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 “And the Holy Spirit rested upon him, teaching that the Shekinah only rests upon one who is joyful of heart."

 


Yalkut on Jonah 1.1

 



NAMING WISDOM
 

“I learnt it all, hidden or manifest, 

 

for I was taught by Wisdom, 

 

by her whose skill made all things.”
 

 ~ Wisdom of Solomon, C1st BCE, trans. Schäfer.
 



 
 

The Shekinah is the primordial light of creation, the heavenly glory of divine wisdom and the inspiration for prophecy. She is also the world soul, manifest through the divine sparks of her light which comprise human souls and thus unites us all. With roots in the wisdom goddesses of the ancient world, the Shekinah is the manifestation of feminine divinity from the unnamed Wisdom Goddess of the Old Testament found in the Jewish mystical systems known as the Kabbalah and Merkavah mysticism.
 

The name Shekinah first appeared in material found in the Onkelos Targum, which dates from the first-second century CE. This text, by an unknown author, was misnamed during the medieval period after Onkelos the Proselyte (35-110 CE), who translated the Bible into Aramaic. In the Onkelos Targum the term Shekinah is used to illustrate a divine presence which is separate from Yahweh, as in the paraphrase of Exodus 25:8;
 

“And they shall make before me a sanctuary and I shall cause my Shekinah to dwell among them.”
 



 
 

The first glimpse of the power or function of the Shekinah is seen in the meaning of her name, which is derived from the Hebrew root Shakhan meaning ‘to dwell’. This meaning hints at her tangible presence as a visible manifestation of the light of wisdom in the books of the Old Testament, as the burning bush seen by Moses, in the Ark of the Covenant and in the Temple of Solomon. Her name was also Aramaized to Shekinta in some texts like the Targums, which are Aramaic translations of the Bible that often included commentaries. 
 

The Shekinah is first hinted at as the unnamed Wisdom Goddess of the books of the Old Testament, as well as being named in apocryphal and pseudoepigraphical books from the latter part of this period, spanning a thousand years from the seventh or sixth century BCE through to the third or fourth century CE. Whilst it has been suggested that the Shekinah was simply a hypostasis of God’s glory, personifying his qualities, the traces found in these ancient writings make it clear that she was much more than this.
 

By exploring the myths and deities of the ancient Middle East, it becomes clear that the origins of the Shekinah may be found in several earlier goddesses associated with wisdom in civilizations such as those of Sumer, Egypt and Canaan. From the rich cultural cross-fertilization between these civilizations sprang the Shekinah.
 

The most prominent and wide-ranging descriptions of the Shekinah, her influence and roles may be found in the teachings of the Kabbalah, and Merkavah (‘Chariot’) mysticism. Merkavah mysticism is a Jewish system of practices which formed the basis of the Kabbalah, and whose origins may be traced back to around the second century BCE. Merkavah mysticism encouraged the practitioner (called a Merkavah rider) to use amulets, prayers and repetitious chanting of divine names to enable their soul to ascend through the seven palaces or heavens to the presence of God, as described in the Biblical Book of Ezekiel. 
 

The main Merkavah texts, called Hekhalot (‘heavenly palace/hall’) texts were largely written in the period from the third-ninth century CE, and provide many of the richest and most useful descriptions of the Shekinah. These texts include Book of 3 Enoch or Sepher Hekhalot (C2nd-C6th CE), Hekhalot Rabbati (C3rd-C7th CE), Maaseh Merkavah (C3rd-C9th CE), Re’uyot Yehezkiel (C4th CE) and Shiur Qoma (C7th-C12th CE)
 

Prior to the medieval period the earthly Shekinah was viewed more as the perfection man had lost and strived to regain. She was seen both as the glory of God shining in heaven, and on earth shining forth from the Ark of the Covenant, and as a symbol of the lost Garden of Eden. This is why the pseudoepigraphical Book of 3 Enoch, a major early source of Shekinah material (containing sections dating from the second to the sixth century CE) describes the first families of man as dwelling at the gate of Eden to behold the brightness of the Shekinah.[bookmark: filepos16731]i
 

Subtleties of phraseology, often lost in translation, have sometimes hidden the presence of the Shekinah. This has resulted in numerous replacements of the occurrence of the divine feminine, such as the name of the goddess Asherah, the Canaanite predecessor of the Wisdom Goddess (and hence the Shekinah), who is found forty times in the Old Testament, her name being translated as ‘grove’, and likewise Shekinah being translated in the New Testament as ‘tabernacle’:
 

“And I saw the holy city, the New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘See, the Shekinah of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them.”[bookmark: filepos17741]ii
 

At times Israel too was described in the Old Testament as the bride of Yahweh, resulting in passages with multiple meanings depending on which interpretation the reader decided on. These writings demonstrate the shift away from the Canaanite goddess Asherah as the consort of Yahweh, emphasised by the strictures against her in books such as 1 Kings, 2 Kings and Deuteronomy. This process took centuries, as may be seen by such textual references and in archaeological evidence, which we will explore in the chapter From Canaan.
 

Following the ongoing removal of the worship of Asherah from the Hebrew tribes, we see the unnamed Wisdom Goddess effectively replacing Asherah as the divine bride. This is made clear in the third century BCE writings of Proverbs and contemporary Jewish wisdom literature, which is several centuries later than the biblical books containing Asherah references which date more to the period of seventh-sixth century BCE. 
 

The Wisdom Goddess (and later the Shekinah) may initially seem a more discrete partner for Yahweh, emphasising wisdom rather than such challenging powers as fertility and sexuality, which were associated with Asherah. However this did not entirely succeed, as can be seen by the erotic nature of the Biblical Song of Solomon, which has some very explicit symbolism woven into its beautiful verses, and also by the sexual symbolism later associated with the Shekinah in the Kabbalah. 
 

The transition from unnamed Wisdom Goddess to named divine feminine wisdom as the Shekinah occurred around first-second century CE, contemporary with the Gospels, the earliest Merkavah texts (such as the Revelation of Moses), the first Kabbalistic text (Sepher Yetzirah) and the proliferation of Gnostic texts. From the moment when the Shekinah is named as the divine feminine wisdom, her influence may be seen again and again in subsequent centuries, expressed through such phenomenon as the Holy Spirit and the power of prophecy, and found in religious, magical and poetic writings. 
 

Prior to the Wisdom Goddess and Asherah, we will also explore the significance of wisdom goddesses in earlier civilizations such as those of Sumer, ancient Egypt and Canaan, and demonstrate the significant influence and cultural cross-fertilisation that occurred through their contact with the Semitic tribes. In so doing we illustrate the enduring presence of the divine feminine wisdom in human cultures spanning thousands of years, which endures today in the Shekinah.
 



TIMELINE OF TEXTS
 

References in brackets indicate that the goddess is implied by title or description if not specifically named.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


Note:

 

All quotes from the Torah are taken from The Living Torah, translated by Aryeh Kaplan. All quotes from the remainder of the Old Testament, and any from the New Testament, are taken from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.
 

The abbreviation KAI refers to the book Kanaanäische und Aramäische Inscriften, which lists and describes numerous inscriptions from the ancient Middle East.
 

In this work we distinguish between the Jewish system of Kabbalah and its derivatives by spelling. When the spelling of Qabalah is used, it refers to the modern (non-Jewish) magical system derived from the Kabbalah, and the spelling of Cabalah refers to the specifically Christian derivative of the Kabbalah.
 

The spellings of Qabalistic terms such as Sephiroth and their names are given in the Anglicized forms of their transliterations throughout rather than the Jewish.
 



Part 1
 


The Shekinah Unveiled

 



MANIFESTATIONS
 

"Anyone who recites this prayer with all his strength can behold the radiance of the Shekinah and he is the beloved of the Shekinah." 

 

~ Synopse 591, Hekhalot Rabbati, C3rd-C7th CE
 

She is the Serpent ...
 

The relationship between the Shekinah and the serpent is significant, particularly in light of the ambivalent nature of the symbolism associated with serpents in different cultures. Considering other wisdom goddesses, the serpent motif recurs with a number of them. For instance the Canaanite wisdom and mother goddess Asherah was known as the lady of the serpent (dāt batni). The serpent motif is of course a common one in many cultures, and it is the serpent that tempts Eve to gain wisdom in the Book of Genesis, a course of action sometimes equated with initiation into wisdom.
 

Images of the Egyptian goddess Qudshu, who was associated with Asherah, frequently show her holding serpents. There are sixteen or so Egyptian plaques from the New Kingdom (sixteenth-eleventh century BCE) showing Qudshu (also called Qadesh)[bookmark: filepos25044]iii standing on a lion, holding lotuses in her right hand and a serpent in her left hand.
 

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that the Greek goddess Hekate (who has parallels to the Shekinah as world soul, source of souls and many other motifs) also had snake symbolism associated with her on numerous occasions, including in the Greek Magical Papyri (C2nd BCE-C5th CE) and as the wisdom goddess of the Chaldean Oracles (C2nd CE).[bookmark: filepos25667]iv
 

The Gnostic goddess Edem, a form of Sophia and hence also associated with wisdom, bears what is probably the strongest serpentine imagery. She is depicted as being half human and half serpent; and as we will show, this is undoubtedly derived from earlier sources such as the Greek mythical Echidna or the Egyptian goddess Isis-Hermouthis. In the creation myth as told in the second century BCE Book of Baruch, the third of the twelve angels created by Edem was Naas (‘snake’), who equates to the serpent of wisdom on the Tree in the garden of Eden, again emphasising her very strong relationship with serpents. 
 

She is the Dove ...
 

The dove is one of the most enduring symbols of the Shekinah. Traditionally the dove is associated with goddesses of love in the ancient world, including the Phoenician goddess Astarte and the Canaanite goddess Asherah, both of whom are wisdom goddesses and both of whom are historically and symbolically linked with the Shekinah. The relationship between the Wisdom Goddess and the dove is found repeatedly in the beautiful Song of Solomon, most poignantly in the Kabbalistically rich symbolism of verse 5:2:
 

“I slept, but my heart was awake.
 

Listen! my beloved is knocking.
 

‘Open to me, my sister, my love,
 

my dove, my perfect one;
 

for my head is wet with dew,
 

my locks with the drops of the night.’”
 

According to the book of Genesis, dew is the water of the heavens, the living water which was divided from earthly water when creation occurred. The reference to dew can, from a Kabbalistic perspective, be interpreted as Kether, the highest Sephira, which echoes the reference to the Shekinah and the Supernal Triad of the Sephiroth of Kether, Chokmah and Binah found in Proverbs 3:19-20:
 

“The Lord by wisdom [the Sephira of Chokmah as the Shekinah] founded the earth; by understanding [the Sephira of Binah as the Shekinah] he established the heavens; by his knowledge [the false Sephira of Daath as the gateway] the deeps broke open, and the clouds drop down the dew.”[bookmark: filepos28659]v
 

There are additional references in the Song of Solomon which further emphasises the dove as being symbolic of the Wisdom Goddess. These examples further accentuate both her beauty and her voice:
 

“Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair; thou hast doves’ eyes.”[bookmark: filepos29186]vi
 

 “O my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, in the secret places of the stairs, let me see thy countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy countenance is comely.”[bookmark: filepos29563]vii
 

 “Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair; thou hast doves’ eyes within thy locks:”[bookmark: filepos29842]viii
 

 “My dove, my undefiled is but one; she is the only one of her mother”[bookmark: filepos30100]ix
 

The Holy Spirit is also likened to a dove, as seen in the Gospels when she descends on Jesus at his baptism in the river Jordan by John the Baptist (Matthew 3:16, Mark 1:10, Luke 3:22, John 1:32). Additionally, this theme is found in Gnostic texts, such as Pistis Sophia, in comments where Sophia is equated to the Holy Spirit, such as “my father sent me the holy spirit in the type of a dove”.[bookmark: filepos30759]x
 

Furthermore, the dove is also frequently associated with feminine wisdom in the form of Sophia in other Gnostic texts. In the following example from the Odes of Solomon, Sophia comes to Jesus in the form of a dove singing over him:
 

“The dove fluttered over the head of our Lord Messiah, because He was her head. And she sang over Him, and her voice was heard.”[bookmark: filepos31380]xi
 

Turning to the Gnostic text The Acts of Thomas, we find numerous symbols attributed to Sophia, including many symbols commonly associated with the Shekinah, such as light, fragrance and the dove:
 

“Come, she that manifesteth the hidden things and maketh the unspeakable things plain, the holy dove.”[bookmark: filepos31945]xii
 

The Virgin Mary as a key figure of feminine wisdom, who may have been influenced by the Shekinah, is also symbolised by the dove. This is demonstrated in the Book of James, where the Virgin Mary is likened to a dove. In this context it suggests her inherent perfection as the future mother of Jesus:
 

“And Mary was in the temple of the Lord as a dove that is nurtured: and she received food from the hand of an angel.”[bookmark: filepos32623]xiii
 

The Holy Spirit/Shekinah as a dove may also be seen as a motif in alchemy in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. The second image in the famous alchemical series in Rosarium Philosophorum from 1550 CE shows how her influence permeated the esoteric disciplines.[bookmark: filepos33071]xiv Between the two crowned figures, of a king standing on the sun and the queen standing on the moon, we see a dove beneath a six-rayed star holding a rose (another wisdom emblem) in its beak which is touching the king’s sleeve. Significantly, this sequence is one which revolves around the theme of the alchemical process of unification, recalling the aim of unification of the Heavenly and Earthly Shekinah.
 

She is the Burning Bush ...
 

A story of the first century religious teacher Rabbi Gamaliel records that when he was asked why God revealed himself in a burning bush to Moses, he replied “To teach you there is no place on earth not occupied by the Shekinah, that is, there is no place on earth where the Shekinah cannot reveal itself.”[bookmark: filepos34078]xv
 

The idea that it was the Shekinah who spoke to Moses from the burning bush is a common one in old Kabbalistic texts. As the Shekinah was equated to both of the prophetic mediums of the Ruach HaQadosh (‘spirit of holiness’) and the Bath Kol (‘daughter of the voice’), it is easy to see why the burning bush should be considered as one of her manifestations. The burning fires of the bush also hints at the divine fires associated with the Shekinah in many of the descriptions of her.
 

The encounters between Moses and the divine glory are one of the key introductions to the Shekinah in the Old Testament. Thus when “God’s glory rested on Mount Sinai”,[bookmark: filepos35023]xvi the word for glory is Kavod, which is commonly equated to and replaced by Shekinah in commentaries on the Old Testament, and the word for ‘rested’ is shakan, the root of Shekinah.
 

The burning bush is an example of an occurrence described in some texts as Gilluy Shekinah, which is a divine manifestation by a wondrous act which overawes the recipient with the glory of its presence. Gilluy Shekinah is thus a manifestation of the Greater Shekinah.
 

She is the Tree of Life
 

The whole Tree of Life was often described as being a symbol of the Shekinah in medieval Kabbalistic writings. From the common symbolism of the Asherah pole seen in the ancient Canaanite and Hebrew world, in such declarations as, “they set up for themselves pillars and sacred poles [Asherim] on every high hill and under every green tree; there they made offerings on all the high places”[bookmark: filepos36254]xvii it is clear that the carved figure of a symbolic Tree of Life and then subsequently the glyph of the Qabalistic Tree of Life have always been associated with the goddess of wisdom.
 

Indeed the Tree of Life, or World Tree, is a common motif, found in numerous cultures such as ancient Egypt, Sumer and Canaan, as well as the biblical Tree of Life found in Genesis and Proverbs. From these origins may stem the cosmological tree of life of the Qabalah, which has been equated to the Shekinah both in part and as a whole.
 

The goddess Asherah was particularly associated with the palm tree, as seen by archaeological references throughout the Middle East. It is interesting that the palm tree should then come to have such a significant symbolic presence in the ceremonies of both Judaism and Christianity, though of course as a self-sustaining tree in a harsh environment it was an essential aid to survival.
 

The etrog or yellow citron tree (citrus medica), as a symbolic representation of the Shekinah is described in a parable in the Kabbalistic text of the Bahir (172), where the king planted nine male palms, and then a female etrog to ensure their survival (representing Malkuth as the tenth and purely feminine Sephira, the Earthly Shekinah). 
 

Titles for the Virgin Mary which may have drawn from these associations with Asherah include some of those found in the sixth century Akathist Hymn to the Theotokos such as the ‘well-shaded Tree’ and ‘tree of delectable Fruit’ mentioned in the Russian and Greek Orthodox Churches.
 

She is invoked with incense smoke...
 

The burning of incense was practiced throughout the ancient world as part of the worship of the gods. However there is a dichotomy in the Old Testament, with both recipes for incense and injunctions not to burn incense being given. What is meant is that incense should not be burned to other gods apart from Yahweh, and that it should not be burned in high places because of its association to the goddess Asherah. Hence the critical reference in the Book of 1 Kings that “Solomon loved the Lord (Yahweh), walking in the statutes of his father David; only, he sacrificed and offered incense at the high places.”[bookmark: filepos39030]xviii
 

The burning of incense was a widespread and regular part of Asherah worship, and we can speculate that the four horns of the altar/incense burner could represent the four directions, or four phases of the moon, or other quaternary symbolism. The four horned incense burners are described in the Bible, with a flat square top with the horns on each corner, and can be dated back to at least the tenth century BCE, such as those found at Megiddo (i.e. to the pre-monotheistic period). We know from archaeological evidence that such burners were sometimes used exclusively for incense, e.g. a burner found at Lachish (in the kingdom of Judah) had the word for frankincense (lbnt) inscribed on it in Aramaic.
 

Indeed fourteen references are made in the Old Testament to horned altars which are used for sacrificing animals on, as well as burning incense on.[bookmark: filepos40146]xix The burning of incense was also associated with the burnt offerings made to Yahweh, and significantly was believed to help draw the presence of the Shekinah:
 

“Because the act of sacrifice is meant for its own sake and is extremely useful, since it brings the Shekinah to dwell among those who know how to attract the supreme power through the pleasant odour, and they know what is to come.”[bookmark: filepos40719]xx
 

Reference to the attractive power of sacrifice is also found in the fourteenth century text Or Adonai, in which it is acknowledged that:
 

“Through the sacrifices, those bringing the offerings will attain the emanation, the abundance, and a perceptible and imperceptible conjunction with the light of the Shekinah, to the point where they will sometimes feel the fire’s descent from Heaven.”[bookmark: filepos41363]xxi
 

The Gnostics too were aware of the attraction of the divine wisdom through fragrance, implied in connection with Sophia in the Wedding Hymn in the Acts of Thomas, which proclaims:
 

“Her bridal chamber is full of light, breathing a scent of balsam and every spice, giving off a sweet fragrance of myrrh and silphium, and of all kinds of sweet-smelling flowers”[bookmark: filepos41982]xxii
 

It is not just through the use of incense that the link between the divine and fragrance is made. In the writings of the early Christian mystics the connection between perfume and heavenly paradise as a beautiful garden (i.e. Eden, the manifest Earthly Shekinah) was often emphasised. For example, in the third century CE Saint Methodius recorded in his heavenly vision that:
 

“The ever-blossoming meadows, too, were dotted with all kinds of sweet-scented flowers, and from them there was wafted a gentle breeze laden with perfume.”[bookmark: filepos42761]xxiii
 

Kabbalists believed that celebrating the Sabbath brought the parts of the soul together, and that fragrances sustained them when they were again separated during the rest of the week, as seen by references in the Zohar, such as the tale of Rabbi Yose, Rabbi Abba and the rose. This doctrine of the disjunction of the parts of the soul formed the basis for one of the key philosophies of the Kabbalah, i.e. uniting the different parts of the soul to achieve greater wisdom and spiritual awareness. 
 

She is the Precious Jewel ... 

 

The Bahir contains a number of parables which liken the Shekinah to precious jewels and stones. Thus she is the ‘beautiful pearl’ owned by the king (God) which he embraces and kisses when he is happy and loves. It is interesting to note that he places the pearl on his head, as this is the position of the crown, symbolic of kingship. 
 

“A king had a beautiful pearl, and it was the treasure of his kingdom. When he is happy, he embraces it, kisses it, places it on his head, and loves it.” [bookmark: filepos44194]xxiv
 

Malkuth (and hence the Shekinah) is known as a precious stone due to the fact that it receives and reflects the emanations of all the other Sephiroth on the Tree of Life. The Shekinah is also referred to in the fourth vision of Zechariah as the “stone with seven eyes (or facets)”,[bookmark: filepos44666]xxv referring to the seven lower Sephiroth on the Tree of Life, the seven classical planets and the seven days of creation.
 

She is the Lily ...
 

One of the best known verses in the Song of Solomon
starts with “I am a rose of Sharon, a lily of the valleys. As a lily among brambles, so is my love among maidens”[bookmark: filepos45264]xxvi
illustrating both the beautiful prose of the Song of Solomon and the association of the Wisdom Goddess with lilies. There are six other references in the Song of Solomon to lilies, amongst which we find the line “My beloved is mine and I am his; he pastures his flock among the lilies.”[bookmark: filepos45705]xxvii In this instance, the lily is then also equated with Yahweh, suggesting a degree of exchange of symbolism between the divine bride and groom, thus, “His lips are lilies, distilling liquid myrrh.”[bookmark: filepos46035]xxviii
 

Another interesting reference hinting at the Shekinah is found in the opening lines of Psalm 80, which specifically mentions lilies:
 

“To the leader: on Lilies, a Covenant. Of Asaph. A Psalm.
 

Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock! ... You who are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine forth”[bookmark: filepos46702]xxix
 

The Shekinah is the one who is enthroned upon the Cherubim, who shines forth. Moreover the Pillars in the Temple of Solomon which correspond to the Black and White Pillars on the Tree of Life were described as having lilies crowning the capitals on them,[bookmark: filepos47136]xxx emphasising the divine wisdom of the Shekinah (as Binah and Chokmah, the Sephiroth at the top of those two pillars on the Tree of Life). 
 

Medieval Church figures such as Hildegard von Bingen would also use lily symbolism in association with the Virgin Mary when portraying her as the redemptrix, and emphasising her divinity (and hence her implied connection to the Holy Spirit or Shekinah). By doing so, the Virgin Mary’s function became conflated with that of the Shekinah, and she was given a pre-creation role as “the shining white lily on which God gazed before all creation.”[bookmark: filepos47925]xxxi This position before creation directly equates the Virgin Mary to the Wisdom Goddess from a biblical perspective and the Shekinah from a Kabbalistic perspective.
 

She sits on the Throne of Glory
 

The Throne of Glory is the centre of an epic spiritual quest which forms the basis of a school of Jewish mysticism which influenced the Kabbalah, called Merkavah mysticism. Merkavah (meaning ‘chariot’) mysticism is based on the idea that with sufficient preparation and purification, a Merkavah rider can ascend through the seven palaces (which correspond to the seven classical planets and the lower Sephiroth on the Qabalistic Tree of Life) to enter the presence of God, where he sits on the Throne of Glory. This is derived from the vision described in the first verse of the Book of Ezekiel, and a collection of literature known as the Hekhalot (‘palace’) texts, which includes the Book of 3 Enoch.
 

Significantly there is reference to more than one Throne in some of the texts like 3 Enoch, with one for God and/or one for the Shekinah (as in the fourth century CE Merkavah text Re’uyot Yehezkiel). We should also remember that the name of the ancient Egyptian goddess Isis meant ‘throne’, and her symbol was a throne, so it is possible that her influence as a wisdom goddess was a contributory factor to the development of this path. Some scholars have also suggested the Isian influence, such as MacRae, who commented that he believed the origin of the Jewish concept of wisdom (the Shekinah) can be found in “the late Jewish tendency toward the hypostatization of divine attributes and the widespread ancient myths of the female deity, especially the Isis myths”.[bookmark: filepos49991]xxxii
 

The controversial and to some blasphemous text Shiur Qoma (Measure of the Height), which gives the dimensions of God’s body (and hence describes the indescribable), includes an interesting reference to the Shekinah and the Throne of Glory, saying that:
 

 “The angels that are with Metatron come and surround the Throne of Glory, they on one side, Chaioth [the highest angels] on the other, and the Shekinah on the Shekinah of Glory in the middle.”[bookmark: filepos50704]xxxiii
 

She dwelt in the Ark of the Covenant
 

The Ark of the Covenant is one of the many items, like the High Priest’s Breastplate, the menorah, the incense burner, the holy incenses and oils, for which detailed instructions for construction are provided in the Old Testament. What is particularly significant about this is that, apart from possibly the High Priest’s Breastplate, all of these essential items in the worship of God are also associated with the Shekinah.
 

The Ark of the Covenant is described in Exodus 25. Its most significant feature is the two golden cherubim on top of it. Remembering that the Shekinah was said to reside on a Cherubim at the base of the Tree of Life, the association between the Shekinah and the Ark of the Covenant becomes apparent. The Shekinah is associated with Cherubim in a number of writings, and the references in Jewish texts to the golden statues of the Cherubs embracing at particular times emphasises the divine nature of the Ark as one of her residences. 
 

By the sixth century CE we find that the title “Ark made golden by the Spirit” being applied to the Virgin Mary, demonstrating a syncretisation with the Shekinah. This is an interesting parallel, as Mary is effectively being described as the Ark for the divine presence of Jesus, whereas the Ark of the Covenant houses the divine presence of the Shekinah. 
 

The medieval German Pietist Jews expressed an interesting perception of the view of the relationship between the Ark and the Shekinah, with the twelfth century figure of Hezekiah writing:
 

“That one bows before a Torah scroll not because of any inherent Godliness in the Torah itself, but rather because the Shekinah dwells within the Holy Ark. A mystical tradition embraced and expanded upon by the German Pietists identified the Torah with the Divine glory, the Kavod.”[bookmark: filepos53099]xxxiv
 

She dwelt in the Temple of Solomon
 

The Temple of Solomon was built as a dwelling place for wisdom, which Yahweh had bestowed on Solomon in abundance. A suggested interpretation of Psalm 118:22,
“The stone that the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone” is that the previous rejection of the stone was the rejection of the Wisdom Goddess, who Solomon then embraced. Solomon was given wisdom by God, which could be interpreted, as some theologians have, to signify that the Shekinah was given as bride to Solomon, who built his temple to honour wisdom as the divine feminine bride.
 

King Solomon reigned from 977-927 BCE, and according to the second century CE Testament of Solomon used demons to help build the temple. Whilst this may seem extraordinary or even unbelievable today, we should remember that Solomon was famous throughout the ancient world as a great magician, maybe even the greatest. Christian, Jewish and Islamic stories all tell of his renowned ability to call and bind demons. Historical sources provide us with tales of strange phenomena every time the temple was rebuilt after being destroyed, hinting at its supernatural foundations. St Cyril of Jerusalem recorded details of the final attempt to rebuild the temple in May 363 CE, during which there were numerous inexplicable accidents, mysterious fireballs, and finally a substantial earthquake which caused devastation in the surrounding area but left the temple area untouched.[bookmark: filepos54915]xxxv
 

In more recent centuries the Temple of Solomon became the template for the Temple of the Freemasons. Considering the presence of the Shekinah in Solomon’s Temple, this then implies that the influence of the Shekinah pervades Freemasonry, a point made by Mark Stavish in his book Freemasonry: Rituals, Symbols & History of the Secret Society (2007). The Wisdom Goddess’s symbolism, as exemplified through the mythos, pillars and architecture, can still be found as forming the foundations of modern Freemason temples, illustrating her all-pervading influence. 
 

She is Eternal Light
 

The most apparent visible motif of the Shekinah is that of light. The association is seen in numerous descriptions of her radiance, her manifestations (e.g. as the burning bush), and her role as the primordial light of creation in Kabbalistic cosmology.
 

Light is an obvious symbol for wisdom, representing the illumination that results from the insights and realisations gained from wisdom. The prevalence of light, and accordingly fire as a source of light, in the ancient world, has ensured that it is a common attribution for many significant and powerful deities. An example of this theme of divine light is seen in ancient Greece, where “brightness was linked with divine epiphanies in the Homeric poems, and often assumed concrete forms, such as the lamp of Athena, to express divine power in human terms”.[bookmark: filepos56729]xxxvi
 

Today the symbolism of the light of the Shekinah is seen most clearly in the two candles lit at Jewish Shabbat ceremonies round the world every Friday evening, and the Menorah candlestick with its sevenfold and tenfold symbolisms.
 

She is Wisdom, the Saviour
 

It would perhaps be more appropriate to rephrase this section title to say ‘Wisdom Goddess as saviour, with a Creator God husband/father’. This theme recurs through a number of mythologies, and may indicate patterns of cultural influence or simply represent manifestations of particular universal themes in different civilizations.
 

However in order of antiquity we see the theme of Creator God with Wisdom Goddess as daughter or bride in a number of cultures, including: 
 

 -the Sumerian Enki and Inanna, 

 

 -the Egyptian Ra and Isis-Ma’at, 

 

 -the Canaanite El and Asherah, 

 

 -the Hebrew Yahweh and Asherah,

 

 -the Hebrew Yahweh and the Wisdom Goddess,

 

 -the Gnostic God and Sophia, 

 

 -the Chaldean Zeus and Hekate, 

 

 -the Hebrew Yahweh and Shekinah. 

 

In each instance there is a clear salvation theme associated with the feminine divine, thus Inanna presents the me (powers) to her people in Uruk; Isis-Ma’at represents truth, justice and natural balance and is frequently described as a saviour figure; Asherah is the Mother of the Gods and dispenser of wisdom; the Wisdom Goddess is co-creatrix with Yahweh and bestower of wisdom; Hekate is the cosmic world soul and speaker of truth who is known as Soteira (saviour); Sophia is the creatrix of the world and bringer of wisdom; and the Shekinah is the world soul and source of primordial light and divine wisdom. All of these goddesses, with their possible links to the Shekinah or similarities in motifs and symbols will be discussed in the following chapters.
 



BEHIND THE VEILS
 

“Her ways are ways of pleasantness, 

 

and all her paths are peace.
 

She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her; 

 

those who hold her fast are called happy.”
 


