 the	 knot	 of	 the	 head	 phylactery	 (the	
base	of	the	skull)	of	zeir anpin	and	is	called	Leah,	the	wife	of	Jacob.”	SeG,	chapll
ter	27,	p.	57.
	 161.	“Abel,	who	is	yesod	of	abba,	has	two	twin	sisters	who	are	the	two	malkhuyot	of	
abba.	The	yesod	of	ima,	who	is	Cain,	only	has	one	twin	[that	remains	with	him],	the	
malkhuyot	 of	 ima.	 The	 fourth	 malkhuyot	 [Cain’s	 second	 twin]	 emanated	 outll
side	.	.	.	and	thus	he	cannot	unify	with	her.	Hence	he	was	jealous	of	Abel	on	acll
count	of	that	extra	twin,	which	is	really	extra	(yetera	mamash!)	because	the	inner	
mate	is	really	essential.	.	.	.	Therefore	Cain	wanted	to	take	her.	He	also	wanted	her	
because	even	though	her	origin	is	from	yesod	of	abba,	she	is	really	on	the	margin	of	
the	open	feminine	root	in	yesod	of	ima.”	SeD,	p.	156c.
	 162.	ShP,	pp.	5c/d	(top).
	 163.	LiT	p.	124	cited	and	discussed	above.
	 164.	We	do	have	a	few	scant	allusions	to	Abel’s	sin	in	Zohar	3.11b	and	Tikkull
nei	Zohar,	tikun	69.
	 165.	On	this,	see	Daniel	Boyarin,	Intertextuality and Midrash,	esp.	pp.	1–21.
	 166.	See	SeG,	chapter	3,	p.	5.
	 167.	For	another	rendition,	see	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	69,	p.	110b.	There	the	
Sh	(ז)	represents	the	three	animals	of	Ezekiel’s	chariot,	and	the	M	(מ) and	H	
	,69	tikun	Zohar,	Tikkunei	Cf.	chariot.	the	on	Adam	of	face	the	represent	(ה)
119a.	 See	 Zohar	 Hadash	 on	 Ruth,	 p.	 83b	 where	 the	 Zohar	 creates	 a	 triune	
equation	between	Moses,	Seth,	and	Sinai,	arguing	that	Moses	comes	into	his	
fullness	as	Seth	at	Sinai,	thus	removing	the	poison	of	the	serpent	that	was	imll
planted	in	Eve.
	 168.	See	b.T.	Hagigah	14b.	See	also	Alon	GoshenlGotstein,	The Sinner and the 
Amnesiac: The Rabbinic Invention of Elisha ben Avuya and Eliezer ben Arach	(Stanll
ford,	Calif.:	Stanford	University	Press,	2000),	pp.	89–124;	 Jeffrey	Rubenstein,	
Talmudic Stories: Narrative, Art, Composition and Culture,	pp.	64–104;	and	Yehuda	
Liebes,	Heto shel Elisha	(Jerusalem:	Akadamon,	1990).	For	another	approach	to	
Abel’s	sin,	see	ShM,	“parshat	Kedoshim,”	pp.	24b–25a.	In	this	text	Abel’s	sin,	
tied	to	a	discussion	of	 the	prohibition	of	 shatnez	(wearing	wool	and	 linen	toll
gether)	was	intended	to	rectify	Cain’s	sin	yet	failed	to	do	so.	This	is	likely	based	
on	the	discussion	of	Cain	and	Abel	and	shatnez	in	Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	
79d.	 Cf.	 Gershom	 Scholem,	 Heker Kabbalat R. Yizhak hatCohen	 (Jerusalem:	
Akademon,	1934),	pp.	136–138;	and	Tishby,	Torat hatRa,	p.	136.
	 169.	Cf.	 ShP	 on	 Psalm	 146,	 p.	 51a.	 There	 Luria	 states	 that	 Abel’s	 sin,	 like	
Cain’s	was	“unredeemable”	(shetlo haya lo teshuah).
	 170.	LiT,	p.	33a.
	 171.	Genesis	4:3,	Yayehi metketz hatyomin.	JPS Tanakh	translates	this	idiomatill
cally	as	“in	the	course	of	time.”	However,	Luria’s	hyperliteralism	reads	it	“from	
the	ketz yomim.”	On	the	notion	of	ketz	as	damaging	to	creation,	see	ShG,	intro.	
36,	p.	283.	Vital	delineates	 three	errors	of	 “the	end”	(ketz)	 in	 Jacob,	Samuel,	
and	R.	Akiba.	Ketz	seems	to	mean	here	the	calculation	of	the	end	which,	Vital	

254 Notes to pages 63–64



suggests	always	darkens	 the	creation.	See	Tikkunei	Zohar,	 tikun	69,	p.	113b;	
and	Targum	Yonatan	to	Genesis	4:3.
	 172.	On	 the	 distinction	 between	 the	 yamim	 and	 yamin	 regarding	 Cain,	 see	
Zohar	Hadash,	on	Song	of	Songs,	ma’amar	#5;	Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	83b;	
and	Zohar	2.181b.	The	reason	the	מ	is	used	instead	of	the	נ regarding	Cain	is	that	
Cain	is	from	the	demonic,	left	side,	and	not	the	side	of	the	right	(yomin).	Abel	is	
thus	kez hatyamin	or	“darkness	from	the	side	of	the	right,”	i.e.,	yamin.
	 173.	SeL,	p.	7b.
	 174.	For	the	most	extensive	discussion	of	this,	see	EH,	Gate	13,	chapters,	12,	
13,	14.	A	shorter	and	more	opaque	version	is	found	in	LiT.	p.	37a.	The	details	
of	the	370	lights	are	a	complex	calculation	in	Lurianic	metaphysics	that	is	not	
directly	relevant	to	our	specific	concerns.
	 175.	Cf.	PEH,	“Gate	of	Prayer,”	chapter	2,	pp.	5	a/b	and	EH	ibid.,	p.	69b.
	 176.	ShP,	p.	9b.	Both	ShP	and	LiT,	33a	argue	the	rectification	of	Abel’s	sin	
was	at	the	akedah	while	SeLi	7b	maintains	it	was	at	the	burning	bush.	In	both	
cases,	the	sin	and	its	tikun	were	in	the	realm	of	vision.
	 177.	ShP,	p.	7b.	Our	text	continues	to	interpret	the	last	clause	of	the	mishna:	
“He	said	[to	the	skull]:	Because	you	drowned	others,	you	were	drowned,	and	
eventually	those	who	drowned	you	will	be	drowned.”	The	floating	skull	also	rell
fers	to	Moses,	whose	mother	set	his	basket	floating	on	the	river.	The	drowning	
refers	to	the	Egyptians,	who	were	drowned	at	the	sea	(Exod.	15:4).	Cf.	b.T.	Sukll
kah	53a	and	Rashi	there.	I	want	to	thank	my	friend	and	colleague	Aryeh	Cohen	
for	helping	to	clarify	this	mishna	in	its	talmudic	context.
	 178.	EH,	“Sha ¿ar	halKelalim,”	chapter	10,	p.	9a.
	 179.	See	Menahem	Recanati,	Ta ¿amei hatMitzvot,	p.	17b	who	states	that	Abel	
sinned	with	“gazing”	and	Moses	rectified	that	sin	by	concealing	his	eyes	from	
the	shekhina	at	the	burning	bush.
	 180.	For	example,	see	my	“From	Theosophy	to	Midrash,”	pp.	58–75.	Cf.	Tikkull
nei	Zohar,	 tikun	69,	p.	117b;	and	my	discussion	 in	Hasidism on the Margin,	pp.	
92–96.
	 181.	SeG,	chapter	27,	p.	57.
	 182.	In	general,	these	texts	speak	about	the	tikun	of	Cain	and	not	Abel’s	sin.	
The	rectification	of	Abel’s	sin	will	result	in	redemption.	See	LiT,	p.	117a,	“This	
is	the	meaning	of	Bela Hatmavet Letnezah	(HVL)	(He will destroy death forever;	Isall
iah	25:8).	That	 is,	Messiah	cannot	come	until	Abel’s	 sin	 is	rectified.	Moses	 is	
the	gilgul	of	Abel.	In	every	generation	[the	Moses	of	that	generation]	must	rell
deem	 the	 soul	 sparks	 from	 the	 demonic	 realm.	 At	 that	 time,	 Messiah	 will	
come.”	Cf.	LiT,	p.	103b.
	 183.	The	question	is	implied	in	Zohar	2.14b.
	 184.	Actually	it	is	three	parts,	but	the	fourth	part	here	(Egypt)	is	already	recll
tified	 and	 prepared.	 On	 the	 fourlpart	 process	 of	 tikun	 more	 generally,	 see	
ShG,	intro.	22;	ShHM,	p.	42b;	and	ShP,	pp.	31a.157,	158.	On	the	four	possible	
times	of	gilgul,	see	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	69,	p.	117	b	(top).
	 185.	See	ShP,	p.	19c	and	ShK,	p.	79a/b.	On	three	gilgulim	as	the	limit	after	
which	the	soul	does	not	return,	see	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	69,	p.	115a.
	 186.	Genesis	Raba,	38;	and	Zohar	1:71.
	 187.	The	connection	of	 the	biblical	 term	 ra	or	wicked	 to	 spilling	 seed	was	
made	earlier	in	a	section	of	this	text	not	cited	here.	The	connection	is	built	on	
the	use	of	the	term	ra	(evil)	describing	the	sin	of	Er:	Er, the firsttborn of Yehuda, 
acted wickedly (ra) in the eyes of God (Gen.	31:7).	Cf.	Psalms	5:5:	For you are not a 
God who desires wickedness	(lo yagurkha ra).
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	 188.	ShP,	p.	21a.	See	an	augmented	version	in	ShK,	“Drush	lelPesah,”	1,	pp.	
79a/b.
	 189.	See	 SeL,	 p.	 41b	 where	 the	 “mixed	 multitude”— ¿erev rav	 is	 viewed	 as	
rooted	in	Cain.
	 190.	LiT,	p.	69.
	 191.	See	ShHM,	p.	47b;	and	ShP,	p.	20c.	This	is	based	on	b.T.	Pesahim	87b,	
“Why	 was	 Israel	 exiled	 among	 the	 nations?	 It	 was	 so	 that	 they	 could	 make	
converts.”
	 192.	ShP.	p.	20c.	130	years	as	a	time	of	tikun	is	also	viewed	through	the	130	
years	Jacob	suffered	from	losing	Joseph.	See	EDT,	p.	55a.	On	the	correlation	of	
Adam	and	Jacob,	 see	ShMR,	p.	13c	(bottom),	“Jacob,	who	 is	Adam,	fixed	his	
blemish	and	thus	merited	two	wives,	marrying	both	like	zeir anpin.”	This	correll
lation	predates	Luria	and	his	circle	and	can	be	found	in	Meir	Ibn	Gabbai’s Avott
dat hatKodesh 4:5;	and	Joseph	Gikitillia’s	Sha ¿arei  ¿Orah	5:6.
	 193.	This	is	not	original	in	Luria.	In	b.T.	Sota	12a	(cited	in	Rashi	on	Exodus	
2:1)	we	read	that	Yoheved	was	130	years	old	when	Moses	was	born.	We	also	read	
that	Amram,	Moses’	father,	separated	from	his	wife	(in	some	readings	divorced	
her)	 after	 Pharaoh’s	 edict	 to	 kill	 all	 Israelite	 sons.	 The	 word	 “he	 took”	 (vet
yikakh)	in	Exodus	2:1	thus	refers	to	his	remarriage	to	her.	In	this	talmudic	pasll
sage	we	have	the	two	components	that	serve	Luria’s	correlation	between	Moses	
and	Adam,	first,	 the	130	years	and	second,	the	separation.	Although	the	130	
years	does	not	mark	the	time	of	separation,	the	connection	is	 implied	in	the	
Talmud.	Yoheved,	who	is	130	when	Moses	is	born,	was	herself	born	at	the	time	
of	Israel’s	descent	into	Egypt.	Thus	she	becomes	a	marker	for	the	generation	in	
Egypt	who	dwelled	there	130	years	in	order	to	fix	the	souls	of	Adam’s	130	years	
of	masturbation.	See	ShP,	p.	19c.	Cf.	LiT,	p.	69.
	 194.	See	Midrash	Tanhuma,	9	and	Rashi	on	Exodus	2:11.	Cf.	Exodus	Raba	
1:29.	For	the	mention	of	the	son	of	Shelomit	bat	Divri	and	his	evil	deed,	see	Lell
viticus	24:10–12.	The	midrash	assumes	that	this	son	was	born	from	the	rape	in	
Exodus	2:11	that	Moses	avenged.	Moses	is	commanded	in	Leviticus	to	take	this	
son	out	of	the	camp	and	have	him	stoned.	According	to	Luria	it	is	because	this	
son	inherits	the	evil	side	of	Cain	that	was	not	fixed.	Hence,	for	him	there	is	no	
redemption.
	 195.	Note	that	JPS Tanakh	translates	brother	idiomatically	as	kinsmen.	However,	
the	hyperliteralism	of	kabbalistic	exegesis	reads	brother	(metakhiv)	literally;	that	
is,	the	Egyptian	was	from	his	brother,	that	is,	Cain.	This	necessarily	shifts	the	
noun	brother	from	a	description	of	ish ivri	to	ish mizri.
	 196.	But	see	Ibn	Ezra	on	Exodus	2:11	where	he	writes	“from	his	brother,”	rell
ferring	to	the	familial	relation	of	the	Hebrew	to	Moses.	This	is	difficult	for	the	
reason	Luria	mentions,	i.e.,	the	Hebrew	is	from	Dan	and	Moses	is	from	Levi.	
Perhaps	 ibn	Ezra	means	 that	 there	 is	a	marital	 relation,	but	 this	 is	never	exll
plained.	Cf.	the	explanation	in	Midrash	Yalkut	Shemoni	2:166.
	 197.	SeG,	 chapter	 33,	 p.	 65.	 The	 connection	 between	 Cain	 and	 Abel	 and	
Moses	and	 the	Egyptian	can	be	 found	 in	Tikkunei	Zohar,	 tikun	69,	p.	113a.	
The	use	of	the	term	ruah hatkodesh	in	Luria	is	complex.	Fine	suggests	that	it	is	
used	almost	interchangeably	with	prophecy.	See	Fine,	Physician of the Soul,	pp.	
281–285.	The	justification	of	a	seemingly	transgressive	act	through	the	use	of	
gilgul	 preceded	 Luria.	 In	 Sefer hatPeliah,	 an	 anonymous	 medieval	 kabbalistic	
work,	David	is	justified	in	killing	Uriah	because	Bathsheba	was	a	gilgul	of	Eve	
and,	maintaining	that	he	was	a	gilgul	of	Adam,	he	had	to	marry	her	in	order	to	
facilitate	the	tikun.	See	Sefer hatPeliah,	p.	60c/d.
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	 198.	See	ibid.	Luria	notes	that	Moses’	act	was	not	committed	with	malice	or	rell
venge	but	“with	great	love”	in	his	attempt	to	rectify	the	good	side	of	Cain.
	 199.	See	SeD,	p.	155a.	“The	secret	of	the	three	gilgulim	of	Cain,	the	Egyptian	
taskmaster,	and	Jethro	constitute	the	roshei tevot	(KMY)	if anyone kills Cain,	sevtt
enfold vengeance	(sevataim yakum).”
	 200.	SeG,	p.	66.	On	the	good	in	Cain	going	to	Jethro,	see	Tikkunei	Zohar,	
tikun	69,	pp.	115b,	119a;	and	Zohar	3.	117b.	On	Jethro	more	generally	in	Lurill
anic	Kabbala,	see	SeD,	pp.	157a/b.
	 201.	This	is	discussed	at	length	in	chapter	2	of	this	study.
	 202.	Mekhilta	delRebbe	Yishmael,	“parshat	Yitro.”
	 203.	See	b.T.	Sota,	12a;	Megilah,	13a.
	 204.	ShP,	p.	6a.	Cf	ShP,	5d;	and	Tikkunei	Zohar	p.	99b.	This	text	contains	a	
short	preface	by	Shmuel	Vital,	stating	that	he	found	this	fragment	that	explains	
the	verses	in	question	differently	than	the	previous	texts	and	includes	it	simply	
because	he	does	not	want	to	exclude	any	text	in	his	possession.	If	we	look	at	the	
previous	text	(5c/d)	the	general	thrust	of	the	interpretation,	at	least	regarding	
our	interests,	is	the	same.
	 205.	Moreover,	the	evil	part	of	Cain	that	is	“killed”	by	Moses	is	not	destroyed	
but	reemerges	as	Amalek.	The	tikun	is	thus	not	complete.	See	ShP,	pp.	35d/36a.
	 206.	On	the	terms	katnut	and	gadlut	in	late	Kabbala,	see	Mordecai	Pachter,	
“Clarifying	the	Terms	Katnut	and	Gadlut	in	the	Kabbala	of	the	Ari	and	a	Hisll
tory	 of	 its	 Understanding	 in	 Hasidism”	 [Hebrew],	 Mekharei Yerushalayim	 10	
(1992):	171–210;	and	Zvi	Mark,	“The	Status	of	Katnut	and	Gadlut	in	R.	Nahman	
and	their	Source	in	Lurianic	Kabbala”	[Hebrew],	Da ¿at	46	(2001):	45–80.
	 207.	But the LORD was wrathful with me on your account	(Deut.	3:26).
	 208.	The	yovel	or	Jubilee	year	is	the	fiftieth	year,	completing	a	cycle	where	all	
land	goes	back	to	its	original	owner	and	all	contracts	are	completed.	See	Levitll
icus	25:10–12.
	 209.	LiT,	p.	92.
	 210.	LiT,	pp.	86a,	86b	(top).	But	see	LiT	on	Jeremiah,	p.	122b	(bottom),	where	
it	clarifies	this	generalization	and	says	that	during	the	generation	of	the	desert	
(and	during	the	period	of	the	patriarchs)	there	was	a	faceltolface	union	oppoll
site	the	chest	(tiferet)	of	zeir anpin.
	 211.	LiT,	p.	86b.	The	staff	of	Moses	contains	 the	 lights	 that	emanate	from	
yesod	of	abba	and	constitutes	a	parzuf	in	its	own	right.	See	EH,	Gate	32,	chapters	
1	and	2;	ShP,	p.	35c.
	 212.	Ibid.
	 213.	We	also	know	that	Hayyim	Vital,	the	main	collector	and	redactor	of	Lull
rianic	texts,	was	a	student	of	Moses	Cordovero	when	he	was	the	head	of	a	semill
nary	of	Portuguese	Jews	(almost	all	of	whom	were	conversos)	in	Safed.	On	this,	
see	the	next	chapter.
	 214.	Even	Fine’s	study	on	the	life	of	Luria,	Physician of the Soul,	acknowledges	
that	we	know	little	about	the	dayltolday	activities	of	this	fraternity,	especially	as	it	
relates	to	their	engagement	with	the	world	around	them.	So	simple	and	fundall
mental	a	question	as	to	what	language	they	spoke	to	one	another	has	never	been	
decisively	determined.	Abraham	David’s	many	studies	using	official	archival	docll
uments	about	Safed	during	this	period	also	does	not	give	us	much	to	work	with	
in	terms	of	the	fraternity’s	relationship	to	the	larger	Safed	community,	much	less	
an	account	of	their	attitude	toward	the	many	conversos	in	their	midst.
	 215.	Joel	Rembaum,	“Medieval	Criticism	of	the	Christian	Doctrine	of	Origill
nal	Sin,”	AJS Review 7–8	(1982/83):	380.
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	 216.	On	the	more	specific	question	regarding	the	way	Kabbala	serves	as	a	bridge	
between	Judaism	and	Christianity,	see	Elliot	Wolfson,	“Language,	Secrecy	and	the	
Mysteries	of	Law:	Theurgy	and	the	Christian	Kabbala	of	Johannes	Reuchlin,”	Kabtt
bala	13	(2005);	and,	most	recently,	Language, Eros, Being,	pp.	190–260.

