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CHAPTER 1 

THE MA N AN D TH E SCHOLA R 

i 

THREE BOOK S shoul d b e writte n abou t Gersho m 
Scholem. Thi s i s intende d t o be one of them. On e book 

should describe Scholem an d the twentieth century : his back-
ground, hi s approac h t o Zionism , an d hi s immigratio n t o 
Jerusalem (subjects dealt with i n his autobiography, From  Berlin 
to Jerusalem),1 his activit y i n Jerusale m an d a t th e Hebre w 
University, hi s friendship s wit h Agnon 2 an d othe r grea t Je-
rusalem figures,  hi s relationshi p wit h Walte r Benjamin, 3 hi s 
social and political views , hi s impact upo n Israel i culture and 
outlook concernin g it s past , an d al l othe r aspect s o f a  long , 
fruitful, an d extremely activ e an d influentia l life . 

Another boo k shoul d dea l wit h Schole m th e phe -
nomenologist. Ho w di d Gersho m Schole m understan d th e 
meaning o f "religion," "mysticism, " "symbolism, " "mythol -
ogy," th e relationshi p betwee n mysticis m an d language , hi s 
concept o f th e scholarl y field  o f histor y o f religion s an d his -
tory o f ideas , hi s attitud e towar d th e Freudia n an d Jungian 
schools i n psychology , hi s understandin g o f Gnosticism , hi s 
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GERSHOM SCHOLE M 

concept o f Judais m an d Zionism , an d man y othe r simila r 
subjects.4 

And on e boo k shoul d b e dedicate d t o Scholem' s scholar -
ship. H e worke d fo r 6 3 year s o n a  histor y an d bibliograph y 
of Jewish mysticis m an d th e integratio n o f thi s histor y wit h 
the genera l developmen t o f Jewish histor y an d culture . Th e 
present boo k intend s t o b e thi s thir d book . I t doe s no t dea l 
with Schole m th e ma n an d hi s times , no r doe s i t dea l wit h 
Scholem's view s o n th e genera l phenomenologica l problem s 
which h e encountered . I t deal s onl y wit h content , th e majo r 
outlines o f Scholem's histor y o f the kabbalah , an d it s integra -
tion int o Jewish history . 

Gershom Schole m publishe d ove r 4 0 volume s an d nearl y 
700 studies . Abou t 9 5 percen t o f these pertain t o th e subjec t 
of thi s book . Reader s ma y disagre e concernin g th e questio n 
of wha t Scholem' s importanc e is . (The y als o ma y disagre e 
over wher e hi s mai n contributio n t o contemporar y Judais m 
is t o b e found , whethe r i n hi s relationshi p an d presentation s 
concerning curren t affairs , o r hi s contributio n t o th e under -
standing o f mysticis m an d symbolis m i n general , o r hi s ef -
forts a s a  historian . Bu t ther e ca n b e n o doub t tha t Schole m 
spent hi s lif e bein g a  historian i n th e fulles t sens e of the ter m 
and concentrate d al l hi s effort s i n thi s field.  I t i s very rar e t o 
find a  young ma n outlinin g hi s scholarl y caree r an d the n fol -
lowing i t withou t deviatio n fo r nearl y 6 0 years ; bu t Schole m 
did jus t this . Hi s lette r t o Bialik , writte n soo n afte r hi s ar -
rival i n Jerusalem, give s th e outlin e fo r almos t al l hi s subse -
quent work. 5 Schole m considere d tha t hi s biographica l an d 
bibliographical studie s concernin g variou s kabbalist s an d thei r 
works wer e important . H e onc e said : "Al l I  found wer e scat -
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THE MA N AN D TH E SCHOLA R 

tered, shabb y pages , an d I  transforme d the m int o history." 6 

This i s an accurate statement , withou t an y qualifications. H e 
saw himsel f a s a  historian, h e understoo d hi s wor k a s bein g 
historical work , h e dedicate d al l hi s effort s t o th e stud y o f 
kabbalistic text s a s historica l documents . Ther e ma y b e dif -
ferent view s concerning wha t i s importan t i n hi s work; ther e 
can be n o doubt what , i n hi s labor , wa s important t o him . 

It i s impossibl e t o summariz e i n on e volum e th e year s o f 
scholarship an d publication s an d articles. 7 Al l thi s boo k in -
tends t o brin g befor e th e reade r ar e th e broades t outline s o f 
the content s o f Jewish mysticis m an d it s impac t o n Jewis h 
religion an d history. I  have concentrated exclusivel y o n Scho-
lem's work , bu t often , undoubtedly , th e presentatio n i s in -
fluenced by th e work s o f Scholem' s disciple s an d subsequen t 
work don e o n th e sam e subjects . Th e notes , fo r th e mos t 
part, ar e limite d t o primar y sources , beside s pointin g ou t 
some detail s an d comments . I  hav e als o include d case s o f 
disagreement an d controversy . On e can consider thi s wor k i n 
its entirety a s a survey of the current state of the study of the 
field as a whole. 

Before w e tur n t o a  general revie w o f Scholem's scholarl y 
work, a  few paragraph s abou t hi s biograph y an d hi s attitud e 
toward Judaism an d Zionis m ar e i n order . A s state d above , 
there i s n o intentio n t o presen t i n thi s framewor k anythin g 
approaching eithe r a  full biograph y o r an appreciation o f hi s 
intellectual respons e t o th e mai n idea s wit h whic h hi s lif e 
brought hi m int o contact . Thes e ar e jus t bar e outlines , t o 
facilitate th e understandin g o f th e backgroun d o f hi s schol -
arship. 
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GERSHOM SCHOLE M 

II 

There ca n b e n o doub t tha t th e youn g Gersho m Schole m 
was a  rebelliou s intellectual . Nothin g i n th e backgroun d i n 
which h e wa s bor n coul d explai n this , however . I f w e com -
pare th e spiritua l worl d i n which h e was born and was raised 
to the one he created for himself in his young manhood , onl y 
contradictions emerge . I t i s a s i f Schole m ha d no t preserve d 
in hi s late r lif e anythin g fro m hi s childhoo d atmospher e ex -
cept, mos t probably , a  clear resolution neve r to return t o the 
same values. 

Scholem wa s bor n i n Berli n i n 189 7 t o a  family tha t wa s 
a typical Jewish-German assimilationis t one . I n later years he 
used t o tel l th e stor y (include d als o i n hi s autobiography) , 
that whe n hi s parent s wante d t o pleas e him , the y woul d d o 
something lik e han g a  pictur e o f Herz l o n thei r Christma s 
tree. Ther e wa s nothin g i n tha t hom e tha t woul d giv e an y 
basis o r impetu s t o a  stirrin g o f a  Jewish interest . Hebre w 
was unknow n an d unspoken , an d th e young , emergin g Jew-
ish nationa l movement , Zionism , wa s completely outsid e th e 
family's real m o f interest . Germa n nationalis m wa s th e ac -
cepted nor m o f thinking, an d th e first hints o f an interes t i n 
socialism wer e apparent . I n short , i t i s impossibl e t o stud y 
Scholem's famil y t o understan d wha t cause d hi m t o tur n t o 
Judaism an d Zionism. No r i s the paradox , lik e man y others , 
clarified b y Scholem' s autobiography , whic h on e woul d ex -
pect t o thro w som e ligh t o n hi s early development . 

Scholem's autobiograph y i s a n unusua l book . Whil e mos t 
autobiographies ten d t o serv e thei r author s a s a  vehicl e t o 
reveal thei r innermos t thought s an d feelings , Scholem' s From 
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Berlin to  Jerusalem concerned itsel f almost exclusively wit h ex -
ternal facts . Tha t is , h e gives detailed informatio n concernin g 
his family , relatives , studies , teachers , book s h e read , peopl e 
he met and their background bu t reveal s little about himself . 
He relate s hi s decision s t o stud y Hebrew , hi s ques t fo r a 
teacher i n th e field  o f Talmud , hi s meeting s wit h scholars , 
and simila r incidents , bu t th e natura l question s arise : Wh y 
did h e choos e thi s an d no t that ? Wha t wer e hi s motives ? 
What wa s hi s attitud e towar d th e variou s alternative s tha t 
stood befor e him ? On thes e questions ther e i s hardly a  word. 
The reade r acquire s fro m readin g th e autobiograph y a n im -
pressive amoun t o f detaile d information , bu t no t a  glimps e 
of th e sou l o f it s author , an d almos t n o answe r t o th e basi c 
questionmarks surroundin g hi s early life . 

Scholem wa s n o different eve n i n private conversation . H e 
enjoyed talking about his early life, abou t people he met, an d 
about thing s h e ha d done . Thos e wh o me t hi m frequentl y 
and talked with hi m a  great deal recognized mos t of the events 
included i n From  Berlin  to Jerusalem, because the y serve d a s 
the basi s fo r anecdotes h e relate d i n hi s conversations . How -
ever, th e motives , th e reasons , th e emotions—thes e Schole m 
kept hidde n i n hi s boo k a s well a s in hi s conversations . 

It was not known, unti l after his death in 1982 , tha t Scho-
lem lef t a  larg e numbe r o f persona l letter s i n hi s files.  Hi s 
widow, Fani a ( a relativ e o f Freud) , i s workin g no w t o sor t 
them out , arrang e the m chronologicall y an d b y subject , an d 
prepare a selection fo r publication. Ther e i s a  possibility tha t 
these letter s may she d som e ligh t o n th e questions whic h w e 
are discussing here . 

If Scholem did not leave us with a statement o f his motives 
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concerning hi s majo r decision s i n hi s earl y life , t o som e ex -
tent hi s action s spea k for  themselves . Al l hi s action s poin t i n 
one direction : a n intense , extrem e sens e o f rebellion . 

Not onl y i n hi s earl y life , bu t throughou t th e 6 5 year s o f 
his career , Schole m wa s an d remaine d a  fierc e fo e o f Germa n 
nationalism. H e expresse d i t i n th e mos t difficul t circum -
stances durin g th e Firs t Worl d War , whe n h e belonge d t o 
the tin y minorit y amon g Germa n Jews wh o opposed th e wa r 
wholeheartedly an d withou t reservatio n (without , however , 
joining th e communists , wh o als o opposed th e war) . H e neve r 
forgave som e o f hi s friend s an d teacher s wh o wer e carrie d 
away b y th e Germa n nationalisti c spiri t an d i n on e wa y o r 
another supported , eve n i f halfheartedly , th e wa r effort . Whe n 
called t o arm y service , Schole m successfull y persuade d th e 
doctors tha t h e was mentally unbalance d an d therefor e shoul d 
be exemp t fro m arm y service . Thi s ac t neve r gav e hi m an y 
qualms nor did he express any misgivings. The war was nothing 
of a Jew's concern , an d h e expressed i n thi s wa y hi s complet e 
and resolut e negatio n o f th e spiri t o f Germa n nationalis m 
that prevaile d i n hi s hom e an d towar d whic h h e fel t nothin g 
but alienatio n an d hatred . 

This basi c attitude i s reflected i n hi s respons e i n late r year s 
to th e horribl e question s o f th e Holocaus t an d subsequen t 
relationships wit h Naz i an d post-Naz i Germany . Hi s resolut e 
answer t o Hanna h Arend t concernin g th e evi l o f Naz i Ger -
many i s a  clea r example , bu t onl y th e best-know n one . I n 
one o f hi s essay s h e deal s wit h th e proble m o f th e rol e o f 
Jews i n moder n Germa n culture , an d point s out , lik e nobod y 
else befor e him , th e star k asymmetr y i n th e descriptio n o f 
this process . Schole m pointe d ou t tha t onl y Jewis h writer s 
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and historian s ha d stresse d th e Jewish contributio n t o Ger -
man cultur e i n th e nineteent h centur y an d th e first  third o f 
the twentieth , whe n th e Naz i regim e too k over . H e asked : 
Where ar e th e Germa n historian s wh o accep t th e thesi s tha t 
Jewish spiritua l forc e wa s integrate d int o moder n Germa n 
culture? Where i s the German who will admi t tha t there was 
a meeting (Schole m eve n use d a  sexual expressio n t o describe 
such a  meeting ) betwee n Judais m an d Germanis m i n th e 
modern period ? Th e lov e affai r betwee n Jew s an d Germa n 
culture tha t bega n i n th e middl e o f th e eighteent h centur y 
was a  completely one-side d one , Schole m explained ; ther e was 
no expression o f any Germa n appreciatio n o f th e Jewish con -
tribution. Naz i anti-Semitism , on e ma y infer , wa s fo r Scho-
lem a  deep expressio n o f th e German-Jewis h relationship , a 
far truer expression tha n the idyllic picture of an "interrupted 
love affair" tha t coul d hav e bee n resume d wer e i t no t fo r th e 
brutal interventio n o f the Nazis . 

How muc h o f thi s di d th e youn g Schole m understan d be -
fore h e decide d t o repudiat e hi s hom e an d tur n t o Jewis h 
nationalism an d Hebre w studies ? W e canno t know , bu t i t i s 
possible t o imagin e tha t th e fierceness  o f hi s rebellio n re -
flected a deep-seated aversio n towar d th e assimilationis t worl d 
in whic h h e wa s raise d an d tha t h e remaine d steadfas t an d 
committed throughou t hi s lif e t o th e value s h e adopte d i n 
his adolescen t year s whe n h e rebelle d agains t thos e whic h 
governed hi s family an d his education . 

It should also be noted that Scholem chose, whe n adopting 
Judaism an d Zionism , th e leas t popula r alternativ e amon g 
those he could have followed, an d probably th e most difficul t 
one. Youn g Jews a t tha t tim e wer e joinin g variou s socialis t 
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and leftis t groups , an d the young Schole m wa s aware of their 
ideology an d politics . Socialis m neve r appealed t o him , eve n 
though a  great an d importan t friendshi p i n hi s lif e wa s with 
Walter Benjamin , a  profound (thoug h a n unorthodox) social -
ist thinker . 

To becom e a  socialist, on e di d no t hav e t o stud y a  forgot-
ten, neglecte d language like Hebrew, an d certainly could study 
texts easie r t o follo w tha n th e Talmud . Ye t Schole m chos e 
the most difficul t wa y and followed i t wit h a  dedication whic h 
would characterize his attitude t o every subject he would deal 
with throughou t hi s life . 

What cam e first—Zionism or Judaism? Di d Schole m adop t 
Jewish nationalis m first,  an d then , i n orde r no t t o appea r 
hypocritical, begi n t o study Jewish history , Hebrew , an d the 
Jewish classica l texts , o r wa s i t th e othe r wa y round—firs t 
the interest i n Hebrew and Judaism, an d only later the awak-
ening o f Jewish nationalism , followe d b y Zionis t activity ? I t 
seems fro m Scholem' s statement s o n thi s subjec t tha t adher -
ence t o nationalis m cam e first,  bu t tha t hi s cultura l interes t 
was never separated fro m hi s Zionis t ideology . Th e tw o were 
fused togethe r very early i n hi s life . 

It i s clea r tha t Schole m di d no t choos e t o b e a  student o f 
mysticism first,  an d the n o f Jewish mysticis m second . Hi s 
road towar d th e stud y o f th e kabbala h bega n wit h th e repu -
diation of German nationalism and of Jewish assimilationism . 
This brough t hi m t o th e Hebre w language , t o Jewis h his -
tory, an d t o th e stud y o f th e Talmu d an d Midrash . Onl y 
much late r di d h e choose th e neglecte d field  o f th e kabbala h 
as th e subjec t t o whic h h e woul d dedicat e ove r 6 0 year s o f 
scholarly work . Tha t is , ofte n on e read s descriptions o f Scho-
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lem depictin g hi m as a great mystic , wh o used scholarship as 
a vehicl e t o expres s hi s innermos t feeling s towar d Go d an d 
the creation , towar d histor y an d divin e revelation . Nothin g 
could be farther from the truth. A s has been intimated above, 
Scholem wa s first and foremost a  Jewish nationalist . The n h e 
studied Jewish cultur e thoroughly . Onl y the n did h e become 
a scholar o f the histor y o f the kabbalah . 

It i s interesting t o note how seldom th e term 'Jewish mys-
ticism" appears i n Scholem' s writing s i n th e 1920s . H e ded -
icated himsel f (a s w e shal l se e below ) t o th e stud y o f th e 
history o f kabbalisti c text s bu t withou t characterizin g the m 
as revelation s o f Jewish mystica l creativity . I t wa s no t unti l 
his serie s o f lectures i n Ne w York , afte r whic h hi s first book 
in Englis h appeare d {Major  Trends  in  Jewish Mysticism  i n 1941 , 
when Schole m wa s 4 4 year s ol d an d ha d writte n nearl y a 
hundred studies ) tha t th e subjec t o f the relationshi p betwee n 
the kabbala h an d mysticism bega n t o be central t o hi s work . 
Scholem did no t becom e a  scholar of the kabbalah because he 
was a kabbalist or a mystic. H e chose i t after choosing Jewish 
nationalism ove r Germa n nationalism , Hebre w cultur e ove r 
German culture ; fro m amon g th e possibl e Hebre w subject s 
to whic h h e coul d hav e dedicate d hi s scholarl y enterpris e h e 
chose th e kabbalah . Why ? 

Again, Scholem' s autobiography , lik e Scholem' s conversa -
tion, doe s no t give a  clear answer. However , whe n analyzin g 
his writin g o n th e subject , on e i s immediatel y face d wit h 
Scholem's sens e o f outrage, outrag e a t th e treatmen t tha t th e 
kabbalah ha d receive d fro m previou s generation s o f scholar s 
who had dealt wit h it . I t wa s not only th e sense of followin g 
a neglected field  tha t inspire d hi m bu t als o th e though t tha t 

9 



GERSHOM SCHOLE M 

he coul d correc t th e mistake s o f thos e wh o ha d publishe d o n 
the kabbalah . On e exampl e wa s th e schola r wh o wrot e exten -
sively o n th e kabbalah . Whe n Schole m admire d hi s vas t li -
brary an d asked : "Yo u undoubtedl y hav e read al l thes e books?" 
Scholem receive d th e followin g answer : "What ? D o I  als o 
have t o rea d thi s junk? " 

Modern scholars , too , reflecte d th e ignoranc e Schole m foun d 
in th e writings o f his predecessors, th e historian s an d scholar s 
of th e nineteent h century . The y no t onl y neglecte d th e kab -
balah, bu t the y hate d i t an d expresse d thi s hatre d i n emo -
tional term s i n thei r putativel y scholarl y analyses . Severa l 
statements o f Scholem's , describin g hi s earl y caree r i n th e 
field o f kabbalah , expres s hi s sens e o f indignatio n a t thi s at -
titude, a n attitud e fo r whic h h e coul d find  n o justificatio n 
whatsoever. Whe n readin g kabbalisti c text s h e fel t a s i f h e 
were th e first  schola r t o eve r rea d them . Accordingl y hi s re -
searches gav e hi m a  sens e o f pioneerin g adventure , a  feelin g 
akin t o th e discover y o f a n unknow n continent . T o a  dedi -
cated historian , experience d i n th e study o f subjects o n whic h 
whole librarie s hav e bee n writte n an d fo r who m th e chanc e 
of makin g a  reall y significan t discover y i s slim , thi s sens e o f 
discovery provide d a  mos t unusua l experienc e an d on e whic h 
caused Schole m grea t satisfaction . 

How ca n w e explai n th e variou s reason s tha t cause d Scho -
lem t o choos e Jewish mysticis m a s a  subjec t o f hi s scholar -
ship? Di d hi s rejectionis t moo d carr y hi m awa y fro m Jewis h 
assimilationism an d German nationalis m t o Zionism and Jewish 
culture? Wa s h e reactin g i n th e sam e wa y towar d thos e pre -
vious Jewish historian s an d scholar s who treate d th e kabbala h 
with suc h disdain ? Di d h e selec t th e work s tha t historian s 
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had mistake n o r brushe d asid e wit h th e convictio n tha t a 
meaningful lif e o f intellectua l adventur e waite d fo r hi m there ? 
And wa s there an element o f empathy towar d forgotten mys -
tics, wh o brough t ou t a  mystical spar k i n hi s soul? 

The las t canno t b e denied , bu t shoul d no t b e overempha -
sized, a t leas t whe n tryin g t o understan d Scholem' s initia l 
choice o f th e boo k Bahir  a s a  subjec t fo r hi s Ph.D . thesis . 
When we actually read his thesis , an d follow i t up by reading 
his publishe d scholarl y monograph s produce d i n th e firs t year s 
of hi s sta y i n Jerusalem, w e d o no t find  muc h o f a  sense o f 
empathy an d connectedness , certainl y no t whe n compare d t o 
that foun d i n his late r works. Th e enthusiasm o f his essay on 
Sabbatianism, "Redemptio n Throug h Sin, " i s completel y 
lacking. Mos t o f the wor k o n th e Bahir  consists o f notes and 
references, an d ver y littl e revelatio n o f th e mystica l gnosti c 
spirit of the Bahir  can be gleaned fro m these pages. Th e same 
is true concerning hi s lon g paper s i n the first numbers of the 
Israeli journal s Tarbiz  an d Kiryat  Sefer,  whic h wer e th e frui t 
of th e first  te n year s o f hi s scholarl y career , no r i n hi s first 
books t o b e written afte r th e thesis , hi s bibliograph y o f kab-
balistic works , Bibliographia  Kabbalistica,  and a  secon d vol -
ume o f bibliography , Kitvey  Yad  be-Kabbalah,  which wa s a 
list o f th e Hebre w kabbalisti c manuscript s i n th e possessio n 
of the Nationa l an d University Librar y in Jerusalem. 

Did th e youn g Schole m successfull y hid e hi s innermos t 
empathy wit h mysticis m i n thes e earl y studies , o r i s i t tha t 
it develope d somewha t late r i n hi s scholarl y career ? We can -
not reall y know . I t i s m y belie f tha t bot h alternative s ar e at 
least partiall y correct . Scholem' s earl y work s ar e written i n a 
strict—too strict—conformit y t o historical-philologica l norms , 
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covering detail s i n grea t length , presentin g befor e th e reade r 
the writer' s reasoning , doubts , an d contradictor y alternative s 
to hi s ow n interpretation s i n a  wa y whic h h e wa s t o follow 
in late r years , bu t wit h muc h greate r emphasi s an d a  height -
ened sens e o f importance . I t i s a s i f Schole m wer e tryin g t o 
prove tha t "this , too , i s history, " an d t o conve y thi s fac t b y 
the literar y styl e an d organizatio n o f hi s articles . I f thi s wa s 
indeed hi s attitude , i t i s understandable tha t h e forbade him -
self from revealin g hi s subjectivity i n an y way, tryin g instea d 
to presen t th e materia l a s i f i t wer e completel y remot e fro m 
his feelings . I t i s therefore , possibl e tha t h e ha d a n intens e 
feeling o f empathy, bu t tha t h e concealed i t completely . 

To th e contrary , I  believ e tha t i t i s eviden t tha t a s th e 
years passed , wit h materia l accumulatin g an d knowledg e 
growing, Schole m becam e more and mor e fascinated and , on e 
might eve n say , "conquered " b y th e materia l wit h whic h h e 
was dealing . I n th e earl y studie s on e hardl y finds  expression s 
which defin e th e genera l historica l meanin g o f the kabbalisti c 
sources. I n th e perio d afte r 1935 , s u c h expression s ar e in -
creased greatly , an d Scholem' s convictio n o f th e meaningful -
ness an d relevanc e o f hi s field  o f stud y t o ever y aspec t o f 
Jewish cultur e increase d dramatically . Th e enormou s interes t 
evoked b y hi s first  publication s concernin g Sabbatianis m 
demonstrated tha t h e wa s correc t i n pointin g ou t th e ric h 
spiritual value s hidde n i n th e kabbalisti c texts . Wit h thi s 
reinforcement, Scholem' s subjectiv e acceptanc e o f th e sym -
bols o f th e kabbala h als o increased . Tha t is , unlik e som e o f 
my colleague s an d Scholem' s friends , I  d o no t believ e tha t 
Scholem wa s incline d towar d mysticis m i n genera l whe n h e 
chose th e field  o f kabbalah aroun d 102 0 I t seem s t o m e tha t 
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if Scholem , a s a  person , ha d bee n mysticall y inclined , h e 
would hav e reveale d mor e interes t i n mysticis m i n genera l 
throughout hi s academi c career . I t i s a  fact , however , tha t 
Scholem strictl y confine d himsel f t o Jewish mysticism , an d 
strayed t o generalizations concernin g religion , mysticis m an d 
the history o f ideas only whe n h e was writing brie f introduc-
tions t o th e stud y o f a Jewish ide a or symbol. Mysticis m pe r 
se, a s a  generalizatio n withi n whic h Jewis h mysticis m i s a 
detail, di d interes t hi m onl y tangentially . A s stated above , i t 
is ver y difficul t t o kno w whethe r h e wa s involve d wit h any -
thing except th e truth beyond kabbalisti c symbolis m a s a 20-
year-old. Also , a s has bee n discussed above , n o mystical ten -
dency i s reveale d i n hi s earl y papers , an d ver y littl e ca n b e 
gleaned abou t i t i n hi s late r ones . Ye t becaus e Schole m di d 
not presen t th e kabbalisti c text s jus t a s histor y an d nothin g 
more, h e mos t probabl y di d believ e tha t the y (no t all , o f 
course, bu t th e bes t an d mos t profound ) containe d a  tran -
scendent spark , somethin g beyon d th e mer e literar y an d re -
ligious expressio n o f a particular cultura l attitude . 

It i s importan t t o emphasiz e tha t Scholem' s involvemen t 
with th e text s h e was studying neve r influenced hi s historica l 
analyses. Schole m di d no t choose—o r neglect—th e subject s 
he discusse d an d dissecte d accordin g t o hi s preference , no r 
according t o hi s belie f i n th e transcenden t spar k o f trut h h e 
believed the y contained. On e example demonstrates thi s fact . 

It woul d b e difficul t t o find  anything tha t Schole m wrot e 
with mor e enthusiasm , empath y an d kee n historica l analysi s 
than hi s stud y o f th e caree r o f Moshe Dobrushka , a  follower 
of the great Sabbatian radica l heretic , Jacob Frank (to be dis-
cussed i n Chapter 12) . Ye t Scholem' s repugnanc e o f Frankist 
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anarchistic an d destructiv e attitude s an d thei r anti-Jewis h ac -
tivity i s eviden t i n man y o f hi s works , includin g hi s first 
programmatic essay , "Redemptio n Throug h Sin. " Hi s inter -
est i n Dobrushka' s caree r i s purely th e consequenc e o f a  deep 
satisfaction gaine d fro m th e stud y o f hundred s o f document s 
in hal f a  dozen languages . Ther e i s no identificatio n wit h th e 
"hero," an d certainl y n o inclinatio n t o embrac e hi s politica l 
or theologica l views , no r i s there any ethica l acceptanc e o f his 
bizarre actions . 

It i s sometime s state d tha t Schole m wa s intereste d i n th e 
heretical, anarchisti c movement s amon g Jewish mystics , thu s 
revealing hi s ow n tendencies . Thi s does no t hav e any basi s i n 
the facts . Schole m di d no t dedicat e mor e energ y an d interes t 
to th e Frankis t movement , fo r instance , tha n t o th e rathe r 
conservative an d moderat e circl e o f kabbalist s i n Geron a 
(northern Spain ) i n th e first  hal f o f th e thirteent h century . 
He di d no t dedicat e mor e spac e o r tim e t o th e stud y o f th e 
Sabbatian movemen t tha n h e di d t o th e boo k Bahir  an d th e 
early kabbalah . Why , therefore , thi s persisten t impression , 
found i n s o many description s o f Scholem's outlook ? 

The answe r i s rathe r simple . Thi s impressio n i s no t base d 
on wha t Schole m actuall y did , bu t o n wha t hi s reader s pre -
ferred t o study . Fe w peopl e rea d hi s book s o n th e earl y kab -
balah, whil e hi s studie s o n Sabbatianis m an d Frankis m have , 
since th e 1950s , becom e par t o f Israel i culture . Th e ques -
tions, therefore , shoul d no t b e directed towar d Scholem , bu t 
rather towar d ou r generation : Wh y ar e w e s o intereste d i n 
the anarchi c an d unorthodo x i n th e Jewish past ? I s i t becaus e 
we fee l ourselve s t o be , i n relatio n t o ou r forefathers , anar -
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chistic an d revolutionary , an d henc e w e see k justificatio n fo r 
our ow n effort s a t anarch y fro m previou s examples ? 

Scholem di d no t cove r ever y subject , no r di d h e exhaus t 
many tha t h e did concer n himsel f wit h i n th e histor y o f Jew-
ish mysticism , eve n thoug h h e did see k t o presen t a t leas t a n 
outline o f ever y phas e an d phenomeno n an d chos e whic h t o 
enlarge upo n accordin g t o thei r intrinsi c historica l an d cul -
tural significance . Hi s ow n preference s an d belief s remaine d 
very fa r i n th e backgroun d o f hi s scholarl y efforts , contrar y 
to th e preference s o f some wh o rea d hi s work . 

Reading throug h Scholem' s scholarl y book s and article s ma y 
give a n incorrec t impression . Schole m wa s ver y carefu l t o 
publish onl y th e thing s h e understood , an d no t th e thing s h e 
did no t know . Whe n on e read s hi s publications , ther e i s a n 
impression o f clarity an d conclusiveness , a s if everything wer e 
now clea r an d al l problem s solved . Bu t thi s impressio n i s 
completely mistaken . Scholem , fo r instance , kep t a  cop y o f 
each o f his publication s boun d wit h empt y page s intervenin g 
between ever y tw o page s o f printe d text , an d use d thes e in -
serted page s t o writ e dow n notes , additions , changes , an d 
added information . I n som e o f hi s work s th e adde d page s 
include mor e materia l tha n th e printe d ones . H e neve r re -
garded an y o f hi s studie s a s complete ; th e publicatio n wa s 
the repor t o f th e situatio n a s h e viewe d i t a t tha t time , bu t 
he intended t o rewrite and reformulat e larg e part s of his pub -
lications. I n late r year s h e republished , i n correcte d an d en -
larged form , severa l earl y studie s t o whic h h e ha d a  grea t 
deal t o add , lik e thos e o n kabbala h an d alchemy, 8 o n Rabb i 
Joseph del a Reina, 9 o n th e earl y concep t o f th e kawanah  i n 
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prayer an d others. 10 Ever y ne w editio n o r translatio n o f hi s 
books include d ne w material , ne w informatio n an d some -
times eve n change s o f point o f view. 11 

I l l 

Scholem's preoccupatio n wit h bibliograph y i s legendary , 
and i t i s another side  t o the intensit y wit h whic h h e collecte d 
and buil t hi s ow n library . I t mus t b e stressed , however , tha t 
in th e first fifteen  year s o f Scholem's wor k i n Jerusalem ther e 
was a n inheren t unit y i n hi s wor k an d achievement s i n th e 
three fields:  th e stud y o f kabbalah , hi s wor k i n Jewish bibli -
ography, wit h emphasi s o n kabbalah , an d th e buildin g o f hi s 
library, th e cor e o f which i s th e collectio n o f kabbalistica . 

Bibliography, fo r Scholem , wa s th e basic , an d sometime s 
even th e final,  produc t o f scholarship . I t i s no t a n acciden t 
that th e first  tw o majo r work s h e prepare d an d publishe d 
after hi s Ph.D . thesi s wer e bibliographies : Bibliographia 
Kabbalistica12 and List  of  Kabbalistic Manuscripts at the National 
and University  Library in  Jerusalem.13 H e bega n hi s academi c 
career i n Jerusalem a s a  Judaica libraria n a t th e Nationa l an d 
University Library , a  chapte r vividl y describe d i n hi s auto -
biography. H e di d no t describ e th e enormou s accomplish -
ment o f preparing a  directory fo r th e adaptation o f the Dewe y 
Decimal Syste m t o th e need s o f Judaica, a  directory tha t wa s 
updated severa l time s an d serve s t o thi s da y fo r th e classifi -
cation o f Judaic a book s i n th e Nationa l Librar y an d man y 
other Judaica librarie s i n Israe l an d abroad . 

Scholem's intensit y regardin g th e stud y o f book s wa s ap -
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parent i n hi s scholarshi p i n th e twentie s an d earl y thirties . 
Many o f hi s article s wer e publishe d i n Kiryat  Sefer,  th e bib -
liographical publicatio n o f th e Nationa l library , whic h list s 
all book s pertainin g t o Judaica t o arriv e a t th e Library , an d 
allots som e o f its spac e t o scholarly studie s relate d t o Judaica 
bibliography. Schole m publishe d hi s majo r article s i n Kiryat 
Sefer unde r th e commo n titl e Studies  in  the History of Kabbal-
istic Literature.l4 

Meanwhile Schole m wa s buildin g hi s privat e library . Th e 
emphasis wa s on everything connecte d t o Jewish mysticism . 

In various editions o f his famou s brochur e "Al u le-Shalom," 
("Ascend t o Scholem" ) h e liste d hi s bibliographica l desider -
ata. When a  book appeared on that list , it s price immediatel y 
tripled. I t becam e obvious t o Scholem tha t hi s modest mean s 
would neve r enabl e hi m t o collec t kabbalisti c manuscripts , 
so instead he helped th e National Librar y build a  comprehen-
sive collectio n i n th e field.  Afte r hi s death , hi s collectio n 
became a n integra l par t o f th e Nationa l an d Universit y Li -
brary's Gershom Schole m Cente r for the Study o f Kabbalah. 

IV 

Scholem's studie s i n 1 5 year s fro m 192 1 t o 193 6 covere d 
all periods i n the history o f Jewish mysticis m an d most o f its 
main subjects , fro m th e ancien t Hekhalot  mysticism o f th e 
Talmudic period t o ninth-century Hasidism , a  span of a mil-
lennium an d a half.15 

During thi s time , Schole m attempte d t o absor b and orga-
nize th e vas t materia l o f Jewish mysticism , t o maste r it , an d 
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to allo t eac h work , treatise , an d write r it s prope r slo t i n th e 
history o f kabbalah . A t th e sam e tim e h e bega n t o publis h 
works intende d t o cove r al l majo r area s of kabbalistic creativ -
ity an d t o presen t a  coheren t pictur e o f th e developmen t o f 
kabbalistic literature . Scholem' s mai n comprehensiv e achieve-
ment o f thi s perio d wa s hi s extensiv e articl e o n kabbala h i n 
the Germa n Encyclopaedia  Judaica—the first  scholarl y histor y 
of Jewish mysticis m eve r written. 16 

V 

Between 192 1 an d 1936 , Schole m concentrate d o n find-
ing, copying , an d analyzin g ever y kabbalisti c manuscrip t h e 
could reach . Schole m travelle d fro m librar y t o librar y i n Eu -
rope (an d late r i n th e Unite d States ) an d collecte d informa -
tion fro m scholarl y catalogue s an d fro m bookseller' s lists . B y 
the comprehensiv e stud y o f the manuscripts , an d b y th e mas -
tery o f the printe d kabbalisti c texts , Schole m achieve d a  full , 
comprehensive knowledg e o f the histor y o f the kabbalah . Hi s 
published paper s i n thi s perio d reflec t this . 

Judging fro m hi s publications , on e group o f kabbalist s in -
terested hi m mor e tha n other s i n thi s period : th e brother s 
Jacob an d Isaac , son s o f Rabb i Jaco b ha-Cohen , wh o flour-
ished i n Castil e i n th e secon d hal f o f th e thirteent h century . 
His first  majo r publicatio n afte r hi s arriva l i n Jerusalem wa s 
a boo k whic h describe d thei r work s an d mai n ideas. 17 Thi s 
was immediatel y followe d b y a  secon d volume , publishe d a s 
a serie s o f article s i n Tarbiz, 18 whic h adde d importan t mate -
rial concernin g th e Cohe n brother s an d studie d th e work s o f 
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their disciple , Rabb i Mose s o f Burgos . Schole m wa s espe -
cially attracte d t o the m becaus e o f th e gnosti c characte r o f 
some of their texts , especiall y Rabb i Isaa c ha-Cohen's Treatise 
on the Emanations of  the Left,19 whic h i s th e firs t kabbalisti c 
work whic h reveal s a  clear dualistic attitud e concernin g goo d 
and evil , an d whic h subsequentl y ha d grea t impac t o n th e 
Zohar and th e late r development o f kabbalistic theology . Hi s 
conclusions concernin g thi s circl e o f Jewish mystic s wer e in -
complete, because , whil e h e describe d th e clos e connection s 
between th e idea s o f thi s circl e an d thos e o f th e Zohar,  h e 
could no t clearl y stat e whic h wa s th e sourc e and which cam e 
later, fo r a t tha t tim e h e ha d no t ye t arrive d a t a  decisio n 
concerning th e dat e o f th e Zohar  s composition.20 Th e possi -
bility tha t Rabb i Isaa c ha-Cohen use d zoharic sources seeme d 
to Schole m a t tha t tim e a  real one . Onl y i n th e nex t decad e 
did Schole m presen t hi s conclusion s concernin g Rabb i Mose s 
de Leon' s authorshi p o f th e Zohar,  an d then , o f course , th e 
independent though t o f the Cohen brothers and their original 
contribution t o th e developmen t o f kabbala h wa s clearl y ap -
parent. I t i s a curious fact , however , tha t while Scholem ded-
icated muc h tim e an d effor t t o th e stud y o f thi s schoo l o f 
kabbalists i n th e 1920 s an d earl y 1930s , h e di d no t retur n 
to thi s subjec t i n late r years . H e did , however , dedicat e a 
memorable seminar to the Cohen brothers in the early 1960s . 

Another kabbalis t centra l t o Scholem' s interest s betwee n 
1921 an d 193 6 wa s Rabb i Abraha m be-Rabb i Elieze r ha -
Levi, wh o flourished at th e en d o f th e fifteenth  centur y an d 
the beginning o f the sixteenth.21 Th e intense , messianic , an d 
mythological work s o f Rabb i Abraha m signifie d a  change i n 
the attitud e o f kabbalist s towar d messiani c redemption . 
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Scholem investigate d hi m agains t th e traumati c backgroun d 
of th e expulsio n o f th e Jew s fro m Spain , t o whic h Rabb i 
Abraham wa s a  witness . Th e work s o f Rabb i Abraha m wer e 
central t o th e understandin g o f th e emergenc e o f kabbalisti c 
messianism i n th e lan d o f Israe l i n th e sixteent h centur y an d 
as a background t o th e developmen t o f the Luriani c schoo l o f 
kabbalists i n Safe d late r i n tha t century . 

While th e Cohe n brother s an d Rabb i Abraha m be-Rabb i 
Eliezer ha-Lev i wer e th e principa l subject s i n Scholem' s pub -
lications a t tha t time , hi s subsequen t book s an d paper s prov e 
that h e wa s als o workin g intensel y o n th e problem s o f th e 
emergence o f the kabbala h i n th e twelft h an d thirteent h cen -
turies, o n th e Zohar,  it s authorshi p an d it s theology , o n th e 
Lurianic literature , an d o n th e Sabbatian movement . Thi s be -
came apparent wit h th e publicatio n o f "Mitzvah ha-Ba'a h be -
Averah" ("Redemptio n throug h Sin" ) i n 1936. 22 

VI 

Until 1936 , Schole m though t th e kabbala h shoul d b e 
studied alon g wit h othe r area s o f Jewish religiou s creativit y 
to arriv e a t a  comprehensiv e pictur e o f thi s vas t culture . H e 
was regarded—an d th e imag e wa s supported b y th e natur e o f 
his publishe d material—a s a  historia n o f kabbalisti c litera -
ture, intereste d i n establishin g th e variou s stage s i n th e de -
velopment o f Jewish mysticism . Afte r 1936 , however , Scho -
lem se t ou t t o rewrit e majo r chapter s i n Jewish histor y a s a 
whole. 

Scholem's presentatio n o f th e Sabbatia n movemen t i n 
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"Mitzvah ha-Ba'a h be-Averah, " althoug h revolutionary , wa s 
accepted a s signalling a  major change i n th e attitud e o f Jew-
ish scholar s towar d Jewis h history , a s wel l a s i n Scholem' s 
own career . H e showe d tha t th e Sabbatia n movement , al -
though neglecte d b y man y historian s (bu t no t b y all , a s h e 
was th e first to insist), 23 actuall y provide d th e ke y t o under -
standing Jewish histor y fro m th e exile fro m Spain i n 149 2 t o 
Jewish emancipation i n the late eighteenth century . Suddenl y 
scholars an d reader s wer e brough t t o th e realizatio n tha t th e 
symbolism o f th e kabbala h wa s no t jus t a  curious , mildl y 
interesting, margina l aspec t o f Jewish cultur e bu t wa s a source 
that coul d suppl y man y answer s t o basic , perplexin g prob -
lems o f Jewish history . 

After publishin g hi s pape r o n th e Sabbatia n movement , 
Scholem delivere d a  serie s o f lecture s i n Ne w York . Thes e 
were publishe d a s Scholem' s first  majo r book—an d th e first 
one in English—Major Trends  in Jewish Mysticism.24 There can 
be n o doub t tha t it s publicatio n ha s bee n an d wil l remai n 
one o f th e majo r turnin g point s i n th e histor y o f Jewis h 
scholarship. I n thi s boo k Schole m presente d th e first analysis 
of ancient Jewish mysticism, th e Hekhalot and Merkabah mys-
ticism, an d described i t a s Jewish gnosticism ; i t wa s the first 
time thi s literatur e wa s no t treate d a s a n insignificant , lat e 
collection o f incomprehensibl e text s wit h n o bearin g o n th e 
development o f Jewis h culture . I n thi s boo k Schole m pre -
sented th e first  comprehensiv e discussio n o f th e Ashkenaz i 
Hasidic movement , it s sources , development , mystica l ele -
ment, ethica l teachings , an d historica l impact . Her e to o w e 
find the first study o f th e fascinatin g caree r and teaching s o f 
Rabbi Abraha m Abulafia . Bu t abov e all , i n thi s boo k Scho -
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lem presents hi s conclusions concernin g th e authorship of the 
Zohar, dating i t t o th e lat e thirteent h century . I n addition , 
it wa s i n thi s wor k tha t th e teaching s o f Isaa c Luri a (1534 -
1572) wit h thei r intens e messianis m an d mythology , wer e 
first presente d an d connecte d wit h th e histor y an d idea s o f 
the Sabbatian movement , whil e th e chapter on th e Sabbatia n 
movement i s a  mor e detaile d an d mor e comprehensiv e pre -
sentation than the one in his 193 6 paper. Finally , th e chapter 
on Hasidism, whic h conclude s th e book , signalle d a  new ap-
proach t o thi s movement , base d o n a  detailed analysi s o f it s 
mystical symbolism , an d viewed i t a s a modern continuatio n 
of kabbalisti c mysticism . A s a  result o f thi s book , th e stud y 
of Jewish mysticis m bega n t o b e include d i n genera l work s 
about mysticism i n world religions , an d Scholem bega n to be 
accepted a s an authority . 

Major Trends  in  Jewish Mysticism di d no t describ e th e be -
ginnings o f the kabbalah . Schole m wa s workin g intensel y o n 
the subject , an d publishe d a  pape r o n i t i n 1943 25 an d a 
short boo k i n 1948. 26 Schole m continue d t o wor k o n th e 
subject an d i n 196 2 h e publishe d hi s mos t comprehensiv e 
and detaile d discussio n o f th e origin s o f th e kabbala h unde r 
the titl e Ursprung  und  Anfdnge der  Kabbala.21 H e als o gav e a 
lecture serie s a t th e Hebre w Universit y o n th e sam e subject , 
which wa s published i n fou r volumes startin g i n 1962. 28 

The thir d achievemen t o f thi s perio d wa s th e publicatio n 
in 1957 , i n Hebrew , o f a  two-volum e histor y o f th e Sabba -
tian movemen t durin g Sabbata i Zevi' s lifetime. 29 Her e th e 
generalizations offere d i n previou s publication s wer e docu -
mented i n minutes t details . 

Scholem's fourth importan t achievemen t i n this period was 
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the serie s o f lecture s h e gav e a t th e annua l meeting s o f th e 
Eranos society i n Zurich. Thi s society, dedicate d t o the study 
of Jungian psychology, religion , an d history, invite d Scholem 
year afte r yea r t o delive r majo r paper s i n it s meeting s al -
though h e coul d b y n o mean s b e regarde d a s Jungian psy -
chologist, philosopher , o r religiou s historian . Schole m use d 
the opportunit y t o prepar e an d publis h a  series o f studie s o f 
various subject s i n Jewish mysticism : th e rol e o f th e mysti c 
in religiou s society , th e mythologica l elemen t i n kabbalah , 
the anthropomorphi c imag e o f God i n Jewish mystica l sym -
bolism, th e concept o f good and evil i n kabbalah, th e symbol 
of the shekhinab i n Jewish mysticism, an d many others.30 These 
were th e first  monograph s o n kabbalisti c subject s presente d 
from th e poin t o f view o f general scholarshi p i n th e fields of 
mysticism, religion , an d th e histor y o f ideas . I n thes e papers 
Scholem employe d comparison s betwee n Jewis h phenomen a 
and parallel s whic h h e perceive d t o exis t i n huma n religiou s 
experience everywhere . 

By 196 2 Schole m ha d covere d al l th e majo r subject s tha t 
he ha d begu n t o deconstruct . H e the n becam e intereste d i n 
presenting ver y detaile d studie s o f Sabbatianism a s i t existe d 
in late r periods , tha t is , afte r Sabbata i Zevi' s deat h an d o n 
into th e eighteent h century , an d i n th e beginnin g o f Hasid -
ism, especiall y a s represented b y the life o f its founder , Israe l 
ben Eliezer , als o calle d th e Besht . I n th e nex t 2 0 years , u p 
until hi s death , Schole m publishe d man y paper s an d collec -
tions o f paper s o n thes e an d othe r subjects . H e repeatedl y 
returned t o ancien t Hekhalot  mysticism, th e stud y o f whic h 
became mor e importan t afte r th e discover y o f th e Dea d Se a 
Scrolls an d th e Na g Hamad i gnosti c library. 31 H e rewrot e 
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many o f hi s earl y paper s an d assemble d hi s paper s int o vol -
umes wit h revisions. 32 

VII 

Scholem wa s one o f the "foundin g fathers " o f the Institut e 
of Jewish Studie s an d th e Hebre w University . Thi s enable d 
him t o influenc e th e characte r o f th e universit y a s a  whole . 
He insiste d o n high-qualit y scholarship . Hi s insistenc e di d 
not brin g hi m onl y friends ; ofte n hi s shar p tongu e an d un -
compromising adherenc e t o hi s ow n view s arouse d resent -
ment. Thus , Baruc h Kurzweil , Scholem' s bitteres t critic , fo r 
example, argue d tha t nobod y o f Scholem's statur e coul d bus y 
himself i n th e stud y o f Jewish mysticis m an d Sabbatianis m 
just becaus e thes e subject s wer e interesting , challenging , an d 
historically significant . Ther e mus t b e som e selfis h motiv e 
behind i t all, 33 an d a s suc h i t shoul d b e see n a s a n allegor y 
concerning contemporar y movement s withi n Judaism . I t i s 
interesting t o not e tha t i n som e o f thes e dispute s a n identi -
fication wa s mad e betwee n Schole m an d th e Hebre w Univer -
sity. Schole m cam e t o represen t th e value s hel d b y th e He -
brew University . Enmit y towar d th e university wa s transforme d 
into enmity towar d Scholem , an d vic e versa. Schole m di d no t 
bother t o answe r th e critics. 34 

The mos t importan t characteristi c o f Scholem' s teachin g 
style wa s tha t h e neve r underestimate d hi s listeners ; h e al -
ways presente d hi s studie s i n th e dept h an d detai l necessar y 
to make his case understandable. Thus , Scholem's lectures were 
intended fo r undergraduat e student s (thoug h man y non-stu -

24 



THE MA N AN D TH E SCHOLA R 

dents participated , thes e lecture s bein g som e o f the mos t in -
teresting intellectua l event s i n Jerusalem) . I n the m h e pre -
sented subject s whic h h e ha d als o describe d i n detai l i n hi s 
published o r forthcoming books . 

Not s o in hi s seminars . H e usuall y chos e difficul t text s for 
seminars, one s he believed that a student could not read alone 
and understand . I n thes e seminar s th e discussio n wa s closel y 
connected t o th e text . Schole m seldo m move d awa y fro m i t 
to present a  more general picture. 35 

Scholem ha d a  different attitud e towar d hi s graduate sem-
inars. A s subject s fo r thes e seminar s Schole m use d t o choos e 
those whic h h e though t ha d no t ye t bee n sufficientl y inves -
tigated. I n thes e seminars , fo r example , th e boo k Bahir  was 
studied fo r tw o years . Ever y sentenc e wa s t o b e interpreted . 
One yea r th e semina r wa s dedicate d t o th e enigmati c lyyun 
circle of early kabbalists; another year it was devoted t o read-
ing th e quotation s fro m Rabb i Isaa c Sag i Nahor' s teachings , 
all o f whic h ar e very crypti c an d difficult . Anothe r yea r was 
dedicated t o th e work s o f th e Cohe n brother s fro m Castile , 
and another t o the study o f the relationship betwee n th e works 
of Rabbi Joseph Gikatill a and those of Rabbi Mose s de Leon, 
still t o b e clarified , whic h ha s som e implication s concernin g 
the authorship o f the Zohar. 

In hi s graduat e seminar s Schole m presente d th e structur e 
and outlines o f the developmen t o f Jewish mysticism , point -
ing ou t tha t mos t subject s awaite d exhaustiv e scholarl y re -
view. Schole m neve r resente d a  student's correctio n concern -
ing somethin g h e ha d published , an d incorporate d th e 
correction o r modified vie w i n a  subsequent publication . H e 
was always ready t o help , i n fact , insistin g tha t any difficult y 
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that a  younge r schola r encountere d b e brough t t o hi m fo r 
discussion. 

It seem s t o m e tha t Scholem' s mos t fascinatin g character -
istic a s a  teache r wa s hi s deep , sincer e belie f i n th e impor -
tance an d significanc e o f hi s wor k an d Jewis h mysticism . 
Nothing wa s trivial ; everythin g necessitate d serious , thor -
ough investigation . Ever y fac t o r ide a wa s expresse d wit h a 
deep conviction o f its relevancy t o historical trut h as a whole. 
His belie f i n tha t wa s catching , an d hi s student s followe d 
him i n thi s sens e of the integrit y an d relevanc e of their work 
in thi s field. 36 Further , h e insiste d o n detailed analysi s and a 
philological approach ; h e insiste d tha t detai l i s th e basi s o f 
everything. 

When Schole m bega n hi s scholarl y work , th e concep t o f 
Jewish studie s wa s no t ye t clear . H e probabl y contribute d 
more tha n an y othe r contemporar y schola r t o it s clarificatio n 
and to the establishment o f Jewish studies as a true discipline 
within th e humanities . Schole m vehementl y rejecte d an y 
apologetic tendency , whethe r i t wa s o f th e nineteenth-cen -
tury variety, whic h trie d t o satisfy th e prejudices o f non-Jews 
as Jewis h scholar s sa w the m (ofte n erroneously) , o r o f th e 
twentieth-century variety , whic h trie d t o incorporat e nation -
alistic o r socialis t elements . Tha t is , th e text s ha d t o speak , 
and th e scholar s ha d t o understan d the m i n a  philologica l 
manner and then proceed to interpret history on its own terms, 
to th e limi t o f thei r ability . H e wa s no t susceptibl e t o th e 
fashion o f doubting whethe r "ther e is really historical truth/ ' 
but pu t thi s trut h a s th e ultimat e target , probabl y neve r t o 
be reached, but to be approached by every scholar in his analysis 
of detail afte r detail . 
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Many scholar s i n Jewish studie s see k th e meanin g o f thei r 
work i n th e contex t o f th e humanitie s a s a  whole. Som e tr y 
to achiev e thi s b y pointin g ou t parallel s an d meaning s tha t 
could connec t thei r subject t o other fields in th e humanities . 
Scholem di d no t d o this . H e starte d hi s studie s fro m a  ne -
glected corne r of a neglected field,  th e kabbala h within Jew-
ish studies , an d h e contribute d significantl y t o th e integra -
tion o f Jewish studie s int o th e humanitie s a s a whole a s well 
as of Jewish mysticis m int o th e general fields  of religion and 
mysticism. H e di d no t accomplis h thi s b y drawin g parallel s 
between Jewis h mystic s an d Christia n an d Mosle m ones ; i n 
fact, h e very seldom did that . Rather , h e interpreted th e works 
of the Jewish mystic s within th e framework o f Jewish cultur e 
and religion . H e studie d th e influence s o f historica l circum -
stances upo n the m an d th e historica l consequence s o f thei r 
ideas an d symbols . H e alway s emphasize d th e specific , th e 
unique, an d resiste d categorizin g phenomena . Thus , th e 
meaning o f mysticism  i s different i n hi s conception o f "Jewish 
mysticism" fro m som e accepte d notion s concernin g mysti -
cism i n general; he insisted mor e on showing wha t was unique, 
to Jewish mysticis m an d i n wha t wa y i t wa s differen t fro m 
Christian mysticis m tha n o n pointin g ou t parallel s betwee n 
Jewish an d non-Jewis h mystica l phenomena . 