~ Proverbs 3:17-18, C3rd BCE
 

Through considering the religions which influenced and were influenced by the development of Judaism and the Kabbalah we find not only the origins of the Shekinah, but also her subsequent manifestations. Millennia before the rise of the Shekinah, we see the earliest association between wisdom and feminine divinity in the form of Inanna, the Sumerian goddess of love and war. In the myths of Sumer, southern Mesopotamia, amongst the world’s first civilizations, it is Inanna who was said to have given civilization to mankind. 
 

The Sumerian civilization was subsequently replaced by the Akkadians, Babylonians and Assyrians through conquest and cultural assimilation. A result of this process was the renaming of deities as cosmologies were syncretised and transformed through religious cross-fertilisation. The first dynasties of Ancient Egypt were contemporary with the civilization of Sumer. While Sumer underwent transformations through conquest and decline, the Egyptians continued to develop many of the inventions of the Sumerians, such as agriculture and writing. 
 

In Egypt, as in Sumer, we see the feminine divine being associated with wisdom, in the form of the Egyptian goddess of truth and cosmic harmony Ma’at, whose name means ‘truth’. The primary symbol of Ma’at was the feather, which she was depicted wearing on her head. Through Ma’at’s feather we see wisdom being linked with airy concepts at a very early time, a syncretisation which would also be expressed very clearly later with the Shekinah.
 

These two great civilizations of ancient Egypt and Sumer with her successors significantly influenced the development of the Canaanites, who occupied the area which is roughly Israel, Lebanon and Palestine, as well as parts of the surrounding areas, today. As these civilizations influenced Canaan, so too did qualities of their gods become expressed as part of the Canaanite pantheon. The attributes of their mother goddess Asherah became conflated with some of the characteristics previously associated with both the Sumerian goddess Inanna and the Egyptian goddess Isis-Ma’at.
 

However we should also keep in mind that cross-fertilization is usually a two-way process. The Canaanite goddess Asherah was also imported back to Egypt and linked with the erotic Egyptian goddess Qudshu, as well as with the Syrian love and war goddess Astarte. From here other manifestations of the feminine divine would also occur, with the Syrian goddess Astarte giving rise to the Cyprian love goddess Aphrodite. 
 

From the land of Canaan sprang the Semitic tribes who would subsequently become known as the Hebrews.[bookmark: filepos63534]xxxvii The Hebrews were exposed to the Babylonian and Egyptian myths, philosophies and ideas during the periods of exile/residence they experienced in these two ancient civilizations. 
 

There are disputes over the historical accuracy of the Biblical description of Jewish slavery in Egypt described in Exodus. Historically however we know that there was a Jewish presence in Egypt after large numbers of Jews settled there for a time following the destruction of Judah in 597 BCE. 
 

The evidence also indicates that a large group of Jews went into exile in Babylon following the destruction of Judah in 597 BCE. Many of these ‘Babylonian’ Jews returned to Judah in the period around 520-515 BCE to rebuild the Second Temple in Jerusalem.
 

The significance of the goddess Asherah to the early Hebrew tribes is clearly illustrated in the fact that forty references to her remain in the Old Testament. These references remain in the Old Testament books despite numerous changes to the writings as monotheism took over as the dominant religious style and the goddess Asherah was otherwise excised from religious practices. The divine feminine was however too important to be fully banished, and she soon re-emerged as the unnamed Wisdom Goddess. 
 

The Wisdom Goddess drew on precedents from other cultures the Hebrews had been exposed to, “seeing wisdom as an Israelite reflection or borrowing of a foreign mythical deity — perhaps Ishtar, Astarte, or Isis.”[bookmark: filepos65418]xxxviii Following the period where the Wisdom Goddess occurred in texts, around the third century BCE to the second century CE, camer the naming of wisdom as the Shekinah in the first-second century CE Onkelos Targum.
 

Contemporary with the Shekinah and drawing on some of the same earlier sources we see the Gnostic wisdom goddess, Sophia. There are many parallels between these two goddesses which suggest cross-fertilisation of ideas, which we will explore in more detail in subsequent chapters. It seems apparent that both the Shekinah and Sophia influenced perceptions of the Christian Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, seen in textual references to titles and motifs. The Islamic figure of Sakina is clearly derived from the Shekinah, both through her name and also the references to her in the Qur’an, as we will demonstrate.
 

Ancient textual evidence does not link the Sumerian goddess Lilith to the Shekinah. However allegorical references made in medieval Kabbalistic texts have encouraged us to consider the changing cultural perceptions of Lilith from Sumerian myths through to medieval Jewish tales to determine the extent of her influence on the portrayal of divine feminine wisdom.
 

Further afield, although there is no evidence that they are related, we see interesting parallels between the cultural manifestations of the divine feminine as the Shekinah and as the goddess Hekate in the Chaldean Oracles and the all-encompassing Indian goddess Shakti. It is a rich field and we need to explore all these avenues to appreciate the depth, significance and impact of the Shekinah in her development, and the patterns of influence and power which recur with the feminine divine.
 

The richest source of information about the Shekinah is the medieval Kabbalah, where she is sometimes known as the Greater Shekinah, the divine fire which surrounds and embraces God in a union which creates the universe, the angels and all the souls. She is also known as the Lesser Shekinah, in her role as the anima mundi (world soul). The roots of the idea that the soul of the Earth is an expression of the feminine divine may be found in the writings of the ancient Greek philosopher Plato (428-348 BCE) in his work Timaeus written in the fourth century BCE. Prior to this the earth and the universe itself were described as being made from the body of the goddess Tiamat in the Babylonian myths. 
 

In the medieval Kabbalah this idea is taken a step further, with the Shekinah being directly equated to the world: “God is the space of the world. What is the world? The Shekinah.”[bookmark: filepos68478]xxxix
In the Kabbalah, the material world is known as Malkuth (‘the Kingdom’), the realm where we exist and where the four elements of air, earth, fire and water unite in different proportions to give physical form to everything. The elements are more than simply physical manifestations of energy states like solid, liquid and gas which form the building blocks of nature; they are also philosophical concepts and spiritual essences whose combinations engender the diversity of life. 
 

Like the idea of the world soul, the elements also find their origins in ancient Greece, in the doctrines of the fifth century BCE Greek philosopher and root-magician Empedocles (490-430 BCE).[bookmark: filepos69351]xl In his work Tetrasomia (‘Doctrine of Four Elements’), Empedocles equated the four elements of air, fire, water and earth to gods and goddesses, and postulated that the two universal forces which caused all things to be attracted or dispersed were love and strife. According to Empedocles, love, the power of the love goddess Aphrodite, caused attraction, and strife, the power of the war god Ares, caused repulsion or dispersion. 
 

This doctrine emphasises the way philosophies and deities cross-fertilised between cultures, with Aphrodite having her roots in the Syrian fertility and war goddess Astarte, who was equated to the Canaanite goddess Asherah. The interconnectedness of ideas and philosophies in the ancient world is something which must always be remembered when following the paths of assimilation, syncretisation and fusion which characterised so many of the deities of the age.
 

Whilst the exact origins of the Kabbalah are unknown, it is clear that cultural influences from ancient Greece, Egypt and Sumer/Babylonia played a key part in the development of its philosophies. According to legend, the Kabbalah was taught to Adam in the Garden of Eden by the archangel Raziel, who is predominantly associated with wisdom. 
 

The term Kabbalah was first recorded in the teachings of the Jewish Rabbi Isaac the Blind (1160-1236 CE), in Provence, France, who was known as the ‘Father of Kabbalah’. The main Kabbalistic texts and teachings stem from the tenth-twelfth century CE onwards, however one of the most important source texts used by Kabbalists, the Sepher Yetzirah (‘Book of Formation’), dates back to the second century CE thereby suggesting earlier origins. Moreover many of the other philosophies and cosmologies which influenced the Kabbalah and its development, such as Gnosticism and Neo-Platonism, also date back to this earlier period.
 

The Kabbalah is essentially a philosophy and cosmology which explains human life and the universe through the ordering of chaos expressed as manifestations of the creative divine impulse at different levels. The process of manifestation subsequently produces matter and the creation of life. The central glyph of the Kabbalah is the Tree of Life, an ordered collection of ten circles (called Sephiroth, meaning ‘emanations’) connected by twenty-two paths, which symbolise man, the universe, and the process of creation.
 

The Shekinah can be found throughout Kabbalistic philosophies and the glyph of the Kabbalistic Tree of Life. Not only is the Shekinah specifically represented by two of the ten Sephiroth and connected with the process of creation through the Four Worlds which comprise the Kabbalistic Tree of Life, but she is also viewed as being the Neshamah or higher soul, which is a significant part of Kabbalistic philosophy. Additionally, the Shekinah is the feminine divine who is in a dynamic polarity with the masculine divine, resulting in creation and change. As such, she is both the Greater Shekinah who unites with God, and the Lesser or Exiled Shekinah who is the soul of the earth itself. 
 

This relationship between the Shekinah and the Earth as anima mundi (world soul) has found a modern scientific outlet in the Gaia Hypothesis of the scientist James Lovelock, which argues that the Earth is a single self-regulating system which responds to changing circumstances. Whilst the scientists have not yet gone as far as to include a spiritual dimension in their idea that the Earth behaves as a single organism with the multitude of life and landscapes acting as a body, this does show how science and spirituality are drawing closer with time. From here it is one small step towards the perception that the anima mundi should exist, and should be feminine as she engenders creation. This is a perception presaged in the medieval Kabbalistic work, the Bahir, “it is impossible for the lower world to endure without the female.”[bookmark: filepos73857]xli
 

In Jewish tales the Shekinah ascends to heaven and descends to earth on different occasions. Originally there was no clear distinction between the Heavenly Shekinah and Earthly Shekinah, until Adam and Eve left Eden. Here then we may see the Heavenly Shekinah as representing the purity and innocence of Eden, the idealised Golden Age. She remained behind on earth but ascended through the seven heavens as a result of man’s sins until she was reunited with God. The holiness of various prophets brought her back to dwell in the Temple of Solomon. The destruction of the Temple again saw her leave the Earth to ascend the heavens. The Temple of Solomon has come to represent an ideal, a place of wisdom, knowledge, skill and fellowship. This was described eloquently by the esoteric mason Frederick Holland in the 1880s, when he wrote on the Shekinah and said:
 

“In that temple, which is now in ruins, we pointed out the bush which was on fire and yet was not consumed; it was the glory of the Shekinah, it was the circle squared, but now it is destroyed and the cube circulated; the Shekinah has left it, the seven-coloured candle is seen no more, the twelve loaves are gone from the table, and the columns upon which the Temple rested are thrown down.”[bookmark: filepos75361]xlii
 

Amongst the symbolism in these words is a reference to the seven archangels who are said to dwell in the presence of God, and by implication also the presence of the Heavenly Shekinah. These archangels include Gabriel, Michael, Raphael, and Uriel, all of whom are particularly associated with the Shekinah, being those who are said to preside over her four camps in heaven. The Shekinah is also often juxtaposed with the order of angels known as the Cherubim, who appear significantly as the guardians of Eden, were depicted on the Ark of the Covenant, and were also seen in Ezekiel’s vision (in the Book of Ezekiel, sixth century BCE) which formed the basis for Merkavah mysticism.
 

It was in the Kabbalistic doctrines of the tenth century CE onwards that the Shekinah began to be more openly revealed as the divine feminine power opposite the masculine Yahweh. German Kabbalists in the tenth century expressed the doctrine that the Greater Shekinah encircled God as a circle of flame, and their union created not only the universe and the divine throne (as described in the Book of Ezekiel), but also the angels and human souls.[bookmark: filepos76752]xliii
 

The Heavenly Shekinah was seen as the divine bride, united with the masculine God in an equal relationship. This pattern was also repeated with the Earthly Shekinah being seen as the bride of the Sun/Son. The Heavenly Shekinah was viewed as the Mother and Yahweh as the Father, with the Lesser Shekinah being the Earth and divine Daughter, and the Sun (the Sephira of Tiphereth on the Qabalistic Tree of Life) being the divine Son. This mother-father relationship repeated the pattern of ‘Yahweh and His Asherah’ found in the Hebrew tribes prior to the reforms of the seventh-sixth century BCE described in the Old Testament
Book of Deuteronomy, which is discussed in more depth in the later chapter, From Canaan.
 

An old Kabbalistic commentary on Genesis noted, “As His Shekinah is above, so is His Shekinah below.”[bookmark: filepos77873]xliv This was obviously influenced by the famous phrase “As above, so below” from the Emerald Tablet of alchemy, but is also relevant in its own right as an expression of the relationship between the Heavenly Shekinah and the Earthly Shekinah. The influence of the Sumerian wisdom goddess Inanna might also be felt here, with one of her greatest exploits, the descent into the underworld, being named “From the great above to the great below.”
 

The depiction of the divine family is one of the key expressions of the greatest word of power, the Unpronounceable Name of God, or Tetragrammaton. This fourfold name is comprised of the Hebrew letters Yod, Heh, Vav, Heh corresponding respectively to the Father, Mother, Son, and Daughter. The correct pronunciation of Tetragrammaton, which was said to be immensely powerful and capable of destroying the universe, has been lost for centuries. Significantly, if the Yod, symbolising God the Father, is removed from this name, we are left with Heh Vav Heh, which spells Eve, the first woman of the Book of Genesis and some of the Gnostic texts.
 

The famous Kabbalist Rabbi Eleazer of Worms (1176-1238 CE), who was one of the first great propagators of the Kabbalah, said of the Earthly Shekinah that:
 

“The Shekinah is called the daughter of the creator ... and she is also called the tenth Sephira and royalty (Malkuth), because the crown of the kingdom is on his head.”[bookmark: filepos79632]xlv
 

As already discussed, the Shekinah is sometimes equated to the original paradise of Eden, and when in the Old Testament Book of Deuteronomy, we see the question, “Is a tree in the field then a man who will come against you”,[bookmark: filepos80053]xlvi it can be seen as referring to both the Kabbalistic Tree of Life as a macrocosmic symbol of the miniature universe within the human body, and also the Earthly Shekinah as the sum of all the trees, for she is known as “the Field of Holy Apples”.[bookmark: filepos80424]xlvii This is why the practice of Kabbalah is also known as ‘ascending to the orchard’, referring to the desire to reclaim perfection internally in the self and externally in the world. 
 

Indeed one of the most powerful and influential pieces of Kabbalistic writing is called ‘Four Entered the Orchard’, and refers to the attempt of four Rabbis to enter the throne room of God. Only one is successful, and their journey through the seven palaces forms the basis of Merkavah mysticism, a form of mysticism which seeks to reach the presence of God as described in the Book of Ezekiel and the apocryphal Book of 3 Enoch.
 

Another important and intriguing association with the Heavenly Shekinah is that of her healing light. The splendour of the Heavenly Shekinah was seen as a substance with miraculous powers, including protection from illness, demons and malice (3 Enoch), and also as a sustaining food for angels and saints. In this sense the Heavenly Shekinah is seen as the primordial emanation, the first light. This amazing light also links in to early interpretations of Genesis (“Let there be Light”),[bookmark: filepos81833]xlviii and of Adam and Eve being clothed in a protective light before their fall. The interconnections between the Shekinah and different forms of light are discussed in the later chapter Light of Creation.
 

A significant reference connecting the Wisdom Goddess to light is found in the Song of Solomon in the verse, “Who is this that looks forth like the dawn, fair as the moon, bright as the sun.”[bookmark: filepos82433]xlix We also see the emphasis on her light in the first century BCE wisdom text, The
Wisdom of Solomon, where the Wisdom Goddess is described as “the radiance that streams from everlasting light, the flawless mirror of the active power of God and the image of his goodness.”[bookmark: filepos82850]l
 

The Shekinah has also been identified by Kabbalists with the Bath Kol, or ‘daughter of the voice’, a term used to describe a heavenly voice which proclaimed God’s will. Bath Kol occurs in both the Old and New Testaments, but was generally regarded as a manifestation which occurred following the decline of the great prophets. This is why Eleazer of Worms said of the Shekinah, “She is called the king’s daughter, sometimes she is also called, according to her mission daughter of the voice.”[bookmark: filepos83568]li
 




THE WISDOM GODDESSES : TIMELINE

 


(Overview)

 

 




Part 2

 


Aeons of Wisdom

 



SHEKINAH GENESIS
 

It is a simple truth that no religion springs forth fully formed, but rather that it draws from its antecedents, and continues to evolve. In order to study the Shekinah, we need to gain an awareness of her origins and to appreciate her place within it, we also need to understand that Judaism did not start out as a fully-formed monotheistic religion. Likewise there are numerous feminine divinities whose origins are conflated and entangled with that of the Shekinah, as well as many who have influenced her or who were influenced by her. In the following chapters we will explore the similarities, possible origins and other connections between the Shekinah and other relevant goddesses in ancient civilisations of the Middle East, including those of ancient Egypt, Sumer, Canaan and the Semitic tribes.
 

Before we look at earlier civilizations and their possible influences on the development of Jewish portrayals of divine feminine wisdom, we need to first investigate the formative process which led to the creation of the Torah. The documents which form the five books of the Torah may have been first compiled together between the seventh and fifth centuries BCE.[bookmark: filepos85780]lii In the Documentary Hypothesis of Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918), these different fragments which formed the Torah were known collectively as the J, P, E and D documents. Even with revisions following their collation, these books still retained traces of their polytheistic roots, which assist us in our quest for the divine feminine wisdom.
 



 

In the ancient world the dissemination of the texts of the Old Testament to the Jews spread across numerous countries was a process which took centuries. For example, the Elephantine Jews (in Egypt) were ignorant of the biblical texts and their contents in the fifth century BCE, as evidenced by the Passover Papyrus (419 BCE)[bookmark: filepos86786]liii and their worship of the goddess Anatyahu (Anat combined with a derivative of the name of Yahweh). 
 

Furthermore, due to the minimal numbers of literate people with access to the Old Testament writings, “this anthology was able to function as authoritatively religious literature only from, at the earliest, the time of Jesus Ben Sira, circa 200 BCE”.[bookmark: filepos87343]liv Indeed, Eugene Ulrich stresses that “there was no Bible in any meaningful sense until after the fall of Jerusalem to the Romans in 70 CE”.[bookmark: filepos87614]lv
 



From Canaan
 

“Asherah has made a covenant with us.”
 


~ Inscription from Arslan Tash, C7th BCE
 

The developing kingdoms of Israel and Judah came to dominate the land of Canaan, a culture in decline, and in so doing they assimilated deities and practices as peoples and cultures intermingled. In this chapter we will examine the indispensable contributions made by Asherah and the Canaanite gods, including Yahweh, to the development of the Shekinah and indeed biblical literature as a whole. The Canaanite goddess Asherah is found throughout the Old Testament, and exhibits many key characteristics which suggest that she was one of the significant influences on the later Shekinah. 
 

Accepting that the Old Testament did not originate from the pen of a single person, but rather was constructed from several different sources over a period of centuries, we can also see from the evidence that the God written about in the Old Testament was himself a composite deity. The different divine names found in the biblical books, including Yahweh, Elion and Elohim, initially referred to different gods from the Canaanite pantheon that subsequently became merged into the one god of the Hebrews. Part of this process was the discarding of Yahweh’s divine wife, Asherah, which gained momentum around the seventh to sixth century BCE in the period that the Book of Deuteronomy was written, hence Deuteronomy 16:21 says “Do not plant for yourself an Asherah, or any other tree near the altar that you will make yourselves for God [Yahweh] your Lord.”

 

The monotheistic reforms aimed at excising all other deities, particularly Asherah, are referred to in the seventh century BCE Book of 2 Kings, and were attributed to King Hezekiah (reigned 715-687/6 BCE) with the encouragement of the prophet Isaiah. They include cutting down the Asherah trees or poles, tearing down the massēbôt or standing stones, removing the high places or bāmôt where incense was burned to other deities, especially Asherah, and breaking up the bronze serpent called Neshushtan used for burning incense:
 

“He removed the high places, broke down the pillars, and cut down the sacred pole. He broke in pieces the bronze serpent that Moses had made, for until those days the people of Israel had made offerings to it; it was called Neshushtan.”[bookmark: filepos90643]lvi
 

In 2 Kings 23:7 we see a reference to “where the women did weaving for Asherah”, which might suggest the dressing of statues, another practice which was excised with the worship of other gods. The attempts to remove other deities took time, and this is reflected in similar references being made decades later in the Book of Ezekiel in the sixth century BCE:
 

“I will destroy your high places. Your altars shall become desolate, and your incense-stands shall be broken; and I will throw down your slain in front of your idols.”[bookmark: filepos91455]lvii
 

Despite the eventual removal of the worship of Asherah from the Hebrew tribes, she was not viewed or treated as harshly as other gods. This is seen in the Book of
1 Kings 18, where the four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal were slain by the prophet Elijah and his followers,[bookmark: filepos91932]lviii but the four hundred prophets of Asherah were spared. The fact that forty references to Asherah remained in the Old Testament[bookmark: filepos92181]lix also indicates a reluctance to completely remove the goddess who had been the consort of Yahweh, the God of the Old Testament. As Olyan (1988:33) notes:
 

“(The goddess Asherah) was an acceptable and legitimate part of Yahweh’s cult in non-deuteronomistic circles. The association of the Asherah and the cult of Yahweh suggests in turn that Asherah was the consort of Yahweh in circles both in the north and the south.”[bookmark: filepos92804]lx
 

So where did Asherah and the gods of the Bible come from? Asherah is found in Ugaritic[bookmark: filepos93068]lxi texts from the fourteenth-thirteenth century BCE as a Canaanite goddess as “Lady Asherah of the Sea”, with her name being translated as “She Who Treads/Subdues Sea”. She is identified as the mother of the gods and consort of El, the principal god of the pantheon, whose name would become one of those attributed to Yahweh. This is actually recorded in Exodus, where Yahweh is effectively assimilating El and showing that the earlier Patriarchs had worshipped the Canaanite god (and therefore logically his consort Asherah as well):
 

“I revealed Myself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as El Shaddai, and did not allow them to know Me by My name Yahweh. I also made my Covenant with them, promising to give them the land of Canaan, the land of their pilgrimage.”[bookmark: filepos94070]lxii
 

The name Canaan is a Hebrew word for the land (and its people) which encompassed Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, and parts of Jordan, Syria and northeast Egypt. The Canaanites may be traced back to roots in the Neolithic around 8500-8000 BCE.[bookmark: filepos94488]lxiii Canaan occupied a crossroads position, with easy access to the major civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia (Sumer), and the Aegean Sea from its coastline, hence also to the Minoans on the island of Crete.
 

A clear indication of the roles of El and Asherah as the origins of the later biblical Yahweh and Shekinah is seen in the role of the Tent of Meeting as a divine enclosure. Exodus chapters 26-28 give detailed descriptions of the construction of the Tent of Meeting, which was also called the Tabernacle. The Tent of Meeting was the portable place of worship for Yahweh, and the Shekinah the divine presence which manifested there.
 

In an earlier Ugaritic text we see, “They entered the tent of El and went into the tent-shrine of the King, the Father of Years.”[bookmark: filepos95528]lxiv Indeed, the other Canaanite gods were also said to live in tents, “The gods go to their tents, the circle of El to their tabernacles.”[bookmark: filepos95789]lxv
Significantly, “Besides being a dwelling, the tent of El is a place of authoritative decree or oracle.”[bookmark: filepos96025]lxvi
 

It is worth noting here that Asherah was sometimes known as Elath (or Elat), which simply means ‘the Goddess’.[bookmark: filepos96328]lxvii An example of this is seen in the seventh century BCE incantation text from Arslan Tash which reads “Elat the Eternal One has made a covenant with us, Asherah has made a covenant with us.”[bookmark: filepos96644]lxviii
 

Asherah is called Athirat (‘atrt) in the Ugaritic texts,[bookmark: filepos96893]lxix which may mean ‘sanctuary’ or ‘holy place’, and with this name she was known as the ‘mother of the gods’. These possible meanings would obviously fit perfectly with the nature of the Shekinah as the indwelling presence in the holy place. This is emphasised further by one of the Ugaritic myths, where after the god Baal had defeated the god Yam of the chaos waters he wanted a house (palace/temple) of his own. The goddess Anat importuned the god El to no avail, and it was only when Athirat interceded on Baal’s behalf that he was granted his own house (KTU 1.3-1.4):
 

“Let a house be built for Baal like the gods, and a dwelling like the sons of Athirat! And the Great Lady-who-tramples-Yam (Asherah/ Athirat) replied: You are great, O El! The greyness of your beard does indeed make you wise.”[bookmark: filepos97935]lxx
 

An association of Athirat (Asherah) which is subsequently found with the Shekinah is that of breath. Indeed this connection could be viewed as forming another link in the attribution chain from the breath of Ma’at to the breath of the Shekinah. In an Ugaritic exorcism of a possessed adolescent (KTU 1.169), we see the significant lines:
 

“From delirium restored, lo, by the breath of Athirat the Great Lady in the heart may you be moulded.”[bookmark: filepos98631]lxxi
 

Another significant reference in these texts is to the ‘seventy sons of Athirat’, which was clearly the precursor to the later Jewish idea of the seventy guardian angels of the nations, found in texts like the Book of Enoch and implied in the symbolism of the branches of the menorah (sevenfold candlestick). It has been suggested that the common interpretation of the Song of Solomon of God and Israel as bride and groom is actually a gloss over its earlier depiction of the divine love of El and Asherah.[bookmark: filepos99349]lxxii This would certainly be in keeping stylistically with much of the contemporary Mesopotamian, Egyptian and Ugaritic love poetry.
 

Asherah’s name occurs forty times in the Bible, where it is commonly used to refer to her symbol of a carved wooden pole or tree, “They set up for themselves pillars and Asherim (sacred poles) on every high hill and under every green tree; there they made offerings on all the high places.”[bookmark: filepos99963]lxxiii This carved wooden pole or tree was also known as a tree of life, and may be the antecedent of the Wisdom Goddess reference in Proverbs 3:18, “She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her”.
 

The Greek translators of the Old Testament (often called the Septuagint) in the third-second century BCE took the Hebrew word asherah and used the Greek terms ‘alsos (‘grove’) and dendron (‘tree’) in its place. Later Latin translators working on the Vulgate Bible in the fourth century CE used the words lucus (‘copse’ or ‘sacred grove’) or nemus (‘forest’) to replace asherah.[bookmark: filepos100851]lxxiv
 

As an aside, although there is no evidence to suggest a direct connection to these biblical translations, this use of the word grove also recalls the Celtic goddess Nemetona, whose name means ‘Goddess of the sacred grove’. Nemetona was worshipped around Bath in Somerset (England) during the period of the second-fifth century CE. Her worship however predates this by at least several centuries, with evidence for her worship widespread all over the European Celtic world in both the names of places and that of tribes.
 

Jane Carter has argued convincingly that the Greek Spartan goddess Ortheia, who was subsumed into the maiden huntress goddess Artemis around the fifth century BCE, was originally derived from Asherah.[bookmark: filepos101831]lxxv Her argument is based on a number of factors, including the hundreds of terracotta masks found at the temple of Ortheia, which are unique in such quantities to the whole of Greece. 
 

The name Ortheia, meaning ‘upright’ or ‘standing’ is taken from the story of how a lost wooden cult statue was found amongst trees by two Spartan men who subsequently went mad. Carter makes the connection between this wooden statue, which would preside over rites, and the carved poles (Asherim) used in the worship of Asherah. All of these elements, like the masks and poles could have been brought by the Phoenicians from the Middle East to Greece, and this is a plausible possibility for the origins of Ortheia.
 

It has likewise been suggested that Asherah is derived from the Babylonian goddess Ašratum, a fact which is substantiated by their equation in the bilingual deity list in Ugaritic text RS 20.24.[bookmark: filepos103000]lxxvi In fact Ašratum is also equated to Athirat (one of the names of Asherah) in this text.[bookmark: filepos103204]lxxvii Ašratum is mentioned in Cuneiform writings from around the nineteenth century BCE as being the consort of the god Amurru,[bookmark: filepos103444]lxxviii and is sometimes equated to the earlier Sumerian grain goddess Gubarra.[bookmark: filepos103634]lxxix Her titles include ‘bride of the king of heaven’ (i.e. queen of heaven) and ‘mistress of sexual vigour and rejoicing’. These titles are reminiscent of the Sumerian goddess Inanna, and the sexual vigour associated with the Semitic/Egyptian goddess Qudshu.
 

At Kuntillet ‘Ajrûd, about 50km south of Kadesh Barnea in Israel, can be found a wall inscription in a shrine room “To Yahweh (of) Teiman and to his Asherah”, and a large storage jar with an inscription which ends “I blessed you by Yahweh of Samaria and by his Asherah”.[bookmark: filepos104403]lxxx Even more significant was the presence at the same site of a seated figure of Asherah, bare-breasted and on a lion throne. Other sites nearby like Khirbet al-Qom have likewise yielded finds from the ninth century BCE with this inscription on, showing it was not an isolated occurrence. However figurines going back as early as the nineteenth century BCE have been identified as being Asherah, in a distinctive pose associated with her, standing facing forward, naked, with long hair. 
 

Asherah was known as the lady of the serpent (dāt batni),[bookmark: filepos105170]lxxxi this recalls the images of the Egyptian goddess Qudshu to whom Asherah was equated, and likewise the images of the Minoan Serpent Goddess whose worship can be dated to around the sixteenth century BCE. Considering the trade between Canaan and Minos it is not difficult to understand how a goddess could have been imported, become conflated with or at the very least cross-fertilized a local deity with similar characteristics. 
 