2. Exodus

	 1.	Walter	Cohen,	“Political	Criticism	of	Shakespeare,”	in	J.	E.	Howard	and	
M.	F.	O’Conner,	eds.,	Shakespeare Reproduced: The Text in History and Ideology (N.Y.:	
Routledge,	1987),	p.	34.	Cohen’s	comment	is	meant	to	undermine	Greenblatt’s	
thesis	 that	 one	 can	 construct	 “history”	 from	 “literature.”	 For	 a	 defense	 of	
Greenblatt	on	this	point,	see	Sonja	Laden,	“Greenblattian	SelflFashioning	and	
the	Construction	of	‘Literary	History,’”	Critical SelftFashioning,	pp.	72,	73.
	 2.	See	Vital,	Sefer Hezyonot,	p.	222	discussed	in	Yehuda	Liebes,	“Two	Young	
Roes	of	a	Doe”	[Hebrew],	Mekharei Yerushalayim	10	(1992):	120.
	 3.	“One	should	consequently	not	be	surprised	to	find	among	them	[i.e.,	
medieval	 and	 Renaissance	 historians]	 the	 inclination	 to	 rely	 heavily	 on	 the	
Bible	and	the	present	history	in	what	modern	authors	would	call	an	intertexll
tual	way.	This	meant,	for	instance,	the	use	of	biblical	style,	continuous	implicll
itly	or	explicit	comparisons	of	the	protagonists	of	the	historian’s	tale	with	biblill
cal	 personalities,	 discovering	 in	 contemporary	 history	 the	 typological	
significance	of	Biblical	events	.	.	.	and	so	on.”	See	Robert	Bonfil,	“Jewish	Attill
tudes	toward	History	and	Historical	Writing	in	PrelModern	Times,”	Jewish Histt
tory	11,	no.	1	(Spring	1997):	29.	Cf.	Joseph	Hacker,	“On	the	Intellectual	Charll
acter	 and	 SelflPerception	 of	 Spanish	 Jewry	 in	 the	 Late	 Fifteenth	 Century”	
[Hebrew],	Sefunot, n.s.	17	(1983):	21–95.
	 4.	This	 is	 similar	 to	Michael	Fishbane’s	 “hermeneutical	 transference”	disll
cussed	in	his	Garments of Torah	(Bloomington:	Indiana	University	Press,	1989),	p.	
96.	BenlZion	Netanyahu	uses	a	 similar	approach	 in	his	The Marranos of Spain: 
From the Late XIVth to Early XVIth Century According to Contemporary Hebrew Sources 
(New	York:	American	Academy	for	Jewish	Research,	1966).	See	Gerson	Cohen’s	
review	essay	on	Netanyahu	in	Journal of Jewish Social Studies	29,	no.	3	(1967):	178.	A	
good	survey	of	the	different	positions	on	this	issue	also	can	be	found	in	Yirmill
yahu	Yovel,	“The	New	Otherness:	Marrano	Dualities	in	the	First	Generation,”	The 
1999 Swig Lecture,	pp.	1	and	2	(also	at	http://www.usfca.edu/judaicstudies/yovel	
.html,	accessed	February	21,	2005).	Moshe	 Idel	 suggests	a	category	of	 reading	
called	“systematic	arcanization”	whereby	a	response	to	a	new	cultural	phenomell
non	is	read	back	into	classical	literature.	While	not	New	Historicism	as	such,	it	
has	a	similar	resonance.	See	Moshe	Idel,	Absorbing Perfections,	p.	6.
	 5.	The	notion	of	the	apostate	not	being	fully	a	Jew	is	a	hotly	debated	topic	in	
halakhic	discussions	stemming	from	the	Gaonic	period,	which	was	responding	
to	conversions	of	Jews	to	Islam.	See	Salo	Baron,	Social and Religious History of the 
Jews (New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	1983),	vol.	3,	pp.	11–113.	For	an	in	
depth	overview	and	discussion,	see	Gerald	Blidstein,	“Who	Is	Not	a	 Jew?—the	
Medieval	Discussion,”	Israel Law Review	11	(1976):	369–90.	For	a	review	and	analyll
sis	that	addresses	Rashi’s	position	that	Jewishness	must	remain	solely	a	matter	of	
biology,	see	Jacob	Katz,	“Although	He	Has	Sinned	He	Remains	a	Jew”	[Hebrew],	
Tarbiz	27	(1958):	203–217.	Regarding	Christians	not	considering	conversos	fully	
Christian,	see	BenlZion	Netanyahu,	The Origins of the Inquisition,	pp.	848–854.
	 6.	See	Schechter,	“Safed	in	the	Sixteenth	Century,”	Studies in Judaism, Secll
ond	Series	(Philadelphia:	JPS,	1938),	pp.	202–306;	Abraham	David, To Come to 
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the Land: Immigration and Settlement in SixteenthtCentury EreztIsrael;	 Lawrence	
Fine,	Safed Spirituality,	pp.	1–24;	Mordecai	Pachter,	Mittsefunot Tsefat (Jerusalem:	
Zalman	Shazar	Institute,	1994);	Meir	Benayahu,	Toldot hatAri;	and	David	Tamar,	
Mekhkarim bettoldot hatYehudim betEretz Yisra’el utbetItalia,	pp.	69–80.
	 7.	On	this,	see	Abraham	David,	To Come to the Land. All	page	references	are	
from	 the	 English	 ed.	 Cf.	 David	 Tamar,	 Mekhkarim bettoldot hatYehudim betErez 
Yisra’el u vetartsot hatmizrakh;	and	David	Tamar,	Mekhkarim bettoldot hatYehudim 
betErez Yisrael utbetItalia,	pp.	69–80,	124–130,	141–159.
	 8.	See	 Shmuel	 Avitsur,	 “Safed—Center	 for	 the	 Manufacture	 of	 Woven	
Woolens	in	the	Fifteenth	Century”	[Hebrew],	Sefunot	6	(1962):	43–69.
	 9.	See	 Don	 Isaac	 Abrabanel’s	 commentary	 to	 Isaiah	 43:6.	 Cf.	 Abraham	
David,	“The	Spanish	Exiles	in	the	Holy	Land,”	in	H.	Belmont,	ed.,	The Sephardi 
Legacy	(Jerusalem:	Magnus),	2	volumes,	2:79–81;	and	Yizhak	Baer,	“The	Messill
anic	Movement	in	Spain”	[Hebrew],	Measaf Zion	5	(1933):	76,	n.	1.
	 10.	For	example,	see	Jacob	Katz,	Halakhah and Kabbala	[Hebrew]	(Jerusall
lem:	Magnus,	1984);	and	Zvi	Werblowsky,	 Joseph Karo: Lawyer and Mystic (New	
York:	Oxford	University	Press,	1962).
	 11.	The	notion	that	exegesis	often	functions	as	a	tool	to	respond	to	contemll
porary	events	is	well	documented.	For	example,	see	Alan	Segal’s	discussion	of	
the	binding	of	Isaac	in	early	Christian	and	Jewish	interpretation,	“The	Sacrill
fice	of	Isaac	in	Early	Judaism	and	Christianity,”	in	Alan	Segal,	The Other Judatt
isms of Late Antiquity (Atlanta:	Scholars,	1987),	pp.	109–130.
	 12.	In	his	History of the Jews in Christian Spain,	1:243	Yizhak	Baer	suggests	that	
mystics	in	medieval	Spain	“participated	actively	in	the	efforts	to	raise	the	level	
of	religious	and	moral	life.”	This	comment	is	a	critique	of	Gershom	Scholem’s	
position	that	mystical	fraternities	are	insular	groups	who	are	not	seriously	enll
gaged	in	the	contemporary	conflicts	of	the	larger	community.	On	the	religion	
of	Safed	in	these	decades	more	generally,	see	Pinhas	Giller,	“The	Common	Rell
ligion	of	Safed,”	Conservative Judaism	55,	no.	2	(2003):	24–37.	Cf.	Lawrence	Fine,	
Physician of the Soul, pp.	19–40.
	 13.	On	this	point,	my	approach	is	much	more	aligned	with	Moshe	Idel	who	
posits	that	new	centers	of	kabbalistic	activity	among	Jews	in	the	16th	century,	
resulting	from	the	expulsion,	widened	the	scope	of	intellectual	concerns	and	
included	direct	responses	to	new	sociological	phenomena.	While	Idel	does	not	
discuss	the	converso	immigration	to	Safed,	this	could	be	included	in	his	socioll
logical	 perspective.	 See	 Moshe	 Idel,	 “On	 Mobility,	 Individuals	 and	 Groups:	
Prolegomenon	 for	 a	 Sociological	 Approach	 to	 SixteenthlCentury	 Kabbala,”	
Kabbalah: Journal of the Study of Jewish Mystical Texts	3	(1998):	145–173.
	 14.	This	sharply	changes	after	he	met	Luria.	His	subsequent	writing	exhibll
its	a	density	and	attention	to	cosmological	detail	almost	unmatched	in	the	hisll
tory	of	kabbalistic	 literature.	 Interestingly,	 it	 appears	Vital	 continued	 to	edit	
this	work	even	after	his	discipleship	with	Luria,	yet	 the	text	shows	almost	no	
Lurianic	influence.
	 15.	Cordovero’s	two	popular	works,	Tomar Devorah	and	Or Ne ¿erav	had	tremenll
dous	impact	in	nonkabbalistic	circles	in	both	Sephardic	and	Ashkenazic	commull
nities.	See	Ira	Robinson,	Moses Cordovero’s Introduction to Kabbalah: An Annotated 
Translation of His Or Ne ¿erav (Hoboken,	N.J.:	Yeshiva	University	Press,	1994);	Ira	
Robinson,	“Moses	Cordovero	and	Kabbalistic	Education	in	the	Sixteenth	Cenll
tury,”	 Judaism	 93	 (1990):	 155–162;	 and	 Brakha	 Sack,	 Sha ¿are hatkabbala shel R. 
Moshe Cordovero	(Beer	Sheva:	Beer	Sheva	University	Press,	1995),	pp.	11–32.
	 16.	For	a	precedent	in	the	Zohar,	see	Zohar	1.25a.
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	 17.	Jews,	now	conversos,	were	permitted	to	leave	Portugal	by	royal	decree	in	
1507,	one	year	after	the	massacre	of	conversos	in	Lisbon	in	1506.	On	this,	see	
Ben	Zion	Netanyahu,	The Marranos of Spain: From the Late Fourteenth to the Early 
Sixteenth Century,	updated	and	expanded,	pp.	211–215;	Abraham	David,	“Safed,	
foyer	de	retour	au	judaïsme	de	‘conversos’	au	XVIe	siècle,”	in	Revue études juives 
146,	nos.	1–2	(1986):	63–82.	Cf.	idem.	“Safed	as	a	Center	for	the	Resettlement	
of	Anusim”	[Hebrew],	Proceedings for the Second International Congress for Research 
of the Sephardic and Oriental Heritage	1984,	pp.	183–204;	and	“The	Spanish	Exiles	
in	the	Holy	Land,”	in	The Sephardi Legacy.	After	the	forced	conversion	of	Portull
guese	Jews	in	1497,	all	Jews	from	that	land	were	New	Christians.	On	a	detailed	
discussion	of	this	phenomenon,	see	Cecil	Roth,	A History of the Marranos (Philall
delphia:	JPS,	1959);	and	Yosef	Hayyim	Yerushalmi,	From Spanish Court to Italian 
Ghetto,	pp.	1–50.
	 18.	More	generally,	see	Norman	Roth,	Conversion, Inquisition, and the Expultt
sion of the Jews from Spain	(Madison:	University	of	Wisconsin	Press,	1995),	esp.	
pp.	48–116.	On	 the	Portuguese	Conversos	 in	particular,	 see	Miriam	Bodian,	
Hebrews of the Portuguese Nation: Conversos and Community in Early Modern Amstertt
dam,	esp.	pp.	96–131.
	 19.	Many	of	the	immigrants	temporarily	settled	in	other	Mediterranean	citll
ies	such	as	Solonika	before	arriving	in	Safed	around	1525.	For	a	brief	overview	
of	the	conversos	of	Solonika	and	their	history,	see	David	F.	Altabe,	“Portuguese	
Jews	of	Solonika,”	in	Studies of the History of Portuguese Jews from Their Expulsion in 
1497 through Their Dispersion	(New	York:	SehevlHermon,	2000),	pp.	119–125.	A	
more	 detailed	 account	 can	 be	 found	 in	 Joseph	 Hacker,	 “On	 the	 Intellectual	
Character	and	SelflPerception	of	Spanish	Jewry	in	late	Fifteenth	Century”	[Hell
brew],	Sefunot: New Series	17	(1983):	37–59;	and	idem.	“The	Jewish	Community	
in	 Solonika	 in	 the	 Fifteenth	 and	 Sixteenth	 Centuries”	 [Ph.D.	 diss.,	 Hebrew	
University,	 1978].	 More	 generally,	 see	 A.	 Danon,	 “La	 Communaute	 Juive	 de	
Solonique	au	de	16e	Siecle,”	Revue des études Juives	8	(1999):	110–124;	and	Nell
tanyahu,	The Marranos of Spain,	pp.	211–215.
	 20.	The	rise	of	messianic	hope	among	conversos	did	not	begin	with	their	arll
rival	in	Erez	Israel.	See	Haim	Beinart,	“A	Prophesying	Movement	in	Cordova	in	
1499–1502”	[Hebrew],	Zion	44	(1980):	190–200;	Rene	LevenelMelammed, Herett
tics of Daughters of Israel? The CryptotJewish Women of Castille	(Oxford:	Oxford	Unill
versity	Press,	1999),	pp.	45–72;	Stephen	Sharot,	Messianism, Mysticism, and Magic	
(Chapel	Hill:	University	of	North	Carolina	Press,	1982),	pp.	76–86;	and	Anita	Noll
vinsky,	“Marranos	and	Marranism—A	New	Approach,”	Jewish Studies	40	(2000):	
19.	However,	the	common	belief	in	the	messiah	rising	in	the	Galilee	made	many	
believe	they	had	the	best	chance	of	being	reabsorbed	in	that	vicinity.	More	genll
erally,	see	Aaron	Zeev	Aescoly,	Jewish Messianic Movements	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	
Bialik	Institute,	1987),	pp.	253–439;	Rachel	Elior,	“Messianic	Expectations	and	
Spiritualization	of	Religious	Life	in	the	Sixteenth	Century,”	Revue des études Juives	
145	(1986):	35–49;	David	Ruderman,	“Hope	Against	Hope:	Jewish	and	Christian	
Messianic	Expectations	in	the	Late	Middle	Ages,”	in	A.	Mirsky,	A.	Grossman,	and	
Y.	Kaplan,	eds.,	Exile and Diaspora	(Jerusalem:	Yad	ben	Zvi,	1991),	pp.	185–202;	
and	most	recently	Matt	Goldish,	“Patterns	in	Converso	Messianism,”	in	Millenaritt
anism and Messianism in Early Modern Culture,	pp.	41–63.	In	the	17th	century,	Sabll
bateanism	also	had	a	certain	cache	with	conversos.	On	this,	see	Gershom	Scholl
lem,	 “Redemption	 through	 Sin,”	 in	 The Messianic Idea in Judaism (New	 York:	
Schocken,	 1995),	 pp.	 114ff;	 Yerushalmi,	 Spanish Court,	 303–313;	 Yosef	 Kaplan,	
“The	Attitude	of	the	Leadership	of	the	‘Portuguese’	Community	in	Amsterdam	
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to	the	Sabbatean	Movement”	[Hebrew],	Zion	39	(1974):	198–216;	Richard	Popkin,	
“Jewish	Christians	and	Christian	Jews	in	the	Seventeenth	Century,”	in	R.	Popkin	
and	G.	Weiner,	eds.,	Jewish Christians and Christian Jews: From the Renaissance to the 
Enlightenment	(Dordrecht,	The	Netherlands:	Kluwer	Academic	Publishers,	1994),	
pp.	57–72;	Jacob	Barnai,	“Christian	Messianism	and	Portuguese	Marranos:	The	
Emergence	of	Sabbateanism	in	Smyrna,”	Jewish History	7	(1993):	119–126;	David	
Halperin,	Abraham	Miguel	Cardozo,	pp.	37–59;	and,	of	course,	Gershom	Scholl
lem,	Sabbatai Sevi: Mystical Messiah,	pp.	518–545,	749–764.
	 21.	Based	on	Zohar	1:119a.
	 22.	Reversion	back	to	Judaism	was	not	unique	to	this	period	or	to	the	Holy	
Land.	Throughout	the	sordid	history	of	the	conversos	there	are	many	instances	
of	reversion	back	to	Judaism,	most,	but	surely	not	all,	happening	after	the	exll
pulsion	and	outside	the	Iberian	Peninsula.	See	David	M.	Gitlitz,	Secrecy and Dett
ceit: The Religion of the CryptotJews	 (Albuquerque:	 University	 of	 New	 Mexico	
Press,	2002),	pp.	578–580.	On	the	converso	 immigration	to	Erez	Israel	more	
generally,	see	Joseph	Hacker,	“The	Relationship	and	Immigration	of	Spanish	
Jews	to	the	Land	of	Israel”	[Hebrew],	Katedra	36	(1985):	3–34.
	 23.	Cited	in	R.	Elijah	Mizrachi	Responsa	(Constantinople,	1560),	#47;	and	R.	
Joseph	ibn	Habib	Nimukei Yosef	on	Rif	to	b.T.	Yevamot	16b.	On	this,	see	Gerald	
Blidstein,	“Who	Is	Not	a	Jew?—The	Medieval	Discussion,”	Israel Law Review	11	
(1976):	378	and	n.	29.	Cf.	David	Novak,	The Election of Israel,	pp.	177–200.	See,	
for	example,	R.	Shlomo	ibn	Adret,	Teshuvot hatRashba	5:66,	cited	in	Novak	p.	
197	and	other	sources	in	n.	125.
	 24.	It	is	true	that	in	some	respects	this	makes	it	easier,	as	they	could	simply	unll
dergo	conversion	and	 the	problem	would	be	 solved.	But,	 for	 those	who	mainll
tained	a	Jewish	identity	(however	ambiguous),	even	as	they	practiced	Christianll
ity,	 this	 may	 not	 have	 been	 so	 easily	 accepted.	 In	 some	 way	 this	 goes	 back	 to	
BenlZion	Netanyahu	and	Gerson	Cohen’s	disagreement	about	defining	Jewishll
ness	cited	earlier.	The	use	of	the	talmudic	dictum	“even	though	he	sinned	he	is	
still	Israel”	(b.T.	Sanhedrin	43b–44a)	underwent	a	transformation	in	the	early	
Middle	Ages	when	Jews	were	confronted	with	the	choice	of	conversion	to	Christill
anity	or	death.	On	this,	see	Jacob	Katz,	“Af al pi ShetHata Yisrael Hu”	Tarbiz	(1958):	
203ff.	R.	Yakov	Emden	is	one	who	stated	explicitly	that	one	who	is	an	apostate	
forfeits	his	or	her	right	to	being	considered	a	Jew.	See	Emden,	She ¿alt Yavetz 1:28;	
Novak,	The Election of Israel,	p.	192;	and	idem.	Jewish Social Ethics,	pp.	223,	224.
	 25.	See	Isaiah	Tishby,	Messianism on the Generation of the Expulsion in Spain 
and Portugal [Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Zalman	Shazar,	1985),	pp.	66–81.	“The	dell
velopment	 of	 messianic	 expectation	.	.	.	became	 stronger	 after	 the	 expulsion	
from	Spain	and	peaked	around	the	year	1500,	almost	a	full	decade	after	the	
Spanish	expulsion	and	in	the	wake	of	the	expulsion	from	Portugal.	Messianic	
expectation	in	the	year	1500	was	intertwined	with	the	messianic	fervor	among	
the	conversos	in	Spain	and	other	groups	in	the	Diaspora	.	.	.	Among	the	conll
versos	there	were	prophetic	declarations	regarding	the	coming	of	the	Messiah	
in	1499	and	this	phenomenon	expanded	in	1500	.	.	.”	(Tishby,	p.	73).	Cf.	David	
M.	Gitlitz,	Secrecy and Deceit, pp.	103–110.	Cf.	Richard	Popkin,	“The	Marrano	
Theology	of	Isaac	La	Peyrere,”	Studi Internazionali di Filosophia	5	(1973):	97–126;	
idem,	Isaac La Peyrere: His Life, Work, and Influence (Leiden:	Brill,	1987),	pp.	69–
79;	 and	 Matt	 Goldish,	 Sabbatean Prophets,	 pp.	 45–49.	 Gerson	 Cohen	 notes	 in	
passing	that	part	of	the	rationalization	of	conversion	to	Christianity	of	Marrall
nos	was	that,	“[t]hey	knew	that	the	Messiah	must	come	and	soon,	and	they	were	
sure	that	those	who	could	justify	their	innerlmost	intentions	would	also	be	rell
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deemed.”	Gerson	Cohen,	“Messianic	Postures	of	Ashkenazim	and	Sephardim,”	
reprinted	 in	Marc	Saperstein,	ed.,	Essential Papers on Messianic Movements and 
Personalities in Jewish History	(New	York:	New	York	University	Press),	p.	228.
	 26.	See,	for	example,	Abraham	David,	“Demographic	Changes	in	the	Safed	
Community	of	 the	Sixteenth	Century,”	 in	R.	Dan,	ed.,	Occident and Orient: A 
Tribute to the Memory of A. Schreiber	(Budapest:	Akademiai	Kiado,	1988),	pp.	83–
93;	“The	Spanish	Exiles	 in	the	Holy	Land,”	 in	The Sephardi Legacy,	vol.	2:	77–
108;	“The	Jewish	Settlement	in	Palestine	at	the	Beginning	of	the	Ottoman	Emll
pire	(1517–1599),”	The Jewish Settlement in Palestine 634–1881,	pp.	81–141.
	 27.	On	Zemah,	 see	Gershom	Scholem,	“The	Life	of	R.	 Jacob	Zemah,	His	
Works	and	Writings”	[Hebrew],	Keriat Sefer	26,	no.	2	(1950):	185–194.	It	is	notell
worthy	 that	 Zemah	 was	 a	 teacher	 of	 Nathan	 of	 Gaza,	 later	 Shabbatei	 Zevi’s	
main	 disciple.	 It	 is	 worth	 exploring	 the	 possible	 connections	 between	 Sabll
batean	doctrine	and	converso	religiosity,	especially	given	that	Abraham	Miguel	
Cardozo,	a	disciple	of	Nathan	of	Gaza,	was	himself	a	converso.	For	a	prelimill
nary	discussion	about	Sabbateanism	and	Christianity,	see	Moshe	Idel,	Messianic 
Mystics,	pp.	205	and	206.	See	Sharot,	Messianism, Mysticism, and Magic,	pp.	76–
86;	and	Yerushalmi,	From Spanish Court to Italian Ghetto,	p.	4.	Yerushalmi	notes	
the	extent	 to	which	 some	offspring	of	 conversos	were	attracted	 to	mysticism	
within	the	Catholic	Church.	Moshe	Idel	notes	that	Zemah	links	some	Lurianic	
ideas	 to	 Christianity.	 While	 Idel	 correctly	 notes	 that	 Zemah	 is	 utilizing	 the	
works	of	Giordano	Bruno,	it	is	also	worth	considering	Zemah’s	own	Christian	
past	and	its	impact	on	his	willingness	to	adopt	Christian	ideas	to	his	otherwise	
conservative	Lurianism.	See	Idel,	“Differing	Conceptions	of	Kabbalah	 in	the	
Early	17th	Century,”	in	Jewish Thought in the Seventeenth Century,	p.	196.
	 28.	The	relationship	of	conversos	to	Jewish	mysticism	is	complex	and	limll
inal.	While	we	do	have	some	indication	of	conversos	being	attracted	to	Kabll
bala,	many	were	also	strong	advocates	of	rationalism	in	Renaissance	Italy	and,	
in	 fact,	 virulently	 antilKabbala.	This	was	especially	 true	 in	 the	17th	century.	
See	 Moshe	 Idel,	 “Differing	 Conceptions,”	 pp.	 137–140.	 Cf.	 his	 discussion	 of	
David	Farrar	and	the	controversy	surrounding	him	on	pp.	152,	153.
	 29.	It	 is	 also	 the	case	 that	 the	Portuguese	conversos	were	quite	homesick	
and	many	traveled	back	and	forth	to	their	homeland,	maintaining	dual	identill
ties	and	at	times	dual	families!	One	example	of	this	is	the	testimony	of	Father	
Pantaleao	de	Aveiro,	who	traveled	to	Safed	to	visit	the	Portuguese	conversos	in	
the	16th	century	and	was	impressed	by	the	desire	of	many	of	them	to	return	to	
Portugal.	On	this,	see	Anita	Novinsky,	“Marranos	and	Marranism—A	New	Apll
proach,”	 Jewish Studies 40	(2000):	8.	This	seems	common	is	earlier	periods	as	
well.	See,	for	example,	Shlomo	ibn	Adret,	Teshovot hatRashba,	vol.	6,	p.	179,	and	
Haym	 Soloveitchik,	 “Religious	 Law	 and	 Change,”	 AJS Review 12,	 no.	 2 (Fall	
1987):	214	and	n.	15.
	 30.	See	David,	To Come to the Land,	p.	105	and	n.	32.	See	also	Yerushalmi,	
From Spanish Court to Italian Ghetto,	p.	39	n.	57.	The	exlMarrano	Isaac	ben	Nahll
mias	always	signed	his	name	followed	by	ba ¿al teshuva.	The	notion	of	conversos	
engaging	in	severe	acts	of	penance	is	common	both	among	Sephardic	and	Ashll
kenzic	 Jews.	See,	 for	example,	 in	Yosef	Hayyim	Yerushalmi,	 “The	Inquisition	
and	the	Jews	of	France	in	the	Time	of	Bernard	Gui,”	Harvard Theological Review	
63	(1970):	363,	364.
	 31.	See	Isaiah	Tishby,	“Rabbi	Moses	Cordovero	as	He	Appears	in	the	Treall
tise	of	Rabbi	Mordecai	Dato”	[Hebrew],	Sefunot	7	(1963):	24	as	cited	in	David,	
To Come to the Land,	pp.	105	and	213	n.	31.
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	 32.	See,	for	example,	in	R.	Moshe	Alsekh,	Romemot ’El	(Zolkiew,	1764),	on	
Psalms	44:24.	There	 is	an	 interesting	passing	reference	 in	Vital’s	ShG,	a	 text	
compiled,	 if	not	written,	 long	after	 the	converso	controversy.	Discussing	why	
Vital	went	against	his	master’s	expressed	request	not	to	reveal	to	others	the	nall
ture	of	his	(Vital’s)	soul,	Vital	states,	“I	thought	I	was	doing	a	great	mitzvah	in	
order	to	bring	merit	to	all	those	who	were	‘returning’	(hozrei betteshuva)	.	.	.”	It	
would	be	interesting	to	explore	who	he	was	referring	to.	That	is,	who	in	Safed	
was	“returning”	in	that	way?	The	text	continues	to	tell	the	story	that	after	Vital	
conveyed	to	others	how	Luria	told	him	the	roots	of	his	soul,	Luria	was	flooded	
with	visitors	(these	ba ¿alei tehsuva)	who	wanted	to	know	the	roots	of	their	soul.	
Luria	angrily	 lamented	to	Vital,	“this	 is	 the	reason	that	I	no	longer	have	any	
time	to	study	with	you	.	.	.	you	are	the	cause	of	all	these	people	wanting	to	see	
me—and	I	am	a	humble	man.	.	.	.”	See	ShG,	intro.	38,	p.	351.
	 33.	David,	To Come to the Land,	p.	104.	Cf.	R.	J.	Z.	Werblowsky,	“Tikkunei	Tefill
lot	lelRav	Shlomo	halLevi	Alkabetz,”	Sefunot	6	(1962):	152.	Moreover,	in	numerll
ous	places	Moshe	Cordovero	writes	about	the	merging	of	Islam	and	Christianll
ity	into	Judaism	as	a	final	phase	of	exile.	On	this,	see	Reuven	Kimelman,	Lekha 
Dodi vetKabbalat Shabbat: Their Mystical Meaning	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Magnes,	
2003),	pp.	82–134.	We	know	that	Vital	considered	himself	a	student	of	Alkabetz	
from	the	statement	in ShG,	intro.	39,	p.	380,	where	he	refers	to	Alkabetz	as	“my	
teacher,”	an	attribution	he	usually	restricts	to	Cordovero	and	Luria.
	 34.	See	 Hayyim	 Z.	 Dimitrovsky,	 “Beit	 Midraso	 shel	 R.	 Ya ¿akov	 Berab	 bel
Safed,”	 Sefunot	 7	 (1963):	 41–102.	 On	 the	 semikha	 (ordination)	 controversy	 in	
general,	see	Jacob	Katz,	“The	Controversy	on	the	Semikha	between	Rabbi	Jacob	
Berab	and	Ralbah”	[Hebrew],	Zion	16	(1951):	28–45;	Halakha ve Kabbala,	pp.	
213–236;	and	“The	Dispute	Between	Jacob	Berab	and	Levi	ben	Habib	over	Rell
newing	Ordination,”	in	Binah: Studies in Jewish History,	vol.	1,	pp.	119–141.	Cf.	
Hayyim	Z.	Dimitrovsky,	“New	Documents	Regarding	the	Semikha	Controversy”	
[Hebrew],	 Sefunot	 10	 (1966):	 113–192;	 and	 Meir	 Benayahu,	 “The	 Renewal	 of	
Semikha	 in	 Safed”	 [Hebrew],	 Sefer Yovel for Yizhak Baer (Jerusalem,	 1971),	 pp.	
248–269.	 For	 an	 interesting	 legal	 discussion	 on	 the	 semikha	 controversy,	 see	
Robert	Cover,	“Folktales	of	Justice,”	in	M.	Minow,	M.	Ryan,	A.	Saret,	eds.,	Nartt
rative, Violence, and the Law: The Essays of Robert Cover	(Ann	Arbor:	University	of	
Michigan	Press,	1995),	pp.	187–195.
	 35.	Abraham	David,	“Demographic	Changes,”	p.	87.
	 36.	ShG,	intro.	39,	p.	381.	The	notion	of	Vital	being	from	the	root	of	Cain	is	an	
underlying	trope	in	the	entire	treatise.	Much	of	the	latter	part	of	ShG is	an	exll
tended	discussion	of	the	roots	of	Vital’s	own	soul	as	told	to	Vital	by	Luria.	For	a	
preliminary	analysis	of	Vital’s	 soul,	 see	Menahem	Kallus,	 “Pneumatic	Mystical	
Possession	and	the	Eschatology	of	the	Soul	in	Lurianic	Kabbala,”	in	Spirit Possestt
sion in Judaism	(Detroit:	Wayne	State	University	Press,	2003),	pp.	163–168.
	 37.	One	clear	exception	to	this	rule	is	the	work	of	Isaac	Abrabanel,	especially	
his	Mashmi’ah Yeshu ¿ah	(Tel	Aviv,	1960),	among	other	thinkers	of	that	period,	who	
overtly	addressed	political	and	cultural	issues	in	their	commentary	to	Scripture.	
See	Eric	Lawee,	“The	Messianism	of	Isaac	Abrabanel,	Father	of	the	[Jewish]	Mesll
sianic	Movements	of	the	Sixteenth	and	Seventeenth	Centuries,”	in	Millenarianism 
and Messianism,	pp.	1–39.	Another	example	might	be	the	early	15thlcentury	phill
losopher	Joseph	Albo.	Scholars	have	argued	that	his	three	fundamental	princill
ples	of	Judaism,	as	a	critique	of	Maimonides’	thirteen	principles,	may	have	been	
an	 attempt	 to	 support	 the	 “Jewishness”	 of	 conversos	 who,	 according	 to	 Maill
monides’	 standards,	 would	 no	 longer	 be	 considered	 Jews.	 On	 this,	 see	 Shaul	
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Regev,	“The	Attitude	Toward	the	Conversos	in	Fifteenth	and	Sixteenth	Century	
Jewish	Thought,”	Review des études Juives	146	(1987):	120	and	121.	I	am	also	not	adll
dressing	Scholem’s	thesis	about	kabbalistic	tradition	in	this	period	as	a	response	
to	the	expulsion.	Scholem’s	position	deals	more	with	the	existential	or	psycholl
logical	impact	of	a	historical	event	on	metaphysical	doctrine.	Here	I	am	speaking	
about	the	reconstruction	of	a	whole	biblical–rabbinic	category	in	order	to	take	a	
stand	on	a	contemporary	issue	in	the	community	of	the	mystic.	While	there	are	
similarities,	the	two	cases	are	quite	different.
	 38.	Also	see	Moses	Nahmanides’	comment	to	Numbers	9:14.	For	an	incisive	
analysis	 of	 Rashi’s	 use	 of	 the	  ¿erev rav	 in	 the	 golden	 calf	 episode,	 see	 Kalman	
Bland,	The Artless Jew	(Princeton,	N.J.:	Princeton	University	Press,	2000),	pp.	117–
129.	Bland	argues	that	Rashi	uses	the	calf	as	a	critique	of	contemporary	Christianll
ity.	“Rashi’s	historiography	of	 the	golden	calf	was	therefore	double	hinged:	He	
made	the	past	coincide	with	the	present	and	the	present	reenact	the	past.	His	hosll
tility	toward	the	idolatrous	‘mixed	multitude’	of	ancient	Egyptians	carried	over	
and	ran	parallel	to	his	hostility	toward	the	seductive	and	increasingly	oppressive	
Christianity	of	his	own	day”	(p.	120).	Cf.	Rashi	on	Song	of	Songs	2:7	and	3:5	and	
Bland’s	analysis	on	p.	120.	I	would	argue	that	Vital	is	also	using	this	narrative	to	
comment	on	his	situation.	However,	instead	of	using	it	to	criticize	Christianity	he	
uses	it	to	argue	that	conversos	who	are	practicing	Christians	should	be	allowed	to	
return	to	their	Jewishness	by	simply	abandoning	these	practices.	To	do	this	he	esll
sentially	offers	a	fairly	sympathetic,	although	in	no	way	accepting,	view	of	Chrisll
tian	worship.	However,	Vital	does	adopt	Rashi’s	basic	premise	that	the	golden	calf	
episode	is	an	example	of	Christianity,	thereby	turning	the	tables	on	Christian	exell
getes	who	use	Israel’s	sin	with	the	calf	as	proof	of	Israel	as	idolaters.	See	Bland,	p.	
120;	and	Sarah	Kamin,	“Rashi’s	Commentary	on	Song	of	Songs”	[Hebrew],	Tarbiz	
22,	no.	1	(1983):	41–58;	and	Pier	Cesare,	The Golden Calf and the Origins of AntitJewtt
ish Controversy, trans.	David	Ward	(Atlanta,	Ga.:	Scholars,	1990).
	 39.	It	is	 interesting	that	most	medieval	commentators	(e.g.,	 ibn	Ezra,	Rashll
bam,	 Ramban)	 do	 not	 use	 the	 term	 “convert”	 to	 describe	 the	  ¿erev rav.	 Rabbi	
Samuel	 ben	 Meir	 or	 Rashbam	 (1085–1174),	 Rashi’s	 grandson	 does	 not	 think	
the	 ¿erev rav	were	involved	at	all	in	the	golden	calf,	thus	protesting	against	the	mill
drashic	myth	of	God’s	conversation	with	Moses	 in	Egypt.	Moreover,	 the	more	
popular	Mekhilta	delRebbe	Yishmael	does	not	refer	to	them	as	“converts.”	See	
Mekhilta	delRebbe	Yishmael,	“Parshat	Bo,”	14.	The	Zohar	3.263a	tempers	this	asll
sertion	by	saying	that	“their	conversion	.	.	.	was	not	for	the	sake	of	heaven.”	The	
midrash	never	makes	such	an	assertion	discrediting	the	 ¿erev rav’s	conversion.
	 40.	Exodus	Raba	18:10.
	 41.	Ibid.,	20:2.
	 42.	Note	that	Targumn	Onkelos	reads	“riffraff”	as	 ¿aravravin	(mixed)—etyll
mologically	 and	 phonetically	 very	 close	 to	  ¿erev rav.	 I	 used	 “riffraff”	 as	 sugll
gested	by	the	New JPS Tanakh translation.
	 43.	Midrash	Tanhuma,	Parshat	B’helakotkha,	chapter	17.
	 44.	It	 is	 noteworthy	 that	 Nahmanides,	 while	 not	 openly	 disagreeing	 with	
Rashi	or	ibn	Ezra	does	not	identify	the	riffraff	with	the	 ¿erev rav.	He	claims	that	
the	riffraff	were	dissatisfied	with	the	manna.	As	we	will	see,	in	many	readings	
the	  ¿erev rav	did	not	eat	the	manna,	or	at	 least	did	not	merit	that	the	manna	
tasted	however	they	wanted	it	to	taste.	That	being	the	case,	perhaps	Nahmanll
ides	did	not	agree	that	the	riffraff	were	the	 ¿erev rav,	especially	since	such	idenll
tification	is	part	of	a	rabbinic	disagreement	and	is	never	made	unequivocally	
in	rabbinic	literature.
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	 45.	In	fact,	the	ambiguity	of	the	sages’	relationship	to	converts	in	general,	exll
pressed	 in	 the	oftlcited	rabbinic	quip,	 “converts	are	 like	a	 sore	 for	 Israel,”	 lies	
shallow	beneath	the	surface	of	the	entire	rendition	of	the	 ¿erev rav. See	b.T.	Yell
bamot	47b,	109b;	b.T.	Kiddushim	70b.	See	also	Zohar	2.182a.	The	Zohar	adds	the	
words	“on	live	flesh”	(betbasar hayye)	to	the	talmudic	phrase.	The	Zohar’s	locution	
is	adopted	by	some	exegetes.	See,	for	example,	R.	Bahya	ibn	Asher	of	Saragossa,	
Rabbenu Bahya  ¿al hatTorah,	vol.	2,	p.	322.	For	a	study	that	traces	this	ambivalence	
about	conversion,	see	Yosef	Kaplan,	“Political	Concepts	in	the	World	of	the	Porll
tuguese	Jews	of	Amsterdam	during	the	Seventeenth	Century:	The	Problem	of	
Exclusion	and	the	Boundaries	of	SelflIdentity,”	in	Y.	Kaplan,	H.	Mechowlan,	R.	
Popkin,	eds.	Menasseh ben Israel and His World	(Leiden:	Brill,	1989),	pp.	45–62.
	 46.	Midrash	Tanhuma,	Parshat	Ki	Tisa,	chapter	21.	Cf.	Zohar	3.376b.
	 47.	See,	for	example,	EDT	p.	173a	(top).
	 48.	The	notion	of	messiah	is	not	limited	to	Moses	here.	The	fact	that	Vital	and	
Luria	had	messianic	pretensions	is	well	known.	See,	David	Tamar,	“The	Ari	and	
Vital	as	Messiah	ben	Joseph”	[Hebrew],	in	his Mekharim betToldot hatYehudim bet
Erez Yisrael u betItalia,	pp.	211–229.	Cf.	Harris	Lenowitz,	The Jewish Messiahs	(New	
York:	Oxford	University	Press,	1998),	pp.	125–147.	Hence	Vital’s	role	in	arguing	
for	the	absorption	of	the	conversos	can	be	likened,	perhaps,	to	Moses’	arguing	
for	the	inclusion	of	the	 ¿erev rav.	It	is	the	messianic	figure	who	must	complete	the	
process	of	absorption.	Moreover,	the	fact	that	Luria	died	in	a	plague	in	August	
1572,	a	mere	three	years	before	the	expected	messianic	date	of	1575,	may	underll
score,	 for	Vital,	 that	 the	delayed	process	of	absorbing	 the	conversos	may	have	
been	a	cause	of	Luria’s	untimely	death	and	thus	his	failed	messianic	mission.	The	
notion	of	the	dual	messiah	appears	in	rabbinic	literature	but	may	have	originated	
in	Qumran	literature	that	predates	rabbinic	doctrine	and	served,	of	course,	as	a	
template	for	Christianity.	For	example,	see	S.	Talmon,	“Typen	der	Messiaserwarll
tung	un	die	Zeitensende,”	in	H.	W.	Wolf,	ed.,	Probleme biblischer Theologie	(Munich:	
Kaiser,	 1971),	 pp.	 571–588;	 and	 John	 J.	 Collins,	 “Patterns	 of	 Eschatology	 and	
Qumran,”	in	J.	D.	Bittalperl,	J.	D.	Levenson,	eds.,	Traditions in Transformation	(Will
nona	Lake,	Ind.:	Eisenbrauns,	1981),	pp.	351–375.	
	 49.	There	are	many	places	in	the	Zohar	where	the	 ¿erev rav	are	depicted	as	
evil.	For	a	correlation	of	the	 ¿erev rav	to	Amalek,	see	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	69,	
p.	119b	(top).	For	Vital’s	view	on	this,	see	EDT,	p.	187b.	This	becomes	truer	in	
light	of	modern	ultralOrthodox	critiques	of	modern	Judaism	in	general	and	
Zionism	in	particular.	For	a	good	example	of	this	phenomenon,	see	R.	Hayyim	
Elazar	Shapiro,	Darkei Hayyim vetShalom	(Jerusalem,	1970),	p.	8.	More	generally,	
see	 Alan	 Nadler,	 “The	 War	 on	 Modernity	 of	 R.	 Hayyim	 Elazar	 Shapira	 of	
Munkacz,”	Modern Judaism 14	(1994):	233–264,	esp.	pp.	241,	242;	and	Aviezer	
Ravitzky,	 Messianism, Zionism and Religious Radicalism (Chicago:	 University	 of	
Chicago	Press,	1996),	pp.	67ff.
	 50.	The	golden	calf	is	a	flash	point	between	Judaism	and	nascent	Christianll
ity.	For	example,	the	broken	tablets	(precipitated	by	the	golden	calf,	Exod.	32)	
is	viewed	by	Christianity	as	God’s	rejection	of	Israel	as	elected,	see	Epistle	of	
Barnabas	 4:8,	 18.	 For	 example,	 see	 Michael	 Chernick,	 “Some	 Talmudic	 Rell
sponses	to	Christianity,	Third	and	Fourth	Centuries,”	Journal of Ecumenical Studtt
ies	17	(1980):	393–406;	Eugene	Mihaly,	“A	Rabbinic	Defense	of	the	Election	of	
Israel:	An	Analysis	of	Sifre	Deuteronomy	32:9,”	Hebrew Union College Annual	35	
(1964):	 103–143;	 and	 Anthony	 Saldarini,	 Matthew’s ChristiantJewish Community	
(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1994),	pp.	19,	20.
	 51.	See	Zohar	3.237a.
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	 52.	See	Zohar	2.45b.
	 53.	Ibid.	Cf.	Zohar	3.279a.	Unless	otherwise	indicated	all	translations	from	
the	Zohar	are	mine.
	 54.	b.T.	Sanhedrin	97a.
	 55.	b.T.	Shabbat	146a.
	 56.	See	b.T.	Hulin	fol.	139a	and	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	69.
	 57.	Zohar	 1.	 28b.	 Cf.	 Zohar	 Hadash,	 “Yithro,”	 fourth	 essay.	 Cf.	 Tikkunei	
Zohar,	tikun	69,	p.	113a	(bottom).	The	 ¿erev rav	are	also	given	the	spiritual	linll
eage	of	Esau	and	Ishmael.	See	Zohar	3.246b;	and	Tikkunei	Zohar,	#21.
	 58.	See	Vital,	ShG, intro.	33,	p.	36a/b;	and	intro.	34.
	 59.	See,	for	example,	the	Vilna	Gaon’s	comment	to	Song	of	Songs	2:11.	“For 
now the winter is past, the rains are over and gone.	The winter is past,	this	the	exile	
among	the	nations.	The rains are over and gone,	this	is	the	domination	of	the	 ¿erev 
rav	who	are	more	difficult	for	Israel	than	the	nations	because	they	are	“rain”	
(geshem)	that	constantly	deter	Israel.	They	are	like	a	difficult	wife	who	is	conll
stantly	causing	strife	between	Israel	and	their	father	in	heaven.”	This	is	cited	
and	discussed	in	R.	Isaac	Hutner,	Pahad Yizhak	(Brooklyn,	N.Y.:	Gur	Aryeh	Inll
stitute,	1995)	on	Shavout	#39,	p.	202.	Bahya	ibn	Asher	reads	Moses’	killing	of	
the	taskmaster	as	fixing	the	sin	of	Cain,	who	is	embodied	in	the	Egyptian.	See	
his	Rabbenu Bahya  ¿al hatTorah	to	Exodus	2:12.
	 60.	Zohar	2.181a/b.
	 61.	On	the	 ¿erev rav	not	partaking	of	the	manna,	see	Zohar	2.191b.	Cf.	Joseph	
of	Hamadam	who	suggests	that	the	consumption	of	the	manna	resulted	in	a	colll
lective	“knowledge	of	God.”	As	the	  ¿erev rav	did	not	consume	the	manna,	they	
would	not	have	this	experience	and	thus	their	connection	to	divine	will	in	the	
desert	would	be	attenuated.	On	this,	see	Jeremy	Zwelling,	“Joseph	of	Hamadan’s	
‘Sefer Tashak:	Critical	edition	with	Introduction’”	(Brandeis	University,	Ph.D.	diss.,	
1975),	p.	309;	and	Joel	Hecker,	Mystical Bodies, Mystical Meals,	pp.	99–100.
	 62.	Ibid.,	2.181b.
	 63.	Elliot	Wolfson	argues	that	the	Zohar	does	not	generally	advocate	the	eradll
ication	 of	 evil	 but	 rather	 its	 “containment.”	 In	 this	 case,	 containment	 can	 be	
viewed	as	a	kind	of	integration	of	redeemable	evil,	leaving	the	remainder	as	subll
jugated	but	still	viable.	See	Wolfson,	“The	Left	Contained	in	the	Right:	A	Study	
in	Zoharic	Hermeneutics,”	AJS Review	11	(1986):	19.	Cf.	Wolfson’s	position	on	Lull
rianic	theodicy	and	redemption	in	“The	Engenderment	of	Messianic	Politics,”	in	
Peter	Schaefer	and	Mark	Cohen,	eds.,	Toward the Millennium	(Leiden:	Brill,	1998),	
p.	210.	Gershom	Scholem	makes	a	similar	case	for	the	dialectical	rather	than	dull
alistic	nature	of	good	and	evil	in	the	Zohar	in	On the Mystical Shape of the Godhead,	
pp.	72–78.	Scholem	does	mention	that	the	Zohar	takes	on	both	the	dualistic	and	
the	dialectical	position.	Isaiah	Tishby	argues	that	Lurianic	doctrine	can	only	supll
port	the	complete	and	utter	eradication	of	evil,	which	includes	the	annihilation	
of	the	nations	once	all	sparks	are	rectified	via	tikun	or	conversion.	See	Tishby,	
Torat hatRa,	pp.	134–143.	 I	 think	Tishby’s	 reading	 is	much	too	strong	and	not	
nearly	as	nuanced	as	the	material	demands.
	 64.	b.T.	Yebamot	24b.	For	a	kabbalistic	rendition	of	the	talmudic	passage	in	
the	 spirit	 of	 Vital,	 see	 Abraham	 Azulai,	 Hesed letAvraham,	 “ma ¿ayan	 shishi,”	
nahar	7,	p.	243.
	 65.	On	the	problem	of	conversion	in	Kabbala	more	generally,	see	Elliot	R.	
Wolfson,	 “Othering	 the	Other:	Conversion	and	 the	Eschatological	Overcomll
ing	of	Difference,”	in	Venturing Beyond—Limits of Law and Laws of Limit: Engentt
dering a Kabbalistic Ethos	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2006),	pp.	129–185.	