It i s becaus e o f this , becaus e o f hi s intensiv e insistenc e o n 
understanding th e uniqu e characte r of every phenomenon, tha t 
Scholem achieve d th e universa l meanin g o f his studies . Onl y 
when presenting th e uniqu e doe s one avoid an y limitation i n 
achieving th e ful l rang e o f th e meanin g o f th e subjec t bein g 
considered, an d onl y thi s ful l meanin g ha s significanc e con -
cerning the study of Man as a whole. B y ruthlessly dedicatin g 
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himself t o th e comprehensiv e stud y o f a  historica l phenome -
non i n it s fullnes s Schole m presente d a  conclusio n whic h i s 
meaningful an d relevan t t o an y schola r i n an y field  o f study . 
His messag e t o scholar s i n Jewis h studie s everywher e is , 
therefore, tha t i t i s thei r dut y t o exhaus t th e significanc e o f 
the detai l unde r stud y an d presen t i t i n it s many-side d 
uniqueness. I t i s fro m thi s insistenc e o n th e particula r tha t 
the universa l meanin g arises . 

VIII 

The death o f Gershom Schole m o n February 21 3 198 2 caused 
a renewe d discussio n o f hi s achievements , assessment s o f hi s 
role i n contemporar y Jewish though t an d hi s contributio n t o 
the stud y o f Jewish history . Th e mos t importan t contributio n 
to thi s reassessmen t s o fa r ha s bee n mad e i n a  boo k b y E . 
Schweid.37 Severa l othe r paper s an d article s hav e appeared . 
However, i t i s to o earl y t o presen t a n accurat e appraisa l o f 
Gershom Scholem' s contributio n t o Jewish intellectua l lif e i n 
the twentiet h century . Th e remark s below , therefore , ar e no t 
intended t o serv e a s a n assessment , bu t a  persona l vie w con -
cerning th e mos t importan t way s i n whic h Schole m helpe d 
shape contemporary Jewish self-awarenes s an d self-image , an d 
contributed t o th e new , emergin g Jewish identit y o f th e lat e 
twentieth century , whic h migh t continu e t o develo p i n th e 
next century . 

As th e titl e o f thi s boo k suggests , I  believ e tha t Scholem' s 
most importan t achievemen t wa s th e redemptio n o f Hebre w 
mystical literatur e fro m neglec t an d oblivion , an d it s integra -
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tion int o th e broade r parameter s o f Jewish histor y an d liter -
ature. Th e obstacle s Schole m ha d t o overcom e i n orde r t o 
achieve thi s wer e two : first,  ignorance , and , second , a  dis -
torting, apologeti c attitude . Mystica l literatur e was not known . 
Most o f th e manuscript s an d book s wer e unknow n an d un -
read, an d n o one was interested i n studyin g the m becaus e th e 
prevailing intellectua l atmospher e i n Jewis h scholarshi p de -
manded tha t Judaism b e presented befor e th e non-Jewis h worl d 
in term s acceptabl e t o non-Jews , an d no t first  an d foremos t 
as i t reall y was . Fo r Scholem , historica l veracit y an d accurac y 
were th e mos t cherishe d values , an d h e believed tha t onl y th e 
authentic imag e o f Judaism coul d b e accepte d b y th e intel -
lectual worl d a s legitimate , respected , an d culturall y equal . 
His instinct s a s a  historia n an d hi s liberal , humanisti c view s 
combined i n thi s belie f t o produc e a  vehemen t resistanc e t o 
ignorance an d apologetic s an d a  consisten t struggl e fo r 
knowledge an d truth . 

Scholem too k o n th e tas k o f demonstratin g th e richnes s 
and profundit y o f th e mystica l dimensio n i n Jewish history . 
Some writer s (suc h a s E . Schweid ) misunderstan d Schole m 
and maintai n tha t h e wante d t o demonstrat e tha t mysticis m 
was th e onl y sourc e o f Jewish religiou s vitalit y an d renewal . 
This i s no t true ; Schole m di d no t magnif y th e rol e o f th e 
Jewish mystic s beyon d th e result s o f hi s careful , systematic , 
historical assessment . Wha t misle d man y reader s o f his book s 
into believin g tha t h e saw i n Judaism mysticis m an d nothin g 
else wa s hi s historian' s insistenc e o n workin g an d publishin g 
only i n hi s ow n field,  tryin g no t t o stra y fro m hi s subjec t 
and stayin g clos e t o th e text s h e was discussing. Schwei d an d 
others contende d a s wel l tha t wha t Schole m di d no t writ e 
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about wa s unimportan t t o him , whe n al l h e wa s doin g wa s 
mastering hi s own specia l field while strayin g a s little a s pos-
sible int o othe r fields.  Th e clai m tha t Schole m disregarde d 
the halakhah and relegated i t t o second place in the hierarchy 
of the most importan t Jewish areas of creativity i s unfounded. 
He wa s not a  specialist i n th e halakhah  an d therefore di d no t 
publicly ai r hi s view s regardin g it . W e d o no t find  i n hi s 
works superlative s concernin g th e rol e o f Jewish mysticis m 
which ma y preclud e othe r source s o f Jewish spirituality . W e 
do find  clea r statement s concernin g th e previou s neglec t o f 
this literatur e an d it s importanc e i n orde r t o achiev e a  com-
plete an d coherent vie w o f Jewish cultur e a s a whole. 

It i s importan t t o not e ho w carefu l Schole m wa s whe n 
making hi s rar e statements concernin g th e rol e o f mysticis m 
in th e furthe r developmen t o f Judaism. H e wa s mos t skepti -
cal concernin g th e possibilit y o f a future mystica l awakenin g 
that woul d brin g t o th e Jewish peopl e ne w answer s t o reli -
gious an d nationa l questions . On e "has the Feelin g tha t Zion -
ism wa s much mor e importan t t o hi m i n contemporar y Jew-
ish ideolog y tha n mysticism. H e oppose d th e combination o f 
the two . Zionis m wa s for him a  political movement , bu t one 
which coul d als o contribute t o spiritua l development . 

When assessin g historica l development s Schole m wa s care-
ful no t t o b e carrie d awa y b y hi s enthusias m fo r th e kabba -
listic text s an d t o overestimat e thei r historica l importance . 
He insisted tha t ancient Jewish mysticism, Hekhalot  and Mer-
kabah literature, shoul d b e regarde d a s on e aspec t o f tradi -
tional, rabbini c Judaism an d no t a s a later trivia l aberration . 
But h e di d no t clai m tha t Hekhalot  mysticis m wa s th e spiri -
tual sourc e o f th e Mishnah , th e Talmud , an d th e Midrash . 
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He wa s discoverin g an d presenting a n added dimension , no t 
a substitut e for  previou s ones . Th e sam e i s tru e concernin g 
the mystica l elemen t i n Ashkenaz i Hasidis m an d th e impac t 
of the kabbalah on Jewish cultur e i n medieva l Spain , France , 
and Italy . H e believe d onl y tha t mysticis m shoul d no t b e 
ignored, no t tha t i t shoul d b e regarde d a s th e sourc e an d 
fountain o f everything, disregardin g othe r major cultural and 
religious forces . 

Scholem's mai n deman d wa s a  searc h fo r th e totalit y o f 
Jewish culture , whic h cannot be achieved i f Jewish mysticis m 
is ignored ; bu t i t canno t b e achieve d eithe r i f othe r aspect s 
are not take n int o consideration . Schole m wa s not a  historio-
soph, an d did no t presen t a  coherent, complet e pictur e o f all 
aspects o f Judaism; h e wa s a  specialist publishin g constantl y 
in one area, waitin g fo r others t o do the same in thei r fields, 
and hopin g fo r a balanced pictur e t o emerge. 

Scholem occasionall y publishe d hi s opinion s o n subject s 
outside hi s are a o f specialization . Tha t thes e hav e becom e 
well-known an d ar e republishe d an d discusse d frequentl y i s 
the resul t o f the readers ' interest rathe r tha n th e intentio n o f 
the autho r t o mak e the m th e centra l concer n o f hi s work . 
Subjects lik e Jewish-German relations , th e characteristic s o f 
the Wissenschaft  des  Judentums movement , Walte r Benjamin , 
and others , wer e neve r ver y importan t t o Scholem . H e pub -
lished suc h article s becaus e h e wa s a n interested , observan t 
intellectual awar e of his times , no t becaus e h e wanted t o en-
compass al l moder n development s int o on e systemati c his -
tory. 

Scholem advance d th e thesis  tha t Jewish mysticis m i n it s 
later developmen t i n th e Luriani c kabbala h i n Safed , i n th e 
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Sabbatian movemen t o f th e seventeent h an d eighteent h cen -
turies, an d i n moder n Hasidis m o f th e eighteent h an d nine -
teenth centuries , ha d a n enormous impac t o n shapin g moder n 
Jewish history . Schole m believe d tha t moder n Judais m can -
not b e understood withou t th e correc t assessmen t o f the mys -
tical element s i n thes e thre e majo r spiritua l upheavals , an d 
the influenc e tha t thes e ha d o n th e majo r development s i n 
mysticism i n moder n Judaism . Th e stud y o f th e Jewish mys -
ticism o f ancien t time s an d th e Middl e Age s i s importan t 
both becaus e i t give s a n adde d dimensio n t o th e histor y o f 
these periods , an d becaus e i t help s explai n th e late r eruptio n 
of mystica l influenc e int o th e cente r o f Jewish lif e fro m th e 
sixteenth t o th e nineteent h centuries . 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE EARL Y BEGINNINGS OF 
JEWISH MYSTICIS M 

i 

AJUDGMENT CONCERNIN G th e beginnin g o f a 
religious phenomeno n depend s o n it s definition . I f 

mysticism i s define d onl y a s th e individual' s religiou s ques t 
for unio n wit h th e Godhead , th e investigatio n o f th e begin -
ning o f a  mystica l tren d becomes , i n fact , a  problem i n lit -
erary analysis , i.e. , ca n certai n verse s o r chapter s i n th e Bi -
ble, fo r instance , b e interprete d a s expressin g mysticism ? I t 
is possible tha t severa l chapter s i n th e Psalms , an d some pro-
phetic visions , ca n be perceived a s an expression of a mystical 
trend. I f one follows thi s method , i t i s possible t o trace mys-
tical inclination s throughou t Jewish religiou s literature , fro m 
the Bibl e throug h th e Apocryph a an d Pseudepigrapha , th e 
apocalyptic literature , Philo , th e Dea d Se a Scrolls, th e works 
of the earl y Christian writers , an d so on; indeed n o period i n 
the developmen t o f Jewish religiou s expressio n coul d b e ex -
cluded. 

While i t i s possible t o find some scattered mystica l expres -

38 



THE EARL Y BEGINNING S O F JEWIS H MYSTICIS M 

sions i n ancien t Jewish literature , i t i s impossibl e t o charac -
terize any group of Jewish writers , o r even a  single extensiv e 
work, a s bein g completel y mystical . Neithe r th e book s o f 
Isaiah an d th e Psalms , no r th e Enoc h literatur e o r th e Gos -
pels, ca n b e describe d a s mystica l works , eve n thoug h on e 
may ipaintain tha t the y contain certain mystical elements . I n 
order t o find a  whol e bod y o f literar y work s whic h ca n b e 
described a s mystical, representin g th e spiritua l craving s and 
achievements o f a  mystica l group , on e ha s t o tur n t o th e 
Hekhalot and Merkabah literature , writte n b y the Jewish mys-
tics o f th e Talmudi c period , sometim e betwee n th e en d o f 
the secon d centur y CE . t o th e fifth or sixth centuries . 

Gershom Schole m wa s first  and foremos t a  historia n con -
cerned wit h th e effec t o f mysticism o n Jewish culture . Scho -
lem first turned t o a group which had produced a whole body 
of literatur e tha t ca n b e characterize d a s mystical : h e bega n 
his investigation s wit h th e Hekhalot  an d Merkabah  school s o f 
mysticism. Schole m foun d a  good exampl e o f the belief s an d 
practices o f all mystica l cult s here . Schole m use d thi s histor -
ical approac h i n hi s first survey o f Jewish mysticism , th e ar-
ticle o n kabbala h i n th e first  Encyclopaedia Judaica (published 
in th e 1930s) 1 an d i n hi s many subsequen t writings , suc h as 
Major Trends in  Jewish Mysticism2 and article s o n th e subjec t 
in th e ne w Encyclopaedia  Judaica^ and th e Hebrew  Encyclopae-
dia* Schole m remove d th e histor y o f Jewish mysticis m fro m 
the spher e o f speculative analysi s an d base d i t o n th e roc k o f 
historical fact . 

Once th e starting poin t ha d been defined, th e gathering o f 
historical fact s coul d begin . Bu t Schole m encountere d man y 
difficulties. Man y work s i n late r kabbalisti c literatur e ar e 
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anonymous; Hekhalot literature is  completely anonymous . Ther e 
is no t eve n on e tex t whos e chronolog y ca n b e fixed  with an y 
degree o f certaint y t o assis t th e datin g o f others . Th e lin -
guistic elemen t i s o f ver y littl e assistance , becaus e th e text s 
have undergon e a  long proces s o f editing an d re-editin g dur -
ing whic h man y interpolation s wer e introduced . Man y o f th e 
Hekhalot texts see m t o b e anthologie s an d collection s o f ma -
terials o f many kind s withou t apparen t structur e o r order. 5 I f 
the origin s o f thi s literatur e g o a s fa r bac k a s th e perio d o f 
the tannaim —the secon d centur y c.E.—the n th e first  manu -
scripts whic h contai n portion s o f the m wer e writte n a t leas t 
six or seve n centurie s later , an d i n man y case s even late r tha n 
that. Som e materia l concernin g thi s literatur e reache d u s 
through th e work s o f earl y Jewish philosopher s i n th e tent h 
century an d contemporar y Karaiti c literature; 6 som e frag -
ments wer e found i n th e Cair o genizah. 7 Mos t o f these work s 
were preserve d b y th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c movemen t i n th e 
twelfth an d thirteent h centuries , an d man y manuscript s con -
tain interpolation s an d commentarie s adde d b y member s o f 
this medieva l school. 8 Thus , muc h o f th e materia l o n whic h 
we ca n bas e a  historica l stud y o f th e earl y Jewish mystic s o f 
the Talmudi c perio d ha s reache d u s throug h source s writte n 
a millenniu m afte r th e emergenc e o f th e mystica l schoo l it -
self. Schole m ha d t o reconstruc t th e history o f the whole kab-
balistic literatur e throug h quotation s an d copie s mad e b y th e 
later Hasidi c movemen t an d othe r sources . H e succeede d i n 
this dauntin g task . 

Another complicatin g facto r concernin g th e history o f early 
Jewish mysticis m i s th e nee d t o understan d it s relationshi p 
to previous and contemporar y majo r religiou s movements , bot h 
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within Judaism an d outsid e o f it . Stron g link s betwee n Hek-
halot mysticism an d som e part s o f th e apocrypha l an d apoc -
alyptic literatur e ar e evident . Thi s i s doubl y interesting , a s 
the Talmudi c an d Midrashi c literatur e chos e no t t o preserv e 
and no t t o develo p thes e earlie r ideas . Ther e ar e especiall y 
close relationship s betwee n th e Enoc h literatur e an d Hekhalot 
mysticism, whic h ar e almos t unmentione d i n th e ancien t 
Talmudic sources. 9 

Close contac t betwee n Hekhalot  mysticism an d th e earlie r 
Jewish bod y o f religiou s work s i s reveale d b y th e Dea d Se a 
Scrolls. Ther e ar e definit e linguisti c an d ideologica l similari -
ties betwee n them , element s whic h i n mos t case s ar e als o 
absent fro m Talmudi c literature . Th e relationshi p betwee n 
the Hekhalo t text s an d som e idea s and term s foun d i n a  par -
allel wa y i n th e earl y Christia n literature , th e Gospels , an d 
the early Churc h father s raise s some interestin g historica l an d 
ideological problem s concernin g th e plac e o f bot h group s i n 
Jewish societ y an d i n th e framewor k o f Jewis h though t i n 
antiquity.10 

Hekhalot and Merkabah  mysticism als o shows a  relationshi p 
to early gnosti c literatur e an d it s vas t bod y o f radical images , 
visions, an d myths . 

Scholem use d th e ter m "gnostic " t o describe Hekhalot  mys-
ticism, followin g th e terminolog y use d b y th e grea t nine -
teenth-century Jewish historia n Heinric h Graetz. 11 Althoug h 
Scholem oppose d Graetz' s attitud e towar d Jewish mysticism , 
which h e regarde d a s a reactionary , destructiv e elemen t withi n 
Jewish culture , Graetz' s work s were also at tha t tim e th e only 
significant, serious , an d comprehensiv e scholarl y studie s o f 
the subject . However , Schole m use d th e ter m "gnostic " i n a 
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completely differen t way . Fo r Graetz , th e ter m wa s a  derog -
atory appellation , signifyin g non-Jewishnes s an d a  degener -
ating elemen t i n religiou s thought . Schole m sa w i n i t a n 
imaginative, mythologica l outburs t o f creativ e energ y tha t 
might hav e Jewish sources . 

None o f Scholem' s man y suggestion s concernin g ancien t 
Jewish mysticis m wa s so severely criticized a s this one . Schol -
ars i n Jewis h studies , a s wel l a s expert s i n th e histor y an d 
thought o f th e gnostics, u rejecte d Schole m terminology . The y 
apparently ha d n o difficult y i n refutin g Schole m b y listin g 
the difference s the y foun d betwee n classica l Gnosticis m an d 
Hekhalot literature. I f a  stric t definitio n o f Gnosticis m coul d 
be offered , i t woul d b e eas y t o decid e whethe r i t i s appro -
priate t o designat e ancien t Jewis h mysticis m a s gnostic. 13 Bu t 
we do no t hav e suc h a  definition . 

Therefore, Schole m presente d a  lon g serie s o f quotations , 
parallels, an d analyse s whic h see m t o indicat e a  connectio n 
between Hekhalot  mysticism , it s terminolog y an d imagery , 
and ancien t Gnosticism. l4 Schole m als o was impressed b y early 
twentieth-century scholarshi p concernin g th e Mandai c sec t o f 
Gnosticism, a  heterodo x Jewis h sec t whic h claime d t o hav e 
migrated fro m th e Transjorda n t o Babyloni a earl y i n th e 
Christian era . I t preserve d a n ideolog y an d a  mythology closel y 
connected t o classica l Gnosticism , i n work s writte n i n a  lan -
guage clos e t o Aramai c an d usin g terminolog y ver y simila r 
in som e cases t o th e terminolog y o f the Hekhalot  texts. 15 Othe r 
gnostic symbol s an d myth s resembl e term s an d vision s foun d 
in Jewish mystica l works . Ther e ar e reference s i n Jewish lit -
erature whic h ca n b e explained a s anti-gnostic polemic , prov -
ing tha t gnosti c idea s were known i n rabbini c circles. 1<s Scho-
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lem neve r doubte d tha t ancien t Jewis h mystica l text s wer e 
written a t th e sam e tim e an d i n th e sam e religiou s an d cul -
tural environmen t a s som e (mainl y ophitic ) gnosti c works . 
He insiste d tha t a proper understanding of each of them should 
be base d o n constan t compariso n betwee n th e tw o group s o f 
texts. However , Schole m di d no t decid e t o cal l Hekhalot  lit -
erature "Jewis h gnosticism " becaus e o f thes e parallels ; thi s 
point i s misse d b y man y critics . H e neve r claimed tha t Hek-
halot literature was a part of the ancient gnostic literature and 
movement. 

Scholem di d think , however , tha t th e religiou s phenome -
non represente d b y Hekhalot  an d Merkabah  mysticis m wa s a 
Jewish counterpar t t o th e gnosti c phenomenon. 17 H e be -
lieved tha t th e sam e typ e o f religiou s drives , th e sam e mys -
tical attitude , inspire d th e creator s o f bot h Hekhalot  mysti-
cism an d classica l Gnosticism . Schole m conclude d tha t 
Gnosticism wa s a certain typ e o f mystical expressio n an d be-
lieved tha t Hekhalot  mysticis m belonged , a s a  special Jewish 
variant, t o it . H e di d no t designat e thi s mystica l Jewish lit -
erature a s "Gnosticism/ * bu t a s "Jewis h gnosticism" becaus e 
of th e majo r variation s an d difference s betwee n them . Th e 
critics complaine d tha t Hekhalot  literature doe s no t includ e 
this or that gnostic element—especially th e dualistic mythol -
ogy o f th e struggl e betwee n goo d an d evil—an d therefor e 
should no t b e treate d a s "gnostic. " Thi s di d no t impres s 
Scholem. Dualisti c mythology , fo r him , wa s a  characteristi c 
of severa l Christian-gnosti c sect s (thoug h no t al l o f them) , 
while Jewis h Gnosticis m ha d it s ow n characteristics , whic h 
did no t happe n t o includ e thi s mythologica l element . Wha t 
was important t o him wa s the thesi s that th e same urge which 
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brought fort h th e concept s o f pleroma (the totalit y o f the pow -
ers an d emanation s o f th e Divine ) an d aeons  (emanation s o f 
the Divine ) i n gnosti c Christia n mythology , brough t fort h i n 
Judaism th e system  o f th e seve n palace s an d th e variou s di -
vine force s surroundin g th e thron e o f glor y i n th e descrip -
tions o f th e Merkabah.  Differences i n man y details , eve n cen -
tral ones , ca n only b e expected an d ar e necessary . The y reflec t 
the vas t differenc e betwee n Jewish an d Christia n Gnosticism . 
To som e exten t thi s ca n b e compare d t o Scholem' s designa -
tion a s "mystical " man y Jewis h religiou s idea s which , i n a 
Christian context , woul d no t b e calle d mystica l bu t rathe r 
theosophical o r philosophical . Schole m se t ou t t o describ e 
Jewish mysticism , an d define d it s characteristic s an d bound -
aries withi n th e framewor k o f Jewish religio n an d religiou s 
literary expression . H e di d no t follo w th e Christia n example s 
of callin g "mystical " onl y thos e portion s o f Jewish religiou s 
experience whic h resemble d Christia n mystica l experiences. 18 

Scholem insiste d tha t ever y religio n ha s th e autonom y t o 
express universa l religiou s attitude s (o f which , accordin g t o 
Scholem, Gnosticis m wa s one) , i n it s ow n uniqu e way , dif -
fering fro m al l othe r religions . O f course , Scholem' s under -
standing o f Gnosticism a s one form o f mystical expressio n ca n 
be disputed , bu t hi s critic s hav e t o g o somewha t deepe r int o 
the natur e o f th e gnosti c mystica l experience ; the y canno t 
merely clai m ther e i s n o dualisti c mytholog y i n th e Hebre w 
texts whe n comparin g Hekhalot  literature an d Gnosticism . 

One o f th e reason s fo r th e turmoi l surroundin g Scholem' s 
designation o f ancien t Jewis h mysticis m a s Jewis h Gnosti -
cism wa s tha t whe n h e published hi s opinio n th e controvers y 
concerning th e origin s o f Gnosticis m wa s reachin g it s peak . 
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Then, a s today, scholar s were divided betwee n thos e who be-
lieved Gnosticis m t o b e a  heretical Christia n grou p o f sects , 
as i t wa s presente d b y th e Churc h father s wh o suppl y th e 
most importan t source s for it s history , an d those who believ e 
Gnosticism t o b e a  "thir d religion, " independen t o f Chris -
tianity i n it s origin s an d probabl y precedin g it , onl y late r 
accepting man y Christia n element s whil e a t th e sam e tim e 
influencing som e o f the emergin g Christia n ideas. 19 Many o f 
those wh o hold th e secon d vie w loo k fo r the pre-Christian or 
non-Christian root s o f Gnosticis m withi n Judaism . There -
fore, i f there was a "Jewish Gnosticism" before the emergence 
of Christianity , th e movemen t assume s a n enormous histori -
cal importanc e concernin g th e early histor y o f Christianity. 20 

It seeme d t o some tha t b y designating Hekhalot  mysticism a s 
Jewish Gnosticism , Schole m wa s claiming tha t thi s group o f 
Hebrew text s was not only a  parallel t o Christian Gnosticis m 
but also the root and source for the vast gnostic phenomenon. 

Scholem di d no t mea n anythin g o f th e kind . Whil e h e 
may hav e see n a  source o f gnosticis m independen t o f Chris -
tianity, h e neve r claime d tha t Hekhalot  literature wa s tha t 
source. Th e hypothetica l "Jewis h Gnosticism " fro m whic h 
non-Christian Gnosticis m develope d i s a completely differen t 
concept fro m tha t presente d b y Schole m whe n h e designate d 
Hekhalot mysticis m a s Jewish Gnosticism . However , h e clearly 
expressed the view tha t early Jewish mysticism ha d an impact 
on th e symbolis m an d terminolog y o f Christian Gnosticism . 
He neve r meant th e term "Jewish Gnosticism" to denote that 
the sourc e o f Gnosticis m a s a  whole wa s withi n Judaism (a s 
some Christia n historian s o f Gnosticis m do) , no r t o b e use d 
as a  chronological statement , definin g Jewis h Gnosticis m a s 
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preceding classica l Gnosticism . O n th e historica l leve l Scho -
lem pointe d ou t th e parallel s betwee n Christia n Gnosticis m 
and Jewish mysticism , explainin g tha t th e Christia n gnostic s 
received materia l fro m heterodo x Jewish sects; 21 o n th e phe -
nomenological leve l h e claime d tha t bot h Christia n Gnosti -
cism an d Hekhalot  mysticism derive d thei r spiritua l forc e fro m 
the sam e universa l religiou s drives . 

II 

Scholem's studie s o f th e Hekhalot  literatur e aboun d wit h 
discussions o f th e relationshi p betwee n th e mystica l terms , 
symbols, an d idea s foun d i n thi s literatur e an d i n th e corre -
sponding materia l i n the Apocrypha, th e Pseudepigrapha , th e 
Dead Se a Scrolls , earl y Christia n sources , an d gnosti c litera -
ture. However , hi s mai n purpos e wa s t o defin e th e relation -
ship between Hekhalot  and Merkabah  mysticism an d Talmudi c 
and Midrashi c sources , thu s definin g th e plac e o f thi s mysti -
cal movemen t withi n th e framewor k o f rabbini c Judaism . 

According t o Scholem , ancien t Jewis h mysticis m wa s cre -
ated b y th e sam e cultur e whic h create d classica l rabbini c Ju -
daism, th e Mishna h an d th e Talmud . Thi s statemen t itsel f 
seemed heretica l whe n Schole m bega n hi s work , an d eve n 
today som e scholar s find  i t ver y difficul t t o accep t becaus e o f 
the profoun d rethinkin g tha t i t bring s t o th e imag e o f clas -
sical rabbini c Judaism , whic h fo r generation s wa s describe d 
as completely rational , legalistic , an d logical . 

Heinrich Graet z wa s th e spokesma n fo r th e traditiona l vie w 
of Talmudic Judaism, whic h claime d tha t Hekhalot  literature 
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must b e place d chronologicall y i n th e lat e Gaoni c perio d i n 
Babylonia, an d tha t th e grea t Jewish sage s wh o create d th e 
Mishnah wer e "pur e of mind" and rationa l i n attitude . The y 
could neve r hav e produce d o r eve n tolerate d aroun d the m 
such "degenerate " literature a s the Hekhalot  texts , wit h thei r 
long list s of strange names for angels, thei r magical formulas , 
and thei r stories o f ascensions t o heaven . A s guardians o f what 
was regarded as the true nature of Judaism, whic h Graetz and 
his follower s equate d wit h rationalism , the y ascribe d th e ap-
pearance of mysticism withi n Judaism t o the influence o f for-
eign sources , especiall y t o Mosle m influences . Sinc e i n thei r 
view thi s foreig n intrusio n coul d no t hav e occurre d durin g 
the classical Talmudi c and Midrashic periods , i t therefor e mus t 
be ver y late , belongin g t o th e lat e Gaoni c period . Scholem , 
who fiercely  oppose d th e apologeti c attitud e o f nineteenth -
century scholars and their modern followers, foun d ample proof 
of th e antiquit y o f th e earl y Jewish mystica l texts . H e ana -
lyzed the relationship between the m and Talmudic literature , 
which wa s create d a t th e sam e time . I n thi s h e wa s assiste d 
by other scholars , mos t notabl y b y Sau l Lieberman , th e out -
standing Talmudi c schola r o f ou r age . Thei r studie s mad e 
meaningful contribution s t o th e understandin g o f the mysti -
cal dimension o f classical rabbini c works. 22 

Scholem demonstrated tha t rabbini c references t o mystical , 
cosmological, an d magica l matter s ca n b e elucidate d an d 
understood onl y whe n take n togethe r wit h th e materia l pre -
sented i n Hekhalot  an d Merkabah  texts . Th e ancien t traditio n 
of Midrashic exegesi s o f the first chapter o f the Boo k o f Eze-
kiel, whic h describe s th e hol y chariot , th e merkavah,  is re -
ferred t o i n Talmudi c source s a s ma'aseh  merkavah,  or "th e 
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work o f th e chariot. " I t wa s developed  b y th e earl y mystics , 
and th e ol d tradition s an d th e ne w addition s t o the m ar e t o 
be found togethe r i n th e Hekhalot  mystical texts . A t th e sam e 
time th e Talmudi c source s treate d thi s subjec t a s esoteric , 
and devise d law s concernin g th e specifi c circumstance s unde r 
which th e subjec t coul d b e studied. 23 

A simila r mystica l exegetica l traditio n develope d aroun d 
the interpretatio n o f section s fro m th e Son g o f Songs , whic h 
was regarde d a s a  revelatio n o f th e innermos t secret s o f th e 
Godhead. Thi s wa s veile d i n th e Talmudi c sources , bu t i t i s 
presented i n relativ e clarit y i n th e boo k Shiur  Komah  (The 
Measurement of  the Height), an d i n som e othe r section s o f th e 
Hekhalot texts.24 

Talmudic source s tell , i n a  most crypti c manner , a  parabl e 
about fou r Mishnai c sages , amon g who m wer e Rabb i Akib a 
and Rabb i Elish a be n Avuy a (know n a s aher,  "th e alien"), 25 

who attempte d t o ascen d t o th e divin e real m i n th e famou s 
parable o f the "Fou r Wh o Entere d th e Parde s [Garden]. " The 
full story , wit h th e detail s o f th e successfu l mystica l achieve -
ment o f Rabb i Akib a an d th e failur e o f hi s thre e comrade s 
(one wen t mad , on e died , an d aher  became a  heretic) , i s tol d 
in th e tex t o f th e boo k Hekhalot  Zutarti  (The  Lesser  Book  of 
Hekhalot).26 Th e ascensio n o f Rabb i Ishmae l i s th e mai n sub -
ject o f th e mos t detaile d mystica l wor k tha t reache d u s fro m 
this period , Hekhalot  Rabbati (The Greater Book of  Hekhalot.) 21 

The hymn s whic h for m a  great par t o f the mystica l literatur e 
of the period hav e left thei r mar k i n certain aggadi c segment s 
in th e Talmud,28 an d i n th e traditiona l liturgy , especiall y th e 
kedusha.29 Th e figures  o f th e divin e realm , onl y hinte d a t i n 
the Talmu d an d Midrash , lik e Metatro n an d Akhatriel , ar e 
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described i n detai l i n th e work s o f th e mystics. 30 Schole m 
proved tha t i n orde r t o understan d th e spiritua l lif e o f th e 
Jews i n a period tha t shaped traditiona l Judaism fo r centuries 
to come, an d created it s normative works in the fields of law, 
exegesis, an d theology , on e ha s t o combin e th e stud y o f th e 
Talmud an d Midras h wit h tha t o f th e contemporaneou s work s 
of mysticism. 

Ill 

The man y mystica l an d esoteri c work s include d i n th e 
Hekhalot an d Merkabah  literatur e ca n b e divide d int o severa l 
subjects. Althoug h almos t n o work i s dedicated solel y t o one 
subject, an d mos t o f the m constitut e anthologie s an d collec -
tions, eac h subjec t i s deal t wit h i n a  way uniqu e t o thi s lit -
erature. 

The first  major them e i s th e descriptio n o f th e hol y char -
iot, th e rnerkavah,  an d all tha t i s associated wit h it , followin g 
the vision s o f Ezekiel . Accordin g t o th e mystics , ther e ar e 
seven heavens . I n eac h o f the m ther e i s a  throne o f glory o n 
which th e Divin e Glor y sits . Th e throne s ar e surrounded b y 
hosts o f angels , ministerin g angels , angel s tha t carr y out th e 
divine commands , a s well a s many others who bea r "angelic" 
names bu t ar e called b y divin e attribute s an d ca n b e viewe d 
as secondar y divin e power s (thes e ar e calle d "archangels " i n 
the Christian tradition) . River s of fire are described as flowing 
through th e divin e realm ; ther e ar e bridge s o n thes e rivers . 
There ar e als o th e hol y beast s describe d b y Ezekiel , th e var -
ious part s o f th e chario t an d it s wheels , an d th e enormou s 
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treasuries i n th e variou s heavens , treasurie s o f sno w an d hai l 
as wel l a s gol d an d silver . Thes e an d othe r element s mak e 
this literatur e int o a  colorful, visionary , an d vivi d descriptio n 
of th e divin e worlds . Amon g th e work s containin g thes e de -
scriptions ar e th e book s Reuyot  Yehezkel  (The Visions  of Eze-
kiel)31 part s o f Sefer ha-Razim (The  Book of  Secrets),32 portions 
of the thre e Hekhalot  books, th e Ma'aseh  Merkavah (The Work 
of the Chariot)33 an d others . 

The secon d subject , whic h i s also undoubtedly ancien t an d 
which th e sage s o f th e Mishna h an d Talmu d treate d a s eso -
teric, i s tha t o f magic . Th e magica l elemen t i s closel y inter -
woven int o mos t o f th e text s o f th e mystica l literature ; ther e 
can b e littl e doub t tha t th e Hekhalot  mystic s regarde d i t a s 
an integra l par t o f thei r mystica l tradition . Man y magica l 
elements i n thi s literatur e wer e common no t onl y t o Jews bu t 
also t o th e syncretisti c worl d o f th e lat e Hellenisti c period , 
especially i n Egypt . Som e formulas foun d i n Hebre w i n thes e 
texts see m t o b e nothin g bu t litera l translation s fro m th e 
Greek magica l literature , ofte n stil l preservin g th e name s o f 
various gods o f Greek mytholog y an d havin g a  distinct paga n 
character.34 I n othe r cases , i t i s possible t o sho w a  clear He -
brew influenc e o n Gree k magica l formulas , especiall y th e us e 
of Hebre w divin e names , whic h wer e take n ove r an d incor -
porated int o universa l magica l incantation s use d b y al l ma -
gicians i n lat e antiquity . 

These magica l formula s ofte n dea l wit h everyda y problem s 
and includ e incantation s fo r love , relie f fro m pain , succes s i n 
wars, protectio n fro m thieves , an d s o on . Mor e often , the y 
designate th e specia l statu s o f th e mystic , whos e knowledg e 
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of these secret s protect s hi m fro m ever y earthly peri l an d en-
ables hi m t o achieve hi s materia l needs . Sometime s thes e in -
cantations ar e used t o ai d th e mystica l process , assistin g th e 
mystic t o ascen d t o th e divin e realm , protectin g hi m fro m 
the danger s tha t surroun d hi m onc e h e reache s th e highe r 
Hekhalot, and forcing th e celestial power s to supply him wit h 
the informatio n h e requires . A  distinc t par t o f thi s literatur e 
deals with th e ways to achieve wisdom, especiall y divine wis-
dom, whic h wa s given t o Mose s o n Moun t Sina i an d kep t a 
secret which only the mystic-magician ca n reach and compre-
hend.35 Som e formulas hel p th e use r achieve withou t effor t a 
knowledge o f the Torah tha t would normall y requir e arduous 
years of study. 36 

The major part of Sefer ha-Razim is dedicated t o such mag-
ical formulas , a s are bot h th e beginnin g o f Hekhalot  Rabbati 
which describe s th e power s o f th e mystic , an d part s o f th e 
Sar shel  Torah  (The Prince  of the  Torah),  whic h ar e usuall y 
appended to that work. Portion s of Hekhalot Zutarti deal with 
the magica l mean s o f th e mystica l ascent . Som e work s ar e 
dedicated almost exclusively t o magic, an d some of them may 
be th e work s o f late r esoteri c writer s i n Babylonia , lik e th e 
Harba de-Moshe  (The  Sword  of  Moses)* 7 and th e Havdalah 
de-Rabbi Akiba.58 

A closel y relate d subjec t i s tha t o f physiognom y an d chi -
romancy, describe d i n on e o f th e earlies t Hebre w esoteri c 
works. Th e main tex t i n thi s area is called Hakarat  Panim ve-
Sidrey Sirtutin,  (Discerning the  Penance)39 a n early mystical wor k 
which bear s some of the characteristic s o f Hekhalot literature, 
even thoug h i t deal s wit h secret s o f a  livin g perso n rathe r 
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than thos e o f th e hidde n Godhead . Thi s "science " wa s re -
garded b y th e Hekhalot  mystics  a s a n integra l par t o f thei r 
esoteric traditions . 

The thir d majo r subjec t i s tha t o f cosmolog y an d cos -
mogony, o f which Sefer  Yezirab,  (The  Book  of Creation), is th e 
most importan t work . Bu t beside s thi s ancien t enigmati c wor k 
there ar e severa l book s an d chapter s i n other s whic h revea l 
the dee p interes t thes e mystic s als o ha d i n ma'aseh  bereshit, 
"the wor k o f creation/ ' Seder  Rabba de-Bereshit (The  Great  Or-
der of Creation),  and othe r work s o f esoteri c literatur e o f th e 
Talmudic an d Gaoni c periods combin e cosmology an d astron -
omy t o presen t a  structur e o f th e create d cosmos. 40 The y 
demonstrate th e way s i n whic h Go d governs , an d revea l man y 
secrets. Som e astrologica l element s ca n als o t o b e foun d i n 
these works . Section s dealin g wit h th e secret s o f th e creatio n 
are scattere d i n man y o f thes e texts . The y ma y b e connecte d 
with th e speculation s concernin g th e divin e wisdo m a s a 
creating power , a s described i n th e book s of Proverbs an d Job 
and furthe r develope d i n apocryphi c literatur e o f th e secon d 
commonwealth period . I t i s clea r tha t th e Talmudi c prohi -
bition o n dealin g wit h secret s concernin g "wha t i s above an d 
what i s below , wha t i s befor e an d wha t i s after" 41 wa s ne -
glected b y thes e mystics . 

The fourth , an d mos t important , subjec t i s th e mystica l 
process itself , th e ascensio n t o th e divin e chario t an d th e 
meeting wit h th e figure  sittin g o n th e thron e o f glory i n th e 
seventh divin e palace , o r hekhal.  Thi s i s th e mai n subjec t i n 
four books , whic h for m th e cor e o f th e Hekhalot  mystical li -
brary: Hekhalot  Rabbati and Hekhalot  Zutarti, th e Shiur Komah 
(Measure of  the Divine Stature)  and Sefer  Hekhalot,  als o know n 
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as the Hebrew Book of  Enoch or 3rd Enoch. 42 The main mystica l 
ideas o f thi s schoo l describ e th e proces s o f ascension an d th e 
perception o f th e divin e figure  i n th e cente r o f th e sevent h 
palace. 

IV 

The text s describing th e mystica l ascensio n t o th e celestia l 
palaces ar e divide d int o thos e i n whic h Rabb i Akib a play s 
the central role , thos e i n which bot h Rabb i Akiba and Rabbi 
Ishmael appea r but Rabb i Ishmae l i s usually th e main figure, 
and other s i n whic h al l th e tradition s transmitte d ar e at -
tributed t o Rabb i Ishmael . Hekhalot  Zutarti belong s t o th e 
Akiban tradition ; i n Hekhalot  Rabbati  both appear , whil e th e 
text o f th e Shiur  Komah seem s t o b e a  combination o f texts . 
In some Rabb i Akib a i s the speaker and in others both Rabbi 
Akiba and Rabbi Ishmae l transmi t th e esoteric tradition s and 
visions. I n Sefer  Hekhalot  Rabb i Ishmae l i s th e spokesma n o f 
the esoteric informatio n give n t o hi m b y Metatron. 

The tw o centra l storie s o f mystica l ascensio n ar e tol d a s 
part of a narrative. I n Hekhalot Zutarti  th e story i s that of the 
"Four Wh o Entere d th e Pardes. " I t mainl y reveal s th e wa y 
in whic h Rabb i Akib a succeede d i n "enterin g i n peac e an d 
coming ou t i n peace," 43 an d briefl y describe s th e tragi c re -
sults o f the failur e o f his thre e companions . Th e ascensio n o f 
Rabbi Ishmael i s connected in Hekhalot Rabbati with the story 
of th e te n martyrs . Accordin g t o thi s work , whe n th e circl e 
of mystic s i n Jerusalem , whic h include d Rabb i Akib a bu t 
whose leade r wa s Rabb i Nehuni a be n ha-Kanah , hear d tha t 
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the Roma n empero r planne d t o execut e te n (i n on e chapte r 
the numbe r i s four ) o f th e greates t sages , th e pretex t bein g 
punishment fo r th e si n o f Joseph's brother s i n sellin g thei r 
brother t o captivit y i n Egypt , th e gathere d mystic s doubte d 
whether thi s decisio n wa s a divine decre e o r jus t th e whi m o f 
the evi l emperor . Rabb i Nehuni a the n aske d hi s "younges t 
disciple," Rabb i Ishmae l be n Elishah , t o ascend t o th e divin e 
realm an d determin e th e origi n o f thi s decree. 44 Th e cente r 
of th e wor k i s th e descriptio n o f Rabb i Ishmael' s ascensio n 
and th e secrets  reveale d t o him , alon g wit h th e answe r tha t 
indeed i t wa s a  divin e decree . However , th e resul t o f th e 
sacrifice o f the te n martyr s (which include d bot h Rabb i Akib a 
and Rabb i Ishmael) , woul d b e th e complet e destructio n o f 
Rome. Thus , thes e tw o centra l work s ar e no t presente d a s 
theological o r mystica l manuals . Rather , the y ar e th e storie s 
of particular event s an d "historical " ascension s o f the tw o grea t 
sages, eve n thoug h i n man y part s o f these work s th e descrip -
tions ar e given i n a  generalized form , a s i f they wer e abstrac t 
instructions give n t o anyone who wishes t o participate i n thi s 
mystical process. 45 

The basic cosmological picture given i n the Talmudic sources 
and i n mystica l text s suc h a s th e Sefer  ha-Razim  an d th e Reu-
yot Yehezkel,  in whic h th e celestia l worl d i s composed mainl y 
of the seven heavens , i s replaced i n Hekhalot  Zutarti, Hekhalot 
Rabbati, an d othe r work s b y th e detaile d descriptio n o f th e 
seven celestia l palaces , th e hekhalot,  which i s th e majo r sub -
ject o f speculation . Eac h o f th e divin e palace s i s ful l o f host s 
of angels o f various kinds ; leadin g int o an d ou t o f every pal -
ace there i s zpetah,  o r "gate, " which i s guarded b y battalion s 
of angels , commande d b y majo r figures  i n th e Hekhalot  an-
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gelology an d other divine powers. T o pass each gate the mys-
tic mus t sho w th e guard s a  specia l hotam  (probabl y a  secret 
sign or a holy name), which gives him permission to continue 
on hi s mystica l journey . Th e guard s a t every gate , especiall y 
those at the sixth gate, d o everything the y can to prevent th e 
entrance o f th e mystic , t o dissuad e hi m fro m continuing , o r 
even t o har m hi m physically , usin g bot h forc e an d tric k 
questions. Onl y the most accomplished mystics , bot h in their 
knowledge an d i n thei r ethica l behavior , cleanliness , an d as-
cetic lif e ca n hop e t o ascen d successfully . Sometime s eve n 
their family an d racia l descen t i s checked. The y mus t answe r 
trick question s t o prove tha t thei r ancestor s wer e no t amon g 
those who kissed the golden calf in the desert after the exodus 
from Egypt . The y hav e t o bewar e o f tric k situations , lik e 
mistaking th e pure , brigh t marbl e o f th e floors of th e heav -
enly palaces for water or waves.46 After overcomin g th e trial s 
and dangers , the y approac h th e sevent h palac e an d fac e th e 
"king i n hi s beauty/ ' th e divin e figure  described i n anthro -
pomorphic detai l i n th e Shiur  Komah, probably th e centra l 
theological wor k o f ancient Jewish mysticism . 

Scholem describe d th e Shiur  Komah as a  wor k "base d o n 
the description s o f th e belove d i n Son g o f Songs 5 : I I - I 6 . 4 7 

This supplied th e basi s for understanding thi s enigmatic work . 
The essentia l par t o f th e wor k (whic h als o include s hymns , 
prayers, an d othe r material , a s do bot h th e Hekhalot  Rabbati 
and th e Hekbalot  Zutarti)  i s a  description o f the creator , wh o 
is consistentl y calle d yotzer  bereshit o r yotzrenu, meaning "th e 
creator of genesis" or "our creator." 

The emphasi s i n thi s description , a s in other parts of Hek-
halot literature, i s o n th e imag e o f Go d a s a  supreme king . 
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Scholem studie d th e hymn s scattere d i n thi s literature , whic h 
are directed t o th e "kin g o f kings," who i s depicted a s sitting 
on th e celestia l thron e i n hi s celestia l palace . Al l th e minis -
tering angel s and th e princes o f the nation s an d thos e in charg e 
of variou s task s ar e gathere d aroun d him , praisin g hi m an d 
praying t o him . Thi s elemen t o f kingshi p i n th e aspec t o f 
God ca n b e th e resul t o f th e influenc e o f th e Son g o f Songs . 
The kin g imag e ca n thu s b e combine d wit h th e anthropo -
morphic pictur e o f Go d presente d i n th e Sbiur  Komah.  Th e 
deep religiou s an d mystica l reverenc e fo r thi s divin e imag e i s 
manifest throughou t th e Hekhalot  literature, especiall y i n th e 
Shiur Komah. 

The centra l par t o f th e Shiur  Komah  consists o f tw o com -
bined lists . On e i s the lis t o f the esoteric name s of the variou s 
limbs o f th e divin e figure,  fro m th e hea d t o th e feet . Eac h 
limb i s give n a  nam e o r a  serie s o f names , som e o f the m 
consisting o f dozen s o f letters . Thes e names  ar e completel y 
incomprehensible t o us . The y ar e compose d eithe r o f a  series 
of vowels (especiall y thos e i n whic h th e hol y nam e o f God i s 
written i n Hebrew) , o r a  series of Hebrew letter s tha t seldo m 
are combine d t o creat e a  word . Th e secon d list , whic h i s 
contained withi n th e first,  give s th e measurement s o f eac h 
limb. Thes e measurement s ar e given i n unit s o f thousands o r 
tens o f thousand s (alfey  revavot)  of parasang s (parsaot).  Each 
such parasan g consists , accordin g t o th e Shiur  Komah,  o f 
thousands o f smaller units , th e smalles t bein g th e littl e finger 
(zeret), which i s God's littl e finger  and stretche s fro m on e end 
of th e worl d t o th e other . 

This descriptio n o f the enormous figure  i n th e Shiur Komah 
is the classica l Jewish tex t o f the anthropomorphic conceptio n 
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of God,48 whic h ha s confused an d perplexe d late r Jewish phi -
losophers fro m Ra v Saadi a Gao n i n th e tent h century 49 t o 
Heinrich Graet z i n th e nineteent h century . Thi s tex t was , 
however, enthusiasticall y embrace d b y many kabbalist s i n th e 
Middle Age s wh o use d i t a s th e cornerston e o f thei r myth -
ological description s o f th e variou s power s comprisin g th e 
divine realm . Thi s visionar y pictur e o f th e divin e belove d i n 
the Song o f Songs became one of the mos t problematical , bu t 
also th e mos t profound , element s i n th e structur e o f Jewish 
mystical symbolism . 

Saul Lieberman , i n hi s stud y o f the Shiur  Komah published 
as an appendi x t o Scholtms  Jewish  Gnosticism,™  analyze d th e 
rabbinic text s concerning th e esoteri c meanin g o f the Song of 
Songs. Muc h o f th e materia l presente d i n th e Mishna h an d 
in th e Midras h concernin g thi s aspec t o f th e Biblica l boo k i s 
presented a s taugh t b y Rabb i Akiba , an d a t leas t som e o f 
these saying s coul d indee d b e hi s historically . 

Rabbi Akib a state d tha t th e Son g o f Song s wa s th e "hol y 
of holies, " th e mos t sacre d amon g th e Biblica l books. 51 H e 
argued agains t Rabb i Elieze r concernin g th e tim e tha t thi s 
book wa s "given " (nitan)  t o Israel , usin g th e sam e ter m fre -
quently mentione d concernin g th e "giving " o f th e Tora h i n 
the Moun t Sina i theophany . Rabb i Elieze r claime d tha t th e 
book wa s give n t o Israe l whe n the y crosse d th e Re d Sea , 
while Rabb i Akib a hel d th e view tha t i t wa s given o n Moun t 
Sinai.52 Thu s th e boo k wa s no t "written, " an d certainl y no t 
composed, b y Kin g Solomo n so n o f David , bu t given , lik e 
the Torah, i n a  theophany b y "th e Kin g o f Peace" (melech she-
ha-shalom shelo), 55 thu s homileticall y explainin g th e attribu -
tion t o Kin g Solomo n a s referrin g t o Go d himself . Whe n 
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Rabbi Akib a entere d th e "pardes " i t wa s sai d o f him , i n th e 
words o f Song, of Songs 1:6 , tha t "th e Kin g ha s brough t hi m 
into hi s chambers/' 54 Eve n Rabb i Akiba' s deat h a s a  marty r 
was connected b y the early homiletica l author s o f the Midras h 
to a verse.55 Lieberman conclude d hi s analysis b y showing th e 
unity betwee n th e Midras h o n Son g o f Songs , th e Shiur  Ko-
mah and th e mysticis m o f ma'aseh merkavah. 56 

Rabbi Akib a i s th e her o o f th e mystica l ascensio n i n Hek-
halot Zutarti,  a  wor k whic h include s som e portion s o f th e 
Shiur Komah.57 Th e kin g sittin g o n th e thron e i n th e sevent h 
palace i s named i n thi s wor k b y verses 5:6-1 1 fro m th e Son g 
of Songs, 58 no t b y acciden t th e sam e verse s whic h describ e 
the bod y o f th e beloved . Th e physica l appearanc e o f Go d a s 
described i n th e Biblica l text  wa s regarde d b y th e mystic s a s 
an esoteric group of names of the Godhead, reveale d t o Rabb i 
Akiba whe n h e ascende d t o th e sevent h palace . Th e stor y o f 
the fou r wh o entere d th e "pardes " i s a  brie f an d crypti c par -
able, alludin g t o th e develope d mystica l myt h o f th e ascen -
sion o f Rabb i Akib a fro m th e first  palac e t o th e seventh . H e 
overcame al l th e danger s i n hi s way , sa w th e element s o f th e 
divine chariot , th e thron e o f glory , an d th e host s o f angel s 
surrounding them , hear d thei r hymn s an d adde d t o the m hi s 
own hymn s o f praise , unti l finally  h e face d th e figure  o n th e 
throne, th e enormou s figure  describe d i n th e Shiur  Komah, 
which i s base d i n tur n o n th e descriptio n o f th e kin g i n th e 
Song o f Songs . 

The mysticis m surroundin g th e divin e palace s i s a  fusio n 
of severa l elements , som e o f the m ol d an d som e relativel y 
new i n th e Talmudi c period . Th e mos t importan t ol d ele -
ments ar e thos e o f th e ancien t homiletica l speculatio n con -
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cerning th e vision s o f Ezekiel , th e traditiona l ma'aseh  merka-
vah. Thi s traditio n wa s know n i n tannaiti c circle s an d wa s 
practiced i n som e o f thei r schools , especiall y tha t o f Rabb i 
Yohanan be n Zakka i an d hi s disciple s i n th e perio d imme -
diately followin g th e destruction o f the second temple. 59 An-
other old element wa s the traditio n of the ascension t o heaven, 
clearly describe d i n th e Enoc h literature , whos e Hebre w an d 
Aramaic origina l version s wer e discovered recentl y i n th e Ju-
dean desert. 60 I t come s mos t probabl y fro m th e secon d cen -
tury B.C . Thi s myth , almos t completel y ignore d o r excluded 
by th e editor s o f Talmudi c literature , obviousl y survive d i n 
the circle s o f th e mystic s i n on e for m o r another , an d wa s 
used t o describe th e celestia l journey s o f the ancient sages . 