Lions were also frequently associated with Asherah, she was often depicted standing on the back of a lion, or seated on a lion throne. This was common for a number of Middle Eastern goddesses of the time, including Inanna, Astarte and Qudshu. Indeed there is “a mass of inscriptional evidence from the Levantine Iron Age showing that a frequent epithet of the goddess Asherah was ‘the Lion Lady’.”[bookmark: filepos106193]lxxxii
 

Looking at the times presented by the Biblical and other contemporary sources we discover an interesting phenomenon associated with Asherha and the Temple in Jerusalem. A statue of Asherah was placed in the Temple in Jerusalem around 928 BCE by Rehoboam, son of Solomon, following several centuries of her worship by the Hebrew tribes. This statue was removed and returned to the Temple several times in the centuries until its destruction in 586 BCE. This means that a statue of Asherah was in the Temple of Solomon for 236 of the 342 years of its lifespan (more than two thirds) as the tide ebbed backwards and forwards between monotheism and polytheism. It is clear that the worship of Asherah was popular and not easy to dispel, as seen when Manasseh replaced the altars in the temple which his father Hezekiah had destroyed:
 

“The carved image of Asherah that he had made he set in the house of which the Lord said to David and to his son Solomon, ‘In this house, and in Jerusalem, which I have chosen out of all the tribes of Israel, I will put my name forever”.[bookmark: filepos107535]lxxxiii
 

 

As well as statues there were also inscriptions of Yahweh and Asherah together. The earliest of these dates to around the eighth century BCE and was found in Jerusalem, and is the earliest known image of the god Yahweh, dating to the period when he was part of a pantheon rather than the sole god of the post-Deuteronomic-Jews.[bookmark: filepos108167]lxxxiv As with other images of Yahweh, his gender is not emphasised and he is depicted without genitalia, and in this instant it is a simple figure with the face being an inverted triangle and stick-like legs.[bookmark: filepos108487]lxxxv Thus we can see that Asherah was the first divine wife of Yahweh, replaced by the Wisdom Goddess, and then at a later date by the Shekinah as the bride of Yahweh.
 

Significantly the Kabbalistic text, the Zohar makes the connection between Asherah and the Shekinah, when it says, “The truth is that the Heh is called Asherah, after the name of its spouse, Asher.”[bookmark: filepos109049]lxxxvi Asher can mean ‘blessedness’, ‘happiness’, ‘good luck’, or ‘in order that’, and here it is being used in the context of the divine name given to the highest aspect of God - Eheieh Asher Eheieh (‘I am that I am’). Heh here refers to the letter attributed to the Heavenly Shekinah and Earthly Shekinah in the Tetragrammaton or Unpronounceable Name of God.
 

In summary, it is clear that Asherah was an extremely important goddess to the cultures of both the Canaanites and the Hebrews. Moreover, Yahweh, the god of the Hebrews, came from the god of the same name worshipped previously by the Canaanites. To make the move to monotheism, the Hebrews outlawed practices and beliefs associated with Asherah and other deities. This process of transformation to the recognisable form defined by the Old Testament and contemporary literary works took several centuries to achieve. It required several more centuries to spread the new standard of ‘worship from the book’ to the various Jewish communities spread throughout the ancient world.
 

Bearing these factors in mind, it seems clear that the Wisdom Goddess described in biblical texts such as Proverbs and wisdom literature such as Jesus Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon was a survival of the goddess Asherah in an unnamed, and thus acceptable, form. Other cultural influences such as the Egyptians and Babylonians must now be considered to further explore the process whereby the unnamed Wisdom Goddess was named and acknowledged as the Shekinah.
 

From Egypt
 

Echoes of the religion, culture and technological advances of the Ancient Egyptians can still be found throughout the world today. Many Jews settled in parts of Egypt following the destruction of the Kingdom of Judah by the Assyrians in 537 BCE, and would have been subject to the influences of Egyptian philosophy, cosmology and culture.
 

Bearing this in mind, when we turn to Ancient Egypt for clues about the origins of the Shekinah, it is unsurprising that we find Egyptian goddesses who may have connections to her, in particular Qudshu and Ma’at. Of course the goddess Isis should also be given due consideration as her cult assimilated the qualities and myths of numerous other goddesses, including Ma’at, and most certainly had an influence on the development of the Wisdom Goddess, and likely that of the Gnostic Sophia.
 

Qudshu
 

There are sixteen or so Egyptian plaques from the New Kingdom (sixteenth-eleventh century BCE) showing Qudshu (who is also called Qadesh),[bookmark: filepos112224]lxxxvii a naked goddess facing forward standing on a lion, holding lotuses in her right hand and a serpent in her left hand. On one of these plaques the names Qudshu, Anat and Astarte are all given to the figure, equating these three goddesses, and providing us with a link in the history of the Shekinah. As Helck (1971:464) observed:
 

“The stela carrying the inscription 'Qudšu-Astarte-Anat' has given rise to widespread acceptance of Qudšu as an alternative name for Asherah since Asherah in the Ugaritic texts seems to be called qdš.”[bookmark: filepos112964]lxxxviii
 

An example from the Ugaritic texts which supports the equation of Qudshu to Asherah is the use of both the terms ‘Sons of Asherah (Athirat)’ and ‘Sons of Qudshu’, to represent the gods.[bookmark: filepos113362]lxxxix
 

The name Qudshu means ‘Holy One’ in ancient Egyptian and seems to be the name given to Asherah and/or Anat when she was assimilated into the Egyptian pantheon.[bookmark: filepos113716]xc Budin (2004:100) notes that “no clear cognate for the goddess can be found in the Canaanite pantheons, and it appears that she emerged out of an amalgam of Ashtart and Anat in Egypt, thus becoming her own goddess.”[bookmark: filepos114069]xci
Qudshu is derived from the Semitic, and comes from the word Qadosh, meaning ‘holy’ (and seen in words like Ruach HaQadosh, the ‘spirit of holiness’ associated with prophecy and the Shekinah). That she was not a native Egyptian goddess is made clear by her full frontal nakedness, which was never seen in any depictions of the indigenous Egyptian goddesses.
 

It is interesting to note that Qudshu was often linked with the Egyptian cow goddess Hathor due to similarities in their functions. In some of the pictures of Qudshu, she is depicted wearing what is known as a Hathor Wig, due to its particular association with images of the goddess Hathor. Hathor’s name means ‘house of Horus’, referring to the Egyptian hawk-headed god Horus. The house reference reminds us of the way the Shekinah was viewed as the indwelling presence within the Temple of Solomon and the Ark of the Covenant. 
 

As a goddess Qudshu was not worshipped in isolation, but rather was associated with the Egyptian phallic fertility god Min and the West Semitic war and thunder god Reshef as a triad. Like a number of other goddesses of the ancient world, Qudshu was sometimes shown standing on a lion, though in her case it was often between the two gods Min and Reshef on either side of her. 
 

As part of her worship in the Near East, Qudshu and Reshef were the deities involved in a hieros gamos or sacred marriage by their worshippers,[bookmark: filepos115838]xcii recalling that of the Sumerian goddess Inanna and her consort the shepherd god Dumuzi, by the high priestess of Inanna and the king, though there is no evidence that this practice continued in Egypt.
 

A title often used for Qudshu was ‘Lady of the Sky’, which fits with the heavenly qualities often associated with wisdom. That she is depicted as holding serpents and lotuses demonstrates both her magical and erotic powers. Qudshu was linked with female sexuality, as a powerful force of fertility and magic, not a meek and passive sexuality. Amulets of Qudshu were used as apotropaic protections, and also for ensuring fertility.
 

The posture of Qudshu holding serpents is almost identical to the figure of the Minoan Serpent Goddess, who was worshipped on Crete around the sixteenth century BCE, making them contemporaries. However, whereas Qudshu was depicted as being completely naked, the Minoan goddess was shown bearing her breasts, but otherwise clothed. There is no known evidence to prove a direct descent of one from the other, nevertheless we can speculate, as other authors have,[bookmark: filepos117188]xciii that there may have been a cross-fertilization of ideas between the Egyptians and the mercantile sea-going Minoans, who were trading with each other at the time.
 

Ma’at
 

The parallels between the Shekinah and the earlier ancient Egyptian goddess of natural balance, Ma’at, are quite striking. The goddess Ma’at was depicted as a (commonly winged) beautiful woman with a feather on her brow, which was her particular symbol, the feather of truth. Her name means ‘truth’, and she also represented wisdom, justice and the natural order of the universe. 
 

Ma’at has ancient roots, stretching back into the dawn of Egyptian civilization. She is first mentioned in the earliest of all known Egyptian writings, the Pyramid Texts, which were engraved on the walls inside chambers in the pyramids from 2700-2200 BCE. 
 

Ma’at was seen as either the daughter or wife of the sun and creator god Ra, a pairing that would be seen later with the Shekinah as the daughter or bride of Yahweh the creator god.
 

Viewed as the natural order of creation, Ma’at embodied the natural order which even the other Egyptian gods had to maintain, and this is why the hieroglyph for the plinth, on which all statues stood, was attributed to Ma’at as the underlying foundation. 
 

 The feather of truth emphasised her connection with air and breath, which can also be seen from such phrases as giving ‘life to his nostrils’ with respect to Ra. This symbolism of the life-giving breath is another motif which recurs in the Shekinah imagery found in subsequent Jewish texts.
 

In light of her association with justice, and the fact that Egyptian judges wore an amulet of the feather of Ma’at as a sign of their rank, it is interesting to note the Shekinah would also subsequently be mentioned in connection with judges in the Talmud (Berachot 6a), “when three sit as judges, the Shekhinah is with them.”
 

A striking image associated with Ma’at is “the beautiful face of Ma’at shining from the heart of Ra”.[bookmark: filepos119896]xciv The idea of the splendour of her face shining is also paralleled in descriptions of the glory shining from the face of the Heavenly Shekinah in later Jewish texts, including 3 Enoch. 
 

 Another parallel between Ma’at and the Shekinah is to be found in the concept that Ma’at could be seen as a nourishing substance which sustained both the gods and men. Likewise the radiance of the Shekinah was said to sustain the angels and saints in 3 Enoch.
 

Having demonstrated a number of parallels between Ma’at and the Shekinah, we need to turn to wisdom literature, which was amongst the most important texts of ancient Egypt, as an important part of Egyptian culture, for “there does not exist one born wise”.[bookmark: filepos120876]xcv Manuals of wisdom literature were taught to children and contained all the essentials for being a valued member of the community, including ethics and manners. This idea of virtuous behaviour equated to ‘upholding Ma’at’, and everyone in society, from the lowest peasant to the Pharaoh to the gods needed to uphold Ma’at to preserve order and harmony, and prevent chaos. The first of the known wisdom texts was the Instruction to Merikara, probably written between 2000-1700 BCE. Karenga described this connection in her work on Ma’at (2004:60):
 

“‘Maat comes to him in its pure essence like the condition of the sayings of the ancestors’ (Merikara, 34-35). Maat here is linked with two main elements, wisdom and tradition. Wisdom or knowledge, as argued below, is an ethical requirement. Here Maat is said to come to a wise person in its pure essence.”[bookmark: filepos121939]xcvi
 

The influence of Egyptian wisdom literature on the Book of Proverbs 1-9 has been argued by a number of scholars,[bookmark: filepos122238]xcvii which then also suggests the influence of the goddess Ma’at on the unnamed Wisdom Goddess found in the Book of Proverbs, and subsequently in other Jewish wisdom literature such as Jesus Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon. This influence would also make sense when Ma’at is considered as “the personification of the order of the world which was established at the time of creation”,[bookmark: filepos122770]xcviii a role which is paralleled to an extent in the descriptions of the Wisdom Goddess and Sophia.
 

The upholding of Ma’at by all mankind and even the gods is paralleled in the subsequent relationship between man and the Shekinah. Thus in the Kiddushin (‘Betrothal’), one of the tracts of the Nashim (‘Women’), part of the Talmud, we see a clear indication of the relationship between personal behaviour and the nearness of the Earthly Shekinah:
 

“He who commits a transgression, it is as if he pushes away the feet of the Shekinah.”[bookmark: filepos123593]xcix
 

Although she is not specifically connected to the Shekinah by direct association of image in ancient times, it seems likely that the concepts embodied by Ma’at were borrowed by the Hebrew tribes and incorporated into the Shekinah. Later evidence for this may be seen in the Merkavah text Shiur Qoma, where the Shekinah and truth (which is inherent to Ma’at) are connected, “Truth is the place of the Shekinah who establishes all creatures in truth.”[bookmark: filepos124244]c
 

An even clearer and startling parallel to the ancient Egyptian cosmological weighing of the heart on the scales of Ma’at in the underworld is also seen in the Shiur Qoma:
 

"And scales of truth rest before him and the book of the account of the world are opened before him and he is a witness [Metatron] and makes known the deeds of everyone. And all thoughts of the heart are revealed to him, as it is said, 'I the Lord probe the heart, examine the kidneys and heart to repay each person according to his ways, like a fruit of his deeds’."[bookmark: filepos125054]ci
 

Another possible parallel on the theme of truth is seen in the alleged use of the name Aletheia (‘truth’ or ‘disclosure’) by the Gnostics. Both Iraneus and Hippolytus claim that the Gnostics worshipped Aletheia, however as they were both anti-Gnostic Christians and the term is not used in any extant Gnostic texts this must be regarded with suspicion. 
 

Iraneus describes the duality of Pater (‘Father’) and Aletheia (‘Truth’) as part of the original Tetrad of four powers, and also that Ennoia (‘Thought’) is part of the first duality in the same Tetrad, who birthed Aletheia. He also ascribes this theology to the Gnostic Valentinus, writing that: 
 

“And he declares that the Holy Spirit was produced by Aletheia for the inspection and fructification of the Aeons, by entering invisibly into them, and that, in this way, the Aeons brought forth the plants of truth.”[bookmark: filepos126303]cii
 

Isis
 

The influence of Isis on Wisdom Goddess literature is primarily from the Greco-Egyptian or Hellenic Isis. The Hellenic Isis’ mythology, roles and functions assimilated not only that of Aset or Isa (the Egyptian names for Isis), but also that of other Egyptian goddesses such as Hathor, Ma’at and Sekhmet. 
 

The Ptolemaic Greeks who ruled Egypt from 305-30 BCE adopted Isis as a major deity and her worship spread into Greek and Roman religions. The Egyptian Isis was originally a minor deity, whose cult quickly grew in importance in the Old Kingdom (2686-2181 BCE), as can be seen by the fact that, “Isis above all is simply ‘the divine one,’ or ‘great of divine-ness’.”[bookmark: filepos127320]ciii
 

The authors of works written around the time that the worship of Hellenic Isis was in the ascendancy (second-first century BCE) would have been aware of Hellenic and Egyptian ideas, and Kloppenborg (1982:58) points out the references to the earlier writings of Hesiod and Homer, as well as Egyptian religious practices, found in the first century BCE Jewish wisdom text, the Wisdom of Solomon.[bookmark: filepos127903]civ Mack went further and demonstrated a likely line of descent for the Jewish wisdom literature, stating:
 

“This derivation of wisdom mythology from the mythos of Isis can, moreover, be traced through Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon to Philo of Alexandria.”[bookmark: filepos128362]cv
 

As Mack observes, Isis “during the Hellenistic period, becomes identified with Maat and in fact assumes Maat's cosmic functions.”[bookmark: filepos128681]cvi In light of this identification, there is an interesting parallel between Isis-Ma’at as the daughter/bride of the creator god Ra, and the Shekinah as the daughter/bride of Yahweh in Kabbalistic texts.
 

“By identification with Maat, Isis takes over this function and adds soteirological motifs taken from her role in the myths of Horus and Osiris. The wisdom hymn in Proverbs 8:22, like the similar hymn in Sirach 24, reflects this general cosmic pattern of myth.”[bookmark: filepos129357]cvii
 

Indeed the aretalogical[bookmark: filepos129561]cviii pattern seen in the Wisdom of Solomon 6:22-10:21 mirrors earlier Isis aretalogies, as does the later Gnostic text The Thunder, Perfect Mind.[bookmark: filepos129833]cix In addition to such aretalogical literature numerous significant writers in the ancient world promoted the view of Isis as multi-powered saviour, including the Greek geographer Artemidorus of Ephesus (Geography) and the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus (Library of History) in the first century BCE, the Greek historian and philosopher Plutarch (On the Worship of Isis and Osiris), the Berber writer and philosopher Apuleius (Metamorphoses, better known as The Golden Ass) and the Egyptian priest Isidorus (Hymns to Isis) in the second century CE. 
 

Of these texts the best known is probably Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, with its inclusive Isis speech where she equates herself to numerous other goddesses including Ceres, Diana, Hekate, Juno, Minerva, Proserpina and Venus. What is particularly interesting about this speech is the list of powers and roles Isis ascribes to herself, which are very similar to those describing the Shekinah in subsequent Jewish writings, viz:
 

“I am she that is the natural mother of all things, mistress and governess of all the Elements, the initial progeny of worlds, chief of powers divine, Queen of heaven! the principal of the Gods celestial, the light of the goddesses: at my will the planets of the air, the wholesome winds of the Seas, and the silences of hell be disposed; my name, my divinity is adored throughout all the world in divers manners, in variable customs and in many names”[bookmark: filepos131557]cx
 

Another interesting motif seen in the Isis myths which also occurs in the Inanna and Asherah myths is that of the tree of life. In the case of Isis, this was both the sycamore tree, which was sacred to her, and also a form of her husband the vegetation god Osiris who was represented by the stylised djed pillar. The djed pillar symbolised the resting place of his body in a tree after his death and dismemberment at the hands of his brother, the chaos god Seth. A later variation of this symbolism can be seen in the human body being mapped onto the Kabbalistic Tree of Life.
 

The connection between Isis and the serpent (another wisdom motif) occurs in a number of ways. Isis used a serpent made from his own saliva to poison and trick the creator god Ra into revealing his true name to her and so giving her his power, effectively elevating her to the status of the creator god. 
 

Isis was often portrayed with the Uraeus serpent crown at her brow, which represented rulership and power, and also merged with the serpent goddess Renenutet, as well as the serpent goddess Hermouthis to form the serpentine Isis-Hermouthis, who probably influenced the Gnostic goddess Edem.
 

Looking at the Egyptian goddesses we have considered, it seems likely that Qudshu was derived in part or whole from Asherah, but did not figure in the development of the Wisdom Goddess or the Shekinah. 
 

The goddess Ma’at however displays many characteristics and roles which are later found in both the Wisdom Goddess and the Shekinah, suggesting that Ma’at may have contributed to their development. Whether this was purely as Ma’at, or as Isis-Ma’at we cannot say, but the evidence is strongly supportive of a connection between her and the Wisdom Goddess and Shekinah. 
 

The influence of Isis seems to have been more into the development of Sophia through her Greco-Egyptian form of Hellenic Isis. This is a theme which is explored further in the later chapter Mother of Aeons. Overall, it seems very likely that there was an Egyptian influence into the development of the subsequent wisdom goddesses. We shall next consider the possible influence on the Shekinah of the first known wisdom goddess, the ancient Sumerian wisdom goddess Inanna.
 

From Ancient Sumer
 

The ancient Middle East was a melting pot of cultures, with a number of extremely influential civilizations and cultures rising and falling over the three millennia leading to the historical shift from BCE (Before the Christian Era) to CE (Christian Era). Amongst these the Sumerians, (whose civilization and culture would be replaced by the Babylonians, the Akkadians and the Assyrians) were a significant power, as were the later Semitic tribes who would assimilate some of their ideas and become the Hebrews.
 

The Sumerian goddess Inanna and her myths provide us with the first possible identifiable root for the Shekinah. Based on later attributions made in Jewish and Kabbalistic writings, we must also examine the early history of Inanna’s contemporary, the goddess Lilith, who would become demonised and adopted into later cultures
 

Inanna
 

A biblical reference to the ‘queen of heaven’ gives us a clear indication of a possible earlier pre-Egyptian source for Asherah. The seventh century BCE Book of Jeremiah records his protests at the women’s activities:
 

“The children gather wood, the fathers kindle fire, and the women knead dough, to make cakes for the queen of heaven.”[bookmark: filepos135933]cxi
 

The Queen of Heaven was a name given to Astarte, Inanna and Ishtar (the Babylonian form of Inanna), and takes us to one of the first civilizations, that of the city states of Sumer. The tales of Inanna, Queen of Heaven, are the beginning of our journey searching for the Shekinah. Although the stories are believed to be at least a thousand years older than the foundation of the first city states, it is at the historical point of the creation of writing, around 3500 BCE, that we must begin. The first cities were built between 5000-4000 BCE, and what is commonly called Sumer was a collection of a dozen or so independent city-states, each with its own tutelary deity. Of these, the one which particularly concerns us is Uruk, the city of Inanna.
 

The story of Inanna and the God of Wisdom tells of how divine wisdom was transmitted to mankind. The goddess Inanna decided to visit her father (or grandfather depending on the version of the story) Enki, the god of wisdom. Enki greatly honoured Inanna, and toasted her many times, which caused him to get very drunk. As he got drunker he gave her more and more of the me with his toasts. The me were powers, the qualities which created civilization, from speech and truth to justice and crafts. Inanna gratefully received all of the me from him, and when Enki was settled in his drunken slumber she fled, knowing he would want them all back when he sobered up and realised what he had done. With the aid of her servant and friend Ninshibur, Inanna escaped all the creatures and traps Enki set for her and returned to her city of Uruk. There she gave the me to her people, and when Enki saw how they benefitted from them, he agreed that humanity should have the me.
 

What is significant is that Inanna is the first deity who bestows wisdom on humanity, in the form of the me. So Inanna is the first goddess of wisdom, and she was also known as the Queen of Heaven. 
 

A significant motif connection between Inanna, Asherah, the Wisdom Goddess and the Shekinah is that Inanna was linked to the tree of life, as the huluppu tree in her garden in the tale of The Huluppu Tree. From the emblems in the story it can be seen as the prototype of subsequent world tree stories.
 

In the story, Inanna plants the Huluppu (willow) tree in her garden, but a serpent nests in its roots, an Anzu bird (a lion-headed eagle) nests in the branches and the goddess Lilith nests in the trunk. This early appearance of Lilith in the tree is significant, and we will consider her shortly. The serpent (or dragon) in the roots and bird in the branches are motifs subsequently found in many world tree tales. 
 

 The hero Gilgamesh drives off the animals and chops the tree down at the behest of Inanna, so she can build a throne and bed from it. It is significant that in the tale Lilith is described as fleeing to the wild and uninhabited places, as this is where she was subsequently described as dwelling in later Jewish writings.
 

Gilgamesh also encountered a goddess called Siduri (‘young woman’) who is called a goddess of wisdom (nēmequ) on his journey in the first great hero tale, The Epic of Gilgamesh (c. 2150-2100 BCE), who from the text appears to be a form of Inanna/Ishtar.[bookmark: filepos139807]cxii She advised him to live in the now rather than seek eternal life, with words which are extremely similar to the later (arguably derivative) biblical text of Ecclesiastes. Siduri told Gilgamesh:
 

“You will never find the life for which you are looking. When the gods created man they allotted to him death, but life they retained in their own keeping. As for you, Gilgamesh, fill your belly with good things; day and night, night and day, dance and be merry, feast and rejoice. Let your clothes be fresh, bathe yourself in water, cherish the little child that holds your hand, and make your wife happy in your embrace; for this too is the lot of man.”[bookmark: filepos140655]cxiii
 

In comparison, see the similar sentiments expressed in Ecclesiastes below. Note the reference to garments always being white, symbolising purity (and worn by the priesthood) in the ancient Egyptian world:
 

“Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has long ago approved what you do. Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your head. Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that are given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun.”[bookmark: filepos141510]cxiv
 

Sumerian cylinder seal images from the third millennium BCE (around 2300-2200 BCE) show an unnamed horned goddess figure sitting with another figure on either side of a stylised tree of life, which has seven branches and a serpent on the trunk, recalling the story of the Huluppu Tree. This image is easy to translate into a biblical one, of the tree of knowledge with the serpent around the trunk, and might also be seen as a prototype for the menorah, the stylised seven branched candlestick of Judaism which can represent the Qabalistic Tree of Life.
 

Returning to the father of Inanna, the wisdom god Enki or Ea, recent research has contributed an interesting suggestion regarding his influence on the wisdom goddess of Proverbs 8. Lenzi (2006) points out that Proverbs 8:22-31 is full of references to water, and that “the disputed verb in Prov 8:23, sounds very much like a common epithet for Ea [Enki], the Mesopotamian god of water and wisdom, namely, naššīki (usually spelled niššīki), ‘the prince.’”[bookmark: filepos142807]cxv From this viewpoint Lenzi demonstrates the similarity between Proverbs 8:22-31 and the much earlier Babylonian Enuma Elish Tablet 1:79-108.[bookmark: filepos143076]cxvi Here again we see an interesting earlier pairing of a creator god (Ea/Enki) with a wisdom goddess (Inanna), which is also seen subsequently in the relationship between Yahweh and both the Wisdom Goddess and also the Shekinah.
 

Lilith
 

One of the most challenging and misunderstood female figures in history is the goddess Lilith. The first mention of Lilith is when she appears in the Sumerian tale of The Huluppu Tree some 5000 years or more ago. 
 

Lilith’s roots are believed to come from the Lilitu, the Sumerian winged wind and storm demons first mentioned around 3000 BCE. Other early sources which may have been assimilated into Lilith are the taloned Lil birds of Assyria and the Syrian demoness/goddess Lamashtu, known for preying on pregnant women and young children. Fröhlich (2010:102-3) details the connections between these different beings, as well as giving a description of Lilith. The leonine and serpentine connections are of particular note, when considering the frequency of their occurrence in the quest for the development of the Shekinah:
 

“The name Lilitu is to be identified here with that of Lilith as well as in the incantation texts written against the demons of the lilû-family. Lilith is dangerous, above all for newborn babies, sucking their blood and eating their flesh. Her characteristics are very similar to those of the Mesopotamian female demon Lamaštu. She is represented on her numerous representations with lion head, female body, bird’s legs, holding snakes in her hands, and suckling a dog and a swine.”[bookmark: filepos145042]cxvii
 

The only biblical reference to Lilith is found in Isaiah 34:14, in which she was described as one of the spirits who would lay waste to the land on the day of vengeance:
 

“Wildcats shall meet with hyenas, goat-demons shall call to each other; there too Lilith shall repose, and find a place to rest.”[bookmark: filepos145612]cxviii
 

The best known story of Lilith is as the first woman who refused to lie under Adam during sexual congress and then flew off to the desert using the power of the Unpronounceable Name (the Tetragrammaton). Yahweh sent three angels called Semoy, Samsenoy and Semangelof after her, but they could not compel her return, and told her if she did not go back with them Yahweh would kill one hundred of her demon children every day. She agreed and said if the names of the three angels were placed on amulets they would serve as protection for newborn children from her vengeance. However this baby-killing Lilith is not an ancient figure, as this tale first occurs in the Alphabet of Ben Sirra, an eight-tenth century CE text. Lamashtu, however, did kill young children, and could be the source of this attribution to Lilith.
 

The negative qualities ascribed to Lilith as a baby-killer may also be directly derived from the qualities ascribed to the demon called Obizuth in the second century CE text the Testament of Solomon.[bookmark: filepos146893]cxix This tale is one of the key foundations forming the basis for the later medieval and Renaissance grimoires for conjuring angels and demons. In the Testament of Solomon, King Solomon summoned many demons and learned of their powers and roles, and which angels could bind them, and he forced the demons to build the temple for him. Obizuth describes herself saying:
 

“I am called among men Obizuth; and by night I sleep not, but go my rounds over all the world, and visit women in childbirth. And divining the hour I take my stand; and if I am lucky, I strangle the child. But if not, I retire to another place. For I cannot for a single night retire unsuccessful.”[bookmark: filepos147754]cxx
 

The depiction of Lilith as a night-riding demon stealing men’s nocturnal emissions is indicated by some of the Jewish amulets and magic bowls found at Nippur in Iraq. These date to around the fifth to sixth century CE and show the tradition of Lilith as a negative figure had already been established. 
 

Interestingly a number of the amulets refer to male and female Liliths, indicating her name was being used for a type of demon who was believed to be able to shift gender. Thus we see:
 

“I adjure and command you, you all kinds of male and female demons, male and female Liliths, evil spirits, male and female harmers, those from the fire, and those from the water, and those from the wind, and those from the earth.”[bookmark: filepos148788]cxxi
 

The traditional Jewish view of Lilith is negative, and the Talmud describes Lilith as a female demon with a woman’s face, wings and long hair.[bookmark: filepos149120]cxxii The long hair occurred in the earliest descriptions of Lilith and demonstrated her unmarried and hence sexually available status. This is alluded to in the Testament of Solomon when Solomon orders the hair of the demon Obizuth to be bound when she is hung in front of the Temple.[bookmark: filepos149524]cxxiii
 

Even in modern Qabalah Lilith is described negatively as the Qlipha of the Sephira (‘emanation’) of Malkuth. Qlipha means ‘shell’, and is a term often incorrectly used to denote the so-called demonic being of a realm as evil. 
 

The thirteenth century Kabbalistic treatise by Rabbi Isaac called The Treatise on the Left Emanation explored some of the more challenging aspects of the Kabbalistic theology and philosophies. In this text Lilith was discussed in detail, and there were two Liliths described – a lesser Lilith and a greater Lilith. This mirrors the Shekinah with her Heavenly and Earthly forms. This mirroring is further seen in the greater Lilith being married to Samael the demon king. 
 

Lilith was also described in The Treatise on the Left Emanation as Matron Lilith, recalling the attribution of the Shekinah as Matronit or Bride of the Sabbath:
 

“Both Samael and Lilith called Eve the Matron – also known as the Northern One – are emanated from beneath the Throne of Glory.”[bookmark: filepos150967]cxxiv
 

The lesser Lilith was married to Asmodeus the demon prince. Samael and Lilith may be seen as both mirroring Adam and Eve, and also Yahweh and the Shekinah.
 

The Zohar is explicit about there being a connection between Lilith and the Shekinah, indicating Lilith is the result of the ‘uncovered’ Shekinah, created by the sins of the biblical Jews. In an often overlooked but hugely significant passage it states:
 

“For the sin of unchastity Israel has been sent into captivity and the Shekinah also, and this is the uncovering of the Shekinah. This unchastity is Lilith.”[bookmark: filepos151882]cxxv
 

Even if this idea is considered to be original to the Zohar, rather than a continuation of older beliefs, this still places it at the thirteenth century, as the Zohar was published in 1290 CE.
 

From these later associations, it is clear that there is a link between Lilith and the Shekinah, however, this is more of a tangential and allegorical link, and should in no way be considered an equation of these two very different goddesses.
 

In contrast to this, the function of the goddess Inanna as the first recorded wisdom goddess in the Middle East heavily influences the likelihood that she was the precedent for subsequent wisdom goddesses, who commonly seem to draw on her characteristics. The fact that a large Jewish community lived in Babylon for many centuries also reinforces the likelihood of cultural fertilisation from the earlier figure of Inanna and her subsequent manifestations as Ishtar and Astarte. From here we now need to consider the goddesses of the people who became the Jews, the Semitic tribes.
 