266 Notes to pages 84–86



I’d	like	to	thank	Professor	Wolfson	for	making	this	manuscript	available	to	me	
before	its	publication.	See	also	Vital,	ShG,	intro.	12,	p.	114:	“The	fifth	level	of	
souls,	which	is	the	worst	of	all,	are	souls	that	come	from	the	body	of	converts	
who	convert.”	This	 seems	 incongruous	with	Vital’s	earlier	assessment	of	conll
verts	in	his	EDT.
	 66.	See	also	Zohar	3.238b;	and	3.	246b.	This	is	also	cited	in	Vital’s	ShP,	p.	36a.
	 67.	The	Zohar’s	use	of	Genesis	passages	describing	humankind	to	refer	only	
to	Israel	is	noteworthy.	The	Zohar’s	position	in	general	is	that	only	Israel	is	the	
descendant	of	Adam	and	Eve.	Here	God’s	promise	of	humanity’s	ruling	over	
all	of	creation	is	read	as	the	redemptive	promise	of	Israel	ruling	over	all	of	hull
manity,	thus	distinguishing	between	Israel	and	the	rest	of	humankind.	See,	for	
example,	Zohar	3.	28a.
	 68.	See	Mishna	Halah	1:1.
	 69.	See	also	Zohar	3.232b.
	 70.	Zohar	2.120b.	Cf.	Zohar	3.125b.	On	the	Zohar	and	conversion	more	genll
erally,	see	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	165ff.
	 71.	But	see	Zohar	Hadash,	Yithro,	“sartutin detmitzkha,”	where	the	 ¿erev rav	
are	identified	as	identical	to	the	gentile	nations.
	 72.	In	his	defense	of	the	conversos,	Isaac	Abrabanel	likens	the	future	redempll
tion	to	the	Exodus	from	Egypt,	claiming	that	the	sinners	who	have	been	forced	
to	abandon	their	faith	will	return	to	God.	Abrabanel,	here	quite	close	to	Vital’s	
suggestive	reading,	never	to	my	knowledge	uses	the	 ¿erev rav	as	a	biblical	example	
of	this	act	of	return.	See	Isaac	Abrabanel,	Mashmia Yeshuah,	p.	511.	Cf.	the	lengthy	
discussion	of	Abrabanel’s	defense	of	the	conversos	in	Shaul	Regev,	“The	Attitude	
Toward	the	Conversos,”	pp.	123–128;	and	Ram	BenlShalom,	“The	Conversos	as	
Subversive:	Jewish	Traditions	as	Christian	Libel?”	Journal of Jewish Studies 50,	no.	2	
(1999):	260–264.
	 73.	The	notion	of	the	retrieving	of	the	lost	Ten	Tribes	as	a	prerequisite	to	
the	messianic	era	is	quite	common.	See	Rabbi	Akiba’s	position	in	Mishna	Sanll
hedrin	10:3;	Tosefta	Sanhedrin	8:12;	Halakhot Gedolot	(TellAviv,	1962),	84a.	Also	
see	the	references	to	Isaac	Karo	in	his	Toldot Yizhak,	written	in	1518	(Warsaw,	
1877),	156a,	163b	and	the	discussion	in	Abba	Hillel	Silver,	A History of Messianic 
Speculation in Israel	(New	York:	Macmillan,	1927),	pp.	115	and	116.	Cf.	R.	Menall
hem	halMeiri,	Beit hatBehira	to	b.T.	Yebamot,	p.	69;	and	Blidstein,	“Who	Is	Not	
a	 Jew?”	 p.	 372	 and	 n.	 12.	 I	 have	 not	 found	 any	 source	 that	 explicitly	 posits	
the	  ¿erev rav	 as	 the	Ten	Tribes,	but	 such	a	position	would	not	be	 farlfetched	
given	 their	desire	 to	covert	upon	hearing	God’s	message	 to	Moses.	The	Ten	
Tribes	did	become	a	part	of	converso	messianic	speculation.	See,	for	example,	
in	David	M.	Gitlitz,	Secrecy and Deceit, p.	106.	The	immanent	return	of	the	Ten	
Tribes	also	appears	in	the	literature	of	Safed	in	the	early	decades	of	the	16th	
century	and	in	R.	Hayyim	Vital’s	own	diary.	See	David	Tamar,	“An	Epistle	from	
Safed	Regarding	the	Ten	Tribes—Dated	Either	1526	or	1625”	[Hebrew],	Sefutt
not	6	(1962):	305–310;	and	Vital,	Sefer Hizyonot,	p.	71.
	 74.	But	see	Zohar	3.230a	where	the	 ¿erev rav	are	aligned	with	Lilith,	the	dell
monic	first	wife	of	Adam.	It	seems	that	the	Zohar	is	somewhat	ambiguous	about	
the	  ¿erev rav.	 On	 the	one	 hand,	 it	 extends	 the	general	 rabbinic	depiction	 to	
metaphysical	proportions.	On	the	other	hand,	it	seems	to	view	them	dialectill
cally,	simultaneously	demonic	yet	a	necessary	part	of	the	redemptive	process.
	 75.	As	I	indicated	above,	the	general	tenor	of	the	Zohar	does	not	reflect	this	
more	 temperate	 dialectical	 view.	 My	 point	 in	 focusing	 on	 this	 passage	 is	 to	
highlight	what	may	be	the	foundation	of	Vital’s	use	of	the	 ¿erev rav	to	vindicate	
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the	conversos,	suggesting	that	the	notion	of	a	fallen	Jew	and	his	or	her	reabll
sorption	into	Israel	may	play	an	important	part	in	the	drama	of	redemption.
	 76.	In	terms	of	the	 ¿erev rav	at	Sinai,	the	midrash	equates	them	with	the	“riffll
raff”	(asafsuf)	who	complained	to	Moses	in	the	desert.	One	would	assume	that	
their	appearance	after	Sinai	would	assume	they	were	also	at	Sinai.	See	Numbers	
Raba	16.24	and	Midrash	Tanhuma	“bethatalotkha”	17.	In	the	Middle	Ages,	they	bell
came	 the	 scapegoats	 for	 the	 sin	of	 the	golden	calf.	See	 ibn	Ezra	on	Numbers	
31.18;	Rabbenu	Bahya,	Perush Rabbenu Bahya on the Torah	to	Exodus	22:8;	Exodus	
24:5;	Leviticus	17:1;	and	Deuteronomy	21:14.	On	the	  ¿erev rav	 in	Kabbala	more	
generally,	 see	 Yehuda	 Liebes,	 “The	 Haredi	 Community	 in	 Jerusalem	 and	 the	
Judean	Desert	Sect”	[Hebrew],	Mekhkarei Yerushalayim	2,	no.	3	(1982):	142–145.
	 77.	To	 my	 knowledge,	 Vital	 never	 cites	 Nahmanides	 in	 his	 discussions	 of	
the	 ¿erev rav	in	EDT.
	 78.	Nahmanides’	Commentary to the Torah,	Exodus	19:1.	Translation	mine.
	 79.	See	Yovel,	“The	New	Otherness:	Marrano	Dualities	in	the	First	Generall
tion,”	 3:	 “What	 marked	 the	 Conversos’	 existential	 situation	 was	 a	 new	 way	 of	
being	Other	.	.	.	The	otherness—this	being	Other	within—was	expressed	first	in	
religious	terms,	either	as	dissent	from	Christianity	or	as	dissent	within	Christianll
ity,	and	also	as	religious	laxity	or,	on	the	contrary,	as	exaggerated	zeal.	.	.	.	At	the	
same	 time,	 the	Conversos	became	estranged	 from	the	 Jews.	Though	 Jews	and	
Marranos	 have	 sometimes	 socialized	 and	associated	on	a	practical	 level,	 their	
more	fundamental	relation	was	severance	and	alienation.	Therefore,	the	Converll
sos,	as	a	traditional	Other’s	Other,	were	doubly	estranged.”
	 80.	This	is	clearly	the	case	among	many	descendants	of	forced	conversions	
in	Portugal.	See	Y.	H.	Yerushalmi,	From Spanish Court to Italian Ghetto,	pp. 34–
42;	and	Roth,	Conversos,	8–9.	Cf.	Cecil	Roth,	“The	Religion	of	the	Marranos,”	
Jewish Quarterly Review	n.s.	12	(1931):	1–35.
	 81.	See	Yerushalmi,	From Spanish Court to Italian Ghetto,	pp.	42–43.	“A	much	
more	volatile	potential	was	represented	by	 the	Marranos	during	 the	sixteenth	
and	seventeenth	centuries,	bringing	with	them	ideas	and	attitudes	which	derived,	
not	merely	from	a	different	Jewish	environment,	but	from	a	life	lived	in	a	totally	
gentile	world.”
	 82.	Vital	 is	altering	 the	verse	here.	The	verse	 simply	reads,	 “You	saw	that	 I	
spoke	to	you	from	the	heavens.”	Vital	adds	“alone”	and	“to	you	and	not	to	them.”
	 83.	EDT,	75d.
	 84.	EDT,	77b.
	 85.	They	are	defined	as	“converts”	from	the	time	they	left	Egypt	and	not	as	a	
result	of	experiencing	Sinai.	See	Exodus	12:30	and	Rashi	ad	 loc.	Cf.	Rabbenu	
Bahya	ben	Asher,	Rabbenu Bahya  ¿al hatTorah	to	Leviticus	22:27.	On	the	notion	of	
the	“proximate	other”	and	its	implications,	see	Jonathan	Z.	Smith,	“What	a	Difll
ference	a	Difference	Makes,”	in	To See Ourselves as Others See Us, pp.	3–48.
	 86.	See	Zohar	2.105a.
	 87.	Zohar	2.45b.
	 88.	It	is	not	clear	whether	this	“other	kind	of	faith”	(emunah akheret)	refers	to	
a	faith	different	from	what	they	had	before	or	a	faith	different	from	that	of	Isll
rael,	who	experienced	divine	speech	at	Sinai.
	 89.	EDT,	77c/d.
	 90.	See	Nahmanides	to	Exodus	19:1.	Nahmanides	suggests	that	the	separall
tion	 between	 the	  ¿erev rav	 and	 the	 Israelites	 only	 occurs	 when	 they	 camp	 at	
Mount	Sinai.	Before	that,	they	traveled	together.
	 91.	Vital	argues	 that	 this	consistent	 rejection	by	God	changes	 toward	 the	
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end	 of	 the	 desert	 narrative,	 where	 He	 accepts	 their	 repentance	 and	 places	
them	under	the	protection	of	the	Shekhina.	See	EDT,	pp.	187d–188a.
	 92.	See	Zohar	2.7a.
	 93.	EDT,	77c.
	 94.	See,	for	example,	Yerushalmi,	From Spanish Court to Italian Ghetto,	p.	47	
and	n.	69.	Conversion	to	Christianity	as	a	response	to	the	disappointment	of	
unfulfilled	messianism	was	also	not	uncommon	among	conversos.	See,	for	exll
ample,	Shem	Tov	ibn	Shem	Tov,	Derashot	(Jerusalem,	1973),	fol.	21a;	and	Roth,	
Conversos,	p.	11	and	n.	18.	Cf.	Elisheva	Carlebach,	Divided Souls,	pp.	67–87.
	 95.	See	Zohar	2.181b.
	 96.	The	“relJudaization”	process	for	Portuguese	Jews	in	particular	was	quite	
difficult.	Much	can	be	gained	from	Isaac	Pinto,	a	Portuguese	exlconverso,	who	dell
scribes	the	plight	of	these	totally	uneducated	Jews	in	their	attempt	to	reenter	the	
Jewish	community.	See	Miriam	Bodian,	The Hebrews of the Portuguese	Nation, pp.	
97–106.
	 97.	See	Zohar	2.120b	and	3.125b.	Another	possibility,	suggested	by	Abraball
nel,	is	that	the	conversos	constitute	two	distinct	communities:	the	first	are	those	
who	were	forced	to	convert	( ¿anusim)	and	are	therefore	not	responsible	for	their	
Christian	practices.	These	people	will	be	“returned	to	God”	in	the	messianic	full
ture.	The	second	group	consists	of	Jews	who	willingly	converted	for	financial	or	
political	gain.	This	second	group	will	be	cut	off	from	Israel.	See	Abrabanel,	Mashtt
mi ¿a Yeshu ¿ah,	pp.	513–514;	and	Shaul	Regev,	“The	Attitude	Toward	the	Converll
sos,”	p.	128.	Along	these	lines	one	could	posit	that	the	entire	 ¿erev rav	were	fallen	
Israelites	 and	 that	 their	 test	 in	 the	desert	was	 to	determine	 the	 roots	of	 their	
fallenlness.	Those	who	repented	for	the	sin	of	the	golden	calf	are	accepted	and	
returned	to	Israel.	Those	who	do	not	are	destroyed.	In	all	fairness	this	requires	
grafting	Abrabanel	onto	Vital,	which	is	problematic.	First	of	all,	Vital	never	menll
tions	Abrabanel’s	discussion	(we	do	not	know	if	he	had	access	to	his	text),	and	
second,	Abrabanel	never	uses	the	 ¿erev rav	as	a	biblical	mirror	in	describing	the	
conversos.	However,	as	mentioned	above,	he	does	align	the	future	redemption	to	
the	Exodus	event	without	giving	us	too	many	details.
	 98.	See,	for	example,	Exodus	Raba	42.6.
	 99.	See	Zohar	1.25a	and	EDT,	64b.
	 100.	For	Vital,	what	is	at	stake	here	is	nothing	less	than	the	redemption	of	Isll
rael,	an	idea	that	would	have	resonated	well	with	the	already	messianiclminded	
converso	 community.	 See	 Shaul	 Regev,	 “The	 Attitude	 Toward	 the	 Conversos,”	
esp.	pp.	122	and	133:	“According	to	the	commentators	and	preachers	of	the	era	
of	the	SpanishlPortuguese	exiles,	the	Conversos	are	considered	so	integral	a	part	
of	the	Jewish	people	that	the	ultimate	redemption	of	the	Jews	will	not	be	possible	
without	the	presence	of	the	Conversos”	(p.	122).	Cf.	Ram	BenlShalom,	“Conversos	
as	Subversive,”	p.	262.	What	Vital	adds	is	that	the	same	was	true	of	the	 ¿erev rav,	
even	 as	 God	 tried	 to	prevent	Moses	 from	 taking	 them	out	with	 the	 Israelites.	
Moses’	insistence	can	thus	be	seen	as	part	of	his	messianic	mission.
	 101.	On	messianism	in	Vital	and	his	belief	in	his	own	messianic	vocation,	see	
David	Tamar,	“The	[Messianic]	Expectations	in	Italy	for	the	Year	of	Redempll
tion	in	1575”	[Hebrew]	and	“The	Ari	and	R.	Hayyim	Vital	and	the	Messiah	son	
of	Joseph”	[Hebrew],	both	in	Tamar,	Mekhkarim	bettoldot hatYehudim bet ¿Eretz Yistt
rael u vet’Italia.
	 102.	See,	for	example,	Zohar	2.45b	and	2.181a.
	 103.	It	is	interesting	that	throughout	EDT	Vital	often	speaks	about	the	 ¿erev 
rav	in	the	first	person.
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	 104.	EDT,	104c.
	 105.	See	Rashi	on	b.T.	Ked	62b.	Cf.	Maimonides’	“Letter	to	a	Proselyte,”	cited	
in	Lichtenstein,	“Brother	Daniel	and	the	Jewish	Fraternity,”	Judaism	12,	no.	3	
(1963):	270.	See	Maimonides,	Teshuvot hatRambam,	p.	293.
	 106.	See	 Genesis	 Raba	 51.2;	 Rashi	 on	 Genesis	 19:24;	 and	 Exodus	 12:29:	
“Whenever	we	have	the	word	And YHVH	(vetYHVH)	it	refers	to	God	and	his	Bet	
Din.	The	‘vav’	is	the	language	of	addition.”
	 107.	On	the	 ¿erev rav	not	being	under	the	Cloud	of	Glory,	see	EDT,	p.	64b.
	 108.	EDT,	p.	104d.	The	reading	of	this	episode	as	“not	idolatry”	is	not	uncomll
mon	in	medieval	exegesis.	While	Rashi	and	others	argue	unequivocally	that	it	was	
idolatry,	others	 challenge	 that	position.	Nahmanides,	 for	example,	 in	his	 comll
ment	to	Exodus	32.1,	argues	that	the	act	was	not	idolatrous.	Joseph	Bekhor	Shor	
of	Orleans,	a	French	Tosafist,	also	claims	that	the	Israelites	were	only	asking	for	a	
substitute	for	Moses	and	at	no	time	intended	the	golden	calf	for	idolatrous	purll
poses.	On	an	analysis	of	Bekhor	Shor,	see	Kalman	Bland,	The Artless Jew, pp. 124–
125.	It	is	interesting	that	commentators	like	Rashi	who	view	the	sin	as	idolatry	are	
committed	to	the	 ¿erev rav	as	the	culprits,	while	Nahmanides,	who	does	not	place	
the	  ¿erev rav	 at	 the	center	of	 this	episode,	also	does	not	 see	 the	 sin	as	 idolatry.	
Hence,	Israelite	participation,	and	even	instigation,	is	not	as	problematic.
	 109.	The	notion	of	doing	something	“for	the	sake	of	God”	and	having	it	turn	
into	idolatry	appears	in	many	places	in	scriptural	exegesis.	See,	for	example,	in	
Hayyim	ben	Attar	Or hatHayyim	on	Exodus	32:4;	and	Rabbi	David	Kimhi’s	(Radak)	
comments	on	1	Kings	12:30.	Cf.	the	discussion	of	how	acting	for	God	can	easily	
become	acting	against	God	in	Joel	Teitelbaum’s	 ¿Al hatge’ula vet ¿al hattemura,	pp.	
4–10.	Teitelbaum	uses	the	episode	of	the	golden	calf	as	a	biblical	mirror	of	the	Zill
onist	agenda,	deeming	Zionism	as	a	form	of	good	intentions	that,	in	the	end,	bell
came	idolatrous	and	disastrous	for	the	Jewish	people.
	 110.	On	this	more	generally	in	classical	Judaism,	see	Alan	Segal,	Two Powers 
in Heaven,	pp.	3–32	and	84–97.
	 111.	I	did	not	reproduce	all	 the	verses	cited	 in	the	text	 to	make	this	argull
ment.	 The	 verses	 are	 Exodus	 20:19,	 Deuteronomy	 4:36,	 Exodus	 19:20,	 and	 2	
Samuel	22:10.
	 112.	EDT,	78b.
	 113.	EDT,	106c.
	 114.	EDT,	106d.
	 115.	The	idea	that	the	doctrine	of	the	sephirot	can	be	likened	to	the	mediation	of	
Jesus	should	not	be	so	surprising.	In	a	famous	response	against	Kabbala,	Rabbi	
Isaac	ben	Sheshet	(Ribash)	severely	criticizes	the	doctrine	of	the	sephirot,	drawing	
a	parallel	to	the	Christian	doctrine	of	the	Trinity.	A	similar	comment	is	made	by	
Abraham	Abulafia	about	the	sephirot	in	VetZot letYehuda,	p.	19.	Cf.	Idel,	Messianic 
Mystics,	p.	60.	Moreover,	the	rise	and	popularity	of	Christian	Kabbala	is,	in	many	
respects,	based	on	this	premise.	For	some	examples,	see	Gershom	Scholem,	“The	
Beginnings	 of	 Christian	 Kabbala,”	 The Christian Kabbala,	 pp.	 17–51;	 Chaim	
Wirszubski,	Pico della Mirandola’s Encounter with Jewish Mysticism	(Cambridge:	Harll
vard	University	Press,	1989);	Three Studies in Christian Kabbala	[Hebrew]	(Jerusall
lem,	1975)	and	A Christian Kabbalist Reads the Torah	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem,	1977);	
and	Elliot	R.	Wolfson,	“Messianism	in	the	Christian	Kabbala	of	Johann	Kemper,”	
Millenarianism and Messianism in Early Modern European Culture,	vol.	1,	pp.	139–187.
	 116.	See	Amos	Funkenstein,	“History,	Counter	History,	and	Narrative,”	in	his	
Perceptions of Jewish History (Berkeley:	 University	 of	 California	 Press,	 1993),	 pp.	
39–49.
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	 117.	On	this,	see	Leivy	Smolar	and	Moshe	Aberbach,	“The	Golden	Calf	Epill
sode	in	Postbiblical	Literature,”	HUCA	39	(1968):	91–116.
	 118.	Acts	7	is	basically	a	sustained	praise	of	Moses,	retelling	his	righteous	life,	
and	an	attempt	to	see	Jesus	as	the	inheritor	of	the	Mosaic	covenant.	Israel’s	rell
jection	of	Moses	in	the	calf	episode	is	used	as	proof	of	the	Israelites’	inability	
to	accept	Moses	and	subsequently	the	truth	of	Jesus	as	savior.
	 119.	Smolar	and	Aberbach,	“The	Golden	Calf,”	pp.	100–101.
	 120.	Ibid.	100.	Cf.	Augustine,	Exposition on Psalms	62:5;	74:13;	and	his	Second 
Discourse on Psalms 34:25	and	26.
	 121.	See	the	rabbinic	sources	cited	in	Smolar	and	Aberbach,	“The	Gold	Calf	
Episode,”	pp.	102–105,	107–109,	112.	For	a	stronger	reading,	 see	b.T.	Avodah	
Zara	4b:	“Said	Rebbe	Yeshouah	ben	Levi,	‘Israel	only	sinned	with	the	golden	
calf	to	provide	an	opening	to	penitents,’	as	it	says,	May it be in their hearts that 
they should revere me always	 (Deut.	 5:26).”	 The	 talmudic	 discussion	 continues,	
juxtaposing	 the	 sin	of	David	and	 the	 sin	of	 the	calf,	 arguing	 that	both	were	
necessary	 to	provide	proof	of	 individual	and	collective	repentance	as	part	of	
the	covenantal	relationship.
	 122.	See	Smolar	and	Aberbach,	“The	Golden	Calf,”	p.	116:	“The	early	Church	
made	polemical	use	of	the	sin	of	the	golden	calf	for	which	it	blamed	the	Jews	of	its	
time,	claiming	that	God	had	forever	rejected	them	on	account	of	this	sin	and	that	
the	covenant	between	God	and	the	Jews	was	consequently	void.	The	result	was	
that	 in	 rabbinic	 literature,	 despite	 frank	 admissions	 designed	 for	 internal	 use,	
Aaron,	the	Israelites,	and	the	eternity	of	the	covenant	between	God	and	the	Jewll
ish	people	were	vigorously	defended.”	While	this	is	surely	true,	Vital	offers	a	difll
ferent	approach	by	making	the	 ¿erev rav	“Christians”	and	likening	their	worship	of	
Jesus	as	God	to	the	 ¿erev rav’s	failure	in	maintaining	the	absolute	distinction	bell
tween	the	calf	(elohim)	and	God	(YHVH).	However,	Vital	uses	this	not	to	polemill
cize	against	Christians	but	against	those	Jews	who	were	unwilling	to	accept	conll
versos	back	into	the	Jewish	community.
	 123.	On	the	notion	of	the	converso	as	subversive	and	thus	counterlhistorical,	
see	Ram	BenlShalom,	“The	Converso	as	Subversive:	Jewish	Traditions	or	Chrisll
tian	Libel?”
	 124.	On	this,	see	Moshe	Halbertal	and	Avishai	Margalit,	Idolatry,	pp.	180–213.
	 125.	See	Judah	halLevi,	Sefer Kuzari	1:97.	This	section	in	the	Kuzari	has	attracted	
a	lot	of	attention	in	terms	of	halLevi’s	attitude	toward	other	religions	and	his	defll
inition	of	idolatry.	While	surely	placing	mediated	worship	below	Judaism,	halLevi	
readily	acknowledges	that	Jews	also	utilize	forms	of	mediated	worship,	albeit	not	
as	pronounced	as	other	religions.	Cf.	b.T.	Ket	112a/b.	Like	ibn	Ezra,	halLevi	arll
gues	that	the	sin	of	the	calf	was	improper	monotheistic	worship	and	not	idolatry.	
In	the	words	of	Halbertal	and	Margalit,	“Halevi,	who	defends	the	Israelites	in	the	
commission	of	 this	 sin	and	claims	 that	 they	did	not	worship	an	alien	god	but	
rather	worshiped	God	in	a	way	that	they	were	not	commanded	to,	interprets	the	
prohibition	on	making	pictures	as	a	prohibition	relating	to	methods	of	worship,”	
Idolatry	(Cambridge:	Harvard	University	Press,	1992),	p.	187.	Given	Halbertal	and	
Margalit’s	definition,	it	could	be	argued	that,	according	to	Vital,	the	calf	would	
have	been	a	legitimate	form	of	worship	for	the	 ¿erev rav,	since	they	were	not	comll
manded	against	such	worship	not	having	heard	God’s	words	at	Sinai.	The	sin	may	
then	simply	have	been	inciting	Israel	into	participating	with	them	even	as	Israel	
may	not	have	complied.	Again,	what	emerges	here	is	Vital’s	tolerant	view	of	the	
basis	of	mediated	worship	as	a	tool	to	enable	the	conversos	to	return.
	 126.	The	notion	of	idolatry	as	fallen	monotheism	is	not	uncommon	in	medill
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eval	Jewish	sources.	See,	for	example,	Abraham	ibn	Ezra’s	“Long	Commentary”	
on	 Exodus	 20:1–17	 and	 Bland,	 The Artless Jew,	 pp.	 132–133.	 Cf.	 Maimonides’	
Mishneh Torah,	“Laws	of	Idolatry”	1:1–3.
	 127.	In	this	regard	I	think	Vital	only	utilizes	part	of	ibn	Ezra’s	position	that	
idolatry	 is	 mistaken	 monotheism.	 For	 Vital,	 the	 sin	 of	 the	 calf	 was	 mistaken	
monotheism	but	not	idolatry.
	 128.	Here	 Vital	 is	 following	 the	 medieval	 quasilrationalist	 tradition	 of	 ibn	
Ezra,	halLevi	etc.	and	not	the	more	strident	position	of	the	Zohar.
	 129.	In	this	he	follows	Abraham	ibn	Ezra,	Judah	halLevi,	Nahmanides,	R.	Joll
seph	Bekhor	Shor,	Samuel	ben	Meir	(Rashbam),	and	others.	However,	whereas	
they	 viewed	 the	 sin	as	occurring	 in	 Israel,	Vital	understands	 it	 totally	 in	 the	
camp	of	the	 ¿erev rav.	At	most,	Israel	is	silent	when	challenged	by	the	 ¿erev rav	in	
Exodus	32:4.
	 130.	EDT,	105a.
	 131.	EDT,	105d.
	 132.	I	was	unable	 to	 locate	any	direct	midrashic	or	zoharic	 source	 for	 this	
statement.
	 133.	EDT,	105d.
	 134.	Ibid.
	 135.	The	motif	of	the	golden	calf	and	the	sufferings	of	the	New	Christians	at	
the	hands	of	the	inquisitors	 is	not	uncommon.	See,	for	example,	the	inquisill
tional	testimony	of	Isabel	Alveras	in	1570,	who	states	that	the	New	Christians	
are	suffering	for	all	of	Israel	(because	of	the	sin	of	the	golden	calf),	and	the	
atonement	 for	 that	 sin	 would	 bring	 about	 the	 messianic	 age.	 Cited	 and	 disll
cussed	in	Goldish,	“Patterns	in	Converso	Messianism,”	p.	46.
	 136.	The	notion	and	status	of	mediated	worship	for	nonlJews	has	a	long	hisll
tory.	For	some	relevant	studies,	 see	Daniel	Lasker,	 Jewish Philosophical Polemics 
against Christianity	(New	York:	Ktav,	1977),	pp.	45–134;	David	Berger,	The Jewisht
Christian Debate in the High Middle Ages: A Critical Edition of the Nizzahon vetus with 
an Introduction, Translation and Commentary (Northvale,	 N.J.:	 Aronson,	 1996);	
Jacob	 Katz,	 Exclusiveness and Tolerance (New	 York:	 Oxford	 University	 Press,	
1961);	and	Moshe	Halbertal,	Between Torah and Wisdom: Rabbi Menahem Hame’iri 
and the Maimonist Masters of Halakha in Provence	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Magnes,	
2000),	esp.	pp.	90–108.
	 137.	The	Inquisition	in	1478	was	instituted	specifically	to	deal	with	the	problem	
of	judaizing	conversos.	There	is	a	long	history	of	Jews	persecuting	returning	aposll
tates.	In	general,	see	Jacob	Katz,	Exclusiveness and Tolerance,	pp.	67–81,	148–150;	
Yosef	Hayyim	Yerushalmi,	“Assimilation	and	Racial	AntilSemitism:	The	Iberian	
and	the	German	Models,”	Leo Baeck Memorial Lecture	26	(1982);	Elisheva	Carlebach,	
Divided Souls,	pp.	24–32	and	notes	there;	Gerald	Blidstein,	“Who	Is	Not	a	Jew?—
The	Medieval	Discussion,”	pp.	369–391;	Edward	Fram,	“Perception	and	Recepll
tion	of	Repentant	Apostates	in	Medieval	Ashkenaz	and	Premodern	Poland,”	AJS 
Review	21,	no.	2	(1996):	299–339.	Cf.	Yerushalmi,	“Assimilation”:	17–18.
	 138.	Yosef	 Hayyim	 Yerushalmi,	 “Assimilation,”	 p.	 10.	 In	 general,	 see	 Roth,	
Conversos,	pp.	11–14	and	notes.
	 139.	This	is	certainly	also	true	of	formal	converts.	See	b.T.	Yebamot	46b.	The	atll
titude	toward	converts	in	not	monolithic	in	rabbinic	culture,	and,	for	similar	reall
sons,	the	same	may	have	been	true	for	conversos.	On	Vital	and	converts,	interll
preting	b.T.	Yebamot	46b,	 see	SeG,	chapter	8,	pp.	19–21.	The	notion	 that	 the	
conversos	were	the	living	exemplars	of	the	sin	of	the	golden	calf	plays	a	promill
nent	 role	 in	 Sabbatean	 literature,	 especially	 in	 the	 works	 of	 Abraham	 Miguel	
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Cardozo.	See,	for	example,	Bruce	Rosenstock,	“Abraham	Miguel	Cardoso’s	Mesll
sianism:	A	Reappriasal,”	AJS Review	23,	no.	1	(1998):	63–104,	esp.	90	n.	32.
	 140.	The	phenomenon	of	conversos’	syncretistic	forms	of	worship	was	not	unll
common,	yielding	a	Judaism	that	had	Christian	values	and	ideas	as	its	rationalll
ization.	Vital	may	very	well	have	been	responding	to	this	welllknown	phenomell
non	by	using	the	 ¿erev rav’s	mistake	as	a	guide	to	reassimilation	into	the	Jewish	
fold.	On	the	Christian	foundations	of	converso	Judaism,	see	David	M.	Gitlitz,	
Secrecy and Deceit, esp.	pp.	99–182	and	569–571;	Matt	Goldish,	“Patterns	in	Conll
verso	 Messianism,”	 Millenarianism and Messianism,	 vol.	 1,	 p.	 42;	 and	 Richard	
Popkin,	 “Marranos,	 New	 Christians,	 and	 the	 Beginning	 of	 AntilTrinitarianll
ism,”	Jews and Conversos at the Time of the Expulsion,	pp.	143–161.	Some	exlJews,	
such	as	Johann	Kemper,	had	a	more	conscious	and	calculated	notion	of	Judall
ism	founded	on	Christianity.	See	the	penetrating	analysis	by	Elliot	R.	Wolfson	
in	“Messianism	in	the	Christian	Kabbalah	of	Johann	Kemper,”	Millenarianism 
and Messianism,	vol.	1:141–143.	Cf.	Yovel,	“The	New	Otherness:	Marrano	Dualill
ties	in	the	First	Generation,”	p.	10.
	 141.	The	notion	of	the	disappearance	of	both	Christianity	and	Islam,	or	perll
haps	more	accurately,	the	total	nullification,	via	absorption,	of	both	into	Judaism	
was	a	prominent	idea	among	Kabbalists,	especially	in	16thlcentury	Safed.	Reuven	
Kimmelman	recently	argued	that	this	motif	is	one	theme	of	the	hymn	“Lekha	
Dodi,”	written	by	R.	Shlomo	Alkabetz	in	16thlcentury	Safed.	See	Kimmelman,	
The Mystical Meaning of Lekha Dodi and Kabbalat Shabbat	[Hebrew],	pp.	82–133.
	 142.	On	gilgul	in	general,	see	Gershom	Scholem,	On the Mystical Shape of the 
Godhead,	pp.	197–250;	Most	 recently,	 see	Lawrence	Fine,	Physician of the Soul,	
pp.	300–360;	Menahem	Kallus,	“Pneumatic	Mystical	Possession	and	the	Eschall
tology	of	 the	Soul	 in	Lurianic	Kabbala,”	Spirit Possession In Judaism,	pp.	163–
168;	and	Mark	Verman,	“Reincarnation	and	Theodicy,”	pp.	399–427.	None	of	
these	studies	address	the	issue	of	gilgul	as	an	exegetical	tool	which	is	distinctive	
in	the	ZoharlLuria	trajectory.
	 143.	The	correlation	between	returning	conversos	and	the	messiah	is	not	unll
common.	Abraham	Michael	Cardozo	argued	in	this	vein.	Joseph	Kaplan	notes,	
“[According	 to	 Cardoso]	 their	 [the	 conversos’]	 return	 to	 Judaism	 was	 interll
preted	as	an	omen	and	sign	of	the	beginning	of	the	redemption	process.	The	
words	of	the	prophet	that	state	‘but	do	not	profane	my	holy	name	and	more	
with	your	idolatrous	gifts’	(Ezekiel	20:39)	came	to	pass	in	the	form	of	cryptol
Jews	 who	 left	 Spain	 and	 joined	 the	 Jewish	 community.”	 See	 Kaplan,	 “From	
Apostasy	to	Return	to	Judaism:	The	Portuguese	Jews	in	Amsterdam,”	in	J.	Dan,	
ed.,	Bina: Studies in Jewish History	(New	York:	Praeger,	1989),	vol.	1,	p.	110.	As	far	
as	I	know,	Vital	is	the	only	one	who	reifies	this	idea	through	the	lens	of	the	 ¿erev 
rav,	arguing	that	the	 ¿erev rav	share	Moses’	(messianic)	soul.	When	the	 ¿erev rav	
“return,”	 Moses’	 soul	 is/will	 be	 complete	 and	 Israel	 (as	 embodied	 in	 Moses’	
soul)	will	be	redeemed.
	 144.	See	Zohar	3.282a.
	 145.	See	EDT,	173c/d.
	 146.	Vital	is	certainly	taking	the	verse	out	of	context	and,	in	my	view,	offering	
a	radical	interpretation.	It	is	not,	as	Deuteronomy	states,	that	the	“portion”	of	
God	is	Israel’s	election.	Rather,	it	is	that	the	name	YHVH	is	the	root	and	origin	
of	Israel,	 like	 the	soul	of	Moses	 is	 the	origin	of	 the	  ¿erev rav.	Or,	as	he	states	
later	on,	the	 ¿erev rav	are	under	the	provenance	of	Elohim,	who	is,	in	effect,	inll
carnate	 in	 Moses,	 while	 Israel	 is	 under	 the	 provenance	 of	 YHVH.	 In	 either	
case,	I	would	suggest	that	helko,	or	portion,	is	taken	literally	and	not	metaphorill
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cally,	as	it	is	in	Deuteronomy.	The	idea	of	Israel	being	God’s	portion	is	similarly	
employed	by	a	contemporary	of	Vital,	R.	Abraham	Azulai	in	his Hesed letAvratt
ham	“ma ¿ayan	sheni,”	nahar	45,	p.	74.
	 147.	EDT,	pp.	186d,	187a.	See	also	ShG,	intro.	20,	p.	143.	This	text	suggests	
that	the	in	last	generation	(betdara batra)	the	entire	generation	of	the	desert	inll
cluding	the	 ¿erev rav	will	be	reincarnated,	“and	Moses	will	also	rise	with	them.”	
Cf.	Sefer Ba ¿al Shem Tov  ¿al hatTorah,	vol.	2,	p.	464.
	 148.	The	depiction	of	Moses’	 sinning	by	 supporting	 the	  ¿erev rav,	which	 is	
prominent	in	the	Zohar	(e.g.,	Zohar	1.28b),	is	also	used	to	identify	Luria	himll
self	to	Moses’	failed	messianic	mission.	On	this,	see	Yehuda	Liebes,	“Two	Young	
Roes	of	a	Doe,”	p.	118	and	n.	33.
	 149.	See	EDT,	173a.	Cf.SeL,	52a;	ShP,	p.	22a;	and	Liebes,	“Two	Young	Roes	and	
a	Doe,”	120.
	 150.	 ¿Inyane Shabbatai Zevi,	A.	Friedman,	ed.	(Berlin,	1912),	p.	88	cited	and	
discussed	by	Elliot	Wolfson	in,	“Messianism	in	the	Christian	Kabbalah	of	 Joll
hann	Kemper,”	1:165.	Cf.	Jacon	Sasportas,	Zizat Novel Zvi,	p.	291;	Yerushalmi,	
From	Spanish	Court,	pp.	303–306;	and	David	J.	Halperin,	Abraham Miguel Cartt
dozo: Selected Writings	(New	York:	Paulist	Press,	2001),	p.	55.	It	was	actually	not	
uncommon	among	converso	messianists	that	a	converso	would	actually	be	the	
messiah.	See	Gitlitz,	Secrecy and Deceit,	pp.	103–109.	This	 is	especially	 true	of	
Sabbatean	 messianism	 where	 Cardozo,	 a	 converso,	 conflates	 the	 conversion	
and	messianism	of	Sabbatai	Zvi	in	light	of	a	Converso.	See	Matt	Goldish,	“Patll
terns	in	Converso	Messianism,”	pp.	42–43.	Vital’s	Moses	is	a	kind	of	converso	
who	becomes	both	the	messiah	and	the	redeemer	of	the	 ¿erev rav;	or,	the	mesll
siah	because	he	redeems	the	 ¿erev rav,	even	as	his	mission	ultimately	fails.	
	 151.	See	ShG,	intro.	38,	p.	369.
	 152.	The	reference	here	is	to	the	parzuf,	Jacob,	situated	within	the	larger	partt
zuf	of	zeir anpin.
	 153.	See	also	R.	Meir	Poppers	ed.,	LiT,	p.	49b.
	 154.	EH 2,	vol.	2,	gate	32,	chapter	2,	pp.	35d–36b.
	 155.	Note	that	the	JPS	Tanakh	translates	 ¿am rav	mitYisrael	simply	as	“Israelll
ites,”	which	can	only	be	maintained	outside	the	Zohar’s	hermeneutics	of	substill
tution.	 Hence,	 I	 altered	 the	 translation	 to	 “people,”	 which	 sets	 up	 Vital’s	
reading.
	 156.	EDT,	187c.
	 157.	See	b.T.	Shabbat	146a.	This	ties	the	sin	of	Adam	and	Eve	to	Sinai	where	the	
Talmud	relates	that	the	poison	of	the	serpent,	first	implanted	in	Genesis	3,	now	
ceases	to	have	any	power	of	Israel.	Apparently,	at	least	according	to	Vital,	the	 ¿erev 
rav	were	at	Sinai	but,	not	hearing	God’s	words,	did	not	merit	liberation	from	the	
serpent’s	poison.	This	reading	fits	very	well	with	the	 ¿erev rav	as	guilty	of	making	
the	golden	calf	and	not	the	Israelites.	If	the	Israelites	were	no	longer	burdened	by	
the	poison	of	the	serpent,	how	could	they	have	made	the	calf?	There	is	a	disagreell
ment	as	to	whether	the	sin	of	the	calf	revived	the	serpent’s	poison	in	the	Israelites.
	 158.	EDT,	187d.
	 159.	Ibid.
	 160.	On	the	relationship	between	the	messiah	(Moses?)	and	the	convert,	see	
Vital,	SeG,	chapter	35,	p.	99.
	 161.	On	the	Exodus	as	the	correction	of	the	sin	of	Adam	and	the	relmemberll
ing	of	his	fallen	body,	see	ShP,	pp.	20a–23b.
	 162.	See	David	Tamar,	“The	AR’I	and	R.	Hayyim	Vital	and	Messiah	the	Son	
of	Joseph,”	 in	Mekhkarim bettoldot hatYehudim betErez Yisrael uvet’Italia,	pp.	115–
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123.	Moshe	Idel	is	much	more	skeptical	of	translating	Luria’s	messianic	metall
physics	to	his	person.	See	Moshe	Idel,	Messianic Mystics,	pp.	154–182.
	 163.	See	Vital’s	introduction	to	Sha ¿ar hatHakdamot	printed	as	the	introducll
tion	 to	 EH	 4d	 (top).	 Vital’s	 language	 is	 quite	 interesting.	 He	 describes	 Kabll
balah	 more	 generally	 and	 Luria’s	 teachings	 in	 particular	 as	 “revealing	 one	
hands	breath	and	concealing	two.”	This	is	a	play	on	the	statement	attributed	to	
R.	 Eliezer	 in	 b.T.	 Ned	 20b:	 “[it]	 reveals	 one	 hand	 breath	 and	 conceals	 two.”	
This	description	of	esotericism	 is,	of	course,	not	 limited	 to	Kabbalah.	Moses	
Maimonides,	 in	the	introduction	to	his	Guide of the Perplexed,	makes	a	similar	
argument	regarding	his	own	philosophical	esotericism.	Cf.	Maimonides,	The 
Guide of the Perplexed,	1.18.
	 164.	See	Yizhak	Baer,	The History of the Jews of Spain,	vol.	2,	pp.	143–145.
	 165.	On	this	phenomenon	more	generally,	focusing	on	Western	Europe	and	
Amsterdam,	see	Yosef	Kaplan,	From New Christians to New Jews	[Hebrew]	(Jerull
salem:	Zalman	Shazar,	2003).
	 166.	Christianity’s	suspicion	of	the	conversos	is	well	known	and	documented	
and	was	the	source	of	inquisitions	and	expulsions	in	both	Spain	and	Portugal.	
Cf.	Isaac	Abrabanel’s	comment	to	Exodus	20:33.	It	is	also	worth	noting	that	some	
scholars	blamed	the	Reformation	and	the	fracturing	of	the	Catholic	Church	on	
the	descendants	of	conversos	who,	as	Judaizers,	attempted	to	destroy	the	Church	
from	within.	See,	for	example,	L.	I.	Newman,	Jewish Influence on Christian Reform 
Movements;	H.	H.	Ben	Sasson,	“The	Reformation	in	Contemporary	Jewish	Eyes,”	
Israel Academy of Science and Humanities	4,	no.	12	(1970);	“Jews	and	Christian	Secll
tarians,”	Viator	4	(1973):	369–385;	and	Ram	BenlShalom,	“The	Converso	as	Subll
versive,”	pp.	279–284.	On	 the	attitude	of	 the	reformers	 toward	converting	 the	
Jews	more	generally,	see	Christopher	M.	Clark,	The Politics of Conversion: Missioniztt
ing Protestants and the Jews in Russia (Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1995).
	 167.	We	have	earlier	kabbalistic	cases	(e.g.,	R.	Joseph	Hamadan)	where	conll
version	is	viewed	as	a	necessary	part	of	the	redemptive	process.	See	the	discusll
sion	in	Idel,	Kabbalah and Eros,	pp.	114–117.
	 168.	In	this	last	sense	I	think	there	is	an	ideational	link	between	Vital	and	Luria	
and	Abraham	Miguel	Cardozo’s	“Marrano	Messiah.”	Cardozo,	as	noted,	believed	
the	messiah	was	one	who	must	embody	this	notion	of	“crossinglover,”	either,	as	in	
his	case,	born	a	Christian	(converso)	and	then	becoming	a	Jew	or,	as	in	Sabbatai	
Zvi’s	case,	being	born	a	Jew	and	crossing	over	(ostensibly)	into	Islam.	This	apparll
ently	 deviant	 understanding	 of	 the	 personhood	 of	 the	 messiah	 has,	 I	 believe,	
deep	roots	in	the	Lurianic	tradition,	as	I	have	exhibited	in	this	chapter.