To these traditiona l element s a  new one was added, whic h 
served a s a  foca l poin t fo r Hekhalot  mysticism: a  ne w inter -
pretation o f the Song o f Songs as a description o f the creator. 
The Hekhalot  Zutarti describe s th e mystica l journe y towar d 
this divin e figure,  an d th e Shiur  Komah i s a  detailed pictur e 
of th e limb s o f thi s divin e being , includin g th e name s an d 
measurements o f each limb. Whethe r th e creator in thi s the -
ology wa s identica l wit h th e suprem e Godhead , o r whethe r 
it wa s conceive d a s a  second , demiurgi c powe r beside s th e 
Godhead, i s ver y difficul t t o ascertain. 61 Severa l source s ca n 
be interpreted as distinguishing betwee n them and seeing them 
as parts o f a whole i n th e divin e realm. 62 Ther e i s n o doubt , 
however, tha t n o elemen t o f th e dualis m o f goo d an d evil , 
which i s ofte n foun d i n gnosti c mythology , ca n b e foun d i n 
these texts. 63 

The central work of this mystical school , th e Hekhalot Rab-
bati, include s many paragraphs take n verbatim from th e Hek-
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halot Zutarti,  an d i t als o include s a  sectio n fro m th e Shiur 
Komah. In th e Hekhalot  Rabbati th e descriptio n o f th e ascen -
sion fro m palac e t o palac e i s repeated , bu t i t i s attributed t o 
Rabbi Akiba' s colleague , Rabb i Ishmae l be n Elishah , wh o i s 
described a s a  Hig h Pries t an d th e so n o f a  Hig h Priest. 64 

The hea d o f the "mystica l academy " t o which thes e two sages 
belong, an d whic h i s reported t o b e centered aroun d th e tem -
ple i n Jerusalem , i s Rabb i Nehuni a be n ha-Kanah , a  rela -
tively obscur e tanna,  wh o i s mentioned onc e a s the teache r o f 
Rabbi Ishmael . (I t i s interestin g t o not e tha t Rabb i Shimeo n 
bar Yohai , th e second-centur y tanna  who was believed b y th e 
medieval mystic s t o b e th e grea t teache r o f mysticis m an d 
the autho r o f th e Zohar,  doe s no t appea r o n th e list s o f thi s 
circle. Th e earlies t mystica l wor k attribute d t o Rabb i Shi -
meon i s probably fro m th e Gaoni c period.) 65 

Hekhalot Rabbati  i s th e mos t detaile d descriptio n o f th e 
ascension t o th e chario t an d th e divin e palaces 66 (including a 
description o f th e ascen t o f Rabb i Nehunia). 67 I t i s als o a n 
anthology o f th e mystica l an d esoteri c tradition s o f th e Hek-
halot mystics. I t include s a  major antholog y o f hymns o f praise, 
some o f the m chante d b y th e ministerin g angel s an d other s 
by th e mystica l ascender s t o th e divin e realm . I t include s 
detailed list s o f th e variou s power s i n th e celestia l palaces , 
some o f the m clearl y angeli c bu t other s referre d t o b y th e 
names o f Go d himself. 68 I t include s significan t magica l ele -
ments, an d description s o f th e specia l statu s o f th e mysti c i n 
the worl d an d hi s magica l power s ove r hi s fello w men . I t i s 
the mos t detaile d descriptio n w e hav e concernin g th e circl e 
of mystics , thei r behavio r an d thei r statu s i n thei r society. 69 

All thes e are conveyed throug h tw o integrate d narratives , on e 
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of th e martyrdo m o f th e te n sage s t o aton e th e si n o f sellin g 
Joseph t o Egypt , an d tha t o f th e ascensio n an d th e journe y 
of Rabb i Ishmae l i n th e celestia l realm . (Hi s guid e i n thes e 
travels, an d th e on e disclosin g t o hi m th e secret s o f th e di -
vine world , i s a  celestia l powe r calle d Soria , th e "Princ e o f 
the Divin e Face, " o r "o f th e Countenance, " sar  ha-panim.) 

The proble m o f th e demiurgi c powe r beside s God , i.e. , 
the problematic issu e of dualism, o f a cosmic power operatin g 
in th e Universe other tha n God , i s the backgroun d o f another 
major wor k o f Hekhalot  mysticism, th e Sefer  Hekhalot,  whic h 
was published i n a  modern editio n b y Hug o Odeber g i n 192 8 
under th e titl e 3rd  Enoch  or  the Hebrew Book  of Enoch.10 (This 
edition wa s th e subjec t o f on e o f Scholem' s earlies t boo k re -
views, published i n Kiryat  Sefer in 1929.) 71 The Sefer Hekhalot 
describes th e ascensio n o f Rabb i Ishmae l t o th e celestia l worl d 
and hi s meeting wit h Metatron , wh o is  called her e th e "Princ e 
of th e Countenance, " th e sar  ha-panim. Rabb i Ishmae l trans -
mits al l th e secret s i n thi s book , bu t it s her o i s undoubtedl y 
Metatron. Hi s biograph y i s told i n th e first  par t o f the book . 
In a  detailed myth , th e stor y o f Metatron, wh o was originally 
a huma n being , Enoc h so n o f Yared (th e her o o f th e ancien t 
Enoch literature) , unfold s an d reveal s a  creativ e fusio n be -
tween th e ancien t Enoc h literatur e an d hekhalot  mysticism.72 

God selecte d Enoc h fro m amon g al l humanit y o f hi s age , 
which wa s th e ag e t o b e destroyed b y th e deluge . H e wa s t o 
be the witness to the sins of his contemporaries, whic h cause d 
the deluge. Th e divine messenger who brought Enoch to heaven 
was Anafiel , a  divin e powe r ver y simila r t o Metatro n him -
self.73 Ove r a  lon g perio d Enoc h los t al l hi s huma n appear -
ance, clothes , an d intellectua l limitations . H e becam e th e 
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chief power in the divine world , secon d onl y t o God himself . 
His bod y becam e on e o f fire; he rod e a  chariot o f fir e draw n 
by fiery horses. Hi s dimension s increase d unti l the y becam e 
similar t o thos e described i n th e Shiur Komah; h e acquired 2 4 
enormous wing s an d 7 0 eyes . Go d transmitte d t o hi m al l 
revealed an d secre t knowledge , includin g th e secret s o f th e 
creation, an d mad e hi m th e rule r o f al l th e celestia l hosts , 
his jurisdictio n coverin g th e prince s o f al l nations . H e wa s 
even seated on a throne of glory. Thi s se t hi m apart from th e 
world of the angels, wh o cannot si t becaus e they cannot ben d 
their legs , a s attested , accordin g t o th e commo n homiletica l 
interpretation, b y Isaiah' s vision. 74 

Metatron becam e s o great tha t whe n Elisha h be n Avuyah , 
"Aher," wh o entere d th e "pardes " wit h Rabb i Akiba , sa w 
Metatron whe n h e ascende d t o th e palaces , h e mistoo k hi m 
for a divine figure equal t o God. H e declare d tha t ther e were 
two power s i n heaven , an d thu s becam e a  heretic . I n orde r 
to prevent suc h a  mistake from happenin g again , Anafie l wa s 
sent t o Metatron , wh o punishe d hi m wit h 6 0 lashe s o f fire, 
making clea r who wa s th e maste r and who th e slave . 

Scholem dedicate d severa l studie s t o th e figure  o f Meta -
tron.75 Eve n hi s nam e i s no t sufficientl y understood , an d there 
are man y unclea r element s i n th e myt h o f th e Princ e o f th e 
Countenance. Schole m discovered tha t many attributes whic h 
belonged originall y t o th e divine power s Michae l an d Yahoel 
were transferre d t o Metatron. 76 Severa l indication s sugges t 
that there was an early, heterodo x concept of Metatron (either 
under thi s nam e or another name ) as demiurgic i n character , 
a creato r o r co-creato r besid e God. 77 Th e myt h concernin g 
the human origin of Metatron and his identification a s Enoch 
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son of Yared might b e a later myth, contradictin g Metatron' s 
first exalted status . 

Hekhalot mysticism shoul d no t b e see n a s a  completed , 
comprehensive theologica l an d mystica l system . Rather , i t 
underwent a  long proces s o f development , comin g int o con -
flict with othe r school s o f though t an d usuall y incorporatin g 
some o f th e idea s o f it s opponents . I t flourished for severa l 
centuries i n differen t form s an d emphases , an d ha d a n enor-
mous impact on subsequent development s i n the Jewish mys-
tical literatur e o f th e Middl e Ages . Schole m dre w th e out -
lines o f th e historica l an d cultura l circumstance s o f th e 
development of  Hekhalot mysticism , analyze d it s mai n work s 
and ideas , an d clearly demonstrated tha t i t was not a separate 
entity unrelate d t o Talmudic and Midrashic literature but the 
product o f th e sam e cultura l environmen t i n whic h rabbini c 
literature an d though t wer e formulated . 

V 

Another dimensio n o f ancien t Jewis h mysticis m an d eso -
tericism i s found i n th e brie f but profoun d Sefer  Yezirah  (The 
Book of  Creation), attributed t o th e patriarc h Anraha m (and , 
later i n th e Middl e Ages , als o t o Rabb i Akiba) . Thi s shor t 
work, whic h "coul d b e learne d b y hear t i n tw o hours/ ' a s 
Scholem use d t o say , i s th e mos t importan t t o reac h us from 
ancient time s concernin g ma'aseh  bereshit,  "th e secre t o f crea-
tion/' Thi s i s coupled i n tannaiti c tradition s with th e ma'aseh 
merkavah,78 an d refer s t o th e esoteri c traditiona l doctrine s 
concerning th e process o f the creation. 
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Sefer Yezirah  discusse s th e proces s o f creatio n i n a  com -
pletely differen t manne r tha n th e boo k o f Genesis . I t de -
scribes th e underlyin g principle s use d b y Go d i n th e proces s 
of creation . Accordin g t o th e first  chapte r o f th e book , Go d 
used thirty-tw o "path s o f mystery. " Thi s numbe r i s a  com -
bination o f tw o elements : th e twenty-tw o character s o f th e 
Hebrew alphabe t an d th e te n sefirot,  whic h probabl y her e refe r 
to th e te n elementar y numbers . 

The combinatio n o f letter s an d th e numbe r te n i s no t ne w 
to Jewish cosmogonica l speculations . Tannaiti c literatur e al -
ready incorporate d th e ide a tha t th e worl d wa s create d b y 
God's te n utterance s i n Genesis. 79 Th e powe r o f creatio n re -
sides, therefore , i n th e pronunciatio n o f Hebre w words , an d 
ultimately i n th e Hebre w alphabet , whic h i s th e basi s o f thes e 
words. Thi s powe r i s regulate d b y th e numbe r ten . 

The first  chapte r o f Sefer  Yezirah  i s dedicate d t o th e de -
scription o f thes e sefirot.  The y ar e define d i n on e o f th e ke y 
paragraphs a s th e te n dimension s o f th e infinity  o f God : hi s 
infinity towar d th e east , west , north , an d south ; upwar d an d 
downward—the dimension s o f space ; hi s infinity  towar d th e 
beginning an d th e en d o f all—th e dimensio n o f time . Th e 
last tw o ar e hi s infinity  towar d goo d an d evi l (ofte n inter -
preted a s a  referenc e t o paradis e an d t o hell , bu t ther e i s n o 
basis fo r tha t interpretatio n i n th e ancien t tex t itself). 80 Th e 
latter part s o f th e wor k concentrat e o n th e letter s an d othe r 
elements. 

Later i n th e first  chapte r o f Sefer Yezirah  the sefirot are given 
a completel y differen t description . The y represen t th e stage s 
by whic h th e element s o f the worl d emerged . Th e first sefirah 
is the hol y spirit , ruah  elohim hayim,  fro m whic h emerge d th e 
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second, th e ai r or earthly wind , als o calle d i n Hebre w ruah. 
The thir d sefirah  i s th e emergenc e o f wate r fro m thi s ai r o r 
wind, an d th e fourt h i s th e fire that cam e fro m tha t elemen -
tary water . Obviousl y th e autho r o f thi s wor k hel d th e vie w 
that ther e were only thre e elements , whil e earth , followin g a 
homiletical interpretatio n o f a biblical verse , wa s nothing bu t 
the product o f water, sno w bein g th e intermediar y substanc e 
between wate r an d earth. 81 Thi s lis t stop s afte r th e fourt h 
stage an d doe s no t includ e th e ful l te n sefirot.  I t i s eviden t 
that fo r th e autho r o f thi s wor k th e sefirot  wer e no t onl y nu -
merical principle s bu t als o th e stage s b y whic h creatio n pro-
gressed fro m th e spiritua l divinit y dow n t o th e element s o f 
which materia l creatio n i s comprised . I t i s als o possible tha t 
the sefirot  ha d a  mystical , visionar y aspect , connecte d wit h 
Ezekiel's visio n o f th e hol y chariot , an d tha t the y wer e th e 
subject o f mystical contemplation. 82 

The richness , a s wel l a s th e obscurity , o f th e description s 
of the sefirot  i n thi s wor k le d man y historian s o f Jewish mys -
ticism t o regar d th e Sefer  Yezirah a s a  kabbalisti c work — 
indeed, a s th e first  book o f th e kabbalah—an d star t th e his -
tory o f kabbalisti c literatur e wit h it . Schole m oppose d thi s 
view, claimin g tha t th e sefirot  o f thi s boo k ar e completel y 
different fro m th e divin e hypothese s describe d b y th e medi -
eval kabbalist s a s dynamic , mythologica l power s withi n th e 
Godhead. I n the Sefer Yezirah  none o f these basi c elements i s 
to b e found. Th e boo k doe s no t describ e th e processes goin g 
on withi n th e Godhead . Th e emergenc e o f creation fro m th e 
Holy Spiri t i s dealt wit h i n a  scientific way , accordin g t o th e 
basic belief s o f th e tim e an d th e circl e o f Jewish mystics . I t 
is a  book o f cosmogony an d cosmology , no t a  book o f theol -
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ogy. An y mystica l element s foun d i n i t resembl e no t th e me-
dieval kabbala h bu t th e Hekhalot  mysticis m o f th e Talmudi c 
period. Th e mystica l attitud e towar d th e Hebre w alphabe t i s 
typical fo r thi s period , thoug h i t wa s continue d an d devel -
oped b y medieva l mystics . 

Sefer Yezirah  should b e regarded as one of the mos t impor -
tant work s o f ancien t Jewish mysticism . It s impac t o n late r 
Jewish mystica l sect s was enormous. Thi s influence i s obvious 
as far a s terminolog y i s concerned . Th e obscure , ye t sugges -
tive, uniqu e terminolog y o f thi s ancien t work , whic h in -
cludes terms never before used in any Hebrew text , fascinate d 
the medieva l Jewis h mystic s wh o use d i t consistentl y (an d 
thus gav e th e fals e impressio n tha t th e boo k originate d i n 
their schools) . Fro m thi s work the basic concept o f ten sefirot, 
ten divin e powers , ("te n an d no t nine , te n an d no t eleven, " 
as Sefer  Yezirah  insisted),83 whic h i s a  basi c characteristi c o f 
the kabbalah , wa s derived . Th e mystica l aspec t o f th e He -
brew language , develope d i n variou s way s i n th e Middl e 
Ages,84 wa s based on the cryptic linguisti c statement s o f this 
work. Anothe r aspect of Jewish mysticism base d on this book 
is th e belie f tha t a  homunculus, a  golem, coul d b e created by 
man. Thi s belie f derived fro m th e description o f the creatio n 
by th e alphabet . I f Go d create d th e worl d an d ma n b y th e 
power of the letters of the Hebrew alphabet, an d i f the power 
of creatio n i s inheren t withi n th e letters , the n i t shoul d b e 
possible t o repea t thi s proces s an d create a n artificial ma n by 
the prope r us e o f severa l group s o f Hebre w letters . On e o f 
Scholem's mos t importan t article s was dedicated t o a detailed 
history o f thi s belie f fro m Talmudi c time s t o th e twentiet h 
century.85 
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223. A n edition of this text  i s being prepare d no w i n a project supporte d 
by th e Israel i Academ y o f Sciences. 

6. Th e Karait e polemicist , Salmo n be n Yeruhim , th e grea t opponen t 
of Rav Saadia Gaon i n th e first half of the tent h century , wrot e a  satirical 
version, i n verse , o f th e Shiur  Komah, in orde r to ridicul e rabbini c tradi -
tion. Thi s constitute s on e o f th e earlies t version s o f an y Hekhalo t tex t 
that w e have . Se e Salmo n be n Yeruhim , Sefer  Milhamot  ha-Shem, I. Da -
vidson, ed . (Ne w York : Jewish Theologica l Seminary , 1934) . 

7. Th e Geniza h fragment s o f th e Hekhalo t literatur e ar e bein g pre -
pared fo r publicatio n b y P . Schaefer . Concernin g thes e fragments , se e 
Ithamar Gruenwald , "Ne w Fragment s fro m Hekhalo t Literature " (He -
brew), Tarbiz,  3 8 (1969) , pp . 354-72 ; 3 9 (1970) , pp . 216-17 ; 4 0 (1971) , 
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pp. 301-19 . Th e Sbiur  Komah  fragment i s include d i n Marti n Cohen , 
"The Si cur Qomah : A  Critica l Editio n o f th e Tex t wit h Introduction , 
Translation, an d Commentary " (Ph.D . thesis , Jewis h Theologica l Semi -
nary, 1982) , pp . 533—631 ; English translatio n an d commentary, pp . 434 -
526. [Th e Englis h translatio n and commentary hav e now been reproduce d 
in M . Cohen , The  Shfur  Qomah:  Liturgy and  Theurgy  in Pre-Kabbalistic 

Jewish Mysticism  (Lanham, Md. : Universit y Pres s o f America , 1983 ) pp . 
187-265.] 

8. Concernin g th e attitude o f the Ashkenazi Hasidi m t o the Hekhalot , 
see J. Dan , The  Esoteric Theology  of  Ashkenazi Hasidim {Hebrew } (Jerusa -
lem: Mosa d Bialik , 1968) , pp . 24-28 . 

9. Th e relationshi p betwee n Jewish apocalypti c an d apocrypha l litera -
ture, especiall y th e Enoc h book s an d th e Hekhalot , wa s studied i n detai l 
by I . Gruenwal d i n hi s Apocalyptic  and Merkabah  Mysticism  (Leiden: E . J . 
Brill, 1980) . On e o f th e mos t interestin g link s betwee n th e Hekhalo t 
texts an d apocalypticism , th e Book  of  Zerubavel, ha s not bee n studie d yet . 
The text has been published i n J. Even-Shmue l (Kaufman) , Midreshei  Giulah 
(Jerusalem: Mosa d Bialik , 1954) , pp . 55-88 . 

10. See , fo r instance , m y revie w o f thi s proble m i n "Mysticis m i n 
Jewish History , Religio n an d Literature, " i n J . Da n an d F . Talmage , 
eds., Studies  in  Jewish Mysticism (Cambridge : Associatio n fo r Jewish Stud -
ies, 1982 ) pp . 1-14 . 

11. Graetz' s first and most comprehensiv e stud y o f this subjec t wa s his 
Gnosticismus und  Judenthum (Krotoschin : Monasch , 1846) . 

12. Se e esp . D . Flusser' s revie w o f Scholem' s Jewish Gnosticism,  Mer-
kabah Mysticism and  Talmudic  Tradition [henceforth cite d a s Jewish Gnosti-
cism] i n Journal of Jewish Studies, 2 (i960) , pp . 59-68 . Se e also I . Gruen -
wald, "Knowledg e an d Vision, " Israel  Oriental  Studies, 3 (1972) , pp . 6 3 -
107. Han s Jonas , th e grea t historia n o f gnosticism , adopte d th e sam e 
attitude. Se e als o E . Yamauchi , Pre-Christian  Gnosticism: A  Survey  of the 
Proposed Evidences  (Gran d Rapids : Eerdmans , 1973) , pp . 149-51 . Cf. , 
however, m y remark s i n "Th e Concept o f Knowledge i n th e Shfur Qomah," 
in S . Stei n an d R . Loewe , eds. , Studies  in Jewish Religious and  Intellectual 
History Presented to Alexander Altmann,  pp . 63-73 . 

13. Th e mos t seriou s collectiv e effor t t o defin e gnosticis m wa s mad e 
in th e 196 6 conferenc e i n Messin a dedicate d t o th e subject . Th e paper s 
and discussion s o f th e conferenc e wer e edite d b y Ug o Bianch i an d pub -
lished unde r th e titl e Gnosticismo  Colloquio  di  Messina  13—18 Aprile 1966 
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(Leiden: E . J . Brill , 1967) . I t i s a  fact , however , tha t t o thi s ver y day , 
not onl y ever y book , bu t ever y articl e o n th e subjec t define s o r redefine s 
the ter m accordin g t o a  given tendency . Whil e mos t definition s insis t o n 
a dualistic postur e betwee n good an d evil divin e forces a s characteristic o f 
gnosticism, som e o f th e majo r gnosti c sects , especiall y th e Valentinia n 
school, di d no t accep t suc h a  position. 

14. I n man y o f th e chapter s of  Jewish Gnosticism  Schole m deal t wit h 
this subject . See , e.g. , pp . 66-70 , concernin g hi s remar k about th e con-
cept o f th e ogdoas  an d th e Hebre w Azbogah,  shem shel shminPot, th e "nam e 
of th e eightfold, " i.e . ever y tw o letter s o f this  nam e equa l eigh t numeri -
cally. Se e also Scholem,  "Jaldabaot h Reconsidered, " Melanges  d'histoire  des 
religions offerts  a  H.  C.  Puech  (Paris : Presse s Universitaire s d e France , 1974) , 
pp. 405-21 . Se e Franci s T . Fallon' s critiqu e i n The  Enthronement of  Sa-
baoth Jewish Elements in  Gnostic  Creation Myths  (Leiden: E . J. Brill , 1978) , 
pp. 32-34 . I t seem s t o m e tha t ther e ca n b e n o doub t tha t Yaldabaot h 
originated i n th e Hebre w Hekhalo t texts , an d i s th e abbreviatio n o f th e 
frequent formul a which describe s divine powers : Ya'Elohim  *Adonai  Zeva'oth. 
See J. Dan , "Anafiel , Metatro n an d th e Creator, " Tarbiz,  5 2 (1983) , pp . 
447-57, an d esp . p . 448 , n . 5 . 

15. Fo r instance, th e Mandaic us e of the ter m Shechinta,  usuall y i n th e 
plural, i s indicative , eve n thoug h i t ofte n denote s evi l powers . Th e Man-
daic theolog y an d mytholog y serve d a s a  majo r sourc e fo r Han s Jonas' s 
description o f th e gnosi s i n hi s majo r wor k The  Gnostic Religion  (Boston : 
Beacon Press , 1958) , esp . pp . 98-99 . Som e basi c studie s o f Mandai c 
texts ar e t o b e foun d i n K . Rudolph , Die  Mandaer,  2  vols . (Gottingen : 
Vandenhoeck &  Ruprecht, 1961) , an d E . Yamauchi , Mandaic  Incantation 
Texts (New Haven : America n Orienta l Society , 1967) . A n anthology  o f 
Mandaic source s i s t o b e foun d i n W . Foerster , ed. , Die  Gnosis,  2  (Zu -
rich, 1972) . 

16. See , e.g. , I . Gruenwald , "Th e Proble m o f th e Anti-Gnosti c Po -
lemic i n Rabbini c Literature, " Studies in  Gnosticism and Hellenistic Religions 
Presented to Gtiles Quispel,  ed . b y R . va n der Broek an d M. J . Vermasere n 
(Leiden: E . J. Brill , 1981) , pp . 171-89 . 

17. See , e.g. , Scholem' s statemen t i n Kabbalah,  pp. 12-13 . 
18. A n exampl e o f a  differen t attitud e i s t o b e foun d i n L . Jacob , 

Jewish Mystical Testimonies  (Ne w York : Schocken , 1977) , wher e th e crite -
rion fo r includin g text s wa s th e similarit y t o Christia n persona l expres -
sions o f mystica l visions . 
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19- A n excellen t summar y o f th e scholarshi p o n thi s proble m i s t o be 
found i n E . Yamauchi , Pre-Christian  Gnosticism: A  Survey  of the Proposed 
Evidences. 

20. Th e subjec t o f th e relationshi p betwee n gnosticis m an d Judaism, 
both i n genera l an d i n particula r concernin g th e Na g Hammad i texts , 
has bee n centra l t o severa l detaile d studies . Se e R . M . Grant , Gnosticism 
and Early Christianity (Ne w York : Columbi a Universit y Press , 1959) . Gran t 
postulated tha t gnosticis m wa s th e resul t o f Jewish despai r afte r th e fail -
ure o f apocalypti c hopes . Se e als o F . T . Fallon , The  Enthronement of  Sa-
baoth, an d A . Segal , Two  Powers  in  Heaven:  Early Rabbinic  Reports about 
Christianity and  Gnosticism  (Leiden : E . J . Brill , 1977) . Segal , wh o ana -
lyzed th e concept o f a demiurgic powe r in rabbinic and gnostic literature , 
neglected th e Hekhalo t sources . 

21. Th e most detaile d comparison s ar e those of I . Gruenwald , 'Jewis h 
Sources fo r th e Gnosti c Text s fro m Na g Hammadi?, " Proceedings  of  the 
Sixth World  Congress of  Jewish Studies, 3 (Jerusalem, 1977) , pp . 45-56 . 

22. Sau l Lieberma n deal t wit h this  subjec t i n man y o f hi s book s an d 
articles. Th e portion s o f th e tosefta  relation t o mysticis m ar e studie d i n 
detail i n hi s Tosefta  ki-Peshuta, par t 5 , Order  Mo'ed (New York : Jewis h 
Theological Seminary , 1962) , pp . 1286-96 . O f specia l importanc e i s hi s 
appendix, "Mishna t Shi r ha-Shirim, " i n G . Scholem , Jewish Gnosticism, 
pp. 118-26 . 

23. Fo r a critique o f Scholem, se e D . Halperin , The  Merkabah in  Rab-
binic Literature (New Haven : America n Orienta l Society , 1980) . Cf . m y 
remarks on thi s boo k i n Jerusalem Studies  in  Jewish Thought,  2 (1983) , pp . 
307-16. 

24. Se e M . Cohen , "Th e Si cur Qomah : A  Critica l Editio n o f th e Tex t 
with Introduction , Translatio n an d Commentary " (Ph.D . thesis) , pp . 30 -
42. [Se e no w M . Cohen , The  Shicur Qomah:  Liturgy  and  Theurgy  in  Pre-
Kabbalistic Jewish Mysticism,  pp. 21-27. ] Cohe n doubte d Scholem' s con -
clusion an d eve n trie d t o clai m tha t th e latte r change d hi s mind  abou t 
it. Bu t cf . Scholem , Kabbalah,  p . 17 , an d se e m y remark s i n "Th e Con-
cept o f Knowledg e i n th e Shfur  Qomah,"  p . 70 . I t shoul d b e note d tha t 
Scholem himsel f prepare d th e Hebre w translatio n o f hi s articl e o n Shfur 
Qomah, in J . Be n Shlomo , ed. , Pirqei  Yesod  be-havanat ha-Qabbalah u-
semaleha (Jerusalem : Mosa d Bialik , 1976) , pp . 153-86 , an d repeate d mos t 
forcefully hi s origina l thesis . 

25. Se e th e detaile d stud y o f this  enigmati c figur e b y G . Stroumsa , 
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"Aher: A  Gnostic, " i n B . Layton , ed. , The  Rediscovery of  Gnosticism: Pro-
ceedings of  the International Conference on  Gnosticism at Yale  New Haven, Con-
necticut, March 28-31,  1978,  2  vols . (Leiden : E . J . Brill , 1981) , pp . 
808-18. Stroumsa' s bibliograph y include s al l th e importan t studie s o f 
the stor y o f th e "fou r wh o entered th e pardes." 

26. Concernin g thi s problem , se e E . E . Urbach , "Th e Tradition s abou t 
Merkabah Mysticis m i n th e Tannaiti c Period,"  Studies  in Mysticism  and 
Religion presented to Gershom G.  Scholem  on  his  Seventieth Birthday,  pp . 1-2 8 
(Hebrew section) . Se e R . Elio r ed. , Hekhalot  Zutarti, Jerusalem  Studies  in 
Jewish Thought, Supplement  I  (1982) , p . 23 , an d pp. 62-63 . Schole m con -
sidered th e Talmudi c stor y t o b e a n abbreviate d remnan t o f th e detaile d 
one preserved i n Hekhalot  Zutarti.  I t seems , however , mor e probable tha t 
the earl y mystic s develope d th e Talmudic stor y i n thei r own manner . 

27. Edition s o f th e wor k ar e t o b e foun d i n A . Jellinek , ed. , Bet  ha-
Midrash (Leipzig , 1855 ; rpt . Jerusalem : Wahrman n Books , 1967) , vol . 
3, pp . 89-120 , an d i n S . Wertheimer , ed. , Battei  Midrashot  (Jerusalem: 
Ketav ve-Sefer , 1968) , vol . 1 , pp . 67-136 . Fo r a  partial Englis h trans -
lation, se e Davi d Blumenthal , Understanding  Jewish Mysticism:  A Source 
Reader (New York : Ktav , 1978) , vol . 1 , pp . 56-89 . Th e translation , 
done b y L . Grodne r an d edite d b y Blumenthal , contain s man y mistake s 
and i s therefor e no t reliabl e fo r scholarly use . 

28 Se e G . Scholem , Jewish Gnosticism,  pp . 20-30 , wher e h e analyze s 
the Talmudi c tex t i n Sanhedrin  95b . 

29. Se e I . Gruenwald , "Th e Sourc e o f th e Angels , th e Qedushah  an d 
the Composition o f the Hekhalo t Literature " (Hebrew), i n Jerusalem in  the 
Second Temple Period:  Abraham Schalit Volume, ed . b y A. Oppenheimer , V . 
Rappaport, an d M . Ster n (Jerusalem : Ya d Izha k Ben-Zvi , Ministr y o f 
Defence, 1980) , pp . 459-81 . Th e whol e proble m o f th e relationshi p be -
tween Hekhalo t hymn s an d earl y Jewish liturg y stil l need s t o b e studie d 
in detail . Se e A . Altmann , "Shire i Qedusha h be-Sifru t he-Hekhalo t ha -
Qedumah," Melilah,  2  (1946) , pp . 1-24 . 

30. Se e G. Scholem , Jewish Gnosticism, pp . 43-64 . 
31. A  critica l editio n ha s bee n publishe d b y I . Gruenwal d i n Temirin: 

Texts and Studies in  Kabbala and Hasidism,  ed . b y Israe l Weinstoc k (Jeru -
salem: Mosa d ha-Ra v Kook , 1972 ) vol . 1 , pp . 101-39 . 

32. Se e M. Margalioth , Sefer  ha-Razim: A  Newly  Discovered Book of  Magic 
from the Talmudic Period, Collected from Genizah Fragments and  other  Sources 
(Jerusalem, 1966) . 
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33. Publishe d b y Schole m fro m Oxfor d Ms . Bodleian a 153 1 i n "Ap -
pendix C, " Jewish Gnosticism, pp . 101-17 . 

34. Se e M . Margalioth , "Introduction, " Se/er  ha-Razim,  pp . 1  —16. 
Scholem frequentl y gav e example s o f suc h parallel s i n hi s studie s o n th e 
subject. Se e especiall y Jewish Gnosticism,  pp. 75-100 . Se e m y revie w o f 
Margalioth's boo k i n Tarbiz,  3 7 (1968) , pp . 208-14 . 

35. Th e subjec t i s dealt wit h i n specia l treatise s lik e Malayan ha-Hokh-
mah (The Spring of Wisdom);  see A . Jellinek , Bet  ha-Midrash, vol . 3 , pp . 
64-67. Se e als o R . Elior , ed. , Hekhalot  Zutarti,  p . 61 . O n th e whol e 
subject, se e M . Idel , "Th e Concep t o f Tora h i n Hekhalo t Literatur e an d 
its Reflectio n i n th e Kabbalah " (Hebrew) , Jerusalem Studies  in  Jewish Thought, 
1 (1981) , pp . 2 3 - 4 9 . 

36. Th e tex t dealin g wit h thi s subjec t wa s printe d a s par t o f th e Hek-
halot Rabbati,  se e A . Jellinek , Bet  ha-Midrash,  vol . 3 , pp . 104-08 . I t i s 
really a  separate , late r wor k describin g th e builder s o f th e secon d templ e 
acquiring suc h knowledg e fro m th e revelatio n o f th e Shekhinah . Se e I . 
Gruenwald, Apocalyptic  and Merkabah Mysticism,  pp. 169-73 . 

37. Publishe d b y M . Gaste r i n Studies  and Texts  in  Folklore,  Magic, 
Medieval Romance, Hebrew  Apocrypha and  Samaritan Archaeology  (Ne w York : 
Ktav, 1971) , vol . 3 , pp . 69-94 . [Englis h translation : ibid. , vol . 1 , pp . 
312-36.] 

38. Se e G . Scholem , "Havdala  de-Rabbi  Aqiva—A Sourc e fo r th e Tra -
dition o f Jewish Magi c Durin g th e Geoni c Period " (Hebrew) , Tarbiz,  5 0 
(1981), pp . 243-91 . Th e tex t wa s prepare d b y Schole m an d publishe d 
posthumously. 

39. Th e tex t wa s publishe d b y Schole m i n Se/er  Asaf  (Jerusalem , 1953) , 
pp. 459-95 . Fo r a  Germa n translation , se e G . Scholem , "Ei n Fragmen t 
zur Physiognomi k un d Chiromanti k au s de r Traditio n de r spatantike n 
judischen Esoterik, " Liber  Amicorum: Studies  in Honour  of  Prof. Dr.  C.  J. 
Bleeker (Leiden : E . J . Brill , 1969) , pp . 175-93 . Othe r part s o f th e tex t 
have bee n publishe d b y I . Gruenwald , "Furthe r Jewish Physiognomi c an d 
Chiromantic Fragments " (Hebrew) , Tarbiz,  4 0 (1971) , pp . 301-19 . 

40. Seder  Rabba de-Bereshit  was publishe d i n S . Wertheimer , Battel 
Midrashot, vol . 1 , pp . 3-48 . 

41. A  quotation fro m Ecclesiasticu s use d i n th e Mishnah,  Hagigah  11b. 
42. Hug o Odebecg' s edition , 3  Enoch  or  The Hebrew Book of Enoch (se e 

n. 15 , ch . 1) . Se e Scholem's revie w i n Kiryat  Sefer,  6 (1929-30) , pp . 62— 
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64. O n this  work , se e P . S . Alexander , "Th e Historica l Settin g o f th e 
Hebrew Boo k o f Enoch, " Journal of  Jewish Studies, 28 (1977) , pp . 156 -
80. 

43. Hagigah  14b . Cf . R . Elior , ed. , Hekhalot  Zutarti, p . 23 , an d P . 
Schaefer, Synopse  zur Hekhalot Literatur,  sec . 345 . 

44. Thi s story , whic h serve s a s th e basi s fo r th e piyyu t *Eleh  'Ezkerah 
included i n th e Jewish liturg y o f Yom Kippur , ha s bee n studie d b y sev -
eral scholars . Se e S . Kraus , " cAseret Haruge i Malkhut, " Ha-Shiloah,  4 4 
(1925), pp . 10-22 , 106-17 , 221-33 ; L . Finkelstein , "Th e Te n Mar -
tyrs," in I . Davidson , ed. , Essays  and Studies in  Memory of  Linda R. Miller 
(New York : Jewish Theologica l Seminary , 1938) , pp . 29-55 ; S . Zeitlin , 
"The Legend of the Martyrs and its Apocalyptic Origins , "Jewish Quarterly 
Review, 3 6 (1945-46) , pp . 1-16 . Onl y P . Bloc h recognize d it s clos e 
relationship wit h Hekhalot  Rabbati.  Se e P . Bloch , "Di e Yord e Merkavah , 
die Mystike r de r Gaonenzei t un d ih r Einflus s au f di e Liturgie, " Monats-
schrift fur die  Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums, O.S . 3 7 (1893) , PP-
18-25, 69-74 , 257-66 , 305-11 . Se e als o hi s stud y i n Festschrift  Jacob 
Guttmann (1915), pp . 113-24 . Cf . J . Dan , The  Hebrew Story in  the Middle 
Ages [Hebrew] (Jerusalem : Keter , 1974) , pp . 62-68 . 

45. A  specia l versio n o f a  combinatio n o f Hekhalot  Rabbati an d th e 
legend o f the "te n martyrs" was analyzed b y m e i n "Hekhalot  Rabbati  and 
the Legend o f the Ten Martyrs" (Hebrew) in G. Blidstein , R . Bonfil , an d 
Y. Salmon , eds. , *Eshel  Be*er  Sheva:  Studies  in Jewish Thought  (Jerusalem : 
E. Rubinstein's , 1980) , pp . 63-80 . Fo r a n editio n o f th e relevan t text , 
see M. Oron , "Merkava h Texts an d th e Legend o f the Ten Martyrs" (He-
brew), ibid. , pp . 81-95 . * n thi s text , th e instruction s ar e presente d a s 
R. Ishmael' s persona l experience . 

46. Th e descriptio n o f th e marbl e floors  o f th e celestia l palac e a s re -
sembling wave s o f th e se a i s no t mentione d i n th e first appearance o f th e 
parable o f th e "fou r wh o entered th e pardes" in Tosefta  Hagigah  2:1, i t i s 
found, however , i n th e Babylonia n Talmu d versio n (Hagigah  14b) an d i s 
developed i n th e Hekhalot  Zutarti (se e R . Elior' s edition , p . 23) . Th e 
similarity betwee n this  descriptio n an d th e riddl e tha t Kin g Solomo n 
presented t o th e Quee n o f Sheba , wh o mistoo k th e floor of hi s palac e fo r 
a poo l o f wate r an d raise d he r skirt , canno t b e overlooked . I t i s possibl e 
that th e Son g o f Songs backgroun d i s common t o both storie s and i t ma y 
denote tha t th e celestia l palaces , th e Hekhalot,  ar e heavenl y picture s o f 
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Solomon's palac e rathe r tha n th e temple . Th e ke y vers e i s Son g o f Songs 
1:9, "Th e kin g hat h brough t m e int o hi s chambers. " Se e J. Dan , 'Th e 
Chambers o f th e Chariot " (Hebrew), Tarbiz,  4 8 (1979) , pp . 48-55 . 

47. G . Scholem , Kabbalah,  p . 17 . 
48. Schole m presente d hi s view s o n thi s proble m i n "Di e mystisch e 

Gestalt de r Gotthei t i n de r Kabbala, " Eranos  Jahrbuch, 2 9 (i960) , pp . 
139-82. [Hebre w translatio n i n J . Be n Shlomo , ed. , Pirqei  Yesod  be-
havanat ha-Qabbalah u-semaleha, pp . 153-86. ] 

49. Ra v Saadia' s mos t detaile d discussio n o f th e Shiur  Komah is  foun d 
in one of his responses to the heretic Hiv i ha-Balki , preserve d i n R. Judah 
ha-Barceloni's commentar y o n Se/er  Yezirah. Se e J. Dan , The  Esoteric The-
ology of  the Ashkenazi Hasidim, pp . 105-12 . 

50. G . Scholem , Jewish Gnosticism,  pp . 118-26 . 
51. Se e Mishnah Yadayim 3:5 . 
52. Se e Epstein an d Melamed, eds. , Mekhilta  de-Rabbi Shimcon bar  Yo-

hai (Jerusalem: Meqiz e Nirdamim , 1955) , p . 143 ; S. Lieberman , "Mish -
nat Shi r ha-Shirim, " in Jewish Gnosticism, pp . 118-19 . 

53. T.B.  Shevu cot 35b ; S . Lieberman , op . cit. , p . 126 . 
54. T.B.  Hagigah  14b . Se e J. Dan , "Th e Chamber s o f th e Chariot. " 
55. Se e E . E . Urbach , "Th e Homiletica l Interpretation s o f th e Sage s 

and th e Exposition s o f Orige n o n Canticles , an d th e Jewish-Christia n 
Disputation," Scripta  Hierosolymitana, 2 2 (1971) , pp . 247-75 . 

56. S . Lieberman , "Mishna t Shi r ha-Shirim, " in  Jewish Gnosticism,  p . 
126. 

57. Se e R . Elior , ed. , Hekhalot  Zutarti,  p . 24-35 . 
58. Ms . Oxfor d 1531 ; P . Schaefer , Synopse  zur  Hekhalot  Literatur,  sec . 

419. 
59- Thi s traditio n ha s bee n analyze d i n detai l b y D . Halperi n i n The 

Merkabah in  Rabbinic Literature,  pp. 107-41 . Cf . N . Sed , "Le s tradition s 
secretes e t le s disciple s d e Rabba n Yohana n be n Zakkai, " Revue  de  I'Histoire 
des Religions, 184 (1973) , pp . 49-66 ; J . Neusner , "Th e Developmen t o f 
the Merkavah  Tradition," Journal for the  Study of  Judaism, 2  (1971) , pp . 
149-60. 

60. Th e ne w discoverie s i n th e Qumra n cave s concernin g th e boo k o f 
Enoch see m t o denot e a n earlie r dat e fo r thi s boo k tha n previousl y con -
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CHAPTER 3 

FROM THE ANCIENT EAST TO 
THE EUROPEA N MIDDL E AGES 

i 

EVERY READE R o f Major Trends in  Jewish Mysticism i s 
puzzled tha t th e first chapter of the book i s dedicated t o 

Hekhalot mysticism o f th e Talmudi c period , u p t o approxi -
mately th e sixt h century . Th e followin g chapte r i s dedicate d 
to th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c movemen t i n medieva l Germany , 
in the twelfth an d thirteenth centuries . Wa s there nothing i n 
between? Did Jewish mysticis m freez e i n it s development afte r 
the experience s o f th e "descender s t o th e chariot " t o b e re -
sumed onl y hal f a millennium o r more late r i n th e Christia n 
countries o f medieval Europe ? 

Scholem di d no t explore th e period betwee n Hekhalot  mys-
ticism an d th e emergenc e o f th e earl y kabbala h i n Provenc e 
and Spai n an d o f Ashkenaz i Hasidis m i n th e Rhinelan d i n 
the twelft h centur y i n an y majo r study . Hi s mos t extensiv e 
discussion o f th e subjec t i s t o b e found i n hi s articl e o n kab-
balah i n th e ne w Encyclopaedia  Judaica, which , becaus e o f the 
limitations o f th e forma t o f th e encyclopaedia , i s necessaril y 
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laconic an d concise. 1 Ye t i n man y o f Scholem' s studie s thi s 
gap i n tim e i s discussed . 

As fa r a s we know , th e lon g perio d betwee n th e sixt h an d 
the twelft h centurie s di d no t brin g fort h a  mystical literatur e 
comparable t o previou s o r subsequen t periods . W e canno t 
discern whethe r mysticis m los t it s impetu s withi n Jewis h 
culture, o r whethe r th e work s o f th e grea t mystic s o f tha t 
period, i f indee d ther e wer e any , hav e bee n los t o r con -
sciously suppresse d b y rabbini c Judaism . Al l w e hav e fro m 
this perio d ar e a  fe w remnant s o f th e creativ e surg e o f th e 
Hekhalot mystics , an d som e earl y indication s o f th e comin g 
great outburs t o f mystica l creativit y b y th e medieva l kabbal -
ists. 

One o f the mos t perplexin g problem s Schole m face d when -
ever dealing wit h thi s barre n perio d wa s whethe r o r no t "un -
derground" school s o f Jewish gnostic s existed , o r i f ther e wer e 
other, hidde n avenue s o f transmission o f gnostic symbol s an d 
speculations. Th e Gaoni c period , whic h laste d fro m th e sixt h 
to elevent h centuries , shoul d b e th e connectin g lin k betweer i 
ancient gnosti c mytholog y an d it s reappearanc e i n medieva l 
Europe i n th e boo k Babir  an d th e work s o f th e earl y kabbal -
ists. Bu t w e d o no t hav e an y text s fro m th e Gaoni c perio d 
that sugges t th e existenc e o f suc h a n "underground. " Scho -
lem wa s quite certai n nonetheles s tha t i n on e form o r anothe r 
there wa s a  serie s o f link s betwee n th e ancien t gnostic s an d 
the medieva l mystics ; h e di d no t rul e ou t th e possibilit y tha t 
the circle s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m i n th e lat e twelft h cen -
tury receive d an d preserve d tradition s whic h reache d the m 
from earlie r Gaoni c sources. 2 Ye t ther e i s no historica l recor d 
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today o f thos e circle s whic h coul d hav e transmitte d thes e es -
oteric traditions . 

Below i s an outline of the main avenues of the transmission 
of mystical an d esoteric creativit y i n thi s period . 

i. Throug h th e continuatio n o f th e creativ e impetu s o f 
Hekhalot mysticis m i n differen t forms , probabl y wit h a  greater 
emphasis o n th e magica l us e of the esoteri c traditions . 

2. Throug h work s i n th e field s o f cosmology an d science , 
written i n th e Gaoni c perio d bu t reflectin g th e approache s 
and influence s o f the Hekhalot  traditions . 

3. Throug h mystica l an d mythica l element s withi n Mid -
rashic literature , especiall y i n work s writte n afte r th e adven t 
of Isla m whic h incorporate d ne w tradition s take n ove r fro m 
Islam. 

4. Throug h tradition s concernin g th e secre t name s o f God, 
i.e., th e names of 12 , 42 , an d 72 characters . Thes e traditions 
are know n t o u s fro m medieva l Europea n texts , bu t the y 
probably develope d i n earlie r periods whe n commentarie s wer e 
composed o n th e variou s names . I n thei r origina l o r edite d 
forms, thes e commentarie s the n reache d th e Middle Ages . 

5. Throug h compilatio n o f anthologie s an d collection s o f 
mystical material , base d mainl y o n Hekhalot  mysticism bu t 
also probably containin g late r mystical materia l belongin g t o 
the Gaoni c period . 

6. Throug h th e influenc e o f th e Sefer  Yezirah, throug h 
commentaries o n it , throug h cosmologica l an d cosmogonica l 
speculations base d o n it , an d throug h othe r motif s an d doc -
trines based on it . These , i n turn, wer e collected i n commen-
taries on th e boo k i n th e las t tw o centurie s o f this period . 
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7. Throug h speculation s concernin g th e shekhinah  an d othe r 
theological-mystical subject s found  i n th e lat e Midrashi c lit -
erature o f th e Gaoni c period . Thes e conceptualization s ma y 
be th e resul t o f th e influenc e o f medieva l rationalis m i n it s 
earliest phases . 

8. Throug h th e transformation s o f som e philosophica l idea s 
into mystica l symbol s when the y wer e adopted b y Jewish cul -
ture. Fo r example , Schole m fel t tha t th e influenc e o f Rabb i 
Judah ha-Lev i o n Jewish mysticis m wa s more significan t tha n 
usually assumed . Ha-Levi , beside s bein g a n origina l philoso -
pher, als o presente d i n hi s work s traditiona l materia l whic h 
he derive d fro m earlie r sources . 

II 

It i s ver y difficul t t o distinguis h betwee n thos e mystica l 
works include d i n th e Hekhalot  literatur e whic h originate d 
from Eret z Israe l i n ancient times , betwee n th e third an d fifth 
centuries C.E. , an d thos e whic h originate d fro m Babyloni a i n 
the Gaoni c period , th e sixt h centur y an d later . Eve n i n thos e 
cases wher e th e linguisti c characteristic s indicat e a  late r ori -
gin, ther e i s stil l som e doubt , fo r whil e th e final  languag e 
and for m migh t b e th e wor k o f late r editors , th e basi c con -
cepts coul d b e ancien t i n origin . Still , Schole m viewe d sev -
eral o f th e Hekhalot  texts , especiall y thos e devote d t o magi c 
and writte n i n Babylonia n Aramaic , a s th e produc t o f th e 
Gaonic perio d i n Babyloni a rathe r tha n belongin g t o th e first 
age o f th e flourishing  o f Jewis h mysticis m i n Eret z Israel . 
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Works lik e The  Sword of Moses5 and th e Havdalah  of  Rabbi 
Akiba4 belong , accordin g t o Scholem , t o thi s grou p o f late r 
Jewish mystica l texts . 

The school s o f th e gaonim,  the leader s o f th e grea t acade -
mies i n Babylonia , preserve d th e traditio n o f Hekhalot  mys -
ticism. Ra v Hai Gaon , i n th e beginnin g o f the elevent h cen-
tury, mentione d i n hi s writing s man y o f the Hekhalot  texts. 5 

It is difficult t o know, whethe r thi s interest was only literary, 
or whether there was creative, mystica l activity in these schools. 
The wor k o f editin g an d preservin g man y o f th e Hekhalot 
texts wa s undertake n i n Babyloni a i n thi s period , bu t ho w 
much o f th e materia l whic h ha s reache d u s wa s traditional , 
and ho w muc h wa s th e resul t o f th e creativit y o f thes e edi -
tors, w e canno t ascertain . Thus , fo r example , th e grea t an -
thology o f esoteri c speculatio n concernin g th e alphabet , cos -
mology, th e heavenly realm , th e angels and the divine name , 
known a s The  Alphabet of Rabbi Akiba o r The  Letters of  Rabbi 
Akiba,6 wa s mos t probabl y edite d i n Gaoni c Babylonia . Bu t 
what parts of this vast collection were ancient, an d what were 
added b y th e editors , canno t b e state d wit h an y certainty . 
For instance, th e wor k contain s a  brief description o f the story 
of Enoc h an d hi s rhetamorphosi s int o th e Princ e o f th e 
Countenance, Metatron , alon g wit h a  list o f the secret name s 
of Metatron.7 The problem is : Did th e brief version, include d 
in th e Alphabet  of Rabbi  Akiba,  preced e th e long , detaile d 
version i n 3rd  Enoch,  o r vic e versa ? Tha t is , di d som e lat e 
editor compar e th e abridge d versio n an d add i t t o an already 
extant antholog y attribute d t o th e ancien t sage ? Ther e ar e 
several philological element s which support each of these pos-
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sibilities, an d a  decision eithe r way i s impossible a t thi s time . 
Similarly, th e Sar  Torah  text appende d t o Hekhalot  Rabbati 

(The Greater Book of  Palaces), is most probabl y a  work writte n 
in Eret z Israe l i n th e Gaoni c perio d b y a  grou p o f mystic s 
who preserve d th e tradition s o f th e ancien t mystic s an d de -
veloped the m accordin g t o thei r ow n needs , relyin g heavil y 
on th e ancien t text s o f Hekhalot  Zutarti (The  Smaller  Book of 
Palaces), and Ma'ayan  ha-Hochmah. s I t i s possibl e tha t th e 
apocalyptic wor k The  Book  of Zerubavel,  which i s connecte d 
with th e Hekhalot  tradition, wa s writte n i n th e earl y Gaoni c 
period,9 signifyin g a  new , messiani c tren d amon g th e Jewish 
mystics o f th e period . 

The conquest s o f Islam i n th e sevent h centur y brough t th e 
Jews int o contac t wit h a  new , vigorou s civilization , whic h 
left a n impac t o n work s the y wrot e afte r thi s period . On e o f 
the earlies t book s whic h ca n safel y b e date d t o th e perio d 
immediately followin g th e conquest s o f th e Arab s i s th e Pir-
key de-Rabbi Eliezer (Chapters of  Rabbi Eliezer),  a  collectio n o f 
Talmudic an d Midrashi c homilie s adapte d int o a  narrativ e 
description o f th e event s tol d i n th e book s o f Genesi s an d 
Exodus,10 an d attribute d t o th e ancien t sag e Rabb i Elieze r 
ben Hyrkanus . Tw o subject s deal t wit h i n thi s boo k ha d a 
meaningful impac t o n later , European , Jewish mysticism . On e 
was th e descriptio n o f th e creation , i n th e thir d an d fourt h 
chapters o f th e book , whic h follow s Hekhalot  cosmology an d 
cosmogony; th e othe r wa s th e stor y o f th e event s leadin g t o 
the sin s o f Ada m an d Ev e i n th e Garde n o f Ede n i n th e 
thirteenth chapter . Thi s stor y contain s th e earlies t appearanc e 
of Samae l a s th e satani c power , wh o too k th e shap e o f th e 
snake an d di d hi s evi l wor k throug h him. 11 I n earlie r Hek-
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halot mysticism Samae l i s described onl y a s the evi l represen -
tative o f the Roma n Empir e i n th e divine worlds . 