From the Semites
 

The term Semitic is used for a wide range of ancient tribes, including the Akkadians, Phoenicians, Ugarites and Hebrews. In this book we are specifically looking at the Semitic tribes who occupied Canaan in the period after the destruction of the Ugarites in the twelfth century BCE. These tribes were polytheistic, worshipping many different deities, in the centuries preceding the rise of Hebrew monotheism from around the seventh century BCE. 
 

 Amongst the Semitic deities there are two we need to particularly focus our attention on, the goddesses Anat and Astarte. Anat and Astarte were two goddesses who were part of the cross-fertilization process which took place between the religions and cultures of Egypt, Sumer and Canaan. By examining the motifs and deity connections associated with Anat and Astarte we shall consider whether either of these goddesses contributed to the development of the Wisdom Goddess and the Shekinah.
 

Anat
 

Anat was a significant northwest Semitic deity who was reknowned for being a bloodthirsty virgin war goddess. This is illustrated by references to her in religious hymns from the region where she is described alongside piles of heads and palms. This describes the custom of collecting right hands to count the number of warriors killed, e.g. in KTU 1.3:
 

“Anat fought in the valley; she battled between the two towns. She smote the people of the sea-shore, she destroyed the men of the sunrise. Beneath her like balls were heads; above her like locusts were palms, like grasshoppers heaps of palms of warriors.”[bookmark: filepos155215]cxxvi
 

Although Semitic in origin and found in the Ugaritic texts from the fourteenth-twelfth century BCE, Anat also made the transition to Egypt along with the goddess Astarte. Both goddesses were frequently associated with each other, as illustrated in a Qudshu relief where they were equated with each other and Qudshu. Furthermore, in the Egyptian myths both Anat and Astarte were given to the Egyptian chaos god Seth as wives to placate him for losing the kingship to the Egyptian falcon-headed god Horus. 
 

Anat was viewed by the Egyptians as one of the daughters of the sun god Ra. With her martial nature she was commonly depicted wielding a spear, battle axe and shield, and described as personally protecting the Pharaoh Ramesses III in battle.[bookmark: filepos156209]cxxvii
 

In the lost writings of the Phoenician priest Sakkunyaton (dated between eleventh-eighth centuries BCE), Anat was identified with the Greek wisdom goddess Athena, who was also a virgin war goddess (and was commonly depicted with shield and spear), emphasising the wisdom connection.
 

Although Anat is not mentioned by name in the Bible, there are references which hint at remnants of her worship. These traces of Anat are seen in place names like Beth-anath[bookmark: filepos156917]cxxviii (‘House of Anat’) and Anathoth (plural of Anat).[bookmark: filepos157096]cxxix
 

Anat was worshipped by the Elephantine Jews in Egypt as the Queen of Heaven (recalling Inanna and Astarte) under the name of Anatyahu (a merging of Anat with a derivative name drawn from Yahweh) in the fifth century BCE.[bookmark: filepos157501]cxxx In another account of Anat from the same time period, she is described as Anat Bet-El (‘House of God’).[bookmark: filepos157732]cxxxi In fact there were Neo-Assyrian references to the goddess Anat with this title from the seventh century BCE.[bookmark: filepos157958]cxxxii
 

The motif of light is associated with Anat in one of the Ugaritic texts, A Hymn to Anat (KTU 1.13), where she is described as being “clothed in light”.[bookmark: filepos158313]cxxxiii This specific description of being clothed in light is one that would later be applied to Sophia in Gnostic texts.
 

A Cyprian inscription from the fourth century BCE equates Anat to the Greek wisdom goddess Athena (KAI 42), describing her as “the strength of life”, recalling the earlier equation of these two goddesses in the writings of the Phoenician priest Sakkunyaton. This combination of wisdom with martial skill is also seen in the earlier Ishtar, the Babylonian version of the Sumerian Inanna, first of the wisdom goddesses.
 

Another connection to the goddess Anat can be found in the Phoenician goddess Tanit, their form of Anat, who was worshipped especially at Carthage. In an interesting precursor to the subsequent Jewish depiction of the Shekinah, Tanit was described as ‘Tanit Pene Baal’, meaning ‘the face of Baal’.[bookmark: filepos159435]cxxxiv Tanit was sometimes considered a lunar goddess, and this is seen in two inscriptions from the fifth and third century BCE at Athens equating Tanit with the Greek lunar virgin huntress goddess Artemis (KAI 53 and KAI 60).[bookmark: filepos159774]cxxxv
 

Astarte
 

The Semitic goddess Astarte was worshipped by several tribes including the Phoenicians, Ugarites and Akkadians. The deity list in Ugaritic text RS 20.24 directly equates Ishtar and Astarte,[bookmark: filepos160228]cxxxvi with Ishtar being the Semitic name for Inanna. Astarte (or Ashtart), like Qudshu was adopted by the Egyptians during the New Kingdom period (around 1200 BCE). 
 

These goddesses, who were often conflated as manifestations of the same goddess, bear most of the same qualities. They were all linked to the planet Venus as the evening/morning star, they were all sexually powerful goddesses of fertility, love and war, and they were all depicted standing on the backs of lions, and were shown naked. 
 

Astarte definitely maintained the bellicose qualities of her predecessor Ishtar, as seen in her presence in a peace treaty in 670 BCE, which proclaimed: 
 

“May Ashtart break your bow in the thick of battle and have you crouch at the feet of your enemy.”[bookmark: filepos161302]cxxxvii
 

With the transmission of religious, social and cultural ideas in the ancient Middle East, it is easy to see how goddesses could be accepted and integrated into different countries, wearing a ‘new set of clothes’, as it were. Indeed, a reference to Inanna by the first recorded author in history, the priestess Enheduanna (circa 2300 BCE) says of the goddess that she “wears the robes of the old, old gods”,[bookmark: filepos161914]cxxxviii indicating this development of deities with cultures.
 

Astarte is one of the goddesses who were mentioned in the Old Testament, though in a far more negative manner than Asherah. She is mentioned in association with King Solomon as the goddess he worshipped in his old age when he followed his loins, “For Solomon followed Astarte the goddess of the Sidonians.”[bookmark: filepos162479]cxxxix This connection is repeated in the Book of 2 Kings which describes the desecration of sites associated with other gods and goddesses other than Yahweh.[bookmark: filepos162756]cxl There are also references to Astarte in the plural as Astartes, possibly suggesting statues, in Judges 2:13 and 10:6, 1 Samuel 7:3-4 and 12:10.
 

Astarte would also take on another guise and be worshipped as Aphrodite by the Greeks, stepping out of the foam in her naked beauty, ruling over love and instigating wars. References from the writings of the Phoenician priest Sakkunyaton, who was said to have written somewhere between the eleventh and eight century BCE, equate Astarte and Aphrodite. His work only exists in fragments quoted by other later writers, though this view is also found in other sources, such as two second century BCE inscriptions from the Greek island of Delos to “Palestinian Astarte, that is Aphrodite of the heavens.”[bookmark: filepos163707]cxli
 

A further syncretisation that occurred in Greek inscriptions is of Astarte with the Egyptian goddess Isis, as seen in a Cyprian dedication to “Isis, Mother of the Deities, Ashtart” (ID 2101).[bookmark: filepos164099]cxlii A fourth century BCE Phoenician/Greek inscription found on a votive throne at Byblos equates Astarte with Isis-Hathor, with the words “To the Lady of Byblos” in Phoenician and “Ashtart Great Goddess” in Greek.[bookmark: filepos164448]cxliii This syncretisation was also acknowledged by the first century CE Egyptian priest Isidorus in a temple inscription to Isis at Medinet Madi, saying “The Syrians call you Ashtart-Artemis-Nanaia”.[bookmark: filepos164778]cxliv
 

Although not common, it is interesting to note that one inscription connects Astarte more closely with the god Baal, calling her “Astarte-Name-of-Baal” (KAI 14.18).[bookmark: filepos165137]cxlv Baal of course was one of the gods who was considered to be a husband of Asherah, particularly by the Hebrews when they were trying to promote a negative image of Asherah. 
 

References to Astarte continued into later literature, an example of which can be found in the work of John Milton. In his epic work Paradise Lost (1667) he writes illustrating how the names given to deities varied between cultures:
 

“Came Astoreth, whom the Phoenicians call'd
 

Astarte, Queen of Heav'n, with crescent Horns;
 

To whose bright Image nightly by the Moon
 

Sidonian Virgins paid their Vows and Songs.”[bookmark: filepos166204]cxlvi
 

Having considered these goddesses, it is clear that Anat did have an influence on the development of the god Yahweh, being worshipped in places as his bride under the names Anatyahu and Anat Bet-El. 
 

Furthermore, despite her original bloodthirsty nature, it is interesting to note that Anat was also equated with the Greek wisdom goddess Athena. In this context it seems possible that Anat did play a role in the development of the Shekinah, but in a peripheral sense as part of the process of maintaining the role of Yahweh’s bride which was previously occupied by Asherah, and would subsequently be subsumed by the Wisdom Goddess and by the Shekinah.
 

The connection of Astarte to the development of the Shekinah is at best very tenuous. Whilst it is clear that Astarte was conflated with other goddesses, such as Inanna and Isis, the evidence does not seem to support a direct connection between her and the development of the Wisdom Goddess or the Shekinah.
 

Having considered the different goddesses who may have influenced the development of the Shekinah, the next step is to look at her contemporaries and possible descendants. In order to do this we will explore the Gnostic wisdom goddess Sophia in some detail, and also look at figures in Christianity and Islam who may have derived motifs and qualities from the Wisdom Goddess and the Shekinah.
 




Part 3

 


After the Fall

 



MOTHER OF AEONS
 

“Holy are you, Holy are you, Holy are you, Mother of the Aeons, Barbelo, for ever and ever, Amen.”
 


~ Melchizidek, C4th CE, trans. Giversen & Pearson
 

Gnosticism encompasses a diverse range of opinions, beliefs and practices, and does not represent one singular system of belief. The theology, cosmology and philosophy of ancient Gnosticism as perceived today are based on a number of extant texts, which clearly draw on not only early Judaic texts and Christianity, but also earlier Hellenistic sources. Within this there are further distinct schools of thought, with both shared and disparate views on divinity, man and the universe.
 

The early branches of Gnosticism (pre-fourth century CE) generally shared several views. These include the dualism of good and evil, with the material world viewed as being negative; a true higher god and inferior or false lower god; and a fall and redemption myth through a female divine power. This female divine power is most often called Sophia (‘wisdom’, Greek) and is found in all the different strands of Gnosticism. Although the name Sophia is best known, different names were also sometimes used by different sects to refer to this female divinity; examples include Achamaoth, Barbelo and Edem. 
 

Although there were numerous Gnostic groups, in the context of this book we specifically refer to the following three sects:
 

 

As most Gnostic works were written in the second-fourth century CE, which is around the same time that the first texts concerning the Shekinah were also written, we might expect a degree of cross-fertilisation of ideas between Sophia and the Shekinah. With the knowledge that they both derive from the Wisdom Goddess, we will look for areas of commonality between the Shekinah and the different forms of Sophia.
 

When examining the Gnostic texts, it is essential to take into account the gradual proliferation of Old Testament texts from the second century BCE to the first century CE and onwards. This point was made by Yamauchi (1978:154) when he observed, “It is striking that for the most part the Gnostics' knowledge or at least use of the Old Testament is limited.”[bookmark: filepos171088]cxlvii This then suggests that many early Gnostics had little exposure or interest to the books of the Old Testament. However this was clearly not the case in later times, as witnessed by the numerous Old Testament references in the fourth century CE Nag Hammadi texts.
 

There are numerous parallels between the Cosmic Shekinah and Sophia, due to their common roots in the Wisdom Goddess, hence “Sophia is joined in intimate union with God: she is his breath, emanation, reflection, image (Wisdom 7:25-26); the first of his creatures (Proverbs 8:22); his companion (Proverbs 8:30).”[bookmark: filepos171893]cxlviii
Additionally, the name Sophia is used in two different Gnostic strands to refer to the ‘greater’ and ‘lesser’ versions of the wisdom goddess, in the same way as the Cosmic or Heavenly (Greater) Shekinah and Earthly (Lesser) Shekinah. 
 

Rather than Sophia, the Sethians and Ophites used the name Barbelo (which may be derived from the Coptic berber meaning ‘boil over’, ‘seethe’ or ‘overflow’, hence ‘great overflower’) for the first emanation from the divine source. In their descriptions of Barbelo, she “is the universal womb, She before everything”,[bookmark: filepos172721]cxlix recalling the description of the Wisdom Goddess in Proverbs and the Shekinah in 3 Enoch. 
 

Another suggested meaning of Barbelo is that it may have been derived from B-arba-Eloh, meaning ‘In four is God’, a reference to the Tetragrammaton (‘fourfold word’, also known as the unpronounceable name of God). If this is the case it suggests an even stronger Jewish connection, as the Tetragrammaton is another name for Yahweh, the biblical husband of the Wisdom Goddess and then the Shekinah.[bookmark: filepos173435]cl
 

Conversely it has also been argued that Barbelo is of unknown meaning, and is derived from voces magicae (magical names) found in the Greek Magical Papyri, such as Barbarelōcha (PGM XII.157) and Berbelōch (PGM Va.1). This argument is supported by the numerous other names found in Gnostic texts which are derived from voces magicae.[bookmark: filepos173978]cli The name of Sophia’s son Ialdabaoth may also be derived from the voces magicae of the Greek Magical Papyri, with similar names such as Ialdazao (PGM IV.1195) and Aldabaeim occurring a number of times (PGM XIII.84, 153, 462, 596).
 

Barbelo is found in the higher or heavenly role in the Nag Hammadi texts, including the fourth century CE Apocalypse of Zostrianos. The Apocalypse of Zostrianos tells of the heavenly journey of the mystic Zostrianos, and includes his presentation to Barbelo by the female angel Yoel. The Apocalypse of Zostrianos, like some of the other Gnostic texts, shows clear derivation from earlier Merkavah texts which are full of Shekinah motifs, particularly the Book of 3 Enoch. The angel Yoel is an example of this, being one of the seventy names for the archangel Metatron, who is particularly associated with the Shekinah in Merkavah literature.
 

Another name for Barbelo which is found in some Gnostic texts is Ennoia (‘thought’, Greek). The emphasis on light and glory in association with Ennoia bring to mind the inherent connection between the Shekinah and light, and her alternative title of Kavod, meaning ‘glory’:
 

“His self-aware thought (ennoia) came into being.
 

Appearing to him in the effulgence of his light.
 

She stood before him
 

This, then, is the first of the powers, prior to everything.
 

Arising out of the mind of the Father
 

The Providence (pronoia) of everything.
 

Her light reflects His light.
 

She is from His image in His light
 

Perfect in power
 

Image of the invisible perfect Virgin Spirit. 

 

She is the initial power
 

glory of Barbelo
 

glorious among the realms
 

glory of revelation
 

She gave glory to the Virgin Spirit
 

She praised Him, For she arose from Him.
 


[This, the first Thought, is the Spirit’s image]
 

She is the universal womb
 

She is before everything”[bookmark: filepos177484]clii
 



 
 

The church father Iraneus (C2nd CE) in his anti-Gnostic text Against Heresies describes how, as Ennoia, Sophia also takes the role of mother to Jesus.[bookmark: filepos177905]cliii However, as with other anti-Gnostic texts, we have to treat the information carefully due to its hostile bias. 
 

The author G.R.S. Mead (1863-1933 CE) lists many of the names attributed to Sophia in the Gnostic texts, expressing many of her qualities. It is interesting to compare these and see which titles are shared with the Shekinah or describe her qualities, such as Daughter of Light, Eden, Paradise, All-Mother, Mother of the Living, Hidden Mother, the Power Above, and Holy Spirit:
 

“It is not surprising, then, that we should find the Sophia in her various aspects possessed of many names. Among these may be mentioned the Mother, or All-Mother; Mother of the Living, or Shirting Mother; the Power Above; the Holy Spirit; again, She of the Left-hand as opposed to the Christos, Him of the Right-hand; the Man-woman; Prouneikos or Lustful one; the Matrix; Paradise; Eden; Achamōth; the Virgin; Barbēlō; Daughter of Light; Merciful Mother; Consort of the Masculine One; Revelant of the Perfect Mysteries; Perfect Mercy; Revelant of the Mysteries of the whole Magnitude; Hidden Mother; She who knows the Mysteries of the Elect; the Holy Dove who has given birth to Twins; Ennœa; Ruler; and the Lost or Wandering Sheep, Helena, and many other names.”[bookmark: filepos179435]cliv
 

In one version of the Gnostic theology, it is Sophia who causes the earth to be, the ‘fall’, and the redemption of the earth. Sophia was viewed as the lower emanation, who caused the earth to be formed from her desire rather than following the divine plan. This equates to the Sephira of Malkuth in Kabbalah, which is the Earthly Shekinah.
 

Furthermore, Sophia’s light was then hidden in Adam and his offspring, paralleling the idea of the Shekinah being present within all of us as the higher soul (Neshamah), the scattered sparks of her divine light:
 

“And immediately Sophia stretched forth her finger and introduced Light into Matter, and she pursued it down to the region of Chaos.”[bookmark: filepos180455]clv
 

This idea of the light of the soul is seen in other Gnostic texts, for example in the Apocryphon of John we see that “Barbelo conceived and bore a spark of light”.[bookmark: filepos180823]clvi The light reference also recurs in the Manichean religion, which flourished in the Middle and Far East from the third-seventh century CE and beyond in some areas. Manichaeism is often likened to a branch of Gnosticism, and according to Saint Ephrem described the soul in terms of light as, “the refined soul which they say is the daughter of light.”[bookmark: filepos181300]clvii Manichean texts also referred to Sophia as “the Virgin of Light, the chief of all excellencies.”[bookmark: filepos181525]clviii
 

The Gnostic strand of Valentinism used the name Sophia for the higher or ‘greater’ heavenly manifestation, and Achamaoth (possibly derived from the Hebrew Chokmah, meaning ‘wisdom’) for the ‘lesser’ or earthly manifestation. Some Valentinian texts describe Achamaoth resisting the unfolding of the divine pattern of the aeons due to her overwhelming love of God and desire to remain close to him, resulting in the manifestation of the physical world. 
 

In the Valentinian strand Jesus redeems the earth rather than Sophia, and he and Achamaoth will eventually be bride and groom, mirroring the higher pairing of Sophia and God. The father and mother, daughter and son couples here clearly parallel the attributions of the letters of Tetragrammaton, and its Kabbalistic associations with the Shekinah as both mother and daughter.
 

In The First Apocalypse of James, Achamaoth is referred to as the daughter of Sophia, the lower emanation, but also as having no father. Through parthenogenesis Sophia created Achamaoth, the implication being that the lack of male balance caused her actions:
 

“But I shall call upon the imperishable knowledge, which is Sophia who is in the Father (and) who is the mother of Achamaoth. Achamaoth had no father nor male consort, but she is female from a female.”[bookmark: filepos183252]clix
 

A number of Gnostic texts describe Ialdabaoth, the son of Sophia, whom she produced in her desire to create from herself, for she “wanted to bring forth a likeness out of herself without the consent of the Spirit”.[bookmark: filepos183658]clx Other Gnostic texts describe the process with more emphasis on Sophia’s pre-eminence:
 

“Sophia, the Mother of the Universe and the consort, desired by herself to bring these to existence without her male (consort).”[bookmark: filepos184065]clxi
 

Ialdabaoth is described as the first of the seven archons (‘rulers’), who are the lowest emanation of the divine and are often considered demonic. Significantly Ialdabaoth is often described as leonine and lion-headed, recalling the earlier association between lions and the Sumerian goddess Inanna, the Canaanite goddess Asherah, and the Chaldean Hekate (who is named as one of the archons in Pistis Sophia).
 

All of these attributions and numerous other qualities of the Sophia and the Shekinah are found in the third-fourth century CE text of The Thunder, Perfect Mind, found amongst the Nag Hammadi texts. This text, which may date back as far as the first century BCE,[bookmark: filepos185016]clxii takes the form of strophes (parallel stanzas) where contradictory qualities are claimed. Although the female divinity is not named, it is clearly Sophia being referred to, as the list of qualities in this extract shows:
 

“I am the mother and the daughter.
 

I am the bride and the bridegroom,
 

and it is my husband who begot me. 

 

I am the silence that is incomprehensible
 

and the idea whose remembrance is frequent. 

 

I am the voice whose sound is manifold
 

and the word whose appearance is multiple. 

 

I am the utterance of my name.”[bookmark: filepos186243]clxiii
 



 
 

One of the most striking features of The Thunder, Perfect Mind is the references to Sophia as “the whore and the holy one”.[bookmark: filepos186657]clxiv This is a theme repeated in other Gnostic texts, such as The Second Treatise of the Great Seth, which states “our sister Sophia - she who is a whore”.[bookmark: filepos186943]clxv Sophia was also referred to with the epithet Prounikos (‘lustful’, Greek), becoming Sophia Prounikos, literally ‘Wisdom the lustful’ or ‘Wisdom the whore’. Rather than assuming this is a sexual interpretation, or an insult, a possible interpretation of Sophia’s lust could be the lust to create, which produces the material world, or Kabbalistic Malkuth. 
 

It has been suggested by some scholars that the descent of Sophia into matter, and by implication that of the Shekinah, are derived from the earlier Sumerian myth of the Descent of Inanna.[bookmark: filepos187705]clxvi If this is the case they have both changed considerably, though the planetary nature of the seven archons of Sophia, and the descent of the Shekinah through the seven planetary heavens to earth and her return to heaven can be seen as possible derivatives of Inanna’s descent through the seven gates of the underworld and back up again.
 

Another possible antecedent for the fall of Sophia is the fall of Eve in the Old Testament.[bookmark: filepos188325]clxvii When Eve eats the fruit of the Tree of Life (Genesis 3:6) she initiates the ‘Fall’ by gaining wisdom. One of the Nag Hammadi texts equates Eve with Zoe (‘life’, Greek), the daughter of Sophia, and retells Genesis with a radical twist.[bookmark: filepos188721]clxviii In this Gnostic version, the creation of the demiurge Ialdabaoth from Pistis Sophia is described, along with all the subsequent beings Ialdabaoth generates. Eve exists before Adam in this tale, and initiates him into wisdom through the consumption of the fruit of the Tree of Life, which she had entered, leaving her likeness with him. Eve as a more powerful being than Adam is also indicated in other texts, e.g. Adam saying to Seth, “with Eve, your mother, I went about with her in a glory which she had seen in the aeon from which we had come forth. She taught me a word of knowledge of the eternal God.”[bookmark: filepos189466]clxix
 

Another form of Sophia found in Gnostic texts is that of Edem in the second century BCE Book of Baruch. Edem is probably derived from the Hebrew Adamah, meaning ‘Earth’, and may also be drawn from Eden. With its early date the Book of Baruch significantly predates most other Gnostic texts by centuries. As such the flavour is more reminiscent of the Biblical Wisdom Goddess and the Shekinah, rather than of Sophia, e.g. the equation of the divine feminine to Israel. 
 

In the Book of Baruch, Edem and Elohim first create he earth and twenty-four angels (twelve each), and then humanity. The third angel created by Elohim was called Baruch (‘the Blessed One’) and associated with the Tree of Life, and the third angel created by Edem was called Naas (‘Snake’) and associated with the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. 
 

However Elohim ascends to the Higher God, who shows him the imperfection of his creation and keeps him in heaven. The rejected Edem then introduces various ills onto humanity in punishment (part two of the Book of Baruch). Significantly Edem “is earth; garden; Israel; creator of humans, beasts and the soul; and a symbol of Eve, who is her creation and double”.[bookmark: filepos191057]clxx The titles of Edem are reminiscent of the Shekinah as well as of Sophia, as is the serpentine connection mentioned in the description of Edem as “half virgin and half viper”.[bookmark: filepos191359]clxxi
 

As Marcovitch (1988:95) points out, the half human with a serpentine body is the shape of the Echidna in Greek mythology, recalling the Hellenistic influence which occurred in Gnosticism.[bookmark: filepos191731]clxxii This connection was claimed by Hippolytus in the second century CE in his Refutation of All Heresies. 
 

However another possible, and perhaps more likely, influence on the figure of Edem is that of the goddess Isis-Hermouthis, who was also depicted as a woman with a serpent’s body. Several temples were erected specifically to her during the Hellenistic period (323-146 BCE), and in four Greek hymns to Isis from this time “Hermouthis is equated with Isis and praised as goddess of fertility, as Panthea, as Bona Fortuna, as bearer of Maat, and as the unique one.”[bookmark: filepos192500]clxxiii This combination of qualities, particularly bearer of Ma’at and unique one, give strong support to Isis-Hermouthis as the origin of Edem’s form.
 

Hippolytus quoted the Gnostic Justinus in his Refutation of All Heresies, saying: 
 

"When therefore, you hear men asserting that the swan went in unto Leda and begat a child from her, know that the swan is Elohim and Leda, Edem. And when people allege that an eagle went in unto Ganymede, know that the eagle is Naas, and Ganymede, Adam."[bookmark: filepos193295]clxxiv
 

This interesting piece of symbolic explanation may, as King (1933:71) suggests, explain “the Coptic preoccupation with the theme of Leda and the Swan”.[bookmark: filepos193640]clxxv Of more interest though are the equation of Gnostic themes to classical Greek myth; and also the equation of the eagle and the snake, a theme which would be found in association with the elements in ceremonial magic in the last two centuries.
 

The Wedding Hymn of the Acts of Thomas (second century CE) demonstrates how some of Sophia’s motifs may have been derived from the Wisdom Goddess and/or Shekinah and may have been influenced by other goddesses. Marcovich (1981:156-73) argues convincingly for the Wedding Hymn being a Valentinian Gnostic text, but points out there are some puzzling discrepancies.[bookmark: filepos194453]clxxvi
 

An interesting reference in line 5, which reads “Truth rests upon her head”, strongly hints at the influence of the Egyptian Goddess Maat, with her feather of truth upon her head. 
 

Additionally the phrase “The Bride is the Daughter of Light” (line 1) hints at a possible Manichean influence, as this is one of the common titles of the divine feminine in Manichaeism. 
 

There are numerous elements in the text which point to the influence of the Wisdom of Solomon, and intriguingly some which hint at a Kabbalistic influence. Thus we see reference to “Thirty-two are they who sing praises in her” (line 7), which suggests the thirty-two paths of the Tree of Life, and also the line from Sepher Yetzirah, “With thirty-two mystical paths of wisdom engraved Yah”.[bookmark: filepos195594]clxxvii This Kabbalistic attribution is substantiated a few lines later with the line “Her ten fingers open the gates of the city” (line 11), a clear allusion to the ten Sephiroth of the Tree of Life, which were often likened to fingers, with the gate of the city being the pathway to God. 
 

The line “On the crown of her head sits the King, feeding with his ambrosia those who sit beneath him” (line 4) also suggests the Kabbalah, as the highest Sephira of the Tree of Life is Kether – the crown. The idea that the king is feeding those beneath with his ambrosia is similar to the idea of the other Sephiroth being fed with the divine emanations from Kether.[bookmark: filepos196454]clxxviii
 

This interesting set of symbols and motifs is particularly significant when we consider the absence of Kabbalistic texts, with the exception of the Sepher Yetzirah until the Medieval period, and argues for the influence of either oral Kabbalistic teachings or (more likely) the Sepher Yetzirah on some areas of Gnosticism.
 

The unnamed divine feminine in the fourth century CE Trimorphic Protennoia is clearly Sophia, and the wide-ranging descriptions in this text are similar in some respects to the scope of the text Thunder, Perfect Mind, in that they could equally be describing the Shekinah:
 

“I am Protennoia, the Thought that dwells in the Light. I am the movement that dwells in the All, she in whom the All takes its stand, the first-born among those who came to be, she who exists before the All. She (Protennoia) is called by three names, although she dwells alone, since she is perfect. I am invisible within the Thought of the Invisible One. I am revealed in the immeasurable, ineffable (things). I am incomprehensible, dwelling in the incomprehensible. I move in every creature.”[bookmark: filepos197902]clxxix
 

A more recent perception of Sophia which also draws on the Shekinah was expressed by the nineteenth century Russian theologian Vladimir Solov’ev. In his writings he identified Sophia as the partner of God the logos, calling her “The body of God, she is also the soul of the world, the incarnated divine idea.”[bookmark: filepos198407]clxxx
That Solov’ev was drawing on the early portrayals of the Shekinah in his more Gnostic use of the term Sophia, is seen in his reference to sources such as the Biblical book of Proverbs and the Wisdom of Solomon.[bookmark: filepos198758]clxxxi It is also seen when he writes on the Shekinah, calling her “the divine power and glory”.[bookmark: filepos198977]clxxxii
 

Rather than one coming from the other, it seems more likely that the Shekinah and Sophia are different embodiments of the Wisdom Goddess arising from the same sources acted upon by different influences. In the case of the Shekinah these influences include the Canaanite, Egyptian, and Sumerian/Babylonian cultures, with Sophia being more heavily influenced by Hellenic, Jewish and Christian cultures. 
 

In this Sophia may be seen as being the more derivative from the other, as the Jewish culture which produced the Shekinah also influenced the development of Sophia. Both the Shekinah and Sophia influenced the development of Christian literature, as we shall see in the following chapter The Christian and Islamic Goddess.
 

The Christian & Islamic Goddess
 

In addition to being influenced by her antecedents and contemporaries, the Shekinah also produced and influenced later derivative manifestations of the divine feminine wisdom. These include the Holy Spirit and Virgin Mary of Christianity; and Sakina in Islam, each of which show clear associations to the Shekinah and who assimilated at least some of her characteristics. 
 

Holy Spirit
 

The translation of Shekinah into the Holy Spirit is beautifully illustrated in a hymn written by the fourth century CE theologian Ephrem the Syrian (Saint Ephrem, 306-373 CE). In his hymn 11, he wrote:
 

“Give thanks, 

 

O Daughter whose crowns are two!
 