3. Leviticus

	 1.	For	a	preliminary	study,	see	Moshe	Idel,	“Sexual	Metaphors	and	Praxis	
in	the	Kabbala,”	in	The Jewish Family: Metaphor and Meaning,	David	Kraemer,	ed.	
(New	 York:	 Oxford	 University	 Press,	 1989),	 pp.	 197–224.	 Cf.	 Elliot	 Wolfson,	
“Gender	and	Heresy	in	the	Study	of	Kabbala”	[Hebrew],	Kabbala: Journal for the 
Study of Jewish Mystical Texts 6	(2001):	231–262.
	 2.	On	Eros	and	Kabbala,	 see	Yehuda	Liebes,	 “Eros	and	 the	Zohar”	[Hell
brew],	’Alpayim	9	(1994):	67–119;	Wolfson	Through a Speculum that Shines	(Princel
ton,	N.J.:	Princeton	University	Press,	1995),	esp.	pp.	326–392;	“Crossing	Genll
der	Boundaries	in	Kabbalistic	Ritual	and	Myth,”	in	Circle in the Square (Albany,	
N.Y.:	SUNY	Press),	pp.	79–121.	Also	you	have	“alternative”	codes	of	law	written	
by	kabbalists	and	their	disciples,	SA	halAri,	SH	halRav,	etc.	While	not	deviant	
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in	substance,	although	sometimes	they	are,	the	whole	notion	of	an	alternative	
code	is	a	subversive	act,	even	if	its	result	is	an	increase	of	pious	demands.
	 3.	See	Elliot	Wolfson,	“Beyond	Good	and	Evil:	Hypernomianism,	Transll
morality,	and	Kabbalistic	Ethics,”	in	Crossing Boundaries: Essays on the Ethical Statt
tus of Mysticism,	G.	W.	Barnard	and	J.	J.	Kriplal,	eds.	(New	York:	Seven	Bridges,	
2001),	pp.	103–156.	Cf.	Talya	Fishman,	“A	Kabbalistic	Perspective	on	Genderl
Specific	Commandments,”	AJS Review	17	(1992):	199–245.
	 4.	See	Gershom	Scholem,	Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism,	p.	292.
	 5.	On	 the	 centrality	 of	 halakha	 as	 the	 success	 of	 Lurianic	 Kabbala,	 see	
Moshe	Idel,	“Differing	Conceptions	of	Kabbalah	in	the	Early	17th	Century,”	in	
Jewish Thought in the Seventeenth Century,	I.	Twersky	and	B.	Septimus,	eds.	(Camll
bridge:	Harvard	University	Press,	1987),	p.	138.	Idel	notes	that	the	centrality	of	
ta ¿amei hatmitzvot,	 and	 the	 halakhic	 underpinnings	 of	 16thlcentury	 Lurianic	
Kabbala	more	generally,	disappears	 in	 the	Renaissance	Kabbala	of	 the	early	
17th	century,	which	may	provide	an	important	link	between	orthodox	Lurianll
ism	and	Sabbateanism.	Cf.	Scholem,	Sabbatai Sevi,	pp.	86	and	87.
	 6.	See	David	Halperin,	The Construction of Homosexuality	(Chicago:	Univerll
sity	of	Chicago	Press,	1988),	esp.	pp.	1–25;	and	John	Boswell,	Christianity, Social 
Tolerance and Homosexuality	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1980).	There	
are	two	recent	bookllength	studies	of	homosexuality	in	Judaism:	Steven	Greenll
berg,	Wrestling Between God and Men: Homosexuality in the Jewish Tradition	(Madill
son:	University	of	Wisconsin	Press,	2003)	and	Rabbi	Chaim	Rapoport,	Judaism 
and Homosexuality: An Authentic Orthodox View	 (London:	 Vallentine	 Mitchell,	
2003).	Greenberg’s	book	gives	a	creative	reading	of	the	sources	in	an	attempt	
to	 wedge	 an	 opening	 for	 the	 acceptance	 of	 homosexuality	 in	 Jewish	 Ortholl
doxy.	Rapoport’s	is	an	analysis	of	the	prohibition,	using	a	plethora	of	classical	
sources	but	offering	no	new	insights.	He	does	argue	for	tolerance	and	compasll
sion	 but	 remains	 steadfast	 in	 the	 unalterable	 prohibitive	 nature	 of	 the	 act.	
While	Greenberg	does	use	some	recent	theoretical	studies	of	gender	and	holl
mosexuality,	his	weakness,	in	my	view,	is	in	his	overt	attempt	to	convince	a	comll
munity	 that	 will	 not	 be	 convinced.	 Rapoport	 seems	 quite	 unaware	 of	 recent	
studies	on	gender	and	bases	his	argument	exclusively	on	classical	sources.	It	is	
more	erudite	than	Greenberg’s	but	far	less	creative	and	synthetic.
	 7.	The	texts	that	will	serve	as	the	foundation	of	this	chapter	include	Sha ¿ar 
hatYehudim,	Sha ¿ar Mamrei Rashbi,	and	Sefer hatKelalim.	All	 three	 texts	overlap	
yet	each	one	contains	certain	elements	absent	in	the	others.	I	do	not	engage	in	
the	 complex	 bibliographical	 debates	 about	 reaction	 here.	 I	 am	 concerned,	
rather,	with	the	text	as	text,	with	what	it	offers	a	reader	interested	in	the	conll
struction	of	gender	through	a	kabbalistic	lens.
	 8.	See	 Yaron	 BenlNa’eh,	 “Mishkav	 Zakhur	 belHevra	 halYehudit	 bel
	Ottomonit,”	Zion	65	(2001):	171–200;	and	Ruth	Lamdan,	“Deviations	from	Norll
mative	Ethical	Rules	in	the	Jewish	Communities	in	Erez	Israel	and	Egypt	in	the	
Sixteenth	Century”	[Hebrew],	in	Eros, Erusin, and Issurim,	I.	Bartal	and	I.	Gafni,	
eds.	(Jerusalem,	1998),	pp.	119–130.
	 9.	Commenting	 on	 a	 colleague,	 Israel	 Najara,	 Vital	 notes	 that,	 among	
other	things,	he	was	guilty	of	homosexual	acts	committed	in	a	drunken	state.	
Then,	more	generally,	he	comments	about	Damascus:	“There	is	much	homoll
sexuality	 and	 much	 perversion	 and	 delay	 of	 justice	 in	 this	 land.”	 R.	 Hayyim	
Vital,	 Sefer Hizyonot	 (Jerusalem,	 2002),	 p.	 89.	 An	 English	 translation	 can	 be	
found	 in	 Morris	 Faierstein,	 Spiritual Autobiography	 (New	 York:	 Paulist	 Press,	
1999),	p.	71.	On	Najara,	see	Meir	Benayahu,	“R.	Israel	Najara,”	[Hebrew]	Asufot	
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4	(1990):	203–284.	For	a	latter	source	explicitly	mentioning	the	prevalence	of	
homosexual	acts	among	Jewish	males,	see	R.	Isaac	Molkho,	 ’Orhot Yashar	(Sall
lonica,	1769),	145a	cited	in	BenlNa’eh,	“Mishkav	Zakhur,”	p.	183.
	 10.	Shulkhan Arukh,	Eben	halEzer,	24:1.	“Israel	should	not	be	suspect	in	the	
transgression	of	(male)	homosexual	acts	and	bestiality.	Therefore,	there	is	no	
prohibition	of	being	alone	[with	another	male	or	an	animal].	.	.	.	However,	in	
our	 generation	 there	 are	 many	 guilty	 of	 these	 prohibitions	 and	 it	 is	 recomll
mended	to	avoid	being	alone	with	another	male.”	The	commentaries	on	this	
precept	 interestingly	substitute	time	for	place	in	Karo’s	statement.	For	examll
ple,	R.	Yoel	Sirkus’s	commentary	(known	as	the	Bayit	Hadash)	states,	“The	Rav	
(Karo)	writes	this	because	in	his	place	of	residence	(medinato;	i.e.,	Safed)	this	
transgression	was	commonplace.”	This	comment	 is	 cited	by	most	commentall
tors	to	this	chapter.	From	this,	one	could	posit	that	the	commentators,	many	of	
whom	 lived	 in	Christian,	 and	not	Muslim,	 lands,	 some	of	whom	 lived	 in	 the	
same	century	as	Karo,	recognized	that	the	Ottomon	Empire,	including	Erez	Isll
rael,	was	a	place	where	homosexual	acts	were	not	unusual.	In	his	commentary	
Beit	Schmuel,	R.	Schmuel	Feorda	adds	that	in	his	land,	what	Karo	demands	is	
supererogatory	 and	 not	 obligatory.	 However,	 he	 continues,	 regarding	 two	
males	who	lie	together	[presumably	for	the	purposes	of	warmth],	this	 is	proll
hibited,	all	the	more	so	if	it	is	two	single	men.
	 11.	On	the	prohibition	of	single	males	residing	in	Jerusalem,	see	Azriel	Sholl
har,	“The	Jews	in	Jerusalem	in	the	18th	Century”	[Hebrew],	Zion	1	(1936):	396.	
Cf.	 the	discussion	in	Ruth	Lamdan,	A Separate People: Jewish Women in Palestine, 
Syria, and Egypt in the Sixteenth Century	(Leiden:	Brill,	2000),	pp.	127–138.	Lamdan	
argues	that	the	root	of	the	prohibition	is	an	attempt	to	prevent	licentious	behavll
ior	between	single	Jewish	males	and	Jewish	and	gentile	women.	BenlNe’ah	exll
tends	this	to	include	the	fear	of	homosexual	male	liaisons.	BenlNe’ah’s	position	
is	supported	by	sources	Lamdan	herself	cites.	For	example,	citing	Toledano’s	regll
ulation	#8,	p.	50	(cited	in	Lamdan	on	p.	28),	we	read,	“While	some	fathers	marry	
off	their	children	around	the	age	of	13	or	14,	others	wait	until	they	are	25	years	of	
age	or	more	in	the	hope	of	contracting	a	more	advantageous	match.	These	end	
up	committing a number of transgressions which carry the death penalty	[italics	hers].”	It	
would	seem	to	me	the	only	two	transgressions	relevant	here	that	would	carry	the	
death	penalty	would	be	sex	with	a	married	woman	or	homosexuality.	While	the	
former	is	surely	possible,	and	probably	did	indeed	occur,	given	Ben	Ne’ah’s	evill
dence	the	latter	is	at	least	as,	or	perhaps	more,	possible,	since	it	did	not	carry	the	
added	danger	of	confronting	the	wrath	of	the	woman’s	husband	and	family	or	
the	danger	of	producing	a	mamzer.
	 12.	There	is	a	disagreement	in	the	sources	as	to	whether	female	homosexuality	
is	biblical	or	rabbinic.	See	b.T.	Yebamat	76a;	Maimonides,	Sefer hatMitzvot,	negative	
commandment	#353;	Tur Shulkhan Arukh	“Even	halEzer,”	20;	and	Shulkhan Arukh	
“Even	halEzer”	20:2.	For	more	sources,	see	Rapoport,	Judaism and Homosexuality,	
pp.	2–5	and	notes,	pp.	142–144.	One	of	the	few	studies	that	deals	with	female	holl
moeroticism	in	classical	Kabbala	is	Elliot	Wolfson’s	“Fore/giveness	On	the	Way:	
Nesting	in	the	Womb	of	Response,”	in	Luminal Darkness	(Madison:	University	of	
Wisconsin	Press,	2007).	I	want	to	thank	Professor	Wolfson	for	making	this	chapter	
available	to	me	before	publication.	In	general,	see	Bernatte	Brooton,	Love Between 
Women: Early Christian Responses to Female Homoeroticism	(Chicago:	University	of	Chill
cago,	1996),	esp.	pp.	61–71.	The	curious	absence	of	female	homoeroticism	in	Lull
rianic	Kabbala	should	not	be	surprising.	The	kabbalistic	system	is	a	malelcentered	
and	maleldominated	metaphysics.	The	female	plays,	at	best,	a	marginal	role	in	
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the	metaphysical	construct	of	the	Kabbala	even	given	the	prominence	of	the	shekht
ina.	While	the	sephirah malkhut	and	the	more	obsequious	shekhina	play	major	roles	
in	the	kabbalistic	imagination,	they	do	so	largely	in	relation	to,	and	not	distinct	
from,	their	male	counterpart,	which	is	not	the	case	for	the	male.	For	some	illustrall
tive	studies,	see	Gershom	Scholem,	“The	Feminine	Element	in	the	Divinity,”	in	his	
The Mystical Shape of the Godhead,	pp.	140–196;	Yehuda	Liebes,	“Eros	and	the	Zohar”	
[Hebrew],	’Alpayim	9	(1994):	67–119;	Elliot	R.	Wolfson,	“Erasing	the	Erasure/Genll
der	and	the	Writing	of	God’s	Body	in	Kabbalistic	Symbolism,”	in	Circle in the Square 
(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1995),	pp.	49–78;	Yoram	Jacobson,	“The	Feminine	Asll
pect	in	Lurianic	Kabbala,”	in	Major Trends: Fifty Years After;	Peter	Schafer,	Joseph	
Dan,	 eds.	 (Tubingen:	 Mohr,	 1993),	 pp.	 239–255.	 On	 female	 homoeroticism	 in	
classical	Judaism	more	generally,	see	Michael	Satlow,	“They	Abused	Him	Like	a	
Woman:	 Homoeroticism,	 Gender	 Blurring,	 and	 the	 Rabbis	 of	 Late	 Antiquity,”	
Journal of the History of Sexuality	5	(1994):	16ff;	Daniel	Boyarin,	“Are	There	Any	Jews	
in	‘The	History	of	Sexuality’?”	Journal of the History of Sexuality	5,	no.	3	(1995):	339,	
340;	and	Bernadette	Brooton, Love Between Women,	pp.	61–71.
	 13.	See	John	Boswell,	Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality,	pp.	92–
100;	Robin	Scroggs,	The New Testament and Homosexuality: Contextual Background 
for a Contemporary Debate	(Philadelphia,	1983);	David	F.	Greenberg,	The	Constructt
tion of Homosexuality,	pp.	274–279;	David	F.	Greenberg	and	Marcia	H.	Bystryn,	
“Christian	Intolerance	of	Homosexuality,”	American Journal of Sociology	28,	no.	3	
(1982):	515–548;	Michael	Satlow,	“And	They	Abused	Him	Like	a	Woman,”	p.	24;	
Boyarin,	“Are	There	Any	Jews,”	p.	350;	and	Martti	Nissinen,	Homoeroticism in the 
Biblical World: A Historical Perspective	(Minneapolis:	Fortress,	1998),	p.	106.	It	is	not	
insignificant	 that	 Paul’s	 most	 sustained	 discussion	 about	 the	 prohibition	 of	
male–male	sex	(Rom.	1:26–32)	never	mentions	Leviticus	18	or	20,	although,	as	
Nissinen	notes,	“It	can	be	assumed	that	Paul	has	Leviticus	in	mind.”	Boswell	posll
its	that	the	Leviticus	passages	as	the	basis	for	Christian	notions	of	the	prohibition	
are	problematic.	“The	irrelevance	of	the	verses	(Leviticus	18:22	and	20:13)	was	
further	emphasized	by	the	teaching	of	both	Paul	and	Jesus	that	under	new	disll
pensation	it	was	not	the	physical	violation	of	Levitical	precepts	which	constituted	
‘abomination’	but	the	internal	infidelity	of	the	soul.	.	.	.	Within	a	few	generations	
of	the	first	disciples,	the	majority	of	converts	to	Christianity	were	not	Jews,	and	
their	attitude	toward	Jewish	law	was	to	say	the	least	ambivalent”	(Boswell,	p.	102).	
According	to	Boswell,	Christianity	is	wed	to	the	story	of	Sodom	as	the	source	of	
the	biblical	prohibition.	As	he	shows,	the	biblical	story	is	far	from	explicit	and	
most	early	prelChristian	Jewish	commentators	are	not	at	all	convinced	that	the	
sin	of	Sodom	was	one	of	male	homosexuality.	As	we	will	see,	Lurianic	texts	do	
not	employ	the	Sodom	story	in	their	discussions.	Moreover,	they	equate	the	sin	of	
Sodom	with	the	sin	of	“spilling	seed”	more	generally,	like	the	sin	of	Adam,	and	
not	with	male–male	 intercourse.	Cf.	D.	S.	Bailey,	 Homosexuality and the Western 
Christian Tradition	(London:	Longmans,	Green,	and	Co.,	1955).
	 14.	For	example,	Genesis	Raba	26:5,	50:5,7;	Leviticus	Raba	23:9.	In	other	inll
stances,	the	sin	of	Sodom	is	interpreted	as	a	sin	of	arrogance	and	injustice.	See	
b.T.	Sanhedrin	109a;	b.T.	Baba	Batra	12b;	59a,	168a/b.	There	is	a	possible	conll
nection	to	be	made	between	the	sin	of	arrogance	and	male–male	intercourse.	
See,	 for	 example,	 Mekhilta	 Beshalakh	 (Horowitz,	 ed.,	 p.	 140)	 cited	 and	 disll
cussed	in	Satlow,	p.	19.	While	this	text	does	not	speak	about	Sodom,	it	draws	a	
correlation	between	the	sin	of	arrogance	and	the	insertive	homosexual	partll
ner.	While	this	may	be	a	forced	reading	of	the	sources	that	state	the	sin	as	one	
of	inhospitality,	it	is	worth	noting.
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	 15.	In	terms	of	the	interpretive	tradition	of	the	Leviticus	verses,	Steven	Greenll
berg,	in	Wrestling Between God and Men (see	pp.	74–85),	offers	some	very	creative	
and	insightful	possibilities	as	to	new	approaches	to	these	verses.	The	two	major	
early	Jewish	sources	that	 interpret	 the	Sodom	sin	as	one	of	homosexuality	are	
Philo	 Judeaus	 of	 Alexandria	 and	 Flavius	 Josephus.	 These	 Jewish	 authors	 were	
strongly	influenced	by	Hellenistic	culture	more	generally,	and	their	understandll
ing	of	male–male	sex	as	“unnatural”	(with	Paul)	seems	to	be	a	product	of	that	inll
fluence.	On	Sodom	in	Josephus,	see	Antiquities	1.194–204.	Cf.	Against Apion	2.199.	
In	Philo,	see	On Abraham	135–136.	More	generally,	see	Satlow,	“And	They	Abused	
Him	Like	a	Woman,”	pp.	7–9,	Nissinen,	Homoeroticism in the Biblical World,	pp.	93–
97;	Boswell,	pp.	128–130;	and	Scroggs,	“The	New	Testament	and	Homosexualll
ity,”	 pp.	 88–91.	 On	 the	 adaptation	 of	 Hellenistic	 values	 into	 Judaism	 through	
Philo	 more	 generally,	 see	 Samuel	 Sandmel, Philo of Alexandria: An Introduction	
(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	1979),	p.	122.
	 16.	See,	for	example,	Boswell,	Halperin,	Nissenen,	Olyan,	Boyarin,	and	Satll
low.	There	is	a	disagreement	among	Jewish	jurists	on	how	to	read	Maimonides	on	
the	biblical	nature	of	female	homosexuality.	Some,	like	Moshe	d’	Trani	(Keryat	
Sefer	on	Maimonides	Sefer hatMitzvot	#15)	and	Hayyim	Rosen	(Zofnat Pa ¿aneah,	
Dvinsk,	vol.	1,	nos.	90	and	113),	hold	it	is	a	biblical	prohibition	while	most	others,	
including	the	20thlcentury	 jurist	Moshe	Feinstein,	hold	that	 it	 is	rabbinic.	See	
Norman	Lamm,	“Judaism	and	the	Modern	Attitude	to	Homosexuality,”	L’Eylah	1,	
no.	3	(1977).
	 17.	I	will	ignore	Olyan’s	discussion	in	his	essay	on	those	biblical	passages	as	it	
relates	to	more	formal	and	technical	Bible	scholarship,	as	that	is	not	relevant	to	
our	subject.
	 18.	See	Olyan,	p.	184.
	 19.	Ibid.,	pp.	201	and	202,	against	Howard	ElberglSchwartz,	The Savage in 
Judaism	(Bloomington:	Indiana	University	Press,	1990).
	 20.	Olyan,	pp.	186,	187,	189,	199,	204.
	 21.	Ibid.,	p.	195.
	 22.	See,	for	example,	in	Boyarin,	pp.	351,	353	and	n.	43;	Halperin,	pp.	48–50;	
Nissinen,	pp.	93f	and	the	appendix,	“Creation,	Nature,	and	Gender	Identity,”	pp.	
135–140;	 and	 more	 generally,	 on	 the	 topic	 of	 natural	 law	 and	 Judaism,	 David	
Novak,	Natural Law and Judaism	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1998),	
esp.	pp.	62–91;	and,	more	specifically,	“Religious	Communities,	Secular	Society,	
and	Sexuality:	One	 Jewish	Opinion,”	 in	Sexual Orientation and Human Rights in 
American Religious Discourse,	S.	Olyan	and	M.	Nussbaum,	eds.	(New	York:	Oxford	
University	Press,	1998),	pp.	17–23.	On	the	question	of	the	unnaturalness	of	homoll
sexuality,	Novak	is	more	circumspect.	He	offers	three	definitions	of	nature:	(1)	
nature	as	what	is	necessary;	(2)	nature	as	what	is	real;	and	(3)	nature	as	a	desire	to	
procreate.	It	is	only	in	this	third	definition	that	heterosexuality	is	privileged,	acll
cording	to	Novak.	This	notion	of	homosexuality	as	unnatural	because	is	makes	
procreation	impossible	is	based	in	Philo,	who	is	one	of	the	earliest	proponents	of	
this	argument.	See	Boswell,	p.	155;	Nissinen,	pp.	93–97.	For	another	rendering	of	
the	various	meanings	of	“nature,”	see	Nissinen,	pp.	135–139.	On	sex	and	procrell
ation	in	classical	Judaism,	see	David	Biale,	Eros and the Jews	(Berkeley:	University	of	
California	Press,	1997),	pp.	33–59,	and	Daniel	Boyarin,	Carnal Israel: Reading Sex 
in Talmudic Culture	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1993),	pp.	53–57.
	 23.	On	the	notion	of	purity	as	a	basis	of	the	Levitical	laws	more	generally,	
see	 Mary	 Douglas,	 Purity and Danger	 (London:	 Routledge,	 1984),	 pp.	 42–58;	
Olyan,	p.	205,	Jerome	Walsh,	p.	205.
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	 24.	On	this,	see	b.T.	Sanhedrin	54	a/b	and	Mishna	Sanhedrin	7:4.
	 25.	Walsh,	p.	204.
	 26.	Olyan,	p.	205.
	 27.	Satlow,	pp.	2	and	3.
	 28.	Boyarin,	p.	348.
	 29.	Walsh,	p.	208.
	 30.	Olyan,	p.	205.
	 31.	Walsh,	p.	207.
	 32.	Satlow,	p.	9.
	 33.	Ibid.,	pp.	2	and	10,	where	Satlow	states	unequivocally	that	only	the	active	
partner	is	culpable	in	the	Bible.	This	is	 in	concert	with	Olyan.	Jerome	Walsh	
challenges	 Olyan’s	 conclusions	 on	 this	 matter.	 I	 am	 not	 sure	 if	 that	 dispute	
would	 impact	Satlow’s	analysis	 since	by	 the	time	this	prohibition	reaches	 the	
rabbis	in	late	Antiquity,	dual	culpability	was	already	normative.
	 34.	Ibid.,	p.	23.
	 35.	Boswell’s	main	thesis,	that	Christianity’s	negative	attitude	toward	homoll
sexuality	is	drawn	from	host	cultures,	is	challenged	by	the	“constructivist”	school,	
most	prominently	by	David	Halperin	in	One Hundred Years of Homosexuality,	esp.	
pp.	41–53.	For	a	defense	of	the	“moral”	case	against	homosexuality	as	endemic	to	
Christianity,	see	Richard	Hays,	The Moral Vision of the New Testament	(San	Franll
cisco:	Harper	San	Francisco,	1996).
	 36.	Boyarin’s	work	on	this	question	has	developed	considerably	since	then.	
See,	for	example,	his	Unheroic Conduct	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	
1997),	esp.	pp.	221–270.
	 37.	See	Michel	Foucault,	The History of Sexuality,	Robert	Hurley,	trans.	(New	
York:	Vintage	Books,	1990),	esp.	“Scientia	Sexualis,”	pp.	53–73;	and	David	Halll
perin,	One Hundred Years,	pp.	15–39.
	 38.	See	Satlow,	p.	19.	This	idea	is	developed	by	Moses	Maimonides	in	his	disll
cussion	about	circumcision.	See	Maimonides,	Guide of the Perplexed,	two	volumes,	
Shlomo	Pines,	trans.	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago,	1963),	vol.	2,	Part	III:	49,	p.	
609.	On	this,	see	Josef	Stern,	“Maimonides	on	the	Circumcision	and	the	Unity	of	
God,”	 in	The Midrashic Imagination,	Michael	Fishbane,	ed.	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	
Press,	1993),	pp.	131–154.	Cf.	Nisinen	on	Josephus	and	Philo,	p.	94.	This	is	also	
true	of	Christian	views	of	gentiles.	See	William	L.	Countryman,	Dirt, Greed, and 
Sex: Sexual Ethics in the New Testament and Their Implications for Today	(Philadelphia:	
Ausburg	Fortress,	1988),	p.	117.
	 39.	Satlow,	p.	19.
	 40.	See	Thomas	Thurston,	“Leviticus	18:22	and	the	Prohibition	of	Homoll
sexual	Acts,”	in	Homophobia and the JudeotChristian Tradition,”	M.	L.	Stemmeler	
and	J.	M.	Clark,	eds.	(Dallas,	Tex.:	Monument,	1990),	pp.	7–23.
	 41.	Boyarin,	“Are	There	Any	Jews	in	‘The	History	of	Sexuality’?”	p.	341.
	 42.	The	notion	of	crossldressing,	or	transvestism,	is	not	foreign	to	medieval	
culture.	 See	 Vern	 L.	 Bullough,	 “Transvestism	 in	 the	 Middle	 Ages,”	 in	 Sexual 
Practices in the Medieval Church,	V.	L.	Bullough	and	J.	Brundage,	eds.	(Buffalo,	
N.Y.:	Prometheus	Books,	1982),	pp.	43–54.
	 43.	Ibid.	Cf.	Halperin,	One Hundred Years,	pp.	88–112.
	 44.	Ibid.,	pp.	339–343.
	 45.	The	issue	of	homoeroticism	in	Kabbala,	specifically	in	the	theosophic	
tradition,	has	been	explored	by	Elliot	Wolfson	in	“Eunuchs	Who	Keep	the	Sabll
bath:	Becoming	Male	and	the	Ascetic	Ideal	in	Thirteenth	Century	Jewish	Mysll
ticism,”	 in	Becoming Male in the Middle Ages,	 J.	 J.	Cohen	and	B.	Wheeler,	 eds.	
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(New	York:	Garland,	1997),	pp.	151–185,	esp.	pp.	165–174;	and	Language, Eros, 
Being	(New	York:	Fordham,	2005),	pp.	296–332.	Cf.	the	yet	unpublished	essay	
by	Joel	Hecker,	“Kissing	Kabbalists:	A	Mystical	Gesturer	between	Men	and	with	
God,”	delivered	at	the	conference	of	the	American	Academy	of	Religion,	2002.	
I	want	to	thank	Dr.	Hecker	for	providing	me	with	a	copy	of	his	paper.
	 46.	The	 notion	 that	 any	 gender	 also	 contains	 its	 opposite	 is	 common	 in	
many	religious	traditions,	especially	in	Hinduism.	See,	for	example,	in	Vern	L.	
Bullough	and	Bonnie	Bullough,	Cross Dressing, Sex, and Gender (Philadelphia:	
University	of	Pennsylvania	Press,	1993),	pp.	6–10.
	 47.	For	Philo,	unnatural	sex	constituted	not	only	samelsex	relations	but	any	
sexual	act	not	done	for	the	sake	of	procreation.	Intimacy	is	not	a	criteria	of	sexualll
ity	for	Philo,	be	it	homosexual	or	heterosexual.	More	strongly,	engaging	is	such	
sexual	activity	is	deemed	“unnatural.”	Philo	openly	criticized	men	who	married	
barren	women	and	rejected	sexual	pleasure	as	having	any	benefit	whatsoever.	See	
Philo,	On Special Laws,	F.	H.	Colson,	ed.	and	trans.	(London:	William	Heinemen,	
1958),	III:113;	and	Vern	L.	Bullough,	“The	Sin	Against	Nature	and	Homosexualll
ity,”	in	Sexual Practices and the Medieval Church,	V.	L.	Bullough	and	J.	Brundage,	eds.	
(Buffalo:	Prometheus	Books,	1982),	pp.	57,	58.	Cf.	Michael	Goodich,	The Unmentt
tionable Vice: Homosexuality in the Later Medieval Period	 (New	 York:	 Dorset	 Books,	
1979).	More	generally,	see	James	T.	Noonan,	Contraception: A	History of its Treatment 
by the Catholic Theologians and Canonists	(Cambridge:	Belknap	Press	of	Harvard	Unill
versity,	1966).	The	prominence	of	natural	law	as	the	foundation	for	the	Christian	
prohibition	of	homosexuality	 comes	 from	Thomas	Aquinas.	See	Aquinas,	Basic 
Writings of St. Thomas Aquinas,	vols.	1	and	2,	Anton	C.	Pegis,	ed.	(New	York:	Ranll
dom	House,	1945),	pp.	750,	775,	776.	Cf.	 the	use	of	natural	 law	theory	 in	John	
Finnis,	Natural Law and Natural Rights	(Oxford:	Clarendon,	1980)	and	a	critique	of	
Finnis	 in	Martha	Nussbaum,	Sex and Social Justice,	pp.	299–331.	Following	Philo	
(and	more	directly	Paul)	and	the	Hellenistic	influence	on	Jewish,	or	late	Israelite,	
notions	of	 sexuality,	 the	Church	canonized	“unnatural”	 sexual	practices	as	any	
practice	(with	any	partner)	that	does	not	potentially	lead	to	procreation.	Homoll
sexuality	is	included	in	this	category	not	because	it	is	a	sexual	act	with	the	same	
gender	but	because	it	is	an	act	that	cannot	result	in	procreation.	Judaism	could	not	
adopt	this	stance	because	the	sages	explicitly	acknowledge	sexual	pleasure	(espell
cially	for	the	woman)	and	intimacy	as	part	of	legitimate	sexuality.	See,	for	example,	
in	David	Novak,	“Religious	Communities,	Secular	Society,	and	Sexuality:	One	Jewll
ish	Opinion,”	in	Sexual Orientation,	pp.	15–17.	Hence,	some	Jewish	(and	Christian)	
interpreters	sever	homosexuality	from	nonprocreative	heterosexuality	more	genll
erally	and	call	 it,	and	only	 it,	“unnatural.”	This	move	has	 little	basis	 in	classical	
sources,	both	Jewish	and	Christian.	Novak	uses	the	natural	law	argument	as	only	
one	piece	of	his	justification	for	the	prohibition	of	homosexuality.	He	designates	
homosexuality	as	part	of	the	category	of	gilluy  ¿arayot	(illicit	sexuality	including	inll
cest),	making	it	one	of	the	Noahide	laws.	Hence,	from	a	Jewish	perspective,	he	arll
gues	homosexuality	is	a	universal	prohibition	extending	to	all	of	humanity.	This	
case	is	also	supported	by	Rapoport	in	Judaism and Homosexuality,	p.	4.
	 48.	Sigmund	Freud,	“Three	Lectures	on	Sexuality,”	in	Sigmund	Freud,	Sexutt
ality: Three Essays on the Theory of Sex	(London:	Penguin	Books,	1953),	pp.	46–
170.	Carl	Jung	treats	this	issue	as	well.	See	Man and His Symbols,	Carl	Jung,	ed.	
(New	York:	Doubleday,	1964).
	 49.	There	are	many	studies	on	the	messianism	in	Lurianic	Kabbala.	On	the	
latest	statement	of	messianism	in	Luria,	see	Moshe	Idel,	Messianic Mystics,	pp.	
154–182	and	notes.
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	 50.	The	messianism	of	Luria’s	fraternity	is	a	complex	issue.	For	some	relell
vant	 discussions,	 see	 Scholem,	 Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism,	 pp.	 244–286;	
Lawrence	 Fine,	 Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos,	 pp.	 300–360;	 and	
Moshe	Idel,	Messianic Mystics,	pp.	154–182.
	 51.	The	historical	work	on	this	period	does	analyze	the	general	Islamic	conll
text	in	which	the	Safed	kabbalists	worked,	but	none	of	them	delve	into	the	intelll
lectual,	theological,	and	cultural	influence	that	may	underlie	Lurianic	Kabbala.	
The	most	recent	and	comprehensive	analysis	of	the	Lurianic	circle	in	its	historill
cal	context	is	Lawrence	Fine’s	Physical of the Soul.	While	Fine’s	thorough	work	proll
vides	the	reader	with	important	doctrinal	and	historical	data,	he	does	not	relate	
Lurianic	 doctrine	 to	 its	 Islamic	 or	 Ottoman	 context.	 See	 esp.	 pp.	 20–27.	 See	
Abraham	David,	To Come to the Land;	Mordecai	Pachter	MetZefunot Safed	(Israel:	
Zalman	Shazar	Institute,	1994);	Meir	Benayahu,	Toldot hatAri	(Jerusalem,	1967);	
David	Tamar,	Mekharim betoldot hatYehudim betrez Yisrael u betItalia;	 and	Aliyah v 
Hityashvut betErez Yisrael betMeah hatShishit	(Jerusalem:	Reuven	Moss,	1993);	and	
Schmuel	Avitsur,	“Safed—Center	for	the	Manufacture	of	Woven	Woolens	in	the	
Fifteenth	Century”	[Hebrew],	Sefunot	6	(1962):	43–69.
	 52.	See	Fine,	Physician of the Soul,	pp.	27–39.
	 53.	Vital	was	born	in	1542,	apparently	in	Safed.	An	intellectual	biography	of	
Vital	 is	 still	 a	 desideratum.	 See	 Scholem,	 Kabbala	 (New	 York:	 Dorset	 Books,	
1974),	pp.	442–448.
	 54.	The	tolerant	and	sometimes	embracing	relationship	between	the	Ottoll
man	Empire	and	its	Jews	has	been	well	documented.	For	some	examples,	see	Salo	
Baron,	Social and Religious History of the Jews,	vol.	18:	120ff;	Stanford	Shaw,	The Jews 
of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic	 (New	 York:	 New	 York	 University	
Press,	1991);	and	Halil	Inalcik,	“Foundations	of	OttomanlJewish	Cooperation,”	
in	 Jews, Turks, Ottomans,	Avigdow	Levy,	ed.	(Syracuse,	N.Y.:	Syracuse	University	
Press,	2003),	pp.	3–14.
	 55.	See	Jeremy	A.	Bellamy, Sex and Society in Islamic Popular Literature, in Socitt
ety and the Sexes in Medieval Spain	(Malibu,	Calif:	Udena,	1979),	pp.	23–42;	and	
Jim	Wafer,	 “Muhammad	and	Male	Homosexuality,”	 in	 Islamic Homosexualities: 
Culture, History, and Literature,	 S.	 O.	 Murray	 and	 W.	 Roscoe,	 eds.	 (New	 York:	
New	York	University	Press,	1997),	pp.	87–97.
	 56.	Quran	7:80–84;	11:77–83;	21:74;	22:43;	26:165–185;	27:56–59;	29:27–33.	
In	colloquial	Arabic,	homosexuals	are	called	qaum Lut	(Lot’s	people)	and	the	
homosexual	 is	called	a	Luti	 (Lotist).	As	noted	by	Khalid	Duran,	 this	 is	quite	
odd	given	that	Lot,	in	fact,	distanced	himself	from	his	community	because	of	
their	behavior.	See	Khalid	Duran,	“Homosexuality	in	Islam,”	in	Homosexuality 
and World Religions,	Arlene	Swidler,	ed.	(Valley	Forge,	Pa.:	Trinity	Press	Internall
tional,	1993),	pp.	181,	182.
	 57.	See	Bellamy,	Sex and Society,	p.	89;	and	Jehodeda	Sofer,	“Sodomy	in	the	
Law	of	Muslim	States,”	in	Sexuality and Eroticism among Males in Moslem Societies,	
A.	Schmitt	and	J.	Sofer,	eds.	(New	York:	Harworth,	1992),	pp.	1–24.	In	actualll
ity,	homosexuality	does	not	even	warrant	the	more	formal	punishment	(hadd)	
but	the	more	flexible	notion	of	taƒzir.
	 58.	For	example,	see	A.	AbulKhalil,	“A	Note	on	the	Study	of	Homosexuality	in	
the	Arab/Islamic	Civilization,”	Arab Studies Journal	1–2	(1993):	32–34;	M.	Daniel,	
“Arab	Civilization	and	Male	Love,”	 in	Reclaiming Sodom,	 J.	Goldberg,	ed.	(New	
York:	 Taylor	 &	 Francis,	 1994),	 pp.	 59–65;	 Khalid	 Duran,	 “Homosexuality	 and	
Islam,”	pp.	195–197;	and	Yaron	BenlNa’eh,	“Mishkav Zakhor	Among	Jews	in	the	
Ottoman	Empire”	[Hebrew],	Zion	65	(2001):	174.
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	 59.	On	this,	also	see	Boswell,	Christianity,	pp.	195ff.
	 60.	Steven	O.	Murray,	“The	Will	Not	to	Know:	Accommodations	of	Male	Holl
mosexuality,”	in	Islamic Homosexualities,	pp.	14–54.	Cf.	Everett	K.	Rowson,	“Two	
Homoerotic	Narratives	from	Mamluk	Literature,”	in	Homoeroticism in Classical Artt
abic Literature,	J.	W.	Wright	Jr.	and	E.	K.	Rowson,	eds.	(New	York:	Columbia	Unill
versity	Press,	1997),	p.	166.	Rowson	discusses	the	Hanbalite	response	to	the	Sufi	
practice	of	gazing	at	young	boys.	Even	the	strict	and	rigid	Hanbalite	legalists	acll
knowledge	the	naturalness	of	homoerotic	desire,	while	strictly	prohibiting	it.	On	
the	use	of	young	boys	as	objects	of	contemplation,	see	William	C.	Chittick,	The 
Sufi Path of Love: The Spiritual Teachings of Rumi	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1983),	
p.	288.	 “Certain	Sufis,	 such	as	Awhad	allDin	Kirmani	and	Fakhr	allDin	 Iraqi,	
seem	to	have	made	systematic	use	of	outward	objects	in	the	world	as	supports	for	
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12	(1977):	304–319.	Cf.	Bullough/Bullough,	Cross Dressing,	pp.	12–14.
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	 67.	See	Joseph	Hacker,	“The	Exiles	from	Spain	in	the	Ottoman	Empire	in	
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p.	173.
	 68.	See	Hayyim	Shirmann,	“The	Ephebe	 in	Medieval	Hebrew	Poetry,”	Sett
farad	15	(1955):	55–68;	and	Norman	Roth,	“‘Deal	Gently	with	the	Young	Man’:	
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	 83.	See	Fine,	Safed Spirituality	(New	York:	Paulist	Press,	1984),	pp.	61–83;	and	
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esp.	41	a/b;	R.	Natan	Shapira,	Mazat Shemorim,	9a;	and	R.	Judah	Hayyat’s	Sefer 
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cism	 (Seattle:	University	of	Washington	Press,	 1986),	pp.	76–103.	On	Hayyat,	
see	 Idel,	 “R.	 Yehuda	 Hallewah	 and	 his	 Zafnat Pa’aneah”	 [Hebrew],	 Shalem	 4	
(1984):	119–138.
	 86.	See	BenlNe’ah,	“Mishkav Zakhur,”	p.	174.
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	 90.	On	this,	see	Playing with Gender: A Renaissance Pursuit,	Jean	Brink,	Maryll
anne	Horowitz,	and	Alison	Coudert,	eds.	(Urbana:	University	of	Illinois	Press,	
1991);	and	Bullough/Bullough,	Cross Dressing,	pp.	74–90.
	 91.	Sha ¿ar hatYihudim	(SHY)	(Yeshivat	halHayyim	ve	halShalom,	n.d.),	pp.	
36d–37a.	 Another	 manuscript	 version,	 Bodleian	 Library,	 1782,	 fol.	 177b,	 is	
cited	in	Elliot	R.	Wolfson,	Circle in the Square	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1995)	
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	 95.	The	delineation	of	zeir anpin	is	a	central	tent	of	the	Lurianic	system.	For	
some	examples,	see	Vital,	EH,	vol.	2,	Palace	5,	Gate	31,	pp.	32c–34d;	OzH,	pp.	
25d–27d;	AdY,	pp.	122–136;	and	R.	Efrayim	Penzari,	SeD,	96–106.	Cf.	Pinhas	
Giller,	Reading the Zohar	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2001),	pp.	113–119.
	 96.	See,	for	example,	in	ShG,	intro.	39,	p.	376	in	Bnei	Aaron	ed.
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sound.	Jesus	is	also	viewed	as	a	female.	See,	for	example,	Caroline	Walker	Bynum,	
Jesus as Mother: Studies in Spirituality in the High Middle Ages	(Berkeley:	University	of	
California	Press,	1982),	pp.	110–169.	There	is	a	similar	kind	of	androgyny	or	genll
der	playing	regarding	Moses.	See	Aaron	Wildavsky,	The Nursing Father: Moses as 
Political Leader	(Birmingham:	University	of	Alabama	Press,	1984).
	 98.	See	Zohar,	Idra	Raba	190b.	But	see	Penzari,	SeD,	pp.	144,	145,	where	it	is	
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	 99.	Jaques	Lacan,	“The	Phallic	Phase	and	the	Subjective	Import	of	the	Casll
tration	 Complex,”	 in	 Lacan,	 Feminine Sexuality,	 J.	 Mitchell	 and	 J.	 Rose,	 eds.,	
trans.	J.	Rose	(New	York:	Pantheon	Books,	1982),	pp.	99–122.
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The Mysticism of Isaac Luria, Founder of Modern Kabbala (Berkeley,	Calif.:	North	
Atlantic	Books,	2005).
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lalim,	p.	19c.
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See,	for	example,	EH,	Palace	2,	Gate	2,	chapters	2	and	3,	pp.	40c–44b.
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	 104.	SeD,	p.	149a.
	 105.	Jacques	Lacan,	“The	Meaning	of	the	Phallus,”	in	his	Feminine Sexuality,	
pp.	74–85.
	 106.	Ibid.,	pp.	79	and	82;	and	Butler,	Bodies that Matter,	p.	96.	Cf.	EH,	Gate	21,	
chapter	3,	p.	105a,	where	the	Hebrew	word	for	masculine,	zakhar,	signifies	memory	
[zakhur],	arguing	that	the	loss	of	masculinity	is	the	loss	of	the	ability	to	remember	
Torah,	based	perhaps	as	an	interpretation	of	nashim da ¿atan kalot.	Cf.	ShRK,	16d	
and	Sha ¿ar hatKelalim,	p.	19c.	On	da ¿atan kalot (b.T.	Kiddushin	80b),	see	Ta ¿amei hat
Mitzvot,	printed	in	R.	Meir	Poppers,	LiT,	“parshat	terumah,”	p.	65b.
	 107.	ShY,	p.	35d.
	 108.	On	the	impossibility	of	homosexual	desire,	see	Butler,	Bodies that Matter,	
p.	127.
	 109.	Butler,	Bodies that Matter,	pp.	102	and	103.
	 110.	ShRK,	p.	16d.
	 111.	The	notion	of	one	gender	becoming	the	other	through	erotic	arousal	alll
ready	exists	 in	the	Zohar.	See,	for	example,	Zohar	1.	66b	and	53b	discussed	in	
Wolfson,	“Eunuchs	Who	Keep	the	Sabbath,”	pp.	166	and	167.	Wolfson	notes,	“To	
arouse	the	supernal	male,	the	female	must	assume	a	role	that	is	characteristically	
masculine;	what	facilitates	the	assumption	of	this	role	is	the	insemination	of	the	
female	by	the	male	mystic.	.	.	.	The	erotic	union	of	the	male	mystic	and	the	femill
nine	Shekhinah	results	in	the	mutual	transformation	of	the	two;	the	masculine	
below	is	feminized	and	the	feminine	above	is	masculinized.”	Hence,	the	whole	noll
tion	of	the	plasticity	of	gender	is	already	deeply	embedded	in	the	zoharic	imaginall
tion	 that	 Luria	 had	 so	 thoroughly	 absorbed.	 What	 Luria	 does	 is	 translate	 the	
metaphysical	and	vertical	transmorphing	of	gender	in	the	Zohar	to	the	horizontal	
plane	of	 two	male	bodies.	Wolfson	makes	 a	 claim	 in	 “Eunuchs”	 that,	 far	 from	
being	transgressive,	homoeroticism	as	the	unity	of	the	mystic	with	the	“male”	God	
is	that	which	arouses	heterosexual	Eros:	“from	the	human	perspective	heterosexll
ual	Eros	is	fulfilled	in	the	homoerotic	union	of	the	male	mystic	and	God”	(171).	
Moreover,	he	alludes	to	the	communal	nature	of	this	homoeroticism	in	the	kabll
balistic	fraternity	in	the	zoharic	corpus	that	only	feeds	the	closelknit	nature	of	the	
Lurianic	circle.
	 112.	Butler,	Bodies that Matter,	p.	98.
	 113.	Ibid.,	p.	139.
	 114.	Zohar	1.50a.
	 115.	ShY,	p.	36d.	Cf.	Zohar hatRakiya,	p.	73c.
	 116.	Butler,	Bodies that Matter,	p.	111.
	 117.	Ibid.,	p.	234.
	 118.	More	strongly,	the	whole	dichotomy	of	essentialist/constructivist	is	probll
lematic.	While	Butler	aptly	problematizes	this	structure,	she	is	still,	to	some	dell
gree,	wed	to	its	premises.	For	a	penetrating	critique	of	this	dichotomy,	and	Butll
ler’s	use	of	it,	see	William	D.	Hart,	“Sexual	Orientation	and	the	Language	of	
Higher	Law,”	in	Sexual Orientation and Human Rights in American Religious Distt
course,	pp.	208,	209.
	 119.	See	Wolfson,	“Crossing	Gender	Boundaries	in	Kabbalistic	Myth	and	Ritll
ual,”	in	Circle in the Square	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1995),	pp.	79–121;	“Gender	
and	Heresy	in	Kabbala”	[Hebrew],	Kabbala: Journal for the Study of Jewish Mystical 
Texts 6	(2001):	231–262;	and	most	recently,	Language, Eros, Being,	pp.	46–110.	In	
these	last	two	studies	Wolfson	extends	his	thesis	to	show	how	gender	dimorphism	
is	a	theme	that	filters	through	the	entire	theosophic	kabbalistic	tradition.	Basing	
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himself	on	the	distinction	between	sex	and	gender,	gender	being	a	symbolic	and	
not	a	biological	construction,	Wolfson	argues	that	the	movement	from	male	to	fell
male	(and	back	again)	is	common,	gender	being	a	station	in	the	mythic	life	of	the	
sephirot	or	parzufim.	In	the	Lurianic	material	we	have	been	exploring	we	see	an	exll
ample	where	the	biological	human	(i.e.,	flesh	and	blood	man	or	woman)	is	also	
viewed	in	this	symbolic	way,	each	human	containing	within	him/her	both	male	
and	female.	The	actualization	of	these	potentialities	is	at	least	somewhat	depenll
dent	on	human	behavior.	Another	example	of	 this	 that	 supports	Wolfson’s	apll
proach	can	be	found	in	R.	Shneur	Zalman	of	Liady’s	Siddur Tefillot metkol HatShana	
(Brooklyn,	N.Y.:	Kehot,	1981),	p.	125	a/b.
	 120.	Butler,	Bodies that Matter,	p.	95.
	 121.	The	notion	of	the	human	body	containing	both	genders,	and	thus	being	
able	to	transmorph	from	one	to	the	other	is	not	unique	to	the	theosophic	trall
dition.	It	also	exists	in	the	ecstatic	writings	of	Abraham	Abulafia.	See	Abulafia,	
Imre Shefer	(Jerusalem,	2001),	pp.	101–103.
	 122.	See	Charles	Mopsik,	Le sexe des âmes: Aleas de la difference sexualle dans la 
Cabale	(Paris:	Editions	de	L’Eclat,	2003),	esp.	pp.	79–105.	In	English,	see	Mopll
sik,	Sex of the Soul: The Vicissitudes of Sexual Difference in Kabbala (Los	Angeles:	
Cherub,	2005),	pp.	38–50.
	 123.	Sa ¿adia	Gaon,	Emunot ve Deot,	4:7.
	 124.	See	 Gershom	 Scholem,	 “The	 Transmigration	 of	 Souls,”	 in	 The	 Mystical 
Shape of the Godhead,	pp.	197–250;	Rachel	Elior,	“The	Doctrine	of	Transmigration	
in	Galya Raza,”	in	Essential Papers in Kabbala,	Lawrence	Fine,	ed.	(New	York:	New	
York	University	Press,	1995),	pp.	243–269;	Ronit	Meroz,	“Selections	from	Ephraim	
Penzari:	Luria’s	Sermon	in	Jerusalem	and	the	Kavvanah	in	Taking	Food”	[Hell
brew],	Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought	10	(1992):	211–258;	and	Lawrence	Fine,	
Physician of the Soul,	pp.	304–358.	This	idea	first	appears	in	Kabbala	in	Sefer hat
Bahir	(late	12th	century).	See	Scholem,	“Transmigration,”	in	The Mystical Shape of 
the Godhead, pp.	199–201.	For	some	medieval	kabbalistic	sources,	see	Meroz,	pp.	
226–230.	 Most	 recently,	 see	 Menahem	 Kallus,	 “Pneumatic	 Mystical	 Possession	
and	the	Eschatology	of	the	Soul	in	Lurianic	Kabbala,”	in	Spirit Possession in Judatt
ism: Cases and Contexts from the Middle Ages to the Present,	Matt	Goldish,	ed.	(Detroit:	
Wayne	State	University	Press),	pp.	159–185.	Cf.	Raza	Lea	HovavlMachboob,	“The	
Ari’s	Doctrine	of	Reincarnation”	(DHL	thesis,	The	Jewish	Theological	Seminary	
of	 America,	 1983).	 This	 idea	 begins	 to	 gain	 prominence	 in	 zoharic	 literature	
(late	13th	century),	yet	it	is	limited	primarily	to	the	question	of	levirate	marriage	
in	Sabba detMishpatim.	See	Pinhas	Giller,	Reading the Zohar	(New	York:	Oxford	Unill
versity	Press,	2001),	pp.	37	and	38.
	 125.	b.T.	Sanhedrin	106b.	Cf.	Zohar	16a;	2.91a;	102a;	3.164b.	The	Zohar	does	
not	mention	gilgul	in	relation	to	this	migdal.	This	is	apparently	Luria’s	(or	Vill
tal’s)	invention.	In	the	talmudic	discussion.	this	migdal	is	likely	the	Temple	(Beit 
hatMikdash),	as	Doag	was	viewed	as	an	expert	in	the	laws	of	the	Temple.	The	
connection,	if	there	is	any,	between	the	Temple	and	gilgul	is	unknown	to	me.
	 126.	See	ShG,	intro.	8,	pp.	76	and	77.	There	Vital	addresses	the	issue	of	women	
and	gilgul	by	saying	that	women	can	sometimes	be	reincarnated	with	their	husll
bands	for	certain	reasons,	“even	though	they	do	not	need	to	be	reincarnated.”
	 127.	See	ShG,	 intro.	4,	p.	47.	 “A	 righteous	person	(zaddik)	who	engages	 in	
Torah,	especially	if	he	is	from	the	ancient	ones,	is	not	judged	in	Gehenna.	But,	
he	 still	must	become	purified	 from	his	 sins	 in	order	 to	enter	 the	Garden	of	
Eden.	Therefore,	he	has	no	choice	but	to	be	reincarnated.”
	 128.	ShG,	intro.	9,	pp.	78,	79.	Cf.	SeG,	chapter	13,	p.	26f.
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	 129.	See,	for	example,	in	SeG,	chapter	11,	p.	25.
	 130.	See	SeG,	intro.	4,	pp.	47,	48;	intro.	20,	p.	141;	and	intro.	22,	pp.	152,	153.
	 131.	See	ShG,	intros.,	6,	7,	and	12;	SeG,	chapters	7	and	35,	p.	79.	Luria	allegll
edly	 told	Vital	 that	a	portion	of	Vital’s	 soul	was	“new”—a	compliment	of	 the	
highest	order.	See	Vital,	Sefer hatHezyonot,	154,	192,	and	292;	and	Kallus,	“Pneull
matic	Mystical	Possession,”	pp.	160–163.
	 132.	On	 ¿ibur	(impregnation	of	souls),	see	ShG,	intro.	3;	SeG,	chapter	5;	and	
HovavlMachoob,	“The	Ari’s	Doctrine,”	pp.	55–65.
	 133.	SeG,	chapter	5.
	 134.	See	SeG,	chapter	13,	p.	27.	“There	are	numerous	kinds	of	sins	that	cause	
the	change	of	a	man	to	a	woman,	on	the	blessing,	[Blessed	be	you,	of	God]	who	
did	not	make	me	a	woman.	One	of	them	is	mishkav zakhur,	which	is	just	punishll
ment	(mida ketneged mida).”
	 135.	See	SeG,	chapter	13,	p.	27.	The	“feminine	waters”	represent	the	potency	
of	the	female	(even	if	she	may	be	male,	as	in	Israel	in	relation	to	God)	to	actill
vate	male	desire	above	that	results	in	the	descent	of	the	(male)	light/seminal	
fluid	resulting	in	impregnation	or	tikkun.
	 136.	This	is	because	at	the	time	of	conception	the	female	body,	in	this	case,	is	inll
habited	by	a	male	soul,	hence	rendering	a	circumstance	much	like	mishkav zakhur.
	 137.	SeG,	pp.	81,	82.
	 138.	See	Anne	Bolin,	“Transsexualism	and	the	Limits	of	Traditional	Analyll
sis,”	American Behavioral Scientist	31	(1987):	41–65;	and	Gilbert	Herdt,	“Reprell
sentations	 of	 Homosexuality:	 An	 Essay	 on	 Cultural	 Ontology	 and	 Historical	
Comparison,	Part	1,”	Journal of the History of Sexuality	1,	no.	3	(1991):	481–504.
	 139.	SeG,	p.	82.
	 140.	See	Ronit	Meroz,	“Selections	from	Ephraim	Penzari,”	pp.	226ff.
	 141.	See,	 for	example,	 in	ShP,	p.	5a.	“When	a	higher	 light	descends	downll
ward,	as	long	as	it	retains	its	strength,	it	is	called	masculine	(zakhar).	When	it	
reaches	its	place	and	loses	its	strength,	it	is	called	feminine	(nekava).”	Thus,	lall
bels	of	gender	are	relative	and	not	static.
	 142.	B.T.	Ketubot	62b	and	b.T.	Nedarim	50a.
	 143.	The	term	nirva,	from	the	root	RVA,	refers	to	sodomy	or	pederasty.	See	
b.T.	Sanhedrin	9b	and	b.T.	Avodah	Zara	24a.
	 144.	ShG,	introduction	39,	p.	340.	On	R.	Akiva	marrying	the	wife	of	Tyranus	
Rufus	(Governor	of	Judea,	1st	century),	see	b.T.	Avodah	Zara	20a.	Cf.	b.T.	Nell
darim	50b;	Baba	Batra	10a;	Sanhedrin	65b.
	 145.	Vital’s	anguish	about	only	having	daughters	was	not	uncommon.	In	fact,	
during	this	period	we	have	a	collection	of	letters	from	Jerusalem	that	addresses	
the	“burden	of	having	daughters”	(zarat hatbat).	See	as	cited	and	discussed	in	
Ruth	Lamdan,	A Separate People: Jewish Women in Palestine, Syria, and Egypt in the 
Sixteenth Century	(Leiden:	Brill,	2000),	pp.	25,	26.	Luria’s	explanation	and	solull
tion	to	this	social	dilemma	must	have	been	quite	welcome	to	men	since	it	put	
the	burden	of	infertility	on	the	woman’s	soul.
	 146.	Another	case	is	Avigail,	the	wife	of	Nabel	the	Carlemite	and	then	the	wife	
of	King	David.	Vital	states	in	ShG,	intro.	36,	p.	300,	that	Avigail	had	a	male	soul.
	 147.	Ibid.,	p.	209.