The earl y Jewis h communitie s i n Europe , lik e som e i n 
Babylonia, continue d t o follo w th e tradition s o f Hekhalot 
mysticism. Thi s i s eviden t fro m severa l sources . Th e arch -
bishop o f Lyon , Agobard , i n a n anti-Jewis h polemica l wor k 
written sometim e betwee n 82 2 an d 828 , tell s i n surprisin g 
detail wha t hi s Jewis h opponent s believed . Hi s descriptio n 
reflects accuratel y th e tex t o f th e Shiur  Komah, which, s o i t 
seems, wa s very muc h a n influence o n som e Jewish circle s i n 
early medieva l France. 12 A  Jewish chronicl e writte n i n Ital y 
in th e elevent h century , bu t reflectin g olde r traditions , de -
scribes th e rabbi s an d poet s o f eighth-centur y souther n Ital y 
as studying an d following th e esoteri c secret s o f the Hekhalot 
works.13 Thi s activity i s also attested b y th e religiou s hymn s 
written b y th e early Europea n poets o f Italy. 

A tenth-century wor k of cosmogony an d cosmology, Rabb i 
Shabatai Donolo' s commentar y o n th e vers e "le t u s mak e a 
man in our likeness'' and his commentary on the Sefer Yezirab 
also testif y t o th e vitalit y o f th e Hekhalot  mysticism i n th e 
early awakenings o f Jewish cultur e i n medieval Europe . Don -
olo, wh o was a physician an d who also lef t severa l importan t 
works in the field of medicine, trie d t o formulate i n his com-
mentaries a  coheren t cosmologica l syste m base d o n th e de -
scriptions o f th e creatio n an d o f th e natur e o f th e worl d a s 
given i n th e Hekhalot  mystical texts . Whil e h e wa s no t a 
creative mystica l thinker , hi s works reflec t th e importanc e o f 
the ancien t mystica l text s t o th e Jewish communitie s i n Eu-
rope, an d i n retur n ha d a n impac t o n late r Jewish Europea n 
mystics an d cosmologists . Especiall y influentia l wa s hi s for -
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mulation o f th e relationshi p betwee n th e macrocosmo s an d 
the microcosmos , betwee n Ma n an d Creation , base d o n th e 
ancient traditions . 

I l l 

One o f th e mos t perplexin g problem s concernin g th e de -
velopment o f Jewish mystica l speculation s i n th e Gaoni c pe -
riod i s th e on e concerne d wit h th e meanin g o f th e concep t 
shekhinah in som e text s o f thi s period . Ther e i s littl e doub t 
that thi s term , ofte n use d i n Talmudi c an d Midrashi c litera -
ture, mean t fo r th e ancien t sage s nothin g bu t anothe r appel -
lation o f Go d himself. 14 I t di d hav e som e specifi c connota -
tions, denotin g tha t aspec t o f Go d whic h wa s closes t t o th e 
temple i n Jerusalem an d t o th e Jewish peopl e i n it s suffering s 
and exile , bu t ther e wa s n o distinctio n betwee n i t an d th e 
Godhead. B y the Middle Ages , Jewish philosophers , Ashken -
azi Hasidim , an d kabbalist s al l agree d tha t th e shekhinah  was 
a distinct , separat e power , whic h shoul d no t b e confuse d wit h 
the Godhea d itself . Whe n di d thi s ide a originate ? 

Scholem devote d severa l essay s t o thi s problem , holdin g 
that it s solutio n wa s t o b e locate d i n a  section o f th e Midrash 
on Proverbs. I n thi s Midrashi c sourc e th e homilis t repeat s a n 
old Talmudi c stor y abou t th e fat e o f Kin g Solomo n afte r hi s 
death, a  stor y foun d i n man y version s i n classica l rabbini c 
literature. Th e versio n o f the Midrash  on Proverbs is , however , 
different. Accordin g t o it , "th e shekhina h prostrate d hersel f 
in fron t o f God " an d aske d fo r merc y fo r Solomon. 15 Ther e 
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can b e n o mistakin g tha t th e shekhinab  wa s regarde d b y th e 
homilist wh o introduce d thi s nove l elemen t int o th e familia r 
story a s a  divine power separate d fro m Go d himsel f an d act -
ing o n he r own. 

It i s ver y difficul t t o ascertai n whe n thi s versio n o f th e 
homily wa s written . Th e entir e Midrash  on Proverbs i s mos t 
probably a  late composition whic h was then edited i n Europe 
in the ninth or tenth century. l6 This , however , doe s not nec -
essarily mea n tha t th e concep t o f th e shekhinah  a s i t appear s 
in thi s sectio n i s a s lat e a s that . Th e edito r o f th e Midras h 
undoubtedly use d materia l fro m severa l literar y periods . 
Scholem wa s certai n tha t thi s concep t o f th e shekhinah  wa s 
independent o f th e philosophica l development s concernin g th e 
meaning o f th e shekhinah  whic h bega n t o appea r early i n th e 
tenth century. 17 Sometim e i n th e Gaonic period Jewish mys -
tics introduce d a n element o f division i n thei r concept o f the 
divine world , probabl y b y following an d developing Hekhalot 
traditions. Thu s the y create d on e o f th e mos t powerfu l an d 
profound symbol s o f Jewish medieva l mysticism . 

The earl y Jewish philosopher s i n Babyloni a an d i n Europ e 
who studie d thi s concep t an d use d i t als o contributed , un -
knowingly, t o th e richnes s o f thi s symbo l i n th e work s o f 
later Jewish mystics . Ra v Saadia Gaon, lik e other rationalist s 
in the tent h century (som e of them belongin g t o the Karaiti c 
sect, whic h oppose d Saadi a an d rabbini c traditio n an d relie d 
directly o n th e Bible) , foun d i n th e concep t o f th e shekhinah 
an answer t o thei r difficultie s wit h th e anthropomorphi c verse s 
in th e Bible and Talmud. The y use d thi s symbol t o attribute 
all anthropomorphi c description s o f God no t t o th e Godhea d 
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itself bu t t o a  lowly , create d power , a n archangel , whic h th e 
Bible calle d kavod  o r "divin e glory/ ' an d th e rabbi s calle d 
shekhinah.18 

To achiev e th e goa l o f cleansing th e sacre d book s from an y 
hint o f anthropomorphism thes e philosophers ha d t o attribut e 
descriptions o f God i n th e Bibl e and Talmu d t o two differen t 
principles, on e divin e an d eternal , Go d himself , an d on e an -
gelic an d created , th e shekhinah.  Th e distinction , however , 
survived eve n afte r thei r origina l rationalisti c aim s wer e lost . 
Thus, th e Jewis h mystic s o f medieva l Europ e proceede d i n 
their interpretation s o f Biblica l verse s a s relatin g t o severa l 
different divin e powers , creatin g thereb y th e plerom a o f me -
dieval Jewish mysticism . 

This tas k wa s facilitate d furthe r b y anothe r developmen t 
which occurred , mos t probably , i n th e Gaoni c period : th e 
concept o f th e hidden , esoteri c names  o f God. I n th e impor -
tant earl y work s o f the Jewish mystic s i n Europ e i n th e twelft h 
century an d onwar d th e belie f i n th e existenc e an d impor -
tance o f esoteric name s o f 12 , 42 , an d 7 2 letter s i s presente d 
as an old , traditiona l concept . Bot h th e kabbalisti c boo k Ba-
hir and th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m incorporat e thes e traditions. 19 

Several traditiona l commentarie s o n these names were known , 
some o f the m attribute d t o sage s o f th e Gaoni c perio d suc h 
as Ra v Ha i Gaon. 20 Th e nam e o f 1 2 letter s i s usuall y inter -
preted a s a three-fold repetitio n o f the fou r letter s o f the hol y 
Tetragrammaton; th e nam e o f 4 2 letters , AVGITAZ  KRAS-
ATAN etc. , whic h consist s o f seven group s o f six letter s each , 
has no t bee n satisfactoril y explained , an d th e Europea n mys -
tics di d no t hav e a  consisten t traditio n concernin g it s ori -
gin.21 Th e nam e o f 7 2 letter s i s forme d ou t o f th e combina -
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tion o f thre e verse s i n Exodu s (14:19-21) , eac h o f whic h 
contains exactly 7 2 letters , s o that th e name consists reall y of 
groups o f thre e letter s each. 22 Ther e ar e ver y fe w hint s t o 
indicate tha t thes e name s coul d hav e bee n know n i n antiq -
uity, an d i t i s mos t probabl e tha t thi s traditio n develope d 
only later . Unlik e man y othe r name s i n th e mystica l tradi -
tion, thes e wer e no t use d primaril y fo r magica l purposes , 
though examples , thoug h rare , ca n als o b e found . I t seem s 
that the y ha d a deeper, mystica l an d theologica l significance , 
denoting th e inne r structur e o f th e divin e worl d an d givin g 
the mystic who knows them access to the most hidden secrets 
of th e Godhead . Th e commentarie s o n thes e name s wa s un -
doubtedly on e o f th e mos t salien t manifestation s o f ongoin g 
Jewish creativit y i n th e real m o f mystica l speculatio n i n th e 
Gaonic period . 

IV 

The commentaries o n Sefer Yezirah  are a direct sourc e from 
the early Middle Ages . The y were used by the medieval mys -
tics an d preserve d unbroke n th e chai n o f esoteri c tradition s 
in Jewish thought . Th e first  kabbalistic wor k b y a  kabbalis t 
whose nam e w e kno w i s th e commentar y o n Sefer Yezirah  by 
Rabbi Isaa c Sag i Nahor , writte n i n souther n Franc e i n th e 
early thirteent h century . I t reflect s th e traditio n o f commen-
taries on thi s ancient tex t begu n centurie s earlier . 

The mos t influentia l amon g thes e work s wa s Ra v Saadi a 
Gaon's commentary , whic h wa s first  writte n i n Arabi c bu t 
later translated into Hebrew b y an unknown eleventh-centur y 
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scholar wh o minimize d th e rationalisti c an d scientifi c ele -
ments i n th e wor k whil e givin g i t a  poetic , exalte d styl e 
which endeare d i t t o th e mystics . Saadia , i n hi s attemp t t o 
explain th e cosmogon y an d cosmolog y o f th e ancien t text , 
introduced int o Jewish esoterica l thinkin g severa l terms , which , 
stripped o f thei r rationalisti c origi n an d intent , serve d late r 
as profoun d mystica l symbols . Similarly , Shabata i Donolo' s 
commentary, thoug h writte n b y a  physicia n an d a  scientist , 
became a  profound text  o f esoteric tradition s fo r th e Ashken -
azi Hasidi m an d othe r medieva l mystics . 

Rabbi Juda h ha-Lev i include d a n almos t complet e com -
mentary o n th e Sefer  Yezirah i n th e fourt h par t o f hi s majo r 
theological work , th e Kuzari.  Thi s commentar y becam e on e 
of th e mos t importan t treasurie s o f symbol s an d concept s fo r 
later Jewis h mystics . Schole m eve n foun d a n answe r t o on e 
of th e mor e perplexin g problem s concernin g kabbalisti c ter -
minology.23 Ha-Lev i almos t certainl y preserve d i n th e Kuzari 
(as wel l a s i n som e o f hi s poem s an d hymns ) som e ol d tradi -
tions, whic h wer e passed i n thi s wa y t o the medieva l mystics . 
(Scholem als o studied th e impac t o f another poet-philosophe r 
on Jewish mystica l symbolism , Rabb i Solomo n be n Gabirol , 
though hi s influenc e wa s probabl y les s manifes t tha n tha t o f 
Ha-Levi.)24 

The commentar y o n th e Sefer  Yezirah  employe d t o th e 
greatest exten t b y medieva l mystic s on e writte n b y Rabb i 
Judah be n Barzila i o f Barcelona . Thi s grea t halachis t col -
lected ever y piec e o f esoteri c tex t o r traditio n tha t h e coul d 
find, an d assemble d al l o f the m int o hi s commentary . Hi s 
commentary i s thu s mor e o f a n antholog y tha n a n origina l 
work. Thi s vas t treasur y o f ancient mysticis m an d esotericis m 
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was collecte d n o mor e tha n tw o generation s befor e th e emer -
gence o f th e kabbalah. 25 I t serve d a s on e o f th e mos t mean -
ingful link s betwee n th e ancien t mystica l tradition s an d th e 
new eruptio n o f mystica l creativit y i n th e Jewish communi-
ties o f Europe i n th e twelft h an d thirteent h centuries . 

The lon g centurie s tha t separat e th e pea k o f creativit y o f 
Hekhalot mysticism an d th e emergenc e o f th e ne w school s o f 
mystics i n Europ e stil l hol d man y secrets . Bu t Scholem' s de -
tailed studie s hav e demonstrate d a  hidde n continuit y i n th e 
mystical dimensio n o f Jewish cultur e eve n i n thi s period . 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE ASHKENAZ I HASIDI C 
MOVEMENT 

i 

ONE O F TH E mos t importan t contribution s o f Ger -
shom Scholem to the study of Jewish culture in the Middle 

Ages i n centra l Europ e wa s hi s integra l inclusio n o f the Ash -
kenazi Hasidi c movemen t i n th e histor y o f Jewish mysticis m 
and pietism . Schole m wa s th e first  t o stud y thi s movemen t 
as a  whole , includin g i n on e an d th e sam e analysi s a  discus -
sion o f th e movement' s ethic s a s wel l a s it s mysticism , tw o 
elements whic h al l previou s scholar s ha d treate d separately . 
Scholem reveale d th e mystica l elemen t i n th e pietisti c an d 
ethical work s o f thi s movemen t an d demonstrate d th e inte -
gral unit y betwee n thes e tw o factors . H e the n wen t o n an d 
analyzed th e relationshi p o f th e whol e bod y o f literature pro -
duced b y the Ashkenazi Hasidi m t o the more general outline s 
of development o f Jewish cultur e i n medieva l Europe . 

Ashkenazi Hasidis m (Jewis h pietis m i n Germany ) wa s th e 
most importan t religiou s movemen t amon & the Jew s o f Ger -
many i n th e Middle Ages, flourishing between 117 0 and 1240 . 
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Its centra l schoo l wa s tha t o f th e Kalonymu s famil y locate d 
in th e citie s alon g th e Rhine , mainl y Mainz , Spier , an d 
Worms. Th e thre e generations o f teachers were those o f Rabbi 
Samuel be n Kalonymus , know n a s th e "Hasid , Sain t an d 
Prophet," hi s son Rabbi Judah th e Piou s (died i n 1217) , th e 
great teache r of the movement , an d hi s disciple an d relative , 
Rabbi Eleazar ben Judah of Worms (died about 1230) . Ther e 
were als o othe r schools , circles , an d group s o f mystic s an d 
writers o f esoteric theolog y i n Germany a t th e sam e period. 

Ashkenazi Hasidis m i s bes t know n fo r it s ethica l system , 
presented i n Sefer  Hasidim  (The  Book  of the  Pious),  writte n 
mainly b y Rabb i Juda h th e Pious , whic h ha d a n enormou s 
impact on th e history o f Jewish ethica l though t an d practice. 
Besides thei r ethical works , however , th e Ashkenazi Hasidi m 
also create d a n extensiv e esoteri c theology , whic h include s 
several mystical trend s and which was united with kabbalisti c 
mysticism a t th e en d o f th e thirteent h century . Th e histor y 
of the Ashkenaz i Hasidi c movemen t an d it s mystica l an d es-
oteric literatur e demonstrate s th e continuit y o f esoteric spec -
ulation i n Judaism throughou t th e ages. l Unlik e th e kabba -
lah, whic h relied on sources unknown t o us, and whose earliest 
appearance i s shroude d i n mystery , th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c 
movement openl y describe d it s sources . Th e movemen t bot h 
claimed and substantiated it s origins i n the remote past, con -
necting itsel f wit h ancien t time s i n Eret z Israe l an d Baby -
lonia. Whil e Ashkenaz i Hasidis m i s clearl y a  medieval phe -
nomenon, deepl y roote d i n th e historica l realit y o f centra l 
Europe in th e twelfth century , it s leader s derived thei r inspi -
ration fro m man y earlie r layer s o f Jewish mystica l an d eso -
teric literatur e an d traditions . 
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A demonstratio n o f th e combinatio n o f legend an d histor -
ical fac t i n the tradition s o f this movement i s the story of the 
mystic an d magician , Rabb i Aaro n be n Samue l o f Baghdad . 
A great writer of Ashkenazi Hasidi c esoteric literature , Rabb i 
Eleazar ben Judah be n Kalonymu s o f Worms recorde d i n hi s 
commentary o n the prayers the history of the secrets concern-
ing th e structur e an d mystica l meanin g o f th e dail y prayers . 
His description includes a list of previous generations of scholars 
in medieva l German y fro m who m h e receive d hi s esoteri c 
knowledge.2 

This lis t state s tha t th e medieva l Germa n Jewish mystic s 
received thei r tradition s fro m souther n Italy , fro m wher e th e 
Kalonymus famil y emigrate d t o Mainz in the ninth century. 3 

The Jewish cente r i n souther n Ital y receive d it s esoteri c in -
formation, accordin g t o Rabb i Eleazar' s statement , whe n a 
mysterious messenge r arrive d fro m Babylonia , Rabb i Aaro n 
of Baghdad, 4 bringin g wit h hi m th e tru e meanin g o f th e 
Jewish prayer s an d othe r secrets. 5 Accordin g t o Rabb i Elea -
zar, Aaro n cam e t o Ital y "becaus e o f a  certain affair, " whic h 
he leave s unspecified . Thi s "affair, " however , happen s t o b e 
described in detail in another source, th e family histor y found 
in th e Ahimaa z Scroll , a  literar y wor k writte n i n souther n 
Italy i n th e elevent h century. 6 Accordin g t o thi s account , 
Rabbi Aaro n wa s th e so n o f th e gaon , th e hea d o f th e acad-
emy. H e wa s expelle d fro m hi s countr y becaus e o f a n inap -
propriate us e o f hi s magica l knowledge . Whe n hi s donke y 
was devoured b y a  lion, i n hi s anger , Rabb i Aaro n made th e 
lion wor k i n th e donkey' s plac e b y magica l means . A s th e 
king o f the animals shoul d no t b e treated i n thi s way , Rabb i 
Aaron wa s sen t int o exil e an d wen t t o souther n Italy . Ther e 
he communicate d hi s esoteri c knowledg e t o th e sage s o f th e 
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Kalonymus family . A  few generations late r some members o f 
this famil y wer e invite d b y th e empero r t o resid e i n Mainz . 
Thus th e great center in Ashkenaz was founded, i n which the 
Ashkenazi Hasidi c movement, generation s later , bega n to de-
velop.7 

While th e detail s o f Rabb i Aaron' s caree r ma y b e legen -
dary, ther e i s n o reaso n t o doub t tha t ther e i s a  historica l 
basis t o th e mai n point , namely , tha t ther e wer e contact s 
between th e Jewis h sage s i n Ital y an d th e grea t cente r i n 
Babylonia i n th e eight h century , an d tha t som e o f the tradi -
tions, mainl y thos e concerne d wit h th e "esoteri c meanin g o f 
the prayers, " were indee d receive d b y Europe' s scholar s fro m 
Eastern source s via an oral tradition . 

Scholem include d a  chapte r o n th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c 
movement i n Major  Trends  in Jewish Mysticism. 8 He sa w i n 
this movemen t on e o f th e majo r expression s o f Jewish mys -
tical an d esoteri c creativity , bu t h e neve r actuall y describe d 
it a s "mystical " i n th e technica l sense . Moreover , h e differ -
entiated betwee n th e historica l rol e o f thi s movemen t an d 
subsequent mystica l movement s whic h relie d on the works of 
the Ashkenaz i Hasidim . H e recognize d tha t althoug h thi s 
movement wa s closel y interwove n wit h th e historica l fabri c 
of Jewish mysticism , thi s doe s no t necessaril y mea n tha t it s 
speculations wer e mystical , no r tha t it s sage s an d teacher s 
were mystics . 

II 

The Hekhalot  an d Merkabah  mystica l literatur e serve d a s a 
basis for all Jewish Europea n mystical schools , fro m th e book 
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Bahir in th e lat e twelft h centur y t o moder n Hasidis m o f th e 
eighteenth century . Whil e ou r knowledg e concernin g th e 
transmission o f Hekhalot  mysticis m fro m th e Eas t t o Europ e 
is incomplete, ther e is no doubt abou t th e way that this mys-
ticism sprea d i n Europ e fro m th e twelft h centur y onward . 
Even today , th e mos t importan t manuscript s containin g th e 
works o f th e Hekhalot  mystics ar e preserve d i n manuscript s 
which wer e copie d an d edite d b y th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim . 
The works of these Hasidi m themselve s ar e full o f quotations 
and paraphrase s o f Hekhalot  works.9 The y als o mentioned , 
and mad e us e of , severa l work s o f Easter n Jewish mysticis m 
which ar e los t t o us , an d th e fe w quotation s include d i n th e 
Ashkenazi Hasidi c work s ar e al l tha t w e kno w abou t them . 
Sometimes onl y th e titl e i s known. 10 Ther e ca n b e n o doub t 
that th e spiritua l worl d o f the Ashkenaz i Hasidi m wa s based 
on th e Hekhalot  mystics . Amon g th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m th e 
most popula r literatur e wa s commentarie s o n th e Sefer  Ye-
zirah;11 thei r works include commentaries on the Shiur Komah u 

and various parts of Hekhalot literature , especiall y th e hymns. 13 

When Rabbi Eleazar of Worms set out to describe the various 
sections o f the celestial an d divine world s i n his esoteric Sodei 
Razaya (The Secrets of  the Prayers),  he reproduce d severa l parts 
of th e Hekhalot  literature; other s wer e presente d i n para -
phrased an d re-edite d versions . 

Not onl y th e text s o f th e Hekhalot  literature serve d a s a 
basis fo r Ashkenaz i Hasidi c speculations ; thei r centra l idea s 
remained th e mai n inspiratio n o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m 
spiritual world . Th e creation , accordin g t o their detailed works 
on the subject , wa s based on the letters of the Hebrew alpha-
bet, a s th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m understoo d thi s teachin g a s 
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presented i n th e Sefer  Yezirah. l4 Th e idea , whic h ma y b e in -
herent i n th e Sefer  Yezirah itself , tha t th e mysti c studyin g 
this wor k ca n follo w th e Creato r t o som e exten t an d us e th e 
same method s t o creat e somethin g himself—e.g. , a  golem, a 
homunculus—was know n t o th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim . The y 
also prepare d manual s fo r carryin g ou t suc h projects , an d i t 
is possibl e tha t thes e speculation s di d no t remai n merel y o n 
the theoretica l level . Whe n Schole m describe d th e histor y 
and developmen t o f th e ide a o f th e golem,  his mai n sourc e 
was th e writing s o f th e variou s Ashkenaz i Hasidi c sects. 15 

Several stories , som e o f the m ol d an d som e o f the m o f late r 
origin, connec t th e sages of the Ashkenazi Hasidi c movemen t 
with th e creation o f just suc h a  creature.1<s 

When Rabb i Eleaza r commente d o n Sefer  Yezirah  he gav e 
detailed instructions , possibl y trie d ou t b y hi s circl e o n ho w 
actually t o perfor m th e proces s o f creation . Doe s th e sam e 
rule apply to his descriptions of the seven heavens, th e throne 
of glory, th e hosts o f angels, th e divine glor y itself ? Di d th e 
Ashkenazi Hasidi m trea t th e tradition s o f th e ascensio n t o 
the divin e worl d onl y a s a  theory , t o b e understoo d an d 
transmitted, o r also as instructions for the contemporary mystic 
in th e ways of religious worshi p o f a very high degree , t o be 
followed b y th e elect , namel y b y th e sage s o f Ashkenazi Ha -
sidism? 

The work s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m d o no t stat e clearl y 
that the traditions of ancient Jewish mysticism the y preserved 
and commente d o n ar e t o b e followe d i n practice . Ther e are 
no clea r instruction s concernin g th e actua l performanc e o f 
mystical ascensions , no r d o w e fin d an y record s o f persona l 
experiences o f thi s sort . Yet , i n severa l places , th e ton e o f 
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the presentation suggests  tha t mystica l ascension s wer e no t a 
purely academic , theoretica l subjec t i n thei r eyes . Tha t som e 
of the persons mentioned i n Ashkenazi Hasidi c tradition s are 
described a s prophets, 17 an d tha t ther e wa s a  practice o f re -
ceiving halachi c informatio n fro m heave n i n thes e circle s 18 

seems t o indicat e tha t th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m migh t hav e 
had an element o f actual mystica l experienc e in their spiritual 
world. Th e frequenc y an d dept h o f thes e experience s canno t 
be determine d fro m th e source s w e hav e today . Ther e i s n o 
doubt tha t th e impac t o f th e variou s sect s o f th e Ashkenaz i 
Hasidim wa s base d no t o n th e achievemen t o f personal mys -
tical visions , bu t o n th e detaile d knowledg e an d eruditio n 
they showe d i n th e preservatio n an d presentatio n o f th e an -
cient material s o f the Hekhalot  mystics . 

Ill 

'The Secret s of the Prayers " seems t o have been one of the 
main concern s o f Ashkenaz i Hasidi c esoteri c lore . I n thei r 
explorations i n thi s fiel d the y ma y hav e approache d mystica l 
practice. Rabb i Eleaza r o f Worm s wrot e a n extensiv e com -
mentary o n th e prayerbook , whic h wa s hi s "magnu m opus " 
and may have been written and rewritten several time s by the 
author himself. 19 Thi s commentar y i s th e earlies t ful l com -
mentary o n th e dail y Jewish prayerboo k t o reac h us . W e d o 
have, however , man y quotations , preserve d i n severa l Ash -
kenazi Hasidi c sources , fro m a  previous commentar y o n th e 
prayers writte n b y Rabb i Eleazar' s teacher , Rabb i Judah be n 
Samuel be n Kalonymu s th e Pious , th e leade r an d greates t 
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sage o f Ashkenaz i Hasidism. 20 Thi s los t wor k migh t hav e 
been th e earlies t commentar y o n th e prayer s writte n i n He -
brew. 

That th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m wer e th e first to expoun d o n 
the prayers indicates tha t they saw in the Jewish daily prayer-
book hidde n strat a o f meanin g an d religiou s avenue s un -
known or unmentioned b y their predecessors. Thi s possibility 
is strengthene d whe n w e chec k th e actua l content s o f thei r 
commentaries. 

Rabbi Eleazar' s commentar y o n ever y sectio n o f th e 
prayerbook i s divide d int o thre e parts . On e i s th e detaile d 
explanation o f the words themselves i n an almost litera l fash-
ion, connectin g the m wit h th e biblica l verse s tha t use d th e 
same words , sometime s hintin g a t rabbini c passage s whic h 
include th e sam e ter m o r the sam e idea . Thi s par t i s reall y a 
literal commentar y o f a quite elementar y nature . 

The second part of the commentary deal s with what Rabb i 
Eleazar call s th e "secret, " whic h i n thi s contex t mean s th e 
theological backgroun d o f the terms used i n the prayers. Th e 
divine glory , th e variou s angeli c powers , th e natur e o f Ma n 
and his soul , an d many other subjects are dealt with i n detai l 
in thi s par t o f th e commentary . Rabb i Eleaza r regarde d th e 
"secret" hidden i n the prayers as denoting th e theosoph y and 
philosophy o f the Ashkenazi Hasidi c theology . H e conclude d 
that th e ancient prayers , compose d b y th e sages of antiquity , 
already include d al l th e idea s accepte d b y th e teacher s o f hi s 
medieval movement . 

The thir d part of the commentary present s a  system whic h 
analyzes th e numerica l structur e o f eac h prayer , an d eve n o f 
each sentenc e o r word withi n a  prayer. Th e numerica l struc -
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ture take s int o accoun t th e numbe r o f words , th e numbe r o f 
letters, th e numbe r o f specific word s (like divin e names) , th e 
number o f specifi c letters , th e numbe r o f final  letters , etc . 
He also uses the numerica l valu e of individual letters , words , 
or even complet e sentences , indicatin g a  deep sens e o f math-
ematical awarenes s an d a  worl d vie w whic h sees  numerica l 
constructions i n everything . Th e figures he discovered i n th e 
prayers themselve s ar e compared an d harmonize d wit h corre -
sponding number s foun d i n othe r part s o f Jewish sacre d lit -
erature, mainl y th e Bibl e itself , bu t als o i n th e Talmu d an d 
Midrash traditions . Accordin g t o Rabb i Eleazar , ther e i s a 
basic harmon y betwee n th e number s foun d i n th e analysi s o f 
the prayers and thos e hidde n i n th e structur e o f biblica l verse s 
and chapters . Hi s mai n endeavo r i n hi s commentar y i s t o 
discover an d presen t th e dee p unit y betwee n th e prayer s and 
the biblica l sources , whic h ca n b e reveale d onl y b y suc h nu -
merical analysis. 21 

The sam e harmon y i s als o foun d betwee n number s i n th e 
text o f the prayers and numbers apparent i n creation and his-
tory and in the cosmos as a whole. Chronologica l dates , num -
bers o f years , number s o f mile s betwee n heave n an d earth , 
and othe r suc h figures  share th e basi c harmon y foun d i n th e 
sacred compositions. Ther e i s no doubt tha t thi s commentar y 
reflects a  well-developed worl d view , whic h see s existenc e a s 
a whole a s governed b y th e relation s inheren t betwee n num -
bers an d th e character s o f th e Hebre w alphabet . Th e origi n 
of this system i s undoubtedly t o be found i n the ancient Sefer 
Yezirah. 

The quotation s w e hav e fro m Rabb i Juda h th e Pious' s 
commentary o n th e prayer s see m t o indicat e tha t h e deal t 
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exclusively wit h numerica l harmony . I t seems tha t Rabb i Ju-
dah wrot e hi s voluminou s wor k t o prov e ho w thos e wh o in -
troduce change s int o th e tex t o f th e prayer s fo r variou s rea -
sons base d o n th e actua l content , o r litera l meaning , o f th e 
prayers, ar e incorrect. 22 Rabb i Judah insiste d tha t sinc e th e 
main sourc e o f th e sanctit y o f a  prayer i s th e numerica l har -
mony reflecte d i n it , the n th e smalles t chang e i n a  singl e 
word o r eve n a  singl e lette r ca n destro y thi s harmon y com -
pletely. H e attacke d certai n rabbis , describe d a s thos e o f 
"France and the Islands" (meaning, probably , th e British Isles), 
who introduce d suc h changes , an d liste d th e mathematica l 
basis for his opposition . 

The concentratio n o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m o n th e expo-
sition of the hidden meaning o f the prayers was motivated by 
their insistenc e tha t th e text s o f th e prayer s a s the y ha d re -
ceived the m fro m thei r elder s wer e th e onl y tru e ones , an d 
even th e minutes t chang e coul d no t b e tolerated . The y als o 
believed tha t numerologica l analysi s of the prayers reveals the 
hidden divin e desig n underlinin g th e structur e o f th e whol e 
universe, an d i s harmoniousl y connecte d wit h othe r part s o f 
sacred literatur e a s wel l a s th e secret s o f th e creatio n an d o f 
history. Rabb i Eleaza r als o demonstrate d i n hi s commentar y 
that th e interpretatio n o f th e prayer s prove d th e validit y o f 
Ashkenazi Hasidi c theology.  Whil e thes e reason s certainl y 
suffice t o explain the Ashkenazi Hasidi c interes t i n the prayers, 
their structure , thei r literal , philosophical , an d esoteri c 
meanings, ther e i s stil l a  questio n o f whethe r o r no t ther e 
was also a mystical dimensio n t o thei r interest . 

After readin g th e detaile d exposition s b y th e Ashkenaz i 
Hasidim o f "Th e Secrets of the Prayers, " one may ask whether 
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these secret s hav e anythin g t o d o wit h th e everyda y practic e 
of prayer. Shoul d one—o r a t leas t th e elect , th e sage s of Ash-
kenazi Hasidis m themselves—us e thi s knowledg e whe n ac -
tually praying ? I s ther e a  differenc e betwee n a  praye r sai d 
without th e knowledge o f these secrets and on e said when th e 
devout Je w concentrate s o n th e knowledg e o f thes e esoteri c 
things? Doe s th e numerica l harmon y expose d b y th e com -
mentators serv e a  religious purpose ? 

Answers t o thes e question s ar e decisiv e whe n w e tr y t o 
analyze th e mystica l elemen t i n Ashkenaz i Hasidi c thought . 
If indeed th e exposition s o f 'The Secret s o f the Prayers " were 
not intende d fo r polemica l an d theologica l reason s only , bu t 
also constituted a  system o f "intentions" (kawanot)  i n prayer , 
then th e mystica l characte r o f th e whol e movemen t become s 
much mor e pronounced . Unfortunately , w e d o no t hav e suf -
ficient materia l i n th e work s o f thes e sage s t o decid e wit h 
certainty tha t the y reall y ha d suc h a  syste m o f intentions . 
Indeed, Schole m wa s justifie d i n presentin g th e mystica l 
character o f the Ashkenaz i Hasidi c movemen t i n a  most qual -
ified manner . 

IV 

Scholem emphasize d th e eclectic character o f the Ashkenaz i 
Hasidic movement' s theolog y an d it s heav y relianc e o n th e 
works o f th e earl y Jewis h philosophers . Th e Ashkenaz i Ha -
sidim di d no t com e int o contac t wit h Jewis h philosoph y a s 
such, tha t is,  wit h work s writte n i n a  forma l philosophica l 
manner, influence d b y Arabi c philosoph y an d ultimatel y b y 

102 



THE ASHKENAZ I HASIDI C MOVEMEN T 

the Greek philosophers . Th e Ashkenazi Hasidim , mos t prob-
ably were not familiar with even one such work, becaus e none 
was availabl e a t tha t tim e i n Hebrew . Arabic , whic h wa s 
used b y most Jewish philosophers u p to the end of the twelft h 
century, wa s unknown t o them. 23 I t also seems tha t the y did 
not have any direct access to Latin philosophy becaus e of their 
deep negativ e attitud e t o th e Lati n languag e whic h was , un -
like Arabic , no t th e languag e o f countrie s an d people s bu t 
the language o f the Church. 24 The only philosophical source s 
they coul d us e were thos e eithe r writte n i n Hebre w o r trans-
lated int o Hebrew . 

The mos t importan t tex t wa s the '  'paraphrase'' of Rav Saa-
dia Gaon' s tw o philosophica l work s Beliefs  and  Ideas  an d th e 
Commentary on  Sefer Yezira. The y di d no t hav e th e accurat e 
translation o f the firs t mad e b y Rabb i Judah ib n Tibbon lat e 
in the twelfth century , an d the Commentary on Sefer Yezira  was 
not translated i n a philosophical manne r at all. The y receive d 
an earlier, probabl y eleventh-century translatio n of both works, 
probably mad e b y a n anonymou s Jew i n th e Byzantin e em -
pire.25 Thi s work , calle d usuall y th e "paraphrase " of Saadia, 
contains n o philosophica l terminology ; i t i s writte n i n a  po-
etic style , a s i f th e conten t o f thes e tw o work s wer e no t th e 
result o f logica l deliberatio n bu t o f mystica l revelation . Th e 
style o f th e "paraphrase " i s ver y clos e t o tha t o f some o f th e 
sacred poets who wrote in Eretz Israel before th e Islamic con-
quests. I t i s n o wonder , therefore , tha t th e Ashkenaz i Hasi -
dim describe d Ra v Saadia as a master o f esoteric knowledge , 
and not as the founder of Jewish rationalistic philosophy. Th e 
poetic styl e o f the "paraphrase " had great impac t o n the con-
tents and style o f Ashkenazi Hasidi c theology . 
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One o f thei r earlies t theologica l works , th e Shir  ha-Yihhud 
(A Hymn  for  Divine  Unity),  whic h Schole m believe d coul d 
have bee n writte n b y Rabb i Judah th e Piou s himself, 26 clearl y 
reflects bot h th e idea s an d th e styl e o f thi s ''paraphrase/ ' 

Among th e othe r importan t source s o f th e theolog y o f th e 
Ashkenazi Hasidi m wer e th e work s o f Rabb i Abraha m ib n 
Ezra, th e philosophe r an d commentato r o n th e Bible , wh o 
wrote i n Hebre w s o tha t Jew s i n Christia n countrie s coul d 
read him , an d als o travele d i n Europ e an d th e East , wher e 
his personality lef t a  mark togethe r wit h hi s philosophy. Rabb i 
Judah th e Piou s wrot e a  commentar y o n a  chapte r o f Rabb i 
Abraham ib n Ezra' s brie f theologica l an d ethica l treatise , Ye-
sod Mora (The  Foundation  of the  Fear of God). 21 Indeed , ib n 
Ezra's discussion s o f th e structur e o f th e huma n sou l serve d 
as th e basi s fo r Rabb i Eleaza r o f Worms ' treatmen t o f th e 
subject i n hi s boo k o n psychology , Hochmat  ha-Nefesh (The 
Wisdom of Natural Perfection). 2* Eve n description s o f th e cre -
ation o f a  golem wer e attribute d b y on e o f th e Ashkenaz i Ha -
sidic sect s t o ib n Ezr a an d hi s disciples. 29 

Another importan t influenc e o n Ashkenaz i Hasidi c theol -
ogy wer e th e work s o f an earl y twelfth-centur y Hebre w phi -
losopher i n Spain , Rabb i Abraha m ba r Hijja . Schole m dedi -
cated severa l essays to hi s impac t (whic h wa s all very importan t 
in connectio n wit h th e boo k Bahir  an d th e earl y kabbalah ) 
on th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c theology , especiall y it s conceptio n 
of th e five "worlds" (olamot). 50 It seem s tha t ba r Hijja  adopte d 
a neo-Platoni c attitude , tellin g o f five spiritual world s whic h 
he adapted t o Hebre w terminolog y an d worl d view . Thi s fas -
cinated som e o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c writers , wh o inserte d 
this int o thei r descriptio n o f th e celestia l realms . 
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The Ashkenazi Hasidi m d o not see m t o have had any clear 
knowledge o f th e work s o f Rabb i Judah ha-Levi, 31 an d onl y 
a minimal knowledg e o f the works of Maimonides. The y cer-
tainly di d no t kno w anythin g abou t Maimonides ' centra l 
philosophical work , Moreb  Nevuchim (The  Guide  for the  Per-
plexed), which cause d a  major controvers y i n Europea n Jewry 
after th e Hebre w translatio n b y Rabb i Samue l ib n Tibbo n 
became known , especiall y i n th e year s 1232-1235 . Rabb i 
Eleazar of Worms may have heard about the structure of Mai-
monides' great lega l work , Mishneh  Torah,  because lik e Mai -
monides h e deal t wit h ethic s i n th e beginnin g o f hi s ow n 
legal work , th e Roqueah. 

An Ashkenaz i opponen t o f Jewish philosophy , Rabb i Mose s 
Taku, wh o also attacked th e works of Rabbi Judah the Pious, 
wrote a  polemical wor k calle d Ktav  Tamim  (A Book  on  Simple 
Faith) probabl y i n th e secon d o r thir d decade s o f th e thir -
teenth century. Althoug h h e attacked severa l sections i n Mai-
monides* Mishneh  Torah,  even h e wa s ignoran t o f th e Moreh 
Nevuchim.52 

Scholem describe d Rabb i Mose s Tak u a s on e o f th e tw o 
great reactionarie s o f th e Jewish Middl e Ages. 33 Taku' s po -
lemics ar e directe d mainl y agains t th e theorie s presente d b y 
Saadia Gaon concernin g divin e revelatio n an d immanence , bu t 
he also included th e Ashkenazi Hasidi m i n his attack becaus e 
he believed , wit h goo d justification , tha t the y followe d th e 
works and idea s of Saadia. Tak u insiste d tha t one should never 
deviate fro m th e litera l meanin g o f th e scripture s whe n the y 
describe divin e phenomena , eve n i f these description s ca n be 
interpreted a s thoroughly anthropomorphic . Al l speculation s 
concerning th e nature of the divine realm s are forbidden, an d 
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dealing wit h suc h idea s i s sinfu l an d lead s directly t o heresy . 
Taku's criticis m i s th e onl y historica l polemica l wor k whic h 
we hav e whic h attack s Ashkenaz i Hasidis m togethe r wit h 
Jewish philosophy , especiall y th e work s o f Ra v Saadia Gaon, 
which h e regarde d a s heretica l an d whic h h e compare d i n 
their common threa t t o that o f Christianity. Whil e Tak u un-
doubtedly oppose d th e philosophica l influenc e o n Ashkenaz i 
Hasidism, hi s basi c worl d vie w i s no t ver y fa r fro m tha t o f 
his opponents , wh o di d no t expoun d Jewis h philosoph y i n 
the technica l sense . Rather , the y develope d thei r theology b y 
assembling scattered , unorganized , an d unsystemati c idea s 
derived fro m th e very few Hebre w philosophica l work s which 
could b e obtained i n th e middl e o f the twelft h century . 

The influenc e o f th e philosopher s o n Ashkenaz i Hasidi c 
theology i s most apparen t i n it s thoroug h an d lengthy analy -
sis o f th e phenomeno n o f divin e revelation . Thi s proble m 
interested th e Ashkenazi Hasidi m fo r two reasons. First , the y 
wanted t o cleans e th e scriptura l verse s o f anthropomorphi c 
expressions, whic h usuall y appea r i n th e contex t o f biblica l 
accounts o f divine revelations , lik e thos e t o Moses o n Moun t 
Sinai and in Exodus 33 , t o Isaiah in th e Temple i n Jerusalem 
(chapter 6) , o r Ezekiel' s visio n o f th e chario t o n th e rive r 
Kvar. Second , the y ha d a n intens e religiou s interes t i n th e 
structure of the divine realm, hopin g tha t a  knowledge of the 
structure woul d le t the m com e int o contac t wit h tha t real m 
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during religiou s worshi p an d ritual , an d especiall y durin g 
prayer. 

The mai n contributio n o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m i n thi s 
area wa s a  reformulatio n o f th e ide a o f divin e glory , whic h 
had a  clear mystica l characte r i n th e work s o f Hekhalot  mys -
ticism, bu t whic h th e philosophica l discussio n o f th e earl y 
Middle Ages i n Babylonia and Europe had almost completel y 
erased, onl y t o see i t resurrecte d t o some extent b y the works 
of th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim . Whil e th e shekhinah  an d th e di -
vine glor y (kavod)  were term s denotin g divin e power s i n th e 
texts o f th e earl y Jewish mystic s o f antiquity , medieva l phi -
losophy trie d t o depriv e the m o f thei r statu s a s divine attri -
butes an d described the m instea d a s created, angeli c powers . 
In thi s th e Jewis h philosophers , especiall y Saadia , followe d 
the practic e o f th e translator s o f th e Bibl e t o Aramaic , i.e. , 
they replace d clear anthropomorphic reference s t o God i n th e 
biblical account s o f revelation s b y th e us e o f th e ter m kavod 
or yeqar, denotin g tha t thi s ter m refer s t o somethin g whic h 
is belo w o r beside God himself . 

Rav Saadi a (an d som e Karaite s i n th e tent h century ) sys -
tematized th e intuitiv e wor k o f th e translator s o f th e Bibl e 
into Aramai c b y formulatin g th e ide a tha t a  certai n grea t 
angel reveale d th e divine power to the prophets . Go d created 
the ange l specificall y t o fulfil l th e tas k o f revelatio n t o th e 
prophets an d serve as a sign an d witness t o th e divine origi n 
and veracit y o f th e prophecy . Accordin g t o Saadia , thi s an -
gelic power is called by the Bible kavod, an d by the Talmudic 
sages th e shekhinah.  Bot h term s refe r t o the sam e created en-
tity. Al l anthropomorphi c description s whic h coul d no t b e 
explained a s metaphor s o r parable s shoul d b e understoo d a s 
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describing thi s specia l angel . Saadia' s views , wit h som e vari -
ations, wer e accepte d b y man y Jewish rationalists. 34 

The Ashkenaz i Hasidi m respecte d Saadi a ver y muc h a s a n 
early gao n an d th e possesso r o f man y esoteri c traditions , bu t 
they di d no t accep t hi s view s concernin g th e kavod  and reve -
lation. The y mad e us e o f a  passage , no t completel y clea r i n 
itself, i n ib n Ezra' s commentar y o n Exodu s 33 , whic h seem s 
to includ e th e ide a tha t th e divin e glory , th e kavod,  has tw o 
aspects, o r "faces, " on e turne d towar d Go d himself , whic h 
cannot b e see n b y humans , an d a  second , th e lower , whic h 
is th e on e reveale d t o th e prophet s an d al l thos e wh o achiev e 
an exalted  religiou s status . I t seem s tha t ib n Ezr a describe d 
an emanated divin e glory (a s opposed t o Saadia's created one) , 
which i s a n integra l par t o f th e divin e realm . Rabb i Juda h 
the Pious , Rabb i Eleaza r o f Worms , an d othe r Ashkenaz i 
Hasidic writer s develope d thi s symbo l t o describ e th e divin e 
glory reveale d t o th e prophet s a s a n emanate d divin e entity . 
They thu s introduce d int o Jewish medieva l though t th e ide a 
that th e divin e real m i s a  divide d one , includin g severa l strat a 
of divine power s emanatin g on e fro m another. 35 

The Ashkenaz i Hasidi m wer e primaril y intereste d i n th e 
study o f divin e glor y t o remov e anthropomorphi c elements , 
since they believed tha t th e revelation o f a lowly divine powe r 
does no t affec t th e complet e transcendenc e o f th e Godhea d 
itself. Bu t the y als o succeede d i n retainin g th e divin e char -
acter o f the phenomeno n o f prophecy, which , i n th e works of 
the philosophers , tende d t o becom e eithe r a  psychologica l 
phenomenon occurrin g withi n th e hear t o f th e prophet , o r 
the revelatio n o f a n angelic , create d power , whic h deprive d 
prophecy o f it s sanctity . 
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The Ashkenaz i Hasidi m raise d a major question undream t 
of b y th e philosophers : I f ther e i s a  divine power , emanate d 
from th e Godhead, whic h i s revealed i n part to the prophets, 
why ca n i t no t perfor m othe r divin e functions ? Th e divin e 
glory nee d no t b e restricte d onl y t o th e tas k o f revelation. I f 
it i s reall y divine , i t ca n serv e an d appea r i n othe r religiou s 
contexts; for example , whe n guidance o f the created worl d i s 
needed, o r t o b e th e powe r tha t accept s th e prayer s o f th e 
worshippers. 

Ashkenazi Hasidis m wa s not one monolithic group in which 
a syste m wa s formulate d an d the n adhere d t o b y all . Ther e 
were various sect s an d groups , som e o f them unconnecte d t o 
and unawar e o f the existenc e o f others . Th e centra l grou p or 
circle, tha t o f Rabb i Juda h th e Piou s an d Rabb i Eleaza r o f 
Worms, wa s also no t unite d i n ever y respect , an d som e dif -
ferences o f opinio n an d attitud e ca n b e discerne d eve n be -
tween them. 36 Th e difference s amon g th e variou s Ashkenaz i 
Hasidic circle s an d group s ar e th e greates t concernin g th e 
nature and tasks of the divine glory . The y were united i n the 
belief i n th e existenc e o f thi s secondar y divin e powe r and it s 
being a  part of the divine real m itsel f (thus opposing Saadia' s 
views), bu t th e actua l description s o f the kavod  differ consid -
erably. 

The autho r o f th e Sefer  ha-Hayim  (The  Book  of Life),  fo r 
instance, describe s a  syste m o f te n kvodot,  "divine glories, " 
each emanatin g fro m th e on e abov e it , i n a  way tha t bring s 
it clos e t o th e picture o f the divine real m drawn b y th e kab-
balists. H e di d not , however , giv e a  detailed accoun t o f th e 
nature and task s of each o f these powers. 37 

More complicate d i s th e syste m develope d b y th e circl e 
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which use d th e pseudepigraphi c work s attribute d t o Joseph 
ben Uzziel. 38 Schole m sense d a  deep affinit y i n thei r syste m 
to tha t o f som e earl y kabbalisti c sources , a s wel l a s som e 
mystical element s hidde n within th e theosophic speculations . 
They wen t on e ste p furthe r tha n th e syste m develope d b y 
Rabbi Judah th e Piou s and Rabb i Eleaza r (probably indepen -
dently, an d the y ma y hav e precede d th e centra l group) . Ac -
cording t o them , th e kavod  itself, whil e bein g a n emanate d 
power, i s to o exalte d t o b e th e power reveale d t o th e proph-
ets. Tha t tas k i s relegate d t o anothe r emanate d powe r belo w 
the divin e glory , calle d ha-keruv  ha-meyuhad, "the specia l 
cherub," a name probably based on Saadia's description of the 
angel whos e tas k i t i s t o provid e revelatio n t o th e prophets . 
This cherub sit s on th e thron e of glory whil e th e shekhinah i s 
above it . I t i s calle d God' s gedulah  (greatness ) an d i t i s th e 
power described i n th e Shiur  Komah text s whic h measur e th e 
limbs o f th e Creator . H e i s statione d i n th e easter n sid e o f 
the divin e realm , whil e th e shekhinah  traditionall y i s i n th e 
west. Th e power above the cherub is also called th e kedushah, 
or "divin e holiness, " an d it  ha s n o characteristic s tha t wil l 
enable i t t o be perceived b y human beings . Th e mai n tas k of 
this kedushah-kavod  is t o accept th e prayers of human beings. 39 

Indeed, on e of the most detailed descriptions of this hierarchy 
is foun d i n a  shor t treatis e presente d a s a n answe r t o th e 
question, towar d who m shoul d on e pray—where ma n should 
direct hi s prayers . Th e author insist s tha t prayer s should neve r 
be directed towar d a  revealed power , onl y towar d th e hidde n 
divine holines s an d glory abov e th e specia l cherub. 40 

It seem s tha t Rabb i Judah th e Piou s an d Rabb i Eleaza r of 
Worms regarde d divin e glor y an d divin e revelatio n a s eso -
teric, an d therefore di d not discuss them i n treatises intende d 
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for wide circulation. The y wrote several works of the sodot ha-
yihhud, "secret s of the divine unity/ ' type, 41 wit h th e goal o f 
fighting anthropomorphi c conceptions . I n thes e brie f work s 
they di d no t emphasiz e th e man y task s o f th e divin e glory , 
and only hinte d at it s purpose concerning th e prayers. Bu t i n 
their more esoteri c works , whic h wer e given onl y t o selecte d 
disciples afte r a  specifi c ritual , the y reveale d som e o f thei r 
more radica l ideas . 

The Ashkenaz i Hasidi c kavod  theories ha d a  considerabl e 
impact o n th e symbolis m o f th e late r kabbalists , thoug h ther e 
is no basis for believing that it was this influence which brought 
about th e formulatio n o f th e kabbalisti c syste m o f th e te n 
sefirot. Th e work s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m d o no t contai n 
the mythica l elemen t whic h s o profoundl y shape d th e idea s 
of th e kabbalists , no r d o w e find  an y significan t elemen t o f 
gnostic influenc e i n thei r works . I n th e ver y fe w place s i n 
this literatur e wher e ther e i s th e possibilit y o f a n Eastern , 
gnostic o r a t leas t mythologica l element , i t i s clea r tha t th e 
Ashkenazi Hasidi m onl y copie d th e ancien t sources , bu t mad e 
no us e o f thei r terminolog y an d imager y whe n formulatin g 
their ow n ideas. 42 Th e importanc e o f th e variou s Ashkenaz i 
Hasidic theorie s concerning th e divin e glor y i s tha t the y prove 
that th e driv e towar d a  mor e complicated , structured , an d 
variegated pictur e o f th e divin e real m wa s no t exclusiv e t o 
the kabbalists , bu t a  basi c characteristi c o f twelfth-centur y 
Jewish thought . 

VI 

The mos t influentia l work s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m o n 
subsequent Jewis h though t wer e thei r ethica l books. ^ Th e 
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most importan t amon g thes e wa s th e Sefer  Hasidim (The Book 
of the Pious),  written mainl y b y Rabbi Judah th e Pious i n th e 
first years of the thirteent h century . Rabb i Eleaza r of Worms 
also wrot e severa l ethica l treatises , a s di d othe r writer s wh o 
belonged to , o r wer e influence d by , th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c 
movement. (Schole m wa s th e first  scholar t o combin e a  dis-
cussion o f Ashkenaz i Hasidi c esoteri c theolog y wit h a  stud y 
of their ethica l teaching s i n a n effort t o sho w th e underlyin g 
themes tha t le d t o th e creation o f both systems.) 44 

Ashkenazi Hasidi c ethic s insis t o n traditiona l values , re -
jecting al l innovatio n a s such and believing tha t al l truth was 
revealed t o th e forefather s o f th e Hasidim , ye t the y als o de -
veloped radicall y ne w approache s an d attitude s whic h de -
parted fro m accepte d norm s quit e drastically . Th e Hasidi m 
did no t se e thi s a s paradoxical , however . The y believe d tha t 
every ide a presente d i n thei r work s ha d a  foundation i n tra -
dition, an d tha t clos e readin g o f th e scripture s an d o f Tal -
mudic ethica l section s le d withou t deviatio n t o thei r ethica l 
values. 