Thy temples and thy children rejoice.
 

For see, 

 

the hallowing of thy temples in worship,
 

And the hallowing of thy children by anointing!
 

Blessed art thou, 

 

for at once there began in thee
 

The Shekinah for thy inhabitants;
 

The Spirit descended on thy children.”
 

It was not only Christian writers who made this connection between the Holy Spirit and the Shekinah, with the Jewish Kabbalist Judah ben Barzillai in the twelfth century CE observing, “He created as the first of all of His creations the holy spirit, which is also called the Glory of our God ... and the sages call this great light Shekinah.”[bookmark: filepos202333]clxxxiii
 

The German Abbess Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179 CE), also known as the Sibyl of the Rhine, writing on The Holy Spirit as Caritas (grace) described it in a way which is clearly reminicent of both the Wisdom Goddess and the Shekinah. This is perhaps not so surprising when the prevalent influence of wisdom texts like the Wisdom of Solomon, Proverbs and Jesus Sirach in medieval theology is taken into consideration:
 

“I flame above the beauty of the fields to signify the earth -- the matter from which humanity was made. I shine in the waters to indicate the soul, for, as water suffuses the whole earth, the soul pervades the whole body. I burn in the sun and the moon to denote Wisdom, and the stars are the innumerable words of Wisdom.”[bookmark: filepos203363]clxxxiv
 

Hildegard von Bingen was very emphatic in the way she described the Holy Spirit, and there are clear similarities between the way in which she viewed the Holy Spirit and descriptions of the Shekinah, Sophia and other wisdom goddesses. In her work The Holy Spirit as Wisdom: Scientia Dei (Knowledge of God) she emphasises concepts such as divine wisdom, omnipotence in both heaven and earth, radiance, brightness and splendour, which are all familiar concepts associated with the Shekinah. 
 

“She is Divine Wisdom. She watches over all people and all things in heaven and on earth, being of such radiance and brightness that, for the measureless splendour that shines in Her, you cannot gaze on Her face or on the garments She wears. For She is awesome in terror as the Thunderer's lightening, and gentle in goodness as the sunshine. Hence, in Her terror and Her gentleness, She is incomprehensible to mortals, because of the dread radiance of divinity in Her face and the brightness that dwells in Her as the robe of Her beauty. She is like the Sun, which none can contemplate in its blazing face or in the glorious garment of its rays. For She is with all and in all, and of beauty so great in Her mystery that no one could know how sweetly She bears with people, and with what unfathomable mercy She spares them.”[bookmark: filepos204943]clxxxv
 

Virgin Mary
 

The role of the Virgin Mary is one which has caused a huge amount of division within Christianity over the centuries. Early Eastern Christianity was quick to venerate the Virgin Mary, and this was already established by the fifth century CE at the council of Ephesus (431 CE). 
 

One of the Church fathers, Saint Cyril of Alexandria set the template for the association between the god-bearing Mary and the divine wisdom which would be called Shekinah or Sophia. Though his description of Mary could grace many of the goddesses of the ancient world, it is particularly reminiscent of the Shekinah and the Gnostic Sophia as the redemptrix:
 

“Through her heaven rejoices; through her angels and archangels are pleased; through her demons are chased away; through her the devil, the tempter, fell from heaven; through her the whole of creation will be taken up into heaven; through her the whole of creation, which was caught up in idolatry, came to recognise the truth.”[bookmark: filepos206310]clxxxvi
 

The relationship between the divine feminine wisdom and the Virgin Mary is further emphasised in the Gnostic text Pistis Sophia (probably written during the late third century CE). This text describes Jesus as saying to his mother Mary:
 

“They shall proclaim thee blessed from one end of the earth to the other; for the pledge of the First Mystery hath taken up its abode with thee, and through that pledge shall all from the earth and all from the height be saved, and that pledge is the beginning and the end.”[bookmark: filepos207080]clxxxvii
 

A sixth century text pseudoepigraphically attributed to bishop Melito of Saris went even further in making the direct link between Mary and the Shekinah through the titles given to her by Jesus when he resurrects Mary, calling her “my dove, tent of glory, vessel of life, heavenly temple.”[bookmark: filepos207572]clxxxviii The dove reference is particularly interesting when considering the dove as a symbol of the Holy Spirit at the baptism of Jesus. The tent of glory and heavenly temple are both clear Shekinah references. 
 

The Gnostics called on Mary at times, and one example of a phylactery (amulet tied to the arm) to protect from demons in Oriental MS 5987 goes so far as to have the speaker identifying with Mary. This would therefore seem to be a more cosmic Mary drawing on the Sophia/Shekinah:
 

“For I am Mary, who is hidden in the appearance of Miriam. I am the mother who has given birth to the true light.”[bookmark: filepos208439]clxxxix
 

The veneration of the Virgin Mary is clearly seen in the sixth century Akathist Hymn to the Theotokos, which is still used today. The titles and descriptions given to Mary are so clearly duplicating earlier attributions to the Shekinah and her antecedents that they are worth mentioning to demonstrate their scope. 
 



 
 

They include:
 

 -the King's throne

 

 -Star revealing the Sun, through whom creation is renewed, 

 

 -heavenly Ladder, by which God descended, 

 

 -Bridge leading those from earth to Heaven, 

 

 -knowledge superseding the wise, 

 

 -you through whom we are clothed with glory, 

 

 -Tree of delectable Fruit that nourishes the faithful, 

 

 -well-shaded Tree under which many find shelter,

 

 -she kindles the celestial Light and leads all to divine knowledge,

 

 -she illuminates our minds with radiance,

 

 -Ark made golden by the Spirit.

 

This veneration of Mary as the principle of wisdom and/or bride of God became more pronounced in the Western Church from the eleventh to twelfth century CE through the work of individuals such as Peter Damian, Herman of Tournay (who went as far as calling Mary the bridegroom of God), Bernard of Clairvaux (who equated Mary to the woman clothed with the Sun), Godfrey of Admont, Hildegard von Bingen and Peter of Blois (who called Mary the Queen of Heaven and Rose of Sharon).
 

The view was propagated by some writers like Hildegard von Bingen that effectively Mary was the new Eve, repairing the damage caused by the original sin. In this Mary’s existence became merged with the Shekinah, and she was given a predicted role before creation, as “the shining white lily on which God gazed before all creation.”[bookmark: filepos211747]cxc


 

Sakina
 

In Islam the Shekinah is known as Sakina, and the importance of the Sakina (derived from the word Shekinah and meaning ‘peace’ or ‘tranquillity’, with a secondary meaning which mirrors the Hebrew of ‘to abide or inhabit’) should not be underestimated. 
 

In the stories of the founding of Mecca, the patriarch Abraham was guided on his journey by the Shekinah, who directed him where to build. Significantly the Shekinah was said to have marked the spot for Abraham by curling up like a serpent.[bookmark: filepos212610]cxci The serpent imagery here is reminiscent of the Egyptian Goddess Qudshu, the Gnostic Edem as well as the serpent of wisdom or temptation in the Garden of Eden.
 

The term Sakina and its derivatives are used a number of times in the Qur’an (16:80, 48:4, 48:18, 48:26), and significantly even in connection with tree symbolism:
 

"Allah's Good Pleasure was on the Believers when they swore Fealty to thee under the Tree: He knew what was in their hearts, and He sent down Sakina [tranquillity] to them; and He rewarded them with a speedy Victory;"[bookmark: filepos213423]cxcii
 

The presence of the Sakina as a source of inspiration is emphasised in the Qur’an, with a slightly different derivative focus:
 

“He it is Who sent down the Sakina into the hearts of the believers that they might add faith unto their faith”[bookmark: filepos213927]cxciii
 

The tangible presence of the Shekinah is also something found in common between Christianity and Islam, as illustrated by Sufi biographies, where the enveloping radiance of the Sakina is equated to the halo of Christian saints. Thus we see in the tales of Rabi’a, the female Muslim mystic, that “While she was still praying, he saw a lamp above her head, suspended without a chain, and the whole house was illuminated by the rays from that light.”[bookmark: filepos214570]cxciv
 

Flashes of light were also seen as being indicative of angelic visitation in the sanctuary of a temple in the process of achieving Sakina. Thus “when the presence of these lights is prolonged – when they become permanently present – the state attained is designated by Suhravardī as Sakīnah. This word is precisely the equivalent of the Hebrew Shekinah: the mysterious divine presence in the Holy of Holies in the Temple of Solomon.”[bookmark: filepos215211]cxcv
 

It is clear that there was direct influence from the Shekinah into Christianity and Islam, with motifs and titles being assimilated into figures such as the Holy Spirit, the Virgin Mary and the Sakina. Even if this link is not often acknowledged, it is one which we have clearly demonstrated and cannot be ignored.
 

Parallel Wisdom
 

As well as the goddesses who directly influenced the development of the Shekinah, or who were directly influenced by her, there are also several other goddesses who seem to exhibit similar characteristics and roles. In this section we will consider some of these goddesses, in particular those who share the role of wisdom goddess and goddess of souls with the Shekinah. We are not suggesting that there are any direct connection between the goddesses in this section and the Shekinah, but rather that it is interesting to note the similarities between these goddesses and the Shekinah. 
 

Hekate
 

Hekate was worshipped from at least around the eighth century BCE when her name is first found in ancient Greek literature in the Theogony of Hesiod. Although her origins are uncertain, her worship would continue through the Roman and Byzantine empires for many centuries through into the Dark Ages. This ancient goddess was viewed, like the Shekinah, as both the world soul and the source of souls. 
 

In the Chaldean Oracles (second century CE), Hekate is clearly described in terms which mirror those of the Shekinah and Yahweh, as bestower of divine wisdom from the Greek god Zeus as the all-father. 
 

Furthermore, like the Shekinah she has a strong connection with angels, indeed she is the “source of angels, demons, souls and natures.”[bookmark: filepos217494]cxcvi The Chaldean Oracles describes Hekate as ruling over three orders of angels called the Iynges (‘Wrynecks’, after the bird), Synocheis (‘Connectors’) and Teletarchai (‘Rulers’). The Greek Magical Papyri also mention the connection between Hekate and angels, in the Lunar Spell of Claudianus where Hekate-Selene is asked to “send forth your angel from among those who assist you”.[bookmark: filepos218055]cxcvii
 

There is reference to heavenly and earthly forms of Hekate, again paralleling the Shekinah. The lower earthly aspect of Hekate, called Physis (‘Nature’, Greek) is described in the Chaldean Oracles thus, “From the back of the Goddess is suspended boundless Nature”.[bookmark: filepos218533]cxcviii However, to the Theurgists, like the Gnostics, the earthly was not to be sought, hence the Oracles warned “Invoke not the actually visible image of Nature” and “Gaze not upon Nature, for Her name is Fate”.[bookmark: filepos218887]cxcix
 

Hekate may also be seen as a wisdom goddess, this being emphasised in the Chaldean Oracles where it records that “Amongst the Immortal Gods Hekate has never said to the wise spokesmen of the Gods anything vain or unfulfilled ... She is always irradiated by Truth.”[bookmark: filepos219353]cc
 

The Gnostics however did not view Hekate as a wisdom goddess, but instead named her as one of the five rulers or archons, which may be seen as part of the process of demonising the older deities. It is interesting to note that the Gnostics referred specifically to Hekate Triformis, as many of the references to her in this form, such as the Greek Magical Papyri, describe her with animal heads.
 

"The third order is called Triple-faced Hekatē, and there are under her authority seven-and-twenty [arch]demons, and it is they which enter into men and seduce them to perjuries and lies and to covet that which doth not belong to them.”[bookmark: filepos220245]cci
 

A parallel does exist from Hekate to the Gnostics, in the fourth century CE Gnostic text Trimorphic Protennoia, with some of the phrases found within that text recalling the qualities of Chaldean Hekate:
 

“I am the movement that dwells in the All, she in whom the All takes its stand, the first-born among those who came to be, she who exists before the All. She is called by three names, although she dwells alone, since she is perfect.”[bookmark: filepos220937]ccii
 

Another similarity between the Chaldean Hekate and the Shekinah can be found in references to her fiery splendour, described in her visible manifestations. Thus her appearance “when you see the formless and very holy fire radiantly leaping up throughout the depths of the whole world: hear the Voice of Fire”.[bookmark: filepos221438]cciii
 

One of the theories regarding the origin of the Goddess Hekate, is that she may derive from the Minoan Serpent Goddess.[bookmark: filepos221741]cciv This is an interesting parallel when we consider the possible associations already discussed between the Minoan Snake Goddess and the goddesses Asherah and Qudshu.
 

Metis
 

Metis (‘Wise Counsel’) was a Titan wisdom goddess, the daughter of the goddess Tethys and the god Oceanus. She was the first wife of the Olympian sky god Zeus, who advised him and had the ability to shapeshift into any form. After hearing a prophecy that his children by Metis would supersede him, Zeus tricked Metis into assuming the form of a fly and swallowed her to prevent her from having children. 
 

Faraone and Teeter (2004) have suggested quite convincingly that Metis was derived from the Egyptian goddess Ma’at.[bookmark: filepos222766]ccv Both goddesses represent abstracts (wisdom, truth, kingship) required by the ruling male gods. The association with kingship is well documented in the case of Ma’at, and in addition to the references in Hesiod’s Theogony, a reference in the fifth century BCE Derweni Papyrus attributes ‘kingly office’ to Metis.
 

After the consumption of Metis, Zeus subsequently gave birth to Athena, the goddess of wisdom who sprang forth fully formed from his head. In response to this his jealous wife Hera mimicked him and brought forth Typhon, a monstrous storm-giant. Typhon was cast into the hell of Tartarus by Zeus. This pattern is repeated in the Ophian and Sethite strands of Gnosticism, told in the Hypostasis of the Archons, with Sophia being jealous of God’s ability to create from himself, and producing the monstrous demiurge Ialdabaoth, who was also cast down.[bookmark: filepos223846]ccvi
 

Shakti
 

In parallel with the Shekinah and her earlier manifestations, there was another goddess being worshipped in another part of the world who manifested through many forms, the Indian Shakti (or Śakti). Shakti means ‘power’ or ‘energy’, and she is viewed as the cosmic power or energy which creates change. 
 

Significantly, Shakti is “treated both as a goddess and a philosophical category”,[bookmark: filepos224595]ccvii paralleling the way the Shekinah is often perceived. However unlike the Shekinah, Shakti is perceived as being the essence of every goddess.
 

Like the Shekinah, she has a cosmic or Heavenly manifestation, and also an Earthly manifestation within everyone, as the kundalini, or serpent fire power. This is described as a sleeping serpent coiled three and a half times at the base of the spine. Through spiritual discipline and activity, the kundalini (divine feminine within) can be awoken, and journey up the spine, piercing the six energy centres (called chakras, meaning ‘wheels’) which are situated there until she reaches the crown, where the seventh major chakra is positioned. Here she unites with the sleeping Shiva (divine masculine within), creating bliss through their union, which is said to manifest as a divine flow of water back down to the base of the spine. 
 



Part 4
 


Behold, 


 


She is the Tree of Life

 



THE TREE OF LIFE
 

“Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but a desire fulfilled is a tree of life.”
 


~ Proverbs 13:12, C3rd BCE
 

The Kabbalah is a Jewish system of magical philosophy and spiritual practice which syncretised components of Gnosticism, Neo-Platonism, and early Jewish mysticism (Merkavah mysticism) with aspects of ancient Sumerian and Egyptian cosmologies. These diverse sources all came together in tenth-fourteenth century Europe, although their origins were considerably older. 
 

Due to its early oral origins, the first appearance of the Kabbalah cannot be specifically dated. Considering the word Kabbalah means ‘received wisdom’, this oral beginning is entirely appropriate. The Sepher Yetzirah (Book of Formation), one of the key texts on which Kabbalistic philosophy is based, is usually regarded as being dated to the second-third century CE.[bookmark: filepos227279]ccviii
 

However, the first known written reference to the ten Sephiroth, which are key to the Kabbalah, has been dated to around 70 CE in the early Haggigah material which contributed to the Talmud (Rabbinical religious, legal and ethical lore), where some of the Sephirothic names were recorded: 
 

"Ten agencies through which God created the world, vis, wisdom, insight, cognition, strength, power, inexorableness, justice, right, lore, mercy."[bookmark: filepos227996]ccix
 

It is interesting to see that the first of the names mentioned is wisdom, hinting at the pre-eminence of wisdom (and hence the Shekinah) even at this time. Although the Kabbalah as a named system would not emerge for many centuries after the Haggigah, its development can be seen as expressing the manifestation of the wisdom of the Shekinah.
 

The philosophies and practices of the original Jewish Kabbalah, including the Shekinah, have blown like seeds and blossomed in a wide range of magical and spiritual traditions. Thus some of the concepts and symbols of the Shekinah and the Kabbalah may be found in alchemy, Hermeticism, mystical Christianity, Freemasonry, Rosicrucianism, the grimoires, modern Pagan traditions and all their many derivatives, as well as the traditions of the magical Qabalah and Christian Cabalah which derived from the Kabbalah.
 

The study and practise of the Qabalah has largely become focused around the glyph known as Otz Chiim – the ‘Tree of Life’. The image of the Qabalistic Tree of Life comprises the ten Sephiroth (‘emanations’), represented by circles, which are connected by twenty-two horizontal, vertical and diagonal paths. This glyph connects ten, (the number base used my most cultures), with twenty-two, the number of letters in the Hebrew alphabet. The twenty-two also combines the three elements (air, fire and water, without earth which is taken as implicit), the seven classical planets, and the twelve zodiacal signs.
 

The Qabalah is largely based around the process of manifestation and realisation. Manifestation occurs down the Tree of Life, from the most subtle and intangible forces of the pure divine energy to the physical realm. Realisation occurs up the Tree of Life, with insights gained through the unification of the self by journeying towards the divine source. The Shekinah is present at both ends of the Tree of Life, and is inherent to both processes. She is not only the divine wisdom and source of souls which engenders and inspires, but also the tangible presence of the anima mundi.
 

The first known depiction of the Tree of Life comes from 1516 CE, on the cover of the book Portae Lucis (‘Gates of Light’) by Paul Riccius, a Jew who converted to Christianity. This book contained Latin translations of the Hebrew work Shaare Orah (which also means Gates of Light) by Rabbi Joseph Gikatilla (1248-1323 CE). The cover is one of the most famous Qabalistic images, showing an old man holding a Tree of Life. 
 

The pattern of the paths of the Tree of Life has varied over the centuries, resulting in different versions being used by Jewish Kabbalists and non-Jewish Cabalists and Qabalists. Likewise the attributions of some symbols like parts of the physical human body have also changed over the centuries. 
 

Of course the tree of life was the sacred symbol of the goddess Asherah, and carved trees or poles to her were placed next to altars to represent the divine polarity of goddess and god, with the altar being to the god who was her consort at the time. This depended on who the dominant god in the area was, and which culture was in power. The tree of life of Asherah may have been the precursor of the Qabalistic Tree of Life, as the menorah candlestick which can be seen as a Kabbalistic prototype may have originally been a stylised version of the Tree of Life in nature.
 

The idea of a Sacred Tree, or World Tree, i.e. Tree of Life, was found in religion and artwork with appropriate cultural depictions throughout the ancient world. The Sacred Tree is seen in ancient Mesopotamia/Sumer by the fourth millennium BCE, and by the second millennium BCE it occurred in ancient Egypt, Greece and the Harappan Culture of the Indus Valley, which would give rise to the Indian gods. The Tree of Life was often associated with goddesses, such as the Sumerian Inanna, the Egyptian Hathor, and the Canaanite Asherah and would subsequently find expression in later religions and spiritualities such as Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, Judaism and Kabbalah, and even the Norse world tree Yggdrasil, and the world tree found in many indigenous cultures.
 

The Qabalistic Tree of Life is often described as an apple tree (or pomegranate or other fruit tree), with the Sephiroth representing the apples (or other fruit). In fact the ten Sephiroth (‘emanations’) are seen as representing the stages of manifestation of the divine creative essence, from its first undivided presence to its physical expression as the planet Earth.
 

The ten Sephiroth all correspond to a vast range of symbols, from colours to numbers, from planets to plants, from scents to crystals to parts of the human body. Because of these symbolic associations, the Qabalistic Tree of Life is used as a tool for cross-referencing myths, pantheons, cosmologies and philosophies. 
 

The Four Worlds of the Tree of Life
 

The Tree of Life is described as manifesting through Four Worlds, called Atziluth (the Archetypal World), Briah (the Creative World), Yetzirah (the Formative World) and Assiah (the Making World). These Worlds take their name from a verse in Isaiah which reads, “Everyone who is called by my name [Atziluth], whom I created [Briah] for my glory, whom I formed [Yetzirah] and made [Assiah].”[bookmark: filepos234268]ccx It is also interesting to note the word Kavod (‘glory’) in this sentence, bringing in the influence of the Shekinah, as Kavod is another word used for her.
 

The Worlds represent the process of manifestation from idea or concept to physical reality. On one level, each Sephira is said to exist in all Four Worlds, which correspond to its Divine Name, archangel, order of angels and heaven, representing different levels of manifestation of the creative essence. Yet on another level the Four Worlds divide the Sephiroth into triads down the Tree of Life based on the principle of force and form balanced in action or repose, with each World containing three of the Sephiroth (with the fourth World only containing the final Sephiroth of Malkuth, which equates to the Earthly Shekinah).
 

The divine name represents the pure creative essence or divine impulse of a Sephira, the archangel is the lens through which that energy is focused and directed, the order of angels are the forces which enact the manifestation of the divine energy, and the heaven is the receptacle of the divine energy. Thus each of these manifestations represents the creative divine essence at a different level.
 

The direction of travel through the Worlds of the Tree of Life determines the nature of the result. Divine energy manifests down the Tree and understanding and wisdom are realised through experience moving up the Tree. 
 

 



 
 

The Shekinah in Qabalistic Symbolism
 

Within the divine fourfold name of Tetragrammaton (IHVH - Yod-Heh-Vav-Heh, pronounced Yahweh or Yahveh) we see the feminine influence of the Shekinah being expressed first as the mother who is the Understanding of Binah (the first Heh) and then through physical manifestation as the daughter of Malkuth (the final Heh). Heh is sometimes used as a symbol for the united soul, having the numeration of five, which is also the number of parts of the soul.
 

The energy of Creation that is the initial manifestation of the Greater Shekinah, i.e. the World of Briah containing Binah (Understanding), is manifested in Malkuth through the daughter as the World of Assiah, or Making, also known as the Lesser or Exiled Shekinah. Malkuth represents the making of the creative ideas, the reification of the generative principle in nature; hence nature, the Earth and indeed the Garden of Eden are all referred to as feminine in Qabalah. 
 

The classic medieval Kabbalistic text, the Bahir contains many references to the daughter, matron, princess or wife in tales, and these usually refer to the Shekinah through symbolic comparisons or parables. One parable describes how the whole Tree of Life embodies the Shekinah, and how she is the path to divine union (note the thirty-two paths indicating this connection):
 

“These are the 32 paths. This is like a king who was in the innermost chamber of his palace, and the number of room was 32, and there was a path to every chamber. Did it suit the king to allow everyone to enter his chambers by these paths? No! But did it suit him not to display openly his pearls and hidden treasures, jewelled settings and beautiful things at all? No! What did the king do? He took his daughter and concentrated all paths in her and in her garments, and whoever wishes to enter the interior must look this way at her.”[bookmark: filepos238422]ccxi
 

A version of the Book of 3 Enoch hints at the association between the Shekinah and the Tree of Life. The nine different gates mentioned could imply the Sephiroth of the Tree of Life, with God being the first Sephira, Kether. In his description, Enoch says:
 

“After one hour the Holy One, blessed be He, opened to me the gates of Shekinah, gates of wisdom, gates of peace, gates of strength, gates of might, gates of speech, gates of song, gates of Qedushah [prayer], gates of chant.”[bookmark: filepos239160]ccxii
 

The most blatant Biblical reference to the proto-Shekinah may be found as the Wisdom Goddess in the third century BCE Book of Proverbs, 8:1-12. This book is one of the great pieces of wisdom literature on the divine feminine, with astonishingly clear content and despite its pre-Kabbalistic date it contains a very strong flavour of Kabbalistic symbolism. The wording is very reminiscent of the philosophy associated with the Egyptian goddess of truth and balance, Ma’at, discussed earlier as a predecessor of some of the concepts expressed by the Shekinah in the Kabbalah.
 

“1. Does not wisdom call, and does not understanding raise her voice?
 

2. On the heights, beside the way, at the crossroads she takes her stand;
 

3. Beside the gates in front of the town, at the entrance of the portals she cries out:
 

4. ‘To you, O people, I call, and my cry is to all that live.
 

5. O simple ones, learn prudence; acquire intelligence, you who lack it.
 

6. Hear, for I will speak noble things, and from my lips will come what is right;
 

7. for my mouth will utter truth; wickedness is an abomination to my lips.
 

8. All the words of my mouth are righteous; there is nothing twisted or crooked in them.
 

9. They are all straight to one who understands and right to those who find knowledge.
 

10. Take my instruction instead of silver, and knowledge rather than choice gold;
 

11. for wisdom is better than jewels, and all that you may desire cannot compare with her.
 

12. I, wisdom, live with prudence, and I attain knowledge and discretion.”
 

This chapter goes on to describe how the Wisdom Goddess existed before creation (Proverbs 8:22-31), being the first act of the divine impulse. The next chapter, Proverbs 9, begins with a verse which alludes to the doctrine of the Seven Palaces, referring to seven pillars, corresponding to the seven classical planets and the seven lower Sephiroth on the Tree of Life.
 

“Wisdom has built her house, she has hewn her seven pillars …”[bookmark: filepos242350]ccxiii
 

The seven pillars correspond to the seven palaces or lower Sephiroth traversed by the Merkavah rider in his quest for the glory of the divine presence in Merkavah Mysticism. 
 

As well as the Shekinah sitting radiating glory on a throne, there are also numerous descriptions in Merkavah Mysticism of her splendour and glory shining on the faces of some of the highest angels, and being too bright for other angels to look at, emphasising her holiness. This theme was developed by early Kabbalists like Judah ben Barzillai (eleventh century CE) who emphasised that the Shekinah was the great light of God’s glory. 
 

The word kavod (‘glory’, KBD) is often equated with the Shekinah, so when it occurs, substituting the word Shekinah gives a range of appropriate symbols and philosophies being expressed. E.g. “The whole world is full of his glory”[bookmark: filepos243538]ccxiv is describing the common theme of the universality of the Shekinah as the world soul. The precedent for this is seen in some Jewish texts which interpreted biblical verses as portrayals of the Shekinah. Thus the Abot de R. Nathan interprets the phrase “and the earth shone with His glory”[bookmark: filepos243955]ccxv as “This is the face of Shekinah”.
 

The literature of Merkavah mysticism also reveals similar themes, describing God and the Shekinah as “He who is exalted with chains of crowns, encircled by branches of brilliance, Who covers the heavens with the branch of his Glory [i.e. Shekinah].”[bookmark: filepos244444]ccxvi
 

That the numbers attributed to the letters in Kavod (KBVD) should add to thirty-two, the same as the numeration for Lev (‘heart’, LB), and the number of paths on the Tree of Life, is a central theme in Kabbalah and its derivatives of Qabalah and Cabalah.
 

The Sephiroth
 

In the Zohar, symbolic reference is made to the Tree of Life as the Shekinah, with the words:
 

“There are ten curtains, which are ten expanses. And who are they? The curtains of the Dwelling, which are ten and are susceptible to knowing by the wise of heart.”[bookmark: filepos245395]ccxvii
 

This passage is describing the ten Sephiroth (as curtains or expanses), which comprise the Shekinah as the Tree of Life (Dwelling). The wise of heart hints at both the Shekinah (wisdom) and also the Tree of Life itself, as the numbers attributed to the letters of heart (Lev) adds up to thirty-two, the number of paths and Sephiroth of the Tree of Life. To explore the Tree of Life in association with the Shekinah, we need to consider each of the Sephiroth in turn.
 

Kether
 

Kether (‘Crown’) is the first Sephira on the Tree of Life, and represents the divine essence in its first manifestation from the unmanifest and limitless veils of negativity. It is attributed to the first swirlings (Rashith haGilgalim) of creation, hence it has the divine name of Eheieh (AHIH), meaning ‘I Am’, representing the self awareness of the primordial divinity. 
 

Another divine name attributed to Kether is Elion (‘Most High’), which is derived from the Phoenician creator god Elioun or Elyon. The Greek version of this name is Hypsistos, which subsequently manifested as Theos Hypsistos (‘Highest God’), whose cult spread amongst Jews, Christians and Pagans around the Mediterranean during the second century BCE and persisted for several centuries. This cult may well have been a significant influence on the development of the early Kabbalah or even on some Gnostic ideas, as hinted at by the following oracular inscription (dated to the second century BCE) found at Oenoanda in Northern Lycia (modern Turkey):
 

“Born of itself, untaught, without a mother, unshakeable, not contained in a name, known by many names, dwelling in fire, this is god. We, his angels, are a small part of god.”[bookmark: filepos247576]ccxviii
 

Kether is considered unknowable, and hence the attribution of the archangel Metatron (‘He who serves behind the Throne’) as the voice of the unknowable God here. Metatron is particularly associated with the Heavenly Shekinah as her agent, giving an example of the connection between the divine source and divine wisdom. The order of angels called Holy Living Creatures (Chaioth HaQadosh) are attributed to Kether.
 

Chokmah
 

Chokmah (‘Wisdom’) is the second Sephira on the Tree of Life, and represents the zodiac (Masloth), the stars which form the outer limits of our perception of the universe. It has the divine name of Yah (IH) attributed to it, which is comprised of the masculine letter Yod and feminine letter Heh. These letters combine to form the first half of Tetragrammaton (IHVH), and are known as the Inner Chamber, representing as they do the implied hieros gamos (divine marriage). 
 

Chokmah emphasises the dual nature of wisdom, for although it is considered at times to represent the divine masculine, and heads the White Masculine Pillar of Mercy on the Tree of Life, it can also be feminine, and represent the wisdom of the Heavenly Shekinah, seen in the stars of the night sky. Raziel (‘Herald of God’), the archangel of wisdom, is appropriately attributed here, and the order of angels is the Wheels (‘Ophanim’).
 