4. Numbers

	 1.	Or,	as	Daniel	Boyarin	suggests,	“difference.”	“Rather	than	the	negatively	
loaded	term	‘particularism’	we	can	easily	rename	this	Jewish	resistance	with	the	
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positive	marked	‘difference’	and,	as	such,	it	has	functioned	as	a	model	for	politics	
of	difference	of	repressed	people	of	color,	women,	and	gays.”	Daniel	Boyarin,	“The	
Subversion	 of	 the	 Jews:	 Moses’	 Veil	 and	 the	 Hermeneutics	 of	 Supersession,”	 in	
Boyarin,	Sparks of the Logos	(Leiden:	Brill,	2003),	p.	184.	Boyarin	is	talking	about	Isll
rael’s	 insistence	on	 living	a	corporeal	existence	despite	Paul’s	critique	and	how	
that	stubbornness	has,	in	effect,	enabled	Israel	to	survive.	While	I	agree	that	partictt
ularism	 is	a	 term	that	has	been	used	unfairly	against	 Judaism,	 I	 think	difference,	
while	 more	 nuanced,	 can	 be	 viewed	 as	 softening	 the	 often	 hardledged	 claims	
made	by	the	rabbis	and	their	spiritual	and	intellectual	progeny	(especially	the	mysll
tics)	about	their	place	in	humanity.	Yehezkel	Kaufmann’s	history	of	the	birth	of	
Jewish	particularism	in	Galut ve Nekhar	suggests	that	Israel	experienced	alienation	
from	its	host	environment	only	with	the	rise	of	Christendom	and	Islam,	two	comll
peting	“monotheisms.”	He	is	making	a	similar	point	to	Boyarin	from	the	opposite	
direction.	That	is,	because	nonmonotheistic	religions	are	generally	more	tolerant	
of	other	religions,	even	monotheisms,	they	are	also	less	threatening	to	Jews.	When	
Jews	lived	under	competing	monotheisms	they	were	more	alienated	by	their	host	
culture	and	also	needed	to	be	more	strident	in	defining	their	unique	particularisll
tic	nature	because	of	their	theological	proximity	to	their	surroundings.
	 2.	Much	of	this	rests	on	the	biblical	and	rabbinic	notions	of	divine	election.	
See,	for	example,	Deuteronomy	7:6–8;	Samuel	2:	23;	Amos	3:2;	b.T.	Berakhot	6a;	
Hagigah	3a;	More	generally,	see	David	Frank,	ed.,	A People Apart: Chosenness and 
Ritual in Jewish Philosophical Thought	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1993),	and	David	
Novak,	The Election of Israel.	Shaye	Cohen	argues	that	this	preoccupation	with	the	
other	begins	in	earnest	in	the	2nd	century	ce	and	underlies	the	rabbinic	conll
struction	of	conversion	to	a	nascent	Judaism.	“This,	in	this	period,	even	though	
Jews	were	becoming	more	nationalistic	and	particularistic	they	were	becoming	
more	universalistic	by	extending	citizenship	to	other	peoples	and	allowing	indill
viduals	 to	 convert	 to	 Judaism.”	 Shaye	 J.	 D.	 Cohen,	 The Beginnings of Jewishness: 
Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1999),	
p.	 138.	 Navigating	 the	 boundaries	 of	 difference	 between	 Jew–Christian	 and	
Christian–Jew	is	also	evident	in	early	Christianity,	based	largely	on	Paul’s	selfldefll
inition	as	being	(and	remaining?)	a	“Hebrew	born	of	Hebrews.”	See	Phillippians	
3:4–7.	 Cf.	 Romans	 11:1;	 Paula	 Fredrikson,	 “What	 ‘Parting	 of	 the	 Ways’?	 Jews,	
Christians,	and	the	Ancient	Mediterranean	City,”	in	A.	Becker,	A.	Y.	Reed,	eds.,	
The Ways That Never Parted (Tubingen:	MohrlSrebed,	2003),	pp.	35–63;	and	Anll
drew	S.	Jacobs,	“A	Jew’s	Jew:	Paul	and	the	Early	Christian	Problem	of	Jewish	Orill
gins,”	Journal of Religion	86,	no.	2	(April	2006):	258–286.
	 3.	Jonathan	Z.	Smith’s	term	proximate other is	quite	useful	here.	Smith	argues	
that	all	“otherness”	as	much	as	it	used	in	comparison	between	“near	neighbors”	
still	implied	difference.	That	is,	the	construct	of	otherness	implies	by	definition	a	
dimension	 of	 sameness	 such	 that	 distinctions	 become	 relevant.	 “Remoteness,”	
Smith	argues,	guarantees	our	“indifference.”	See	Smith,	“What	a	Difference	a	
Difference	Makes,”	in	J.	Neusner,	E.	Freirich,	eds.,	To See Ourselves as Others See Us	
(Chico,	Calif.:	Scholars,	1985),	pp.	3–48.	Cf.	idem.	“Scriptures	and	Histories,”	in	
Method and Theory on the Study of Religion	4	(1992):	104,	105.
	 4.	Esther	Benbassa	and	JeanlChristoff	Attias,	The Jew and the Other,	G.	M.	
Gushgarian	(Ithaca,	N.Y.:	Cornell	University	Press,	2004),	p.	64.
	 5.	Sacha	Stern,	Jewish Identity in Early Rabbinic Writings	(Leiden:	Brill,	1994),	
p.	4.
	 6.	On	the	question	of	the	other	in	Kabbala,	see	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	
pp.	26–41	and	129–165.