Scholem believe d ther e were close connections betwee n th e 
ethical norm s describe d b y th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m an d th e 
influence o f the surrounding non-Jewis h culture . H e fel t tha t 
their system of repentance (discussed below ) reflected a  Chris-
tian influence. 45 H e eve n foun d certai n ancien t ideas , lik e 
that o f th e ataraxia  o f th e Stoics , i n thei r works. 46 Ther e i s 
no doubt tha t the Ashkenazi Hasidi m were greatly influence d 
by th e surroundin g society , a n influenc e clearl y reveale d i n 
their belief s concernin g magic , sorcery , demonology , an d 
folklore; the y even used Germanic name s for many such phe-
nomena.47 Th e large r problem o f specific non-Jewis h source s 
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for specifi c ethica l idea s an d practice s is , however , no t ye t 
completely settled. 48 

Ashkenazi Hasidi c ethics , a s expressed b y Rabbi Judah the 
Pious an d Rabb i Eleaza r o f Worms , defin e ethica l behavio r 
as the strivin g t o achieve wha t i s beyon d th e minima l norm s 
of th e halachah.  Their attitude s clearl y reflec t th e worl d o f 
Europe durin g th e Crusades , whe n ever y generatio n brough t 
forth a  ne w wav e o f th e crusadin g movement , an d eac h o f 
these wave s starte d wit h massacre s an d persecution s o f th e 
Jewish communitie s o f centra l Europe . Believin g tha t thes e 
cruel historica l circumstance s wer e th e result s o f divin e de -
crees, the y derived from the m moral strength and made them 
the cornerstones o f their mora l teachings . 

The highest idea l o f these generations o f German Jews was 
the "sanctificatio n o f th e name, " kiddusb  ha-shem, i.e. , mar -
tyrdom, whic h mean t th e suprem e victory o f the pietis t ove r 
the crusadin g persecutors . I f a  Jew die d fo r th e sanctit y o f 
God, refusin g t o sav e hi s lif e b y conversio n t o Christianity , 
he attaine d th e highes t possibl e religiou s achievemen t an d 
earned a  hig h plac e i n paradise. 49 Ashkenaz i Hasidi c ethics 
aimed t o prepar e German Jews fo r thi s ordea l b y developin g 
a martyrological attitud e towar d life as a whole, an d insisting 
that kiddush  ha-shem wa s th e preferre d resolutio n o f man' s 
earthly lif e an d religious efforts. 50 

The feelin g o f persecutio n shoul d direc t ever y dee d o f a 
Jew's religious practice. H e should always view every attempt 
of his evil inclination s no t to perform eve n the minutest dail y 
details o f ritua l i n th e mos t complet e an d perfec t way , a s an 
example o f a  kiddush ha-shem  situation . H e shoul d alway s see 
himself a s trie d b y Go d a s t o whethe r h e ca n overcom e th e 
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demands o f th e materia l bod y an d sacrific e hi s desire s t o th e 
religious martyrologica l ideal . Thu s religiou s lif e wa s viewed 
as a  constan t struggl e i n a  situatio n whe n persecutio n wa s 
only a  suprem e culminatio n o f everyda y strife . Ashkenaz i 
Hasidic ethics are, therefore , extrem e and demanding, a s well 
as spiritualisti c i n character . Th e materia l world , th e perse -
cutions b y th e gentiles , th e materia l body , an d th e evi l in -
clinations within one' s heart are all par t of the great tria l that 
God use s to tes t adherenc e of the righteous t o His command-
ments. 

The sam e feelin g o f persecutio n i s expresse d i n th e Sefer 
Hasidim eve n wit h regar d t o th e status o f the righteou s withi n 
Jewish society. 51 Th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m define d th e ter m 
"hasid" as derived fro m "white," 52 explainin g tha t a  "hasid" 
is a  perso n wh o ca n remai n unmove d whe n criticize d an d 
denounced b y hi s neighbor s an d friends . Thi s Schole m inter -
preted as reflecting th e attitude o f ataraxia, th e complete ne -
gation of all feelings an d response s t o events i n the surround-
ing world , a  counterpart t o th e Hebrew ter m hishtavut  which 
conveys a  similar meanin g i n Hebre w philosophica l texts. 53 

The detailed description s foun d i n th e Sefer Hasidim  of the 
difficulties endure d b y the pietists fro m th e contemporary so -
ciety surroundin g the m migh t b e th e resul t o f a  basi c mar -
tyrological attitud e o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim ; i t ca n hardl y 
be based on historica l fact . Th e Kalonymu s family , t o whic h 
most o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m o f th e centra l grou p be -
longed, wa s th e mos t prominen t i n Germa n Jewry, an d on e 
can hardly believ e tha t peopl e lik e Rabb i Judah th e Piou s or 
Rabbi Eleaza r wer e ridicule d an d denounce d b y th e societ y 
they live d in . Th e proble m o f th e historica l meanin g o f th e 
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descriptions o f th e socia l standin g an d socia l activitie s o f th e 
groups of the Hasidim i s still ope n to various interpretations . 

The attitude o f martyrdom i s to be found i n the Ashkenazi 
Hasidim syste m o f penitence , presente d i n th e Sefer  Hasidim 
and i n severa l work s o f Rabbi Eleaza r of Worms. 54 Thi s sys-
tem emphasized an element no t found i n previous Jewish dis-
cussions o f repentance , eithe r i n th e ancien t Talmudi c an d 
Midrashic source s o r th e ethica l work s o f th e medieva l phi -
losophers: sigufim, self-inflicte d pai n and suffering. Accordin g 
to thi s system , th e peniten t ha d t o assum e enoug h pai n and 
suffering t o outweig h th e pleasur e h e ha d derive d fro m hi s 
sin (th e "sin " usually indicate d wa s explicitl y o r inexplicitl y 
a sexua l one) . Thi s h e coul d d o eithe r b y followin g th e bib -
lical punishmen t fo r tha t crime , o r b y devisin g self-torture s 
equivalent t o his sinful pleasures . Usuall y thes e tortures were 
just lon g period s of fasting fro m sunris e t o sunset, bu t some-
times mor e picturesqu e torture s ar e mentioned . I t mus t b e 
stressed that these Hasidim discuss this self-inflicted sufferin g 
only i n th e contex t o f penitence an d no t as a required wa y o f 
life fo r the righteou s i n general. The y generally practiced ab-
stinence, no t sigufim. 55 

Was ther e a  mystica l driv e behin d thei r extrem e ethica l 
demands, thei r self-negatio n an d thei r spiritua l denia l o f th e 
demands o f the flesh? It i s very difficul t t o answer thi s ques-
tion. Ther e i s no doubt tha t th e ide a of the proximity o f the 
shekhinah, a  distinct emanate d powe r from th e Godhead whic h 
is no t a s transcenden t an d hidde n a s He is , ha d a n effect o n 
the wa y o f lif e describe d b y th e ethica l teaching s o f thi s 
movement. Th e shekhinah o r the kavod  can be present onl y i n 
places an d situation s o f complete purit y an d sanctity , unlik e 
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the immanen t Godhead , whic h i s present equall y everywhere , 
regardless o f th e circumstances . Becaus e o f it s exalte d statur e 
and transcendence , th e Godhea d canno t b e affecte d b y an y 
specific detai l o f earthly existence ; like sunlight , dir t doe s no t 
leave an y impressio n o n it . Bu t th e reveale d divin e glor y ca n 
be affecte d b y evi l an d sin , an d therefor e ca n appea r onl y 
where purit y o f bod y an d hear t ca n b e achieved . Sometime s 
the ac t o f kiddush  ha-shem  is perceive d a s containin g a n ele -
ment o f unio n wit h th e divin e glory , an d ther e i s n o doub t 
that a  righteous life , accordin g t o Ashkenaz i Hasidism , lead s 
the piou s t o th e proximit y o f th e shekhinah,  sometime s dur -
ing lif e itsel f thoug h mor e usuall y afte r death , whe n th e 
righteous receiv e thei r reward s aroun d th e thron e o f glory i n 
paradise.56 Whil e ther e migh t b e som e mystica l elemen t i n 
this attitude , it  i s a  mino r an d subdue d one . Th e Ashkenaz i 
Hasidim di d no t develo p a literature describin g thei r persona l 
religious an d spiritua l achievements , whic h migh t hav e en -
abled u s t o discer n th e mystica l elemen t i n it . 

VII 

In al l hi s work s concernin g th e earl y developmen t o f Jew-
ish mysticis m i n medieva l Europe , Schole m repeatedl y em -
phasized th e impac t o f Ashkenaz i Hasidi c idea s an d tradi -
tions. The y preserve d fo r th e Europea n mystic s no t onl y th e 
mystical literatur e o f th e Hekhalot  an d Merkabah,  bu t als o 
much o f th e esoteri c tradition s concernin g th e secre t name s 
of Go d an d thei r interpretations . The y developed , fro m tra -
ditional sources , th e esoteri c system s o f usin g th e letter s o f 
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the Hebre w alphabe t an d numerica l value s and computation s 
to a  degree neve r foun d earlier , bu t ofte n foun d late r i n th e 
works o f medieva l mystics . The y opene d th e path s o f a non-
philosophical us e o f philosophical terminology , turnin g i t int o 
theosophic symbolism . The y establishe d school s an d center s 
of esoteric lor e whic h sprea d thei r influenc e amon g circle s o f 
mystics i n souther n Europe . Thei r disciples , rea l o r imag -
inary, relie d o n the m whe n the y develope d kabbalisti c sys -
tems i n th e secon d hal f of the thirteent h century . Som e kab-
balists eve n insiste d tha t th e kabbala h itsel f was receive d fro m 
the Ashkenaz i Hasidi m wh o preserve d i t afte r receivin g i t 
from th e sage s i n th e East. 57 

A school o f German-Jewish kabbalist s developed i n central 
Europe lat e i n th e thirteent h century , an d flourished for sev -
eral generations. Mos t o f the kabbalist s who belonged t o thi s 
school absorbe d th e teaching s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c eso -
teric theology , an d combine d i t wit h th e ne w kabbalisti c 
symbolism develope d b y th e Jewis h mystic s i n Spai n an d 
Provence. Amon g the m wer e the direct descendents o f Rabbi 
Judah th e Piou s himself. 58 

However, som e grea t kabbalisti c writer s o f th e fourteent h 
and fifteenth centuries , lik e Rabb i Menache m Ziuni , a  com-
mentator o n th e Bibl e wh o wrot e severa l mystica l works , o r 
the edito r o f th e grea t kabbalisti c treasur y Yalkut  Reuveni, 
made use of the works of Rabbi Judah the Pious, Rabb i Elea-
zar of Worms , an d othe r Ashkenaz i Hasidi c sources , believ -
ing tha t th e esoteri c theolog y foun d i n the m wa s identica l 
with th e kabbala h itself . Fo r late r generations , therefore , 
Ashkenazi Hasidi c teaching s wer e completel y fuse d wit h th e 
kabbalah t o create a new whole. Ye t i t should b e emphasized 

1 1 7 



GERSHOM SCHOLE M 

that relativel y speakin g thi s wa s a  minor sourc e o f influence , 
which coul d no t compet e wit h th e grea t mystica l work s o f 
the Spanis h kabbalists . 

Some o f th e idea s an d symbol s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m 
made thei r wa y int o th e mainstrea m o f kabbalisti c thought , 
usually b y means of their inclusio n i n th e Zohar.  On e of these 
was th e syste m o f th e fou r kelipot,  the fou r shell s whic h sur -
round th e hol y chariot , foun d i n Ashkenaz i Hasidi c commen -
taries o n Ezekiel' s chariot , whic h migh t hav e bee n base d o n 
ancient sources. 39 From thi s th e Zohar  developed th e symbol -
ism o f th e "external " powers , th e power s o f evil , whic h sur -
round th e divin e realm . A  schoo l o f Jewish mystic s i n Spai n 
in th e secon d hal f o f the thirteent h century , heade d b y Rabb i 
Jacob an d Rabb i Isaac , relied  heavil y o n materia l receive d 
from th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim , an d the y describe d themselve s 
as disciple s o f Rabb i Eleaza r o f Worms' s school. 60 Thei r 
teachings wer e absorbed b y late r Spanis h kabbalists , an d thu s 
still mor e idea s o f Ashkenaz i Hasidi c origi n penetrate d int o 
the worl d o f th e kabbalists . 

Though thi s influenc e o f Ashkenaz i Hasidi c though t o n 
later kabbalisti c idea s was meaningful , ther e ca n b e n o doub t 
that i t i s relativel y insignifican t whe n compare d t o th e im -
pact o f Ashkenaz i Hasidi c ethics . Durin g th e fourteent h an d 
fifteenth centurie s th e Sefer  Hasidim  an d work s tha t followe d 
it wer e th e almos t exclusiv e sourc e o f ethica l instructio n t o 
the Jewry o f centra l Europe . Whe n grea t Jewis h center s be -
gan t o b e buil t i n easter n Europ e b y Jewish emigrant s fro m 
the West , th e teaching s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m sprea d 
into thes e ne w centers . Eve n i n th e grea t cente r o f Jewis h 
thought i n th e sixteent h century , Safed , wher e th e centra l 
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figures wer e refugees from the Spanish expulsion in 1492 , th e 
teachings o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m wer e revived , reinter -
preted and combined with the emergent ethical system of the 
kabbalah.61 Ashkenaz i Hasidi m wa s th e first movement which 
combined esoteri c an d mystica l speculation s wit h practica l 
ethical teachings ; it showe d for the first time tha t such spec-
ulations and achievement of the highest possible religious and 
ethical standard s go han d i n hand . Othe r movement s i n th e 
sixteenth century and later followed, knowingl y or , mor e often 
unknowingly, thi s example , thu s shapin g Jewis h life , i n 
thought and deed together, accordin g to their mystical drives 
and profound symbols . 

NOTES 

1. Th e mai n discussion s o f Scholem o n Ashkenaz i Hasidi m are : Major 
Trends in Jewish Mysticism,  3r d rev . ed . (Ne w York : Schocken , 1954 ) 
[henceforth cite d a s Major  Trends],  pp . 80-118 ; Kabbalah  (Jerusalem : 
Keter, 1974) , pp . 35-40 ; Ursprung  und Anfange der Kabbala (Berlin: Wal-
ter de Gruyter , 1962) , index , s.v . "Chassidim,  deutsche."  I t is  interestin g 
to not e tha t i n Scholem's lette r t o Bialik , writte n soo n after hi s arriva l i n 
Jerusalem (1925) , h e wrot e a  lis t o f mystica l text s tha t neede d t o b e 
published i n scholarl y editions . A t th e to p o f hi s lis t h e pu t Sefer  ha-
Hayim (The Book of  Life), a n esoteric work h e connected wit h th e Ashken-
azi Hasidim . Se e Gershom Scholem , Devarim  Be-Go (Tel Aviv : Am Oved , 
1976), vol . 1 , p . 65 . 

2. Se e J. Dan , The  Esoteric Theology  of  the Ashkenazi Hasidim [Hebrew ] 
(Jerusalem: Mosa d Bialik , 1968 ) [hencefort h cite d a s The  Esoteric Theol-
ogy], pp. 14-20 . Rabb i Aaro n of Baghdad wa s the subject o f an interest -
ing controvers y betwee n Schole m an d Israe l Weinstock . Th e latte r claime d 
to hav e discovere d th e ke y t o identif y th e work s o f R . Aaro n usin g th e 
system o f gematria, i.e. , computation s o f th e numerica l valu e o f Hebre w 
letters. Weinstoc k argue d tha t Aaro n identifie d himsel f wit h th e angeli c 
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name Adiriron , an d ascribe d t o hi m ever y appearanc e o f thi s nam e or it s 
numerical value . Schole m responde d t o Weinstock i n great detail , analyz -
ing th e manuscrip t h e use d (Britis h Museu m 752) , an d ultimatel y dis -
proving hi s thesis . Schole m coul d no t refrai n fro m notin g tha t th e nu -
merical valu e o f Adiriro n i s exactl y tha t o f th e nam e Weinstock ! Se e I . 
Weinstock, "Discovere d Legac y o f Mystic Writing s lef t b y Ab u Aaro n of 
Baghdad" (Hebrew) , Tarbiz,  3 2 (1963) , pp . 153-59 , anc * Scholem' s re -
sponse, "Ha s a  Legac y bee n discovere d o f Mysti c Writing s lef t b y Ab u 
Aaron o f Baghdad? " (Hebrew), ibid. , pp . 262-66 . Cf . als o Weinstock' s 
rejoinder, "Otza r ha-Sodo t shel'Ab u 'Aharon : dimyo n 3 o metzi'ut?" , Sinai, 
54 (1964) , pp . 226-59 . 

3. A . Grossma n recentl y publishe d a  new stud y o f the historica l prob -
lems involve d wit h th e story of the immigratio n o f the Kalonymu s famil y 
from Ital y t o German y whic h cas t som e doub t abou t th e accurac y o f th e 
traditions quote d b y Rabb i Eleazar . Se e A. Grossman , "Th e Migration o f 
the Kalonimo s Famil y fro m Ital y t o Germany " (Hebrew) , Zion,  40 (1975) , 
pp. 154-85 . Th e histor y o f this  famil y require s furthe r stud y befor e a 
clear historica l pictur e wil l emerge . 

4. Se e J . Dan , The  Esoteric Theology,  pp . 15-20 . Cf . I . Weinstock' s 
study o f th e chronolog y o f R . Aaron' s arriva l i n Italy , Hekhal  Shlotno 
Annual (1964), pp . 2-25 . 

5. Se e G. Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 41 , 84 , an d 355 , n . 2 . 
6. Th e stor y i s include d i n "Th e Chronicl e o f Ahuma caz. Se e B. Klar , 

ed., Megilat  Ahumacaz, (Jerusalem , 1944) , pp . 13-26 . Cf . J . Dan , "Th e 
Beginnings o f Jewish Mysticis m i n Europe, " i n C . Roth , ed. , The  World 
History of the Jewish People, Second  Series: Medieval  Period, Vol. II:  The Dark 
Ages (Tel Aviv , 1966) , pp . 282-90 . 

7. Se e A . Grossman , op . cit. , pp . 174—83 . Grossma n conclude d tha t 
it wa s chronologicall y impossibl e fo r an y empero r b y th e nam e o f Kar l 
(Charles) t o hav e bee n involve d i n this  immigration . H e suspecte d tha t 
Rabbi Eleaza r wa s carrie d awa y b y th e legend s o f Charles th e Great , an d 
therefore th e whol e stor y is  legendary . Th e difficult y wit h thi s vie w i s 
that w e d o no t find in Ashkenaz i Hasidi c literatur e an y referenc e t o Charles 
the Grea t an d ther e i s n o reaso n t o believ e tha t hi s legend s wer e know n 
to them . 

8. G . Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 80-118 . 
9. A n exampl e o f th e attitud e o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m t o th e Hek -

halot hymn s i s discusse d i n J. Dan , "Th e Ashkenaz i Hasidic  Commen -
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taries o n ha-'Adere t veha-'Emunah " (Hebrew) , Tarbiz,  5 0 (1981) , pp . 
369—404. Cf . J . Dan , Studies  in Ashkenazi  Hasidic  Literature  [Hebrew] 
(Ramat Gan , 1975 X PP - 5 2-57-

10. On e o f th e mos t importan t example s i s tha t o f th e boo k Raza 
Kabbah (The Great  Secret),  some quotation s o f whic h Schole m discovere d 
in th e work s o f a n Ashkenaz i descendan t o f th e Rabb i Juda h th e Piou s 
and published a s an appendix t o Reshit ha-Qabbalah (Jerusalem: Schocken, 
1948), pp . 195-238 . Anothe r exampl e pointe d ou t b y Schole m i s th e 
Sefer ha-Kavod she-masar  ha-Malakh  le-Rabbi cAkiva, (The  Book  of Divine 
Glory given by the Angel to Rabbi Akiva). Se e ibid. , pp . 65 , 205 ; an d cf . 
J. Dan , The  Esoteric Theology,  p . 56 , n . 2 1 an d p . 206 . 

11. Rabb i Eleazar' s commentar y wa s printed i n Przemishel , 188 3 [re -
printed i n Brooklyn , 1978] . Anothe r commentar y o n Sefer  Yezirah  stem-
ming fro m th e Haside i Ashkena z wa s that of Rabbi Judah th e Pious , no w 
lost, whic h wa s know n t o Abraha m Abulafia , a  kabbalis t o f th e secon d 
half of the thirteent h century . 

12. A n Ashkenaz i Hasidic  theologica l work , Sefer  ha-Navon (The Book 
of the  Wise),  contain s a  commentar y o n th e Shiur  Komah.  Se e J . Dan , 
Studies in  Ashkenazi Hasidic Literature, pp. 112-33 . 

13. Se e J. Dan , "Th e Ashkenazi Hasidic  Commentarie s o n ha- 3Aderet 
veha-*Emunah," Tarbiz,  5 0 (1981) , pp . 396-404 . 

14. Rabb i Eleaza r wrote a  book on th e proces s of creation, whic h con -
stituted th e first  treatis e i n hi s larg e collectio n o f esoteri c works , Sodei 
Razaya (The  Secrets  of  Secrets). Th e boo k wa s organize d i n th e for m o f a 
commentary o n the 22 letter s of the Hebrew alphabet . A  part of the book 
was printed i n th e anthology, Sefer  Raziel (Amsterdam, 1701) , beginnin g 
on fol . 7a . 

15. Fo r references, se e above, ch . 2 , n . 85 . Se e also G. Scholem , Kab-
balah, pp . 351-55 . 

16. A  stor y abou t Rabb i Samue l th e Piou s an d hi s create d servan t i s 
found i n th e hagiographi c cycl e o f stories o n th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m whic h 
served a s a  basi s fo r th e hagiographica l par t o f th e earl y collectio n o f 
stories i n Yiddish , th e Ma caseh Buch. Se e Ma  aseh  Book: Book of Jewish 
Tales and Legends, translate d b y M. Gaster , ne w ed., (Philadelphia : Jewish 
Publication Society , 1981) , p . 335 . Th e Yiddis h versio n o f th e stor y 
omitted th e referenc e t o th e gole m whic h wa s preserve d i n th e Hebre w 
source. Se e G . Scholem , On  the Kabbalah and Its  Symbolism, translate d b y 
Ralph Manhei m (Ne w York : Schocken , 1965) , p . 198 . 
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17. Schole m discusse d thi s phenomeno n i n Major  Trends,  pp . 102 , 
1 1 - 1 1 3 . 

18. Se e G . Scholem , Major  Trends,  p. 102 . A  versio n o f th e "Ques -
tions an d Answer s fro m Heaven " wa s attribute d t o Eleaza r o f Worms . 
Scholem pai d particular attention t o the Ashkenazi Hasidic  traditio n con-
cerning a  specia l ritua l t o b e followe d befor e a  rabb i coul d transmi t th e 
secret o f th e Hol y Nam e t o th e disciple . Th e ritua l i s describe d i n th e 
first par t o f Eleazar' s Sefer  ha-Shem,  extant i n severa l manuscripts , e.g . 
Munich 8 1 an d Britis h Museu m 737 . Se e G . Scholem , On  the Kabbalah 
and Its  Symbolism, p . 136 , an d cf . J . Dan , The  Esoteric Theology,  pp . 7 4 -
76. 

19. Th e thre e mos t importan t manuscript s o f thi s centra l wor k diffe r 
considerably fro m eac h other , difference s whic h ma y hav e resulte d fro m 
the author's own editing . The y are : Ms. Oxfor d Bodleia n Lib. , Neubaue r 
Catalogue no . 1204 ; Ms . Pari s 772 ; an d Ms . Vienn a 108 . Se e J. Dan , 
The Esoteric Theology,  p . 65 . 

20. O n thi s work , se e J. Dan , "Th e Emergenc e o f Mystica l Prayer, " 
in J. Da n an d F . Talmage , eds. , Studies  in Jewish Mysticism  (Cambridge: 
Association fo r Jewish Studies , 1982 ) pp . 87—93 . 

21. Se e ibid. , pp . 91-92 . 
22. Cf . G . Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 100—02 . 
23. Th e first  translations o f philosophical work s b y Judah ib n Tibbo n 

were no t know n t o th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m i n th e beginnin g o f th e thir -
teenth century . Th e first  Ashkenaz i Hasi d wh o use d this  materia l (alon g 
with othe r source s fro m Spain ) seem s t o hav e bee n Eleazar' s disciple , 
Abraham be n Azrie l o f Bohemia, wh o wrot e th e voluminous commentar y 
on th e piyyuti m entitle d c Arugat ha-Boshem.  Th e wor k wa s publishe d i n 
four volumes b y E. E . Urbac h (Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim , 1939—64) , 
with a  detaile d introductio n i n vol . 4 . Se e m y revie w o f this  wor k i n 
Studies in  Ashkenazi Hasidic Literature, pp. 58-71 . 

24. Se e I . Baer , "Th e Socia l an d Religiou s Backgroun d o f th e Sefer 
Hasidim1' (Hebrew), Zion,  (1938) , pp . 1-50 . Bae r conclude d tha t th e 
Ashkenazi Hasidi m wer e familia r wit h Lati n an d wer e acquainte d wit h 
theological work s o f thei r Christia n neighbors . Th e onl y furthe r suppor t 
for thi s possibilit y wa s supplied b y G . Vajd a i n hi s stud y o f th e work s o f 
Elhanan be n Yaqar of London. Se e Vajda, "D e quelques infiltration s chre -
tiennes dan s l'oeuvr e d'u n auteu r anglo-jui f du  XHI e siecle, " Archives 
d'Histoire Doctrinale et  Litteraire du Moyen  Age  (1961), pp . 15-34 . Vajd a 
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presented example s whic h atteste d t o th e fac t tha t Elhanan , wh o wrot e 
his commentar y o n Sefer  Yezirah  after 1230 , wa s familia r wit h som e sec -
tions of Christian theologica l works . W e d o not , however , hav e any proof 
that Judah th e Piou s o r Eleaza r o f Worm s kne w an y Lati n o r tha t the y 
were usin g Lati n theologica l work s i n any way . 

25. Se e Scholem's commen t o n th e paraphrase i n Kabbalah,  p. 38 . 
26. Schole m commented  o n thi s work i n Major Trends, p. 374 , n . 90 . 

Cf. G . Scholem , Reshit  ba-Qabbalab, pp . 211 , 224-25 . Se e J. Dan , "In -
troduction," Shir ha-Yifcud: The  Hymn of Divine Unity, Thiengen  1560  (Je -
rusalem: Th e Jewish Nationa l an d Universit y Librar y Press , 1981) , pp . 
7-22 . 

27. Thi s sectio n fro m R . Judah' s esoteri c wor k wa s publishe d i n J . 
Dan, Studies  in  Ashkenazi Hasidic Literature, pp. 152-60 . 

28. Se e Hokhmat ba-Nefesh  (Lvov , 1876) , f . 7a-b , followin g ib n Ezra's 
commentary t o Exodu s 22:22 . 

29. Se e G . Scholem , 'Th e Ide a o f th e Golem, " On  the Kabbalah and 
Its Symbolism,  p. 190 . Thi s stor y i s include d i n a n Ashkenaz i Hasidi c 
commentary o n Sefer  Yezirah attribute d t o Saadi a Gao n bu t writte n b y 
the circl e o f mystic s wh o followe d th e traditio n o f Jonathan be n Uzziel ; 
see below , n.38 . 

30. Se e G . Scholem , "Rest e neuplatonische r Speculatio n be i de n 
deutschen Chassidim, " Monatsschrift  fur Geschichte  und  Wissenschaft desju-
dentums, 7 5 (1931) , pp . I72-9 1 -

31. Juda h th e Piou s di d no t kno w th e Kuzari  itself. However , h e heard 
a story , probabl y originatin g fro m a  false descriptio n o f th e book , abou t 
an Arab king i n Spain wh o was converted t o Judaism an d used thi s stor y 
as a  format fo r a  theological wor k i n whic h severa l Jewish scholar s argu e 
with tha t king . Se e J . Dan , Studies  in Ashkenazi  Hasidic Literature,  pp. 
26-33. 

32. Th e onl y par t o f thi s wor k tha t i s extan t wa s publishe d b y A . 
Kircheim o n Otzar  Nefrmad (Vienna, 1980) , vol . 3 , pp . 54-99 . 

33. Fo r Scholem's comments on Moses Taku, se e his study "New Con-
tributions t o th e Biograph y o f R . Josep h Ashkenaz i o f Safed" (Hebrew) , 
Tarbiz, 2 8 (i959> > PP - 59~89 > 201-35 . 

34. Concernin g thi s problem,  se e above , ch . 3 , pp . 85-86 . 
35. Th e doctrin e o f kavo d wa s discusse d b y Scholem , Major  Trends, 

pp. 11-16 ; se e J. Dan , The  Esoteric Theology,  pp . 104-68 . 
36. Se e I . Marcus , Piety  and  Society  (Leiden : E . J . Brill , 1980) , pp . 
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109-29. Marcu s pointed ou t dee p difference s betwee n Eleaza r o f Worm s 
and hi s teacher , Juda h th e Pious , wit h respec t t o thei r attitud e towar d 
ethical problems . 

37. Se e Sefer ha-Hayim  (Jerusalem, 1977) , pp . 4 - 5 . 
38. Th e literatur e an d tradition s o f this  uniqu e circl e o f mystic s wer e 

described b y m e i n Studies in  Ashkenazi Hasidic Literature, pp. 89-111 . 
39. Se e G . Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 113-14 . 
40. Se e J. Dan , "Th e Emergenc e o f Mystical Prayer, " pp. 94-101 . 
41. Fo r a list o f th e mai n treatise s writte n b y member s o f thi s group , 

see J. Dan , Studies  in  Ashkenazi Hasidic Literature, pp. 72-88 . 
42. Th e proble m o f th e appearanc e o f som e symbol s i n th e work s o f 

Eleazar o f Worm s whic h closel y resembl e kabbalisti c terminolog y wa s 
discussed b y Schole m i n Reshit  ha-Qabbalah, p. 37 , n . 1 , an d p . 60 , n . 
3. Cf . G . Scholem , Ursprung  und  Anfange der  Kabbala, pp . 162-66 . Se e 
also J. Dan , The  Esoteric Theology,  pp . 118-29 , wher e I  tried t o show tha t 
these term s appea r i n a  text  attribute d t o Ra v Ha i Gao n whic h wa s re -
ceived b y Eleaza r as an ancient tradition . 

43. Schole m discusse d Sefer  Hasidim and it s teaching s i n Major  Trends, 
pp. 88-106 . Th e editio n o f th e boo k h e use d wa s publishe d b y J. Wis -
tinetzki an d J . Freiman n (Frankfur t a m Main : Wahrmann , 1924) . A n 
inferior editio n wa s late r publishe d b y R . Margalio t (Jerusalem : Mosa d 
ha-Rav Kook , 1957) . Th e latte r wa s base d o n th e traditiona l printe d 
edition o f Bologna , 1538 , an d contains littl e mor e tha n hal f the materia l 
contained i n th e Parm a manuscrip t use d b y Wistinetzk i an d Freimann . 
For a  surve y o f previou s scholarshi p o n th e subject , se e I . Marcus , Piety 
and Society,  pp . 2-10 ; se e m y revie w o f thi s wor k i n Tarbiz,  5 1 (1982) , 
pp. 3 I9~25. 

44. A . Epstein , fo r instance , wh o called hi s studies o f Ashkenazi Has -
idim "Th e Ashkenaz i Kabbalah, " completel y separate d thei r theolog y fro m 
their ethics . Se e A . Epstein , Qadmoniyot  ha-Yehudim,  edite d b y A . M . 
Haberman (Jerusalem , 1957) , pp . 226-50 . 

45. I n thi s Schole m agree d wit h Bae r who i n hi s detailed study , "Th e 
Social an d Religiou s Histor y of  Sefer Hasidim" (see above , n . 24) , pointe d 
out similaritie s betwee n Ashkenaz i Hasidi c ethic s an d contemporar y at -
titudes i n Christianity ; se e G. Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 83—86 . 

46. Se e G. Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 96-97 , an d se e below , n . 48 . 
47. O n Ashkenazi Hasidi c demonology , se e M. Guedemann , Geschichte 

des Erzichungswesens und  der Kultur der  Juden in Frankreich  und  Deutschland 
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(Vienna, 1880) , vol . 1 , ch . 7 ; J. Trachtenberg , Jewish Magic and Supersti-
tion (Philadelphia : Jewis h Publicatio n Society , 1939) . Se e als o J . Dan , 
The Esoteric Theology,  pp . 184-202 , an d Studies  in  Ashkenazi  Hasidic Lit-
erature, pp . 9 -25 , 34-43 -

48. I t should b e pointed ou t tha t whil e Bae r and Scholem wer e certain 
that Ashkenaz i Hasidic  ethic s wa s deeply influenced , i n severa l instances , 
by th e surroundin g Christia n culture , studie s i n th e las t twent y year s by 
I. Marcus , H . Soloveitchik , an d m e hav e faile d i n thei r attempts t o sub-
stantiate thi s clai m wit h specifi c example s o f influence . Th e subjec t shoul d 
be viewed a s stil l uncertai n an d awaitin g furthe r study . 

49. O n th e attitud e o f Ashkenaz i Jewry t o kiddush  ha-shem,  se e I . Baer , 
op. cit. , pp . 3 -6 , an d cf . hi s stud y o f th e 109 6 persecution s i n Asaf 
Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem, 1953) , pp . 126-40 . 

50. I . Tishb y stresse d thi s aspec t o f Ashkenaz i Hasidi c ethics . Se e J. 
Dan, Hebrew  Ethical  and  Homiletical  Literature  [Hebrew ] (Jerusalem , 1975) , 
pp. 143-44 -

51. Thes e an d othe r ke y element s i n Ashkenaz i Hasidi c ethic s wer e 
studied i n grea t dept h b y H . Soloveitchik , "Thre e Theme s i n th e Sefer 
Hasidim," Association for Jewish Studies Review,  1  (1976), pp . 311-57 . 

52. Th e exegesis i s based on an interpretation o f the fact tha t the stork 
in Aramaic is  called (tivarita,  i.e. , "white, " whereas in Hebrew it  is  called 
hasidah, i.e. , "pious, " thu s equatin g "white " with "pious " and conclud -
ing tha t a  pietist i s one who lets his face be "whitened," that is , insulted , 
in public . Se e Wistinetzk i an d Freimann , eds. , Sefer  Hasidim,  sec . 975 , 
pp. 240-41 . 

53. Se e G. Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 96-97 . Tishb y raise d th e ob -
jection tha t Sefer  Hasidim cannot reall y b e regarded a s supporting ataraxi a 
insomuch a s i t give s grea t importanc e t o th e hono r o f th e piou s i n para -
dise. Se e J. Dan , Hebrew  Ethical  and Homiletical Literature, p. 142 . 

54. O n th e Ashkenaz i Hasidic  literatur e concernin g repentance , se e 
I. Marcus , 4< Hasidei Ashkenaz  Private Penitentials : A n Introductio n an d 
Descriptive Catalogue of their Manuscripts and Early Editions," in J. Da n 
and F . Talmage , eds. , Studies  in  Jewish Mysticism, pp. 57-83 . 

55. Se e G. Scholem,  Major  Trends,  pp. 104-05 . 
56. A  description o f the righteou s i n paradise sitting aroun d the Shek-

hinah wa s give n b y R . Eleaza r i n Hokhmat  ha-Nefesh (Lvov , 1876) , f . 1 
a-c. 

57. Thi s traditio n probabl y originate d i n th e circl e o f R . Jaco b an d 
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R. Isaac , son s o f R . Jaco b ha-Cohen . Se e G. Scholem , Ursprung  und  An-
fdnge der Kabbala, pp . 85-88 . 

58. A  surve y o f works writte n i n thi s manner , a  combination o f Ash-
kenazi Hasidis m an d kabbalah , ca n b e foun d i n J. Dan , The  Esoteric The-
ology, pp. 251-62 . 

59. Thi s subject , whic h i s par t o f th e traditio n describin g th e divin e 
world i n th e for m o f a  nut an d it s shells , wa s discusse d b y A . Altmann , 
"Eleazar o f Worms ' Hokhmat  ha-*  Egoz," Journal of  Jewish Studies, 11 (i960) , 
pp. 10 1 —13, an d b y m e i n The  Esoteric Theology,  pp . 207—10 ; "Hokhmat 
ha-Egoz, it s Origins and Development," Journal of Jewish Studies,  1 7 (1966) , 
pp. 73-82 , an d i n "O n th e Histor y o f th e Tex t o f Hokhmat  ha-Egoz" 
(Hebrew), Alei  Sefer,  5 (1978) , pp . 49-53 . 

60. Example s o f suc h a n influenc e ar e presente d i n J. Dan , "Samael , 
Lilith an d th e Concep t o f Evi l i n Earl y Kabbalah, " Association  for Jewish 
Studies Review,  5  (1980) , pp . 17-40 . 

61. Se e J. Dan , Hebrew  Ethical and Homiletical Literature, pp. 202-30 . 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE ENIGMATI C BOOK 
BAHIR 

i 

AMONG TH E RIDDLE S tha t Jewish mysticis m pre -
sented hi m with , non e bothere d Gersho m Schole m mor e 

than th e enigm a o f th e boo k Bahir,  th e first  boo k o f th e 
kabbalah, which became known in southern France at the end 
of the twelfth century . Schole m wrote his Ph.D. thesi s at the 
University a t Munic h o n thi s book , preparin g a  Germa n 
translation o f the work and a commentary whic h include d an 
anlysis of the sources and kabbalistic works that used sections 
from it. l Scholem , however , wa s very fa r from satisfie d wit h 
the wor k h e ha d don e i n hi s earl y twentie s o n thi s subject . 
He later reopened the whole problem of the emergence of the 
kabbalah i n medieva l Europ e an d wrot e hi s first detailed de -
scription o f the natur e of the boo k Bahir  and it s place i n th e 
history o f Jewish mysticism . A  length y pape r was publishe d 
in 1945, 2 summin g u p th e result s o f thi s examination . Tha t 
paper was th e basi s o f a  small boo k publishe d i n 194 8 enti -
tled The  Beginnings of  the  Kabbalah.3 Th e boo k ha d severa l 
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important appendice s dealin g wit h centra l problem s o f th e 
early kabbalah , concernin g th e works o f the Iyyun circle 4 an d 
quotations fro m th e ancien t Jewis h mystica l wor k The  Great 
Secret (Raza  Rabba), 5 whic h ha d a n importan t bearin g o n th e 
understanding o f th e boo k Bahir. 

Scholem continue d t o wor k o n th e boo k Bahir  whil e com -
pleting hi s majo r wor k o n th e Sabbatia n movement . I n i96 0 
Scholem bega n a  four-year lectur e serie s on th e beginning s o f 
the kabbalah , usin g th e note s h e ha d prepare d fo r a  revise d 
and enlarge d versio n o f The  Beginnings  of  the Kabbalah. (Th e 
revised wor k wa s publishe d i n Berli n i n 1962.) 6 Betwee n 
i960 an d 1963 , fou r volume s o f hi s edite d lecture s o n th e 
early kabbala h wer e publishe d i n Jerusalem.7 Th e enigm a o f 
the boo k Bahir  wa s centra l t o al l thes e works . 

Scholem als o dedicate d a  two-yea r semina r t o a  systemati c 
reading o f th e Bahir. 

Scholem base d hi s 192 0 translatio n o f th e Bahir  o n th e 
Munich manuscrip t o f the book. 8 Thi s prove d t o b e th e old -
est an d on e o f th e mos t reliabl e manuscript s o f thi s work. 9 

Much late r Schole m discovere d tha t th e manuscrip t carrie d 
the emble m o f Pic o d e l a Mirandola , a  grea t Italia n schola r 
and philosophe r o f th e lat e fifteenth  century , wh o wa s th e 
founder o f the Christia n kabbala h an d probabl y th e first  non -
Jew t o lear n Hebre w i n orde r t o rea d kabbalisti c text s i n th e 
original.10 Wit h luc k an d intuitio n Schole m identifie d th e 
book Bahir  a s th e first  wor k t o contai n kabbalisti c symbol -
ism. H e thu s rejecte d Adol f Jellinek' s suggestio n tha t th e 
earliest wor k o f th e kabbala h wa s Masechet  Azilut  (A  Tractate 
on the  Divine  Emanations), 11 whic h Schole m prove d t o b e a 
much late r work. 12 
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II 

Scholem face d a n interrelate d combinatio n o f chronologi -
cal, literary , historical , an d ideologica l problem s concernin g 
the Babir.  Fo r example , an y conclusio n concernin g literar y 
style immediatel y influence d th e ideologica l side ; chronology 
and history were very closely interconnected . Still , whe n pre-
senting Scholem' s conclusion s i n thi s chapte r w e shal l tr y t o 
deal wit h the m on e after another , an d in th e final section w e 
shall presen t a  general pictur e o f th e boo k an d it s impac t o n 
the histor y o f Jewish mysticism . 

The book Bahir is written in the form of a traditional Mid-
rash. I t i s divide d int o man y sections , eac h o f whic h i s a 
complete literar y an d themati c uni t tha t coul d b e presente d 
as a  brie f independen t treatise , eve n thoug h th e unit s ar e 
often connected , i n ideas , terminology , o r literar y form , t o 
the precedin g o r followin g sections . Schole m arrange d th e 
book int o 13 0 suc h section s i n hi s translatio n becaus e th e 
manuscripts an d the traditiona l printe d version s did no t con-
tain any systematic divisio n o f the text . 

In eac h sectio n ther e i s a  speaker , a  rabb i t o who m th e 
homiletical interpretatio n o f a biblical verse , o f which almos t 
every sectio n containe d a t leas t on e exampl e an d ofte n mor e 
than one , i s attributed . Som e o f thes e rabbi s ar e prominen t 
tannaim, lik e Rabb i Akiba ; man y section s ar e attribute d t o 
fictional characters, lik e "Rabb i Amora, " wh o i s probabl y a 
generalized representativ e o f al l o f the amoraim. 

The first  sectio n i n th e boo k i s attribute d t o Rabb i Ne -
hunia ben ha-Kanah, a  relatively obscur e tann a who earned a 
prominent plac e i n th e earl y mystica l wor k Hekhalot  Rabbati 
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as th e teache r o f Rabb i Ishmael. 13 H e therefor e wa s repute d 
to be th e leade r o f the circl e of mystics o f Hekhalot literature. 
Because o f thi s attribution , th e boo k Bahir  a s a  whol e wa s 
thought t o b e b y Rabb i Nehunia , an d som e kabbalist s re -
ferred t o i t a s the "Midras h o f Rabbi Nehuni a be n ha-Kanah. " 

The chronologica l problem , therefore , begin s wit h th e 
question o f whether o r no t th e Bahir  wa s an ancien t mystica l 
Midrash. Schole m decide d tha t th e Bahir  wa s a  twelfth-cen -
tury wor k an d no t a n ancien t Midrash , base d o n th e work s 
of two o f the greates t Jewish writer s i n Spai n i n th e firs t hal f 
the twelft h century , Rabb i Abraha m ba r Hijja , th e philoso -
pher whos e neo-Platoni c materia l wa s use d b y th e Ashkenaz i 
Hasidim,14 an d th e grea t halachis t fro m Barcelona , Rabb i 
Judah be n Barzilai , wh o wrote a  detailed commentar y o n Sefer 
Yezirah.15 Schole m discovere d a  clos e connectio n betwee n a 
homiletical interpretatio n o f th e first  chapte r o f Genesi s i n 
bar Hijja' s book , Hegyon  ha-Nefesh  (Contemplation of  the Soul)1<s 

and th e descriptio n o f the creatio n o f matter an d for m i n th e 
opening paragraph s o f th e Bahir.  Bot h understan d th e bibli -
cal phrase tohu  va-bohu (Genesi s 1:2 , "nul l an d void" ) t o refe r 
to th e creatio n o f matte r an d for m i n th e Aristotelia n sens e 
of these terms . Creatio n necessitate d th e combination o f mat -
ter wit h th e spiritua l element , th e form . Thes e ar e th e tru e 
philosophical meaning s o f the term s tohu  and bohu,  according 
to Abraha m ba r Hijja . 

The Bahir  explaine d th e creatio n a s th e resul t o f th e com -
bination o f matter an d spirit , usin g th e sam e homiletica l ele -
ments—the traditiona l Midrashi c connectio n betwee n tohu  and 
"nothing" ("davar  ha-matheh bnei adam") 11 an d th e medieva l 
interpretation o f bohu  as "spirit." 18 Accordin g t o th e struc -
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ture of bar Hijja's homily thi s seems to have been his original 
contribution. Therefore , th e Bahir  as we have it toda y cannot 
be earlier tha n the secon d hal f of the twelft h century . 

While hi s compariso n betwee n ba r Hijj a an d th e Bahir 
rested o n positiv e proofs , Scholem' s analysi s o f th e relation -
ship betwee n Rabb i Judah be n Barzila i an d th e Bahir  rested 
on an argument ex  silentio. Rabbi Judah was one of the great-
est scholar s o f hi s time . H e wa s no t onl y intereste d i n Tal -
mudic exegesis , bu t als o wit h th e collectio n o f ancien t ma -
terial pertaining t o every problem he dealt with. Hi s halachic 
works contain a deep knowledge of the literature of the gaonim, 
and hi s commentar y o n Sefer  Yezirah is a  vas t antholog y o f 
ancient materia l and medieval sources related to the problems 
associated wit h th e book. Rabb i Judah include d i n this work 
large section s fro m Ra v Saadi a Gaon' s commentar y o n th e 
same work , a s wel l a s man y quotation s fro m Saadia' s othe r 
works (some of them unknown from any other source), whic h 
elucidated th e Gaon' s understandin g o f th e problem s o f cre-
ation, revelation , an d cosmology . Similarly , h e include d larg e 
sections from th e Hekhalot  mystica l literature , an d from early 
Jewish work s on scientific an d cosmological matters . Som e of 
the work s use d b y Rabb i Judah hav e bee n lost , an d his quo-
tations fro m the m ar e ou r onl y remainin g source . I t i s evi -
dent tha t Rabb i Judah sa w hi s mai n dut y a s a  commentator 
on Sefer  Yezirah  to collec t al l th e materia l h e coul d tha t ha d 
any bearin g o n mystical , cosmological , o r cosmogonica l 
problems i n ancient an d medieval Hebre w literature . H e had 
the resource s t o be as exhaustive a s possible. 

Scholem thu s cam e t o th e conclusio n tha t i t wa s unimag -
inable tha t a  whol e spher e o f Jewis h mystical , cosmogoni -
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cal, an d cosmologica l though t coul d b e completely unknow n 
to Rabb i Juda h be n Barzila i i n Barcelona. 19 H e migh t no t 
have bee n exhaustiv e concernin g ever y detail , bu t i f th e basi c 
kabbalistic terminolog y an d th e majo r idea s o f th e Bahir  ex -
isted whe n h e wa s workin g o n hi s commentar y o n Sefer  Ye-
zirah, the y woul d hav e bee n include d i n on e wa y o r another . 
This omissio n fro m suc h a  major wor k seeme d t o Schole m t o 
substantiate th e conclusio n tha t th e Bahir  a s i t i s know n t o 
us could no t hav e existed befor e th e second hal f of the twelft h 
century. 

The datin g o f th e part s o f th e Bahir  wa s als o base d o n a 
close philological analysi s o f the various sections o f the Bahir. 
But thi s coul d dat e onl y th e analyze d section s an d no t th e 
book a s a  whole . Schole m decide d tha t th e Bahir  shoul d b e 
studied sectio n b y section , ter m b y term , s o tha t whil e th e 
book wa s undoubtedl y edite d onl y a  shor t tim e befor e i t be -
gan t o b e use d b y th e earl y kabbalist s i n souther n Europe , 
its terminolog y an d idea s coul d hav e bee n th e produc t o f 
much earlie r periods . Schole m though t tha t som e o f th e in -
novative idea s an d term s use d b y th e Bahir  mus t hav e a n 
early, Easter n source . 

Some suc h source s ar e obvious . Som e selection s i n th e Ba-
hir include term s an d exegese s use d i n th e Sefer  Yezirah;  whole 
sections from th e ancient boo k o f cosmogony wer e interwove n 
into th e fabri c o f the Bahir f althoug h a  word o r a  term migh t 
be change d t o alte r th e meanin g o f th e section s t o som e ex -
tent.20 I n a  similar way , th e Bahir  include d man y paragraph s 
taken from , o r base d on , th e Hekhalot  mystica l literature , 
beginning wit h list s o f names o f supreme power s t o th e char -
acteristic terminolog y o f th e "descender s t o th e chariot." 21 
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Ancient mystica l an d cosmologica l Midrashi m wer e use d ex -
tensively i n th e Bahir. 22 But , Schole m insisted , th e Bahir 
must hav e ha d som e othe r Easter n source s whic h wer e no t 
preserved i n th e Hekhalot  o r Midrashic literatures . Philolog y 
revealed th e impact o f Arabic i n several cases on the homilet -
ical interpretation s o f biblica l verse s i n th e Bahir,  an d th e 
study o f it s idea s reveale d tha t som e gnosti c sources , whic h 
did no t leav e any other impression o n Hebrew mystica l works , 
were know n t o th e Bahir  and influence d it s terminolog y an d 
theology. 

Scholem, again , describe d th e boo k Bahir  a s a  medieva l 
work o f Jewish mysticism , edite d i n th e secon d hal f o f th e 
twelfth centur y in the form tha t it  becam e known to the early 
kabbalists i n Europ e an d i s know n t o u s today . Bu t thi s re -
lied o n a  series o f ancient sources , man y of them no w los t t o 
us. Thes e source s include d th e gnosti c tendencie s whic h for -
mulated kabbala h a s a gnostic mystica l schoo l o f thought . 

HI 

The gnosti c characte r o f th e boo k Bahir  i s base d o n th e 
conception o f th e divin e tree , th e ilan.  I t ha s te n branches , 
one above th e other. The y constitute th e divine pleroma, whic h 
the Bahir  calls by the Hebrew ter m male  or milo, a very prob-
able translatio n o f th e Gree k term. 23 Thi s concept , whic h 
cannot b e found i n any of the earlier Hebrew sources , i s what 
allows u s to call th e book Bahir  "kabbalistic" and claim i t t o 
be th e first  kabbalistic wor k i n th e histor y o f Jewish mysti -
cism. Th e syste m o f th e te n divin e emanations , whic h th e 
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kabbalists usuall y calle d sefirot,  usin g th e Sefer Yezirab  termi-
nology eve n though th e meaning i s completely different, 24 i s 
presented her e fo r th e first  time . Th e late r formulation s o f 
this syste m rested , completel y o r i n part , o n th e crypti c 
homiletical paragraph s of the Bahir. 

Scholem was convinced tha t thi s system of ten divine pow-
ers organized i n th e form o f a  pleroma symbolize d b y a divine 
tree wa s no t a n invention o f a  twelfth-century Jewis h mysti c 
in Europe. H e fel t tha t the medieval edito r of the Bahir  must 
have receive d i t fro m a n earlier Eastern source . Hi s vie w was 
strengthened b y hi s discover y o f a n Ashkenazi Hasidi c com -
mentary on the Shiur Komah, written i n Germany i n the thir -
teenth century , whic h include s quotations fro m a  book calle d 
Sefer ha-Sod ha-Gadol, or, i n Aramaic, Raza  Rabba (The Great 
Secret).2^ Thi s work , o f whic h w e hav e onl y thes e ver y lat e 
quotations, i s mentione d i n list s o f esoteri c work s tha t ha d 
been writte n i n th e gaoni c period . Ther e i s n o doubt, there -
fore, tha t thi s work , whic h is  quote d i n th e thirteenth-cen -
tury commentary on the Shiur Komah, is an ancient one , orig -
inating i n th e East , an d b y chanc e wa s no t use d b y other , 
earlier writers i n works which reache d us. 26 

The extant quotations from th e Raza Rabba,  or Sefer ha-Sod 
ha-Gadol, ar e identica l o r simila r t o som e o f th e section s o f 
the boo k Bahir.  Th e relationshi p i s unmistakable . However , 
the few quotation s tha t we have from th e Raza Rabba  cannot 
answer al l ou r question s concernin g th e dat e o f th e Bahir 
because the author of the Ashkenazi commentar y on the Shiur 
Komah wa s familia r wit h th e Bahir  itsel f an d quote d i t ver y 
often (sometime s h e even combined quotations from th e Raza 
Rabba with thos e fro m th e Bahir).  Indeed , i n some cases i t i s 
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difficult t o b e completel y sur e whethe r th e Bahir  i s bein g 
quoted o r the Raza  Rabba.  This proble m i s especiall y crucia l 
concerning th e syste m o f th e te n divin e emanation s whic h 
constitute th e divine tree . Ther e i s a possibility tha t the Raza 
Rabba included a  referenc e t o th e divin e tree , bu t th e tex t 
itself prohibit s u s fro m statin g tha t a s a n establishe d fact . 
Could thi s quot e b e interprete d syntactically , i t coul d deter -
mine whethe r th e syste m o f th e te n emanation s i s know n t o 
us onl y fro m late r twelfth-centur y sources , o r i f i t existe d 
within Judaism man y centurie s earlier . 