Binah
 

Binah (‘Understanding’) is the third Sephira on the Tree of Life, and represents the planet Saturn (Shabathai), the outermost of the seven classical planets. It has the divine name of Yahweh (IHVH) attributed to it, the Tetragrammaton which is a central part of the Qabalah, and emphasises the importance of this Sephira. Yahweh was originally a Canaanite god, like El, who became incorporated into the Qabalah and became the god of Judaism and the Old Testament.
 

Binah is particularly associated with the Heavenly or Greater Shekinah, and is at the top of the Black or Feminine Pillar of Severity on the Tree of Life. The order of angels is the Aralim (‘Strong and Mighty Ones’), and they are ruled by the archangel Zaphkiel (‘Beholder of God’). The presence of the Shekinah (divine wisdom) here is indicated in the Thirty-Two Paths of Wisdom, in the words:
 

“The Third Intelligence is called the Sanctifying Intelligence, the Foundation of Primordial Wisdom.”[bookmark: filepos250646]ccxix
 

There is a strong relationship between the tenth Sephira of Malkuth as the physical realm of the elements, with Binah, the Sephira which represents the beginnings of form. When Malkuth is described as “sitting on the Throne of Binah”,[bookmark: filepos251073]ccxx it highlights this relationship. The Throne is a title of Binah, and demonstrates the power of Saturn as the highest manifestation of the element of Earth to give solidity and form. It also emphasises the divine vision of Ezekiel of the throne of God, and hints at the Egyptian goddess Isis, whose name means Throne, and who shares many qualities with Binah.
 

Daath
 

Daath (‘Knowledge’) is a paradox, being a Sephira that isn’t. The Kabbalistic texts are very clear about there being ten Sephiroth, “ten and not nine, ten and not eleven”,[bookmark: filepos251889]ccxxi states the Sepher Yetzirah. Yet Daath plays a significant role on the Tree of Life, being the gateway between the pure divine force of the Supernal Triad, and the manifesting form of the seven Sephiroth below. 
 

The best way to describe Daath is perhaps as a liminal point on the Tree of Life which has some of the characteristics of a Sephira. Daath is particularly connected with the Sephiroth of Chokmah and Binah, as seen in the verse from Proverbs which is seen in the Kabbalah as clarifying the role of Daath as a gateway:
 

“The Lord by wisdom [Chokmah] founded the earth; by understanding [Binah] he established the heavens; by his knowledge [Daath] the deeps broke open, and the clouds drop down the dew.”[bookmark: filepos252894]ccxxii
 

A significant symbolism associated with Daath is also that of sexual union, which can be seen here in the clouds dropping dew. In this context knowledge is equated to the sexual act in the Biblical phrase “and he knew his wife”. Thus Daath can be seen as the Hieros Gamos or sacred marriage of the divine father and mother, Chokmah and Binah, which is why one of its titles is the Bridal Chamber. 
 

Because Daath is and is not a Sephira, it does not have manifestations through the Four Worlds in the same way. There is no order of angels or heaven associated with Daath. However, the divine name Ruach HaQadosh (Spirit of Holiness) is appropriate for Daath, connecting it again to the Shekinah, and descriptions of the archangel Anphiel (‘Foliage of God’) in the early Hekhalot texts make it clear he too fits with Daath.[bookmark: filepos254000]ccxxiii
 

Daath is particularly associated with prophecy, being attributed to the throat on the human body. The connection between Daath and prophecy as the words of the Shekinah was implied in the rites of the Fellowship of the Rose Cross, as may be seen in the words spoken by the priestess in the initiation for the grade of Adeptus Exemptus:
 

“Daath is the Ark of the Eternal Covenant. The hope of the height is the hope of ascension therein. It is indeed the World of Ascension, wherein is a living stillness. It is the place of the Word in its fullness, an undifferentiated deep of being, withdrawn in the Supernals forever. But as it withdraws inwardly so also it sets forth toward utterance, and from the Word in Daath flow down those symbols which are thought and speech at the highest.”[bookmark: filepos255046]ccxxiv
 

Chesed
 

Chesed (‘Mercy’) is the fourth Sephira on the Tree of Life, representing the planet of Jupiter (Tzedeq) and is also commonly known as Gedulah (‘Glory’). Chesed is the first reflection of Chokmah, and represents the highest level that form can take before being transmuted to pure force. Chesed is linked with the highest aspects of water, which can be seen as the force that overcomes all. 
 

With its alternative name of Glory, Chesed recalls the Kavod (‘Glory’) which is the manifestation of the Shekinah. The divine name of Chesed is El (AL), which was taken from the name of the supreme god of the Canaanite pantheon who was the husband of the goddess Asherah, who influenced the Shekinah.
 

Chesed is a place of reconciliation, of ensuring that previous experience is integrated and balanced to move forward and manifest the higher wisdom it reflects. This is emphasised by the fourfold nature of Chesed, with four being a number of balance, and its importance is seen through its manifestation as the fourfold name (Tetragrammaton), the four elements and the Four Worlds. Hence Chesed is described in the Thirty-Two Paths of Wisdom as “containing all the holy powers.”[bookmark: filepos256669]ccxxv The archangel of Chesed is Zadkiel (‘Righteousness of God’), who rules the order of angels called the Chasmalim (‘Brilliant Ones’).
 

Geburah
 

Geburah (‘Strength’ or ‘Power’) is the fifth Sephira on the Tree of Life, representing the planet Mars (Madim) and is also commonly known as Pachad (‘Fear’) and Din (‘Justice’). The Thirty-Two Paths of Wisdom said of Geburah that:
 

“The Fifth Path is called the Radical Intelligence because it resembles Unity, uniting itself to Binah, Understanding, which emanates from the primordial depths of Chokmah, Wisdom.”[bookmark: filepos257640]ccxxvi
 

In the thirteenth century CE Kabbalistic text, Treatise on the Left Emanation, it is hinted at that all evil comes from Samael in the realm of Geburah, the fiery unbalanced power of Mars. When it is balanced it becomes the ‘power and the glory’ (Geburah and Gedulah). So how does it resemble unity? The answer to this lies in the number five, which is the numeration of the Hebrew letter Heh, which symbolises the Shekinah in the Tetragrammaton, and also is a motif of the soul, which has five parts when the higher aspects are considered.
 

The divine name of Geburah is Elohim Gibor (‘the Strong Gods’), emphasising the power of this Sephira. The archangel of Geburah is Khamael (‘He who sees God’) or Samael, who was said to be the husband of the Greater Lilith. The order of angels is the Seraphim (‘Fiery Serpents’).
 

Tiphereth
 

Tiphereth (‘Beauty’) is the sixth Sephira on the Tree of Life, representing the Sun (Shamash), and was also previously known as Rachamin (‘Compassion’). Tiphereth is in the centre of the Tree of Life, connected to all the other Sephiroth except only Malkuth, its bride. It has a number of titles including Husband and Blessed Holy One (Ha-Qadosh Barukh Hu), both referring to its relationship to the Bride (the Sephira of Malkuth), and the Lesser Countenance (Zair Anpin) referring to its relationship to the Greater Countenance (Arik Anpin) of Kether.
 

Tiphereth is the lower reflection of the unknowable divine that is Kether, hence its title of the Reflecting Mirror. It represents the divine child, and may thus be seen as the point of illumination, the product of Wisdom (Chokmah) and Understanding (Binah). 
 

The role of Tiphereth is to engender growth and evolution through its illuminating energy. Tiphereth is the point of balance between the directed forces of the upper Tree and their resulting forms in the lower Tree. The higher energies of the Tree find their expression through the centre, and those energies manifest into forms lower down on the Tree.
 

The divine name of Tiphereth is Eloah, which combines the name El with the VH (Vav Heh) that is the second half of Tetragrammaton. The archangel of Tiphereth is Michael (‘He who is like God’), and he rules the order of angels called the Malachim (‘Kings’).
 

Netzach
 

Netzach (‘Victory’ or ‘Firmness’) is the seventh Sephira on the Tree of Life, representing the planet Venus (Nogah). Nogah is also the amber glow seen in the vision of Ezekiel and equated to the ‘speaking silence’ (Chasmal) experienced during meditation when the inner dialogue is silent. 
 

 Amongst its titles are Confidence (Bitachon) and Eternity, which emphasise the powerful nature of this Sephira. Although Netzach sits at the bottom of the masculine Pillar of Mercy, as the Sephira of Venus it is by nature more feminine. 
 

The divine name of Netzach is Yahweh Sabaoth (Lord of Hosts), the latter name (Sabaoth, pronounced Zavaot) being frequently used as a divine name of power by itself in Greek charms, as seen in the Greek Magical Papyri and as the name of oen of the archons in Gnostic texts. The archangel of Netzach is Uriel (‘the Light of God’), and he rules the order of angels called the Elohim (‘Gods’), which is derived from the Canaanite term and also found in some Gnostic texts such as the Book of Baruch as a name for God.
 

Hod
 

Hod (‘Splendour’) is the eighth Sephira on the Tree of Life, representing the planet Mercury (Kohkav). Mercury is traditionally associated with the intellect and the memory and knowledge. The Thirty-Two Paths of Wisdom emphasises a connection between Hod and Gedulah (Glory, another name for Chesed), which also brings the Shekinah to mind due to the connection between Glory and her:
 

“The Eighth Path is called the Absolute or Perfect Intelligence because it is the mean of the Primordial, which has no root by which it can cleave or rest, save in the hidden places of Gedulah, from which emanates its proper essence.”[bookmark: filepos262884]ccxxvii
 

The divine name of this Sephira is Elohim Sabaoth (Gods of Hosts), emphasising its polarity with Netzach, which also has Sabaoth in its divine name. The archangel is Raphael (‘the Healer of God’), who rules over the order of angels called the Bene Elohim (‘Sons of Gods’).
 

The Bene Elohim were derived from the Canaanite Sons of El and Athirat (Asherah), who were a group of seventy gods. They became demoted in the Old Testament to an order of angels who appear in several of the books, having been variously the Bene Elohim (‘Sons of Gods’), Bene haElohim (‘Sons of God’) and Bene Elion (‘Sons of the most High’).[bookmark: filepos263818]ccxxviii Modern Biblical texts commonly translate these as ‘heavenly beings’ or ‘holy ones’.
 

Yesod
 

Yesod (‘Foundation’) is the ninth Sephira on the Tree of Life, representing the classical planet of the Moon (Levanah). This recalls the Shekinah as the foundation stone of the temple, and that Yesod is attributed to the sexual organs, and hence particularly associated with the sexual act. Its position between Tiphereth and Malkuth on the Tree of Life emphasises this function, with Yesod symbolising the hieros gamos between the Sun and Earth, God (the son) and the Earthly Shekinah (Malkuth).
 

The divine name of Yesod is Shaddai (ShDI) meaning ‘Almighty’. The original source of this word is unknown, however there is a strong argument that the meaning of this word may be derived from the Hebrew word šad, meaning ‘breast’, giving a meaning of ‘One of the Breast’.[bookmark: filepos265084]ccxxix This would fit with one of Asherah’s titles as ‘One of the Womb’, emphasising her role as a nurturing fertility goddess. 
 

The archangel of Yesod is Gabriel (‘The Strength of God’), and he rules over the order of angels called Cherubim or Kerubim (‘the Strong Ones’), who are particularly associated with the Shekinah, as discussed in the later chapter Mother of Angels.
 

Malkuth
 

Malkuth (‘Kingdom’) is the tenth Sephira on the Tree of Life, representing the Four Elements of Air, Earth, Fire and Water, and is also sometimes called Shekinah in early Kabbalistic texts. 
 

Malkuth is the only Sephira that is not part of a triad, though it is linked to the three Sephiroth of the Astral Triad (Yesod, Hod and Netzach). Malkuth is said to receive the energies of all the other emanations of the Tree. This is why so many of the titles of Malkuth describe it as a Gate, for it is the Gate to the rest of the Tree of Life, i.e. both the actualisation of the self as the inner Tree, and to other realms as symbolised by the Sephiroth and Worlds. 
 

The connection between the Shekinah and Malkuth as the tenth Sephira is also hinted at in the Sanhedrin texts, when the Roman emperor taunted Rabbi Gamaliel about that fact that the Shekinah rests upon every gathering of ten people.[bookmark: filepos266871]ccxxx
 

Another clear indication is to be found in the Gematria of the word Shekinah. Gematria is the Qabalistic technique which makes use of the fact that every letter in the Hebrew alphabet has a numerical attribution. By adding together the numerical values of the letters in a word you produce a word total. This word total is then compared to other words which sum to the same total to make connections between their meanings. The total for Shekinah (ShKINH) is 385, the same as the total for Assiah (OShIH), so it can be said that Shekinah equates to the World of Assiah.
 

This is expressed by the thirteenth century Kabbalist David ben Judah Hehasid, who wrote of the Shekinah and her qualities in his work Sepher Mar'ot Hazove'ot:
 

“Malkhut, who is called Sod Ha'efshar, the Secret of the Possible. Thus, She gives birth to whatever She wants to bring down to the world. Therefore it says, ‘for you do not know what a day may bring forth’”[bookmark: filepos268138]ccxxxi
 

The divine name of Malkuth is Adonai (ADNI), meaning ‘Lord’. In Judaism Adonai is used as a substitute for Tetragrammaton, for Yahweh is never pronounced. The archangel is Sandalphon (‘Brotherly One’), who rules over the order of angels called the Ashim (‘Flames’).
 



 



 
 

The different connections between the Shekinah and the individual Sephiroth express the intimate connection between the Kabbalah/Qabalah and the Shekinah. This is found throughout Kabbalistic teachings and their more modern Qabalistic derivatives, and demonstrates the emphasis in these teachings on the divine as being both feminine and masculine.
 



CREATION & THE CREATED
 

This chapter explores creation myths particularly associated with the Shekinah in Kabbalistic teachings. Additionally the differences in perspective found in Kabbalistic viewpoints and their relevance to the Shekinah are considered further. Finally we touch on medieval Kabbalistic descriptions of how to visualise the Shekinah during the sexual act, showing again how the Shekinah is associated with the creation process.
 

A Kabbalistic Creation Myth
 

Tzim-Tzum, or Zim-Zum (meaning ‘contraction’ or ‘constriction’), describes the concept of the original undivided limitlessness (the Ain Soph) contracting to form a ‘space’ into which all of creation could and would manifest (i.e. the Four Worlds comprising the Sephiroth of the Tree of Life, with all its levels and beings, from angels to humans to plants). The presence of the divine was considered to still permeate the space, but the dynamic essence had withdrawn. A good analogy of this is a beautiful perfume lingering in a room, the woman who wore the perfume may have left the room, but her presence and the knowledge she was there echoes in the fragrance she left behind.
 

The Zohar (1.15a) describes this process:
 

“In the beginning of the King’s authority
 

The Lamp of Darkness
 

Engraved a hollow in the Supernal 

 

Luminescence
 

And there emerged out of the Hidden of Hidden
 

The Mystery of the Infinite
 

An unformed line, imbedded in a ring
 

Measured with a thread.”
 



 
 

This could be viewed like a grain of sand in an oyster, which accretes layers and forms a beautiful pearl. The sand grain is the space within the Ain Soph. This creation of space is the preparation for creation, and is the first instance of separation, where the divine moves from immanence to transcendence in the prepared space.
 

However the initial separation allowed for a disharmony through lack of unity. The light of God, i.e. the Shekinah, entered the empty vessels of the Sephiroth, of which all but the upper three broke, as they were unable to hold the divine emanations. This ‘breaking of the vessels’ (shevirah) as it is known, resulted in the shards falling into the prepared space and taking sparks of the divine light with them. Most of the divine light returned to the Ain Soph, apart from these sparks.
 

There is a Kabbalistic teaching that the ten original Sephiroth became reconstituted as five Parzufim (faces) when the divine ‘breaking of the vessels’ took place. The five Parzufim can be attributed to the Sephiroth of the second perfect Tree of Life which was formed with the capacity for all of the Sephiroth to give and receive, thus ensuring they would not break. 
 

The Parzufim correspond to the five letters of Elohim (ALHIM), the divine name which means ‘Gods’ and is found throughout the Old Testament (and in earlier Canaanite myths and subsequent Gnostic myths), and to Tetragrammaton (IHVH), considered the ultimate name of the divine. They are as follows: 
 


 

This idea teaches that the lower Sephiroth (below Daath) of the primeval Tree of Life could only receive the divine emanations from above, but could not interact or give. As a result of this they were overwhelmed and shattered, causing the ‘Breaking of the Vessels’. This is referred to symbolically in Genesis 36:32-39 describing the seven Kings of Edom, who are considered a symbolic allegory for the seven lower Sephiroth.
 

The broken pieces of these vessels fell to Assiah, the lowest of the Four Worlds, which is the physical plane. The ten Sephiroth were then created anew in a more perfect form where they could interact, giving the Tree of Life. The broken pieces of the original Tree are considered to be the sparks of divine light which infused all life. This divine light was from the Shekinah, which is how we all came to bear a spark of her divinity within us. 
 

The broken [pieces of the original Tree of Life are also considered to have formed the Qliphoth (‘shells’), which can challenge but cannot give, and need to be overcome to gain an understanding of the true nature of each of the Sephiroth.
 

The ‘breaking of the vessels’ can be interpreted from two different perspectives - optimistic and pessimistic. The optimistic view is that this event was the birth of the universe, with all the pain and difficulties we as humans have come to expect from birth, but on a universal scale. The pessimistic view is that the universes slipped, and Assiah (the physical world) is now in the World of Shells, and to restore it all the sparks of light trapped in this realm must be freed. This doctrine is called ‘restoration’ (tikkun), and can be seen as restoring the divine spark within everything to the Shekinah, where it originated.
 

An earlier version of this doctrine is implied by the Chaldean Oracles of Zoroaster, which includes a description from the philosopher Porphyry, who stated:
 

“There is above the Celestial Lights an Incorruptible Flame always sparkling; the Spring of Life, the Formation of all Beings, the Original of all things! This Flame produceth all things, and nothing perisheth but what it consumeth. It maketh Itself known by Itself. This Fire cannot be contained in any Place, it is without Body and without Matter. It encompasseth the Heavens. And there goeth out from it little Sparks, which make all the Fires of the Sun, of the Moon, and of the Stars.”[bookmark: filepos276583]ccxxxii
 

The Five Adams
 

Some of the early Kabbalistic texts talk about Adam Kadmon (or Qadmon), who is also called the Primordial Man. To understand the concept of Adam Kadmon it is important to realise that the Adam who was expelled from Eden with Eve was actually the fourth of the Adams. 
 

The first Adam was Adam Kadmon, the primordial human, who was viewed as the fifth World, above Atziluth, containing the potential of the other four Worlds within him. This fifth World is actually another name for the Ain Soph, or veil of limitlessness, and was described as being the dwelling place of Tetragrammaton, the unpronounceable name. It is sometimes equated with the dot on the Yod of the unpronounceable name, Tetragrammaton, as the first impulse of the ultimate.
 

Adam Kadmon was formed by a single beam of light (which was a manifestation of the Shekinah) sent forth from the Ain Soph (Limitlessness), which burst forth from his eyes, ears, nose and mouth as the lights of the Sephiroth (these facial orifices are also known as the seven gates of the soul) of the Tree of Life. 
 

The light from the eyes filled the vessels of light that were the Supernal Triad of the Sephiroth of Kether, Chokmah and Binah. However when the light filled the vessels of the lower Sephiroth it was so intense that the vessels broke. This was the ‘Breaking of the Vessels’ (Shevirah). The primordial light also equates to the “Let there be light”[bookmark: filepos278495]ccxxxiii of the Book of Genesis.
 

Some sources consider Adam Kadmon to have been the first template of divine manifestation, the ‘first Adam’, reflected through the Four Worlds in different manifestations. This is part of the doctrine known as the ‘Five Adams’. 
 

The second Adam is the one described in Genesis 1:27, “God created man with His image. In the image of God, He created him; male and female He created them.” This Adam is the Atzilutic Adam, or ‘Adam of light’. A significant word here is ‘them’, implying that this Adam was one of many, not a single being, and also that ‘male and female created He them’ showing the presence of both genders, and not that of the male as being first which is often assumed. 
 

The third Adam is the described one in Genesis 2:7, “God formed man out of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils a breath of life. Man became a living soul.” This Adam is the Briatic Adam, or the ‘Adam of dust’, who names all the creatures (Genesis 2:19-20). The Zohar specifically brings the Shekinah in to this stage, emphasising the divine polarity involved in creating life. It said:
 

“‘And the Lord God formed the man out of dust from the earth and breathed into his nostrils or soul the breath of life,’ the divine Shekinah. Man is a threefold product of life (Nephesh), spirit (Ruach), and soul (Neshamah), by the blending and union of which he became a living spirit, a manifestation of the Divine.”[bookmark: filepos280506]ccxxxiv
 

The fourth Adam is the one from whom Eve is created in Genesis 2:21-23, created by the process of separation undergone by the third Adam. The original word is actually ‘side’ not ‘rib’, as was explained in the Zohar, which implies that the third Adam was a hermaphrodite who contained both male and female. Indeed this is back up by lines in Genesis such as, “closed the flesh” (2:21) and “bone from my bones, and flesh from my flesh” (2:23). This Adam is the Yetziric Adam, and was said to be the first of all human souls, having received the divine influence of the Shekinah.
 

The fifth Adam is the one who has been expelled from the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:23-24). This Adam is the Assiatic Adam, who seeks to return to a state of grace. 
 

All in the Perspective
 

We know that the Shekinah is seen as wisdom, and yet the second Sephira of the Tree of Life Chokmah (Wisdom) is usually viewed as being masculine. However this is entirely relative to how its position is interpreted on the Tree of Life. Each Sephira is viewed as being negative to the one above it and positive to the one below, so is it also the case that each Sephira is feminine to the one above it and masculine to the one below. This is expressed in the grimoire Sepher Raziel, which stated, “Of understanding, receive wisdom.” This also means that the tenth Sephira of Malkuth (the Earthly Shekinah) is the only one on the Tree which is wholly female.
 

Hence although Chokmah is known by titles such as the Father (Aba), this is in respect of its relationship with Binah as the Mother (Ama), not in its relationship to Kether, where it is perceived as feminine (Chokmatha). This is best illustrated in the Zohar, which observed this in relation to the letter Heh’s attributed to the Shekinah in the Tetragrammaton: 
 

“From this nose, from the openings of the nostrils, the Spirit of Life rusheth forth upon Microprosopus. And from that opening of the nose, from those openings of the nostrils, dependeth the letter Heh, in order to establish the other and Inferior Heh. And that Spirit proceedeth from the hidden brain [Kether], and She is called the Spirit of Life, and through that Spirit will all men understand ChKMThA, Chokmatha, Wisdom.”[bookmark: filepos283355]ccxxxv
 

Kabbalistic Union
 

In Kabbalah the divine union of the Lesser Shekinah and God is seen as being expressed through the sunrise every morning, when the rays of the Sun (Tiphereth) shine onto the Earth (Malkuth) and engender life and warmth. However the human expression of this union was written about explicitly by medieval Kabbalists.
 

The sixteenth century Kabbalist, Rabbi Moses Cordovero (1522-70 CE), who systemised the Kabbalah into the root of what it is now, wrote about the Shekinah and sexual union. His teachings are extremely clear, and perhaps surprisingly graphic in their instructions to husband and wife considering the period they date from. They parallel the practice of a couple identifying with the Hindu goddess Shakti and god Shiva in tantric rites. In a commentary on the Zohar he wrote:
 

“Their desire, both his and hers, was to unite Shekinah. He focused on Tiphereth, and his wife on Malkuth. His union was to join Shekinah; she focused correspondingly on being Shekinah and uniting with her husband, Tiphereth.”[bookmark: filepos284800]ccxxxvi
 

Cordovero may have drawn inspiration from the fifteenth century writings of Ephraim Ben Gershon, who in his Homily to a Groom, gave very clear instructions for the magical process to be enacted during the sexual act.
 

“Thus do Kabbalists know that thoughts originate in the rational soul, which emanates from the supreme. And thought has the power to strip off and rise and reach its source, and when reaching its source it attains communication with the supernal light from which it came, and both become one. When thought once again stretches down from on high, all becomes one line in the imagination, and the supernal light comes down through the power of thought that draws it down, and the Shekinah is found down below. The clear light then spreads to the thinker’s location. So did early priests reach communion with the supremes through thought in order to draw down the supreme light, and all beings would thus grow and multiply and be blessed in accordance with the power of thought.”[bookmark: filepos286054]ccxxxvii
 

The divine marriage is also expressed every week in Judaism, with the Shekinah being the Sabbath Bride and Queen, who is united with God every Friday evening. The Zohar emphasises this equation of the Shekinah as Shabbat Bride:
 

“Then this pavilion was sanctified with supernal holiness and adorned with its crowns, finally rising ascendantly in a crown of tranquillity and given a sublime name, a holy name: Sabbath.”[bookmark: filepos286738]ccxxxviii
 

The mistress of the house (who represents the Shekinah) commonly leads the Shabbat ceremonies, lighting the two candles, and everyone turns to face the door to welcome the Shekinah to the feast and sings Lekha Dodi (‘Come my beloved’), an old wedding song based on the erotic divine love song of the Song of Solomon.[bookmark: filepos287265]ccxxxix This is also a time when sexual relations between husband and wife are particularly encouraged, as it is a sympathetic re-enactment of the union of God and the Shekinah. 
 

It is clear that teachings about the Shekinah have gained depth and greater perspective over the centuries as the wealth of material produced by great religious and philosophical minds has increased. In the case of the Shekinah these new perspectives are firmly based on older teachings, and expound deep wisdom rather than creating unfounded views without a firm basis.
 



LIGHT OF CREATION
 

“There are lights upon lights, one more clear than another, each one dark by comparison with the one above it from which it receives light. As for the Supreme Cause, all lights are dark in its presence.”
 

~ Zohar 1.23a, C13th CE
 

Light is a key concept in Qabalah, and as the Shekinah is the primordial light which created the universe, descriptions of light are often associated with her. The association between the Feminine Divine and light is an important one, as Light is usually associated with the concept of giving or emanating and emphasises active creative power, in contrast to vessels which are associated with receptivity or acceptance. 
 

“On the fourth day God made the luminaries - sun, moon, and stars - of three substances, air, light, and fire. He took aerial material and prepared vessels like lamps, and mixed fire with light, and filled them.”[bookmark: filepos289252]ccxl
 

Light and lamps (vessels containing light) were extremely important in the worship of Theos Hypsistos (‘the highest God’), who we have previously mentioned in connection to Kether. The soul is also likened to a lamp in the Old Testament, containing the divine light of the exiled Shekinah, thus in Proverbs we see, “The human spirit is the lamp of the Lord.”[bookmark: filepos289827]ccxli
 

The Gnostic Sophia was also associated with light, thus we see her described as “the daughter of light”.[bookmark: filepos290127]ccxlii The Gnostic Barbelo, another form of Sophia as a wisdom goddess, is described in The Apocryphon of John, as “She is the forethought of the All - her light shines like his light”.[bookmark: filepos290442]ccxliiiThe Apocryphon of John also states that “Barbelo conceived and bore a spark of light”.[bookmark: filepos290673]ccxliv
 

A powerful use of light is seen in On the Origin of the World, when Sophia sent archangels from her light, demonstrating her power as mother of angels:
 

“Then when Faith-Wisdom saw the war, she sent to Sabaoth from her light seven archangels.”[bookmark: filepos291175]ccxlv
 

 The Manichean religion described the soul in terms of light as, “the refined soul which they say is the daughter of light”,[bookmark: filepos291492]ccxlvi and also referred to Sophia as “the Virgin of Light, the chief of all excellencies.”[bookmark: filepos291706]ccxlvii
 

Another consideration of light is that of its role as a garment. Various references indicate raiment of light, and this is also implied in Genesis for Adam and Eve before they ate of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, “and they were both clothed in light, and saw not each other’s nakedness.”[bookmark: filepos292222]ccxlviii At a tangent from this, Scholem (1962:164) quotes a reference where “In Manichean usage, too, the five limbs of the king of the paradise of light are called his five shekinoth.”[bookmark: filepos292538]ccxlix
 

The first light is the Ain Soph Aur, or Limitless Light, which predates physical manifestation. A Kabbalistic teaching is that the light (Aur, AVR) from the Ain Soph Aur was originally aether or spirit (Auir, AUIR). When the Ain Soph (limitlessness) became Ain Soph Aur, the spirit gave up its point (Yod, I), which was expressed in the first point of Kether, also known as the beginning of Tetragrammaton, the divine name of creation. Thus spirit (AVIR) became light (AVR) which could manifest (I).
 

The first Breath or emanation from Kether is known as Direct Light (Aur Yashar), which symbolises the principle of causality. Following from this is the Second Breath or Reflected Light (Aur Chozer) associated with Malkuth, and represents the effect of the cause. That light and breath are connected in Qabalah further reinforces the emphasis on the Shekinah, who embodies both these concepts.
 

Within the universe of the ten Sephiroth there is the Inner Light (Aur Penimi), or Inner Glory (Kavod Penimi) which illuminates the universe (note the Shekinah again as Kavod). Outside of this is the Light of the Quarry of Souls, and beyond that the Light of the Quarry of Angels. Beyond this is the Darkening Light, or Light of the Quarry of Husks (Qliphoth). Beyond the Darkening Light is the physical matter of the universe.
 

The Inner Light is the light of the divine, the Cosmic Shekinah permeating all of life. This is then expressed through the primal Adam Kadmon, through whom the Shevirah, or “Breaking of the Vessels”, occurred. This action was the inability of the lower Sephiroth of the first Tree of Life to contain the divine light expressed through Adam Kadmon, resulting in them shattering. The shards of divine light which spread through the universe became clothed in matter and formed the human race.
 

These divine soul shards form the Light of the Quarry of Souls, the divine light which has literally been hewn from the primal Sephiroth, hence the use of the term ‘quarry’. These divine shards represent the highest aspect of the human soul, the Neshamah, or inner Shekinah.
 