290 Notes to pages 143–144



	 7.	Jonathan	Z.	Smith,	To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual,	pp.	13,	14.
	 8.	W.	D.	Davis,	“From	Schweitzer	to	Scholem:	Reflections	on	Sabbatai	Zvi,”	
Journal of Biblical Literature 96	(1976):	529–558.	Jon	Levenson	puts	 it	 this	way:	
“There	is	probably	nothing	that	has	attracted	so	much	attention	and	generated	
so	much	controversy	as	the	biblical	idea	that	the	Jews	are	the	chosen	people.”	
Levenson,	“The	Universal	Horizon	of	Biblical	Particularism,”	in	Ethnicity in the 
Bible,	p.	143.
	 9.	This	division	is	suggested	by	Yezhezkel	Kaufman	when,	writing	about	the	
prohibition	of	idolatry,	he	states,	“While	the	same	viewpoint	[i.e.,	that	only	Israel	
is	prohibited	in	idolatry]	underlies	the	doctrine	of	the	prophets,	they	regard	the	
past	and	present	dichotomy	of	mankind	as	a	passing	phase.	At	the	end	of	days	all	
men	shall	worship	YHWH.	In	contrast,	the	faith	of	the	Torah	sees	no	end	to	this	
division.	It	has	no	dream	for	the	end	of	idolatry.	The	eschatological	visions	of	the	
Torah	lack	the	motif	of	a	universal	religious	conversion.”	Kaufman,	The Religion of 
Israel,	p.	164.	David	Novak	contests	this	view	and	argues	that	the	difference	bell
tween	the	Torah’s	view	of	the	distinction	between	Israelites	and	gentiles	is	one	of	
degree	and	not	of	kind.	That	is,	Novak	claims	that	the	universal	prophetic	vision	
still	contains	the	particular	and	perhaps	even	exclusivist	notion	of	the	Torah.	See	
Novak,	The Image of the NontJew in Judaism	(New	York:	Edmin	Mellen,	1983),	p.	113.
	 10.	In	fact,	it	has	been	noted	that	Paul’s	universalizing	impulse	draws	not	
from	Hellenism	but	from	Jewish	sources	with	which	he	was	intimately	familiar.	
See	Wayne	Meeks,	“A	Nazi	New	Testament	Reads	His	Bible,”	in	The Idea of Biblitt
cal Interpretation; Essays in Honor of James Kugel	 (Leiden:	Brill,	2004),	pp.	513–
545.	Cf.	Denise	Buell	and	Caroline	Johnson	Hodge,	“The	Politics	of	Interpretall
tion:	The	Rhetoric	of	Race	and	Ethnicity	in	Paul,”	Journal of Biblical Literature	
123,	no.	2	(2004):	240.	Others	have	argued	that	conversion	in	Christianity	is	inll
tended	to	fulfill	a	universalism	latent	in	Judaism.	See	Arthur	Darby	Nock,	Contt
version: The Old and the New in Religion from Alexander the Great to Augustine of 
Hippo	(Baltimore,	Md.:	Johns	Hopkins	Press,	1988),	pp.	187–190,	cited	in	Buell	
and	Johnson	Hodge,	The Politics,	p.	240,	n.	22;	and	Lloyd	Gaston,	Paul and the 
Torah	(Vancouver:	University	of	British	Columbia	Press,	1987),	pp.	116–134.
	 11.	See	David	Novak,	The Election of Israel.	 It	 is	quite	 telling	 that	Spinoza,	
whose	Theological/Political Treatise	is	arguably	the	first	deep	experiment	of	Judall
ism	and	modernity	 is	also	 the	first	 to	 jettison	 the	category	of	election.	More	
generally,	see	Arnold	Eisen, The Chosen People in America	(Bloomington:	Indill
ana	University	Press,	1984).
	 12.	On	the	first	question,	see	Gerald	Blidstein,	“Who	Is	Not	a	Jew?—the	Mell
dieval	Discussion,”	Israel Law Review	11	(1976):	369–390	and	my	discussion	in	
the	previous	chapter	on	Exodus.	On	 the	kabbalistic	 response	 to	Christianity	
and	Islam,	see	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	129–185.
	 13.	Following	Daniel	Boyarin	I	include	JewishlChristians	as	Israel.	See	Boyall
rin,	Border Lines: The Partition of JudeotChristianity.	The	notion	that	Jewish	exclull
sivity	was	based	on	Judaism	viewing	itself	as	the	exclusive	monotheism	is	inacll
curate.	For	example,	the	rabbis	put	these	words	in	the	mouth	of	a	“pagan”	in	
conversation	with	Rabbi	Akiva:	“We	both	know	that	in	our	heart	there	is	no	rell
ality	in	idolatry.”	See	b.T.	Avodah	Zara	55a.
	 14.	This	observation	is	challenged	in	Vital’s	interpretation	of	the	 ¿erev rav	in	
his	 ¿Etz hatDa ¿at Tov	(EDT).	Vital	argues,	via	the	lens	of	biblical	interpretation,	
that	conversion	was	always	a	pressing	issue	in	Ancient	Israel.	For	another	view,	
see	Stern,	Jewish Identity in Early Rabbinic Writing,	pp.	88–95	and	Alan	Segal,	“Conll
version	 and	 Messianism:	 Outline	 of	 a	 New	 Approach,”	 in	 The Messiah,	 James	
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Charlesworth,	ed.	(Minneapolis:	Fortress,	1987),	pp.	296–323.	As	I	argued	earll
lier,	this	reflects	Vital’s	social	setting	far	more	than	the	biblical	narrative.	But	see	
S.	McKnight,	A Light among the Gentiles: Jewish Missionary Activity in the Second Temtt
ple Period (Minneapolis:	Fortress,	1991),	who	argues	that	the	boundaries	between	
Jew	and	Greek	were	quote	permeable	in	an	earlier	period.
	 15.	See	Cohen,	The Beginning of Jewishness,	pp.	119–125.	Cf.	Idel,	“Messianic	
Ideas	and	Zionist	Ideas,”	pp.	73–81,	who	argues	that	even	the	messianic	idea	in	
Pentateuchal	Israelite	religion	was	not	universalistic	but	about	the	normalizall
tion	of	Israel	in	its	land.	But	Jon	Levenson	argues	that	this	lack	of	a	conversion	
procedure	may	have	been	an	expression	of	universalism	since	Ancient	Israelite	
religion	did	not	require	one	to	be	an	Israelite	to	be	living	divine	will.	Levenll
son,	 “The	Universal	Horizon,”	 in	Ethnicity in the Bible, pp.	160–163.	Cf.	 Jacob	
Milgrom,	“Religious	Conversion	and	the	Revolt	Model	for	the	Formation	of	Isll
rael,”	Journal of Biblical Literature	101	(1982):	169–176.
	 16.	See	Ephrayim	Urbach,	“SelflIsolation	or	SelflAffirmation	in	Judaism	in	
the	First	Three	Centuries:	Theory	and	Practice,”	in	E.	P.	Saunders,	ed.,	Jewish 
and Christian SelftDefinition, Volume Two: Aspects of Judaism in the GrecotRoman Pett
riod	 (Philadelphia:	 JPS,	1981),	pp.	269–298;	 and	Lawrence	Shiffman,	 “At	 the	
Crossroads:	Tannaitic	 Perspectives	on	 the	 Jewish	Christian	Schism,”	 in	 ibid.,	
pp.	115–156.
	 17.	The	two	claims	he	is	addressing	are	(1)	that	one’s	Jewishness	was	founded	
on	 accepting	 the	 notion	 of	 election	 (Urbach);	 and	 (2)	 that	 one’s	 Jewishness	
could	not	be	erased	even	with	disbelief	(Shiffman).
	 18.	William	Scott	Green,	“Otherness	Within:	Towards	a	Theory	of	Differll
ence	in	Rabbinic	Judaism,”	pp.	51,	52	in	J.	Neusner	and	E.	S.	Frerichs,	To See 
Ourselves as Others See Us: Christians, Jews, “Others” in Late Antiquity (Atlanta:	
Scholars,	1985).
	 19.	For	example,	see	Josephus,	Against Apion	2.11,	40;	Jewish War	2.20.2;	7.3.3;	
and	Antiquities	3.8.9;	20.8.11.	See	Louis	Feldman,	Jew and Gentile in the Ancient 
World	 (Princeton,	 N.J.:	 Princeton	 University	 Press,	 1993),	 pp.	 177–287;	 and	
David	C.	Sinn,	“Christianity	and	Ethnicity	in	the	Gospel	of	Matthew,”	in	Ethnictt
ity in the Bible,	pp.	172–177.
	 20.	See	Alan	F.	Segal,	“The	Costs	of	Proselytism	and	Conversion,”	in	Society 
of Biblical Literature 1988 Seminar Papers,	pp.	350–353;	Feldman,	Jew and Gentile,	
pp.	342–382;	and	Joseph	Rosenbloom,	Conversion in Judaism: From the Biblical Pett
riod to the Present	(Cincinnati,	Ohio:	HUC	Press,	1978),	pp.	35–66.
	 21.	See	Sasha	Stern,	Jewish Identity,	pp.	135–138;	and	Christine	Hayes,	Gentile 
Impurities and Jewish Identity	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2002).
	 22.	It	should	be	noted	that	many	scholars	argue	that	Rabbinic	Judaism	also	
contains	 certain	 universalistic	 tendencies.	 See,	 for	 example,	 Lloyd	 Gaston,	
“Alongside	 the	 fundamental	 postulate	 ‘All	 Israel	 have	 a	 share	 in	 the	 world	 to	
come’	(Mishna	Sanhedrin	10:1)	stands	the	corollary	concerning	the	righteous	
concerning	the	‘righteous	among	the	nations	of	the	world	who	have	a	share	in	
the	world	to	come’	(Tosephta	Sanhedrin	13:2).	It	is	precisely	Israel’s	universalisll
tic	perspective,	which	allows	nonlJews	to	relate	to	God	in	their	own	way	that	enll
ables	Israel	to	have	her	own	particularity	in	relating	to	God	through	the	Sinai	
covenant.”	Gaston,	Paul and the Torah, p.	23.	What	Gaston	fails	to	note	here,	alll
though	he	implies	it	elsewhere,	is	that	Israel	gets	to	determine	what	constitutes	
righteousness.	This	is	embodied	in	the	seven	Noahide	laws.	Thus,	it	is	not	that	Isll
rael	is	open	to	salvation	of	the	nonlJew	through	their	religion.	This	is	only	so	if	
their	religion	conforms	to	Judaism’s	understanding	of	righteousness.
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	 23.	For	 some	 examples,	 see	 Isaiah	 56,	 Zechariah	 14;	 Terence	 Donaldson,	
“Proselytes	or	‘Righteous	Gentiles’?	The	Status	of	Gentiles	in	Eschatological	Pilll
grimage	Patterns	of	Thought,”	Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 7	(1990):	
3–27;	and	Cohen,	The Beginnings of Jewishness,	pp.	122.	Cf.	 Jon	Levenson,	“The	
Universal	Horizon	of	Biblical	Particularism,”	pp.	143–169,	esp.	p.	145.
	 24.	See	Denise	Buell,	“Rethinking	the	Relevance	of	Race	for	Early	Christian	
SelflDefinition,”	Harvard Theological Review	94,	no.	4	(2001):	449–476;	and	“Race	
and	Universalism	in	Early	Christianity,”	Journal of Early Christian Studies	10,	no.	4	
(2002):	429–468.	Especially	useful	is	her	interpretation	of	aggregative	notions	of	
ethnicity—that	 is,	 ethnicity	 determined	 by	 a	 common	 ancestor.	 Buell	 notes,	
“Nonetheless,	aggregative	strategies	can	serve	universalizing	ends.	We can view 
universalizing arguments as instances of aggregative ethic reasoning.	This	is	especially	
the	case	when	the	 totalizing	categories	most	commonly	 found	 in	oppositional	
ethnic	reasoning	are	used	in	the	context	of	aggregative	arguments”	(445).	I	will	
argue	in	the	second	part	of	this	chapter	that	Luria	views	ethnicity	is	a	similar	way	
when	it	comes	to	Balaam.	That	is,	Balaam	becomes	a	Jew,	via	gilgul,	because	he	
already	has	a	share	in	the	ancestry	of	Ancient	Israel,	either	through	his	soul	inll
heritance	(through	Moses)	or	through	his	connection	to	the	 ¿erev rav.
	 25.	The	notion	of	Christian	universalism	is	largely	a	product	of	Pauline	thell
ology.	Therefore,	the	legitimacy	of	such	a	claim	rests	on	how	one	reads	Paul.	
One	of	the	classic	modern	formulations	distinguishing	the	universal	nature	of	
Christianity	and	the	particularism	of	Judaism	can	be	found	in	F.	C.	Baur’s	The 
Church History of the First Three Centuries,	vol.	1,	edited	by	A.	Menzies	(London:	
Williams	and	Norgate,	1878)	and	his	Paul, the Apostle of Jesus Christ	 (London:	
Williams	 and	 Norgate,	 1876),	 esp.	 pp.	 309ff.	 Krister	 Stendhal	 debunked	 the	
claim	of	Paul’s	exclusion	of	the	Jews	and	began	a	new	era	of	Pauline	scholarll
ship.	See	his	Paul Among Jews and Gentiles.	Other	important	studies	in	this	rell
gard	are	E.	P.	Sanders,	Paul and Palestinian Judaism	(London:	SCM,	1977),	and	
James	D.	G.	Dunn,	Jesus, Paul, and the Law	(Louisville,	Ky.:	Westminster,	1990);	
Daniel	Boyarin’s	A Radical Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity	(Berkeley:	Univerll
sity	of	California	Press,	1997)	contributed	to	the	discourse	on	Paul	by	arguing	
that	Paul’s	universalism	was	(1)	not	really	universalist	and	(2)	dangerous	to	the	
extent	that	it	was	considered	universalist.	Boyarin	argues	(p.	96)	that	Paul	uses	
Jewish	particularism	and	expands	that	beyond	biological	ethnicity.	In	doing	so	
he	creates	a	“coersive	sameness”	(p.	236)	that	is	not	universalist	in	any	positive	
sense.	For	a	recent	engagement	with	Boyarin’s	work	on	Paul	and	Paul	scholarll
ship	on	 this	 issue	more	generally,	 see	 John	M.	G.	Barclay,	 “‘Neither	 Jew	Nor	
Greek’:	Multiculturalism	and	the	New	Perspective	on	Paul,”	 in	Ethnicity in the 
Bible,	pp.	197–214	(his	response	to	Boyarin	is	from	206–214).
	 26.	See	H.	W.	F.	Saggs,	The Encounter with the Divine in	Mesopotamia and Israel	
(London:	Athlone,	1978),	p.	38,	cited	in	Levenson,	“The	Conversion	of	Abraham	
to	Judaism,	Christianity,	and	Islam,”	in	The Idea of Biblical Interpretation, p.	11.
	 27.	Levenson,	“The	Universal	Horizon,”	pp.	143–169.	In	fact,	Levenson	acll
knowledges	 that	 postbiblical	 Judaism	 may	 have	 distorted	 the	 universal	 resoll
nance	 of	 the	 biblical	 period,	 both	 in	 traditional	 and	 progressive	 forms.	 He	
writes,	 “Ironically,	 secularization	can	also	 result	 in	 the	opposite	extreme,	an	
exaggerated	particularism	purchased	at	the	cost	of	the	universal	dimension	of	
Judaism.	I	am	thinking,	for	example,	of	the	currently	common	habit	of	stressll
ing	Jewish	survival	as	a	goal	in	its	own	right”	(169).
	 28.	Cohen,	The Beginnings of Jewishness,	p.	130.
	 29.	See	 Daniel	 Boyarin,	 Border Lines, esp.	 pp.	 1–36,	 74–89.	 Interestingly,	
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Boyarin	argues	that	the	concept	of	heresy	(hairesis)	in	Judaism	(and	Christianll
ity)	emerges	at	almost	the	same	time	Cohen	argues	conversion	emerges,	that	
is,	in	the	middle	of	the	2nd	century.	See	Boyarin,	Border Lines,	p.	41.	The	quesll
tion	as	to	who	Paul’s	opponents	really	were,	i.e.,	Jewish	Christians	or	nonbelievll
ing	Jews,	 is	a	matter	of	 scholarly	debate.	See	 the	discussion	 in	Lloyd	Gaston,	
Paul and the Torah,	pp.	18–21.
	 30.	Boyarin,	Border Lines,	p.	220.
	 31.	This	starts	as	early	as	the	fourth	Gospel.	PrelChristian	Israel	certainly	had	
other	sectarian	examples	of	“internal	others,”	e.g.,	the	Zadokim,	Sadducees,	Baitll
ousin,	etc.	See	Jean	le	Moyne,	Les Sadduceens	(Paris:	Librarie	Le	Coffre,	1972),	pp.	
63–118;	Moses	Gaster,	The Samaritans: Their History, Doctrines, and Literature	(Lonll
don:	British	Academy,	1925);	and	Lester	L.	Grabbe,	Judaic Religion in the Second 
Temple Period	 (London:	 Routledge,	 2000),	 pp.	 183–209.	 However,	 Christianity	
posed	a	particular	 threat	because	of	 its	popularity	 and	dominance,	 especially	
after	Constantine.	The	question	is	Jewishness	more	generally,	whether	a	Chrisll
tian	could	be	a	Jew	and	vice	versa.	See	Daniel	Boyarin,	Dying for God:	Martyrdom 
and the Making of Christianity and Judaism	 (Stanford,	Calif.:	Stanford	University	
Press),	pp.	1–41;	Shaya	Cohen,	“Those	Who	Say	They	Are	Jews	and	Are	Not:	How	
Do	You	Know	a	Jew	in	Antiquity	When	You	See	One?”	in	Shaye	Cohen	and	Ernst	
Frerichs,	eds.,	Diasporas in Antiquity	(Atlanta,	Ga.:	Scholars,	1993),	pp.	1–45;	and	
The Beginnings of Jewishness, pp.	25–68.	While	there	are	other	sectarians	before	
Christians,	e.g,	the	Zaddokites,	the	Baitousins,	etc.,	they	did	not	pose	the	same	
threat	as	Christianity,	especially	after	Constantine.
	 32.	See	Boyarin,	Border Lines,	esp.	pp.	74–86.
	 33.	The	concept	of	the	New	Israel	as	instituted	by	Paul	does	not	necessarily	
refer	to	the	end	of	the	Old	Israel.	Krister	Stendahl	has	argued	that	Paul’s	New	
Israel	includes	gentiles	in	the	covenant	of	Israel,	thus	expanding	the	notion	of	
election	and	not	superseding	Israel’s	election.	See	Stendahl,	“The	Apostle	Paul	
and	 the	 Introspective	 Conscience	 of	 the	 West,”	 Harvard Theological Review	
(1963):	199–215.
	 34.	See	Boyarin,	Border Lines,	pp.	22–36	and	37–73.
	 35.	See	Gerald	Blidstein,	“Who	Is	Not	a	Jew?—the	Medieval	Discussion,”	Israel 
Law Review	11	(1976):	369–290;	and	Jacob	Katz,	“Although	He	Has	Sinned	He	Rell
mains	a	Jew”	[in	Hebrew]	Tarbiz	27	(1958):	203–217.	This	question	also	stands	at	
the	center	of	Pauline	theology.	Understanding	Romans	9–11	is	crucial	for	underll
standing	how	Paul	breaks	down	the	Jewish	claim	of	exclusivity	through	his	own	
exegesis	on	the	Torah.	See	Gaster,	Paul and the Torah,	pp.	15–34.
	 36.	See	Yosef	Hayyim	Yerushalmi,	From Spanish Court to Italian Ghetto,	pp.	21–
50;	and	Matt	Goldish,	“Patterns	in	Converso	Messianism,”	in	Millenarianism and 
Messianism in Early Modern Culture,	pp.	41–63.
	 37.	See	 Gerald	 Blidstein,	 “Who	 Is	 Not	 a	 Jew?—the	 Medieval	 Discussion,”	
269–290;	and	Aaron	Lichtenstein,	“Brother	Daniel	and	the	Jewish	Fraternity,”	
Judaism	12,	no.	3	(Summer	1963):	260–280.
	 38.	On	 this,	 see	 Isaiah	 Tishby,	 Messianism in the Time of the Expulsion from 
Spain and Portugal	 [Hebrew]	 (Jerusalem:	 Zalman	 Shazar,	 1985),	 pp.	 73–81.	
There	 are	 even	 converso	 traditions	 that	 the	 messiah	 will	 be	 a	 Marrano.	 See	
Gitlitz,	Secrecy and Deceit,	pp.	103–110.	Moreover,	 the	phenomenon	of	converll
sion	as	redemptive	plays	a	central	role	in	Sabbateanism,	making	it	logical	that	
Sabbateanism	 would	 be	 an	 attraction	 for	 some	conversos.	 See	 Matt	 Goldish,	
The Sabbatean Prophets,	pp.	99–101.	Citing	Abraham	Miquel	Cardoso,	Jacob	Sasll
portas	writes,	“It	was	also	two	years	ago	that	it	was	told	to	me	that	the	king	mesll
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siah	was	destined	to	wear	the	clothes	of	the	converso	[ ¿anus],	because	of	which	
the	Jews	would	not	recognize	him;	and	in	fine,	that	he	was	destined	to	be	a	contt
verso	like	me.”	Cited	in	Sassportas,	Zizat Novel Zvi,	p.	293.
	 39.	Scholem	claimed	that	Luria’s	vision	has	real	universalist	intent.	“The	vill
sion	of	Lurianic	kabbala	went	even	further;	it	embraced	all	creation.	In	it	the	sum	
total	of	the	world	process,	starting	with	tzimzum	(contraction),	was	represented	as	
a	 Gnostic	 drama,	 a	 drama	 of	 failure	 and	 reconstruction,	 but	 one	 needed	 to	
achieve	what	had	been	seminal	in	it	and	had	never	existed	before.	Here	Redempll
tion	was	not	only	the	goal	of	history,	which	thus	gave	it	meaning,	but	the	goal	of	
the	whole	universe	as	such.”	Scholem,	“Reflections	of	Jewish	Theology,”	in	Jews 
and Judaism in Crisis: Selected Essays	(New	York:	Schocken,	1976),	p.	285.
	 40.	This	is	actually	made	explicit	by	Vital	in	the	beginning	of	SeG,	p.	1.	The	
question	about	Vital’s	apparent	unabashed	admission	that	only	“Jews”	are	from	
Adam	needs	to	address	the	Lurianic	understanding	of	Israel.	Perhaps	it	is	a	catell
gory	that	transcends	conventional	ethnic	boundaries	to	include	the	entirely	of	hull
manity	in	some	eschatological	future.	That	is,	does	conversion	become	for	Luria	
and	his	disciples	the	sine	qua	non	of	Judaism?	See	also	Wolfson,	“Ontology,	Alterll
ity,	and	Ethics	in	Kabbalistic	Anthropology,”	in	Exemplaria	12	(2000):	129–155.
	 41.	In	a	short	summary	of	kabbalistic	views	on	this	point,	David	Novak	states	
the	following:	“Everything	real	 is	 in	 truth	a	manifestation	of	 the	Godhead.	In	
fact,	Israel	is	the	only	human	manifestation	of	the	Godhead;	she	is	the	microll
cosm,	and	the	full	ten	sefirot	are	the	macrocosm	of	the	panentheistic	being.	Acll
cordingly,	Israel	and	humanity	are	synonymous.	There	is	no	humanity	outside	Isll
rael.	In	this	divine	scheme,	the	nations	of	the	world	have	no	human	reality	for	all	
intents	and	purposes.”	The Election of Israel,	p.	17.	Novak’s	insight,	drawn	from	the	
Zohar,	is	essentially	correct.	However,	his	use	of	that	insight	to	deny	the	usability	
of	kabbalistic	doctrine	to	contemporary	theories	of	election	is	problematic.	In	
the	later	Kabbala	(Zohar	and	onward)	all	material	existence	(Jewish	and	nonl
Jewish	bodies)	constitute	a	form	of	the	demonic	(kelipah	or	kelipah nogah).	The	
nonlJewish	soul	 is	a	composite	of	divine	and	extraneous	elements.	The	Jewish	
soul	is	fully	divine.	Accordingly,	the	nonhumanity	of	the	nonlJew	in	kabbalistic	
parlance	is	only	that	dimension	of	his	or	her	soul	that	is	not	divine.	The	process	
of	redemption	is	the	eradication	or	transformation	of	that	nonlhumanity	thus	rell
vealing	the	humanity	rooted	in	all	souls.	The	dialectic	of	divine	and	mundane	or,	
as	the	Zohar	states	“the	left	contained	in	the	right,”	is	discussed	in	Elliot	Wolfson,	
“The	Left	Contained	in	the	Right:	A	Study	in	Zoharic	Hermeneutics,”	AJS Review	
11	 (1986):	 27–52.	 Novak’s	 overly	 dualistic	 representation	 of	 this	 kabbalistic	
schema	 does	 not	 capture	 the	 more	 nuanced	 dimensions	 of	 its	 presentation.	
Whether	or	not	kabbala	is	a	usable	resource	for	cotemporary	theories	of	election	
is	another	matter.	I	am	not	that	optimistic	that	it	can	be	without	significant	revill
sions.	And,	it	is	true	that	if	we	determine	Jew	and	nonlJew	simply	as	bodies	in	the	
world,	the	Kabbala	would	deny	humanity	to	the	nonlJew.	However,	the	Kabbala’s	
determination	of	person	is	more	complicated,	requiring	the	inclusion	of	the	soul	
construction	which,	even	in	the	case	of	the	nonlJew	contains	divine	elements.
	 42.	The	erasure	of	the	categories	Jew	and	gentile	has	a	correlate	in	some	mell
dieval	authors	who	suggested	the	erasure	of	the	categories	Land	of	Israel	and	
Diaspora	in	the	messianic	future.	For	example,	in	Megillat hatMegalleh	(Berlin,	
1924),	p.	110,	Abraham	bar	Hiyya	makes	the	following	comment	about	the	mesll
sianic	future:	“For	this	reason	God	has	dispersed	Israel	among	the	nations	in	
every	settlement	on	earth,	to	enable	them	in	the	future,	when	they	rise	form	
their	 graves,	 to	 dwell	 in	 their	 places	 and	 inhabit	 all	 the	 dwelling	 places	 on	
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earth,	and	all	the	lands	of	the	earth	will	be	called	‘Erez	Yisrael.’	The	Land	of	
Israel	will	be	greatly	expanded,	so	as	to	fill	the	entire	world.”	See	Moshe	Idel,	
“Some	Conceptions	of	the	Land	of	Israel	in	Medieval	Jewish	Thought,”	in	Ruth	
LinklSalinger,	ed.,	A Straight Path: Essays in Honor of Arthur Hyman	(Washington,	
D.C.:	Catholic	University	of	America	Press,	1988),	p.	125.
	 43.	See	Alexander	Rofe,	“The Book of Balaam” (Numbers 22:2–24:25): A Study in 
Methods of Criticism and the History of Biblical Literature and Religion	[Hebrew]	(Jerull
salem:	Simon,	1979),	esp.	pp.	45–49.	The	benign	assessment	of	Balaam	is	also	the	
basis	of	Josephus’	retelling	of	the	episode.	See	Geza	Vermes,	Scripture and Traditt
tion: Haggadic Studies	 (Leiden:	 Brill,	 1973),	 p.	 174.	 The	 positive	 assessment	 of	
Balaam	goes	further	in	prelrabbinic	and	early	Christian.	See	Judith	Baskin,	Phatt
raoh’s Counselors: Job, Jethro, and Balaam in Rabbinic and Patristic Literature	(Chico,	
Calif.:	Scholars,	1983),	esp.	p.	99;	and	Jay	Braverman,	“Balaam	in	Rabbinic	and	
Early	Christian	Traditions,”	in	S.	B.	Hoenig	and	L.	D.	Sritskin,	eds.,	Joshua Finkel 
Festscrift	 (New	York:	Yeshiva	University	Press,	1974),	pp.	41–50.	This	benign	or	
even	positive	assessment	of	Balaam	is	not	uniform	in	this	period.	See	Louis	Feldll
man,	“Philo’s	Version	of	Balaam,”	in	Henoch	25	(2003):	301–319.	Feldman	shows	
that	Philo,	independent	of	rabbinic	influence,	gives	a	“completely	negative	porll
trait”	of	Balaam	(304).
	 44.	Rofe,	“The Book of Balaam,”	p.	46.
	 45.	This	interpretation	dominates	rabbinic	tradition.	See,	for	example,	b.T.	
Sanhedrin	105b	where	every	word	of	Balaam’s	blessing	 is	understand	by	 the	
rabbis	as	intending	to	be	a	curse.	Cf.	Lamentations	Raba	28:142;	and	Targum	
Yerushalmi	to	Numbers	22:22.	Yet	there	is	also	a	tradition	that	when	he	saw	Isll
rael’s	tents	he	really	did	desire	to	bless	them.	b.T.	Baba	Batra	60a;	and	Numll
bers	Raba	2.4.
	 46.	Alexander	Rofe,	“The Book of Balaam,”	p.	48	[my	translation].
	 47.	The	rabbinic	demonization	of	Balaam	stands	out	in	a	lengthy	discussion	
of	his	intentions	in	Tanna	de	belEliahyu,	Seder	Eliyahu	Raba,	chapter	28,	pp.	
142–143.
	 48.	For	an	extensive	collection	of	this	material,	see	Louis	Ginzberg,	Legends 
of the Jews,	vol.	2,	pp.	758–784.
	 49.	b.T.	Baba	Batra	14b.	Cf.	P.T.	Sota	5:6.
	 50.	The	conventional	wisdom	that	Jews	were	not	seriously	concerned	with	
Christianity	 until	 the	 Middle	 Ages	 has	 been	 refuted	 by	 Israel	 Yuval.	 See	 his	
“Two Nations in Your Womb”: Perception of Jews and Christians in the Middle Ages	
(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2003),	p.	41.	Marc	Hirschman,	in	A 
Rivalry of Genius: Jewish and Christian Biblical Interpretation in Late Antiquity,	Batya	
Stein,	trans.	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1996),	argues	that	rabbinic	texts,	some	
as	early	as	the	2nd	century	but	surely	by	the	4th	century,	are	explicitly	respondll
ing	to	Christianity.
	 51.	Efrayim	Urbach,	“Homilies	of	the	Sages	on	Gentile	Prophecy	and	on	the	
Episode	of	Balaam,”	MetOlamot shel Hakhamim	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Magnus,	
1988),	pp.	537–554.	Cf.	idem.	“When	Did	Prophecy	Cease?”	[Hebrew],	Tarbiz	17	
(1946):	1–11.
	 52.	A	stronger	case	is	made	by	Levi	Ginsburg,	“Some	Observations	on	the	Attill
tude	of	the	Synagogue	Towards	the	ApocalypticlEschatological	Writings,”	Journal 
of Biblical Literature	(1922):	115–136.	Cf.	Abraham	Geiger,	“Bileam	und	Jesus,”	Jutt
dische Zeitschrift	6	(1868):	31–37.	On	Geiger’s	theory,	see	Susannah	Heschel,	Abratt
ham Geiger and the Jewish Jesus	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1998),	esp.	
pp.	127–161.	The	question	of	Balaam	as	a	foil	for	Jesus	was	also	entertained	by	
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Travers	Herford,	Christianity in Talmud and Midrash	(London:	Williams	and	Norll
gate,	1908),	p.	65	and	refuted	by	Ginzberg,	Legends,	vol.	2,	p.	761,	n.	722.	Ginzll
berg	notes	in	Legends,	vol.	2,	p.	796,	n.	855	that	“[t]he	different	legends	concernll
ing	the	death	of	Balaam	show	many	points	of	resemblance	to	those	of	the	death	
of	Jesus.	But	this	does	not	furnish	any	basis	for	the	hypothesis	that	Balaam	is	used	
as	a	cryptic	name	for	Jesus.”	The	talmudic	reference	is	to	b.T.	Sanhedrin	106b.	
Cf.	Samuel	Sandmel,	We Jews and Jesus,	p.	28,	n.	1;	Jacob	Lauterbach	“Jesus	in	the	
Talmud,”	in	Rabbinical Essays;	and	David	Berger,	“Three	Typological	Themes	in	
Early	Jewish	Messianism:	Messiah	Son	of	Joseph,	Rabbinic	Calculations,	and	the	
Figure	of	Armilua,”	AJS Review	10,	no.	2	(1985):	159–162.
	 53.	On	this,	see	the	material	collected	in	Travers	Herford,	Christianity in Mitt
drash and Talmud;	and	David	Aaron,	“Imagery	of	the	Divine	and	the	Human:	
On	the	Mythology	of	Genesis	Rabba	8/1,”	Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosott
phy	5	(1995):	1–62.
	 54.	Cf.	Mishna	Avot	3:14	and	Magan	Avot	on	that	mishna.
	 55.	Urbach,	“Homilies,”	p.	276	[my	translation].	Interestingly,	in	his	Commentt
tary to the Mishna,	Maimonides	conflates	disciples	of	Abraham	(talmidei Avraham)	
and	 children	 of	 Abraham	 (zera Avraham),	 employing	 Isaiah	 41:8.	 Ovadia	
Bartenura	makes	the	same	correlation.	See	Maimonides,	Commentary to Avot	5:19,	
p.	466.	The	purpose	of	this	conflation	is	unclear.	Did	Maimonides	read	“disciple”	
as	“seed,”	or	was	it	an	attempt	to	universalize	“seed”	to	mean	“disciple”?	That	is,	
is	this	an	attempt	to	erase	the	universal	(disciple)	in	the	particular	(seed)	or	erase	
the	particular	in	the	universal?	If	it	is	the	latter,	than	Maimonides’	comment,	in	
its	attempt	to	universalize	the	Abrahamic	teaching,	is	actually	quite	Pauline.
	 56.	Another	similar	reference	can	be	found	in	Jude	1:11:	Woe unto them! For 
they have gone in the way of Cain, and ran greedily after the error of Balaam for reward 
and perished in the gainsaying of Korah.	In	general,	see	Jay	Braverman,	“Balaam	in	
Rabbinic	and	Early	Christian	Traditions.”
	 57.	Neither, because they are the seed of Abraham, ate they all children; but, in Isaac 
they shall be called seed (Rom.	9:7).	In	Galatians,	see	3:7,8,	14,	29.	See	Andrew	Jall
cobs,	 “A	 Jew’s	 Jew:	Paul	 and	 the	Early	Christian	Problem	of	 Jewish	Origins,”	
Journal of Religion	86,	no.	2	(2006):	266.
	 58.	In	John	8:33–40	the	usage	is	a	more	ambiguous.	The	crowd	says	“we	are	
Abraham’s	seed”	(8:33),	and	Jesus	replies,	“I	know	you	are	Abraham’s	seed	but	you	
seek	to	kill	me,	because	my	word	has	no	place	in	you”	(8:37).	Jesus	then	rebukes	
them,	saying,	“If	you	were	Abraham’s	children	you	would	do	the	works	of	Abrall
ham”	(8:39).	Here	the	seed	motif	is	maintained	but	the	correlation	between	seed	
and	behavior	is	introduced	as	if	to	say,	“how	can	you	be	the	seed	of	Abraham	if	you	
act	against	his	will.”	See	Caroline	Johnson	Hodge,	“If	Sons,	then	Heirs:	A	Study	of	
Kinship	and	Ethnicity	in	Paul’s	Letters”	[Ph.D.	diss.,	Brown	University,	2002].
	 59.	There	is	also	an	interesting	discussion	as	to	whether	Rabbinic	Judaism	dell
fined	seed	and	Israelite	purely	biologically.	See	Mishna	Sanhedrin	10:2	and	3	and	
the	discussion	in	Bruce	Chilton	and	Jacob	Neusner,	Judaism in the New Testament: 
Practices and Beliefs (London:	Routledge,	1995),	pp.	71–76.	Regarding	Rabbinic Jutt
daism,	they	conclude,	“The	main	point	is	inescapable;	‘Israel’	are	those	who	have	a	
portion	in	the	world	to	come,	and	excluded	from	‘Israel’	are	those	whose	actions,	
including	acts	of	bad	faith,	deny	them	their	portion.	If	Israel	is	to	be	divided,	it	is	
not	between	ethnic	and	religious	components,	but	among	religious	components”	
(76).	They	want	to	distinguish	between	Paul’s	criteria	for	“Israel”	which	is	being	
“in	Christ,”	and	their	religious	criteria	which	is	correct	belief	in	the	future	(world	
to	come),	but	more	interestingly	they	deny	the	ethnic	criteria	as	determinant.
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	 60.	See	Genesis	19:27;	21:14;	22:3;	and	Numbers	22:13;	and	22:21.
	 61.	The	extent	to	which	Paul	wanted	to	erase	the	distinction	between	Israel	
and	the	gentiles	is	not	uncontested.	Recent	scholarship	on	Paul	and	early	Christill
anity	suggests	that	(1)	Paul’s	message	may	have	been	intended	primarily	for	the	
gentile	 leaving	 the	 Jew	 to	continue	mitzvot	and	believe	 in	 Jesus;	and	(2)	early	
Christianity	may	have	been	more	particular	and	less	universal	than	conventionll
ally	 thought.	 Paul’s	 notion	 of	 race	 is	 discussed	 in	 Denise	 Buell	 and	 Caroline	
Hodge,	“The	Politics	of	Interpretation:	The	Rhetoric	of	Race	and	Ethnicity	 in	
Paul,”	 Journal of Biblical Literature	123,	no.	2	(2004):	235–252.	Cf.	Denise	Buell,	
“Race	and	Universalism	in	Early	Christianity,”	Journal of Early Christian Studies	10,	
no.	4	(2002):	429–468.	Cf.	John	M.	G.	Barclay,	“‘Neither	Greek	nor	Jew’:	Multiculll
turalism	and	the	New	Perspective	on	Paul,”	in	Ethnicity in the Bible,	pp.	197–214.
 62.	Perhaps	 the	 contemporary	 distinction	 between	 a	 false	 prophet	 and	 a	
failed	prophet	made	by	Yitz	Greenberg	is	useful	here	although	that	would	still	
equate	 Christianity	 with	 the	 disciples	 of	 Balaam.	See	 Irving	 Yitz	Greenberg,	
“The	Relationship	of	Judaism	and	Christianity:	Toward	a	New	Organic	Model,”	