Several reference s t o th e basi c symbol s o f th e boo k Bahir, 
like keter  elyon,  "the suprem e crown, " fo r th e highes t divin e 
power, o r th e wa y tha t th e shekhinah  i s described , ar e foun d 
in the works of Rabbi Eleaza r of Worms and other Ashkenazi 
writers. I n addition, kabbalist s i n the second half of the thir -
teenth centur y describe d th e histor y o f their traditio n a s being 
brought fro m Eret z Israe l t o Germany , an d the n transferre d 
from th e sage s o f German y t o Provenc e an d t o Spain . Ger -
shom Scholem , wit h thes e fact s i n mind , propose d tha t th e 
tradition o f th e boo k Bahir  might hav e bee n transmitte d t o 
southern Franc e vi a th e Jewis h esoteri c circle s i n Germany . 
The scarcity of early Ashkenazic reference s t o terms and quotes 
from th e Bahir  makes thi s a  very difficult conclusion , bu t w e 
do no t hav e as yet a  better alternative. 27 

Scholem fel t tha t th e picture o f the divine tre e and it s te n 
divine branche s atteste d t o th e relianc e o f th e source s o f th e 
Bahir o n ancien t gnosti c mytholog y an d theology.  H e wa s 
very carefu l no t t o accep t th e obviou s alternative : th e influ -
ence o f th e contemporar y gnosticis m o f twelfth-centur y 
southern France , namel y th e Catharist , o r Albigensian, gnos -
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tic movement . Whil e takin g int o accoun t th e chronologica l 
connection betwee n thi s majo r spiritua l upheava l i n Christia n 
society an d th e emergenc e o f gnosti c mytholog y i n Jewis h 
academies, Schole m stil l sough t mor e evidence o f connections 
between th e Catharis t movemen t an d th e Bahir  o r th e earl y 
kabbalists. Thoug h h e spen t muc h effor t i n a n analysi s o f our 
meager knowledg e o f the Cathars ' theology , h e found n o con-
clusive proo f o f a  direc t historica l connectio n betwee n them. 28 

Scholem conclude d tha t th e gnosti c symbol s o f th e pleroma 
and other s wer e no t transmitte d t o th e kabbalist s fro m th e 
gnostics aroun d them , bu t wer e receive d fro m th e Eas t i n 
works lik e Raza  Rabba.  The y wer e transmitted , probabl y vi a 
the esoteri c school s o f the Ashkenaz i Hasidim , t o th e mystic s 
of souther n Europe , wh o wer e read y t o absor b the m becaus e 
of the grea t impac t o f th e Catharis t religiou s insurrection . 

IV 

The mos t importan t gnosti c elemen t i n th e Bahir  i s th e 
list o f th e te n ma'marot,  or logoi,  which constitut e th e divin e 
pleroma i n th e Bahir,  whic h i s similar i n man y respect s t o th e 
gnostic myt h o f the aeons.29 But Scholem , whe n studyin g th e 
Bahir, emphasize d anothe r intriguin g myth—th e myt h o f the 
shekhinah. 

The earl y kabbalists , an d certainl y th e late r ones , espe -
cially th e Zohar,  concentrate d a n importan t par t o f thei r 
mythical description s an d thei r theologica l speculation s o n 
the feminin e powe r withi n th e divin e realm , calle d b y the m 
malchut or shekhinah.  This powe r wa s th e tent h an d lowes t o f 

136 



THE ENIGMATI C BOO K BAHIR 

the divin e emanations , bu t th e closes t t o ma n an d t o reli -
gious an d visionar y contact . Thi s powe r i s describe d i n kab-
balistic text s a s th e heavenl y mother , a s th e brid e an d wif e 
of the Godhead, a s the divine daughter, a s both the opponent 
of th e evi l power s an d thei r first  victim, an d i n man y othe r 
ways.30 Th e concep t o f th e shekhinah  i s centra l t o ancien t 
Jewish theolog y an d mysticism . I n early Talmudic an d Mid-
rashic source s th e shekhinah  i s describe d onl y a s on e o f th e 
names, o r one o f the aspects , o f the suprem e Godhea d itself , 
and no t a s a  separat e power. 31 Whe n i t late r bega n t o b e 
described a s a  separate, lowe r power , identifie d wit h th e re -
vealed divin e glory , i t stil l di d no t hav e an y feminin e char -
acteristic. I t i s th e kabbala h alon e whic h first  presente d th e 
concept o f male-femal e dualis m withi n th e divin e real m and 
thus create d th e mytholog y o f love , sex , an d famil y withi n 
the pleroma. 

The gnosti c origin s o f thi s myt h ar e quit e obvious , eve n 
though th e detail s d o no t alway s correspon d t o th e man y 
aspects o f th e divin e feminin e figure  in ancien t gnosti c mys -
ticism. Th e kabbalists received i t from their Eastern Judaized 
gnostic sources . Schole m presente d th e possibilit y tha t th e 
Bahir was th e first work t o reac h u s tha t containe d th e mai n 
elements o f this mos t profoun d symbolism . 

The analysi s o f the rol e of the feminin e powe r in the sym-
bolism o f th e Bahir  i s extremel y difficul t becaus e o f th e lit -
erary characte r o f th e book . Th e Bahir  i s ful l o f parable s i n 
the classi c forma t o f th e Midrashi c parables , especiall y thos e 
which compar e Go d t o a n earthl y king. 32 I n classica l Tal -
mudic an d Midrashi c literatur e man y theologica l problems , 
discussing th e relationshi p betwee n Go d an d th e world , in -
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elude parable s beginnin g wit h "mashal  le-melech  basar  va-dam 
. .  . " "  'it i s simila r t o a  kin g o f flesh  an d bloo d .  . 
Sometimes, i n these ancient parables , th e figure of knesset YIs-
rael, "the congregation o f the peopl e o f Israel," i s mentione d 
in relationshi p t o thi s flesh-and-blood king; i t assume s femi -
nine attribute s withi n th e narrativ e o f th e parable . Th e au -
thors—or th e sources—o f th e Bahir  include d man y parable s 
that followe d thi s pattern. Severa l of them describe the figure 
of the matronit, "th e queen," or the bat-melech,  "th e princess," 
as a divine power , th e daughter or wife o f the king , whic h i s 
always th e Godhea d itself . 

The problem o f determining ho w much can be learned from 
the narrativ e and detail s o f a parable concerning th e realit y i t 
intends t o conve y i s ver y pertinen t i n thi s juncture . I f th e 
parables in the Bahir—which are undoubtedly mos t profoun d 
and centra l t o it s innovativ e symbolism 33—are t o b e trans -
ferred accurately t o the realm of the divine powers which they 
intend t o describe, ther e can be no doubt tha t th e Bahir  con-
tains a myth of a feminine divin e power, ver y similar to some 
of th e gnosti c description s o f suc h a  power. However , i f w e 
remember tha t i n th e classica l Talmudi c parable s o f thi s genre 
a feminine figure  i s often foun d i n th e narrativ e even thoug h 
there i s nothing  feminin e i n th e rea l counterpar t o f tha t fig-
ure, muc h care and hesitation are called for before concludin g 
that a  myth o f a feminine divin e power existed. Schole m was 
very circumspec t whe n discussin g it . H e relie d heavil y o n 
some unusua l description s o f th e feminin e powe r i n th e Ba-
hir, suc h a s th e imag e o f th e shekhinah  a s th e "daughte r o f 
light" (bat  ha-or,  whic h i s almos t literall y th e sam e a s th e 
gnostic nurea),  who i s i n exil e fro m th e sourc e o f light , t o 
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suggest tha t i t i s ver y probabl e tha t th e Bahir  i s th e first 
Jewish mystica l tex t t o describ e a  feminine divin e powe r i n 
mythological terms , thu s serving a s a source for later kabbal-
istic speculatio n an d th e enormou s eruptio n o f mythologica l 
and sexua l symbolis m whic h i s on e o f th e mos t prominen t 
characteristics o f the kabbala h a s a whole. 

V 

Another theme i n the book Bahir,  whic h ha d great impac t 
on late r kabbalists , i s th e dualis m o f good an d evi l element s 
within th e Godhea d o r it s messengers. 34 Man y o f th e para -
graphs i n th e Bahir  which dea l wit h thi s ar e extremel y ob -
scure i n languag e an d symbolism . Schole m di d no t describ e 
the theolog y o f th e Bahir  as bein g dualisti c i n th e ful l reli -
gious meanin g o f th e term , namel y tha t ther e i s a  myth -
ological struggl e betwee n goo d an d evi l withi n th e Godhea d 
itself. It  seem s tha t i n th e Bahir  evi l i s a  divine messenge r 
which serve s a  divin e purpose , emanatin g fro m th e divin e 
tree lik e al l othe r phenomen a whic h constitut e th e celestia l 
and earthl y reality. 35 Th e dualis m has , however , som e sym -
bolical formulation s whic h laid th e basi s for the developmen t 
of much mor e radica l an d profound dualis m i n th e kabbala h 
of the lat e thirteent h centur y on . 

The Bahir finds the source of all evil in the feminine aspec t 
of existence. 36 Th e edito r o f th e wor k include d i n it s con -
cluding paragrap h a n adapte d versio n o f th e stor y o f Satan , 
called her e Samae l (th e ancien t appellatio n fo r Christianit y 
and th e Roma n Empir e i n th e Hekhalot  texts) , an d th e orig -
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inal si n o f Ada m an d Ev e i n Paradise , a s describe d i n th e 
eighth-century Midrashi c narrative , th e "Pirqey  de-Rabbi Eli-
ezer."37 Thi s i s th e earlies t an d cleares t descriptio n o f a n in -
dependent satani c forc e i n Hebre w befor e th e developmen t o f 
the kabbalah . I t i s also the sourc e o f the profound symbolis m 
of th e snake , whic h becam e centra l t o Zohari c an d late r kab -
balah. Th e Bahir  describe d th e evi l power s i n th e create d 
world a s th e fingers  o f th e lef t han d o f God, 38 servin g a s 
agents fo r ever y dee d o f evi l neede d b y th e divin e program . 

This characte r o f th e evi l power s i n th e mytholog y o f th e 
Bahir prove s tha t th e las t elemen t o f classica l gnosticis m t o 
be accepted b y Judaism i n an y wa y was th e dualisti c myt h o f 
good an d evil . Hekbalot  mysticism di d no t adop t it . Th e first 
appearance o f th e stark , gnosti c dualis m familia r fro m Mar -
cionite, Ophitic , an d Manichaea n source s canno t b e foun d i n 
the kabbala h unti l th e secon d hal f o f th e thirteent h century , 
and the n i t i s expresse d i n way s whic h ar e ver y difficult , i f 
not completel y impossible , t o explai n a s resultin g fro m ex -
ternal influences . I t seem s tha t Jewis h symbol s an d mystica l 
drives independentl y produce d a n extremel y clos e paralle l t o 
ancient gnosti c dualism. 39 

Another concep t i n th e boo k Bahir,  whic h Schole m pre -
sented an d discusse d i n al l it s perplexing aspects , i s the belie f 
in th e transmigratio n o f souls . Accordin g t o th e Bahir  (i n a 
section attribute d t o Rabb i Akiba) , th e soul s o f ever y ne w 
generation ar e those of the older , departin g one. 40 This belie f 
is state d withou t an y qualificatio n o r hesitation , a s a  well -
known, traditionall y accepte d truth . I t is , however , th e first 
positive expression o f such a  belief in Jewish literature. 41 Pre -
vious Jewis h writer s (mos t prominentl y Ra v Saadi a Gaon ) 
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categorically an d unhesitatingl y rejecte d tha t belie f whe n the y 
referred it , whic h the y did very seldom. I t is , therefore , mos t 
peculiar t o find a  Hebre w wor k acceptin g an d praisin g a n 
idea so vehemently denie d b y al l previou s Jewish sources . 

The belie f i n transmigratio n raise d a  basi c questio n con -
cerning th e circle s o f mystic s whic h produce d an d transmit -
ted th e Bahir.  Wer e the y a  par t o f an y Jewish center ? Di d 
they belon g t o th e mainstrea m o f Jewish culture ? O r wer e 
they perhap s scattere d an d lonel y half-educate d people , o n 
the remot e fringe s o f Jewish culture , wh o did no t kno w any-
thing abou t th e centra l development s i n th e great academie s 
where Jewish cultur e wa s created an d develope d throug h th e 
ages? 

Scholem discusse d thes e question s repeatedl y becaus e h e 
felt the y wer e crucia l t o understandin g th e rol e o f Jewis h 
mysticism, a s wel l a s o f it s sources , withi n th e historicall y 
unfolding fabri c o f Jewish culture. 42 H e conclude d tha t eve n 
though it s positio n concernin g th e transmigratio n o f soul s 
was peculiar, i t was not enough t o outweigh th e considerable 
evidence whic h le d towar d th e opposit e conclusion . Th e au-
thors o f th e Bahir  and it s source s coul d b e neithe r ignoran t 
nor marginal, becaus e they were aware of current Jewish ideas 
and attitudes (like bar Hijja's interpretatio n o f the first chap-
ter o f Genesis) , a s wel l a s bein g erudit e an d verse d i n al l 
aspects o f classica l Jewish culture . Th e Bahir  contains man y 
traditional Jewis h literar y genres . The y rang e fro m ancien t 
interpretations o f th e form s o f th e Hebre w letter s ("Otiot  de-
Rabbi Akiba," th e Midrashi c compilatio n o f th e Gaoni c pe -
riod presente d a s a n exegesi s o f th e form s o f th e Hebre w 
alphabet),43 t o commentaries o n th e Hebre w vocalizatio n sign s 
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and many other such elements , t o commentaries o n the com-
mandments and the reason s for them (ta'amey ha-mizvot).  The 
utilization, i n a creative manner , o f so much ancient materia l 
(like th e relativel y unknow n Midrashi m Tadsheh  an d Konen), 
and th e appearanc e o f medieva l form s o f term s whic h wer e 
used b y Jewish philosoph y al l serv e a s conclusiv e proo f tha t 
the Bahir  i s th e produc t o f a  centra l grou p withi n Jewis h 
culture. Eve n th e mos t obscur e an d seemingl y strang e idea s 
in i t shoul d b e regarde d a s constituen t part s o f Jewish reli -
gion o f the Middl e Ages . 

Gershom Scholem' s analysi s o f th e Bahi r changed  to a  very 
large exten t th e previousl y hel d idea s concernin g th e charac -
ter o f Jewis h religiou s though t an d religiou s cultur e bot h 
before th e Bahir  and after it . Scholem' s proof s tha t th e Bahir 
is evidenc e fo r th e existenc e o f unknow n an d unsuspecte d 
undercurrents withi n Jewis h culture , whic h preserve d an d 
transferred ancien t gnosti c mytholog y probabl y fo r genera -
tions unti l the y surface d i n th e medieva l kabbalah , chang e 
our conceptio n o f th e Gaoni c period . Th e halakhah  was no t 
the onl y aspec t o f Jewish cultur e a t tha t time , an d th e ma -
terial preserve d i n th e work s an d response s o f th e gaoni m 
should no t b e treate d a s th e complet e expressio n o f al l tha t 
Jews though t an d fel t a t tha t time . Ther e were many aspect s 
to earl y medieva l Judaism . Th e mysticis m o f th e Hekhalot 
and Merkabah  literature continue d t o develop , an d mos t 
probably th e scholar s dealin g wit h tha t wer e open t o accept , 
preserve, an d transmi t othe r myths , symbols , an d ideas . Ther e 
was a  mystica l an d mythica l dimensio n o f Judais m i n th e 
Gaonic an d earl y medieva l cultur e o f th e Jews i n Europe , a 
more profound , rich , an d radica l aspec t tha n anyon e sus -
pected before . 
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NOTES 

1. Gersho m Scholem , Das  Buck  Bahir (Leipzig: W . Drugulin , 1923) . 
The boo k wa s printed , withou t th e notes , i n Berlin , 1923 . A  reprin t o f 
the 192 3 Leipzi g editio n wa s publishe d i n 193 3 (Berlin : Schocken ) an d 
again i n 197 0 (Darmstadt : Wissenschaftlich e Buchgesellschaft) . 

2. G . Scholem , "Hathalo t ha-Qabbalah, " Keneset,  1 0 (1947) , pp . 7 9 -
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3. G . Schole m Reshit  ha-Qabbalah  (Jerusale m an d Tel Aviv : Schocken , 
1948). 
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which h e considere d t o hav e bee n writte n b y member s o f thi s circle . Se e 
G. Scholem , Reshit  ha-Qabbalah, pp. 255-62 . 

5. G . Scholem , Reshit  ha-Qabbalah, pp. 195-238 . 
6. G . Scholem , Ursprung  und Anfdnge  der  Kabbala  (Berlin : W . d e 

Gruyter, 1962) . [Hereafte r cite d a s Ursprung.]  The wor k wa s als o pub -
lished i n French : Les Origines de  la Kabbale,  translated b y Jean Loewenso n 
(Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1966) . 

7. Se e above, ch . 1 , p . 2 2 an d n . 2 8 there . 
8. Se e M. Steinschneider , Die  Hebraeischen Handschriften der  K. Hof-  und 

Staatsbibliothek in  Muenchen (Muenchen , 1875) , n o - 20 9» P - 69 . 
9. Th e date , whic h i s clearl y mentione d i n th e colopho n o f th e man -

uscript, i s 1298 . 
10. Concernin g Pic o and th e beginnin g o f the Christian kabbalah , se e 

G. Scholem , Kabbalah  (Jerusalem: Keter , 1974) , pp . 197-99 . 
11. A . Jelline k publishe d thi s treatise , wit h a n introduction , i n hi s 

book o n earl y kabbalisti c texts , Answahl  Kabbalistischer  Mystic  (Leipzig , 
1853)* PP - 1-8 . 

12. Se e G . Scholem , Ursprung,  p . 8 ; Encyclopedia  Judaica (Berlin, 1929) , 
3: col . 801-03 . 

13. Se e above, ch . 2 , p . 53-54 . 
14. O n th e relatio n betwee n ba r Hijj a an d th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim , 

see above , ch . 4 , p . 10 4 an d n . 3 0 there . 
15. Se e Judah b . Barzilai , Perush  Sefer Yezirah,  edited b y S. J. Halber -

stam (Berlin , 1885) . 
16. Thi s boo k include s fou r sermons , probabl y delivere d o n Ros h Ha -

shanah an d Yo m Kippur . Th e first  of thes e begin s wit h a  detailed expo -
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sition o f creation . Th e boo k wa s printe d wit h a n introductio n b y 
S. Rappaport , edite d and revised by A. Freimann , i n i86 0 (Leipzig: Druck 
von C . W . Vollrath) . A  ne w editio n wit h introductio n an d commentar y 
by J. Wigoder , wa s publishe d i n 197 2 (Jerusalem : Mosa d Bialik) . Cf . 
J. Dan , Hebrew  Ethical and Homiletical  Literature [Hebrew] (Jerusalem , 
I975)> PP - 68-82 . Ba r Hijja , thoug h a  philosophe r an d no t a  mystic , 
devoted a  major cosmologica l wor k t o a n astrologica l computatio n o f th e 
time i n whic h th e messia h i s due t o b e revealed . 

17. Se e R . Margaliot , ed. , Sefer  Babir  (Jerusalem: Mosa d ha-Ra v Kook , 
1978), sec . 2  an d 13 5 [G . Scholem , Das  Bucb  Bahir, par . 2  an d 93]. 

18. Th e homiletica l interpretatio n i s base d o n dividin g th e wor d "bohu" 
into two : "bo"  and "hu,"  i.e . "I t i s withi n it. " Thi s wa s regarde d a s a 
description o f form withi n whic h al l existenc e wa s t o b e found . 

19. Se e G. Scholem , Resbit  ha-Qabbalah ve-Sefer  ha-Babir, edite d b y R . 
Schatz (Jerusalem , 1962) , p . 58 ; G. Scholem , Ursprung,  pp. 40—42 . 

20. See , e.g. , R . Margaliot , ed. , Sefer  Babir, sec . 9 5 [G . Scholem, 
Das Bucb Babir, par . 64] , i n whic h a  section fro m Sefer  Yezirah  is quote d 
but relate d t o th e Babir 's own gnosti c concep t o f th e divin e tree . 

21. A  lis t o f celestia l powers , followin g Hekhalo t mysticism , i s in -
cluded i n R . Margaliot , ed. , Sefer  Babir,  sec . 11 2 [G . Scholem , Das  Bucb 
Babir, par . 81} . 

22. A  strikin g exampl e i s th e fac t tha t th e Babir  copied a  legend con -
cerning Samael , Adam , Eve , an d th e serpen t fro m chapte r thirtee n o f the 
midrashic compilatio n Pirqei  de-Rabbi *Eliezer i n th e concludin g section , 
no. 200 , thoug h th e edito r introduce d man y change s i n th e versio n in -
cluded i n th e Bahir. 

23. Base d o n Deuteronom y 33:23 . 
24. Concernin g th e natur e o f th e sefirot  i n Sefer Yezirah,  se e above , ch . 

2, pp . 64-66 . 
25. Th e mos t importan t quot e fro m Raza  Rabba,  whic h denote s th e 

existence o f the concept of  sefirot, wa s printed b y Scholem i n G . Scholem , 
Resbit ha-Qabbalah, pp. 234-45 . 

26. On e o f th e importan t consideration s concernin g th e dat e o f th e 
emergence o f th e ide a o f th e pleroma  i n source s o f th e Sefer  Bahir  i s th e 
question whethe r som e Ashkenaz i Hasidi c text s containe d element s o f 
such symbolism . Se e above , ch . 4 , pp . 116-18 . 

27. Schole m supporte d this  conclusio n throug h a n analysi s o f severa l 
sources, som e o f the m foun d i n th e commentar y o n th e Bibl e b y 
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R. Ephrai m be n Shimshon , a n Ashkenaz i autho r whos e wor k i s foun d i n 
its entiret y onl y i n manuscrip t (Munic h 15 , fo r example ; ther e ar e tw o 
printed edition s whic h contai n onl y par t o f th e commentary) . Se e 
G. Schole m Reshit  ha-Qabbalah, pp. 39-40 ; G . Scholem , Ursprung,  pp. 
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uncovered an y conclusive proo f concerning a  possible influenc e o f the Ca-
thars o n th e kabbalah , eithe r i n th e Bahir  o r amongs t th e circl e o f Pro -
vencal kabbalists . 

29. Th e section s o f th e Bahir  whic h discus s th e te n emanations , her e 
called ma  amarot (logoi), begi n a t sec . 14 1 {G . Scholem , par . 96] . Th e 
ten divin e power s ar e discusse d i n order , bu t ther e ar e man y interpola -
tions whic h disrup t th e systemati c exposition . 

30. Fo r a  discussio n o f th e histor y o f th e concep t o f shekhinah,  see 
G. Scholem , "Zu r Entwicklungsgeschichte der kabbalistischen Konzeptio n 
der Schechina, " Eranos  Jahrbuch, 21 (1952) , pp . 45-10 7 [Hebre w trans -
lation i n J. Be n Shlomo , ed. , Pirqei  Yesod  be-havanat ha-Qabbalah u-sema-
leha (Jerusalem: Mosa d Bialik , 1976) , pp . 259-307 . 

31. Concernin g th e concept o f the shekhinah in talmudic and midrashic 
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32. Som e literar y studie s hav e bee n mad e o n talmudi c an d midrashi c 
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in th e Bahir. 
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pp. 43-58 . 

34. Se e G. Scholem , "Gu t un d Bos e i n der Kabbala," Eranos Jahrbuch, 
30 (1961) , pp . 29—6 7 [Hebre w translatio n i n J. Be n Shlomo, ed. , Pirqei 
Yesod be-havanat ha-Qabbalah u-semaleha,  pp . 187-212] . 
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36. R . Margaliot , ed. , Sefer  Bahir,  sec . 19 9 [G . Scholem , Das  Buch 
Bahir, par . 140] . 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE EARLY KABBALA H 

i 

THE HISTORIAN S O F Jewish though t wh o precede d 
Gershom Schole m wer e perplexe d b y finding a  wa y t o 

reconcile th e appearanc e o f th e first  school s o f th e kabbala h 
in th e lat e twelft h centur y wit h th e fac t tha t th e period wa s 
the on e i n whic h Jewis h philosophy , an d especiall y Jewis h 
rationalistic philosophy , reache d it s peak ? Ho w ca n a  histo-
rian accep t th e historica l fac t tha t th e first  Jewis h scholar s 
who dealt i n kabbalistic , mythologica l symbolism , wer e con-
temporaries o f Maimonides , th e greates t Jewis h philosophe r 
of al l time , an d wrot e th e first  kabbalisti c treatise s a t th e 
same tim e tha t Mose s be n Maimo n wa s writing hi s Guide  to 
the Perplexed?  Ho w coul d tw o such extremes exist i n the same 
cultural an d historical circumstances ? 

Heinrich Graet z wa s especiall y concerned , fo r h e viewe d 
the kabbala h a s inherentl y un-Jewis h an d polytheistic , th e 
opposite o f everything h e regarded as meaningful an d impor-
tant i n Jewish culture . Th e kabbala h represente d everythin g 
that Judaism shoul d no t be , whil e Maimonidea n philosoph y 
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was th e culminatio n o f th e pur e Jewis h rationalisti c mon -
otheism, whe n th e spiri t o f Judaism achieve d a t las t it s ut -
most purity . Naturall y enough , Graet z an d othe r Jewis h ra -
tionalists i n th e nineteent h centur y ha d t o explai n th e 
appearance o f th e kabbalah ; the y claime d i t wa s th e reemer -
gence o f ancien t paganis m an d a  reactionar y respons e t o th e 
great achievement s o f Jewish philosophy. 1 Unde r thes e cir -
cumstances, a  serious , historicall y impartia l investigatio n o f 
the backgroun d an d historica l circumstance s o f th e earl y cir -
cles o f kabbalist s i n Europ e wa s impossible . 

Others, suc h a s David Neumar k i n thi s century, 2 believe d 
that a n elemen t o f irrationalism , mysticism , an d mytholog y 
had alway s bee n presen t withi n Judaism, an d tha t i t emerge d 
in th e twelft h an d thirteent h centurie s i n respons e t o th e 
atmosphere create d b y Jewish rationalism . Bu t bot h h e an d 
Graetz coul d no t vie w th e kabbala h a s a n entit y b y itself . 
They believe d tha t th e appearanc e o f th e kabbala h coul d no t 
be bu t a  respons e t o th e greater , mor e important , an d reli -
giously perfec t phenomeno n o f rationalisti c philosophy . 

Gershom Schole m di d no t rejec t th e wor k o f earlier histo -
rians completely , eve n thoug h h e rejecte d thei r attitud e towar d 
the kabbala h withou t reservation . H e believe d tha t ther e wa s 
in th e earl y kabbala h a n elemen t o f respons e an d reactio n t o 
Jewish philosophy ; ther e wa s i n th e kabbala h a n elemen t o f 
reemergence o f ancien t mythologica l symbolis m whic h use d 
and transforme d philosophica l terminolog y int o mystica l 
symbols, a s Neumark ha d explained . 

Scholem found , i n th e variou s manuscript s tha t preserve d 
the ancien t tradition s o f th e earl y kabbalists , tha t a  mystica l 
tradition developed  i n th e twelft h centur y i n th e great center s 
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of Jewish scholarshi p i n souther n France , i n Languedoc . A 
story tha t th e prophet Elija h ha d appeared and revealed great 
secrets t o th e head s o f th e academie s wa s repeate d s o ofte n 
that i t coul d no t b e considere d a  legen d an d nothing  else . 
The kabbalist s preserve d som e kabbalisti c idea s an d quota -
tions o f thes e earl y mystics , quote s tha t philologica l analysi s 
proved coul d hav e bee n uttere d b y th e earl y rabbi s o f Pro -
vence. Th e importan t poin t wa s that thes e tradition s di d no t 
speak abou t a  messenger fro m afa r (like th e tal e o f Aaron o f 
Baghdad foun d i n Ital y an d Germany), 3 no r abou t th e reve -
lation o f an ancient boo k (lik e th e Bahir),  but abou t th e rev-
elation o f the Hol y Spiri t an d th e prophet Elijah ; tha t is , n o 
foreign elemen t seem s t o hav e bee n involved . Th e ne w idea s 
originated withi n thes e academies , b y th e rabbi s wh o deal t 
mainly i n halacha h i n th e mos t traditiona l manner , an d wh o 
served a s leaders t o th e communitie s aroun d them . 

The first  clea r kabbalisti c tradition s reac h u s fro m Rabb i 
Abraham be n David, know n b y the acronym th e Ravad , wh o 
was th e greates t Talmudi c authorit y i n hi s time , th e secon d 
half o f th e twelft h century , i n souther n France. 4 Th e quota -
tions tha t later kabbalists preserved from the Ravad deal with 
problems lik e th e creation, th e intention s i n prayers, an d other 
subjects, usin g kabbalisti c symbolis m i n an elementary form , 
probably no t ye t systematized . Th e Rava d i s especiall y know n 
for hi s critiqu e o f Maimonides * cod e o f law , th e Mishneh 
Torah, and his opposing remark s are traditionally printe d be -
side th e Maimonidea n text . Mos t o f thes e remark s dea l wit h 
purely halachic matters, bu t a  few of them express ideologica l 
differences. Th e mos t importan t amon g the m i s th e on e op-
posing Maimonides ' declaration tha t belie f in a  God wh o has 
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anthropomorphic characteristic s i s heresy. 5 Th e Rava d wrot e 
in respons e t o Maimonides : "som e great people , greate r tha n 
you, believe d i n thi s fashion." 6 (H e wa s carefu l no t t o in -
clude himsel f amon g them. ) Thi s statemen t i s no t motivate d 
necessarily b y kabbalisti c mythology ; i t coul d b e jus t a n ac-
ceptance o f the fac t tha t litera l understandin g o f biblical an d 
Talmudic anthropomorphis m wa s widespread . 

The earlies t wor k o f kabbala h whos e autho r i s know n t o 
us i s th e commentar y o n Sefer  Yezirah by Rabb i Isaa c Sag i 
Nahor ("th e Blind") , wh o wa s th e so n o f the Rava d and was 
accepted a s th e leade r o f th e earl y kabbalists . H e wa s als o 
called "th e Pious. " His commentar y o n Sefer Yezirah  is a ma-
ture, complicated , an d profoun d wor k o f kabbalah , whic h 
includes mos t o f th e basi c kabbalisti c symbolis m concernin g 
the process o f creation. Accordin g t o Rabb i Isaa c and al l othe r 
kabbalists, creatio n i s first  an d foremos t th e proces s o f th e 
emanation o f th e te n divin e power s o r attributes , th e te n 
sefirot.1 The name s an d symbol s whic h describ e th e sefirot  i n 
this wor k ar e those whic h becam e mos t curren t i n late r kab-
balah—unlike thos e o f th e boo k Bahir,  whic h are , t o som e 
extent, uniqu e t o tha t earl y work . 

Rabbi Isaa c becam e th e leade r an d th e teache r o f the nex t 
generation o f kabbalist s i n Provenc e and , especially , i n th e 
small tow n o f Geron a i n Catalonia , no t fa r fro m Barcelona . 
It seem s tha t th e kabbalist s i n norther n Spain , whic h wa s a 
Christian country , sa w themselve s a s th e disciple s o f Rabb i 
Isaac, corresponde d wit h him , listene d t o his advice, an d fol -
lowed hi s directions . Part s o f thi s correspondenc e wer e dis -
covered an d publishe d b y Scholem , wh o analyze d the m i n 
great detail,  fo r thi s i s on e o f th e ver y fe w source s fo r th e 
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history of the first stage of the development o f the kabbalah. 8 

In Provenc e first,  an d the n Gerona , th e mos t importan t 
ideas of the kabbalah were formulated, it s systems of symbols 
received shape , an d it s struggl e t o serv e th e religiou s need s 
of th e Jewish peopl e i n th e Middl e Age s began . Fro m thes e 
two center s cam e th e message s tha t th e kabbala h ha d for the 
Jewish intellectual s o f that time , an d for the whole people i n 
centuries t o come. 

II 

The earl y kabbalist s i n Provenc e an d i n norther n Spai n 
developed thei r mystical tradition s i n an environment i n which 
Jewish philosoph y reigne d supreme . Th e intellectua l lan -
guage o f Aristotelia n philosph y an d it s terminolog y wer e 
commonly used , an d Platoni c an d neo-Platoni c idea s wer e 
current amon g Jewis h thinkers . Whil e th e compiler s o f th e 
book Bahir  seem t o have bee n almost completel y fre e of such 
influences, th e mystic s i n th e kabbalisti c school s o f Europ e 
could no t avoid , an d probabl y di d no t wish , t o cu t them -
selves away from thei r intellectua l environment . 

Since th e first years of th e thirteent h centur y th e work s o f 
Maimonides aroused controversy within th e Jewish world, es -
pecially i n Provence. 9 Criticis m first  aros e ove r th e attitud e 
of Maimonides towar d messiani c redemptio n and , especially , 
the belief in the resurrection.m The controversy spread quickly, 
especially afte r th e Hebre w translation s o f th e Guide  to  the 
Perplexed becam e known , an d th e whol e scop e o f Maimoni -
dean philosoph y an d it s implication s concernin g Jewis h be -
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liefs wa s mad e apparent . Betwee n 123 2 an d 123 5 a  grea t 
controversy, whic h engulfed Jewish scholar s From Spain, France , 
and Germany , raged. n I t becam e on e oFth e mos t importan t 
historical event s i n th e histor y o f Jewish though t i n th e Micf-
dle Ages . 

In tha t controvers y som e o f the mos t prominen t kabbalist s 
of th e perio d too k part . On e o f them , Rabb i Mose s be n 
Nachman, know n a s Nachmanides , th e grea t commentato r 
on th e Torah , wa s th e leade r o f norther n Spanis h Jewr y a t 
that time , an d th e leade r o f the Geron a circl e o f kabbalists. 12 

There i s n o doub t abou t hi s centra l plac e i n th e developmen t 
of th e kabbalah ; hi s authorit y wa s s o grea t tha t severa l kab -
balistic work s writte n b y othe r mystic s wer e attribute d t o 
him.13 Nachmanide s ha d a  mos t activ e rol e i n th e contro -
versy. A t it s beginnin g h e attempte d t o pacif y th e variou s 
factions an d t o minimiz e th e differences . Soon , however , h e 
came unde r attac k b y th e rationalists , an d ha d t o joi n th e 
opponents o f Maimonides. 14 

Scholem emphasize d tha t th e rol e o f th e kabbala h a s such , 
and no t onl y tha t o f individual kabbalist s wh o had othe r role s 
as well , i n th e controvers y ove r th e rationalisti c philosoph y 
of Maimonide s shoul d b e thoroughl y investigated . H e fel t 
strongly tha t th e earl y kabbalist s sa w themselve s a s t o som e 
extent responsibl e fo r preventin g Jewis h rationalis m fro m 
reaching th e uppermos t positio n intellectuall y an d achievin g 
a dominan t plac e i n Jewish culture. 13 

While th e involvemen t o f the kabbalist s i n th e controvers y 
over Jewish rationalisti c philosoph y help s u s understan d th e 
social an d historica l attitud e o f thes e mystics , thei r attitud e 
toward philosoph y a s such, an d thei r us e of philosophical idea s 
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and terminology i n the formulation o f their mystical symbol -
ism, ha s a bearing o n th e very content o f their teachings . 

A kabbalis t wh o wrot e towar d th e en d o f tha t century t 

Rabbi Mose s o f Burgos , sai d concernin g th e relationshi p be -
tween Jewish philosophy an d kabbalah: "our feet stand where 
their head s are, " meanin g tha t th e mystic s begi n wher e th e 
philosophers en d thei r deliberations. 16 Thi s dictu m suggest s 
that ther e i s nothing wron g wit h philosophy itself ; the prob-
lem i s tha t th e philosopher s d o no t g o fa r enough , o r tha t 
they sto p to o soon . Kabbalist s lik e Rabb i Mose s o f Burgo s 
saw themselve s a s buildin g a  theolog y i n nonphilosophica l 
ways bu t fo r whic h philosoph y migh t serv e a s a  star t o r a 
basis. 

It seems that while Rabbi Moses ' dictum i s a relatively late 
one, th e attitude i t reveals was familiar t o the early kabbalists 
in Provenc e and Spain. Section s i n th e works of early kabbal-
ists lik e Rabb i Azrie l o f Gerona could b e rea d as philosophi-
cal treatises , especiall y a s fa r a s terminolog y wa s concerned . 
The very distinctive languag e o f the Tibbonite translation s o f 
the majo r work s o f Jewish philosoph y ha d enormou s impac t 
on kabbalisti c literature , an d th e symbolis m o f th e transla -
tions i s ofte n formulate d i n th e sam e manne r a s th e kabbal -
istic works . 

It i s no t onl y kabbalisti c languag e an d terminolog y whic h 
reveals th e impac t o f Jewish philosophy . Th e mystica l sym -
bols themselves reflec t thi s impact , thoug h i t i s important t o 
note th e difference s a s wel l a s the similarities . I n contrast t o 
the boo k Bahir,  th e work s o f th e kabbalist s o f Geron a ma y 
seem lik e a  rejectio n of , o r withdrawa l from , th e myth -
ological an d gnostic formulation s o f the boo k Bahir,  an d th e 
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construction o f a  "philosophical " mysticism. 17 Schole m showe d 
in grea t detai l i n hi s stud y o f th e work s o f Rabb i Isaa c th e 
Blind, an d particularl y o f the works of the Gerona circle , tha t 
the kabbalist s indee d philosophize d som e o f th e idea s an d 
symbols tha t the y receive d i n thei r mystica l tradition , bu t 
they also introduced dee p mystical layer s into th e rationalisti c 
terminology use d b y them . 

The mos t importan t field  i n whic h th e mysticis m an d th e 
philosophy o f thi s perio d collide d whil e usin g simila r termi -
nology wa s tha t o f th e characte r o f th e sefirot,  th e te n divin e 
attributes i n th e kabbalisti c system , an d thei r hidden , sub -
lime sourc e i n th e Godhead , calle d b y the m en  sof, "n o end. " 
The concep t o f en  sof  wa s regarde d b y th e kabbalist s a s a 
divine real m beyon d al l description , whic h coul d no t eve n b e 
given a  symbo l base d o n an y scriptura l term , fo r i t wa s no t 
directly mentione d i n th e Bible . Th e appellatio n "n o end " 
was regarde d a s a n accidenta l term , whic h ha d n o specifi c 
significance; i t coul d a s well hav e been calle d "n o beginning " 
or "n o color " o r b y an y othe r negative . I t wa s no t a  symbo l 
nor a  descriptio n o f a  characteristic ; jus t a  convenien t wor d 
to refe r t o somethin g whic h wa s fa r beyon d an y referenc e i n 
human language. 18 

Thislen sof  is th e suprem e Godhead , th e sourc e o f al l exis -
tence, th e beginnin g o f th e divin e realm , th e eterna l divin e 
power whic h wa s no t change d b y th e creatio n an d wil l neve r 
change; th e sourc e of the divin e influenc e ove r the world , bu t 
which ha s no connection wit h th e world an d i s not influence d 
by i t i n an y way . A  mysti c ma y striv e t o uplif t hi s sou l t o 
the divin e hierarch y fro m on e stag e t o another , bu t h e ca n 
never form an y mystica l contac t wit h th e en sof, whic h canno t 
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be touche d b y anythin g ou t o f Himself . H e i s no t counte d 
among th e divine powers , an d n o mythologica l terminology , 
as found i n the Babir,  ca n ever apply t o Him; indeed, i t does 
not see m tha t th e concep t o f en sof  was known t o th e compi -
lers of the boo k Bahir. 

The pictur e o f th e Godhea d conveye d b y en  sof  is reminis -
cent, t o a  very larg e extent , o f th e philosophica l descriptio n 
of th e Aristotelia n prima l cause , th e "unmove d mover, " th e 
"thought whic h onl y think s itself, " an d al l th e othe r term s 
used t o describ e th e sourc e o f everythin g an d th e suprem e 
divinity i n medieval Aristotelia n thought . Ther e can be little 
doubt tha t th e kabbalist s i n Europ e use d th e philosophica l 
concept i n orde r t o describ e an d characteriz e thei r suprem e 
divine power . 

To a  lesse r extent , th e sam e coul d b e sai d abou t th e te n 
sefirot whic h emanat e fro m th e en  sof  according t o thes e mys -
tics. Th e concep t "emanation " itsel f is  a n ide a receive d b y 
the mystic s fro m philosophy , especiall y fro m neo-Platoni c 
philosophy, whic h ha d a  mos t profoun d impac t o n Jewis h 
mysticism, a s it ha d on Christian mysticis m o f late antiquit y 
and th e Middl e Ages . Th e vision o f the Godhead a s an enor-
mous source of light, spreadin g around Him diminishin g cir -
cles o f light eac h outsid e th e other , i s as central t o th e mys -
tics as it  wa s to th e neo-Platoni c philosophers . 

The Jewish mystic s i n Provenc e an d Geron a accepted thi s 
basic neo-Platoni c picture , bu t introduce d int o i t othe r ele -
ments, especiall y th e elemen t o f dynamism . Whil e th e phi -
losophers usuall y describe d a  permanent , fixe d structur e o f 
the descending step s from th e hidden Godhead t o the earthly 
realm, th e mystic s sa w movemen t an d chang e i n th e sam e 
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descent. Th e variou s emanate d power s i n th e mystica l struc -
ture could underg o processes of rising o r falling, o f diminish-
ing an d enlargement . The y forme d intens e relationship s be -
tween the m o f a  mythologica l nature , an d thereb y a  muc h 
more profound an d variegated symbolis m wa s created. 

The structur e o f th e te n sefirot  themselve s i s als o reminis -
cent o f a  philosophical system—th e divin e attributes . Som e 
of th e sefirot  ar e called b y th e kabbalist s b y name s whic h in -
clude ethica l connotations , lik e Justice, Mercy , an d Compas-
sion, a s we also find in the terminology o f some philosophers , 
who define d th e ethica l maxim s no t a s characteristic s o f th e 
Godhead itsel f bu t a s attributes o f divine actio n i n th e lowe r 
realms.19 Ther e i s a  close connectio n betwee n thes e tw o sys -
tems, an d there can hardly be any doubt tha t th e formulatio n 
of th e syste m o f th e te n sefirot  an d thei r relationshi p t o thei r 
source, th e en  sof in th e proces s o f emanatio n al l carr y th e 
signs of the great impact of Jewish philosophical formulation s 
on th e work s o f the earl y kabbalists . 

It should b e remembered, however , tha t while th e way the 
sefirot are described b y the kabbalists in Europe was influence d 
by philosophica l terminology , th e syste m o f th e sefirot  i s no t 
dependent o n tha t terminology . Th e sefirot  a s a  syste m o f 
symbols precede d thi s influence , a s witnesse d b y thei r de -
scription i n th e boo k Bahir. 

It woul d b e a  mistake then , a s Scholem ofte n stressed , t o 
imagine tha t becaus e th e earl y kabbala h assume d a  philo -
sophical garb , an d becaus e som e o f it s symbol s reveale d th e 
impact o f Jewish philosophy , th e kabbala h wa s onl y a  reac-
tion to Jewish philosophy, an d not an opposing alternative t o 
it. Th e kabbala h probabl y existe d i n som e wa y befor e th e 
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mystics cam e int o contac t wit h th e terminolog y o f th e phi -
losophers. Althoug h i n Provenc e an d Spai n i n th e firs t hal f 
of th e thirteent h centur y i t assume d som e characteristic s o f 
the cultur e o f tha t tim e an d place , i t wa s no t dependen t o n 
them. I n th e comin g generation s th e kabbala h woul d rever t 
to mythological symbolism , whic h wa s very far from th e sys-
tems adopte d fo r i t b y th e Gerona kabbalists . 

Ill 

According t o Scholem , a  "symbol*' i n th e contex t o f th e 
kabbalah i s a  term o r a  description tha t nothin g furthe r ca n 
be sai d abou t i n huma n language . I t i s th e maximu m lin -
guistic approximatio n t o somethin g whic h i s actuall y an d 
permanently beyon d ful l expressio n by language. Symbol s are 
terms used not to express what we know, bu t to indicate that 
we kno w littl e abou t th e substanc e behin d th e symbol. 20 

The ter m "emanation " i s a  good exampl e o f th e natur e o f 
the kabbalisti c symbol . I n Hebre w i t i s calle d azilut,  an d i t 
is a  medieva l Hebre w ter m whic h evolved , mos t probably , 
under th e impac t o f Jewish philosophy ; Schole m foun d it s 
first appearance i n Hebre w i n a  poe m b y Rabb i Juda h ha -
Levi.21 Late r i t wa s extensivel y use d b y th e Tibbonite s i n 
their translation s o f th e masterpiece s o f Jewis h philosoph y 
into Hebrew , translation s whic h wer e mad e fo r th e sak e o f 
the Jewish scholar s i n Provenc e wh o wer e no t familia r wit h 
the Arabic original s an d who wanted t o take part i n th e ne w 
rationalistic movement . Th e mystic s use d th e ter m i n th e 
earliest treatise s o f Europea n Jewish mysticism—i t i s foun d 
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even i n th e work s o f Ashkenaz i mystics. 22 A  biblica l conno -
tation wa s couple d wit h i t t o justif y it s us e i n Hebre w con -
texts.23 I t i s probabl e tha t som e mystic s wer e unawar e tha t 
it wa s a  medieva l term , introduce d int o Hebre w t o translat e 
a non-Hebre w concept . B y th e tim e th e kabbalist s o f Geron a 
used it , i t wa s a  commonplac e ter m i n bot h mysticis m an d 
philosophy i n Hebrew . 

But th e proble m is : Doe s th e ter m mea n th e sam e thin g 
when use d i n a  philosophica l wor k an d a  mystica l one ? Or , 
in othe r words , wha t i s th e differenc e betwee n a  kabbalisti c 
symbol an d a  philosophical term ? Accordin g t o Scholem , th e 
difference lie s i n th e fac t tha t th e philosophe r use s th e ter m 
to mea n exactl y wha t i t says ; h e strive s fo r accurac y an d un -
ambiguity, tryin g t o formulat e hi s syste m a s clearl y a s pos -
sible, becaus e hi s philosophica l trainin g require s tha t h e prov e 
logically al l hi s conclusions , whic h canno t b e don e unles s 
complete accurac y i s achieved. Fo r the philosopher , th e term s 
he use s ar e vehicle s fo r exac t communicatio n betwee n hi m 
and th e reader . 

The mysti c canno t us e th e ter m i n th e sam e way , becaus e 
he deal s wit h content s whic h ar e beyon d logic , beyon d lan -
guage, beyon d huma n experience ; h e deal s wit h mysticism , 
a positiv e ter m whic h reall y convey s th e unknow n an d th e 
unknowable. Accurac y an d clarit y ar e ou t o f th e question ; 
complete communicatio n i s absolutel y impossible . I f i t wer e 
possible, th e content s woul d no t b e "mystical " an y mor e an d 
could no t conve y truth s whic h ar e fa r beyon d huma n logic , 
which i s th e philosopher' s vehicle . Th e mysti c canno t com -
municate th e trut h whic h i s i n hi s hear t an d hi s vision . Bu t 
he does writ e books , eve n quit e length y ones . H e doe s tr y t o 
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form som e kin d o f communicatio n wit h hi s fello w mystics , 
if not wit h hi s fellow men . H e doe s tha t vi a symbolism . 

The mysti c use s th e ter m "emanation " a s a  symbol , de -
claring, "Th e subjec t I  a m describin g i s beyon d language , 
beyond huma n understandin g an d expression ; ye t th e closes t 
human wor d t o th e completel y mysteriou s trut h describin g 
the relationship between tw o other such symbols—this sefirah 
and tha t sefirah —is th e wor d 'emanation. ' "  No bigge r mis -
take ca n D e mad e tha n t o understan d tha t th e relationshi p 
between th e two sefirot i s "really" one of emanation. I f it were 
so, nothin g woul d distinguis h betwee n th e mysti c an d th e 
philosopher. Ye t th e mysti c begin s wher e th e philosopher' s 
logic i s exhausted . 

The symbol s canno t conve y contents , tha t is , ideas , pic -
tures o r feelings i n a  complete form . The y ca n only giv e th e 
vaguest hin t a t th e trut h whic h i s beyon d them. 24 Bu t thes e 
truths—the mystica l one s hinte d a t b y symbols—ar e s o great, 
so profound, an d represen t suc h a  high religiou s attainment , 
that even i n thi s vague and remot e form the y are much more 
worthwhile, religiousl y and spiritually, accordin g to the mystic, 
than th e accurate , clear , bu t mundan e an d earthboun d truths , 
of the philosopher . Whe n th e mystic , therefore , use s th e ter m 
azilut h e does not and cannot obe y th e philosophical chai n of 
reasoning, o f logica l examinatio n an d proof . H e jus t give s a 
hint, whic h canno t b e scrutinize d no r criticized . H e know s 
that thi s ter m i s th e closes t possibl e approximatio n foun d i n 
human languag e t o a  divine trut h which , i n an y othe r way , 
is completely beyon d huma n reach . 

This i s th e sourc e o f th e grea t freedo m tha t mysticis m al -
lows it s believers . The y ca n neve r b e take n t o account , thei r 
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ideas analyze d an d accepte d o r rejected . Th e mysti c ca n al -
ways claim , whe n criticized , tha t h e "neve r mean t i t thi s 
way," wit h pur e hear t an d clea r conscience , becaus e h e reall y 
never mean t th e symbo l t o b e take n literally , a s i f i t reall y 
represented divin e truth . Tha t trut h i s completel y beyon d 
communication, an d n o one ca n expec t th e mysti c t o writ e i t 
and conve y i t t o th e logica l huma n mind . Therefor e h e ca n 
say whateve r h e feels , bein g certai n tha t term s lik e "heresy " 
do no t appl y t o him , fo r h e ha s experience d divin e trut h an d 
tried t o conve y it , howeve r incompletely , b y usin g huma n 
words a s symbols . 

This i s also th e sourc e o f th e dee p gul f tha t separate s mys -
tics fro m nonmystic s i n a  religiou s community . Th e mysti c 
believes tha t Go d canno t expres s anythin g whic h i s untrue , 
and th e trut h canno t b e expresse d i n huma n language . Thu s 
the word s o f divine revelatio n incorporate d i n th e hol y writ , 
be i t th e Bible , th e Gospel s o r th e Koran , canno t b e under -
stood literall y becaus e the n the y woul d b e conveyin g onl y 
partial trut h o r eve n completel y fals e messages . Thei r divin e 
source prove s tha t the y ar e se t i n symboli c language , an d i n 
order t o b e understoo d the y hav e t o b e rea d a s such . Th e 
mystics coul d no t reconcil e themselve s t o th e nonmystic' s re -
liance o n th e litera l meaning , whil e th e nonmystic s coul d 
hardly understan d ho w th e mystic s discovere d suc h unimag -
inable interpretation s t o seemingl y simpl e biblica l verses . 

A case i n poin t i s th e kabbalisti c interpretation o f th e first 
chapter o f th e boo k o f Genesis , th e stor y o f th e creation . A s 
this chapte r presente d th e beginnin g o f everything, th e earl y 
kabbalists coul d no t rea d i t jus t a s th e stor y o f th e creatio n 
of heaven , earth , fauna , an d flora.  Th e first  even t i n cosmi c 
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history i s th e emanatio n o f th e te n sefirot  fro m th e hidde n 
Godhead, th e en  sof Thes e verse s shoul d b e read , therefore , 
as the descriptio n o f thi s proces s o f emanation, althoug h th e 
source of the emanated divine attributes cannot be mentioned 
even i n th e symboli c languag e o f th e Bible . Rabb i Isaa c th e 
Blind an d hi s followers , therefore , understoo d th e firs t vers e 
of th e Bibl e a s tellin g ho w th e sefirot  emerge d fro m th e en 
sof.25 "I n th e beginnin g Go d create d heave n an d earth " was 
read a s "Wit h th e divin e wisdo m {reshit,  'beginning / i s a 
reference t o thi s power , th e secon d sefirah),  the Godhead , 
[unmentioned i n th e vers e o r anywher e i n biblica l symbol -
ism], create d th e Divine Intelligenc e [binah,  the third sefirah, 
also called elohim,  'God' ] and th e divine magnificenc e [tiferet, 
the sixt h sefirah,  whic h i s th e centra l powe r i n th e structur e 
of th e divine world , an d often represent s th e othe r five around 
it, als o calle d 'heaven'] , an d th e divin e kingdo m [malchut, 
the shekhinah, th e tenth sefirah, als o called 'earth']. " Thus this 
first verse tell s o f th e emanatio n o f th e te n sefirot  i n a  very 
brief form , no t mentionin g th e hidde n emanator , th e en  sof. 
Of course , thi s wa y o f reading i s completel y foreig n an d un-
acceptable t o anyone who cannot adopt hi s mind and feeling s 
to the symbolical readin g of the holy scriptures . Fo r the mys-
tic, however , readin g th e stor y o f th e creatio n a s i f a  divine 
power toile d an d brough t fort h th e physica l worl d i s unac -
ceptable an d at leas t mundan e i f not completel y sacrilegious . 
For the mystics , th e holy scriptures ar e a divine dictionary o f 
symbols. I t i s no t th e mysti c wh o ha s t o searc h throug h th e 
whole huma n languag e t o find the appropriat e symbo l whic h 
will express , i n th e maxima l wa y possible , th e hidde n divin e 
truths; Go d himsel f di d i t whe n h e reveale d hi s secret s i n 
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human languag e t o Mose s o n Moun t Sinai , t o th e prophets , 
and t o th e writer s wh o wrote unde r th e influenc e o f the Hol y 
Spirit. 