The Light of the Quarry of Angels represents the role of the angels as messengers, enabling communication from the divine Inner Light of the Neshamah or Inner Shekinah to the Heavenly Shekinah who was the source of the light, acting as a connecting force. 
 

The Light of the Quarry of Souls also acts as a barrier between the higher soul of the Neshamah and the unbalanced forces of the Qliphoth in the Light of the Quarry of Husks. This is why unbalanced forces act on the lower self (the Nephesh), the so-called ‘base’ desires. There are also names given to types of light associated with specific Sephiroth on the Tree of Life. These are:
 

Bahir
 

The word Bahir means ‘brilliant’, and is to be found in Job where it says “Now, no one can look on the light when it is bright [brilliant] in the skies, when the wind has passed and cleared them. Out of the north comes golden splendour; around God is awesome majesty.”[bookmark: filepos296407]ccl The reference to majesty and not seeing the light which is brilliant hint at Kether, suggests a light which is beyond human understanding. Also one of the most important Kabbalistic texts is the Bahir, which is one of the works which emphasises the Shekinah the most. 
 

Although some Kabbalists associated Bahir light with Netzach, moving Nogah light to Geburah, this ignores the concept that “Bahir light is the shining glass, which has the power to reflect.”[bookmark: filepos297066]ccli The lights below are ultimately reflections, and that this light has the power to reflect indicates its generative nature (i.e. Kether).
 

Kavod
 

Kavod means ‘(divine) glory’, and is used to describe the primeval light equated with both the Shekinah and her manifestation as the Ruach HaQadosh (‘Holy Spirit’). The term can be applied both to invisible light and also its manifestation as the divine glory through the nine Sephiroth below Kether. This is best illustrated by a quote from Eleazer of Worms: “The Kavod has nine colours: each twig of the nut-tree has nine leaves.”[bookmark: filepos297937]cclii
 

Scholem (1962:166), describing the Shekinah, emphasises the equation of Kavod to Shekinah, saying, “it is called Kavod in the Bible, and Shekinah in the Rabbinic tradition.”[bookmark: filepos298306]ccliii Wolfson (1994:43) expresses this more clearly, observing that:
 

“The rabbinic characterization of the divine presence (Shekinah) as light is based, of course, on similar descriptions of the glory (kavod) in biblical and apocalyptic sources.”[bookmark: filepos298740]ccliv
 

Tov
 

Tov means ‘good’ and is the name for light associated with Chesed, the Sephira of Love. It is also associated with the Middle Pillar, another Shekinah symbol, as in “God saw that the light was good (Ki Tov)”,[bookmark: filepos299236]cclv showing how the light emanated above, below and in all directions.
 

Nogah
 

Nogah (‘glow’) is usually used to describe twilight, when the light of day (male) shines into the darkness of night (female). Hence it is used as a term for sexual union, which fits with its Venusian associations as the name of the Heaven of Netzach. The ‘glow’ said to surround partners after making love is also an appropriate analogy to the light of Nogah. 
 

Another important use of the word Nogah is in the Merkavah teachings, for the chariot described in Ezekiel 1:4 is said made of Nogah. This correlation is significant for its numerical symbolism, for Nogah is associated with seven (the number attributed to Venus in Qabalah) and the chariot rider travels through seven palaces.
 

Zohar
 

Zohar means ‘radiance’ or ‘brightness’, and it is associated with creative utterances through the extension of the initial point (such as the prophetic power of the Shekinah), thus it is said “the Zohar which includes all letters and colours”.[bookmark: filepos300769]cclvi The significance of the name being given to one of the key texts, the Zohar, is clearly seen. 
 

In some instances Zohar is the light associated with Hod, the Sephira whose name means Splendour. Zohar light is also described as being so intense (Zahir) that it is like the light of the sun.
 

Chaim
 

Chaim means ‘life’, and is the light associated with the Sephira of Yesod. Yesod is associated with the sexual act and also the incarnation of the soul, and is thus highly appropriate for this type of light. As the higher soul (Neshamah) is a fragment of the Shekinah, then so Chaim light is also associated with the expression of the Shekinah.
 

 



 
 

Menorah
 

The Menorah, or seven-pronged candlestick, is one of the most ancient symbols of Judaism, whose construction is described in the Book of Genesis 25:31-40. Its seven prongs symbolise many things, some of which are very pertinent here. The obvious symbolism is of the seven days of the week, with the central seventh candle placing representing the Sabbath. As the Shekinah is the Bride of the Sabbath it is easy to see that this central position would also correspond to her.
 

The Zohar also describes how the reference in Song of Solomon 3:7, “Look, it is the litter of Solomon! Around it are sixty mighty men of the mighty men of Israel” is to the dwelling of the Shekinah, and the sixty (threescore) men represent the sixty angels who guard the Shekinah in heaven. The sixty also represent the six columns (of ten each) which surround the central flame of the Shekinah.
 

From a Qabalistic perspective, the three knops where the branches rise out from the central stem can be seen as the supernal triad of the Sephiroth of Kether, Chokmah and Binah, with Binah being the top knop. The seven candle branches represent the seven lower Sephiroth from Chesed to Malkuth, with Malkuth being the central candle placement for the Earthly Shekinah. Then we can see that as described in the Thirty-Two Paths of Wisdom, the Malkuth candle is “sitting on the Throne of Binah” which is below it.[bookmark: filepos303708]cclvii
 

The seven branches also represent the seven heavens or palaces traversed by the Merkavah mystic seeking to enter the throne room of God. The almond blossom symbolism in the Menorah also corresponds to the Middle Pillar of the Tree of Life, as we can see in references such as the rod of Aaron budding fresh almonds,[bookmark: filepos304209]cclviii and the rod of almond seen by Jeremiah at God’s behest.[bookmark: filepos304386]cclix
 

A final consideration on light and the Shekinah is seen in connection with Moses. The reference indicates that the horns Moses are sometimes portrayed with from the power of the Shekinah. The Midrash Tanhuma on Exodus 34:29 asks: 
 

“‘Whence did Moses get his horns of glory?’ and comments, ‘There are some who say that at the time when the Holy One taught Moses Torah, Moses gained his horns of glory from the sparks which shot out from the mouth of the Shekinah.’”
 

It is not surprising that the different types of light should be so closely associated with the Shekinah, as her nature incorporates the primordial light of creation. Of course this is not the only one of her functions, as we will demonstrate in the following chapter, Mother of Angels.
 



MOTHER OF ANGELS
 

 “Behold, I have revealed to you the name of the Perfect One, the whole will of the Mother of the Holy Angels.”
 

~ The Sophia of Jesus Christ, C4th CE, trans. Parrott
 

Considering the Kabbalistic model of creation as the result of the union of God and the Shekinah, the title of the Mother of Angels becomes entirely appropriate. The angels are the divine messengers (from angelos, ‘messenger’, Greek), and an interesting reference in The Thunder, Perfect Mind emphasises the association between the Wisdom Goddess (as Sophia in this instance) and angels, when she says: “of the angels, who have been sent at my word.”[bookmark: filepos306489]cclx Angels are also described in one of the Merkavah texts as, “Messengers of the Power and Awakeners of the Shekinah”[bookmark: filepos306731]cclxi
 

The Zohar makes reference to the angels being born from the Shekinah, saying, “Its sparks are sparks of fire. Who are the sparks? Those gems and pearls born from that fire.”[bookmark: filepos307106]cclxii It is also worth noting that the Shekinah is described as a gem and a pearl in Kabbalistic texts, demonstrating the continuity of association here.
 

A range of texts mention the connection between the Shekinah and angels, such as the first-third century CE Gedulath Mosheh (The Revelation of Moses), which describes:
 

“50 myriads of angels stand before him; they are of fire and water, and their faces are directed towards the Shekinah above; and all sing hymns”[bookmark: filepos307833]cclxiii
 

Enoch describes his own ascension to heaven in the Book of 3 Enoch, saying that:
 

“When the Holy One, blessed be He, took me away from the generation of the Flood, he lifted me on the wings of the wind of Shekinah to the highest heaven and brought me into the great palaces of the Arabot Raqia on high, where are the glorious Throne of Shekinah, the Merkavah.”[bookmark: filepos308451]cclxiv
 

The references to wings and wind are significant, as both also occur in other sources, illustrating that the Heavenly Shekinah can be described as being winged, like the angels, and also that she has a significant relationship with the wind. An example of this can be found in the story of how Abraham founded the Kaaba at Mecca, where she is described as guiding him in the form of a stormy cloud or a wind with a tongue (i.e. speaking).[bookmark: filepos309072]cclxv
 

The Book of 3 Enoch is full of descriptions of the presence of the Cosmic Shekinah in heaven. The greatest emphasis is placed on the four camps of the Shekinah and her throne, which is next to that of God, as we would expect for King and Queen together. The four camps are described as being ruled over by Gabriel, Michael, Raphael and Uriel (the archangels attributed to the four elements of Water, Fire, Air and Earth respectively). The camps are cited in the thirteenth century Treatise on the Left Emanation, which commented on the absence of form in the non-material highest heavens:
 

“The four encampments of the Divine Presence are nothing but spiritual emanations, in the image neither of bodies nor of bodily form”.[bookmark: filepos310061]cclxvi
 

The positions of the archangels ruling the camps in 3 Enoch match the description in other Merkavah texts, such as the Maaseh Merkavah (‘the work of the Chariot’). This suggests that it is possible that the four camps, with the Shekinah in the middle, may be the origin of the Jewish Kriat Shema al ha-Mitah, a powerful apotropaic prayer for protection[bookmark: filepos310628]cclxvii during sleep:
 

“In the name of Adonai the God of Israel:
 

May the angel Michael be at my right,
 

And the angel Gabriel be at my left;
 

And in front of me the angel Uriel;
 

And behind me the angel Raphael;
 

And above my head the Shekinah.”
 

A similar formula to this prayer can be found on one of the Aramaic Incantation Bowls dating to around the fifth-sixth century CE which may illustrate its use as a common magical formula. It reads:
 

“On her right hand is Harbi’el, on her left hand is Michael, in front of her is Susi’el, and above her is the Shekinah of God and behind her is the word of Qaddish’el”[bookmark: filepos311970]cclxviii
 

This emphasises an important point, being that as the Shekinah is the mother of angels, the angels then are also obvious intermediaries for her. Certain archangels are particularly associated with the Shekinah, i.e. Gabriel, Michael, Raphael and Uriel (the elemental archangels who rule her camps), as well as Metatron, the voice of God. These four elemental archangels have a long association together as rulers of the four elements, as seen in the numerous references to them together in magical rites and spells going back many centuries.
 

Significantly these four archangels are the only four also found in Islam, albeit with slightly alternative names or Arabic variants of some of their names, viz Uriel (Azrael), Gabriel (Jibrail) and Raphael (Israfel). Only Michael and Gabriel are named in the Bible, though Raphael is in the apocryphal Book of Tobit, and he and Uriel both appear in the pseudoepigraphical Book of Enoch.
 

Metatron
 

The archangel Metatron is particularly associated with the Shekinah, as the highest of the angels. Metatron was described as being the prophet Enoch transformed into a being of pure flame (the archangel Metatron), who acted as the voice of God. He was known as the Prince of the Divine Countenance (Malach ha-Panim) or Angel of the Divine Countenance (Sar ha-Panim). The Book of 3 Enoch emphasises this when it states:
 

“R. Ishmael said: The angel Metatron, Prince of the Divine Presence, the glory of highest heaven, said to me: When the Holy One, blessed be he, took me to serve the throne of glory, the wheels of the chariot and all needs of the Shekinah, at once my flesh turned to flame”.[bookmark: filepos314101]cclxix
 

It has been suggested that the name Metatron is derived from the Greek Meta-Thronos, meaning ‘He who serves behind the Throne’, referring to his high position in the presence of God (and the Shekinah who is also associayed with the Throne of Glory).[bookmark: filepos314551]cclxx Considering the frequent references to the Throne of Glory in connection with Metatron this seems very plausible. 
 

Metatron is described in 3 Enoch as having seventy names, and several lists give Yahoel or its contraction of Yoel as the first of these. This is very significant both in the number seventy, which occurs in connection to the seventy sons of the goddess Athirat (another name for Asherah) who equate to the later seventy guardian angels of the nations, and also for the name Yoel. 
 

Yoel occurs in the fourth century Apocalypse of Zostrianos in the Nag Hammadi texts as the name of as a hermaphroditic angel, being both male and female, and particularly connected with glory, “Yoel, she of the glories, the male and virginal, came before me.”[bookmark: filepos315595]cclxxi The reference to glory also hints at the connection to the Shekinah, who is also known as Kavod (‘glory’).
 

Cherubs
 

“And the Cherubim are standing by the holy Chayoth, and their wings are raised up to their heads and Shekinah is resting upon them and the brilliance of the glory is upon their faces ... and the splendour of Shekinah on their face and Shekinah is resting upon them”[bookmark: filepos316253]cclxxii
 

The Cherubim (or Kerubim, meaning ‘Strong Ones’) are the order of angels that are specifically mentioned in the Old Testament in various roles, which are commonly connected to the Shekinah. They are described as having human bodies and hands, with bronze calf’s hooves, and two pairs of wings, of which one pair faced upwards and one pair downwards. Each angel had four faces, of man, with a lion on its right, an ox on the left and an eagle (presumably behind) (Ezekiel 1:5-12).
 

It was the Cherubim who guarded the gates of Eden after the Fall, when God, “drove out the man; and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a sword flaming and turning to guard the way to the tree of life.”[bookmark: filepos317263]cclxxiii As the ‘flaming sword’ is another name for the lightning flash or path of creation on the Qabalistic Tree of Life, we can see that the Cherubim are guarding the way to the Shekinah, who as we have already seen is the Tree of Life. 
 

 The Shekinah is described in several sources as dwelling either at the base of the Tree of Life (i.e. Malkuth) or by the gate, and indeed is often seen as being the whole garden. This could be seen as referring to a golden age which man needs to regain, as described in Kabbalistic phrases like ‘ascending to the orchard’.
 

There were two Cherubim on the top of the Ark of the Covenant, which both faced inwards towards the mercy seat, from where Yahweh (or rather the Shekinah) spoke (Exodus 25:10-22). When Israel was faithfully worshipping Yahweh the Cherubs would embrace, symbolising the sacred marriage of Yahweh and the Shekinah, and of Israel’s covenant to Yahweh.
 

Although angels are rarely named in the Bible (the exceptions being Michael and Gabriel), they do occur frequently as unnamed messengers of Yahweh. The importance of angels varies in different branches of Christian worship, but in Kabbalah and Merkavah mysticism they are a significant and regular force. As these are two primary areas of Shekinah source material, it is unsurprising to see such a close connection between angels and the Shekinah.
 

The Breath of Life
 

“Ten Sefirot of Nothingness: One is the Breath of the Living God, Blessed and benedicted is the name of the Life of the Worlds, The voice of breath and speech And this is the Holy Breath [Ruach HaQadosh].”
 

~ Sepher Yetzirah 1:9, C2nd CE
 

This verse from the second century CE Sepher Yetzirah is possibly the first specifically Kabbalistic reference hinting at the presence of the Shekinah (as Ruach HaQadosh) in the creation process. The Shekinah is associated with the breath, one of the most basic and fundamental manifestations of human existence and spirituality, and through this her connection with the soul is also made clear. The Zohar emphasises this connection between the Shekinah and breath, saying:
 

“‘And the Lord God formed the man out of dust from the earth and breathed into his nostrils or soul the breath of life,’ the divine Shekinah.”[bookmark: filepos320248]cclxxiv
 

Looking at other cultures we find this association between breath and soul repeated. In Hinduism the Atman is the soul, and is derived from the Indo-European root word for breath, *ēt-men. In ancient Greece we see parallels of this association between breath and the soul with the Greek words Thymos, meaning ‘breath’, ‘life’, ‘soul’, ‘courage’, ‘will’; and Pneuma, meaning ‘breath’, ‘mind’, or ‘spirit’. 
 

This further emphasises the interesting parallels with the philosophies of ancient Greece, which would influence Kabbalah through Neo-Platonism in the thirteenth-fifteenth century in Italy when both systems were blended with Hermeticism in the melting pot of Renaissance Italy. 
 

One of the concepts expressed by Plato in his classic work Phaedo, derived from the teachings of the Greek philosopher Pythagoras (570-495 BCE) and his followers, was that the earth breathed through its subterranean tunnels, and volcanic eruptions were exhalations. 
 

This idea of the earth as a being was emphasised again in the late twentieth century by the scientist James Lovelock with his Gaia Hypothesis, as previously mentioned. What is significant is that the importance of breathing was being emphasised on a cosmic or macrocosmic level.
 

The roots of the connection between the Shekinah and breath may come from the influence of the Egyptian goddess of truth, Ma’at, who was known as the breath of life for the sun god Ra. Interestingly the heart is particularly connected with Ma’at as well, being the part of the soul called the ab by the ancient Egyptians which was weighed against Ma’at’s feather of truth on her scales to determine if the individual had led a virtuous life and was worthy of the company of the gods.
 

The verse in the Sepher Yetzirah describing the Hebrew letters which states “He engraved them with voice, He carved them with breath, He set them in the mouth,”[bookmark: filepos322794]cclxxv suggests that working with the breath may have been an important part of early Kabbalistic practice. However as for centuries Kabbalah was largely oral teaching, if this was the case such practices have largely been lost.
 

Uniting the Soul
 

The Kabbalah describes the soul as having three main parts, the Neshamah, Ruach and Nephesh. The Neshamah has two further divisions, giving five parts in total. This is why the Hebrew letter Heh, with a numerical value of five, is often seen as being a symbol of the soul. Heh is also symbolic of the Shekinah in the divine name Tetragrammaton, a fact which is no coincidence.
 

So from the perspective of the Shekinah, the human soul is divided into the three major components of the Neshamah (higher soul) which is equated to the Earthly Shekinah as a spark of her fire, Ruach (middle soul) which may be equated to the Earthly Shekinah as the breath of life, and Nephesh (lower soul). These different parts of the soul are considered to each exist in a different world, demonstrating the interconnectedness of man, the universe and the Tree of Life as all being manifestations of the same creative divine impulse. The Zohar, on the subject of unification, states:
 

“Observe, when there is a just man in the world, or one whose higher and lower self have become harmonized and unified, the divine spirit or Shekinah is ever with him and abides in him, causing a feeling of affectionate attachment towards the Holy One to arise similar to that between the male and female.”[bookmark: filepos324723]cclxxvi
 

Echoing the attribution of the Shekinah to the higher soul, some of the Gnostics also viewed the soul as feminine, as seen by the opening of The Exegesis on the Soul (one of the Nag Hammadi texts):
 

“Wise men of old gave the soul a feminine name. Indeed she is female in her nature as well. She even has her womb.”[bookmark: filepos325302]cclxxvii
 

The Heavenly Shekinah is the cosmic soul of all, and this is made clear in the Zohar, which declares:
 

“When the moon - mystery of supernal nephesh - descends, illumined from all sides, She illumines all chariots and camps, forming them into one complete body shining with radiance, in supernal splendour. Similarly, this lower nephesh descends, illumined from all sides - from radiance of neshamah and radiance of ruach - and descending, she illumines all those chariots and camps.”[bookmark: filepos326044]cclxxviii
 

The overwhelming aim to become righteous (Tzaddiq) and holy, and strive towards the return of the Shekinah from exile (i.e. to unite the soul) is the central theme in the writings of Rabbi Moses Chayim Luzatto in the eighteenth century. Luzatto was a contemporary of several significant figures, including the Baal Shem (founder of Hasidism), and Moses Mendelsohn (founder of Reform Judaism). He wrote:
 

“The pious scholars who are holy in their entire behaviour are actually like a sanctuary or an altar, because the Shekinah abides with them as it did in the sanctuary.”[bookmark: filepos326876]cclxxix
 

The higher parts of the Neshamah, namely the Chayah and the Yechidah, are known as envelopments (makifim), that is to say they are not perceived as being internalised within the human body. These more subtle components of the soul are believed to be present in the human aura, literally enveloping the body. 
 

It is believed that these higher more subtle components of the soul can only be accessed through achieving an internal balance. This comes through inner harmony – first of the triad of the unconscious mind (Yesod), the intellect (Hod) and the emotions (Netzach). Next comes the harmony of will (Tiphereth), the passion and energy (Geburah), and love and righteousness (Chesed). When these six Sephiroth, known as the Sephiroth of Construction, have all been refined, the gateway of knowledge (Daath) is opened, permitting access to the higher divine self of the Neshamah/Shekinah (Binah), the Chayah (Chokmah) and the Yechidah (Kether).
 

In an important discussion of the generation of souls, the Zohar makes the hermaphroditic nature of the soul clear, saying, 
 

“When souls issue, they issue male and female as one. Subsequently, as they descend they separate, one to this side, one to that side ... Happy is the human who acts virtuously, walking the way of truth, for soul is joined to soul as they were originally!”[bookmark: filepos328652]cclxxx
 

Developing the idea of the hermaphroditic nature of the soul, the Hebrew words for man and woman both contain within them the mystery of the divine fire. The word for woman is ishah (Aleph Shin Heh) and the word for man is isyh (Aleph Yod Shin). If we remove the Heh from ishah and the Yod from isyh then both words become esh (Aleph Shin) meaning ‘fire’. So we can see that both women and men contain the same fire within them (the Shekinah), but the difference is in the manner of its manifestation and expression. 
 

This idea of the divine feminine soul fire is also seen in the Chaldean Oracles of Zoroaster, which recorded that, “The Soul, being a brilliant Fire, by the power of the Father remaineth immortal, and is Mistress of Life, and filleth up the many recesses of the bosom of the World.”[bookmark: filepos329772]cclxxxi
 

The Yod from isyh (man) represents the masculine principle as the Father in Tetragrammaton, and in appearance it represents the phallus and the sperm. The Heh from ishah (woman) represents the feminine principle as the Mother (and daughter) in Tetragrammaton, and in appearance it represents the legs. The union of Yod and Heh gives the Divine Name Yah, attributed to Wisdom (the Sephira of Chokmah). Yah is the first part of Tetragrammaton (Yah-Veh) and is known as the Inner Chamber, referring to sexual union.
 

The Lower Soul
 

The Nephesh (‘Resting Soul’) is the lowest part of the soul, representing the animal nature of mankind, the cravings and instincts. The Nephesh is of the world of Yetzirah, corresponding to the Astral Triad, the Sephiroth of Netzach, Hod and Yesod. However it is also connected to the world of Assiah, corresponding to Malkuth, as it is the raw energy of life which makes the body (Guph) function. When a person dies the Nephesh does not ascend to higher realms, but remains in the physical world even after the death of the body and transmigration of the higher soul.
 

The earthly presence of the Nephesh, as present in the blood during life, and passing into the earth on death was hinted at in the earliest Biblical texts. Thus in Genesis 4:10, when Cain has slain Abel his deed is revealed by Abel’s Nephesh, as shown when “God said: 'What have you done? The voice of your brother's blood is screaming to Me from the ground.”
 

This theme of the Nephesh resting in the earth after death is also seen in 1 Samuel 28. Saul went to the witch and persuaded her to perform an act of necromancy and raise the shade of Samuel (i.e. his Nephesh). When she performs her ritual the witch sees the shade “coming up out of the ground.”[bookmark: filepos332114]cclxxxii In these two passages the Bible effectively provides an explanation of the practice of necromancy within the Jewish cosmology.
 

The Book of Deuteronomy
also refers to the presence of the Nephesh in the blood, in the stricture which explains the importance of removing the blood from kosher meat in Judaism: 
 

“Be extremely careful not to eat the blood: since the blood is associated with the spiritual nature (life-force), and when you eat flesh, you shall not ingest the spiritual nature along with it. Since you must not eat the blood, you can pour it on the ground like water.”[bookmark: filepos332961]cclxxxiii
 

The Middle Soul 

 

The Ruach (‘wind’ or ‘spirit’) is the middle soul or spirit, sometimes known as the Intellectual Spirit, which is associated with the Shekinah as the breath of life by the Zohar.[bookmark: filepos333452]cclxxxiv The Ruach is of the world of Briah, corresponding to the Ethical Triad, the Sephiroth of Tiphereth, Geburah and Chesed. 
 

As an expression of the Earthly Shekinah within the individual, the Ruach is the seat of moral qualities divided into five sub-parts, corresponding to the faculties of Memory, Will, Imagination, Desire and Reason. Note the five sub-parts corresponding to the number five as a symbol of the Shekinah and the five parts of the soul. 
 

In The Apocryphon of John, Pronoia (Divine Providence manifesting as Barbelo) performs what could be seen as an initiation on the soul, when she enters into the body (described as a prison) and brought her light to bear on the soul:
 

"And I raised him up, and sealed him in the light of the water with five seals, in order that death might not have power over him from this time on.”[bookmark: filepos334632]cclxxxv
 

There may also be a parallel here between these five faculties and the five limbs or members referred to in the Acts of Thomas when it says, “Come, elder of the five members, mind, thought, reflection, consideration, reason.”[bookmark: filepos335059]cclxxxvi
 

The Ruach is associated with inspiration and prophecy, which fits with its meaning of either ‘wind’ or ‘spirit’. We see clear parallels to the Ruach in the Greek words Thymos, (‘breath’, ‘life’, or ‘soul’) and Pneuma (‘breath’, ‘mind’, or ‘spirit’).
 

The Higher Soul


 

The Neshamah is the upper soul, breath or pneuma, and is also referred to as the Shekinah. It is first referred to in Genesis 2:7 - “Then the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul [Neshamah].”
 

The Neshamah is always depicted as being female, and all women are said to be in the shelter of the Shekinah, resulting in the belief that it is easier for a woman to reach the Neshamah than a man. The higher aspects of the Neshamah remain unknown and unknowable to a person until they have become aware of their Neshamah. It is also said that all people see the Neshamah at the moment of death. 
 

In Christianity the Shekinah as the soul did not simply disappear. As Francis Peters observed, 
 

“What was called by the Jews the Shekinah, the Divine Presence, became for Eastern Christians the Divine Light, which ‘illuminates the soul from within’.”[bookmark: filepos336983]cclxxxvii
 

The principle is that for a person to progress spiritually they must have refined their Nephesh and Ruach and harmonised these with their Neshamah. This is why the Zohar says of the parts of the soul that, “all three are one, comprising a unity, embraced in a mystical bond.”
 

In Jewish folklore the Neshamah is said to be seen at the moment of death, so even if a person has led a completely unspiritual life, they will catch a glimpse of the Shekinah at their death. This belief is referred to in the Adeptus Major initiation ritual of the Fellowship of the Rosy Cross, where the candidate is told, “Shekinah, Mother in transcendence, grant that in his death he may behold Thy Holy Face, that he may know the life which is Thou.”[bookmark: filepos338022]cclxxxviii
 

The idea of initiates gaining visions of the Shekinah may stem from the Hebrew concept of the Lamed-Vavniks (‘The Thirty-Six’). These are said to be the minimum number of righteous people required in each generation to sustain the world.[bookmark: filepos338466]cclxxxix It seems likely that the number of thirty-six is derived from the number of Decans (arcs of 10°) in the Zodiac, which were personified in the ancient world by demons[bookmark: filepos338753]ccxc and holy men.[bookmark: filepos338883]ccxci Most of the thirty-six righteous people are said to be unknown in their lifetimes, working good anonymously, and being rewarded with direct experience of the Shekinah as their reward.
 

The Living Essence
 

The Chayah (or Chiyah or Chiah, meaning “life force” or “living essence”) is described as a higher aspect of the Neshamah that is the vitality, the creative impulse. This is often equated to the will or intent.
 

The Unique Essence 
 

The Yechidah (“unique essence” or “unity”) is considered the highest aspect of the Neshamah, and can be seen as corresponding to the divine and immortal spark of the soul that is part of the eternal Shekinah. It is the most ephemeral and transcendental part of the soul, where the highest essence of man becomes the divine.
 

 



 
 

The Platonic Model
 

The Greek philosopher Plato drew on the philosophies of his teacher Socrates (469-399 BCE) to formulate his views on the nature of the soul. Plato’s model of the soul was a three part one, which he considered eternal and intangible, and which reincarnated through subsequent physical bodies. Plato named the three parts as the logos or nous, the thymos and the eros or epithumia. 
 

Plato described the highest part of the soul as the logos (or nous, ‘intellect’), which was the mind and reason, and was the divine part of the soul. The middle part of the soul he called the thymos (‘breath’ or ‘soul’), the emotional part which could lift a person to courage or drag them into pride depending on their motives. The lowest part of the soul he called the eros, which he viewed as passion in this context rather than its other meaning as physical love, or the epithumia (‘appetite’); it represented the desires and passions that motivate the self, and need to be controlled to prevent the descent into hedonism.
 

These three parts correspond closely in many ways to the Neshamah, the Ruach and the Nephesh, leading to the inevitable conclusion that Plato’s teachings influenced those in the Kabbalah. When we remember that the development of the Kabbalah in the early Middle Ages and Renaissance coincided with the retranslation of the Neo-Platonic texts of such notable Greek philosophers as Plotinus (204-270 CE) and Proclus (412-485 CE), this becomes even more apparent.
 

The Egyptian Model
 

The Egyptians believed in the plurality of the soul, i.e. that it was comprised of many parts, which had different roles and which did not all remain united together after death. This fragmentation of the parts of the soul is something which is subsequently found in both the Greek and Hebrew models of the parts of the soul. 
 

As with a number of other philosophical and theological concepts, it is likely that both the ancient Greeks and the Hebrews integrated ideas learned from the Egyptians into their practices. Alternatively the idea may have been transmitted from the Egyptians to the Greeks and on to the Hebrews.
 

 



 
 

Comparatively we can suggest that the Ka would equate to the Nephesh, and the Ba with the Ruach. The Ab would equate to the Neshamah, the Sekhem to the Chayah, and the Ren to the Yechidah. Obviously this is not an exact match as we are comparing two different theologies, but the parallels are clear. Indeed if we compare across to the Greek Platonic model as well, we see the following equation of systems:
 

 



 
 

Gilgul
 

The idea of reincarnation, or transmigration of souls, known as gilgul (meaning ‘revolving’ or ‘swirling’) was one that became integrated into Qabalistic belief, being first published in the Bahir in the late thirteenth century CE. Again there may have been a Neo-Platonic influence here as the doctrine of transmigration of souls was found in a number of Neo-Platonic writings. 
 