in	E.	Fisher,	A.	J.	Rudin,	and	M.	H.	Tanenbaum,	Twenty Years of Jewish–Catholic 
Relations	(New	York:	Paulist	Press,	1980),	pp.	197–203;	and	more	recently	Byron	
L.	Sherwin,	“‘Who	Do	You	Say	That	I	Am?’”	in	B.	Bruteau,	ed.,	Jesus through Jewtt
ish Eyes	(New	York:	Orbis	Books,	2001),	pp.	31–44.	Cf.	Abraham	David	Azulai,	
Hesed letAvraham,	3:9.
	 63.	Urbach’s	denial	of	the	Balaam–Jesus	motif	follows	Louis	Ginzberg	and	
Joseph	Klausner.	See	Ginzberg,	The Legends of the Jews	(New	York:	Macmillan,	
1925),	vol.	2,	p.	761,	n.	722;	and	Klausner,	Jesus of Nazareth,	pp.	32–35.
	 64.	Interestingly,	Paul	uses	Abraham	to	make	the	opposite	claim.	See	Galall
tians	3:8,9,	And Scripture foreseeing that God would justify the heathen through faith, 
preached before the message of Abraham saying, ‘In you shall all the nations be blessed’ 
(Gen. 12:3). So then those who are of faith are blessed with faithful Abraham.	 On	
Balaam	and	the	universalization	of	faith,	see	Midrash	Tanhuma	Balak	11	and	
Urbach,	“Homilies,”	p.	288.
	 65.	For	a	detailed	account	of	how	these	traits	are	moral	in	nature,	see	Maill
monides,	Commentary to Avot,	p.	465.	This	reflects	the	attitude	of	the	New	Testall
ment	references,	almost	all	of	which	fault	Balaam	for	his	agreeing	to	take	rell
ward	from	Balak—to	profit	from	his	prophetic	powers.
	 66.	In	a	telling	extension	of	the	immoral	valuation	of	Balaam,	the	rabbis	take	
considerable	license	in	their	reading	of	Numbers	22:30, I am the shetass upon whom 
you have ridden.	b.T.	Sanhedrin	105a–b	reads	this	to	means	that	Balaam	had	sex	
with	his	shelass	and	thus	is	guilty	of	bestiality.	The	notion	of	Balaam’s	sins	as	sexll
ual	in	nature	(and	thus	acts	of	immorality)	are	common	in	rabbinic	literature.	
See,	for	example,	Leviticus	Raba	1:13.	Much	of	this	stems	from	the	rabbis	juxtall
position	of	Numbers	25:1	and	31:16,	where	Balaam	is	blamed	for	instigating	the	
seduction	of	Israel	with	the	Midianite	woman.	Cf.	Sifri	to	Numbers	131	and	157;	
Tanhuma	Buber	4:147;	Numbers	Raba	20:23	and	22:4.	Balaam’s	enticing	Israel	to	
sexual	immorality	also	appears	in	Philo’s	Moses	1.54,	55	and	1.295–299	and	Josell
phus	in	Antiquities	4.129–130.	On	the	Zohar’s	use	of	this	motif,	see	Zohar	3.206b.
	 67.	Sifri	Devarim,	#357,	p.	430.	In	English,	see	Sifrei on Deuteronomy,	Reuven	
Hammer	trans.,	p.	383.
	 68.	Midrash	Sefer	‘Olam,	chapter	21,	pp.	162	and	163.
	 69.	Leviticus	Raba	1:12,	p.	27	in	Margolit	ed.	See	b.T.	Baba	Batra	15b	which	
claims	that	gentile	prophecy	continued	until	Moses’	death.
	 70.	The	notion	that	the	nations	only	have	access	to	God	through	the	covenant	
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with	Israel	 is	common	 in	rabbinic	discussions	about	election.	For	example,	 see	
David	Novak,	The Election of Israel,	pp.	241–255.	Novak’s	attempt	to	posit	Israel’s	
election	as	including	the	nations	(against	the	more	exclusivist	position	of	Michael	
Wyschogrod	 in	The Body of Faith)	 still	must	 view	 the	nations	 “walking	 in	God’s	
ways”	as	including	a	recognition	of	Israel’s	election	as	unique	and	unalterable.
	 71.	There	is	another	midrashic	trajectory	that	places	the	concrete	exclusion	
of	the	nations	in	the	Sinai	event	itself.	See	Sifri	Devarim	#343,	pp.	396–397	in	
the	Finkelstein	ed.	This	tradition	holds	that	God	initially	offered	the	Torah	to	
the	 nations	 who	 rejected	 it.	 Similarly,	 the	 nation’s	 reasons	 for	 rejecting	 the	
Torah	there	are	largely	moral	demands	that	the	nations	could	not	accept.
	 72.	Tanna	de	belEliyahu,	Margolit	ed.,	p.	141.	For	this	excerpt,	I	used	the	
English	translation,	Tanna Debe Eliyyahu,	William	Braude	and	Israel	Kapstein,	
trans.,	p.	349.
	 73.	Midrash	Tanhuma,	Parshat	Balak,	1.
	 74.	Ibid.
	 75.	Rabbinic	 tradition	 suggests	 that	 Balaam’s	 demand	 that	 Balak	 build	
seven	altars	(Num.	23:29)	is	his	challenge	to	the	exclusivity	of	the	Israelite	covll
enant,	 the	altars	 representing	 the	 seventy	nations.	See	Numbers	Raba	20:18;	
Tanhuma	Buber	3:16;	Tanhuma	“Parshat	Zav”	4.
	 76.	This	 raises	 the	 question	 as	 to	 whether	 Balaam	had	 free	 will.	 One	 rell
sponse	to	this	was	already	proffered	by	Maimonides	 in	his	analysis	as	to	how	
Pharaoh	could	have	been	 liable	 for	acts	done	without	 free	will.	See	his	Eight 
Chapters,	chapter	8.	Maimonides’	analysis	of	Balaam	surely	does	not	resolve	the	
issue	but	at	least	acknowledges	that	one	must	confront	the	apparent	illogicality	
of	the	episode.
	 77.	Even	the	rabbinic	position	that	held	he	was	a	magician	acknowledges	
that	he	was	also	a	prophet.	See	b.T.	Sanhedrin	106a	 that	asks,	 “Can	he	be	a	
(true)	prophet	and	a	magician?	First	he	became	a	prophet	and	then	he	became	
a	magician.”	Cf.	Midrash	Tanhuma,	S.	Buber,	ed.	“Parshat	Balak”	5.
	 78.	This	picture	cannot	come	solely	from	Numbers	but,	in	fact,	emerges	from	
Deuteronomy	23:5,	where	it	 is	 implied	that	Balaam	wanted	to	curse	Israel	and	
was	not	merely	hired	to	do	so.	One	could	argue	that	Balaam’s	passivity	in	Numll
bers	also	contributes	to	this.	Instead	of	saying,	“I	can	speak	only	what	God	puts	in	
my	mouth,”	he	could	have	criticized	Balak	for	wanting	to	curse	Israel	in	the	first	
place.	This,	I	would	argue,	is	not	strong	enough	to	serve	as	the	foundation	for	the	
rabbinic	depiction	of	Balaam.	See	other	examples	in	Joshua	13:2;	Micha	6:5;	and	
Nehemiah	13:2.	Even	though	the	use	of	the	term	disciples	of Balaam	only	appears	
in	Mishna	Avot	5;19	and	Avot	delRebbe	Natan	2:45,	the	notion	of	Balaam’s	evil	
nature	as	a	moral	failure	appears	often	in	rabbinic	interpretation.
	 79.	Lamentations	Raba	28:142.
	 80.	In	fact,	see	ShP,	p.	36c	where	Vital	says	there	are	two	dimensions	in	Isll
rael,	one	Israel	themselves	and	the	second	the	 ¿erev	rav.
	 81.	See	 Lamentations	 Raba	 28:142;	 and	 Targum	 Yerushalmi	 to	 Numbers	
22:22.	On	the	status	of	the	nonlJew	in	the	Zohar’s	ontology	more	generally,	see	
Elliot	 Wolfson,	 “Ontology,	 Alterity,	 and	 Ethics	 in	Kabbalistic	Anthropology,”	
129–155.	Wolfson	notes	(p.	135),	“In	some	measure,	the	attitude	expressed	in	
zoharic	literature,	and	confirmed	in	other	kabbalistic	sources,	elaborates	a	poll
sition	 articulated	 in	 earlier	 rabbinic	 texts,	 which	 in	 turn	 echo	 ethnocentric	
tendencies	evident	in	parts	of	the	Hebrew	Bible.”
	 82.	More	generally,	see	Elliot	Wolfson,	“Beautiful	Maiden	without	Eyes:	Pett
shat	 and	 Drash	 in	 Zohar	 Hermeneutics,”	 pp.	 155–203.	 The	 demonization	 of	
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Balaam	can	also	be	found	in	Moshe	de	Leon’s	Hebrew	writings.	See	Moshe	de	
Leon’s	Sefer Shekel hatKodesh,	Charles	Mopsik	ed.,	pp.	14,	15;	Dorit	CohenlAlll
loro,	“The	Secret	of	the	Garment	in	the	Zohar”	[Hebrew]	[Ph.D.	diss.,	Hebrew	
University,	Jerusalem,	1987],	pp.	75–81.	In	terms	of	rabbinic	demonization	of	
Balaam,	 see	 Targum	 PseudolJonathan	 to	 Numbers	 24:3;	 and	 31:8;	 Midrash	
Tanhuma,	“Parshat	Balak”	4	and	5	and	Numbers	Raba	20:18.	Most	recently,	see	
Joel	 Hecker,	 Mystical Bodies, Mystical Meals	 (Detroit:	 Wayne	 State	 University	
Press,	2005),	pp.	157–162.	Hecker	notes	(p.	244,	n.	66)	that	it	is	plausible	that	
the	demonization	of	Balaam,	at	least	in	the	medieval	period,	may	be	a	polemic	
against	Christianity.	Cf.	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	p.	140	and	n.	46.
	 83.	Both	Daniel	Boyarin	and	Marc	Hirschman	most	recently	claim	that	by	
the	4th	century	there	is	no	doubt	that	rabbinic	texts	are	responding	to	Chrisll
tian	theological	claims.	Both	suggest	that	this	likely	existed	much	earlier,	even	
to	 the	2ndlcentury	rabbinic	 literature.	See	Boyarin,	Border Lines,	pp.	98–111;	
and	Marc	Hirschman,	A Rivalry of Genius, esp.	pp.	13–23.
	 84.	On	the	Zohar	in	particular,	see	Isaiah	Tishby,	Wisdom of the Zohar,	pp.	
68–71.	Cf.	Yehuda	Liebes,	Studies in the Zohar,	p.	244	n.	92,	cited	 in	Wolfson,	
“Ontology,”	p.	150.
	 85.	Israel	 Jacob	 Yuval,	 “Jews	 and	 Christians	 in	 the	 Middle	 Ages:	 Shared	
Myths,	Common	Language,”	 in	R.	S.	Wistrich,	ed.,	Demonizing the Other: Antit
Semitism, Racism and Xenophobia	(Amsterdam:	Harwood	Academic	Publishers,	
1999),	p.	104.	Cf.	Yehuda	Liebes,	“Christian	Influences	on	the	Zohar,”	in	Studtt
ies in the Zohar	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1993),	pp.	139–161.
	 86.	Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	78d	makes	an	interesting	comment	about	this	
dichotomy:	“I	will	give	you	a	great	opening.	All	of	Israel	prostrates	before	their	
God.	The	god	of	Esau	(Christianity)	bows	down	to	them.	How	do	we	know	this?	
There	is	a	hint	in	the	verse,	And Elohim Came to Balaam	(Numbers	23:2)	[in	a	
dream]	his	god	came	and	prostrated	before	him.	And [Elohim] came	to	his	home	
and	spoke	 to	him	 from	his	window	[some	say,	dream].”	The	 intentional	misll
reading	here	of	“Elohim”	as	Balaam’s	god	and	not	God	undermines	the	entire	
narrative	of	Balaam	as	a	true	prophet,	something	the	Zohar	implies.
	 87.	Elliot	Wolfson’s	reading	of	these	relevant	zoharic	texts	has	shown	that	the	
demonic	within	the	Godhead	is	only	one	dimension	of	evil	that	needs	to	be	conll
tained.	See	Wolfson,	“Left	Contained	in	the	Right:	A	Study	in	Zoharic	Hermell
neutics,”	pp.	27–52.	It	is	also	the	case	that	the	Zohar	generally	has	a	negative	asll
sessment	 of	 conversion	 more	 generally.	 See	 Zohar	 1.25a;	 2:12b;	 120b;	 3:125b;	
Tikkunei	Zohar	18,	pp.	30b;	36b.
	 88.	The	 positive	 assessment	 of	 conversion	 is	 not	 unequivocal	 in	 Lurianic	
teaching.	See,	for	example,	SeL,	p.	88c;	and	the	discussion	in	Wolfson,	Venturtt
ing Beyond,	pp.	165ff.
	 89.	On	Balaam	and	Esau,	see	Zohar	1.170a.	On	Balaam	and	the	serpent,	see	
1.171b.	On	Balaam	and	Amalek,	see	2.195a;	3.281b	and	Tikkunei	Zohar,	p.	124b.
	 90.	Zohar	1.25b;	37a;	and	126a.
	 91.	See	Zohar	3.281b.	There	is	no	overt	correlation	between	Balaam	and	Amall
lek	in	the	rabbinic	corpus.	However,	in	b.T.	Sota	11a	we	read	of	Laban	(who	is	gell
nealogically	connected	to	Balaam	in	the	rabbinic	imagination)	enticing	Amalek	
to	war	against	Israel.	For	sources	in	determine	Balaam’s	genealogical	connection	
to	Laban,	see	b.T.	Sanhedrin	105a;	and	Genesis	Raba	57:3.	But	see	b.T.	Sanhedrin	
106b	that	claims	that	Balaam	could	not	have	been	a	close	relative	of	Laban,	There	
is	also	a	linguistic	connection	made	in	the	Zohar	between	Balaam	(who	does	not	
bless	 willingly)	 and	 Esau	 (who	 does	 not	 kiss	 Jacob	 with	 good	 will).	 See	 Zohar	
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1.117b.	In	the	Middle	Ages,	Esau	becomes	the	biblical	motif	of	Edom,	or	Christill
anity.	See	Gerson	D.	Cohen,	“Esau	as	Symbol	in	Early	Medieval	Thought,”	in	A.	
Altman,	ed.,	Jewish Medieval and Renaissance Studies	(Cambridge:	Harvard	Univerll
sity	Press,	1967),	pp.	19–48.
	 92.	Zohar	1.170a.	Cf.	LiT,	p.	88b.
	 93.	Zohar	2.69	a/b;	2.264a.
	 94.	Wolfson,	 “Left	 Contained	 in	 the	 Right,”	 33,	 34.	 For	 Zohar	 sources	 on	
magic	as	the	source	of	the	demonic,	see	ibid.,	p.	33,	n.	30	and	p.	34,	n.	31.	The	
connection	 between	 Balaam	 and	 Laban,	 already	 in	 rabbinic	 literature,	 is	 exll
panded	here	when	Laban	is	also	considered	a	magician.	See	Zohar	1.161b;	167a.
	 95.	The	Zohar	even	views	Balaam’s	knowledge	of	the	sephirot	through	magic.	
See	Zohar	3.207b;	3.208a;	3.212a/b.
	 96.	In	Luria,	it	is	Balak	who	takes	on	the	dominant	role	of	magician.	The	
Zohar	does	not	sharply	distinguish	between	Balak	and	Balaam.	The	hatred	of	
Israel	of	both	is	viewed	as	gratuitous.	See,	for	example,	Zohar	3.189b.
	 97.	Zohar	1.25a	remarks	in	passing	that	Balaam	is	included	in	one	of	the	five	
kinds	of	the	 ¿erev rav;	nefalim,	giburim,	 ¿anakim,	rafa ¿im,	and	 ¿amalakim,	but	it	never	
develops	this	notion.	Cf	b.T.	Sota	11a	where	Amalek	is	mentioned	in	regard	to	
Balaam.	 The	 strong	 connection,	 introduced	 in	 rabbinic	 literature	 is	 between	
Laban	and	Balaam.	This	will	also	play	a	prominent	role	in	Luria.	See	b.T.	Sanhell
drin	105a,	Targum	Yerushalmi	to	Numbers	22:25,	and	Zohar	1.111b.
	 98.	Zohar	3.281b.	We	will	see	that	Luria	adopts	this	correlation	but	uses	it	in	
a	different	way.
	 99.	Zohar	2.66a;	65b.
	 100.	Yehuda	Ashlag	suggests	the	“hu”	here	refers	to	zeir anpin	and	not	maltt
khut.	See	Sefer hatZohar im Perush hatSulam,	3,	“vayishlakh,”	p.	11	n.	to	#37.
	 101.	Zohar	1.167a/b.	Cf.	3.207b,	where	the	Zohar	states	 that	Balaam	knew	
magic	through	the	sephirot,	a	position	that	appears	to	counter	R.	Yehuda’s	posill
tion	above.
	 102.	Rabbi	Yehuda’s	claim	that	Balaam	did	not	know	what	he	was	saying	has	
precedent	in	Philo.	See	Philo,	Life	of	Moses	1.272	as	cited	in	Feldman,	“Philo’s	
Version	of	Balaam,”	p.	308.
	 103.	Zohar	2.	21b,	22a.
	 104.	There	is	no	mention	of	what	Balaam	was	gazing	at.	However,	in	the	parll
allel	passage	about	Moses,	using	the	same	locution,	the	object	of	the	gaze	(i.e.,	
kedusha)	is	made	explicit.
	 105.	The	JPS	Tanakh	translates	it	as	“whose	eye	is	true”	but	notes	(note	g)	
“Other	‘whose	eyes	is	(or,	eyes	are)	open.’	Meaning	of	Hebrew	uncertain.”
	 106.	Zohar	2.69a/b.	Cf.	ShMR,	p.	18a.
	 107.	Zohar	2.69b.	Cf.	Zohar	2:237a/b	and	the	discussion	in	Wolfson	“Ontolll
ogy,”	pp.	153–155.
	 108.	Sefer hatZohar Im Perush Yedid Nefesh,	vol.	6	(Petah	Tikva,	Israel,	1994),	p.	
14.	 This	 comment	 is	 drawn	 from	 Vital’s	 reading	 of	 this	 Zohar	 passage.	 Cf.	
“Iyunim,”	p.	12,	s.v.	“odkha betgoyim.”
	 109.	Interestingly,	in	Vital’s	early	EDT	the	  ¿erev rav	are	considered	at	times	
closer	to	Moses	than	Israel.	See	EDT,	p.	173a	(top).	Cf.	EH	Gate	32,	chapter	2.
	 110.	Conversion	served	as	a	strong	motif	in	late	Antique	Jewish	Messianism	
as	well.	See	Alan	Segal,	 “Conversion	and	Messianism:	Outline	 for	a	New	Apll
proach,”	in	The Messiah: Developments in Earliest Judaism and Christianity,	James	
Charlesworth,	ed.	(Minneapolis:	Fortress,	1987),	pp.	296–340.
	 111.	One	of	the	more	sustained	and	startling	Lurianic	texts	on	conversion	
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can	be	found	in	ZHR,	pp.	91a–94c.	In	relation	to	Balaam,	see	LiT,	p.	89a.	Much	
of	 this	 is	a	play	on	the	rabbinic	dictum	“the	messiah	will	not	come	(lit.,	ben	
David)	until	all	the	souls	will	be	embodied.”	See	b.T.	Yevamot	63b;	and	Niddah	
13b.
	 112.	See,	for	example,	ShMR,	p.	46c.
	 113.	ShP,	p.	37c	and	LiT,	p.	18a	where	Luria	notes	that	Balaam	inherits	holy	
sparks	from	Abel.	The	notion	of	“many	gilgulim”	(exceeding	the	conventional	
notion	of	 three	as	a	maximum)	 is	 an	early	 idea	 that	may	be	 rooted	 in	Sefer	
Bahir	#3,	3–12.
	 114.	See	ZHR,	p.	93a	where	three	categories	of	converts	are	delineated.	The	
first	category	is	created	when	the	father	of	the	convert	achieves	merit	by	saving	a	
Jew.	“He	merits	that	his	son	will	have	a	soul	that	is	rooted	in	holiness,	which	is	
from	the	highest	dimension	of	kelippah	close	to	kedusha.	He	[the	son]	will	then	
convert	and	attach	himself	to	kedusha.
	 115.	The	notion	that	a	sign	of	true	blessing	is	to	be	included	in	the	blessing	of	
Israel	appears	in	numerous	places.	See	Genesis	12:3;	22:18;	and	28:14.	However,	
only	here	is	it	stated	by	a	nonlIsraelite.
	 116.	Literally	“a	death	of	the	upright	(yesharim)”	a	play	on	yeshurun,	a	euphell
mism	for	Israel.	See	Deuteronomy	32:15	and	Nahmanides	 to	Numbers	23:10.	
This	apparent	request	by	Balaam	to	be	connected	to	Israel	in	his	death	is	taken	
literally	 in	Lurianic	exegesis	 and	becomes	 the	basis	of	his	notion	of	Balaam	
being	reincarnated	as	an	Israelite.
	 117.	ShP,	pp.	20c–22b.
	 118.	On	this,	see	EH,	Gate	38,	chapter	3,	pp.	61a/b.
	 119.	ShP,	p.	31a.	Cf.	p.	20c–21d;	37b/c	and	Zohar	2.	181a.	On	the	 ¿erev rav	and	
Balaam,	see	EH,	Gate	32,	chapter	2.	This	correlation	does	not	come	from	the	
Zohar.	It	seems	to	emerge	from	Luria’s	correlation	of	Moses	and	the	 ¿erev rav	
with	his	interpretation	of	Sifri	equation	of	Moses	and	Balaam.
	 120.	It	 is	 noteworthy	 that	 JPS	 Tanakh	 translates	 the	 term	 “da ¿at elyon”	 as	
“knowledge	from	the	Most	High,”	understanding	“elyon”	as	a	reference	to	God.	
In	typical	fashion	Luria	views	da ¿at elyon	as	a	noun	referring	to	a	place	in	the	
cosmic	anthropos.	Cf.	EH	Gate	8,	chapter	4.
	 121.	ShP,	p.	37b.	Cf.	ShP,	p.	31a.	On	the	sons	of	Balaam	as	the	instigators	in	the	
episode	of	the	calf,	see	Zohar	2.	191a	and	194a.	Cf.	ShG,	intro.	22,	p.	162.	Cf.	ZHR,	
p.	66b.
	 122.	Ibid.	Cf.	LiT,	p.	88a,	“Just	as	Moses	was	from	da ¿at elyon	from	the	yesod	of	
abba	that	is	in	zeir anpin,	so	too	Balaam	mamash!”
	 123.	Cf.	ZHR,	pp.	92b	(bottom).
	 124.	LiT,	p.	87b.	Cf.	EH	Gate	38,	chapter	3.
	 125.	See	ShP,	pp.	20c–22d;	EH,	Gate	48,	chapter	3,	pp.	110a–d;	ZHR,	p.	94a;	
and	ShMR,	p.	46c.
	 126.	LiT,	p.	88a.	 “In	 the	beginning	[Moses’	birth]	 the	 tikun	was	not	comll
plete.	Only	the	first	letter	of	Moses	of	his	name	and	the	first	letter	of	the	name	
of	Abel	(Hevel	l	ה).	What	remained	was	the	ש	referring	to	Seth	l		שת	and	the	לב“	
of	Hevel.	These	letters	correspond	to	לבת.	This	was	fixed	with	the	burning	bush.	
Thus	it	 is	written	And	the	angel	appeared	to	him	in	a	blazing	fire	out	of	the	
burning	bush	)בלבת אש(	(Exodus	2:2).”
	 127.	This	is	stated	explicitly	 in	Tikkunei	Zohar.	See	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	
70,	p.	111b,	“Seth	is	the	first	gilgul	of	Abel.”
	 128.	“BeL”	is	an	epithet	for	Lord	and	became	an	alternate	name	for	the	Babyll
lonian	God	Marduk.
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	 129.	He	will	be	important	 later	on	as	he	is	 the	Jew	who	carries	the	soul	of	
Balaam.	He	is	the	first	husband	of	Abigail,	the	wife	of	David.	See	2	Samuel	2:2.
	 130.	ShG,	intro.	29,	p.	210.
	 131.	This	is	an	obvious	play	on	the	biblical	narrative	of	Rachel’s	plight	as	the	
beloved	who	is	childless.	Rachel’s	exile,	her	separation	from	Jacob,	is	the	founll
dation	of	the	Lurianic	nocturnal	ritual	of	Tikun	Hazot.	On	this,	see	my	“Conll
jugal	 Union,	 Mourning,	 and	 Talmud	 Torah”	 Daat	 36	 (1996):	 xvii–xlv;	 and	
Moshe	Idel,	Messianic Mystics,	pp.	308–320.
	 132.	This	dimension	of	the	Lurianic	system,	that	is,	the	notion	of	power	and	
how	 it	 is	 used	 and	 abused,	 is	 developed	 comprehensively	 in	 Jewish	 mysticism	
more	generally	in	Jonathan	Garb’s	Manifestations of Power in Jewish Mysticism: From 
Rabbinic Literature to Safadean Kabbalah	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Magnus,	2005),	esp.	
pp.	47–72;	185–248.
	 133.	An	 extended	 meditation	 on	 this	 verse	 can	 be	 found	 in	 EH,	 Gate	 38,	
chapter	3;	and	ShP,	pp.	15d–16d.
	 134.	For	 an	 explanation	 of	 the	 terapim	 and	 their	 relationship	 to	 Laban	 and	
Balaam	through	the	angelic	enemies	of	Azzah	and	Azael,	see	EH	Gate	38,	chapter	
3,	p.	62b/c	and	Gate	49,	chapter	3,	pp.	110b–d.
	 135.	ShP,	p.	36a.
	 136.	See	EH,	Gate	38,	chapter	3,	p.	62a	(toward	the	bottom).	“Sometimes	Rall
chel	steals	from	Leah	the	middle	third	(of	tiferet)	which	are	called	terapim.	She	
takes	it/them	for	herself	because	it	is	the	property	of	her	father.”
	 137.	See	Isaiah	24:1.	Behold, The LORD will strip the earth bare, and lay it waste.
	 138.	ShP,	p.	36b.
	 139.	Ibid.
	 140.	ShP,	p.	37a.	On	Balaam	learned	from	Azzah	and	Azael,	see	EH,	Gate	38,	
chapter	 3,	 p.	 62b	 (bottom).	 This	 appears	 to	 be	 based	 on	 Zohar	 1.126a;	 and	
3.208a.
	 141.	Joel	Hecker	notes,	correctly	I	believe,	that	in	the	Zohar	Balaam	“is	one	
of	the	Zohar’s	favorite	targets	for	vilification,	rivaled	in	human	ignominy	only	
by	Pharaoh	and	Esau.”	Hecker,	Mystical Bodies, Mystical Meals,	p.	156.
	 142.	See	Annette	Yoshiko	Reed,	“From	Asael	and	Semihazah	to	Uzza,	Azzah,	
and	Azael:	3	Enoch	5	(#7–8)	and	Jewish	ReceptionlHistory	of	1	Enoch,”	Jewish 
Studies Quarterly	8,	no.	2	(2001):	105–136.
	 143.	See,	for	example,	1	Enoch	7:1;	8:3;	9:6–8a;	13:2b	and	16:3.	In	Jubilees,	see	
8:3;	10:1–11;	11:8.	More	generally,	see	Loren	T.	Stuckenbrick,	“The	‘Angels’	and	
‘Giants’	of	Genesis	6:1–4	in	Second	and	Third	Century	bce	Jewish	Interpretation:	
Reflections	on	the	Posture	of	Early	Apocalyptic	Traditions,”	in	Dead Sea Discoveries	
7,	no.	3	(2000):	354–377.	On	Azael	and	magic,	see	Gershom	Scholem,	Jewish Gnostt
ticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition (New	 York:	 JTS,	 1960),	 pp.	
84–93.
	 144.	Reed,	“From	Asael,”	p.	116.	For	example,	whereas	1	Enoch	has	these	anll
gels	teaching	humans	about	the	use	of	metal,	in	3	Enoch	5	humans	are	taught	by	
them	to	build	idols	from	“silver,	gold,	precious	stones,	and	pearls.”	But	see	Ronll
ald	Hendel,	“Of	Demigods	and	the	Deluge:	Toward	an	Interpretation	of	Genesis	
4:1–6,”	in	Journal of Biblical Literature	106,	no.	1	(1987):	16	where	he	argues	that	
the	wholly	negative	depiction	appears	in	1	Enoch	as	Jubilees	4–5	as	well.
	 145.	See,	for	example,	Ronald	Hendel,	“Of	Demigods	and	the	Deluge,”	Jourtt
nal of Biblical Literature 106,	no.	1	(March	1987):	21.
	 146.	See	Reed,	“From	Asael,”	p.	357.	“Within	the	literary	context	of	the	Pentall
teuch,	these	ominous	dwellers	of	Canaan	could	have	been	readily	interpreted	
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as	 descendants	 of	 the	 Nephilim	 of	 Genesis	 6:1–4.	 Such	 a	 connection	 would	
again	 presuppose	 that	 somehow	 they	 escaped	 the	 great	 flood	 unless,	 again,	
Noah	was	to	be	considered	one	of	their	number.”	See	also	Abraham	ibn	Ezra	to	
Genesis	6:4,	where	he	suggests	that	the	giants	who	dwell	in	the	land	of	Canaan	
are	the	descendants	of	the	Nephilim.
	 147.	This	appears	to	be	the	position	taken	by	Luria.	See	EH,	Gate	49,	chapter	
3.	 In	 terms	 of	 sexuality	 impropriety,	 later	 texts,	 including	 the	 rabbis	 and	 the	
Zohar	(who	view	Balaam	as	sexually	perverse)	do	not	connect	the	sexual	activity	
of	the	Nephilim	(Azzah	and	Azael)	as	extending	to	Balaam.	On	the	rabbinic	and	
zoharic	view	of	Balaam’s	sexual	perversity,	see	b.T.	Avodah	Zara	4b;	Sanhedrin	
105a/b;	Targum	Pseudo	Jonathan	to	Numbers	22:30;	and	Zohar	1.125b.
	 148.	See	Yalkut	Shimoni	on	Genesis	6:44.
	 149.	See,	 for	example,	b.T.	Yoma	67b	where	 the	 scapegoat	on	Yom	Kippur	
(Azazel)	is	viewed	as	the	tikun	of	the	“episode	of	Azzah	and	Azael.”	Cf.	Tanna	
d’	belEliyahu	25;	Pesikta	Rabati	34;	Yalkut	to	Genesis	6:44,	to	Leviticus	16:572;	
and	to	Deuteronomy	31:1044.
	 150.	See,	for	example,	Zohar	1.23a;	137a	(tosafot)	and	1.55a.
	 151.	Zohar	3.	194a/b;	and	208	a/b.
	 152.	See	Zohar	3.	208a.
	 153.	EH,	Gate	38,	chapter	3,	pp.	63b/c.
	 154.	SeL,	p.	54c.
	 155.	I	have	not	located	a	midrashic	source	that	connects	Numbers	23:16	to	
Azzah	and	Azael.
	 156.	The	JPS	TANAKH	translates	נופל	as	“prostrate,”	but	the	use	of	the	verb	in	
the	Zohar	and	Luria	refers	to	“descending”	like	the	Nephilim	who	descended	
to	earth	in	Genesis	6:4.
	 157.	ShP,	p.	37a.	Cf	SeLi,	p.	54a;	and	LiT,	pp.	88b,	89a.
	 158.	Cf.	SeLi,	p.	54c.
	 159.	This	is	distinct	from	the	rabbinic	notion	of	“the	events	of	the	fathers	are	
signs	for	the	children”	(ma ¿aseh avot siman letbanim).	See	Midrash	Tanhuma	9;	
and	Nahmanides	on	Genesis	12:6.
	 160.	The	notion	of	a	soul	going	from	gentile	to	Israelite	or	from	Israelite	to	
gentile	and	then	back	again	is	not	unusual	in	the	Lurianic	tradition.	See,	for	exll
ample,	the	case	of	King	Jeroboam	(I	Kings	12–15).	Moshe	Hayyim	Luzzato	claims	
part	of	his	soul	departed	when	he	sinned	and	was	reincarnated	in	a	gentile.	This	
soul	then	became	part	of	the	soul	of	the	father	of	R.	Akiva	and	later	of	R.	Akiva	
himself.	 Luzzatto,	 “Kinat	 halShem	 Ziva ¿ot,”	 reprinted	 in	 Ginzei Ramhal	 (Bnei	
Brak,	1984),	p.	104.
	 161.	The	secret	being	referred	to	here	is	from	Zohar	3.194b	(toward	the	botll
tom).	The	context	of	 the	Zohar	passage	 is	 about	 seminal	emission	but	more	
specifically	about	the	verse . . . but the name of the wicked rots	(Proverbs	10:7).	R.	
Shimon	tells	his	son	Eliezer	that	God	does	what	He	does	and	these	things	are	
all	very	hidden	and	concealed.	However,	he	continues,	since	this	fraternity	alll
ready	knows	some	of	these	secrets	I	will	reveal	some	of	the	others.
	 162.	Cf.	ShP,	p.	37b.
	 163.	Midrash	Tanhuma,	Parahat	Balak,	12,	pp.	416,	417.
	 164.	This	is	taken	from	Zohar	3.194a.	R.	Shimon	says	to	his	son	something	
like,	“and	so	it	goes	my	son;	God	does	what	He	does,	.	.	.”	referring	to	divine	acll
tion	that	seems	to	contradict	our	understanding	of	how	God	works.
	 165.	ShMR,	p.	46c.
	 166.	Ibid.
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	 167.	That	 is,	 as	 hokhma	 (abba)	 is	 the	 cosmic	 father	 of	 zeir anpin,	 Laban,	 as	
hokhma,	is	the	father	(inllaw)	of	Jacob/zeir anpin.
	 168.	See	Zechariah	13:9.
	 169.	Avot	delRebbe	Natan	1:1,8.
	 170.	EH,	Gate	38,	chapter	3,	p.	62a/b.	It	is	interesting	that	Luria	reads	Nabal’s	
name	as	the	fixing	of	Laban	and	ignores	Scripture’s	own	wordplay,	For he [Nabal] 
is just what his name says: His name means ‘boor’ and he is a boor	(I	Sam.	25:25).
	 171.	The	notion	of	humans	being	reincarnated	into	subhuman	forms	is	quite	
common	in	Lurianic	Kabbala.	See	Gershom	Scholem,	“Gilgul:	The	Transmill
gration	of	Souls,”	in	The Mystcial Shape of the Godhead.
	 172.	JPS	 Tanakh	 translates	 this	 verse	 as	 “he	 became	 like	 a	 stone,”	 which	
makes	more	sense	in	context.	However,	the	hyperliteral	translation	would	be	
“he	was	like	a	stone”	or	even	“he	was	a	stone.”	This	is	how	Luria	reads	the	verse	
as	pointing	to	his	remembering	his	past	as	a	stone.
	 173.	ShG,	intro.	22,	p.	163a.
	 174.	I	have	not	found	the	exact	Zohar	passage	quoted	here.	For	related	pasll
sages	regarding	this	one	dimension	of	ruah,	see	Zohar	2.	99b;	101b–102b.	I	would	
like	to	thank	Menahem	Kallus	for	pointing	me	to	these	passages.
	 175.	See	b.T.	Baba	Mezia	84a;	Baba	Batra	58a;	Zohar	1.	35b;	142b;	2.11a.	This	
also	appears	 in	many	places	 in	the	Lurianic	corpus.	Cf.	Elliot	Wolfson,	“The	
Image	of	 Jacob	Engraved	upon	 the	Throne:	Further	Reflections	on	 the	Esoll
teric	Doctrine	of	 the	German	Pietists,”	 in	Along the Path	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	
Press,	1995),	pp.	1–62.
	 176.	ShG,	intro.	36,	p.	300.
	 177.	See	Zohar	2.126b	that	argues	that	Jacob’s	attempt	to	correct	the	jealousy	
of	Rachel	and	Leah	(sisters	and	colwives)	was	not	completely	successful.
	 178.	It	is	unclear	whether	the	verse	in	question	is	Isaiah	60:4	or	49:18,	Look up 
around you and see, they are all assembled, are come to you.	 The	 context	 of	 both	
verses	is	the	prophet’s	messianic	vision.
	 179.	ShP,	p.	45a.
	 180.	Note	that	most	English	translations	have	May I die the death	(JPS	TANAKH),	
or	Let me but die	(The Five Books of Moses,	Robert	Alter,	trans.)	or	Let me die	.	.	.	(The 
Harper Collins Study Bible, New Revised Standard Edition).	These	translations	all	renll
der	nafshi	(lit.,	soul)	as	idiomatic,	which	works	from	a	biblical	perspective.	Luria	
builds	his	reading	precisely	on	the	existence	of	the	word	nafshi	denoting	somell
thing	different	than	the	“I.”
	 181.	For	example,	see	Midrash	Tanhuma,	Parsaht	Balak,	7;	and	Tana	de	bel
Eliahyu	Raba	21.
	 182.	See	Nahmanides	to	Numbers	23:10.	Cf.	Ibn	Ezra	on	this	verse,	who	takes	a	
slightly	different	approach.	Jacob	Milgrom	suggests	that	this	desire	“to	share	the	
fate	of	Israel”	is	a	blessing	that	every	nation	will	desire	to	receive	from	God.	Cf.	
Genesis	12:3;	22:18;	and	28:14.	See	The JPS Torah Commentary,	Numbers,	p.	197.	This	
only	reaffirms	the	notion	that	this	verse	has	nothing	to	do	with	becoming	an	Isll
raelite,	that	is,	conversion.
	 183.	ShMR,	p.	46c.
	 184.	LiT,	p.	19a.
	 185.	See	ShP,	p.	37c.	There	Luria	states	more	explicitly	(referring	to	Zohar	
3.194b),	“His	body	died	with	a	defiled	sword	but	his	soul	was	reincarnated	afterll
ward	as	an	Israelite,	who	are	called	yesharim	from	the	name	Yisrael.	Then	[his	
soul]	was	rectified.	That	is	what	is	meant	by	May my soul die a righteous death.”	
What	interests	me	here	is	the	use	of	the	term	but	(’aval)	in	this	sentence.	Does	
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it	function	to	connect	the	following	clause	(and	therefore	is	closer	to	thus)?	If	
so,	it	 is	precisely	his	defiled	death	that	enables	his	holy	soul	to	become	liberll
ated	from	his	body	and	enter	Israel.
	 186.	Zohar	3.194b.
	 187.	To	my	knowledge,	this	interpolation	is	based	on	b.T.	Rosh	HalShana	18a	
that	states	that	Nabal	died	during	the	ten	days	of	repentance	between	Rosh	hal
Shana	and	Yom	halKippurim,	 a	 time	 the	 rabbis	 state	 is	 a	 time	of	 an	 “upright	
death.”	Cf.	b.T.	Ketubot	103,	“It	is	a	good	sign	for	one	who	dies	the	evening	folll
lowing	Yom	HalKippurim.”	Cf.	ShP,	p.	37c	(bottom)	and	n.	#11,	 “Our	 teacher	
(Luria)	includes	the	night	following	Yom	halKippurim	as	part	of	the	ten	days	of	
repentance.”	This	may	be	because	Luria	held	that	the	final	seal	of	the	season	of	
repentance	is	not	until	Hoshana	Raba,	the	final	day	of	the	festival	of	Sukkot.
	 188.	b.T.	Sanhedrin	106b;	and	Midrash	Numbers	Raba	14:1.	 In	both	cases	
this	is	speaking	about	the	death	of	Balaam	at	the	hands	of	Pinhas.
	 189.	Laban/Nabal	is	thus	saying	to	Jacob/Israel,	“I	will	not	cross	beyond	this	
mound,	that	is,	I	will	not	survive	beyond	thirtyltwo	years	(half	my	life).”
	 190.	On	 this,	 see	 b.T.	 Hulin	 140b.	 Thus,	 Nabal,	 who	 amassed	 wealth	 and	
would	not	share	it	with	David,	will	expire	in	the	middle	of	his	life.	The	linguisll
tic	 connection	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 verse	 נבל( יהיה  	)באחריתו  	 connects	 this	 both	 to	
Numbers	23:10	and	to	Nabal.
	 191.	See	ShG,	intro.	36,	p.	296.	II	Samuel	19:33.	Barzalai was very old, eighty 
years old; and he had provided the king [David] with food during his stay at Mahanaim, 
for he was a very wealthy man.
	 192.	LiT,	p.	89a.	Cf.	ShP,	p.	37d,	“The	words	כמוהו	and	כמוהם	are	equal	in	the	
numbers	of	letters	and	the	letters	are	very	close	to	one	another.”
	 193.	It	may	be	significant,	although	to	my	knowledge	not	mentioned,	the	etyll
mological	similarity	of	Gilgal	and	gilgul.