Not th e scripture s alon e serv e th e mysti c a s a  treasur y o f 
symbols. Creatio n a s a  whole , whic h wa s mad e b y God , re -
flects inne r divin e truth s i n a  symboli c way . Mornin g an d 
evening, ligh t an d darkness , ar e nothin g bu t earthl y symbol s 
of hidde n divin e processes , whic h ca n b e understoo d b y th e 
mystic wh o i s aware o f thei r symboli c significance . Th e sam e 
is tru e abou t Man , hi s creatio n i n "God' s image " reall y mean s 
that hi s bod y an d sou l reflec t i n thei r structur e hidde n divin e 
truths i n a  symboli c manner . Th e stud y o f huma n psychol -
ogy, therefore , lik e th e stud y o f physic s o r cosmology , i s 
really th e stud y o f th e divin e symbolis m whic h wa s use d b y 
the Creato r whe n h e transforme d divin e structure s int o form s 
in th e physica l world . Huma n history , th e relationship s be -
tween nations , natura l upheaval s an d catastrophes , insofa r a s 
they ar e directe d b y God , ar e als o symboli c reflection s o f 
mystical truth . Thu s th e mysti c denie s the veracity o f all tha t 
is learne d b y th e sense s o r th e mind , al l tha t i s litera l an d 
apparent. H e believe s tha t al l apparen t phenomen a ar e sym -
bolical reflection s o f an unknown an d unknowabl e divine trut h t 

of whic h th e earthl y manifestation s ar e remot e symbols ^ 
understood onl y b y thos e wh o rejec t th e litera l an d th e logi -
cal. "Wher e thei r head s are , ther e ou r fee t stan d "  wher e th e 
literal an d physica l understandin g o f nature , man , history , 
and th e scripture s ends , ther e begin s th e symbolica l under -
standing o f th e underlyin g secret s o f th e divin e world . 

Scholem alway s emphasize d th e differenc e betwee n sym -
bolism an d allegory . Allegory , accordin g t o him , means  tw o 
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corresponding layer s of truth, on e revealed and the other hid-
den, bu t th e reveale d laye r ca n b e accuratel y use d t o revea l 
the hidde n one . Fo r instance , th e presentatio n abov e o f th e 
kabbalistic interpretatio n o f the first verse of Genesis was really 
allegorical: th e verse says "earth" but mean s t o say "the shek-
hinah," and al l on e ha s t o d o i s t o translat e fro m on e se t o f 
words t o another . Bu t fo r th e mystic , "shekhinah"  i s no t a 
word correspondin g t o "earth; " i t i s a  symbol whic h ca n b e 
understood b y th e huma n min d onl y a s a hint t o somethin g 
which i s fa r beyon d it . Whe n on e "translates " "earth " t o 
"shekhinah" on e doe s no t explai n o r clarify anything ; rather , 
one obscure s an d mystifie s th e verse , fo r nobod y knows , o r 
can ever kno w i n a  logical fashion , wha t th e shekhinah  reall y 
is. W e ca n kno w many , eve n hundreds , o f different symbol s 
which refe r t o variou s aspect s o f thi s divin e powe r an d it s 
characteristics an d functions , bu t w e ca n neve r kno w th e 
shekhinah a s i t reall y is . Symbolis m i s th e maximu m w e ca n 
know, an d thi s maximu m i s extremely minimal . 

In an allegory, th e connectio n betwee n on e laye r of mean-
ing and the other one is artificial. O n an allegorical level , th e 
choice o f "earth " to represen t "shekhinah"  i s completely arbi -
trary because ther e i s n o underlying, inheren t connectio n be -
tween th e two . I n mystica l symbolism , th e connectio n be -
tween th e symbol , althoug h i t expresse s onl y a  ver y smal l 
part o f it s conten t an d meaning , an d th e symbolize d powe r 
is rea l an d essential . "Earth " and "shekhinah"  equall y repre -
sent th e hidde n divin e essenc e i n a  remote way , an d they are 
part o f tha t mysteriou s an d hidde n entit y whic h i s beyon d 
man's reach . Thi s ha s bee n frequentl y describe d a s th e rela -
tionship between th e revealed and hidden parts of an iceberg. 
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The reveale d part , th e symbol , i s reall y a  part o f the iceberg , 
but anyon e mistakin g i t fo r th e iceber g itsel f wil l b e makin g 
a very great , indeed , a  titani c mistake . 

The stud y o f kabbalistic work s i s therefore th e study o f th e 
svmbols th e Jewis h mystic s use d whe n the y describe d th e 
divine worl d i n thei r intricat e syste m o f symbolism. Schole m 
did no t se e himsel f a s studying th e divin e worl d o f th e kab -
balists a s i t "really " was , an d therefor e th e questio n "Ar e 
there reall y te n sefirot?"  wa s fo r hi m completel y irrelevant. 26 

He deal t wit h th e symbols , thei r emergenc e an d develop -
ment, an d especiall y wit h thei r historica l impact , an d no t 
with th e underlyin g content , which , accordin g t o kabbalists , 
cannot b e approache d b y sensua l an d logica l mean s anyway . 
This understandin g o f the natur e o f the kabbalisti c symbo l i s 
necessary als o t o understan d th e kabbalist' s standin g withi n 
the framewor k o f Jewis h orthodoxy. 27 Throughou t history , 
the kabbalist s were , wit h th e notoriou s exceptio n o f the Sab -
batian movement , preserving , traditional , an d orthodox . The y 
helped Judais m t o surviv e i n th e hostil e environmen t o f th e 
European Middl e Age s an d Easter n Europ e o f moder n times . 

One ma y rightfull y as k ho w a  movemen t whic h describe s 
ten divin e powers , an d henc e i s clearl y polytheistic , ca n b e 
an orthodo x powe r withi n a  monotheisti c religiou s group . 
The answer , o f course , i s th e natur e o f symbolism . I n th e 
literal an d physica l worl d "ten"  mean s muc h mor e tha n one , 
and therefor e th e clas h betwee n monotheis m an d polytheism . 
But whe n symbolis m i s introduced , wh y assum e tha t i n th e 
mystical hidde n real m "ten " i s "more " tha n "one" ? Suc h a 
claim ca n b e pu t forwar d onl y b y someon e wh o pretend s t o 
know ho w muc h reall y i s te n an d ho w muc h i s one ; bu t a s 
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the mysti c canno t expres s th e mystica l conten t o f these sym -
bols, i t i s possible t o claim tha t withi n th e divine real m "ten" 
is the true essence of "one," and that there is no contradiction 
between them , on e bein g a  specific aspec t o f the other . Thi s 
is probably why , throughou t history , ther e has been s o littl e 
theological criticis m o f th e kabbala h amon g Jewis h intellec -
tuals (except fo r a few burst s i n thirteenth-centur y Spai n and 
in Ital y durin g an d after th e Renaissanc e period) . 

It i s doubtfu l whethe r man y o f th e Jewis h nonmystic s 
throughout th e age s understoo d th e intricacie s o f kabbalisti c 
symbolism concernin g th e sefirot  an d th e Godhead , o r ac -
cepted th e kabbalisti c wa y o f interpretin g scriptura l verses . 
But anothe r aspec t o f kabbalisti c symbolis m ha d a  profoun d 
impact o n Jewish religiou s though t an d practice , an d dem -
onstrated th e orthodox an d constructive characte r o f the kab-
balah. Thi s i s th e kabbalisti c attitud e towar d th e practica l 
commandments o f the Jewish religion , th e deed s require d o f 
every Jew i n his ethical behavior , hi s social and religious life — 
the mitsvot. 

The Middl e Age s foun d Judais m confuse d concernin g th e 
multitude of  mitsvol  that th e Je w ha s t o perfor m a s com -
manded b y th e Torah , th e Talmud , an d th e rabbini c inter -
pretations o f th e ancien t requirements . Th e cultur e o f th e 
Middle Ages , unde r th e combine d impac t o f Christian spiri -
tualization of religious life , an d neo-Platonic philosophy , whic h 
described matte r and spirit a s two opposing pole s never to be 
reconciled, tende d t o identify religiou s lif e and getting close r 
to God a s a process o f increasing spiritualization . One' s leve l 
of religious attainmen t wa s measured b y one's purity o f spir-
itual lif e an d b y one' s distanc e fro m matte r an d everythin g 
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connected wit h th e physica l world . Judais m ha d t o reconcil e 
this otherworldl y attitud e wit h a  religiou s practic e whic h 
seemed t o concentrat e almos t exclusivel y o n th e practical , 
physical performanc e o f materia l deeds . Jewis h religiou s la w 
seemed t o decid e one' s leve l o f religious attainmen t solel y o n 
one's physica l an d bodil y behavior , an d no t o n an y spiritua l 
element. 

All the Jewish theologie s and ethica l system s of the Middl e 
Ages ha d t o answe r th e question : Ho w ca n Judaism clai m t o 
be a  superior religio n whe n it s demand s ar e addressed almos t 
exclusively t o th e physical ? Eac h syste m devise d it s ow n wa y 
to spiritualiz e religiou s life. 28 Some , lik e Rabb i Bahy a ib n 
Paqudah i n eleventh-centur y Spain, 29 di d i t b y devisin g a 
whole syste m o f spiritua l commandments , whic h the y claime d 
were muc h superio r t o th e physica l ones , founde d o n th e de -
mands o l the Torah. Mos t philosopher s chos e to give spiritua l 
meaning t o physica l deeds , thu s demonstratin g th e belie f i n 
the unit y o f Go d an d devotio n t o him ; som e eve n gav e alle -
gorical meaning s t o th e mitsvot.  Mos t Jewish philosopher s trie d 
to interpre t i n a  rationa l manne r th e reason s fo r th e com -
mandments (ta'amey  ha-mitsvot)A emphasizing th e socia l an d 
religious spiritua l need s fo r them. 30 

The Ashkenaz i Hasidi m chos e a  mor e radica l answer , bu t 
also a  more conservativ e one . I t i s no t th e physica l dee d tha t 
has a  religiou s meaning , bu t th e spiritua l effor t involve d i n 
carrying i t out. 31 The y di d no t se e the mitsvot  as supplement -
ing huma n lif e an d happiness , bu t rathe r a s a trial pu t befor e 
Man b y Go d t o tes t hi s devotio n t o Hi m an d hi s rejectio n o f 
all worldl y temptation s an d eve n hi s attachmen t t o hi s ow n 
body. "Kiddush  ha-shem," the suprem e sacrific e o f lif e fo r th e 
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sake of God's glory, wa s the purpos e for all th e mitsvot.  Eac h 
commandment require s th e sacrific e o f a  portio n o f Man' s 
human desire s fo r th e sak e o f heaven . Go d doe s no t judg e a 
man accordin g t o th e numbe r o f th e commandment s h e ha s 
performed., bu t by the hardships, suffering , an d sacrifices tha t 
he underwen t i n orde r t o perfor m them . A  commandmen t 
performed easil y i s wort h muc h les s tha n th e sam e on e per -
formed whil e overcomin g man y difficulties . O n th e on e hand, 
this syste m insist s o n th e spiritua l significanc e o f religiou s 
practice, givin g n o intrinsi c valu e t o th e mer e physica l per -
formance. Bu t o n th e other hand , thi s syste m doe s no t allo w 
a "spiritua l religion " whic h neglect s th e actua l command -
ments an d concentrate s instea d o n spiritua l values , a s mos t 
of th e philosophica l system s seeme d t o allow . I f th e actua l 
performance o f a commandment i s th e proof of one's success-
ful negatio n o f th e physica l world , an d ever y failur e i n car -
rying i t ou t prove s tha t on e ha s yielde d t o worldl y tempta -
tions, the n th e onl y criterio n o f religiou s achievemen t re -
mains th e performanc e o f the mitsvot.  No spiritua l substitut e 
is possible ; physica l succes s i s th e onl y wa y fo r spiritua l 
achievement. 

The kabbalist s chos e a  completel y differen t answer . His -
torically speaking , i t proved t o be the most successful . I t was 
adopted by al l orthodo x Jewish movement s i n earl y moder n 
times, an d survive s toda y amon g th e mos t orthodo x Jewis h 
groups. 

The kabbalists interprete d th e commandments a s symbols. 
Every huma n dee d ha s a  counterpar t i n th e divin e world . 
Each human good dee d contribute s somethin g t o th e proces s 
to whic h i t i s connecte d i n th e divin e world , an d eac h ba d 
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deed i s detrimental t o that divine process . A s i t i s impossibl e 
to kno w th e actua l mystica l conten t o f thes e processes , al l 
man know s ar e th e symbols . Th e conten t o f th e mitsvot, 
therefore, i s purel y spiritual ; the y involv e divin e power s an d 
their dynami c lif e withi n th e divin e realm . Th e physica l 
commandments, however , represen t th e earthl y symboli c 
counterpart t o thes e divin e an d completel y hidde n pur -
poses.32 Th e buildin g o f a  sukkab,  a  "tabernacle/ ' certainl y 
does no t see m t o b e a  spiritua l deed , thoug h it s traditiona l 
meaning i s th e remembranc e o f th e redemptio n fro m Egypt ; 
one ma y clai m tha t on e ha s bette r way s t o remembe r tha t 
event tha n spendin g a  week i n autum n i n a  loose hu t i n th e 
yard. Accordin g t o th e kabbalists , th e sukkab  really symbol -
ized somethin g connecte d wit h th e unio n betwee n th e sixt h 
sefirah, tiferet,  which i s the male element i n the divine realm , 
and th e shekhinah,  th e femal e element . Th e for m o f th e tab -
ernacle i s modeled , accordin g t o them , afte r th e brida l can -
opy unde r whic h thes e divin e power s ar e united . Mystica l 
symbolism hint s a t th e spiritua l divin e processes wit h whic h 
the commandments ar e connected; the understanding o f these 
processes i s impossible , becaus e th e mystica l trut h beyon d 
the symbols i s unknown and unknowable. Therefore , i n order 
to participat e i n th e mystica l unio n i n th e divin e real m a 
mystic can only adhere to the symbol an d perform i t a s strictly 
as possibl e wit h maximu m attentio n t o th e minutes t detail . 
Not knowin g it s significance , on e ca n neve r b e sur e whethe r 
a given detai l i s a  crucial o r secondary elemen t i n tha t mys -
tical process . Thus , whil e physical deed s themselves ma y seems 
to los e thei r intrinsi c importance , th e religiou s messag e re -
mains clea r an d unambiguous : Onl y b y stric t adherenc e t o 
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every physica l elemen t i n th e practica l commandment s o f 
Jewish traditio n ca n on e achiev e contac t wit h th e spiritual , 
divine content hidin g behin d them . Th e content, bein g mys-
tical, ca n neve r b e understoo d o r approache d i n a n intellec -
tual manner , bu t onl y throug h th e detailed observanc e of the 
commandments a s such . Symbolis m i n thi s wa y create d a 
unity betwee n th e spiritua l an d th e physical , an d strength -
ened th e orthodo x elemen t i n medieva l Judaism. 

The adherenc e t o basi c orthodox y contribute d t o th e fac t 
that th e kabbala h wa s almos t neve r criticize d i n th e Middl e 
Ages, wherea s Jewish philosoph y cam e unde r most heav y at -
tack. Whil e th e kabbala h wa s undoubtedl y mor e radica l i n 
its way s o f though t an d concepts , a s fa r a s deed s wer e con -
cerned i t wa s abov e reproach . Indeed , i t formulate d a  ne w 
system o f ta'amey  ha-mitsvot  ("reason s fo r th e command -
ments"), whic h gav e ne w spiritua l reason s fo r thei r obser -
vance. Judais m tende d t o leav e alon e an y thinke r wh o di d 
not interfer e wit h th e practica l behavio r o f Jews, althoug h i t 
attacked vehementl y anyon e attemptin g t o chang e on e o f it s 
practices. I t ma y b e said tha t whil e i n Christia n histor y her -
etics receiv e mor e attentio n tha n sinners , i n Judais m the y 
were littl e recognized ; i t wa s ver y eas y t o becom e a  sinner . 
The kabbalist s wer e neither: thei r symbolism protecte d the m 
from heres y becaus e the y coul d clai m tha t thei r expression s 
should neve r b e take n literally ; the y wer e save d fro m si n b y 
seeing th e commandment s a s a set o f symbols given t o the m 
by God i n order to enable th e mystic s t o come clos e t o Hi m 
and to participate i n and influence th e inner dynamism of the 
divine realm . 
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IV 

The earl y kabbalist s i n Spai n an d Provenc e concentrate d 
their effort s o n th e developmen t o f kabbalisti c symbolis m 
concerning th e secre t o f th e creatio n an d th e divin e proces s 
which governe d i t an d th e followin g stage s o f th e develop -
ment o f th e world . The y di d no t drea m a s ye t tha t thei r 
symbols woul d on e da y transfor m Judais m an d tha t mas s 
movements woul d emerge , preachin g kabbalisti c idea s t o al l 
Jews. I t seem s tha t fro m th e beginnin g thei r orientation wa s 
toward small , close d circle s an d groups dealin g wit h esoteri c 
ideas fo r thei r ow n sake , practicin g communio n wit h Go d 
alone. The y di d no t deman d tha t th e communit y a s a whole 
follow them . Thei r insisten t concentratio n o n th e "secre t o f 
the creation " (sod ma'aseh bereshit)  resulte d fro m th e wa y the y 
understood th e process o f mystical communio n wit h God . 

Rabbi Isaa c the Blind, i n his commentary o n Sefer Yezirah, 
and th e othe r earl y kabbalist s wh o analyze d i n grea t detai l 
the proces s b y whic h th e first divine attribute s emanate d fro m 
the Godhea d an d assume d thei r personalisti c character , wer e 
not onl y intereste d i n a n academi c inquir y concernin g th e 
roots o f al l existenc e an d th e emergenc e o f th e worl d a s w e 
know it . The y saw the process of emanation as the one which 
led dow n fro m th e complet e unity— a spiritua l unity , whic h 
existed whe n al l begin , whe n th e differen t divin e power s were 
still unite d withi n th e Godhead—t o th e enormou s pluralit y 
of th e physica l world , wher e nothing  i s identica l wit h th e 
other and nothing ca n be united with anything else . Th e soul 
of the mystic wishes to deny this plurality, t o turn away from 
it, an d t o b e par t o f th e tru e divin e unity . Thi s unit y i s a 
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situation o f the past , an d therefor e th e past ha s t o b e sough t 
and understood , an d a  way t o retur n t o i t ha s t o b e found. 
For thes e kabbalist s th e sod  ma'aseh bereshit  wa s a  divine lad -
der, leadin g dow n fro m th e earl y unit y withi n th e Godhea d 
to th e plurality o f the created world. 33 

If th e symbolis m o f th e divin e ladde r coul d b e unveile d 
before th e eye s o f th e mystic , th e mysterie s involve d i n i t 
would becom e embedde d i n hi s innermos t soul , ther e woul d 
be a  chance tha t th e mysti c coul d the n tr y t o us e th e ladde r 
of descen t i n whic h th e divin e power s emanate d stag e b y 
stage a s a  ladde r t o ascen d an d uplif t hi s sou l towar d th e 
sublime unit y whic h alway s lie s above , an d befor e hi m (i n 
the chronological sens e because the earlier the time th e closer 
he is to the complete origina l unity) . "Th e secret of creation" 
is thus th e mean s b y whic h th e mysti c discusse s th e symbol -
ism whic h represent s no t onl y th e origi n o f th e world , bu t 
also the targe t towar d which th e mystic trie s to advance—a n 
advance whic h i s a  retreat towar d th e past. 34 

This mysticis m o f a  retrea t towar d th e unit y wit h th e 
Godhead whic h wa s i n th e beginnin g o f all , an d diminishe d 
during history , i s no t a  national o r communit y endeavor . I t 
means that the mystic turns his back on contemporary histor y 
and has no interes t i n curren t affair s an d i n th e advancemen t 
toward a  bette r future . Thi s i s a n individua l path ; ther e i s 
nothing t o preac h t o th e masses , n o messag e o f salvatio n o r 
redemption. Thi s explain s th e surprisin g neglec t o f the mes -
sianic elemen t i n earl y kabbalisti c works , fro m th e Bahir 
through th e kabbalist s i n Provenc e an d Gerona . The y re -
peated the traditional formula of messianic belief, bu t did not 
add anythin g t o i t an d di d no t connec t i t wit h kabbalisti c 
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symbolism. Th e symbolism o f redemption was , fo r them, th e 
story o f the process o f emanation i n th e beginning o f all, th e 
sod ma'aseh bereshit. 

The earl y kabbalisti c circle s i n medieva l Europ e wer e no t 
interested i n th e worl d aroun d them . A s individuals , how -
ever, the y coul d b e leader s o f communities an d o f academies 
and do their bes t t o protect and enhance the interest s o f their 
fellow Jews . Thus , th e Rava d a t th e en d o f th e twelft h cen -
tury an d Nachmanide s i n th e thirteent h century , wer e im -
portant leaders . Ye t n o elemen t o f leadershi p i s apparen t i n 
their kabbalisti c works . A s mystics , the y close d themselve s 
in smal l groups , produce d thei r obscur e symbolis m whic h 
could no t b e understoo d b y anyon e no t initiate d i n on e o f 
these circles, an d dealt with thei r individual kin d o f redemp-
tion and mystical unit y whic h was completely separate d fro m 
historical event s aroun d them. 33 

Their work s d o no t revea l muc h interes t i n th e mor e pop-
ular and practical sid e of religion . Th e problem s o f the com-
mandments ar e no t centra l i n th e Bahir;  several o f the m ar e 
interpreted i n i t i n a  symbolical , mystica l manner , bu t n o 
clear messag e ca n b e discerned. 36 Rabb i Isaa c th e Blin d an d 
the kabbalisti c work s o f th e Geron a circl e followe d th e sam e 
line; no t muc h i s foun d i n the m concernin g everyda y life , 
ethical behavior , an d reason s fo r th e ritualisti c command -
ments, eve n thoug h th e basi c attitud e towar d the m a s sym -
bols o f divin e processe s i s clearl y present . Onl y i n th e nex t 
generation, i n th e secon d hal f of th e thirteent h century , di d 
kabbalists begi n t o writ e specifi c work s on thes e subjects . 

Scholem showe d tha t th e concentratio n o f th e earl y kab -
balists i n closed esoteri c circle s was not achieve d withou t op -
position an d interna l strife . H e discovere d a  letter b y Rabb i 
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Isaac th e Blin d t o th e kabbalist s i n Gerona , a  letter writte n 
in th e manne r o f a  Rabbi chastizin g hi s disciples. 37 I n i t h e 
complained tha t i n Geron a peopl e wer e talkin g abou t th e 
kabbalah an d it s secret s "i n th e street s an d i n th e market -
places/' and that th e symbols of the kabbalah were becomin g 
public property. Rabb i Isaa c admonished th e recipients of the 
letter, sayin g tha t suc h wid e knowledg e o f the secret s o f th e 
kabbalah must lea d t o misunderstanding an d controversy, fo r 
these secrets cannot b e correctly understood by the wide pub-
lic. H e oppose d eve n th e writin g o f kabbalisti c books , an d 
warned hi s disciple s tha t i f they believe d tha t the y could writ e 
books and keep them secre t the y were mistaken, fo r "there is 
no cupboard whic h ca n hide a  book alread y written. " 

It seem s tha t Rabb i Isaa c th e Blin d directe d hi s criticis m 
especially agains t Rabb i Ezr a and Rabb i Azriel , th e founder s 
of the kabbalisti c cente r in Gerona, eac h of whom wrot e sev-
eral kabbalistic treatises , som e of them of book length. 38 The 
younger kabbalists there did not write treatises in the manner 
of thei r predecessors, , le t alon e books , an d thei r mystica l 
teachings wer e incorporated i n other works . Th e member s o f 
the kabbalistic center in Gerona seemed to accept the demand 
of Rabbi Isaa c not t o talk openl y abou t th e kabbalah and not 
to writ e kabbalisti c works , thu s strengthenin g th e esoteri c 
character of the early kabbalisti c circles . 

A demonstration o f the esoteric characte r of the early Jew-
ish mystic s i n medieva l Europ e i s foun d i n th e work s o f a 
circle o f mystics who m Schole m calle d "th e Iyyu n circle " after 
a central wor k o f this school , Sefer  ba-lyyun (The Book of  Con-
templation). Schole m ascribed 3 2 treatise s to thi s group, al l of 
them brie f work s o f a  fe w page s each. 39 Som e o f these , in -
cluding th e Sefer ha-lyyun and the works closest t o i t i n thei r 
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terminology an d symbolism , d o no t us e th e usua l kabbalisti c 
system o f te n sefirot;  i t seem s tha t i t wa s unknow n t o them . 
Instead, the y us e a  symbolis m o f 1 3 divin e midot,  "attri -
butes."40 The y see m t o rel y ver y heavil y o n neo-Platoni c idea s 
and terminology. 41 Colo r symbolis m i s als o ver y prominen t 
in thes e works , a s ar e mathematica l an d lingusti c element s 
that follo w th e Sefer  Yezirah bu t demonstrat e a  specia l tradi -
tion concernin g it s symbolica l interpretation . Al l thes e trea -
tises ar e eithe r anonymous , o r attribute d t o ancien t writers , 
tannaim o r gaonim , som e t o th e ancien t Hekhalot  mystic s 
with who m the y see m t o hav e ha d clos e spiritua l ties , an d 
some ar e attribute d t o completel y fictional figures.  Ther e i s 
nothing i n thes e work s whic h coul d b e use d t o establis h eithe r 
the exac t dat e o r locatio n o f thei r composition . Schole m sug -
gested tha t th e members of the circle probably lived in southern 
France i n th e beginnin g o f th e thirteent h century . Th e vo -
cabulary the y use d seem s t o suppor t thi s suggestion . Th e al -
most exclusiv e subjec t o f thes e work s i s th e "secre t o f th e 
creation/' an d thei r mysticis m undoubtedl y wa s connecte d 
with th e symbolis m representin g tha t process . T o thi s day , 
they remai n esoteri c an d mysterious , a n anonymou s grou p o f 
works created b y an enthusiastic group of Jewish mystic s wh o 
left thei r idea s t o posterit y i n th e literatur e o f th e kabbalah , 
but thei r personalitie s completel y hidde n an d unknown . 

V 

From it s earlies t beginnings , Jewis h mystic s wer e espe -
cially intereste d i n th e natur e o f prayer . Hekhalot  mysticis m 
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concentrates t o a  very large extent o n the kedushah,  th e thir d 
benediction amon g th e 18 , i n whic h th e vers e fro m Isaia h 
6:4 i s recited , an d a n identificatio n i s create d betwee n th e 
public prayin g i n the synagogue an d the angels praising Go d 
around hi s thron e o f glory. 42 Th e Hekhalot  hymns ar e ver y 
close t o th e kedushah,  an d the y sugges t tha t th e mystica l ex -
perience i n th e eye s o f th e ancien t Jewis h mystic s i n Eret z 
Israel an d Babyloni a wa s connecte d wit h prayer . Th e boo k 
Bahir discusses i n relativ e detai l th e kedushah  an d th e bene -
diction o f th e priests, 43 hintin g a t th e profoun d symbolis m 
concerning th e divin e worl d hidde n within thes e prayers. 

Some o f th e earlies t tradition s tha t w e hav e fro m th e first 
kabbalists dea l wit h th e secre t o f th e intentio n i n prayers . 
The Rava d himsel f divide d th e intentio n o f th e 1 8 benedic -
tions betwee n "th e creator " (yotzer  bereshit,  th e ter m use d i n 
the Shiur Komah for God), an d the "prime cause" (Hat ha-ilot, 
the Hebre w ter m whic h translate d th e Aristotelia n concept) . 
His reasonin g i s no t completel y clear. 44 I t seem s tha t h e di -
rected th e par t o f hi s praye r whic h praise s Go d towar d th e 
highest possibl e plac e i n th e Godhead , whil e addressin g th e 
other part , whic h deal s wit h earthl y requests , t o a  lower di -
vine power, possibl y th e thir d sefirah, binah.  Rabbi Jacob ha-
Nazir, a  contemporary o f Rabb i Isaa c th e Blind , gav e a  de-
tailed se t o f instruction s concernin g th e exac t sefirot  t o b e 
aimed a t during th e recitin g o f the shema an d th e division o f 
the 1 8 benediction s amon g th e divin e powers . H e als o in -
sisted tha t ther e i s a difference i n th e intentions accordin g t o 
the time of the prayer: in daytime prayers were directed toward 
the sixth power, tiferet,  an d at night, towar d the third, binah. 

Rabbi Azrie l o f Gerona wa s th e first kabbalist t o dedicat e 
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a whole boo k t o th e subjec t o f prayer. H e describe d th e sym -
bolism behin d almos t ever y wor d i n th e prayer s an d th e par t 
of th e divin e real m t o whic h the y relate . I n hi s commentar y 
on th e Talmudi c aggadot  Rabbi Azrie l include d a  ver y pro -
found commentar y o n th e wor d amen}**  H e prove d tha t th e 
various word s i n Hebre w whic h deriv e fro m tha t roo t in -
clude, i n a  symbolical manner , al l aspect s o f the divin e world . 
Therefore al l th e sefirot are incorporated an d unite d withi n th e 
amen; this i s wh y th e Talmu d sai d tha t "On e wh o say s th e 
amen after th e benedictio n i s greate r tha n th e on e wh o say s 
the benedictio n itself." 46 

Many othe r earl y kabbalist s deal t wit h th e proble m o f th e 
intention o f prayers , includin g Rabb i Ashe r be n David , th e 
nephew o f Rabb i Isaa c th e Blind , wh o wa s sen t b y Rabb i 
Isaac t o Geron a t o instruc t th e kabbalist s ther e i n th e teach -
ings o f th e schoo l o f kabbalist s i n Provence . Anothe r write r 
on th e subjec t fro m Geron a wa s Rabb i Jaco b be n Sheshet , a 
relatively prolifi c writer , wh o dedicate d a n ethica l work , Faith 
and Reason (ha-Emunah  veha-Bitahon)  to severa l subject s deal -
ing wit h th e spiritua l observanc e o f th e Jewis h traditiona l 
commandments an d norms , includin g th e prayers. 47 This wor k 
became popular , an d undoubtedl y wa s instrumenta l i n th e 
spreading o f kabbalist c idea s amon g nonmystics . Rabb i Ja -
cob, however , di d no t writ e thi s wor k a s a purely kabbalisti c 
one; mos t o f i t i s comprised o f Talmudic an d Midrashi c say -
ings, homileticall y interprete d b y th e autho r i n a  manne r 
intended t o instruc t hi s contemporarie s i n traditiona l Jewis h 
ethics. Hi s kabbalisti c view s are expressed i n a  subdued man -
ner, bu t the y ar e stil l quit e obviou s t o th e traine d reader . 

All thi s activit y concernin g praye r di d no t g o unnotice d 
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outside th e circles of the kabbalists, fo r the subject concerne d 
every Jew. Th e subject o f the correct ways to pray, includin g 
spiritual intentions , wa s also a major subject i n halachk  works. 
Many book s o f religiou s la w dedicate d thei r first chapters t o 
the prayers. 

The kabbalist s attracte d no t onl y interes t bu t als o som e 
criticism. I n a  collectio n o f document s b y Rabb i Mei r be n 
Shimeon o f Narbonne , whic h th e autho r calle d Milhemet 
Mitzvah, Schole m foun d an d publishe d a  letter b y thi s thir -
teenth-century author , attackin g th e kabbalist s fo r thei r be -
liefs i n general , an d especiall y fo r thei r teaching s concernin g 
the prayers. 48 H e describe d the m a s polytheists, wh o "direc t 
the day's prayer to one God and the night' s t o another God," 
and t o differen t power s o n variou s day s an d religiou s festi -
vals. H e mentione d th e boo k Bahir.  Ther e i s n o doub t tha t 
he wa s aware , a t leas t i n a  general way , o f th e teaching s o f 
the earl y kabbalists , an d viewed the m as a harmful ne w phe-
nomenon. I t i s no t surprisin g tha t h e attacked th e kabbalist s 
on th e subjec t mos t directl y concerne d wit h everyda y reli -
gious practice , no t o n th e theoretica l o r theologica l innova -
tions o f the kabbalists . 

Rabbi Meir' s descriptio n o f th e Jewis h mystic s a s repre -
senting a  mythological an d polytheisti c reviva l withi n Juda-
ism wa s echoe d throughou t th e ages , especiall y b y nine -
teenth-century scholars. 49 Ye t th e mos t strikin g poin t abou t 
this lette r i s it s loneliness . Durin g th e nex t tw o centuries , a s 
the kabbala h becam e mor e an d mor e know n amon g Jewis h 
intellectuals, w e hardl y find even a  second opposin g voic e t o 
join that of Rabbi Meir . Th e esoteric circles of the kabbalists, 
their stric t orthodoxy , thei r observanc e o f Jewish traditiona l 
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commandments, an d th e prominenc e o f great halachist s amon g 
the teacher s o f kabbalah facilitate d th e acceptanc e o f the kab -
balah a s one mor e featur e o r aspec t o f Jewish cultur e withou t 
arousing muc h controversy . I t i s doubtfu l whethe r al l thos e 
who understoo d th e kabbala h reall y believe d i t t o b e th e tru e 
"secrets o f th e Torah " reveale d t o Mose s o n Moun t Sinai . 
Their doubts , however , di d no t brin g the m t o activ e oppo -
sition, becaus e i t wa s difficul t t o sho w wha t har m wa s don e 
by it s teachings . 

VI 

Scholem sa w th e earl y kabbala h i n Provenc e and Geron a i n 
two different , bu t complementary , historica l perspectives . O n 
the one hand , thes e late twelfth - an d thirteenth-centur y mys -
tics wer e bot h th e produc t o f th e cultur e aroun d the m an d 
among thos e wh o helpe d t o chang e it . Thes e mystic s wer e 
profoundly connecte d t o th e spiritua l worl d o f the earl y thir -
teenth centur y an d th e majo r development s withi n Judais m 
and aroun d i t a t tha t time . Th e thre e mai n spiritua l drive s 
which Schole m discerne d were : th e Catharis t heresy , th e re -
newed gnosti c revolutio n withi n Europea n Christianity ; th e 
impact o f neo-Platonism , bot h o n Christian s an d Jews ; th e 
impact o f Aristotelian philosoph y an d th e threa t tha t extrem e 
rationalism presente d t o traditiona l religiou s belief s an d prac -
tices. Th e kabbalist s probabl y wer e influence d b y th e first 
movement an d completel y absorbe d th e second . The y fiercely 
opposed th e thir d an d offere d a  profound , traditiona l Jewis h 
alternative t o it . 
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Many kabbalists wrote Jewish lega l treatises , commentarie s 
on th e Bibl e an d th e Talmud , response s o n halachi c ques -
tions, an d traditiona l ethica l work s base d o n Talmudi c an d 
Midrashic sayings . Ther e wa s nothin g revolutionar y i n thei r 
writings, neithe r i n for m no r i n content . The y di d initiat e 
new trends , bu t a s Jewis h intellectual s an d socia l leaders , 
responding t o the need s of the times , no t as kabbalists. Mos t 
of the m di d no t devot e al l thei r energie s t o mystica l specu -
lation, eve n thoug h i t wa s centra l t o thei r spiritua l an d reli -
gious experience . Th e figure  o f th e mysti c wh o i s nothin g 
but a  mystic a t thi s perio d i s an exception, no t th e rule . 

These circle s o f mystic s ca n b e viewed , historically , i n a 
much large r perspective . Th e appearanc e o f th e kabbala h i n 
twelfth- an d thirteenth-centur y Europ e wa s nothin g shor t o f 
a majo r revolution . Th e mysticis m o f th e Hekhalot  an d Mer-
kabah literature, seemingl y forgotte n a s a living forc e outsid e 
the school s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim , suddenl y acquire d a 
new vigo r an d becam e th e inspiration , i n a  muc h change d 
form, fo r a  ne w an d dynami c syste m o f symbols . Gnosti c 
tendencies, eithe r inheren t i n thi s literatur e o r transmitte d 
independently b y othe r means , suddenl y erupte d withi n th e 
major academies o f Jewish la w i n souther n Europe . 

Scholem's presentation o f the development o f the kabbalah 
has a linear element: fro m early Jewish mysticis m i n the East 
to the Jewish mystic s i n Provence , wher e the book Bahir  first 
appeared; the n th e scholars , wh o ha d vision s o f Elijah' s ap -
pearance t o them , develope d th e syste m o f kabbalisti c ema -
nations o n th e basi s o f th e Bahir.  Thi s wa s transmitte d t o 
the Geron a scholars , fro m who m th e mystica l syste m sprea d 
to othe r center s i n Spain . Som e enigma s stil l exis t i n thi s 
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picture, lik e th e exten t o f th e participatio n o f th e Ashkenaz i 
Hasidim i n th e sprea d o f Easter n esoteri c gnosti c material , 
and th e contribution s o f the Iyyu n circl e and it s plac e i n th e 
chain o f developmen t o f Jewis h mysticis m i n Europe . Ac -
cording t o Scholem , ther e i s one stream tha t lead s from Hek-
halot Zutarti  t o th e Bahir,  an d fro m i t t o Rabb i Isaa c th e 
Blind's commentar y o n th e Sefer  Yezirah,  fro m tha t t o th e 
works o f Rabb i Azrie l o f Geron a an d Nachmanides , an d on -
wards t o othe r mystica l circle s unti l th e Zohar  incorporate d 
all of them an d develope d Jewish theosoph y and mythologica l 
symbolism t o a  new leve l of richness , sophistication , an d his -
torical impact. 50 

NOTES 

1. See , fo r instance , Heinric h Graetz' s descriptio n o f the earl y kabbal -
istic circles in History of the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publicatio n Society , 
1956), vol . 4 , pp . 1-24 . 

2. Schole m bega n hi s discussio n o f th e earl y kabbala h wit h a  brie f 
analysis o f D . Neumark' s thesis . Se e Gersho m Scholem , Reshit  ha-Qabba-
lah (Jerusalem an d Te l Aviv : Schocken , 1948) , pp . 10-11 ; G . Scholem , 
Ursprung und Anfdnge der Kabbala (Berlin: W . d e Gruyter , 1962) , pp . 6 -
9. Th e mos t detaile d discussio n b y Neumark o f his views on the kabbala h 
is t o b e foun d i n hi s To/dot  ba-pilosofiyah be-Yisra yel (New York : Th e Sty -
bel Publishin g House , 1921) , vol . 1 , pp . 166-354 . 

3. Se e above , ch . 4 , pp . 94-95 . 
4. A  detaile d biograph y an d analysi s o f th e Ravad' s halaki c an d theo -

logical view s ar e presented i n I . Twersky , Rabad  of Posquieres (Cambridge: 
Harvard Universit y Press , 1962) . Schole m analyze d th e fe w remnant s o f 
the Ravad' s sayings whic h concer n hi s mystica l attitud e i n Reshit  ha-Qab-
balah, pp . 66-98 ; i n R . Schatz , ed. , Ha-Qabbalah  be-Provans (Jerusalem , 
1963), esp . pp . 57ff. ; an d i n G . Scholem , Ursprung,  pp . 181-200 . 

5. Se e Maimonides , Mishneh  Torah,  Hikhot Yesodei  ha-Torah  1:3 . 
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6. Se e G. Scholem , Ursprung,  p . 1888 . 
7. Sinc e he began to study kabbalah , Schole m paid particular attentio n 

to th e quotations , scattere d i n man y sources , fro m R . Isaa c th e Blind' s 
books, an d t o tradition s attribute d t o him . H e publishe d R . Isaac' s 
"Commentary o n Sefer  Yezirah" as a n appendi x t o hi s Ha-Qabbalah  be-
Provans, a boo k whic h i s fo r th e mos t par t dedicate d t o a n analysi s o f 
R. Isaac' s views . H e sa w i n R . Isaa c th e founde r o f systematic kabbalah , 
and i n th e stud y o f hi s brie f an d crypti c sentence s on e o f th e mos t im -
portant task s of the historian of Jewish mysticism . Se e G. Scholem , Reshit 
ha-Qabbalah, pp. 99-126 ; G . Scholem , Ursprung,  pp . 219-272 . Cf . als o 
Ephraim Gottlieb , Studies  in  the Kabbala Literature,  edite d b y Joseph Hacke r 
(Tel Aviv : Te l Avi v University , 1976) , pp . 60-62 . Fo r a n importan t 
study o f th e manuscript s o f R . Isaac' s commentar y o n Sefer  Yezirah, se e 
Chaim Wirszubski , "Prolegomen a t o th e Textua l Stud y o f Isaac th e Blind' s 
Commentary o n Sefer  Yezirah" (Hebrew), Tarbiz,  2 7 (1958) , pp . 257 -
64. 

8. Se e G . Scholem , " A New Documen t concernin g th e Earl y Histor y 
of th e Kabbalah " (Hebrew) , Sefer  Bialik  (Te l Aviv , 1934) , pp . 141-62 . 
In this paper , whic h stil l toda y serve s as a foundation fo r the study o f the 
early kabbalah , Schole m publishe d a  letter b y R . Isaa c the Blin d t o som e 
kabbalists i n Gerona , an d som e othe r documents . Fro m Scholem' s analy -
sis i t become s eviden t tha t R . Isaa c wa s aske d b y th e Geron a kabbalist s 
to visit them . Althoug h R . Isaa c declined, h e sent hi s nephew , R . Ashe r 
ben David , t o assis t the m i n kabbalisti c problem s a s wel l a s t o instruc t 
them i n th e prope r behavio r fo r th e kabbalis t i n nonkabbalisti c society . 
The work s o f R. Ashe r ben Davi d wer e published b y M. Hasida h i n Ha-
Segulah (1934) , an d republishe d b y me , wit h som e addition s an d a  bib -
liography o f manuscript s containin g thes e work s b y R . Elior , unde r th e 
title Qabbalat  R.  Asher  ben David (Jerusalem : Th e Hebre w University , 
1980). 

9. Concernin g th e controversy , se e I . Baer , To/dot  ha-Yehudim bi-Se-
farad ha-Notzrit  (Te l Aviv : A m Oved , 1959) , pp . 56-64 , an d th e rele -
vant note s o n pp . 484-85 . [Englis h translation : A  History  of the Jews in 
Christian Spain, translate d b y L . Schoffma n (Philadelphia : Jewish Publi -
cation Society , 1961) , vol . 1 , pp . 96-110 , an d note s o n pp . 398-402. ] 
See also Joseph Sarachek, Faith  and Reason: The  Conflict Over the Rationalism 
of Maimonides (Williamsport: Th e Bayar d Press , 1935) ; D. J . Silver , Mai-
monidean Criticism  and the  Maimonidean  Controversy  1180—1240  (Leiden : 
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E. J . Brill , 1965) . Se e m y revie w o f thi s boo k i n Tarbiz,  3 5 (1966) , pp . 
295-300. 

10. Th e first  opponen t o f Maimonide s wa s R . Mei r Abulafia . Fo r a 
description o f th e ma n an d hi s works , an d th e possibilit y o f hi s kabbal -
istic background , se e no w Bernar d Septimus , Hispano-Jeivish  Culture  in 
Transition: The  Career  and Controversies  of  Ramab  (Cambridge : Harvar d 
University Press , 1982) . 

11. Th e attitud e o f th e rabbi s o f Ashkena z i n thi s controvers y wa s 
studied b y E. E . Urbach , "Th e Participation o f German and French Scholars 
in th e Controvers y abou t Maimonide s an d hi s Works " (Hebrew) , Zion, 
12 (1947) , PP - 145-59 -

12. A  larg e portio n o f Scholem' s Ha-Qabbalah  be-Gerona  i s dedicate d 
to a n analysi s o f Nachmanides ' kabbalisti c views . Se e als o G . Scholem , 
Reshit ha-Qabbalah, pp . 146-52 , 239-54 ; G . Scholem , Ursprung,  pp. 
325-30, 360-65 . Se e E . Gottlieb , "Th e Ramba n a s Kabbalist " (He -
brew), Studies  in  the  Kabbala Literature, pp. 89-95 . 

13. Severa l work s o f th e Geron a kabbalists , especiall y thos e o f Jacob 
ben Sheshet , wer e attribute d t o Nachmanides . Cf . H . Chavel , Kitvei  ha-
Ramban, 2 vols . (Jerusalem : Mosa d ha-Ra v Kook , 1967) . Chave l ha s in -
cluded i n thes e volume s work s attribute d t o Nachmanide s bu t whic h wer e 
written b y othe r member s o f the Geron a circle o f kabbalists . Se e E. Got -
tlieb's revie w o f thi s editio n i n hi s Studies  in the  Kabbala Literature,  pp. 
516-35. 

14. O n Nachmanides ' rol e i n th e controversy , se e th e detaile d exposi -
tion b y D . J . Silver , Maimonidean  Criticism  and the  Maimonidean Contro-
versy, pp. 166-75 . 

15. A n analysi s o f Scholem's view s concernin g th e rol e o f th e kabbal -
ists i n thi s controvers y a s wel l a s a  presentatio n o f ne w materia l o n th e 
subject ar e t o b e foun d i n J. Dan , Jewish Mysticism and  Jewish Ethics  (Se -
attle: Universit y o f Washington Press , forthcoming) . 

16. Th e remar k o f R . Mose s ha s bee n preserved b y th e kabbalis t Isaa c 
of Acr e i n hi s Me  *irat  cEinayim, th e sourc e whic h Schole m cite s i n hi s 
study "R . Mosh e mi-Burgosh , talmid o she l R . Yizhaq, " Tarbiz,  3  (1932) , 
p. 263 , an d ibid. , 5  (1934) , p . 318 . Se e no w A . Goldreich , a Se/er Me 
*irat 'Einayim  b y R . Isaa c o f Acre : A  Critica l Edition " (Ph.D . thesis , 
Hebrew University , 1981) , p . 5 6 o f the text . 

17. Isaia h Tishb y pu t fort h th e thesi s tha t ther e i s i n th e histor y o f 
kabbalah a  cycle leadin g fro m philosophica l formulatio n o f mysticis m bac k 
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to mythologica l symbolis m an d the n a  return t o th e former. See hi s "Path s 
of Mythologizatio n an d Systematizatio n i n th e Kabbalah " (Hebrew), Ne-
tivei *Emunah u-Minhut  (Ramat Gan , 1964) , pp . 23-29 . 
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Ursprung, pp . 230-39 ; G . Scholem , Kabbalah  (Jerusalem: Keter , 1974) , 
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G. Scholem , Major  Trends  in Jewish Mysticism,  3rd rev . ed . (Ne w York : 
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and Counter-History  (Cambridge : Harvar d Universit y Press , 1979) , esp . 
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21. Se e G . Scholem , Kabbalah,  p . 62 . 
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I. Aggas i [Hebrew ] (Jerusalem: Akadamon , 1977) , pp . 99-106 . 

23. Cf . J . Dan , The  Esoteric Theology of  the Ashkenazi Hasidim {Hebrew] 
(Jerusalem: Mosa d Bialik , 1968) , pp . 136-40 . 

24. Schole m ofte n use d th e wor d "transparency " t o describ e th e rela -
tionship betwee n th e symbo l an d th e symbolize d realm , i.e . th e symbo l 
makes the partition hiding th e symbolized myster y somewhat mor e trans-
parent, thu s enablin g th e mysti c t o perceiv e som e vagu e outline s o f th e 
hidden truth . Se e G. Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 26-27 . 

25. Th e interpretatio n o f the first verse of Genesis was one of the mos t 
popular subject s i n kabbalisti c literatur e throughou t th e ages ; ther e ar e 
hundreds o f suc h exegetica l commentaries . Th e exampl e give n abov e i s 
only on e amongs t many , thoug h i t typifie s th e attitud e o f a whole circle . 
Even from th e school o f R. Isaa c th e Blin d w e hav e several treatise s deal -
ing wit h this  subjec t beside s hi s ow n detaile d discussio n i n th e commen -
tary to Sefer Yezirah.  Thus we have a brief discussion on creation by Asher 
ben David (se e J. Dan , Qabbalat  R. Asher  ben David,  pp . 52-55 ) an d on e 
quite similar by Joseph ben Samuel include d i n Jacob ben Sheshet, Meshiv 
Devarim Nekhohim,  edite d b y G . Vajd a with a n introduction b y E . Gottlie b 
(Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1968) , pp . 193 -
96. Concernin g th e whol e subject , se e E . Gottlieb , "Perushe i M a c aseh 
Bereshit be-Reshi t ha-Qabbalah, " Studies  in the  Kabbala  Literature,  pp . 
62-70. 

26. I t i s no t m y intentio n t o dea l i n thi s boo k wit h th e intriguin g 
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question o f whethe r Schole m di d o r did no t believ e i n any o f the idea s of 
kabbalah, no r wit h th e questio n whethe r h e himsel f wa s mysticall y in -
clined o r not . I t seem s tha t whil e everyon e accept s tha t on e ca n devote a 
lifetime o f stud y t o Plat o withou t bein g a  Platonist , on e canno t stud y 
mysticism withou t bein g t o som e extent  a  mystic oneself . Th e schola r i n 
the field of mysticism i s expected t o give a n account fo r his choice of field 
of scholarship whil e hi s colleague s i n othe r fields  are not . Scholem' s atti -
tude wa s mos t comple x an d profound , but—i t shoul d b e state d emphat -
ically—his persona l attitud e di d no t influenc e th e result s o f hi s philo -
logical investigations . A s th e note s t o thi s volum e illustrate , almos t eve r 
problem tha t Scholem wrot e on was studied an d restudied b y other schol-
ars i n th e las t fou r decades , hi s conclusion s teste d b y detaile d an d de -
tached scholarl y investigation . 

27. Se e Scholem' s detaile d discussio n o f this  proble m i n On  the Kab-
balah and Its Symbolism, translate d by Ralph Manheim (New York : Schocken, 
1965), pp . 5-32 . 

28. Se e J. Dan , Hebrew  Ethical  and Homiletical Literature [Hebrew ] (Je-
rusalem, 1975) , pp . 47-68 , an d th e bibliograph y there , pp . 281-82 . 

29. Se e G. Scholem , Kabbalah,  p . 36 . 
30. Th e materia l concernin g th e philosophers ' attitude s towar d th e 

commandments wa s compile d an d analyze d b y Isaa c Heineman n i n Ta 
camei ha-Mitzvot be-Sifrut  Yisra^el (Jerusalem, 1954) , vol . 1 . 

31. Concernin g th e view s o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidi m o n th e spiritual -
ization o f th e commandments , se e J. Dan , Hebrew  Ethical  and Homiletical 
Literature, pp. 134-44 . 

32. A  monumenta l stud y o f th e concep t o f mizvot in th e kabbala h wa s 
published b y Isaia h Tishby i n vol . 2  o f hi s Mishnat  ha-Zohar (Jerusalem: 
Mosad Bialik , 1961) . Th e focu s o f Tishby's analyse s i s religiou s practice s 
according t o th e Zohar  a s wel l a s previou s an d subsequen t kabbalisti c 
views. I t i s interestin g t o not e tha t Schole m di d no t dedicat e a  specia l 
study t o thi s problem , notwithstandin g th e fac t tha t discussion s o f thi s 
subject ar e found i n man y o f hi s paper s and books . 

33. Schole m stresse d thi s aspec t o f th e mysticis m o f th e earl y kabba -
lists especially i n contrast with th e "messianic kabbalah" which develope d 
from th e sixteent h centur y on . Se e hi s "Th e Messiani c Ide a i n Kabba -
lism," The  Messianic  Idea  in Judaism (Ne w York : Schocken , 1971) , pp . 
37-48. 

34. Cf . A . Altmann , "Th e Ladde r o f Ascension, " Studies  in Mysticism 
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and Religion  presented to Gershom Scholem  on  his Seventieth Birthday,  pp . i  — 
32. 