On death the parts of the soul all go to their appointed places. The Nephesh sinks into the earth, to go to Gehinnom (hell) if the person has been bad, the Ruach stays with the body, and the Neshamah ascends to the Throne of God, where the Shekinah sustains it until it is ready to descend back into physical form.
 

The Zohar describes how the Neshamah is clothed in a bodily garment to exist in the world, and in a garment of light to exist in heaven, mirroring the Earthly Shekinah and the Heavenly Shekinah.[bookmark: filepos345131]ccxcii
 

This doctrine is hinted at by the name of the heaven of the highest Sephira, Kether, i.e. Rashith ha-Gilgalim (the first swirlings), coming from the same root as the word gilgul. The soul aspires to its highest aspect, the Yechidah, seeking to elevate the lower aspects so they may be united with the highest and then re-merge with the ultimate divine.
 

There are a number of variants of this belief, such as where the souls go depending on conduct. A soul that has fulfilled its spiritual destiny does not need to continue reincarnating, and is said to be stored in holiness by God until the end of time, when it is rejoined with its body, its Ruach and its Nephesh. 
 

God will then cause dew (which is the divine light) to exude from His head that will flow through the Sephiroth until it reaches the earth. The dew is said to be that which would have caused Adam and Eve to have become immortal, and will enable the resurrected soul to be remerged with the primal Adam or the Heavenly Shekinah. In this way every person is part of the process of restoration (tikkun).
 

A soul that has knowingly perpetrated evil will return to a lesser form, such as an animal, plant or even stone. This doctrine is analogous to the Hindu concept of karmic reincarnation, and is thought to have its roots in Platonic and Neo-Platonic philosophies. This is made even clearer in the Zohar, which raises the issue of reincarnation in an interesting manner, with discussion of the final judgement. It says:
 

“Said Rabbi Hizkiah: ‘If it be so that all the dead bodies will rise up from the dust, what will happen to a number of bodies which shared in succession the same soul?’ Rabbi Jose answered: ‘ Those bodies which were unworthy and did not achieve their purpose will be regarded as though they had not been: as they were a withered tree in this world, so will they be regarded at the time of the resurrection. Only the last that had been firmly planted and took root and prospered will come to life, as it says, ‘For he shall be as a tree planted by the waters … but its foliage shall be luxuriant (Jer 17:8).’”[bookmark: filepos347737]ccxciii
 

A later version of this doctrine changed the concept of rebirth until perfection is reached with a cycle of only four incarnations. If by the end of the fourth life the soul had not reached a basic level of development it would roam the earth as a spirit (called a dybbuk) that sought to possess other people to control their bodies and be returned to the flesh. If the soul did reach a level of attainment it would find sanctuary until the day of restitution.
 

The Bahir also refers to reincarnation, making veiled and symbolic comments such as, 
 

“It is I who have planted this ‘tree’ that the whole world may delight in it ... for on it depends the All and from it emanates the All; all things need it and look upon it and yearn for it, and it is from it that all souls fly forth.”
 

More clearly, the Bahir also describes transmigration of souls through the parable of the king’s servants and their garments. The servants mistreat their fine garments so the king throws them out and cleans the garments and dresses other servants in them, giving them garments which have already been worn in the world.
 

Looking at other early influential cultures, we see that the ancient Egyptians did not subscribe to that idea, with a person living one life and then either joining the gods if they had led a good enough life or being annihilated if they had not. 
 

The Chaldean Oracles of Zoroaster refers to reincarnation, saying, “According to Zoroaster, in us the ethereal vestment of the Soul perpetually revolves [reincarnates].”[bookmark: filepos349834]ccxciv In the Chaldean Oracles, there is a similar concept to the Shekinah of a goddess who is both the world soul, and also the source of souls, though there it is the Greek goddess Hekate. The Chaldean Oracles were written after many centuries of Hekate’s worship, so it is possible that these qualities may have been assimilated from the influence of other cultures and ideologies like the Jews and Gnosticism.
 

As with the Tree of Life and types of light, it is clear that the Shekinah is also intimately bound up with ideas of the soul in Kabbalah and Jewish mysticism. Like the Shekinah herself, the roots of these ideas can be seen in earlier cultures, as we have demonstrated by comparatively exploring the Platonic and Egyptian models of the soul. 
 

The equation of the Shekinah to the Neshamah gives basis to the idea that every soul not only comes from the same original source, but also every soul is also connected. This relationship of the Shekinah and souls emphasises how often she is connected with mystical concepts.
 



THE POWER OF PROPHECY
 

“Human souls are also bound to higher levels, and therefore, when a perfect individual becomes involved in meditation upon wisdom, it is possible for him to predict future events.” 

 

~ Hai Gaon (939-1038 CE)
 

The word prophet is derived from the ancient Greek word ‘prophetia’, meaning ‘the gift of interpreting the will of the gods’. This emphasises the nature of a prophet, who was considered not simply a person who could see the future (such as a clairvoyant or seer), but rather a person who was divinely inspired and could relay the inspirations and messages they received. 
 

In more recent decades it has also come to be applied to people who made predictions about the future, i.e. demonstrated precognition, such as the French doctor Nostradamus (1503-1566 CE) and the American psychic Edgar Cayce (1877-1945 CE).
 

The Hebrew word Tanakh (TNK), the name for the Old Testament is Notariqon (an acronym) for Torah Neviim Ketuvim, meaning ‘Law, Prophets, Writings’, indicating the three divisions of the holy books in order of decreasing divine revelation, and emphasising the importance of prophecy. 
 

In Judaism prophecy was believed to have stopped after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, as the Heavenly Shekinah withdrew and her holy spirit of inspiration was no longer available to prophets. In Islam too, prophecy was believed to have stopped with the death of the Prophet Mohammed in 632 CE.
 

Although the prophets of the Old Testament are popularly thought of as being men, there were also female prophetesses, with seven of the fifty-five mentioned in the Old Testament being women. The most famous of the prophetesses was Miriam, the sister of Aaron and Moses, who is referred to in Exodus. 
 

The other very famous prophetess was Deborah, whose story is told in the eight century BCE Book of Judges 5, also known as The Song of Deborah. The Song of Deborah is often credited with earlier roots, possibly as early as the twelfth century BCE. 
 

A curious dichotomy in this text is that Deborah is referred to as Lapidot-woman, which could be a (husband’s) name or a noun, which would mean ‘woman of torches’. This connection with torches, and hence fire and light, is an interesting one which recalls the common association of torches with other goddesses, including Hekate. It is particularly relevant when the parallels between Deborah and the Semitic goddess Anat are seen. As Taylor (1982:92-108) points out, the Song of Deborah has a number of parallels with earlier Ugaritic literature which support the ideas that this piece is one of the earliest sections of the Old Testament, and that it preserves one of the Anat tales in a derivative form, describing the conquest of Canaan.[bookmark: filepos354698]ccxcv
 

Returning to the practice of prophecy, it should be noted that prophecy was not seen as a natal gift that a person was born with; rather it was the culmination of a holy life, resulting in the Shekinah descending on a person as the Ruach HaQadosh (Holy Spirit).
 

The Roman writer (Saint) Hippolytus (c.170-236 CE) wrote in his Refutation of All Heresies of how some women prophetesses claimed to be possessed by the Paraclete (the Greek term for Ruach HaQadosh, the Holy Spirit) and this detracted from the true Christianity.[bookmark: filepos355493]ccxcvi It is interesting to note how his venom was reserved for women, which significantly differed from the reported teachings of the prophet Elijah, which declared:


 

“I call heaven and earth to witness that any person, Jew or Gentile, man or woman, freeman or slave, if his deeds are worthy, then Ruach HaQadosh will descend upon him.”[bookmark: filepos356025]ccxcvii
 

The association of the Shekinah with the power of prophecy, or Ruach HaQadosh, is a well established one. Saadia Gaon (882-942 CE), the founder of Judeo-Arabic literature, made this significant connection in his writings. He stated:
 

“The luminous manifestation which must validate for the prophet the authenticity of the revelation he has received is a created light; it is called kavod in the Bible, and Shekinah in the Rabbinic tradition.”[bookmark: filepos356725]ccxcviii
 

However many centuries earlier this association between the Wisdom Goddess and prophecy was already implied by the connection between the Canaanite goddess Asherah and divination. A fifteenth century BCE tablet found at Taanach in northern Palestine contains the line:
 

“Further, and if there is a wizard of Asherah, let him tell our fortunes, and let me hear quickly(?); and the (oracular) sign and interpretation send to me.”[bookmark: filepos357411]ccxcix
 

The association between the Wisdom Goddess and prophecy was also made in the last of the great Jewish wisdom texts, the Wisdom of Solomon
(first century BCE), which declared:
 

“She is but one, yet can do all things, herself unchanging, she makes all things new; age after age she enters into holy souls, and makes them friends of God and prophets.”[bookmark: filepos358030]ccc
 

The philosopher and poet Judah Halevi (1075-1141 CE) writing in Arabic described the connection between the Shekinah and the availability of the power of prophecy:
 

“Prophecy accompanied the community of the Second Temple forty years, on account of the elders who were assisted by the power of the Shekinah which was present in the First Temple. [Newly] acquired prophecy ceased with the departure of the Shekinah, and only came at extraordinary times or on account of [a] great force, such as that of Abraham, Moses, the expected Messiah, Elijah and their equals. For they in themselves were a dwelling place (mahall) of the Shekinah, and their very presence helped those present to acquire the degree of prophecy.”[bookmark: filepos359007]ccci
 

Continuing on this theme, the medieval Kabbalist Abraham Abulafia (1240-1291 CE) described the connection between the Shekinah and prophecy when he wrote:
 

“Yod bears witness to the Throne that is the height of Heh, up to the height of the Vav …. And the final Heh is Shekinah’s seal, the inspiration offering prophecy and salvation to all souls by her Voice and lightness.”[bookmark: filepos359633]cccii
 

In his classic work Gates of Light on how to achieve states of Ruach HaQadosh, Rabbi Chaim Vital (1543-1620 CE) distinguished between what he considered to be the two types of prophecy, and also clarified the difference between prophecy and dreams. 
 

“The difference between prophecy and dream is that in the former the Nephesh remains in the Guph (body), whereas in the latter the Nephesh leaves the body.”[bookmark: filepos360310]ccciii
 

Significantly Vital described how the prophecy of the prophets involved the withdrawal and collapse of the external senses due to the overpowering influence of the Shekinah’s light (number 8 on the list of Maimonides categories). The second type of prophecy does not result in the senses withdrawing, but provides a pure image, as was the case for Moses (number 12 on the list of Maimonides categories).
 

Vital, like most medieval Kabbalists, would have drawn inspiration from the twelfth century Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides (1135-1204 CE). In his epic three volume work outlining his philosophies, The Guide for the Perplexed (Moreh Nevuchim), Maimonides described the twelve stages of prophecy. Looking at his list it is interesting to note that many people will have experienced some or most of the first five categories of prophecy he gives.
 



Maimonides Prophecy Categories
 

 



 
 

The categories of Maimonides clearly disagreed with the Jewish and Islamic view that prophecy was no longer possible. 
 

The Torah is full of references and hint regarding the power of prophecy (precognition), which give indicators on how to achieve this ability, or state, which is known as Ruach HaQadosh, the ‘Spirit of Holiness’ or ‘Holy Spirit’. This is also another name for the Shekinah, who is thus the bestower of prophecy, the divine wisdom which is her domain.
 

This is referred to explicitly in Psalm 51:12-13, where it says: 
 

“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast me away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me.”
 

One of the useful adjuncts to achieving a suitable state for prophecy was considered to be music. Music can strongly influence the emotions, and help create a serene state ideal for meditation. The use of instrumental music, without lyrics (there is no reference to singing) is thus a precursor that can be used to help achieve the state of Ruach HaQadosh. Rabbi Moses Maimonides explains this in his writings, saying: 
 

“A prophet cannot prophesy at will. He concentrates his mind, sitting in a good, joyous mood and meditating. One cannot attain prophecy when he is depressed and languid, but only when he is in a joyous state. When they were seeking prophecy, the prophets would therefore have people play music for them.”[bookmark: filepos363647]ccciv
 

Significantly two of the Psalms begin by referring to music, indicating their use as an aid to prophecy. Thus we see reference to string music in Psalms 4 and 6. This is also indicated in several of the Biblical books where musical instruments are specifically connected with prophecy.[bookmark: filepos364121]cccv The most explicit reference to this is in 1 Samuel 10:5-6, where it says:
 

“You will meet a band of prophets coming down from the shrine with harp, tambourine, flute, and lyre playing in front of them; they will be in a prophetic frenzy. Then the spirit of the Lord will possess you, and you will be in a prophetic frenzy along with them and be turned into a different person.”[bookmark: filepos364696]cccvi
 

An interesting hint in this text is that the prophets were ‘coming down’ from the shrine, i.e. it was in a high place. This reference then suggests that the prophets may have been of a deity associated with worship in high places, i.e. the goddess Asherah.
 

Another sound associated with prophecy is humming. The Hebrew Mother letter Mem is associated with humming,[bookmark: filepos365319]cccvii as the water of Chokmah (Wisdom). This association is described in the Book of Job, though the word hum has also been translated as silence, with a graphic and lucid description of the experience of Ruach HaQadosh:
 

“Now a word came stealing to me,
 

my ear received the whisper of it.
 

Amid thoughts from visions of the night,
 

when deep sleep falls on mortals,
 

dread came upon me, and trembling,
 

which made all my bones shake.
 

A spirit glided past my face;
 

the hair of my flesh bristled.
 

It stood still,
 

but I could not discern its appearance.
 

A form was before my eyes;
 

there was silence [a hum], then I heard a voice:”[bookmark: filepos366933]cccviii
 

The modern Kabbalist Aryeh Kaplan (1934-1983 CE) discussed the requirements for achieving prophecy,[bookmark: filepos367216]cccix stating that it is a step-by-step process requiring thorough mastery, using disciplines including meditation, reciting Divine Names, and praising God with prayers containing the Divine names. He emphasised that attachment to God and continual purification are also required, with the achievement of Ruach HaQadosh not being an easy achievement, but rather a process that requires great devotion and dedication.
 

The descriptions in the Torah
suggest that the type of meditation that was used was void meditation, i.e. the removal of all awareness of the body. This is indicated in the Psalms, “Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing on earth that I desire other than you. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.”[bookmark: filepos368208]cccx
 

Timing was also considered important, with night and dusk being the best time to meditate. Thus we see, “My eyes are awake before each watch of the night, that I may meditate on your promise.”,[bookmark: filepos368596]cccxi
and “Arise, cry out in the night, at the beginning of the watches! Pour out your heart like water before the presence of the Lord!”[bookmark: filepos368863]cccxii
 

Perhaps the best description was given by Rabbi Jacob ben Asher (1270-1343 CE), who wrote:
 

“One must concentrate on the words that leave his lips, depicting the Divine Presence right in front of him, as it is written, ‘I have placed God before me at all times’ [Psalms 16:8]. He must arouse his concentration, removing all disturbing thoughts so that his mind and concentration in prayer remain pure.”[bookmark: filepos369535]cccxiii
 

The Talmud also describes the ten steps which lead to Ruach HaQadosh. These correspond to the Sephiroth of the Tree of Life. These steps are:
 

1 Study [Malkuth]
 

2 Carefulness [Yesod]
 

3 Diligence [Hod]
 

4 Cleanliness [Netzach]
 

5 Abstention [Tiphereth]
 

6 Purity [Geburah]
 

7 Piety [Chesed]
 

8 Humility [Binah]
 

9 Fear of Sin [Chokmah]
 

10 Holiness [Kether]
 



 
 

From all these writings it is clear that the view that prophecy stopped with the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem was not one shared by many Kabbalists, who wrote of the methods used to achieve prophetic states, by developing their connection to the Shekinah, the source of prophecy.
 

In addition to the Kabbalists with the Shekinah, the Gnostics, too made reference to prophecy received from Sophia (or unnamed feminine wisdom) in their writings, as may be seen in the text of Trimorphic Protennoia:
 

“I am the Mother of the Voice, speaking in many ways, completing the All. It is in me that knowledge dwells, the knowledge of <things> everlasting. It is I who speak within every creature, and I was known by the All. It is I who lift up the Speech of the Voice to the ears of those who have known me, that is, the Sons of the Light.”[bookmark: filepos371870]cccxiv
 

From her later attribution to Old Testament references, the Shekinah has a fundamental connection with prophecy, being viewed as the divine power which provides the inspiration which prophets draw from.
 

This perspective challenges notions as to when prophecy ceased to become available, with many Kabbalistic writings crediting the influence of the Shekinah with the continuation of prophecy beyond the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. It also challenges gender stereotypes of prophecy, making it clear that the Shekinah’s inspiration may be drawn on by any suitably purified and spiritually prepared person
 



Part 5
 

Fruits of the Tree
 



RENNAISANCE AND BEYOND
 

“I, tranced, beheld an awful glory. Sphere in sphere it burned: the one Shekinah!”
 


~ Mardi, Melville, 1849
 

We have shown how the Shekinah rose to new prominence in medieval Kabbalah, which emphasised her roles and power in a dramatic way. One of the biggest influences of the Kabbalah during the medieval and Renaissance period was on the grimoires, books which gave detailed techniques for conjuring angels and/or demons, and for making talismans to attract all sorts of wonders and wealth. 
 

So the obvious question is did the Shekinah also made the transition into the grimoires, which had a significant influence on the development of modern magic? The answer is yes, we can find evidence of the Shekinah in the grimoires, if we look carefully. 
 

We have already described how the Greek term Paraclete for the Holy Spirit was applied to prophetesses who were inspired by the divine wisdom, i.e. the Shekinah.[bookmark: filepos374309]cccxv Paraclete (as Paracletus) was one of the divine words, like Yahveh, Adonai and Sabaoth (Tzabaoth) which would be used to command spiritual beings in the Heptameron (‘Seven Days’), written by the Italian physician Peter de Abano (1250-1317 CE) and published posthumously in 1496 CE. 
 

The Heptameron was one of the most significant and influential of the grimoires, and was essentially a manual of planetary angel magic, which included the four archangels who ruled over the camps of the Shekinah, i.e. Gabriel, Michael, Raphael and Uriel.
 

Subsequent texts would reproduced this use of the term Paracletus, and it appears in the seventeenth century grimoire called the Goetia (‘howling’), as a commanding name for demons, and likewise in The Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584) by the English author Reginald Scot (1538-1599 CE). 
 

Other expressions in the same conjurations also imply the Shekinah through descriptions of the wisdom of God, the angels, throne and fire, and indicate it is not an isolated and misplaced incident:
 

“And by O Theos Iscyros Athanatos Paracletos ... And by the four beasts that stood before the throne having eyes before and behind, and by the fire round about the throne, And by the holy Angels of heaven, And by the mighty wisdom of God,”[bookmark: filepos376012]cccxvi
 

The Elizabethan astrologer, mathematician and magus Dr John Dee (1527-1608 CE) performed years of work with his skryer Edward Kelley trying to gain divine wisdom with the assistance of the angels. One of the results of their work was a language called Enochian, which was said to be spoken by the angels. A series of calls in Enochian were transmitted to Dee via Kelley, along with English translations of the otherwise unintelligible words. Amongst these the Second Call is full of Shekinah symbolism, and it is also interesting to note the occurrence of the term ‘seething’, remembering that the name Barbelo (for the Gnostic wisdom goddess) may come from a root meaning ‘to seethe’:
 

“Can the wings of the winds understand your voices of wonder, o you the second of the First? Whom the burning flames have framed within the depths of my jaws; Whom I have prepared as cups for a wedding, or as the flowers in their beauty for the chamber of righteousness. Stronger are your feet than the barren stone, and mightier are your voices than the manifold winds; for you are become a building such as is not, but in the mind of the All-Powerful. Arise, says the First; move, therefore, unto his servants; show yourselves in power, and make me a strong seething; for I am of Him that lives forever”[bookmark: filepos377576]cccxvii
 

The main female characters in The Chemical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreutz, one of the key defining Rosicrucian manuscripts, dating to the early seventeenth century CE, clearly parallel the different guises of the Shekinah. It is clearly no accident that the three female characters in the story correspond to the different manifestations of the Shekinah. The Old Queen in the tale, who is entirely focused on the spiritual and celestial matters is the Cosmic or Heavenly Shekinah. The Virgin corresponds to the Earthly Shekinah, and is the active principle, ensuring the sevenfold journey is accomplished by the worthy. Mediating between these is the Bride, corresponding to the Unified Shekinah, and her King thus correspondingly being God. That the two should play a game similar to chess with the virtues and vices pitted against each other on the seventh and final day has clear Qabalistic and Merkavah overtones corresponding to the journey to the palace of the Heavenly Shekinah.
 

We briefly mentioned the Shekinah in connection with alchemy earlier in this work, and it is interesting to note that Sophia was mentioned in alchemical texts. She is praised in the early seventeenth century text The Waterstone of the Wise:
 

“Sophia (Wisdom), who is bright like Phoebus. Her body is naked because she is ardently loved. She is loved because she has at her disposal the riches of the whole world. He that gazes upon her beauteous form cannot refrain himself from loving her, goddess as she is.”[bookmark: filepos379412]cccxviii
 

In the late seventeenth century text On the Philadelphian (Spiritual) Gold, the importance of Sophia is again mentioned with the line, “For the Psyche in man is never able to penetrate beyond the image; only the pure spirit of Sophia can reach to the life”[bookmark: filepos379871]cccxix
 

In addition to magical texts, the period from the Renaissance through into the Industrial Age would see the Shekinah appearing in English religious texts, and also in poetry. In 1663 John Stillingfleet published Shecinah: or a Demonstration of the Divine Presence in the Places of Religious Worship, introducing her to the English language. Other writers took up the banner, such as George Hickes with his The Moral Schechinah: or a Discourse on God's Glory (1682) and J Scott describing “That fiery Schechinah, or visible Glory of the Lord, in which he descended on Mount Sinai”.[bookmark: filepos380661]cccxx
 

In an example of gender misappropriation the seventeenth century also saw the Shekinah being used as an alternative name for Jesus. This reached its apogee in the work of the Methodist hymnist Charles Wesley (1707-1788 CE), who wrote:
 

“Our Eyes on Earth survey 

 

The Dazzling Shechinah
 

Bright, in endless Glory bright,
 

Now in Flesh He stoops to dwell.”[bookmark: filepos381484]cccxxi
 

If a person was selective in their reading, they could choose to focus only on verses which seem to equate the Shekinah to Jesus in the New Testament. Thus in 2 Corinthians it states,
 

“For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”[bookmark: filepos382127]cccxxii
 

However the terminology in this verse clearly does not equate the Shekinah to Jesus when taken in the correct context. The Shekinah is being referred to as the light which shone out of darkness (i.e. the primordial light), and also the light of the knowledge of the glory (i.e. kavod as the Shekinah) of God. This light shines in the face of Jesus, not from the face of Jesus, showing that he is being illuminated by the Shekinah, not radiating her power.
 

This type of selective quoting ignores the fact that Jesus was placed next to the Shekinah in the Gospel of Luke. When Jesus is on the mountain with Peter, John and James, and they behold him talking to Moses and Elijah, the Shekinah manifests as a cloud (c.f. the Sakina as a cloud in Islam discussed earlier).
 

“While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were terrified as they entered the cloud. Then from the cloud came a voice that said, ‘This is my Son, my Beloved; listen to him!'”[bookmark: filepos383425]cccxxiii
 

The connection between Jesus and the Shekinah is further emphasised in 1 Peter, where it states:
 

“If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the spirit of glory [the Shekinah], which is the Spirit of God, is resting on you.”[bookmark: filepos383941]cccxxiv
 

If men could try and misappropriate the Shekinah, women too could write about her, as seen in the writings of Mary Anne Evans (1819-1880 CE) under her pen name of George Eliot:
 

“The golden sunlight beamed through the dripping boughs like a Shechinah, or visible divine presence.”[bookmark: filepos384472]cccxxv
 

Moving into the early twentieth century, The Fellowship of the Rose Cross, founded in 1915, was one of the splinter groups formed out of the ashes of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, the prominent magical order founded in 1888 which had fragmented in 1900-1903. The prime mover in this splinter order was the prolific author and mystic Arthur Edward Waite (1857-1942 CE). 
 

It was undoubtedly due to Waite’s influence that the Shekinah features heavily in many of the initiation rituals of the Fellowship of the Rose Cross. She is also found by name or titles and other references in the Equinox Ritual and Solstice Rituals of the same order. In the Adeptus Exemptus (7=4) initiation ritual, the following line spoken by the priest is indicative of the flavour of the Shekinah in these ceremonies:
 

“Be thou blessed by the mouth of Shekinah in all thy grades and degrees, in all the Sephiroth which have been sanctified and exalted in thee.”[bookmark: filepos385743]cccxxvi
 

An increase of interest in the Shekinah has gone hand in hand with the resurgence of interest in the divine feminine in recent decades, as demonstrated by the corresponding increase in academic and theological research. In recent years the Shekinah has also become more prominent through the work of such organisations as the Jewish Renewal Movement in America, which merges the mystical nature of the Shekinah with some of the more orthodox teachings of Judaism.[bookmark: filepos386390]cccxxvii
 

Through this snapshot of some of the significant esoteric writings of recent centuries it is clear that the influence of the Shekinah has expanded into many other branches of the esoteric revival. This has been assisted by the increase in availability of source materials dealing both directly and indirectly with the Shekinah, as well as a blossoming interest in the divine feminine.
 




Wisdom

 

As we have demonstrated throughout this work, there is clearly a direct line of descent from the Canaanite goddess Asherah to the Wisdom Goddess, and thence to the Shekinah and Sophia. Additionally we can see that the Shekinah and her qualities influenced perceptions of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary in Christianity, and the Sakina in Islam. 
 

The extent to which earlier goddesses like the Sumerian Inanna and Egyptian Isis-Ma’at influenced the development of the Shekinah is difficult to determine, and at this point we will simply draw attention to the similarity between some of their motifs and those associated with Asherah and the Shekinah as a possible (or indeed probable) indication of influence.
 

Having explored the possible roots of the Shekinah, contemporary wisdom goddesses and possible and likely derivatives, it is clear that she represents an enduring motif throughout history, which speaks to something in the human spirit. Although the Shekinah is most present as a named figure in the literature of the Kabbalah and Merkavah Mysticism, it is clear from these writings that the Kabbalists, Rabbis and Mystics writing about her in the Middle Ages and Renaissance considered her to be the same as the unnamed Wisdom Goddess of early Jewish wisdom literature, including the Book of Proverbs in the Old Testament.
 

The cross-fertilisation between the Shekinah and Sophia is a clear example of how different manifestations can arise from the same sources acted upon by different influences, as both developed from early wisdom literature. In the case of the Shekinah these influences can be seen to include the Canaanite, Egyptian, and Sumerian/ Babylonian cultures, whereas Sophia was more heavily influenced by Hellenic, Jewish and Christian cultures. In this Sophia may be seen as being the more derivative from the other, as the Jewish culture which produced the Shekinah also influenced the development of Sophia.
 

The numerous parallels and interconnections between the Shekinah and Sophia are seen in many of texts. As the divine feminine wisdom and world soul, the primordial light of creation, the words from a Gnostic text below could equally be describing the Shekinah, and her role in the world:
 

“I am the Womb that gives shape to the All by giving birth to the Light that shines in splendour. I am the Aeon to come. I am the fulfilment of the All, that is, Meirothea, the glory of the Mother.”[bookmark: filepos389938]cccxxviii
 

The cross-fertilisation of the Shekinah and Sophia also undoubtedly contributed to their influence on the development of Christian literature, seen clearly in early sources as well as medieval and later writings. The increase in scope and detail of information provided about the Shekinah in the Kabbalah reflects an increase in interest in her, which may be a reflection of her being seen as the Shabbat Bride of Judaism.
 

The Shabbat Bride is an essential part of Judaism, and the great medieval Kabbalist Isaac Luria (1534-1572 CE) wrote a beautiful Hymn to the Shekinah for the Feast of the Sabbath (translation included by kind permission of Jerome Rothenberg), with which we will end this work:
 




Hymn to the Shekinah

 


for the Feast of the Sabbath

 


Isaac Luria, translated by Jerome Rothenberg

 



 
 

 I have sung

 

 an old measure

 

 would open

 

 gates to

 

 her field of apples

 

 (each one a power)

 

 set a new table

 

 to feed her

 

 & beautifully

 

 candelabrum

 

 drops its

 

 light on us

 

 Between right & left

 

 the Bridge

 

 draws near in

 

 holy jewels

 

 clothes of the Sabbath

 

 whose lover

 

 embraces her

 

 down to foundation

 

 gives pleasure

 

 squeezes his strength out

 

 in surcease of

 

 sorrow

 

 & makes new faces

 

 be hers

 

 & new souls

 

 new breath

 

 gives her joy

 

 double measure

 

 of lights & of

 

 streams for her blessing

 

 O Friends of the Bride

 

 go forth

 

 give her many

 

 sweet foods to taste

 

 many kinds of

 

 fish

 

 for fertility

 

 birth

 

 of new souls

 

 new spirits

 

 will follow the 32 paths

 

 & 3 branches

 

 the Bride with

 

 70 crowns

 

 with her King who

 

 hovers above her

 

 crown above crown in

 

 Holy of Holies

 

 this lady all worlds are

 

 formed in

 

 all’s sealed

 

 within her

 

 shines forth from

 

 Ancient of Days

 

 Toward the south

 

 I have placed

 

 candelabrum

 

 (o mystical)

 

 room in

 

 the north

 

 for table

 

 for bread

 

 for pitchers of wine

 

 for sweet myrtle

 

 gives power to

 

 lovers

 

 new potencies

 

 garlands

 

 of words for her

 

 70 crowns

 

 50 gates

 

 the Shekinah

 

 ringed by

 

 6 loaves

 

 of the Sabbath

 

 & bound

 

 all sides to

 

 Heavenly Refuge

 

 the impure powers

 

 have gone

 

 demons you feared sleep

 

 in chains
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