5. Deuteronomy

I	have	not	been	able	to	locate	where	Schechter	makes	this	comment.	It	 is	rell
corded	by	Martin	Buber	in	his	essay	“Imitatio	Dei,”	reprinted	in	Buber,	Israel 
and the World,	p.	75.

	 1.	See	 Moshe	 Weinfeld,	 Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School	 (Oxford:	
Clarendon,	1972)	and	more	recently	“Deuteronomy	and	the	Present	State	of	Inll
quiry,”	in	D.	L.	Christensen,	ed.,	A Song of Power and the Power of Song: Essays on the 
Book of Deuteronomy	(Winona	Lake,	Ind.:	Eisenbrauns,	1993),	pp.	21–35.	On	Josiah	
and	the	Deuteronomist	school	more	generally,	see	Marvin	Sweeney,	Josiah: The 
Lost Messiah of Israel	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2001),	pp.	33–39	and	137–
169.	The	Deuteronomist	history,	originally	documented	by	Martin	Noth,	consists	
of	most	of	Deuteronomy,	Joshua,	Judges,	I	and	II	Samuel,	and	I	and	II	Kings.
	 2.	See	 JanlPierre	Sonnet,	The Book within the Book: Writing in Deuteronomy	
(Leiden:	Brill,	1997),	pp.	134–147	and	Michael	Fishbane,	“Varia	Deuteronimll
ica,”	Zeitschrift fur die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 84	(1972):	350–351.
	 3.	Aside	 from	earlier	 traditions,	 see	 I	 Samuel	4:4;	 II	 Samuel	6:2;	Psalms	
80:2;	II	Kings	19:15.
	 4.	Weinfeld,	Deuteronomy,	pp.	191–209.
	 5.	On	this,	see	Elliot	Wolfson,	“The	Body	in	the	Text:	A	Kabbalistic	Theory	of	
Embodiment,”	The Jewish Quarterly Review	95,	no.	3	(2005):	488.	“The	goal	for	the	
kabbalist—indeed	what	justifies	his	being	called	a	kabbalist—is	to	receive	the	sell
cret	of	the	name,	that	is,	to	cleave	to	YHWH,	the	archaic	Deuteronomistic	injuncll
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tion	interpreted	in	a	manner	very	close	to	the	twelfthlcentury	neoplantonically	inll
fluenced	philosophers,	primarily	of	the	Andulusian	cultural	background.	.	.	.”
	 6.	The	term	Deuteronomy	literally	means	“second	law”	and	was	likely	an	inll
struction	to	future	kings	to	make	a	“copy	of	the	law.”	See	Herb	Marks,	“Introll
duction	to	Deuteronomy,”	in	Marks,	Norton Companion to the Hebrew Bible (forthll
coming).	I	want	to	thank	Professor	Marks	for	all	his	advice	and	wisdom	on	the	
entire	manuscript	and	on	this	chapter	in	particular.	I	also	thank	him	for	makll
ing	his	text	available	to	me	before	its	publication.
	 7.	Bernard	Levinson,	Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation	
(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	1997),	pp.	16	and	20.
	 8.	For	a	possible	deathbed	confession	of	ben	Zakkai’s	recognizing	his	radill
cal	program,	see	b.T.	Berakhot	28b.
	 9.	See	Sonnet,	The Book within the Book,	pp.	128–143.
	 10.	See	 Dennis	 T.	 Olson,	 Deuteronomy and the Death of Moses: A Theological 
Reading (Minneapolis:	Fortress,	1994),	pp.	6–22.
	 11.	On	this,	see	Steven	Weitzman,	“Sensory	Reform	in	Deuteronomy,”	in	Rett
ligion and the Self in Late Antiquity	 (Bloomington:	 Indiana	 University	 Press,	
2006),	p.	131.
	 12.	Sonnet,	The Book within the Book,	p.	139.
	 13.	On	this,	see	Patrick	D.	Miller,	“‘Moses	My	Servant’:	The	Deuteronomic	
Portrait	of	Moses,”	 in	D.	L.	Christenson,	ed.,	A Song of Power and the Power of 
Song	(Winona	Lake,	Ind.:	Eisenbrauns,	1993),	pp.	301–312.
	 14.	See	Miller,	“Moses	my	Servant,”	p.	311.	“The	Book	of	Deuteronomy	says	
that	 all	 that	 is	 needful	 for	 your	 life	 as	 a	 community	 under	 God,	 guided	 and	
blessed	by	the	Lord,	is	found	in	these	words	Moses	spoke	and	taught	as	charged	
by	the	Lord.	Nothing	more	is	needful.	.	.	.	The	people	now	have	the	word	of	the	
Lord	which	Moses	taught,	and	that	will	be	their	guide	in	the	land	that	the	Lord	
has	promised.	Israel	is	to	now	live	by	the	Torah	that	Moses	has	taught	and	in	a	
very	real	sense	does	not	need	Moses.”
	 15.	Most	recently,	see	Elliot	R.	Wolfson,	“Flesh	Becomes	Word:	Textual	Emll
bodiment	and	Poetic	Imagination,”	in	his	Language, Eros, Being, pp.	190–260,	
and	“The	Body	in	the	Text:	A	Kabbalistic	Theory	of	Embodiment,”	The Jewish 
Quarterly Review	95,	no.	3	(2005):	479–500.
	 16.	See	Deuteronomy	18:15–19,	where	Moses	promises	Israel	that	God	will	
raise	 up	 a	 new	 prophet	 “like	 me”	 to	 serve	 as	 mediator.	 The	 tradition	 subsell
quently	rejects	this	and	distinguishes	Moses’	prophetic	stature	as	categorically	
superior	to	that	of	any	other	prophet.	See	Maimonides,	“Laws	of	the	Foundall
tion	of	the	Torah,”	Mishneh Torah,	chapters	6	and	7.
	 17.	See,	 for	example,	Deuteronomy	5:23,	24.	For what mortal ever heard the 
voice of the living God speak out of the fire, as we did, and lived? You go closer and hear 
all the Lord our God says, and then you tell us everything that the Lord our God tells 
you, and we will willingly do it.	Moses	here	seems	to	be	contrasted	with	any	mortt
tal,	implying	his	unique	prophetic	status.
	 18.	The	tradition	that	only	the	Jew	(male	Jew)	is	considered	zelem elohim	is	
rooted	 in	 the	 Zohar	 and	 adopted	 by	 Lurianic	 kabbalists.	 See,	 for	 example,	
Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	78c/d.	The	Zohar	states	that	only	the	Jewish	body	is	
constructed	 from	YHWH	and	 thus	a	 Jew	should	not	mate	with	a	gentile,	bell
cause	 their	 soul	does	not	come	from	that	divine	name.	On	the	Torah	as	 the	
names	of	God,	see	Nahmanides,	“Introduction”	to	his	commentary	on	Genesis.	
On	this	more	generally,	 see	Gershom	Scholem,	“The	Name	of	God	and	Linll
guistic	Theory	in	Kabbala,”	Diogenes	79	(1982):	59–80.	This	tradition	is	develll
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oped	in	Abulafia.	See	Moshe	Idel,	Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics in Abraham 
Abulafia	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1989),	pp.	29–81;	 idem.	“The	Concept	of	
Torah	in	the	Hekhalot	and	its	Evolution	in	Kabbala	[Hebrew],”	Mekharei Yerushtt
alayim	 1	 (1981):	 23–49;	 Joseph	 Dan,	 Esoteric Theology of the Ashkenazi Hasidim	
[Hebrew],	 pp.	 124ff;	 and	 Elliot	 Wolfson,	 “The	 Mystical	 Experience	 of	 Torah	
Study	in	German	Pietism,”	in	The Jewish Quarterly Review	(July	1993):	47–51.
	 19.	See	Yehuda	Liebes,	“The	Messiah	of	the	Zohar:	On	R.	Shimon	bar	Yohai	
as	 a	 Messianic	 Figure”	 in	 his	 Studies in the Zohar	 (Albany,	 N.Y.:	 SUNY	 Press,	
1995),	 pp.	 1–84,	 and	 the	 more	 extensive	 Hebrew	 version,	 “Messiah	 of	 the	
Zohar,”	in	The Messianic Idea in Jewish Thought: In Honor of the Eightieth Birthday of 
Gershom Scholem	 (Jerusalem:	 Israeli	 Academy	 of	 Sciences	 and	 Humanities,	
1982),	pp.	87–236.	On	Luria	as	a	messianic	figure,	see	Liebes,	“Two	Young	Roes	
of	a	Doe:	The	Secret	Sermon	of	Isaac	Luria	before	His	Death”	[Hebrew],	Mekhtt
karei Yerushalayim	10	(1992):	67–119;	and,	most	recently,	Lawrence	Fine,	Physitt
cian of the Soul,	pp.	322–358.
	 20.	See	Weinfeld,	Deuteronomy,	pp.	179–189.	Cf.	Wolfson,	Language,	pp.	204	
and	520,	n.	124,	and	Abraham Abulafia (Los	Angeles:	Cherub,	2000),	pp.	141,	
142.	It	is	more	likely	that	Schechter	also	had	in	mind	the	rabbinic	interpretall
tion	of	imitatio dei	as	an	act	emulating	the	divine	attributes	of	compassion	and	
mercy.	See,	for	example,	p.T	Peah	15b;	b.T.	Sota	14a;	Genesis	Raba	to	Genesis	
23:19	and	49:29;	Sifre	Devarim	11:22;	and	Pesikta	Rabati,	14b.
	 21.	We	see	this	quite	early	in	the	kabbalistic	tradition.	There	is	a	tradition	
taught	in	the	name	of	Isaac	the	Blind:	“Adam	himself	is	constructed	by	the	letll
ters,	and	when	that	edifice	was	constructed	the	supernal	spirit	that	guides	him	
guides	everything.	 .	 .	 .”	See	Scholem,	Kabbala in Provence	 (Jerusalem:	Akadell
mon,	1970),	appendix	p.	13,	and	Wolfson,	Language, p.	208,	and	more	explicll
itly,	“Abulafia	affirms	that	the	human	body,	that	is,	the	corporeality	stripped	of	
its	course	materiality,	is	constituted	by	these	very	letters”	(241).	Cf.	idem,	“Anll
thropomorphic	Imagery	and	Letter	Symbolism	in	the	Zohar,”	pp.	155–158.
	 22.	In	fact,	Lurianic	Kabbala	follows	Sefer Yezeriah	that	the	entire	creation	is	
composed	of	combinations	of	letters,	the	human	constituting	a	microcosm	of	
existence.	See	LiT,	p.	6.	Cf.	Elliot	Ginsburg,	“Zelem	Elohim:	Some	Thoughts	
on	God	and	Person	in	Zoharic	Kabbalah,”	in	In Search of the Divine: Some Unextt
pected Consequences of Interfaith Dialogue,	Larry	Shinn,	ed.	(St.	Paul,	Minn.:	Parall
gon	House,	1987),	pp.	61–94.
	 23.	Wolfson	puts	it	this	way:	“When	examined	from	a	kabbalistic	perspecll
tive,	 anthropomorphism	 in	 the	 canonical	 texts	 of	 Scripture	 indicates	 that	
human	and	divine	corporeality	are	intertwined	in	a	mesh	of	double	imaging	
through	 the	mirror	of	 the	 text	 that	 renders	 the	divine	body	human	and	 the	
human	body	divine.”	Language, p.	246.
	 24.	On	 the	 rabbinic	 understanding	 of	 zelem elohim	 as	 metaphor,	 see	 Yair	
Lorberbaum,	Zelem Elohim: Halakha and Aggada	[Hebrew],	pp.	27–82.	In	Kabbala,	
see	Charles	Mopsik,	“Genesis	1:26–27:	L’Image	de	Dieu,	le	couple	humain	et	le	
statut	de	la	femme	chez	les	premiers	cabalists,”	in	Le sexe des âmes,	pp.	149–217.	
On	Augustine’s	notion	of	the	condition	of	the	human	as	sinful,	see	chapter	1	of	
this	study.
	 25.	See	the	discussion	in	Scholem,	“The	Concept	of	Kavvanah	in	the	Early	
Kabbalah,”	in	A.	Jospe,	ed.,	Studies in Jewish Thought: An Anthology of GermantJewtt
ish Scholarship	(Detroit:	Wayne	State	University	Press,	1981),	pp.	165–180;	Moshe	
Idel,	Kabbalah: New Perspectives,	pp.	42–49;	and	Wolfson, Language, pp.	209	and	
521,	n.	129.
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	 26.	Although	zelem elohim	is	not	part	of	Deuteronomic	nomenclature,	from	
the	perspective	of	the	kabbalists	(for	whom	these	distinctions	are	meaningless)	
the	Deuteronomic	shift	from	God	as	body	to	divine	name	is	deployed	to	offer	a	
rendering	of	zelem elohim	as	the	divine	name	within	the	human.
	 27.	See	Paul	Galatians	4:4–7;	Romans	7,	8:3;	and	more	generally,	George	
Nickelsburg,	 “The	Incarnation:	Paul’s	Solution	 to	 the	Universal	Human	Prell
dicament,”	pp.	348–357.
	 28.	The	notion	of	the	divine–human	similitude	as	the	form	of	the	body	domill
nates	the	biblical	depiction,	both	in	Genesis	and	in	Ezekiel	1:26–28.	This	depicll
tion	also	extends	to	the	rabbinic	tradition.	See	Alon	GoshenlGottstein,	“The	Body	
of	God	in	Rabbinic	Literature,”	Harvard Theological Review	87	(1994):	171–195	and	
more	specifically	“Judaisms	and	Incarnational	Theologies,”	esp.	pp.	229–242.	In	
Ezekiel,	the	human	in	the	divine	image	is	used	as	a	polemic	against	idolatry.	Idols	
are	misrepresentations	of	God’s	presence	and	only	the	human	is	the	true	reprell
sentation	of	divine	presence.	See	John	F.	Kutsko,	Between Heaven and Earth: Divine 
Presence and Absence in the Book of Ezekiel	(Winona	Lake,	Ind.:	Eisenbrauns,	2000),	
pp.	63–76.	Lurianic	tradition	also	makes	a	correlation	between	idolatry	and	murll
der,	the	latter	viewed	as	the	severance	of	“the	image	of	God”	in	the	human	leaving	
a	lifeless	body.	Just	as	idolatry	is	an	act	that	causes	the	departure	of	the	shekhina	
from	Israel,	so	is	murder	the	destruction	(or	departure)	of	the	elohim	in	the	zelem 
elohim	leaving	an	empty	shell.	This	reading	appears	sensitive	to	Kutsko’s	analysis	of	
Ezekiel,	who	uses	zelem elohim,	as	a	case	against	idolatry.	See	also	LiT,	p.	5b.
	 29.	For	example,	see	Maimonides	Guide	1:1.	In	terms	of	rabbinic	understandll
ings	of	zelem,	Goshen	Gottstein	writes,	“according	to	my	anthropomorphic	readll
ings	of	the	rabbis	I	suggest	that	the	bodily	meaning	is	the	only	meaning	of	zelem	
in	rabbinic	literature.	.	.	.	Instead	of	asking	‘Does	God	have	a	body?’	we	should	
inquire	 ‘what	kind	of	body	does	God	have?’”	GoshenlGottstein,	 “The	Body	as	
Image	of	God	in	Rabbinic	Literature,”	p.	174.	I	would	agree	and	simply	suggest	a	
reversal	of	 the	equation.	If	God	has	a	body	 in	rabbinic	 literature	 through	the	
phrase	zelem elohim	referring	to	the	human,	what	can	we	say	of	the	human	body	as	
divine?	On	this,	see	the	discussion	of	“theomorphism”	in	Lorberbaum,	Zelem Elott
him,	pp.	101–104,	citing	Franz	Rosenzweig,	Naharayim,	Y.	Amir,	trans.	(Jerusalem:	
Mosad	Bialik,	1978),	p.	35.
	 30.	On	this,	see	Garb,	Manifestations of Power.
	 31.	On	the	incarnational	dimensions	of	Kabbala	as	structural,	see	Wolfson,	
Language, esp.	p.	256;	idem,	“Anthropomorphic	Imagery	and	Letter	Symbolism	
in	the	Zohar”	[Hebrew],	Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 8	(1989):	147–181;	“Jull
daism	 and	 Incarnation:	 The	 Imaginal	 Body	 of	 God,”	 in	 T.	 FrymerlKensky,	 D.	
Novak,	P.	Ochs,	D.	Sandmel,	and	M.	Signer,	Christianity in Jewish Terms	(Boulder,	
Colo.:	Westview,	2000),	pp.	239–254;	and	my	“Ethics	Disentangled	from	the	Law:	
Incarnation,	the	Universal,	and	Hasidic	Ethics,”	Kabbala	15	(Fall	2006).
	 32.	The	idea	that	serving	a	human	being	in	Christianity	is	rooted	in	Ancient	
Judaism	and	is	not	a	product	of	Christianity’s	adapting	Hellenistic	pagan	ideas	is	
argued	in	Larry	Hurtado’s	One God One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient 
Jewish Monotheism,	 esp.	pp.	17–40.	Cf.	Lars	Thunberg,	 “The	Human	Person	as	
Image	of	God,”	in	B.	McGinn	and	J.	Meyendorff,	eds.,	Christian Spirituality	(New	
York:	 Crossroads,	 1995),	 pp.	 293–295;	 and	 Jacob	 Neusner,	Torah: From Scroll to 
Symbol in Formative Judaism	(Philadelphia:	Fortress,	1985),	pp.	4ff;	idem,	Incarnatt
tion of God: The Character of Divinity in Formative Judaism	(Philadelphia:	Fortress,	
1988),	pp.	188–192;	and	Wolfson,	“Judaism	and	Incarnation,”	pp.	246–251.
	 33.	See,	for	example,	Margaret	Barker,	“The	High	Priest	and	the	Worship	of	
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Jesus,”	in	C.	Newman,	J.	Davila,	and	G.	Lewis,	eds.,	The Jewish Roots of Christologtt
ical Monotheism (Leiden:	Brill,	 1999),	pp.	93–111;	 and	Crispin	H.	T.	Fletcher,	
“The	Worship	of	Divine	Humanity	as	God’s	Image	and	the	Worship	of	Jesus,”	
in	The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism,	pp.	112–128.
	 34.	The	 notion	 of	 incarnation	 as	 the	 divine	 in	 the	 human	 is	 part	 of	 early	
Christianity’s	 understanding	 as	 well.	 See,	 for	 example,	 John	 13:31–14:29	 and	
Philipians	2.	More	generally,	see	GoshenlGottstein,	“Judaisms	and	Incarnational	
Theologies,”	Journal of Ecumenical Studies 39,	nos.	3–4	(2002),	esp.	229–234.
	 35.	There	are	numerous	rabbinic	examples	where	the	messiah	is	called	by	a	dill
vine	name	(YHVH,	Adonai,	or	 ’El).	See	b.T.	Baba	Batra	75b	and	Rashi	ad	 loc;	
Lamentations	Raba	1:51;	and	Idel,	Messianic Mystics,	pp.	23	and	41.	On	the	quesll
tion	regarding	how	Jews	responded	to	Christian	doctrine	that	reinterpreted	noll
tions	rooted	 in	 its	own	tradition,	 see	Idel,	p.	24:	“Or	to	mention	another	main	
question	that	haunted	Jewish	messianism,	the	emergence	of	Christianity,	a	messill
anic	religion	drawing	upon	Jewish	sources	and	attempting	to	reinterpret	some	of	
the	messianic	claims	cherished	by	the	Jews,	problematized	some	of	the	earlier	Jewll
ish	concepts,	which	were	marginalized	in	order	to	make	a	clearer	distinction	bell
tween	Judaism	and	Christianity.”
	 36.	Wolfson,	Language,	p.	191.	It	is	also	interesting	to	note	that	the	staunch	anll
tikabbalist	Aryeh	Leone	of	Modena	criticized	Kabbala	partially	because	he	bell
lieved	it	led	to	kabbalists	converting	to	Christianity!	See	Idel,	“Differing	Concepll
tions	 of	 Kabbala	 in	 the	 Early	 Seventeenth	 Century,”	 pp.	 137–200,	 esp.	 pp.	
166–168;	and	Enchanted Chains	(Los	Angeles:	Cherub,	2005),	pp.	194	and	195.
	 37.	See	Wolfson,	Language,	p.	 257,	where	he	notes	 that	 the	 incarnational	
thinking	in	the	Zohar	may	indeed	be	a	“polemical	ploy,”	albeit	one	that	accepts	
the	wider	framework	of	incarnational	thinking.
	 38.	See	 Georgios	 Mantzaridis,	 The Deification of Man	 (Crestwood,	 N.Y.:	 St.	
Vladimir,	1984),	pp.	15,	29,	and	31.	On	the	extent	to	which	this	notion	of	the	deill
fication	of	man	has	become	the	backbone	of	Orthodox	doctrine,	see	J.	Gross, La 
divinisation du crétien les peres grecs, contribution historique à la doctrine de la grâce	
(Paris,	1938).	Cf.	Jaques	Maritain,	Integral Humanism: Temporal and Spiritual Probtt
lems of a New Christendom,	Joseph	W.	Evans,	trans.	(New	York:	Scribner,	1968).
	 39.	See	Vigen	Guroian,	Incarnate Love: Essays in Orthodox Ethics	(South	Bend,	
Ind.:	University	of	Notre	Dame	Press,	1987).	This	notion	extends	at	least	back	to	
Plotinus	and	PseudolDionysius.
	 40.	The	 notion	 of	 the	 Incarnation	 as	 constant	 in	 all	 of	 humanity	 and	
(re)lived	through	the	sacraments	 is	 the	basis	of	 the	work	of	the	14thlcentury	
Greek	theologian	and	saint	Nicholas	Cabasilas	(ca.	1322–1395).	See	especially	
his	Life in Christ,	Carmino	J.	de	Catanzaro,	trans.	(New	York:	SVS,	1974).	In	Call
basilas,	 and	 his	 betterlknown	 predecessor	 St.	 Gregory	 Palamas	 (1296–1359),	
the	notion	of	theosis,	or	the	divination	of	the	human,	plays	a	central	role.	Relell
vant	to	our	concerns,	both	suggest	that	the	Incarnation	of	Christ	“makes	of	us	
a	temple	of	his	divinity	and	enlightens	our	soul	from	within”	(p.	26).	A	thorll
ough	 treatment	 of	 this	 in	 the	 work	 of	 St.	 Gregory	 Palamas	 can	 be	 found	 in	
Georgios	Mantzaridis,	The Deification of Man.
	 41.	Mantzaridis,	The Deification of Man,	p.	71.	“Love	of	God	is	the	root	of	all	
virtue.	.	.	.	Love	of	God	bears	fruit	in	the	form	of	love	of	one’s	neighbor,	which	
is	the	‘sign’	of	the	believer’s	love	for	Jesus	Christ	and	the	starting	point	of	all	
social	virtue.”	For	the	use	of	theosis	as	a	model	for	Hasidic	ethics,	see	my	“Ethics	
Disentangled	 from	 the	 Law:	 Incarnation,	 the	 Universal	 and	 Hasidic	 Ethics,”	
Kabbala	15	(Fall	2006):	31–75.
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	 42.	Mantzaridis,	p.	15.	Maximus	the	Confessor	defines	theosis	this	way:	“A	firm	
and	trustworthy	basis	of	hope	for	the	deification	of	human	nature	is	God’s	incarll
nation,	which	makes	of	man	a	god	in	the	same	measure	as	God	Himself	became	
man”	(p.	14).	Cf.	David	S.	Yaego,	“Jesus	of	Nazareth	and	Cosmic	Redemption:	
The	Relevance	of	St.	Maximus	the	Confessor,”	Modern Theology	12	(1996).
	 43.	The Encyclopedia of Religion,	2nd	ed.,	2005,	vol.	6,	p.	3699.
	 44.	St.	Gregory	of	Palamas,	Defense of the Hesychasts	3,	1,	34,	cited	in	The Deifitt
cation of Man,	p.	31.
	 45.	See,	for	example,	Geza	Vermes,	The Changing Faces of Jesus,	p.	37.	“No	biblill
cal	or	postlbiblical	Jewish	writer	ever	depicted	a	human	being	literally	as	divine,	
nor	did	Jewish	religious	culture	agree	to	accommodate	the	Hellenistic	notions	of	
‘son	of	God’	and	‘divine	man.’	The	designations,	common	in	the	terminology	of	
ruler	worship	in	imperial	Rome	and	in	the	description	of	charismatic	personalill
ties	in	Hellenism,	remained	taboo	in	Judaism.”	David	Blumenthal	is	a	bit	more	
uncertain	of	this	absolute	negation.	See	his	“Tselem:	Toward	an	Anthropomorphic	
Theology	of	Image,”	in	Christianity in Jewish Terms,	pp.	345	and	346.	On	the	one	
hand	he	argues	 that	“the	doctrine	of	 the	 incarnation	 is	not	beyond	the	Jewish	
theological	imagination”	and	then	equivocates	by	saying	“Judaism	cannot	accept	
the	doctrine	of	 incarnation.”	Perhaps	Blumenthal	 is	making	a	distinction,	one	
that	sits	at	the	very	center	of	my	argument,	that	the	notion	of	incarnation	must	be	
distinguished	from	its	particular	Christian	instantiation.	If	this	is	correct,	it	unll
dermines	Vermes’s	position	that	the	idea	itself	is	a	product	of	Hellenistic	and	not	
Jewish	thinking.	This	thesis,	common	among	many	Jewish	theologians,	has	been	
duly	challenged	by	Larry	Hurtado,	One Lord One God.
	 46.	Michael	Wyschogrod	writes	that	“it	must	be	emphasized	that	the	Jewish	
objection	to	an	incarnational	theology	cannot	be	based	on	a	priori	grounds,	as	
if	something	in	the	nature	of	the	Jewish	concept	of	God	made	his	appearance	
in	the	form	of	humanity	a	rational	impossibility.”	Michael	Wyschogrod,	“A	Jewll
ish	Perspective	on	Incarnation,”	Modern Theology	12,	no.	2	(1996):	204.	On	inll
carnationalism	and	Judaism	more	generally,	see	Jacob	Neusner,	The Incarnation 
of God: The Character of Divinity in Formative Judaism;	David	Stern,	“Imitatio Homitt
nus:	Anthropomorphism	and	the	Character(s)	of	God	in	Rabbinic	Literature,”	
Prooftexts	12	(1992):	151–174;	Alon	GoshenlGottstein,	“The	Body	of	God	in	Rabll
binic	 Literature,”	 pp. 171–195;	 Elliot	 Wolfson,	 “Iconic	 Visualization	 and	 the	
Imaginal	 Body	 of	 God:	 The	 Role	 of	 Intention	 in	 the	 Rabbinic	 Concept	 of	
Prayer,”	 Modern Theology	 12	 (1996):	 137–162;	 “Judaism	 and	 Incarnation:	 The	
Imaginal	Body	of	God,”	 in	Christianity in Jewish Terms;	and	Michael	Fishbane,	
“Some	Forms	of	Divine	Appearance	in	Ancient	Jewish	Thought,”	in	J.	Neusner,	
E.	Frerichs,	and	W.	Sarna,	eds.,	From Ancient Israel to Modern Judaism: Essays in 
Honor of Marvin Fox	 (Atlanta,	 Ga.:	 Scholars,	 1989),	 vol.	 2,	 pp.	 261–270.	 In	 a	
slightly	different	way,	Daniel	Boyarin’s	Border Lines: The Partition of JudeotChristitt
anity	makes	a	similar	point.	Boyarin	argues,	however,	that	while	logos	theology	
(the	 divine	 embodiment	 in	 the	 Word)	 is	 endemic	 to	 Judaism,	 transference	
from	Word	to	person	(Jesus)	is	not.
	 47.	See	B.Talmud	Avodah	Zara,	3b;	Menahot,	29b	and	53b.	Cf.	Alon	Gosll
henlGottstein,	“The	Body	as	Image	of	God	in	Rabbinic	Literature,”	and	Elliot	
R.	Wolfson,	“Images	of	God’s	Feet:	Some	Observations	on	the	Divine	Body	in	
Judaism,”	in	H.	EilberglSchwartz,	ed.,	People of the Body: Jews and Judaism from an 
Embodied Perspective	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	1992),	pp.	143–181.
	 48.	Jacob	Neusner,	Torah: From Scroll to Symbol in Formative Judaism,	p.	4;	Wolfll
son,	“Judaism	and	Incarnation,”	pp.	246–251;	and	Ephraim	Urbach,	Hazal	(Jerull
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salem:	Magnus,	1976),	pp.	28–52.	On	aniconism	and	Judaism	more	generally,	see	
Kalman	Bland,	The Artless Jew.
	 49.	Wolfson,	“Iconic	Visualization,”	p.	139	and	“Judaism	and	Incarnation,”	
pp.	251–253.
	 50.	See	Geza	Vermes,	The Changing Faces of Jesus,	pp.	45–53.
	 51.	Jacob	Neusner	offers	a	Jewish	definition	of	incarnation	as	follows:	“The	
description	 of	 God,	 whether	 in	 allusion	 or	 narrative,	 as	 corporeal;	 exhibiting	
traits	of	emotion	like	those	of	human	beings;	doing	deeds	that	women	and	men	
do	in	the	way	in	which	they	do	them.”	Neusner,	The Incarnation of God, p.	17.	While	
this	definition	may	suffice	for	classical	rabbinic	Judaism,	I	find	it	inexact	when	
applied	to	our	texts.	This	is	because	Neusner’s	definition	and	the	texts	he	cites	in	
his	 book	 are	 focused	 on	 how	 humans	 describe	 God	 as	 human.	 Our	 texts	 are	
more	 interested	 in	describing	how	humans	are	divine.	The	 latter,	 I	 suggest,	 is	
much	closer	to	the	Christian	idea.
	 52.	Neusner	acknowledges	that	Judaism	rejects	the	“particular	framing”	of	
Christian	incarnation,	but,	in	concert	with	Wyschogrod,	this	rejection	is	not	in	
principle,	only	in	fact.	See	Neusner,	The Incarnation of God,	p.	6,	and	Wolfson,	
“Judaism	and	Incarnation,”	p.	240.	Larry	Hurtado	suggests	another	model	in	
his	One God One Lord, pp.	99–124,	saying	that	the	Christian	notion	of	incarnall
tion	is	a	“mutation”	of	a	Jewish	idea.	He	does	not	imply	“mutation”	in	the	negall
tive	sense	but	rather	the	way	it	is	used	in	the	biological	sciences,	as	“a	descripll
tion	of	a	 sudden	and	 significant	development	 in	 the	 species”	 (p.	162,	n.	20).	
Hurtado’s	notion	of	mutation	is	helpful	because	as	it	maintains	a	link	between	
the	ancient	Jewish–early	Christian	ideas	it	also	suggests	that	postbiblical	Judall
ism	still	has	the	core	notion	of	divine	embodiment	that	Christianity	“mutates.”	
Given	that	fact,	it	is	not	farlfetched	to	posit	that	later	Judaisms	could	make	simll
ilar	kinds	of	“mutations.”
	 53.	Michael	Wyschogrod	writes,	“My	claim	is	that	the	Christian	teaching	of	
the	incarnation	of	God	in	Jesus	is	an	intensification	of	the	teaching	of	the	inll
dwelling	of	God	 in	Israel	by	concentrating	 that	 indwelling	 in	one	Jew	rather	
than	leaving	it	diffused	in	the	people	of	Jesus	as	a	whole.	From	my	perspective	
such	 a	 severing	 of	 any	 Jew	 from	 his	 people	 is	 a	 mistake	 because,	 biblically,	
God’s	covenantal	partner	is	always	the	people	Israel	and	not	an	individual	Jew.”	
Wyschogrod,	“Incarnation	of	God’s	Indwelling	in	Israel,”	in	his	Abraham’s Promtt
ise: Jewish and JewishtChristian Relations	(Grand	Rapids,	Mich.:	Eerdmans,	2004),	
p.	178.	Wyschogrod	here	admits	that	the	Incarnation	as	doctrine	is	a	distincll
tion	 in	degree	and	not	 in	kind	from	the	Jewish	notion	of	 indwelling.	 In	 this	
spirit,	I	suggest	that	our	texts	extend	divine	indwelling	beyond	its	conventional	
borders	until	it	reaches	the	limits	of	incarnational	thinking.	This	would	satisfy	
Wyschogrod	because	the	kabbalistic	texts	in	question	do	not	limit	incarnation	
to	one	person	but	present	it	as	a	possibility	to	all.
	 54.	On	the	history	of	Christian	Kabbala	more	generally,	see	Joseph	Dan,	The 
Christian Kabbalah: Jewish Mystical Books and Their Christian Interpreters,	and	Chaim	
Wirszubski,	Pico della Mirandola’s Encounter with Jewish Mysticism.	On	Lurianic	Kabll
bala	and	its	influence	on	subsequent	Christian	Kabbala,	see	Idel,	“Jewish	Thinkll
ers	versus	Christian	Kabbala,”	pp.	60–63;	and	more	generally	p.	50,	n.	2.
	 55.	Tishby	noticed	this	in	his	“God,	Torah,	Israel	are	One”	[Hebrew],	Keriat 
Sefer	50	(1975):	668–674.	More	generally,	see	Yehuda	Liebes,	“Christian	Influll
ences	on	the	Zohar,”	in	Liebes,	Studies in the Zohar,	pp.	139–161.	Most	recently,	
see	Wolfson’s	comment	in	Language, p.	260.
	 56.	In	Christianity,	see	Lars	Thunberg,	“The	Human	Person	as	Image	of	God,”	
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in	Christian Spirituality,	pp.	293–295.	In	Judaism,	see	Urbach,	Hazal,	pp.	190–194;	
and	Yair	Lorberbaum,	Zelem Elohim: Halakha and Aggadah,	esp.	pp.	84–105.
	 57.	The	notion	of	divine	indwelling	in	Judaism	applies	to	the	land	of	Israel	
and	the	Temple,	e.g.,	to	Exodus	40:35,	36;	and	I	Kings	8:13.	For	some	examples,	
see	Exodus	25:8,	And let them make me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them;	and	
Deuterony	33:15,	Since the LORD moves about in your camp to protect you . . . ;	Jerell
miah	 49:38;	 Mekhilta	 delRebbe	 Yishmael,	 Sidra	 delPiskha,	 chapter	 14;	 and	
Sifri	Bamidbar,	Parshat	Zav,	p.	94.
	 58.	The	idea	of	indwelling	is	also	a	part	of	early	Christianity,	especially	regardll
ing	the	tabernacle.	See,	for	example,	Craig	R.	Koester,	The Indwelling of God: The 
Tabernacle in the Old Testament, Intertestamental Jewish Literature, and the New 
Testament.
	 59.	See,	for	example,	Psalms	84:2;	132:12–14;	Ezekiel	19:3,	4;	34:1–4.
	 60.	Ezekiel	10:3,	4;	43:1–4.
	 61.	For	a	discussion	of	 this	disagreement	between	 the	 school	of	R.	Akiva	
and	the	sages,	see	Urbach,	Hazal,	pp.	40–43.
	 62.	See,	for	example,	Pirkei	Avot	3:4;	Sifra,	“Kedoshim”	4:12;	Urbach,	Hazal,	
pp.	191–193;	Lorberbaum,	Zelem Elohim,	pp.	84,	89–101.
	 63.	There	 is,	 however,	 a	 correlation	 drawn	 between	 the	 human	 and	 the	
Temple,	 for	 example,	 that	 does	 make	 such	 a	 connection.	 See	 Lorberbaum,	
Zelem Elohim,	pp.	436–453.
	 64.	For	the	classical	depiction	of	indwelling	and	also	the	rabbinic	construcll
tion	of	“the	image	of	God”	in	man,	see	Ephraim	Urbach,	Hazal,	pp.	29–52	and	
189–226.
	 65.	See	Martin	Buber,	“Love	of	God	and	Love	of	Neighbor,”	in	Hasidism and 
Modern Man	(Atlantic	Highlands,	N.J.:	Humanities	Press	International,	1988),	
p.	223.
	 66.	The	 kabbalists,	 of	 course,	 do	 not	 accept	 the	 documentary	 hypothesis	
and	thus	they	would	not	agree	with	this	assessment.	However,	they	are	surely	
sensitive	to	the	overt	change	from	the	anthropomorphic	imagery	to	the	exclull
sive	presentation	of	presence	as	name	in	Deuteronomy.
	 67.	Cf.	Sefer Temunah,	p.	25a,	and	Wolfson’s	comment	in	Speculum,	p.	329.	Cf.	
“The	 Mystical	 Experience	 of	 Torah	 Study	 in	 German	 Pietism,”	 in	 The Jewish 
Quarterly Review,	pp.	43–77.
	 68.	See	ShK,	“Drush	on	Sukkot”	#6,	pp.	106b–d.	This	homily	will	be	anall
lyzed	in	detail	below.
	 69.	See	Mishna	Sukkah	4:2;	and	b.T.	Sukkah	45a.	For	the	notion	of	Sukkot	
being	the	time	“the	waters	are	judged,”	see	b.T.	Rosh	halShana	16a	and	Ta’anit	
2b.	The	idea	of	Hoshana	Raba	being	the	day	the	waters	are	judged	appears	to	be	
kabbalistic	and	not	of	rabbinic	origin.	Since	Hoshana	Raba	 is	 the	final	day	of	
Sukkot,	this	does	not	constitute	much	of	an	innovation.	The	custom	of	circling	
the	bimah	in	the	synagogue	comes	as	a	remembrance	of	a	Temple	custom	of	cirll
cling	the	altar.	The	genealogy	of	the	custom	is	unclear.	Rabbi	Yohanan	argues	it	
is	a	“secret”	of	the	latter	prophets	and	thus	deserves	a	blessing.	Rabbi	Joshua	arll
gues	it	is	merely	a	custom	of	the	prophets	and	thus	does	not	require	a	blessing.	
See	b.T.	Sukkah	44b	and	Tur Shulkhan Arukh 2,	no.	644,	p.	359b.	There	is	no	spell
cial	sanctity	of	the	night	of	Hoshana	Raba	given	in	rabbinic	literature.	However,	
we	 do	 see	 in	 the	 Middle	 Ages,	 even	 by	 texts	 not	 necessarily	 influence	 by	 the	
Zohar,	that	the	night	of	Hoshana	Raba	has	particular	power.	For	example,	see	
Sefer Hasidism	#453	and	Bahya	ben	Asher,	Rabbenu Bahya  ¿al hatTorah	on	Numbers	
14:9.	Cf.	to	Deut.	33:21,	where	Bahya	states	that	the	day	is	called	Hoshana	Raba	
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because	it	marks	the	twentylsix	days	from	creation	(on	the	25th	of	Elul),	the	numll
ber	twentylsix	equaling	the	numerical	value	of	יהוה .
	 70.	See	Zohar	1.220a	and	2.242a.	The	use	of	 the	plural	 “kippurim”	as	opll
posed	 to	 “kippur”	 already	 suggests,	 to	 these	 kabbalists,	 a	 second	 atonement	
apart	from	Yom	Kippur.	Kabbalistic	renderings	of	Hoshana	Raba	precede	the	
Zohar.	See,	for	example,	Eliezer	of	Worms	(12thlcentury	Rhineland),	Hokhmat 
hatNefesh,	E.	Weiss,	ed.	(Bnei	Brak,	1987),	p.	63	and	his	Sodei Razzaya,	“Hilhot	
Nevuah,”	I.	Kamhelar,	ed.	(Jerusalem,	1936),	p.	49	and	the	discussion	in	Idel,	
Enchanted Chains,	pp.	109–114.
	 71.	This	similarity	is	noted	in	halakhic	 literature	as	well.	See	Joseph	Karo,	
Shulkhan Arukh,	“Laws	of	Lulav,”	#663:1.
	 72.	The	 notion	 of	 the	 “filling	 of	 the	 divine	 names”	 is	 a	 Lurianic	 practice	
whereby	any	divine	name	can	be	spelled	simply,	i.e.,	היהא	or	“filled	out”	with	alefs	
as	follows:	אלף ה”א יו”ד ה”א	or	with	yods:	אלף ה”י יו”ד ה”י	or	with	hays:	אלף ה”ה יוד ה”ה.	This	
can	be	done	with	any	of	the	various	divine	names;	thus	one	reaches	different	null
merical	values	for	each	permutation,	maximizing	the	different	valences	of	divine	
presence.
	 73.	See	Zohar	3.261a	and	Tikkunei	Zohar	46a.
	 74.	For	an	expanded	explanation,	see	SeK,	p.	285b.
	 75.	ShK,	p.	106c.	The	notion	of	Mishneh	Torah	(Deuteronomy)	as	malkhut	is	
already	in	the	Zohar.	See	Tikkunei	Zohar,	tikun	21,	p.	46a.
	 76.	For	a	gender	analysis	of	YK	in	Kabbala	more	generally,	see	Elliot	Wolfll
son,	“Fore/giveness	On	the	Way:	Nesting	in	the	Womb	of	Response,”	in	Wolfll
son,	Pathwings,	pp.	11–136.	Wolfson	shows	how	YK	is	engendered	as	feminine,	
the	union	of	malkhut	with	binah,	as	a	 state	of	 female	homoeroticism	brought	
about	by	the	withholding	of	sexual	energy	(founded	on	the	prohibition	of	sexll
ual	contact	on	YK).	But	he	notes	that	this	ostensible	feminine	engendering	also	
is	related	to	the	masculinization	of	binah.	For	Luria,	even	though	YK	may	be	
masculine	 juxtaposed	 to	Hoshana	Raba,	Neilah	on	YK	already	 takes	on	 this	
feminine	quality.	See	SeK,	p.	283b,	“On	Neilah	of	YK	the	yesod	of	Rachel	is	crell
ated.	This	yesod	is	the	vessel	and	receptacle	to	receive	its	seed.”
	 77.	The	 relationship	 between	 ritual	 and	 metaphysics	 is	 a	 debated	 issue	
among	 ritual	 theorists.	 Some,	 following	 Clifford	 Geertz,	 argue	 that	 ritual	 is	
not	 indicative	 nor	 informative	 about	 metaphysics	 but	 represents	 a	 culture’s	
style	and	ethos.	On	this,	see	Kevin	Schilbrack,	“Ritual	Metaphysics,”	Journal of 
Ritual Studies	18,	no.	1	(2004):	77–88.	In	Lurianic	Kabbala,	it	seems	clear	that	
ritual	 is,	 in	 fact,	 the	 very	 embodiment	of	metaphysics.	 Schilbrack	 argues	 (p.	
79),	“But	the	goal	[of	ritual]	in	any	case	is	to	provide	visible,	tactile	instantiall
tion	to	teachings	that	might	otherwise	seem	merely	conceptual.	The	goal	is	to	
have	the	ritual	participants	perceive	metaphysical	truths	‘in	the	flesh.’”	I	would	
argue	this	is	an	accurate	description	of	our	case.
	 78.	The	zelem	of	each	individual	departs	during	the	first	part	of	the	night.	It	
should	 return,	however,	 after	midnight.	 If	one	 still	 sees	his/her	 zelem	 “above	
them”	after	midnight,	it	is	sign	of	impending	death.
	 79.	ShK,	 p.	 106c.	 For	 another	 similar	 version	 with	 slight	 alterations,	 see	
PEH,	“Sha ¿ar	Lulav”	chapter	4,	p.	150b.	The	numerology	is	as	follows:	the	secll
ond	 seal	 is	made	up	of	 three	names	of	 ehyeh אהי”ה	 	 the	first	 spelled	with	 yods	
(140),	the	second	with	alefs	(122),	and	the	third	with	hays	(130).	This	comes	to	
392.	 If	you	add	one	for	each	name	you	have	385,	 the	value	of	“mishneh.”	See	
Mordecai	 Moshe	 Karfman,	 “Minhat	 Cohen,”	 commentary	 to	 Shulkhan Arukh 
hatAri Z’L	(Jerusalem:	Hatam	Sofer	Institute,	1984),	p.	170.
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	 80.	There	is	a	correlation	in	the	Zohar	between	the	moon	and	YK.	Rosh	hal
Shana	is	the	only	festival	when	the	moon	is	new	(and	thus	hidden).	The	Zohar	
notes	 that	 the	 judgment	of	Rosh	HalShana	 is	not	 sealed	until	 YK,	when	 the	
moon	reaches	the	first	stage	of	fullness.	See	Zohar	3.100b.
	 81.	The	notion	of	the	“seal”	as	a	protection	against	the	demonic	forces	is	exll
plicit	in	SeK,	p.	284c:	“This	seal	is	also	a	protection	of	the	feminine	light	against	
the	demonic	forces	because	their	attachment	is	primarily	to	the	feminine.”
	 82.	See	also	Zohar	1.157b	and	3.104b.
	 83.	ShK,	p.	106c.
	 84.	See	b.T.	Yoma	85b–87a	and	b.T.	Keritut	7a.
	 85.	The	term	moah	literally	means	“brains”	and	often,	as	in	this	case,	refers	to	
the	 physical	 object	 of	 the	 human	 brain.	 In	 other	 cases,	 e.g.,	 above,	 especially	
when	referring	to	the	two	states	of	human	development	(immature	and	mature),	
it	 more	 accurately	 translates	 as	 consciousness.	 The	 concept	 of	 spermogenesis	
(the	notion	that	male	sperm	originates	in	the	brain)	was	a	common	trope	in	mell
dieval	medicine	adopted	by	the	Zohar	and	its	later	interpreters.	On	this,	see	D.	
Jacquart	and	C.	Thomasset,	Sexuality and Medicine in the Middle Ages,	pp.	53ff.
	 86.	EH	vol.	1,	Gate	6,	chapter	1,	p.	103:3.	Cf.	ShMR,	p.	53b	(bottom)	and	SeK,	
p.	287a.	The	notion	of	zelem adonai	is	unclear.	On	this,	see	MeSh,	Gate	5,	part	1,	
chapter	13,	p.	43a	(bottom),	where	this	is	stated	more	explicitly,	though	no	explall
nation	is	given	as	to	its	source.	See	Jacob	Zemah’s	gloss	on	that	passage:	“I	could	
not	find	a	reference	to	zelem havaya הוהי	in	any	verse.	Perhaps	it	is	hinted	at	in	the	
verse	ישמחו השמים ותגל הארץ	where	the	last	letter	of	each	word	spells	מלצו	and	the	first	
letter	of	each	word	spells	הוה.”
	 87.	Zohar	1.94a.	More	generally,	 see	Wolfson,	Speculum,	pp.	342	and	343,	
and	 “Circumcision,	 Visionary	 Experience,	 and	 Textual	 Interpretation,”	 rell
printed	in	Essential Papers in Kabbala, pp.	206ff.
	 88.	On	 the	 Sabba	 delMishpatim,	 see	 Pinhas	 Giller,	 Reading the Zohar,	 pp.	
35–68.
	 89.	Zohar	2.96b.	Cf.	2.97b.	I	want	to	thank	Menahem	Kallus	for	bringing	
this	text	to	my	attention.	On	the	use	of	the	image	of	the	signet	ring	in	this	conll
text,	see	SeK,	p.	287a.
	 90.	The	notion	that	the	creation	is	formed	through	Hebrew	letters	in	not	
solely	a	kabbalistic	idea	based	on	Sefer Yezeriah.	For	example,	see	Midrash	Raba	
on	 Ruth,	 chapter	 5,	 on	 grace	 after	 meals.	 Cf.	 Zohar	 3.218a	 and	 Nahman	 of	
Bratslav,	Likkutei MoHaRan	1:19,	7.
	 91.	See,	for	example,	ShMR,	p.	60d.	“Regarding	what	is	said	about	‘Perek	
Shira,’	 i.e.,	 that	all	who	recite	it	every	day	merit	many	great	[spiritual]	levels,	
this	is	the	reason:	It	is	known	that	God	made	Adam	in	His	image.	Therefore,	
just	as	all	the	[supernal]	worlds	are	dependent	and	take	hold	of	the	divine	statll
ure	of	God	(shiur kumato Yitbarakh)	called	Supernal	Adam	(Adam hatElyon)	who	
sits	on	the	throne,	so	too	the	lower	worlds	are	dependent	and	take	hold	of	the	
stature	of	lower	Adam,	and	they	are	all	blessed	through	him.”
	 92.	The	ritual	of	Torah	study	on	Hoshana	Raba	is	a	Lurianic	invention,	as	is	
the	same	custom	on	the	night	of	Shavout.	On	ritual	innovation	in	Luria	in	genll
eral,	see	Scholem,	“Tradition	and	New	Creation	in	the	Ritual	of	the	Kabbalists,”	
in	his	On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism	(New	York:	Schocken,	1965),	pp.	118–157.
	 93.	This	means	that	to	be	a	full	person	one	needs	all	three	zelamim.
	 94.	See	PEH,	“Sha ¿ar	lelYom	halKippurim,”	#5,	p.	145c,	and	idem.	“Sha ¿ar	
halLulav,”	#4,	pp.	149c–150b.	Cf.	SeK,	p.	183a,	where	we	read,	“the	seal	is	the	
point	of	Zion	in	the	female,”	denoting	the	entry	point	to	the	womb.
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	 95.	For	an	explanation	of	the	various	spelling	permutations	of	the	divine	
name	to	constitute	different	dimensions	of	divine	presence,	see	Fine,	Physician 
of the Soul,	pp.	276–281.
	 96.	The	understanding	of	these	two	verses	appears	to	be	as	follows:	there	
are	 three	references	 to	 zelem	 in	 these	verses,	each	reference	referring	 to	one	
manifestation	of	the	full	spelling	of	ehyeh.
	 97.	ShK,	pp.	106d–107a.	This	is	based	loosely	on	b.T.	Yebamot	122a	and	Zohar	
1.120a.	For	more	on	shadim	in	this	context,	see	SeK,	p.	287b.
	 98.	Most	recently,	see	Wolfson,	Language,	pp.	190–260.	For	a	formulation	of	
text	that	is	different,	yet	shares	some	interesting	parallels,	see	Steven	Kepnes’s	
study	of	Martin	Buber’s	hermeneutics,	The Text as Thou (Bloomington:	Indiana	
University	Press,	1992).
	 99.	Recently,	 see	 Daniel	 Abrams,	 HatGuf hatElohi	 (Jerusalem:	 Magnus,	
2004),	pp.	21–28.	The	notion	that	the	human	body	is	comprised	of	divine	letll
ters	is	not	an	original	kabbalistic	idea	but	is	rooted	in	rabbinic	Midrash.	See	
Midrash	Tanhuma	to	Genesis	11.	Cf.	 the	discussion	 in	Tikva	FrymerlKensky,	
Motherprayer: The Pregnant Women’s Spiritual Companion (New	York:	G.P.	Putnam	
and	Sons,	1995),	pp.	52–58	and	notes,	and	her	“The	Image,	The	Glory,	and	the	
Holy,”	in	W.	Schweiker,	M.	Johnson,	and	K.	Jung,	eds.,	Humanity Before God: Contt
temporary Faces of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Ethics	 (Minneapolis:	 Fortress,	
2006),	pp.	137	and	138.
	 100.	See	 Matt	 Goldish,	 Sabbatean Prophets,	 and	 “Patterns	 in	 Converso	 Mesll
sianism,”	in	Jewish Messianism in the Early Modern World,	pp.	41–64.
	 101.	See	Kallus,	Theurgic Prayer in Lurianic Kabbala,	pp.	198–205.	I	am	not	claimll
ing	this	is	unique	to	Lurianic	Kabbala,	as	similar	themes	are	present	in	earlier	
kabbalistic	literature,	particularly	Sefer hatMeshiv, a	set	of	texts	 likely	written	in	
the	late	15th	century.	Sefer hatMeshiv	was	available	to	Vital	and	likely	had	a	strong	
impact	on	the	Lurianic	tradition.	See	Moshe	Idel,	Enchanted Chains,	pp.	114–121	
and	n.	162,	for	numerous	studies	on	this	work.	Idel	sums	up	his	theory	on	Sefer hat
Meshiv	as	follows:	“Thus	God	as	name,	as	prayer,	and	as	Torah	characterize	atll
tempts	to	envision	the	divinity	in	terms	of	certain	ritualistic	concepts	that	also	
function	as	techniques,	and	create	forms	of	continua	between	man	and	God.	All	
these	are	cataphatic	modes	of	religion,	conceptualizing	the	existence	of	a	deepl
seated	affinity	between	man,	the	technique,	and	God”	(p.	121).
	 102.	See	Joseph	Avivi,	Binyan Ariel,	pp.	68–71;	Kallus,	Theurgy,	p.	159	n.	83;	
and	Moshe	Ya’akov	Hillel’s	introduction	to	Sefer hatKavannot hatYashan	(Jerusall
lem:	Ahavat	Shalom	Institute,	2004),	pp.	14–17.
	 103.	See	ShY,	“Sha ¿ar hatYehudim u Nevuah vetRuah hatKodesh,”	p.	15c.
	 104.	See	Fine,	Physician of the Soul,	pp.	207–219.	Cf.	Fine,	 “Recitation	of	 the	
Mishnah	 as	 a	 Vehicle	 for	 Mystical	 Inspiration:	 A	 Contemplative	 Technique	
Taught	by	Hayyim	Vital,”	Revue des études juives	141,	no.	1–2	(1982):	183–199;	and	
“The	Study	of	Torah	as	a	Theurgic	Rite	in	Lurianic	Kabbala,”	in	D.	Blumenthal,	
ed.,	Approaches to Judaism in Medieval Times	(Atlanta,	Ga.:	Scholars,	1988),	vol.	3,	
pp.	29–40.
	 105.	PEH,	p.	84d.
	 106.	Cf.	ShRK,	p.	57b.
	 107.	ShY,	p.	15c.
	 108.	This	idea	is	debated	in	early	Hasidism	regarding	the	status	of	the	zaddik.	
On	one	reading	in	Shneur	Zalman	of	Liady’s	Sefer hatTanya,	the	zaddik gamur	
(complete	righteous	person)	is	one	who	simply	does	not	have	a	yezer hara	or,	in	
our	terms,	one	who	cannot	sin	and	thus	has	achieved	theosis.	See	Sefer hatTanya,	
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chapters	1	and	10.	Cf.	my	 “The	Divine/Human	Messiah	and	Religious	Devill
ance:	Some	Reflections	on	the	Origins	of	Chabad’s	‘Rebbesim,’”	in	Reaching for 
the Infinite	(forthcoming).
	 109.	PEH,	p.	83d	(bottom).
	 110.	See	Kallus,	Theurgy,	p.	199.	“We	find	here	that	the	practitioner	is	transll
forming	himself	into	a	‘dwelling	place’	for	the	emanation	of	the	Divine	manill
festation,	 in	order	to	pray	effectively	with	the	Kavvanot.”	I	 suggest	a	stronger	
reading	here.	It	is	not	simply	that	the	“reader”	makes	himself	a	“dwelling	place”	
but	that	the	letters	that	are	activated	within	him	make	him	divine.	Thus,	the	
yezer hara	disappears	and	he	loses	the	very	distinction	between	the	human	and	
the	divine,	the	susceptibility	to	sin.	Whether	this	is	a	permanent	or	transitory	
state	is	another	important	issue,	one	that	distinguishes	between	incarnation	in	
a	more	formal	sense,	and	theosis.	In	any	event,	the	transformative	nature	of	this	
encounter	 with	 the	 divine	 letters	 of	 Torah	 through	 study	 seems	 quite	 clear.	
	 111.	Maimonides,	Guide of the Perplexed	III:	51,	pp.	621,	622	(in	Pines	ed.).	Cf.	
a	similar	locution	in	Isaac	of	Acre,	Me ¿irat  ¿Einayim,	Amos	Goldreich,	ed.	(Jerull
salem,	1984),	p.	127,	and	Ephrayim	Gottlieb,	Studies in Kabbalistic Literature	[Hell
brew],	Joseph	Hacker,	ed.	(Jerusalem,	1976),	p.	235.
	 112.	See	Miles	Krassen,	Uniter of Heaven and Earth	(Albany,	N.Y.:	SUNY	Press,	
1998),	pp.	43–80,	and	107–122;	and	my	Hasidism on the Margin	(Madison:	Unill
versity	of	Wisconsin	Press,	2004),	pp.	201–248.
	 113.	On	this,	see	Jacob	Katz,	Halakha and Kabbalah;	Rachel	Elior,	“The	Disll
pute	of	Position	of	 the	Kabbala	 in	 the	Sixteenth	Century,”	pp.	177–190;	 and	
idem,	“Messianic	Expectations.”
	 114.	Yet	rabbinic	society	in	the	Middle	Ages	put	its	own	onerous	restrictions	
on	the	study	of	Kabbala	for	Jews.	On	this,	see	Moshe	Idel,	“Le	Toldot	halIssure	
Lilmod	 Kabbala	 lifnei	 Gil	 Arba’im,”	 AJS Review	 5	 (1980):	 1–20	 [Hebrew	 secll
tion].	Idel	notes	(pp.	11–13)	that	this	restriction	of	studying	Kabbala	until	the	
age	of	forty	was	adapted	by	many	Christian	Kabbalists	as	well.
	 115.	On	 the	 accessibility	 of	 Lurianic	 Kabbala	 to	 Christians,	 see	 Allison	 P.	
Coudert,	The Impact of Kabbala in the Seventeenth Century	(Leiden:	Brill,	1999).
	 116.	In	the	talmudic	discussion,	R.	Meir	argues	that	“even	a	gentile	who	studies	
Torah	is	like	a	High	Priest.”	The	Talmud	concludes	this	only	applies	to	a	gentile	
who	 studies	 the	 seven	Noahide	commandments	of	which	he	 is	obligated.	The	
Zohar	Hadash	on	Ruth,	p.	82a,	argues	that	R.	Meir’s	position	is	referring	to	a	
high	priest	who	is	an	ignoramus.	The	equation	is	as	follows:	just	like	a	high	priest	
who	is	an	ignoramus,	his	divine	service	is	not	considered	valid	and	he	receives	no	
reward,	so	too	a	gentile	who	studies	Torah	will	receive	no	reward	since	he	was	not	
commanded	to	do	so.	Maimonides	has	an	odd	position	on	this	matter.	He	held	
that	it	is	permissible	to	teach	commandments	(he	does	not	stipulate	only	Noall
hide	 commandments)	 to	 Christians	 (who	 he	 believed	 were	 idolaters)	 because	
they	recognize	the	divinity	of	Scripture,	while	it	is	forbidden	to	teach	Torah	to	
Muslims	(whom	he	held	were	monotheists),	because	they	did	not	believe	in	the	
divinity	of	Scripture.	See	Teshuvot hatRambam	1:	284,	285.
	 117.	See	b.T.	Sanhedrin	59a.	“An	idolater	( ¿oved kokhavim)	who	studies	Torah	
( ¿osek betTorah)	is	liable	to	the	death	penalty	(hayyav mita),	as	it	is	written,	Moses 
commanded the law to us	(lanu)	as an inheritance—to	us	and	not	to	them.”	Rashi	
ad	loc	suggests	the	reason	the	idolater	is	forbidden	from	studying	Torah	is	that	
it	would	constitute	 stealing	as	Torah	 is	 the	 inheritance	of	 Israel.	This	would	
suggest	that	the	prohibition	has	nothing	to	do	with	idolatry	but	applies	to	all	
gentiles	at	all	times.	This	seems	to	be	the	accepted	interpretation.	See,	for	exll
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ample,	 Jacob	 Joseph	 of	 Polnoy’s	 Toldot Ya ¿akov Yosef,	 vol.	 2,	 p.	 59a,	 where	 he	
changes	 the	 language	 of	 the	 talmudic	 passage	 to	 read:	 “A	 gentile	 (goy)	 who	
studies	Torah	is	liable	to	the	death	penalty.”	The	Talmud	is	ultimately	not	satisll
fied	with	this	reading	because	the	punishment	for	theft	is	not	death.	Hence	it	
reads	 “inheritance”	 (morasha)	 as	 “fiancée”	 (metursa).	 Hence	 the	 gentile	 who	
studies	( ¿osek)	Torah	is	committing	an	act	of	adultery	(gilluy arayot).
	 118.	See	Elliot	Wolfson,	“Circumcision,	Vision	of	God,	and	Textual	Interprell
tation:	From	Midrashic	Trope	to	Mystical	Symbol,”	reprinted	in	Papers in Essentt
tial Kabbala,	p.	496.	And	yet,	the	Venetian	rabbi	Elijah	Menahem	Halfan	in	the	
early	16th	century	argued	that	teaching	Kabbala	to	nonlJews	was	under	the	talll
mudic	 ban	 of	 teaching	 secrets	 to	 the	 gentiles.	 See	 David	 Kaufmann,	 “Elijah	
Menachem	Helfan	on	Jews	teaching	Hebrew	to	NonlJews,”	Jewish Quarterly Rett
view	(OS)	vol.	IX	(1896/7):	500–508;	and	Idel,	“Jewish	Thinkers	versus	Christll
liche	Kabbalah”	(Ostfildern:	Thornbeche	Verlag,	2003),	pp.	53	and	54.
	 119.	One	example	would	be	the	converso	Abraham	Cohen	Herrera.	See	Nisll
sim	Yosha,	Myth and Metaphor	[Hebrew]	(Jerusalem:	Magnus,	1994),	pp.	21–50.	
In	general,	Christian	kabbalists	learned	Kabbala	either	from	Jewish	apostates	
or	conversos.	See	Scholem,	Kabbala,	pp.	196–220;	Idel,	“Jewish	Thinkers	versus	
Christian	Kabbala,”	p.	50;	and	Absorbing Perfections,	pp.	461–481.	Even	though	
Pico	della	Mirandola’s	main	teacher	was	the	apostate	Flavius	Mithredates,	it	is	
likely	that	he	also	had	Jewish	teachers,	one	being	Yehuda	Allemano.	In	the	17th	
century,	given	the	return	of	many	conversos,	the	story	gets	more	complicated.	
See	Klaus	Reichert,	“Christian	Kabbalah	in	the	Seventeenth	Century,”	in	The 
Christian Kabbala,	pp.	127–147.	We	do	not	have	any	explicit	evidence	that	kabll
balists	state	it	is	permissible	to	teach	gentiles	Kabbala.	The	closest	case	may	be	
that	of	Yehuda	Ashlag,	who	implies	this	in	numerous	places,	and	his	disciples	
Krokovsky	(who	published	some	of	the	early	English	translations	of	Kabbala	in	
the	 United	 States)	 and	 later	 Phillip	 Berg	 of	 The	 Kabbala	 Center.	 I	 want	 to	
thank	Professor	Boaz	Huss	for	his	help	with	this	question.	On	Ashlag,	see	D.	
Hansel,	“The	Origin	and	Thought	of	Rabbi	Yehuda	Halevi	Ashlag:	Simsum	of	
God	or	Simsum	of	the	World,”	Kabbalah	7	(2002):	37–46,	and	Garb,	The Chosen 
Will Become Herds	(Jerusalem:	Carmel	Books,	2005),	pp.	57–64,	99–110.
	 120.	On	Nathan	and	his	kabbalistic	 training,	 see	Scholem’s	preface	 to	Nall
than’s	derashot	 in	BetIkvot Moshiah	 (Jerusalem:	Tarshish,	1944),	pp.	9–13;	and	
Avraham	Elkayam,	“On	the	‘Knowledge	of	the	Messiah’—The	Dialectic	of	the	
Erotic	Peak	in	the	Messianic	Thought	of	Nathan	of	Gaza”	[Hebrew],	Tarbiz	65	
(1996):	637–670.
	 121.	See	Cordovero’s	comment	on	Tikkunei	Zohar,	cited	in	Brakha	Sack,	Bet
Sha ¿arei hatKabbala shel Moses Cordovero,	p.	37,	n.	22,	and	Idel,	“Jewish	Thinkers,”	
p.	55.
	 122.	Sefer Hizyonot,	p.	68,	and	Spiritual Autobiographies,	Morris	Faierstein	trans.	
(New	York:	Paulist	Press,	1999),	pp.	98,	99.
	 123.	The	superiority	of	Kabbala	over	Talmud	is	made	quite	explicit	in	Vital’s	
introduction	to	Sha ¿ar Hakdamot,	printed	as	the	introduction	to	EH,	p.	5	(Engll
lish	pagination),	left	column,	and	ShK,	second	part,	eighth	gate.	More	generll
ally	 in	 the	16th	century,	 see	Twersky,	 “Talmudists,	Philosophers,	Kabbalists,”	
pp.	446–449.
	 124.	See,	for	example,	“Introduction”	to	EH,	p.	6	(English	pagination),	right	
column.	This	 also	 resonates	 in	 the	Zohar	when	 it	depicts	 itself	 as	 the	Torah	
where	the	demonic	has	been	eradicated.	See	Zohar	3:124b,	Zohar	Hadash	94a;	
and	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	269,	270.
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	 125.	Lloyd	Gaston,	Paul and the Torah,	pp.	116–134.
	 126.	SeG,	p.	1.	And	see	b.T.	Sanhedrin	59a	where	it	states,	“Jews	are	called	
Adam,	gentiles	are	not	called	Adam.”	This	idea	is	pervasive	in	the	Zohar	and	
subsequent	Kabbala	 influenced	by	 the	Zohar.	 See	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	
pp.	42–58.	On	the	other	hand,	see	b.T.	Megillah	13a,	“Anyone	who	repudiates	
idolatry	is	called	a	Jew.”
	 127.	On	this	question,	see	Kimelman,	The Mystical Meaning of Lekhah Dodi and 
Kabbalat Shabbat	[Hebrew],	pp.	82–133.
	 128.	Megillah hatMegalleh	(Berlin,	1924),	p.	110.	See	this	text	discussed	in	Idel,	
“Some	Conceptions	of	the	Land	of	Israel	in	Medieval	Jewish	Thought,”	pp.	125	
and	126.
	 129.	It	is,	of	course,	worth	considering	the	talmudic	dictum	“Anyone	who	rell
pudiates	idolatry	is	called	a	Jew”	(b.T.	Megillah	13a)	in	this	context.	While	it	is	
not	wholly	clear	what	the	sages	meant	by	this,	one	could	see	that	from	a	messill
anic	perspective,	if	one	understands	the	messianic	era	as	the	complete	eradicall
tion	of	idolatry,	all	humanity	will,	by	definition,	be	called	Jews.
	 130.	It	is	very	likely	that	this	infatuation	with	conversion	comes	both	from	the	
converso	context	and	the	centrality	of	conversion	in	parts	of	the	Zohar,	particll
ularly	the	Tikkunei	Zohar.	See	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	165–185.
	 131.	In	Venturing Beyond,	p.	113,	Elliot	Wolfson	argues	that	for	Vital,	“nonlJewll
ish	nations	come	into	being	as	a	consequence	of	Adam’s	 transgression.	 In	 the	
ideal	state	of	purity	and	innocence,	the	human	form	is	homologized	as	a	Jew;	the	
existence	of	all	other	human	beings	is	due	to	sin	and	imperfection.”	See	Vital	
ShP,	55b,c.	For	an	interesting	contemporary	comment	that	may	be	based	on	this	
kabbalistic	tradition,	see	Zalman	SchachterlShalomi	(with	Daniel	Seigel),	Credo 
of a Modern Kabbalist	(Canada:	Trafford,	2005),	p.	382.	“When	it	comes	time	to	
avodah/prayer	we	are	limited	now	to	making	a	minyan	only	with	Jews.	.	.	.	Howll
ever,	 just	 as	 we	 said	 that,	 in	 the	 future,	 anyone	 who	 shares	 a	 vision	 of	 God	 is	
served	in	many	different	ways	can	be	included	in	Yisra’el,	so	I	can	imagine	that	
there	will	be	a	time	when	we	will	go	to	any	mall	and	other	gathering	place	and	
ask	who	would	like	to	tune	in	for	a	moment	to	God’s	oneness.	Any	ten	such	peoll
ple	will	then	gather	and	do	the	equivalent	of	‘Kadosh, kadosh, kadosh/Holy,	holy	
holy’	and	then	go	back	to	their	work.”

Conclusion

	 1.	The	relationship	between	Kabbala	and	Christianity	and	Islam	has	been	exll
amined	in	depth	by	numerous	scholars.	For	example,	see	Ron	Kiener,	“The	Image	
of	Islam	in	the	Zohar,”	Yehuda	Liebes,	“Christian	Influences	in	the	Zohar,”	and	
most	recently	Elliot	Wolfson	in	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	129–185.	Cf.	Reuven	Kimmlell
men,	Lekha Dodi.	My	analysis	builds	on	these	studies	and	examines	the	more	unll
conscious	dimensions	of	how	Lurianic	Kabbala	could	have	been	responding	to	its	
host	environment’s	ideology,	absorbing	certain	ideas	and	responding	polemically	
(albeit	covertly)	to	others.	I	am	also	more	interested	in	the	way	these	kabbalists	
use	the	biblical	narrative	as	a	template	to	engage	these	ideas.
	 2.	See	 Gershom	 Scholem,	 “Gilgul”	 in	 On the Mystical Shape,	 pp.	 197–250;	
Pinhas	Giller,	Reading the Zohar,	pp.	36–68;	and	most	recently,	Mark	Verman,	“Rell
incarnation	and	Theodicy”	in	Be’erot Yizhak,	pp.	399–426.	For	other	noteworthy	
studies,	see	Verman,	p.	401	n.	7.
	 3.	See	Kellner,	Maimonides on the ‘The Decline of the Generations’ and the Nature 
of Rabbinic Authority.
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	 4.	This	idea	has	its	caveats,	For	example,	the	rabbis	construct	a	legal	category	
of	“the	law	is	like	the	later	authorities”	(hilkhata ketbatrei),	but	this	usually	applies	
to	those	already	within	a	particular	historical	epoch.	That	is,	in	the	rabbinic	pell
riod,	later	rabbinic	authorities	may	have	their	way	but	postltalmudic	medieval	aull
thorities	cannot	undermine	the	decisions	of	those	in	the	earlier	rabbinic	period.
	 5.	See	“Hakdama	lelSha ¿ar	Hakdamaot,”	printed	as	the	“Hakdama	lel¿Etz	
Hayyim.”
	 6.	The	ritualization	of	recitation	has	been	examined	by	Lawrence	Fine,	“The	
Study	of	Torah	as	a	Theurgic	Rite	in	Lurianic	Kabbalah”	and	Physician of the Soul,	
pp.	207–212.	In	addition,	this	focus	of	recitation	realized	an	important	publicall
tion	 entitled	 Hok letYisrael,	 which	 is	 a	 multivolume	 guide	 to	 the	 recitation	 of	
Tanakh,	Mishna,	Talmud,	and	Zohar	according	to	Lurianic	custom.	Cf.	the	new	
Sha ¿agat hatAri (Jerusalem,	2005)	devoted	to	the	customs	of	study	according	to	
Luria.
	 7.	On	this,	see	my	“Origin	and	Overcoming	the	Beginning,”	in	A.	Cohen	
and	S.	Magid,	eds.,	Beginning/Again	(New	York:	Seven	Bridges,	2002),	pp.	163–
214;	and	Wolfson,	“Divine	Suffering	and	the	Hermeneutics	of	Reading,”	in	Suftt
fering Religion,	pp.	101–162.
	 8.	See,	for	example,	Elaine	Marks,	Marrano as Metaphor: The Jewish Presence 
in French Writing.
	 9.	This	is	not	unusual.	See	Yerushalmi,	Zakhor,	p.	31.
	 10.	For	another	statement	in	the	vein,	see	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	25,	
26;	and	Garb,	The Chosen Will Become Herds,	pp.	71–98.
	 11.	For	example,	see	Scholem,	On the Kabbalah and its Symbolism,	pp.	8–11;	and	
Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	pp.	232,	233.	The	tension	between	law	and	spirituality	
was	also	the	central	focus	of	the	work	of	Isadore	Twersky.	This	is	most	apparent	in	
two	essays,	“Religion	and	Law,”	pp.	69–73;	and	“Talmudists,	Philosophers,	Kabballl
ists:	The	Quest	for	Spirituality	in	the	Sixteenth	Century,”	pp.	431–457.	Twersky	arll
gued	that	law	in	Judaism	was	always	challenged	by	the	underlying	desire	for	“spirill
tuality”	and	that	tension	is,	in	fact,	the	articulation	of	the	law	in	its	healthiest	state.	
Yet	he	held	that	although	there	was	tension,	there	was	never	really	any	chasm	bell
tween	 rational,	 mysticism,	 and	 tradition.	 Twersky’s	 work	 consistently	 maintains	
that	law	stood	at	the	center	of	all	normative	Judaism,	even	of	the	more	radical	rall
tionalist	and	mystical	kinds.	For	him,	then,	Sabbateansim	was	an	aberration	from	
even	the	mystical	traditions	of	Judaism,	whereas	for	Scholem	it	was	one	particular	
manifestation	that,	while	deviant,	was	hardly	derivative.	See	Bernard	Septimus,	
“Isadore	Twersky	as	a	Scholar	of	Medieval	Jewish	History,”	pp.	15–24.
	 12.	Wolfson,	Venturing Beyond,	p.	3.
	 13.	Mopsik,	Sex of the Soul,	p.	51.
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