35. Thi s attitud e ma y explai n th e lo w profil e tha t th e kabbalist s kept — 
at leas t a s kabbalists—i n th e Maimonidea n controversy . I t shoul d b e 
stressed, however , tha t mai n figures in th e Gerona school devote d centra l 
works t o th e struggl e wit h philosophy . On e o f Nachmanides ' sermon s i s 
an attac k o n th e Aristotelia n conceptio n o f th e beginnin g o f th e world . 
See J . Dan , Hebrew  Ethical and Homiletical  Literature, p . 159 . Anothe r 
important wor k i s Jacob be n Sheshet' s Meshiv  Devarim Nekhohim  (se e above, 
n. 25 ) whic h i s a  polemic directe d agains t Samue l ib n Tibbon' s treatis e 
on creation , Ma*amar  Yiqavu ha-Mayim.  (Samue l ib n Tibbo n i s th e cele -
brated translato r o f Maimonides' Guide  of the Perplexed into Hebre w fro m 
Arabic.) I t i s no t accidenta l tha t thes e tw o polemica l work s dea l wit h a 
refutation o f th e philosophica l conception s o f creation , th e isod  ma aseh 
bereshit. Similarly , th e kabbalist s kep t a  lo w profil e a s kabbalist s i n thei r 
ethical works , bu t thei r emphasi s o n traditional , talmudic-midrashi c eth -
ics i s bot h a  polemic agains t an d a  suggestion o f a n alternative t o philo -
sophical, rationalisti c ethics , whic h flourished at tha t time . 

36. A  ne w analysi s o f th e Bahirs  attitud e t o th e commandment s i s t o 
be found i n J. Katz , "Halakh a and Kabbalah—Firs t Contacts " (Hebrew), 
/. Baer  Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem, 1979) , pp . 148-72 . [No w reprinte d i n 
J. Katz , Halakha  and Kabbalah (Jerusalem: Magne s Press , 1984) , pp . 9 -
33-] 

37. Se e G. Scholem , " A New Documen t concernin g th e Early Histor y 
of the Kabbalah, " pp. 143-44 . 

38. A  lis t an d analysi s o f th e work s o f Ezr a and Azriel , a s wel l a s a 
clarification o f thei r mutua l relationship , wa s presente d b y I . Tishb y i n 
the introductio n t o hi s editio n o f th e Commentary  on  Talmudic Aggadoth by 
R. Azriel  of  Gerona,  2n d ed . (Jerusalem : Meqiz e Nirdamim , 1983) . A 
large par t o f Scholem' s Ha-Qabbalah  be-Gerona i s dedicated t o a n analysi s 
of thes e centra l kabbalist s fro m th e Geron a circle . Se e als o G . Scholem , 
Ursprung, pp . 324-420 . 

39. Scholem' s lis t wa s printe d a s a n appendi x t o Reshit  ha-Qabbalah, 
pp. 255-62 . 

40. Se e G. Scholem , Kabbalah,  pp. 95-96 , an d cf. J . Dan , Early  Kab-
balistic Circles, pp. 1-11 . 

41. Schole m cite d th e Iyyu n circl e a s th e cleares t exampl e o f th e im -
pact o f Europea n neo-Platonis m o n th e kabbalah . Se e hi s "Th e Trace s o f 

185 



GERSHOM SCHOLE M 

Gabirol i n the Kabbalah" (Hebrew), Me^asefSofrePEretz  Yisrafel  (Tel Aviv , 
1940), pp . 160-78 . 

42. Thi s subjec t ha s no t bee n studie d ye t i n al l it s aspects . Fo r refer -
ences t o scholarshi p o n this  theme , se e above , ch . 2 , n . 29 . 

43. Se e R . Margaliot , ed. , Sefer  Bahir  (Jerusalem: Mosa d ha-Ra v Kook , 
1978), sec . 123-3 4 [G . Scholem , Das  Buck  Bahir (Leipzig : W . Drugu -
lin, 1923) , par . 87-91] . 

44. Se e G. Scholem , Reshit  ha-Qabbalah, pp. 96-97 . Cf . J . Dan , "Th e 
Emergence o f Mystica l Prayer, " i n J. Da n an d F . Talmage , eds. , Studies 
in Jewish Mysticism (Cambridge: Associatio n fo r Jewish Studies , 1982 ) pp. 
107-110. 

45. Se e I . Tishby , Commentary  on  Talmudic  Aggadoth by  R.  Azriel  of 
Gerona, pp. 23—26 . 

46. Berakhot  45a . 
47. Jaco b be n Sheshet' s Ha-*Emunah  veha~Bitl?on  i s include d i n 

H. Chavel , Kitvei  ha-Ram  ban (Jerusalem : Mosa d ha-Ra v Kook , 1967) , 
vol. 2 , pp . 353-448 . 

48. G . Scholem , " A Ne w Documen t concernin g th e Earl y Histor y o f 
the Kabbalah, " pp. 148-50 . 

49. See , fo r example , H . Graetz' s famou s polemica l denigratio n o f 
kabbalah i n hi s History  0/ the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publicatio n Soci -
ety, 1891-98) , vol . 4 , pp . 10-2 4 a n ^ Solomo n Rubin , Heidenthum  und 
Kabbalah (Wien: Cerman n &  Altmann, 1893) . 

50. Th e linea r descriptio n o f th e developmen t o f kabbala h i s opene d 
to severa l question s which , i n turn , rais e th e possibilit y o f a  differen t 
interpretation. Fo r instance , i t i s no t a t al l eviden t tha t th e earl y kabba -
lists i n Provenc e receive d al l thei r symbol s fro m th e Bahir.  Indeed , it  is 
surprising ho w independen t the y ar e i n thei r terminolog y vis-a-vi s th e 
Bahir: mos t o f thei r symbol s ar e no t base d o n it ! I f fro m this  w e ma y 
infer tha t th e Provenca l kabbalist s ha d anothe r sourc e fo r thei r symbols , 
then i t wil l follo w tha t th e Bahir  wa s no t th e onl y ancien t presentatio n 
of a  symbolis m containin g a  doctrin e o f te n divin e attributes . Analo -
gously, th e text s derivin g fro m th e Iyyu n circl e d o no t contai n terminol -
ogy dependen t o n th e Bahir.  Thi s to o seem s t o denot e th e existenc e o f 
mystical system s whic h use d othe r source s an d develope d outside , o r 
alongside, thi s "linear " historica l stream . I f so , som e o f th e mor e mysti -
cally oriente d circle s o f Ashkenazi Hasidi m shoul d b e viewed a s indepen-
dent mystica l school s emerging withou t close contact wit h o r direct influ -
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ence from th e mainstream of mystical development presente d b y Scholem. 
It seem s tha t w e hav e toda y a  meaningful bod y o f historica l fact s whic h 
suggest tha t a t th e tur n o f th e thirteent h centur y nearl y hal f a  doze n 
independent school s of Jewish mystic s were operative i n Europe. Th e cen-
trality of the Zfo&r-Provence-Gerona lin e i s a historical fac t decided upo n 
by later developments, bu t a t the tim e ther e were many alternative route s 
to tha t line . Fro m a  historical poin t o f vie w this  pictur e raise s wit h ne w 
force th e question : Wh y di d mysticis m emerg e exactl y then ? Wh y di d 
Judaism flourish  fo r suc h a  lon g tim e withou t th e symbolis m o f severa l 
divine emanations , an d the n suddenly , aroun d th e yea r 1200 , a  hal f a 
dozen school s begi n t o inven t ne w mythologie s t o describe th e Godhead ? 
The stud y o f thi s possibility , an d th e problem s i t raises , migh t ad d ne w 
insights int o th e natur e o f th e relationshi p betwee n Jewish religio n an d 
Jewish mysticism , a s wel l a s t o th e understandin g o f Jewish cultur e i n 
the twelft h an d thirteenth centuries . Fo r a more detailed discussion of the 
problem o f th e autonom y o f thes e variou s circles , se e J. Dan , Early  Kab-
balistic Circles. See als o J. Dan , "Th e Emergenc e o f Mystica l Prayer, " p . 
115. 
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CHAPTER 7 

FROM GERON A T O 
THE ZOHAR 

i 

THE FIRS T PERIO D i n th e histor y o f th e kabbala h 
begins wit h th e compositio n o f Rabb i Isaa c th e Blind' s 

commentary o n Sefer  Yezirah,  i n th e beginnin g o f th e thir -
teenth century . I t end s whe n th e mos t importan t kabbalisti c 
work, th e Zohar,  bega n t o b e know n abou t 1291 . Th e first 
half o f thi s century-lon g perio d wa s dominate d b y th e kab -
balistic circle s i n Provenc e and Gerona; the second half , fro m 
the middle of the thirteenth century , wa s dominated b y three 
major developments : th e schoo l o f kabbalists i n Castile , tha t 
of Rabb i Jaco b ha-Cohen , hi s son s an d thei r disciples ; th e 
activities o f Rabb i Abraha m Abulafia ; an d th e schoo l o f th e 
Zohar itself, th e work s o f Rabb i Mose s d e Leo n an d Rabb i 
Joseph Gikatilla . A t th e beginnin g o f thi s period , th e kab -
balists wer e scattere d i n smal l circles ; when thi s perio d ended , 
the kabbalah was a system tha t covered mos t subject s i n Jew-
ish cultur e an d provide d answer s t o th e centra l religiou s 
problems o f medieval Judaism. Thi s maturity wa s revealed in 
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the Zohar,  whic h collecte d an d develope d previou s system s 
and speculation s an d molde d the m int o a  ne w whole . Som e 
of the idea s and symbols which developed i n th e post-Geron a 
schools o f the kabbalah wil l b e described, wit h som e empha -
sis o n thos e element s whic h contribute d mos t t o th e formu -
lation o f the theosophica l syste m o f the Zohar. 

During th e first decade o f his wor k i n Jerusalem, Schole m 
explored th e work s o f th e Castil e schoo l o f kabbalists , espe -
cially thos e o f the brother s Rabb i Jacob and Rabb i Isaac , th e 
sons o f Rabb i Jaco b ha-Cohen , an d thos e o f thei r disciple , 
Rabbi Mose s of Burgos. H e publishe d thei r works i n a  series 
of article s beginnin g i n 192 7 an d studie d i n detai l thei r re -
liance o n previou s source s an d thei r impac t o n late r kabbal -
istic thought. l A t th e same time Scholem published hi s com-
prehensive study of the mystical concep t of the different world s 
in th e kabbalah. 2 I n hi s late r publication s Schole m referre d 
back t o hi s studie s o f these works, 3 an d he used t o cal l thes e 
mystics "th e Gnostics o f Castile," or "the Gnostic Brothers. " 

The majo r wor k o f Rabb i Jacob ha-Cohen , th e fathe r an d 
founder o f thi s mystica l circle , i s calle d Sefer  ha-Orah  (The 
Book of Light). Schole m considered Rabb i Jacob to be an orig-
inal mystic , wh o develope d hi s syste m withou t direc t con -
tacts wit h othe r tradition s an d school s o f th e kabbalah . H e 
apparently relie d o n hi s ow n mystica l vision , hi s discoverie s 
of numerica l harmonie s i n th e ancien t texts , an d o n hi s ow n 
interpretation o f th e tradition s o f secret , hol y name s an d di -
vine power s describe d i n th e Hekhalot  literature. Thus , fo r 
instance, th e figure  o f Metatron , s o prominen t i n Hekhalot 
mysticism,4 whic h wa s almos t absen t fro m th e boo k Bahir 
and th e work s o f th e earl y kabbalists , emerge s i n th e Sefer 
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ha-Orah a s a  dominant powe r i n th e divin e world . Rabb i Ja-
cob did , however , probabl y deriv e som e materia l an d idea s 
From the esoteri c work s o f the Ashkenaz i Hasidim . 

The work s o f Rabb i Jacob's sons , Rabb i Jacob an d Rabb i 
Isaac, "th e Cohe n Brothers " o f Castile , sho w clea r contact s 
with th e teaching s o f the boo k Bahir  and of the kabbalist s o f 
Provence an d Gerona . Th e syste m o f th e te n sefirot,  absen t 
from Sefer  ha-Orah,  is present an d central t o th e work s of the 
sons, wh o incorporate d int o i t man y element s tha t the y re -
ceived fro m thei r father . Th e best-know n boo k o f Rabb i Ja-
cob ha-Cohe n (th e son ) i s hi s commentar y o n th e letter s o f 
the Hebre w alphabet , followin g th e traditio n o f th e ancien t 
Letters of  Rabbi Akiba5 bu t base d o n th e syste m o f the sefirot. 
The kabbalist s o f thi s circl e showe d a  keen interes t i n ever y 
element connecte d wit h language : no t onl y th e letters , thei r 
sounds an d thei r forms , bu t als o th e vocalizatio n sign s an d 
the teamim, the musical sign s added to the letters in the Bible 
in orde r t o direc t th e wa y the y shoul d b e sun g i n th e syn -
agogue. Thi s interes t i s relate d t o th e concentratio n o f th e 
early kabbalist s o n th e "secre t o f Genesis, " fo r existenc e 
emerged b y th e powe r o f these letter s an d th e sound s associ -
ated wit h them , an d th e mystica l knowledg e o f thei r secret s 
gives th e mysti c th e powe r t o repea t th e proces s an d incor -
porate himself with the source from which the creation evolved. 

Scholem referre d t o thi s circl e a s "the Gnostic s o f Castile" 
mainly becaus e o f on e importan t treatis e b y Rabb i Isaa c ha-
Cohen entitle d Al  ha-Azilut  ha-Semalit  (A  Treatise  on  the  Em-
anations on  the  Left).6 Thi s revolutionar y wor k marke d a  com-
pletely ne w departur e i n th e concep t o f evil , no t onl y i n th e 
kabbalah itsel f bu t i n th e histor y o f Jewis h thought . Th e 
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impact o f this treatise was enormous, thoug h indirect . Whil e 
later kabbalist s hardl y mentio n Rabb i Isaac' s works , an d h e 
was almos t forgotte n i n th e kabbalisti c literatur e o f th e fol -
lowing centuries , on e perso n wa s deepl y influence d b y th e 
ideas o f Rabb i Isaac—th e autho r o f th e Zohar,  Rabb i Mose s 
de Leon. 

Rabbi Isaa c proposed tha t tw o line s of emanation emerge d 
from th e thir d divine attribute , th e sefirah binah,  consistently 
called teshuvah,  "repentance." Th e first , a  hol y one , i s situ -
ated on the right side, whic h i s actually the seven lower sefirot 
of th e previou s kabbalisti c schools ; th e second , situate d o n 
the left side , i s that of the evil powers, th e central one among 
them bein g Samael , an d th e femal e one , th e counterpar t o f 
the hol y shekhinah,  is calle d Lilith . Neve r befor e i n Jewis h 
literature was there a presentation o f an independent real m of 
evil divin e powers . Whil e th e name s Samae l an d Lilit h ar e 
old one s i n Hebre w works, 7 neve r before were they described 
as a couple, th e centra l pai r in th e demoni c realm. 8 

Parallelism i s ver y prominen t i n Rabb i Isaac' s thought . 
Everything evolved , accordin g t o him, i n parallel pairs , eve n 
Adam and Eve were emanated as a similar pair to Samael and 
Lilith.9 I n Rabb i Isaac' s worl d vie w al l thing s wer e divide d 
into pair s o f good an d evil , whic h wer e i n constan t struggl e 
with eac h other . Th e classica l gnosti c dualis m o f a  myth -
ological struggl e i n th e divin e worl d betwee n goo d an d evi l 
powers wa s clearl y expresse d b y Rabb i Isaac . I t remaine d a 
constant element i n kabbalistic thought , i n various forms, fo r 
centuries t o come. 

The cosmi c dimensio n o f th e struggl e betwee n th e "left " 
and "right" powers is emphasized i n Rabbi Isaac' s description 
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of th e creatio n o f th e worl d (includin g th e divin e worl d o f 
the sefirot).  H e sa w i t a s a  serie s o f attempts b y th e Godhea d 
to create , attempt s negate d b y evi l s o dominan t tha t thes e 
ancient world s ha d t o b e destroyed. 10 Thi s myt h o f th e an -
cient, completel y evil , destroye d world s wa s als o adopted b y 
the autho r o f th e Zohar  an d becam e centra l t o kabbalisti c 
mythology.11 

Another revolutionar y mytholog y incorporate d i n Rabb i 
Isaac's Treatise  on  the Emanations on  the Left i s th e myt h o f th e 
messiah. Schole m showe d tha t th e messiani c elemen t i s al -
most absen t fro m th e work s o f the earl y kabbalist s becaus e of 
their interes t i n th e "secre t o f Genesis/ ' th e ques t fo r th e 
past rathe r tha n tha t o f th e messiani c future. 12 Rabb i Isaa c 
ha-Cohen, however , i s a n exception . Thi s treatis e a s wel l a s 
his treatis e o n th e teamim  include a  myt h o f th e messiani c 
struggle agains t evi l i n apocalypti c terms. 13 The messia h wil l 
revenge th e sufferin g o f earthly an d heavenl y creature s a t th e 
hands o f th e evi l power s an d vanquis h the m wit h a  divin e 
sword; indeed , th e messia h himsel f i s a  divin e swor d ema -
nated fo r thi s purpose. 14 

There i s a  mysteriou s elemen t i n Rabb i Isaac' s mytholog y 
of evi l an d messiani c redemptio n i n Spai n aroun d 1265 . N o 
other mystic s o f thi s perio d revea l suc h tendencies . No t eve n 
the member s o f hi s ow n circle , includin g hi s fathe r an d hi s 
brother, includ e such symbolism i n thei r works . Hi s disciple , 
Rabbi Mose s o f Burgos , wh o wrot e commentarie s o n severa l 
of Rabb i Isaac' s works , tende d t o minimiz e thes e myth -
ological element s i n hi s works . Anothe r schola r who followe d 
to som e exten t th e teaching s o f thi s school , Rabb i Todro s 
Abulafia, th e autho r o f Otzar  ha-Kavod (A Treasury  of Divine 
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Glory), a  mystical commentar y o n the Talmudic legends , an d 
other works , di d no t emphasiz e th e myt h o f evil , eve n i f he 
believed i n it. 15 I t seems that Rabbi Isaac ha-Cohen was com-
pletely alon e i n hi s developmen t o f a  myth o f evi l an d mes -
sianism.16 

This circle , an d especially Rabb i Isaa c ha-Cohen, include d 
in it s work s long , detaile d storie s abou t th e wa y i n whic h 
these grea t secret s reache d them . Usually , thes e storie s in -
clude a  tradition o f th e transmittin g o f great mysterie s fro m 
the Eas t t o th e school s o f the Ashkenaz i Hasidim . Rabb i Isaac 
claimed t o have met a  disciple o f Rabbi Eleaza r of Worms i n 
Narbonne, fro m who m h e learne d man y secrets. 17 Rabb i Isaa c 
also claimed t o have i n hi s possession ancien t esoteri c works , 
from whic h h e quoted; thes e include d a  book calle d Hekhalot 
Zutarti, whic h h e sai d containe d th e whol e dualisti c syste m 
he adopted i n hi s work s (th e ancien t mystica l tex t whic h w e 
have doe s not). 18 Interestingly , Rabb i Isaa c quoted th e mos t 
important part s o f these source s i n Aramaic , thu s suggestin g 
that grea t mysterie s shoul d b e discovere d i n ancien t source s 
in Aramaic; thi s could hav e had a role i n explaining wh y th e 
Zohar was written i n thi s language . 

Were al l th e source s quote d b y Rabb i Isaa c imaginary , a 
fictitious, mystica l librar y (lik e th e one th e author o f the Zo-
har often quoted) , o r did Rabb i Isaa c really have in his poses-
sion book s an d manuscript s whic h wer e unknow n t o othe r 
kabbalists before and after him? When he first began to study 
the work s o f thi s school , Schole m fel t tha t the y di d hav e 
some informatio n fro m ancien t sources , an d tha t th e gnosti c 
character of their works was no t th e reinventio n o f a mythol-
ogy bu t a  direc t connectio n wit h Easter n gnosticism . Bu t 
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although th e mystic s o f Castil e doubtles s kne w som e o f th e 
ideas o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim , whic h the y completel y 
transformed,19 al l thei r speculation s ar e explained b y th e in -
dependent developmen t o f thei r interpretation s o f th e Bibl e 
and th e ancien t texts . I t i s ver y difficul t t o poin t ou t th e 
influences o f unknown, hidde n sources. 20 

Sefer ha-Temunab  i s a  commentary b y a n unknow n autho r 
on th e letter s o f th e alphabet , writte n i n a  most obscur e and 
difficult symbolism , mos t of which is found only in this book.21 

Many part s o f thi s wor k ar e no t understood , bu t Schole m 
identified on e ide a destine d t o hav e enormou s religiou s im -
portance centurie s later—th e syste m o f th e seve n shemitot. 
According t o Sefer  ha-Temunah,  th e Godhea d di d no t creat e 
one world , bu t a  successio n o f worlds , eac h followin g afte r 
the destructio n o f th e previou s one . Eac h worl d ha d it s ow n 
laws, it s own Torah, rea d and interprete d accordin g t o a sys-
tem uniqu e t o it.  Eac h worl d wa s governe d b y on e o f th e 
sefirot. Ou r world i s governed b y th e fifth  sefirah,  tha t o f din, 
"severe law, " a s demonstrate d b y th e stric t legalis m o f ou r 
Torah. Afte r th e redemptio n thi s worl d wil l b e destroyed , 
and a  ne w on e wil l b e created . I t wil l b e governe d b y th e 
next sefirah,  tiferet.  It wil l b e characterize d b y divin e mercy , 
and th e worl d wil l b e fre e o f th e legalis m o f th e presen t 
interpretation o f the Torah. 

There i s an obvious antinomia n elemen t i n th e symbolis m 
of th e Sefer  ha-Temunah.  I t offer s th e hop e o f freedo m fro m 
all religiou s laws . This , however , i s no t a  dangerous kin d o f 
antinomianism becaus e such freedom wil l no t be achieved unti l 
the presen t worl d i s destroye d an d a  ne w on e created ; thi s 
could hardl y hav e a n immediat e historica l impact . Schole m 
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pointed ou t th e clos e similarit y betwee n thes e idea s an d th e 
thirteenth-century Christia n schoo l o f th e disciple s o f Joachim 
of Fiore , wh o believe d i n thre e testaments , eac h followin g 
the other throughout history , an d governed by the three parts 
of th e Christia n trinity : th e Ol d Testament , tha t o f th e Fa -
ther; th e Ne w Testament , tha t o f th e Son , whic h i s muc h 
more spiritua l an d les s legalisti c tha n th e previou s one ; an d 
the third , th e testamentu m aeternum , tha t o f the Hol y Spirit , 
which wil l b e completel y spiritua l an d eternal . Som e o f 
Joachim's disciple s believe d tha t thei r teacher' s works consti -
tuted tha t testament . Unlik e Sefer  ha-Temunah,  thi s syste m 
sees the transition from one set of laws to another as a process 
characterizing th e histor y o f th e presen t world . I t thu s ha s 
acute antinomian implications , an d therefore Joachim and his 
disciples wer e persecuted b y th e Catholi c church . 

The teaching s o f the Sefer ha-Temunah  a t first did no t hav e 
a grea t impac t o n th e kabbalah , bu t the y wer e rediscovere d 
by th e seventeenth-centur y adherent s o f th e messiani c Sab -
batai Zevi. 22 H e revive d thes e idea s an d use d the m t o de -
velop a mystical conception of the new Torah of the messianic 
age, th e Tora h develope d b y th e messiani c prophe t Natha n 
of Gaza. 

II 

A completel y differen t kabbalisti c system , couple d wit h 
messianic activity, wa s developed b y a contemporary of Rabbi 
Isaac ha-Cohen , Rabb i Abraha m Abulafia . On e o f th e great -
est Jewish mystics of all times, hi s mystical system was called 
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by Schole m "th e propheti c kabbalah. 23 Schole m wa s th e first 
to analyze his prolific writing s a s a whole, an d t o extract fro m 
them bot h th e biograph y o f thi s uniqu e mysti c an d th e out -
lines o f hi s kabbalisti c teachings . Th e ter m "prophetic " wa s 
used b y Schole m t o distinguis h Abulafi a fro m th e theosoph -
ical tren d i n th e kabbala h tha t emphasize d th e te n sefirot. 
Abulafia wa s wel l awar e o f thi s syste m o f th e Geron a kabba -
lists, bu t h e oppose d i t completely . Hi s mysticis m relie d di -
rectly o n th e teaching s o f th e Sefer  Yezirah. H e concentrate d 
on th e analysi s o f th e letter s o f th e Hebre w alphabet , thei r 
mystical significance , an d th e way s t o us e the m t o achiev e a 
mystical visio n o r prophecy . Abulafi a i s on e o f th e ver y fe w 
Jewish mystic s wh o include d i n thei r work s instruction s con -
cerning th e wa y t o achiev e a  mystica l state , bot h spiritua l 
and physical , way s o f contemplation, an d way s of exercise b y 
which th e spiri t coul d b e free d o f it s physica l bondag e an d 
reach contac t wit h th e divine . 

Rabbi Abraha m Abulafi a completel y rejecte d th e ide a tha t 
evil ha s a  separate , independen t existence . H e though t tha t 
evil aros e as a psychological elemen t withi n th e huma n heart ; 
it wa s on e o f man' s spiritua l drives , whic h di d no t hav e an y 
divine manifestation . I n thi s h e wa s clos e t o th e view s o f 
many Jewis h philosophers. 24 H e di d no t se e a  gul f betwee n 
philosophy an d kabbala h an d interprete d Maimonides ' More 
Nevuchim as i f i t wer e a  mystica l work. 25 I n thi s h e joine d 
some other kabbalist s wh o tried , i n various ways, t o reconcil e 
between kabbala h an d philosophy , th e mos t prominen t amon g 
them i n th e thirteent h centur y bein g Rabb i Isaa c ib n Latif. 26 

But abov e al l Abulafi a believe d tha t th e mystica l contempla -
tion o f th e secret s o f Sefer Yezirah, th e alphabet , an d th e nu -
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merical meanings of Hebrew letters and words, and the analysis 
of the divine names , containe d al l mystica l secrets . Th e theo-
sophic tren d o f th e kabbalist s o f Provenc e an d Geron a wa s 
not th e righ t wa y t o achieve mystica l knowledge . 

Abraham Abulafi a wa s motivated b y messiani c drives , an d 
he took i t upon himself to hasten the coming of the messianic 
age. Althoug h Abulafia' s teaching s were overshadowed b y the 
Zohar, his mystica l an d messianic approac h ha d an enormous 
impact o n subsequen t development s i n th e kabbalah . 

Abulafia ha d severa l students , a s h e himsel f wa s probabl y 
the student and follower o f a previous circle of mystics.27 Th e 
most important was undoubtedly Rabb i Joseph Gikatilla, on e 
of th e best-know n an d ye t mos t enigmati c kabbalist s o f th e 
thirteenth century. 28 Gikatill a wa s a  prolifi c writer , an d a 
score or more of his works are known to us. Hi s most famou s 
work i s Sha'arey  Orah  (The Gates  of Light),29 whic h i s a  de-
scription o f th e te n sefirot  given i n greater detai l tha n anyone 
had attempte d befor e him . Th e clarit y an d precisio n o f Gi -
katilla's styl e mad e thi s wor k extremel y popular . Th e almos t 
complete identit y o f hi s symbolis m wit h tha t o f th e Zohar 
made Gikatilla' s boo k helpfu l i n th e stud y o f that work . 

While Gikatill a wa s an d i s regarde d a s th e cleares t expo -
nent o f theosophica l kabbala h an d th e syste m o f th e sefirot, 
the majo r wor k o f hi s earl y perio d o f creativity , Ginat  Egoz, 
is base d o n th e Sefer  Yezirah  according t o Abulafia' s mystica l 
approach.30 There i s n o use o f the sefirot  (and Abulafia' s mes -
sianism i s absent a s well) . I t seem s tha t Gikatill a starte d hi s 
mystical caree r a s a  discipl e o f Abulafi a an d followe d hi s 
teachings i n severa l o f hi s early works , an d the n change d hi s 
course an d becam e a n adheren t o f th e theosophi c kabbalah . 
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This change probabl y occurred after h e met anothe r adherent 
of th e sefirot  kabbalah , Rabb i Mose s d e Leon , an d the y be -
came lifetim e associate s an d friends. 31 

It i s possibl e tha t Rabb i Mose s d e Leo n wa s i n hi s yout h 
an adherent o f th e mysticis m expounde d b y Abulafia. 32 On e 
of his earliest works, calle d Or  Zarua (The Shining Light), may 
be a  testimony t o thi s influence. 33 H e als o wa s intereste d i n 
the philosophy o f Maimonides, fo r he purchased his own copy 
of th e Hebre w translatio n o f hi s work. 34 Ther e ca n b e n o 
doubt tha t Gikatill a was the kabbalis t closes t t o de Leon when 
he wrote th e Zohar.  Gikatilla accepte d mos t o f the theosoph -
ical symbolis m expounde d i n th e Zohar,  bu t rejecte d man y 
of the mythologica l elements . I n hi s book s Gikatill a di d no t 
dwell o n th e mystica l symbolis m s o centra l t o th e Zohar  (a 
basis for which ca n b e found i n th e work s o f Rabbi Isaa c ha-
Cohen); th e mytholog y o f evi l an d th e messiani c motif s i n 
the Zohar  did no t appea l t o him . 

Thus w e se e tha t thirteenth-centur y kabbala h i s a n enor -
mous treasure house of mystical trends , ideas , an d systems of 
symbols. Th e commo n groun d i s th e arden t ques t fo r th e 
mystical meanin g o f Judaism . Rabb i Josep h Gikatill a an d 
Rabbi Mose s d e Leo n wer e th e first  tw o kabbalist s t o writ e 
major treatise s o n th e subjec t o f ta'amey  ha-mitsvot,  the mys -
tical meanin g o f th e Jewish commandments . B y th e en d o f 
the thirteent h century , o n th e ev e o f th e publicatio n o f th e 
Zohar, th e kabbala h nearl y becam e a n all-encompassin g ide -
ological system , proposin g answer s t o al l th e majo r religiou s 
problems facin g th e Jews. I n thi s vas t bod y o f mystica l lor e 
one coul d find everything fro m stark , gnosti c mythology , lik e 
that o f Rabbi Isaa c ha-Cohen, t o an almost philosophica l an d 
seemingly logica l presentation , lik e that of ibn Latif, a  prom-
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inent kabbalis t wh o live d i n th e middl e o f th e thirteent h 
century. 

By th e en d o f thi s perio d th e kabbala h wa s presentin g a 
complete mystica l dimensio n t o Jewish religiou s lif e and self-
image. A  centur y afte r Jewish rationalisti c philosoph y reache d 
its pea k wit h th e publicatio n o f Maimonides ' Guide  to  the 
Perplexed, Judais m produced a  comprehensive mystica l syste m 
pf terms and symbols b y which Jews could understan d them -
selves, thei r fate , thei r destiny , an d th e demand s tha t Go d 
put befor e them . 

It i s difficul t t o speculat e wha t woul d hav e happene d i f 
Jewish intellectual s ha d bee n force d t o choos e betwee n th e 
Guide to  the  Perplexed an d othe r philosophica l work s o n th e 
one han d an d th e work s o f Nachmanide s an d Rabbi s Isaa c 
ha-Cohen, Abulafia , Gikatilla , an d de Leon on the other. Bu t 
late i n th e thirteent h centur y al l th e kabbalisti c trend s an d 
symbols wer e unite d i n on e work , highl y inspire d an d o f 
great rhetorica l an d literary impact , vas t i n it s scope and un-
surpassed i n it s darin g symbolism—th e Zohar.  After that , i t 
was no t thi s kabbalisti c syste m o r tha t agains t rationalisti c 
philosphy, bu t th e Zohar  against everythin g else . Wit h th e 
Zohar the kabbala h cam e o f age . Th e mystic s coul d star t th e 
long proces s o f influencin g Jewis h religiou s observance , lit -
erary creativity , an d even history . 

NOTES 

1. Fo r bibliographi c references , se e above , ch . i , ns . 17—18 . T o th e 
sources mentione d ther e i t shoul d b e adde d tha t severa l text s fro m thi s 
circle o f kabbalist s wer e include d i n Scholem' s Kitvei  Yad  ba-Qabbalah 
(Jerusalem: Th e Hebre w Universit y Press , 1930) , pp . 31-32 , 60-70 , 
208-13. 
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2. Gersho m Scholem , "A n Inquir y i n th e Kabbala h o f R . Isaa c be n 
Jacob ha-Kohen : Th e Evolutio n o f th e Doctrin e o f th e World s i n th e 
Early Kabbalah" (Hebrew), Tarbiz,  2  (1931) , pp . 415-42 ; 3  (1932), pp . 
33-66. 

3. Fo r th e mos t recen t summary , se e G . Scholem , Kabbalah  (Jerusa-
lem: Keter , 1974) , pp . 55-66 . 

4. Concernin g Metatron , se e G. Scholem , Kabbalah,  pp. 377-81 , an d 
see above , ch . 2 , pp . 61-62 , an d n . 7 2 there . 

5. Se e above , ch . 3 , p . 81 . 
6. Publishe d b y Scholem i n Maddacei ha-Yahadut, 2  (1927), pp . 244 -

64. 
7. Se e Scholem' s articl e o n Samae i i n Kabbalah,  pp . 385-88 ; cf . hi s 

"New Informatio n Concernin g Ashmeda i an d Lilith " (Hebrew) , Tarbiz, 
19 (1948), pp . 160-75 . Se e also J. Dan , "Samaei , Lilit h and the Concept 
of Evi l i n Earl y Kabbalah, " Association for Jewish Studies Review,  5 (1980) , 
pp. 17-40 . 

8. Ther e i s on e magica l text , publishe d b y Scholem , whic h include s 
references t o Samae i an d Lilit h i n a  simila r manner , an d whic h bear s 
resemblance t o R . Isaac' s terminolog y i n othe r aspect s a s well . Se e G . 
Scholem, "Sider i de-Shimush a Rabba, " Tarbiz  1 6 (1945) , pp . 196-209 . 
The proble m is , however , whethe r this  tex t wa s a  source fo r R . Isaa c or 
vice versa , o r perhap s the y share d a  common thir d source . Thi s i s a  dif-
ficult proble m whic h w e ar e unable t o resolv e a t present . Suffic e i t t o say 
that R . Isaac' s treatis e i s th e earlies t date d sourc e whic h include s a  refer-
ence t o Samae i an d Lilit h i n thi s way . Concernin g R . Isaac' s sources , I 
have suggeste d tha t h e base d hi s speculation s o n storie s abou t Lilit h an d 
the "Grea t Demon " i n th e ancien t tex t know n a s th e pseudo-Be n Sira ; 
see J. Dan , "Samaei , Lilit h an d th e Concep t o f Evi l i n Earl y Kabbalah, " 
Association for Jewish Studies Review,  5  (1980), pp . 19-22 . 

9. Accordin g t o R . Isaac , followin g a n ancien t midrash , Ada m an d 
Eve wer e originall y on e creatur e whic h include d bot h sexes , an d wer e 
later separate d int o mal e an d female ; i n th e sam e way , Samae i an d Lilit h 
were one and then separated lik e a pair of twins. (O n the midrashic them e 
of th e androgynou s natur e o f Adam , includin g reference s t o th e classica l 
rabbinic sources , se e L. Ginzberg , Legends  of  the Jews {Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society , 1968] , vol . 5 , pp . 88-89 , n . 42. ) 

10. Th e aggadic them e of God "creatin g world s and destroying them " 
is found i n Genesis  Rabbah  9:2 (Theodor-Albec k ed. , p . 68),  Cf . liagigah 
13b-14a concernin g th e earl y generatio n whic h wa s lost . 
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11. Fo r a  detaile d compariso n betwee n R . Isaac' s presentatio n o f th e 
myth o f th e "destroye d worlds " an d tha t o f th e Zohar,  se e G . Scholem , 
Madda'ei ha-Yahadut,  2  (1927) , pp . 193-97 . I t i s possible tha t R . Isaa c 
was influenced her e by a homily o f R . Eleaza r of Worms abou t early , evi l 
worlds. Se e hi s Hokhmat  ha-Nefesh  (Lvov , 1876) , pp . ioc-d . Cf . J . Dan , 
"Samael, Lilit h and th e Concep t o f Evi l i n Earl y Kabbalah," pp. 32-37 . 

12. Concernin g th e attitude of the early kabbalists toward messianism , 
see above , ch . 6 , pp . 151-52 . 

13. G . Scholem , MadaW'ei  ha-Yahadut,  2  (1927) , pp . 269-75 . 
14. Thes e description s conclud e th e extan t portio n o f Isaac' s "Treatis e 

on th e Emanation s o n th e Left. " 
15. Fo r more detail s se e Michal Oron' s M.A . thesi s on Todros  Abulafia 

(Tel Avi v University , 1976) . 
16. Se e J . Dan , "Th e Emergenc e o f Messiani c Mytholog y i n Thir -

teenth Centur y Kabbalah " i n Zv i Baras , ed. , Messianism  and  Eschatology 
[Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magne s Press , 1983) , pp . 239-52 . 

17. G . Scholem , Madda cei ha-Yahadut, 2  (1927) , p . 263 . 
18. Fo r a  descriptio n o f Hekhalot  Zutarti, se e above , ch . 2 , pp . 3 8 -

63-
19. Concernin g thes e influences , se e J. Dan , "Samael , Lilit h an d th e 

Concept o f Evi l i n Earl y Kabbalah, " pp. 28-32 . 
20. Schole m coul d no t decid e a t th e tim e h e publishe d thes e studie s 

whether R . Isaa c influenced th e Zohar  or whether the sources of the Zohar 
were before R . Isaac , fo r he was not ye t certai n whe n th e Zohar  had bee n 
written. Se e below , ch . 8 . 

21. Se e G . Scholem , Reshit  ha-Qabbalah  (Jerusalem an d Te l Aviv : 
Schocken, 1948) , pp . 176-92 ; G . Scholem , Ha-Qabbalah  she/ Sefer ha-
Temunah veshel  R.  Avaraham  Abulafiya, edite d b y J. Be n Shlom o (Jerusa -
lem: Akadamon , 1965) , Cf . G . Scholem , Urprung  und  Anfange der  Kab-
bala (Berlin: W. d e Gruyter, 1962) , pp . 407-19 . O n th e views of Joachim 
of Fiore, t o whose work Scholem her e drew parallels, see Marjorie Reeves , 
Joachim of Fiore and the  Prophetic Future  (London : SPC K Press , 1976 ) an d 
Antonio Crocco , Giocchino  da  Fiore  (Naples: Auri a Press , i960) . 

22. Concernin g th e shemitot theory i n Sabbatianism, se e below, ch . 11 , 
pp. 286-311 . 

23. Scholem' s firs t detaile d discussio n abou t Abulafi a wa s include d i n 
G. Scholem , Major  Trends  in Jewish Mysticism,  3rd rev . ed . (Ne w York : 
Schocken, 1954) , pp . 119-55 ; c -̂ a ^so G . Scholem , Ha-Qabbalah  shel 
Sefer ha-Temunah veshel R. Avaraham  Abulafiya. A major study of this mys-
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tic wa s writte n b y M . Idel , "Kitve i R . Avraha m Abulafiy a u-mishnato " 
(Ph.D. thesis , Hebre w University , 1976) , 2  vols . 

24. Fo r a  detaile d analysi s o f Abulafia' s meditationa l techniques , se e 
M. Idel , op . cit. , vol . 2 . Fo r a n analysi s o f Abulafia' s thought , an d it s 
relationship t o philosophy , se e M . Idel , vol . 1 , pp . 86-128 . 

25. Abulafia' s commentary , extan t i n man y manuscripts , i s calle d 57-
trei Torah (The Esoteric Meaning ofTorah).  Se e G . Scholem , Major  Trends, 
pp. 378-79 , n . 19 . (Se e also M. Idel , op . cit. , vol . 1 , pp . 8-11. ) 

26. Se e G. Scholem , Kabbalah,  pp. 52-53 . Se e also S. Helle r Willen -
sky, "Th e Proble m o f th e Authorshi p o f th e Boo k Sha car ha-Shamayim 
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95; idem. , "Isaa c Ib n Latif—Philosophe r o r Kabbalist? " Jewish Medieval 
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versity Press , 1967) , pp . 185-223 . 
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127. 

28. Se e Ephrai m Gottlieb , "Beruri m be-Kitve i R . Yose f Giqatila, " 
Studies in the  Kabbala Literature,  edited b y Joseph Hacke r (Te l Aviv , Te l 
Aviv University , 1976) , pp . 96-162 . 
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(1983-84), pp . 67-96 . Farbe r ha s argued tha t Mose s d e Leo n belonge d 
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CHAPTER 8 

THE ZOHAR 

i 

WHEN SCHOLE M bega n his studies of the Zohar, he 
was overwhelme d b y it s depth , it s vas t imagery , it s 

profound symbolism , an d th e literar y an d ideologica l powe r 
contained i n it . Thi s reactio n i s natura l whe n facin g thi s 
enormous work. Schole m was familiar with th e views of Graetz 
and othe r nineteenth-centur y scholar s concernin g th e Zohar. 
He knew the prevailing vie w tha t the Zohar had been written 
by Rabb i Mose s d e Leo n i n norther n Spai n nea r th e en d o f 
the thirteent h century . Th e youn g Schole m coul d no t accep t 
this view, whic h wa s usually presented couple d wit h vitrioli c 
attacks agains t th e kabbala h i n general . 

For instance, on e of the arguments use d b y Scholem agains t 
the attribution o f the Zohar  to Moses de Leon was a compar-
ison o f th e Zohar  wit h th e othe r Hebre w work s o f Rabb i 
Moses. Th e similarit y o f thes e work s t o th e Zohar  is unmis -
takable. Whol e portions , sentences , expressions , an d term s 
appearing i n Rabbi Moses ' Hebrew book s seem t o be a direct 
translation fro m th e Zohar.  But th e overal l view , th e general 
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characteristics, o f thes e book s whe n compare d t o th e Zohar 
make i t almos t impossibl e t o believ e tha t th e sam e ma n wrot e 
all o f them . Th e Hebre w work s d o no t contai n th e sam e 
broad views , th e strong , colorfu l images , th e mythologica l 
strength, th e depth , an d th e greatnes s o f the Zohar.  Schole m 
expressed doub t tha t th e author s o f al l th e work s wer e on e 
and th e same . Schole m als o doubte d i n 192 4 tha t i t wa s 
possible t o attribut e th e enormou s Zohar  completely t o a  sin-
gle individual . H e tende d t o believ e tha t th e Zohar  was com-
posed o f man y layer s (whic h i s true) , eac h adde d b y anothe r 
mystic o r a  group o f mystics . Scholem , therefore , attribute d 
the Zohar  to man y generation s o f Jewish mystics , whil e tak -
ing int o accoun t th e possibilit y tha t Rabb i Mose s d e Leo n 
had a  part i n it s final  formatio n an d editing . 

During th e nex t 1 5 year s Schole m studie d th e Zohar  a s a 
philologist, checkin g on e detai l afte r another , analyzin g th e 
language an d grammatica l construction , comparin g symbols , 
terms, an d idea s o f th e Zohar  t o thos e o f earlier Jewish mys -
tics. H e cam e t o th e conclusio n tha t Rabb i Mose s d e Leo n 
was indeed th e sole author o f the Zohar.  A s a result, th e exact 
date an d sequenc e o f the writin g o f the variou s works o f Rabb i 
Moses presented grav e difficulties , no t al l o f them completel y 
solved. Also , th e influenc e o f Rabb i Josep h Gikatill a o n th e 
Zohar ha d t o b e clarified . Gikatill a wa s a  clos e frien d an d 
colleague o f Rabbi Mose s de Leon , an d hi s works reflec t dee p 
connections wit h th e Zohar.  Thes e matter s nee d t o b e clari -
fied, bu t th e scholarly communit y accepte d Scholem' s conclu -
sion. l A  young schola r i n kabbala h summe d u p th e situation : 
"Today i t i s impossibl e t o poin t ou t eve n on e sentence o f th e 
Zohar which coul d hav e been writte n befor e th e Middl e Ages. 2 
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II 

The Zohar  is no t on e book ; i t is  a  whole library , i n whic h 
about 2 0 differen t work s ca n b e describe d a s separate , eve n 
independent, mystica l books . Th e bod y o f th e Zohar  i s a 
homiletical commentary , a  Midrash, o n th e five books o f the 
Pentateuch, arrange d a s i f i t wer e th e deliberation s o f th e 
school o f rabbis led by Rabbi Shimeon bar Yoahi and his son, 
Rabbi Eleazar . Thre e othe r works , however , diffe r consider -
ably in style and content fro m thi s central book, an d are most 
important fo r th e understanding , an d fo r th e dating , o f th e 
entire Zohar. One is the Midrash ha-Ne'elam (The Esoteric Mid-
rash); another i s a  group o f work s entitle d th e Ra'aya  Meh-
emna (The  Faithful Shepherd); th e thir d i s th e Tikuney  Zohar, 
usually printe d a s a separate volume o f 70 chapters , eac h be-
ginning wit h a  ne w interpretatio n o f th e first  vers e o f th e 
book o f Genesis. 

Midrash ha-Ne'elam differs fro m the main body of the Zohar 
in severa l respects . Larg e part s o f i t ar e written i n Hebrew , 
and no t i n th e Aramai c o f th e bod y o f th e Zohar.  Medieva l 
terminology, usuall y quit e hidde n beyon d th e Zohar's  Ara -
maic images, i s quite clear in the Hebrew sections. Th e hom-
iletical literar y mannerism s ar e not a s developed i n thi s work 
as i n othe r part s o f th e Zohar.  There i s a  specific interes t i n 
the Midrash  ha-Ne'elam i n th e theor y o f th e structur e o f th e 
human soul . Thes e characteristic s forme d th e basi s fo r th e 
common vie w tha t thi s wor k i s th e mos t recen t par t o f th e 
Zohar. Those wh o believe d tha t th e Zohar  was indee d a n an-
cient boo k saw in the Midrash ha-Ne'elam a medieval additio n 
to the archaic work. Scholem' s investigation s prove d tha t th e 
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Midrash ha-Ne'elam actually wa s the earlies t par t o f the Zohar, 
and tha t i t wa s als o th e first  par t o f th e Zohar  t o becom e 
known. Rabb i Mose s d e Leo n wrot e thi s par t befor e th e whol e 
concept o f th e Zohari c literar y forma t wa s finalized  i n hi s 
mind an d th e pseudepigraphic characte r o f the boo k a s a whole 
was conceived . Th e Midrash  ha-Ne'elam,  accordin g t o Scho -
lem, contain s valuable clues concerning th e wa y tha t th e ide a 
of the Zohar  was developed . 

Scholem conclude d tha t th e Ra'aya  Mehemna  an d th e Tik-
uney Zohar,  bot h writte n i n Aramaic , wer e no t writte n b y 
Rabbi Mose s d e Leon , bu t b y a  kabbalis t wh o wrot e a  gen -
eration late r an d imitate d th e styl e an d structur e o f th e Zo-
har} 

In th e Ra'aya  Mehemna,  the centra l figure  i s Moses , an d 
the homilie s presente d ar e describe d a s one s discusse d i n 
heaven. I n th e Tikuney  Zohar  repeated referenc e t o ke y verse s 
of the creatio n i s made. I n bot h thes e works ther e i s a differ -
ent styl e an d vocabulary , whic h sets  the m apar t fro m al l othe r 
sections o f th e Zohar.  Schole m prove d tha t thes e work s rep -
resent th e first  attemp t (amon g many ) t o imitat e th e Zohar; 
it wa s th e beginnin g o f a  majo r literar y genr e i n kabbalisti c 
literature whic h produce d man y mystica l books , fro m th e be -
ginning o f th e fourteent h centur y t o th e eighteenth. 4 

The Zohar  ca n b e divide d int o thre e parts : th e earl y one , 
the Midrash  ha-Ne'elam,  whic h Rabb i Mose s d e Leo n wrot e 
first; th e bod y o f th e Zohar  an d th e othe r specia l treatise s 
which ar e include d i n it , whic h contai n th e mai n mystica l 
work o f Rabb i Mose s d e Leon ; an d th e Ra'aya  Mehemna  an d 
the Tikuney  Zohar, th e tw o book s late r adde d t o th e Zohar  by 
another kabbalist , th e first  imitato r o f Rabb i Mose s d e Leon . 
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The othe r treatise s i n th e mai n par t o f th e Zohar  include, 
for instance , section s centere d aroun d a  mystical figure , lik e 
the sava  (Old Man)  an d yenuka (Child),  i n whic h a  narrative 
about th e appearance of strange figures to the mystics aroun d 
Rabbi Shimeo n serve s a s a  literary framewor k fo r a  group o f 
homilies. Othe r section s ar e commentaries o n section s o f the 
Bible o r early mystica l literature , suc h as the Song o f Songs, 
Ezekiel's chariot , an d the Zoharic version of the celestial pal -
aces. Perhap s th e mos t importan t treatise s include d i n th e 
Zohar are th e idras,  th e "assemblies, " whic h emphasiz e th e 
special sanctit y an d th e suprem e esoteri c characte r o f th e 
greatest secret s of the structure o f the divine world . The y are 
homiletically expounde d i n th e framewor k o f a  specifi c nar -
rative. Th e Idra  Raba (The Great Assembly), develop s som e o f 
the theme s introduce d i n Sifira  de-Zeniuta  (The  Book of Con-
cealment). This , i n turn , discusse s i n a  most obscur e manne r 
questions concernin g th e creatio n an d th e emanatio n o f th e 
divine world . Th e Idra  Zuta  (The  Small Assembly), uses a s a 
narrative framewor k th e discussion s betwee n Rabb i Shimeo n 
and his disciples whe n Rabb i Shimeo n wa s dying. 

Ill 

Scholem describe d th e Zohar  a s a  mystica l wor k wit h 
mythological and theosophic characteristics. B y "theosophic," 
he explained , h e mean t a  systematic expositio n o f th e struc -
ture of the divine world. 5 Th e mythological element s refe r to 
four mai n pictures : th e sexua l symbolis m o f th e Zohar,  th e 
dualism o f good and evil , anthropomorphism , an d the theory 
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of th e impac t o f huma n being s o n th e fat e an d statu s o f th e 
divine powers . Schole m discusse d thes e elements o f the Zoha r 
in severa l o f hi s works, 6 bu t i t i s impossibl e her e t o presen t 
anything bu t th e briefes t outline s o f th e enormou s scop e o f 
Zoharic thought . 

The symbolis m o f th e divin e power s i s formulate d i n th e 
Zohar int o a  syste m which , i f on e forget s fo r a  momen t th e 
subject h e deal s with , ca n b e understoo d a s a  logica l descrip -
tion o f th e structur e o f th e divin e world . Eve n thoug h th e 
Zohar is deeply homiletica l i n characte r an d doe s no t includ e 
any systemati c exposition , suc h a  syste m ca n b e discovere d 
and expounded , an d man y kabbalists , fro m Gikatill a t o Luz -
zatto did exactl y that. 7 Th e Zohar  presents a  basic conceptio n 
of th e emanatio n o f th e sefirot,  thei r characteristic s an d thei r 
functions i n th e divin e worl d an d o n earth . (Thi s follow s t o 
a ver y larg e exten t th e teaching s o f previou s kabbalist s fro m 
Provence, Gerona , an d Castile , t o whic h Rabb i Mose s d e Leon 
added hi s ow n symbol s an d images. ) 

According t o th e concep t o f th e emanatio n o f th e sefirot, 
the beginnin g o f all, th e foca l poin t fro m whic h al l existence , 
divine an d earthly , emerge d wa s th e appearanc e o f a  point o f 
"divine will " withi n th e eterna l an d suprem e Godhead . Un -
like man y previou s kabbalists , wh o perceive d th e highes t di -
vine distinctiv e elemen t i n th e "divin e thought,* ' th e autho r 
of th e Zohar  describe d th e creatio n a s beginnin g wit h th e 
emergence o f a  relativel y specifi c elemen t o f wil l i n th e oth -
erwise completel y unifor m Godhead . Thi s wil l i s symbolize d 
by th e highes t divin e sefirah,  keter,  "th e divin e crown. " I n 
some Zohari c section s i t seem s tha t keter  i s identica l wit h th e 
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eternal Godhead, th e en sof, wherea s in other sections i t seems 
that a  distinctio n i s mad e betwee n them. 8 I t i s clear , how -
ever, tha t fo r the author o f the Zohar  the beginning o f actual 
existence, eve n in the divine realm, occurre d within the God-
head whe n th e wil l o f somethin g specifi c wa s evoked . Thu s 
began a  lin e o f increasingl y specifi c divin e attribute s whic h 
emanated fro m eac h othe r i n a  successiv e manner , reminis -
cent o f the neo-Platoni c syste m o f emanated divin e lights . 

The secon d stag e o f emergin g divin e specificit y i s calle d 
hochmah, "th e divine Wisdom.0 Afte r th e will, ther e emerged 
the question : th e wil l o f what ? Th e secon d sefirah,  hochmah, 
gave th e answe r as a plan o f everything whic h wa s to follow , 
both i n th e divin e an d th e materia l realms . I t wa s identifie d 
with th e supreme , secre t Torah , whic h incorporate s th e es -
sence o f everything . 

These tw o first  sefirot  stil l d o no t denot e anythin g actual , 
even within th e divine world; they ma y be described a s fleet-
ing thought s within th e Godhead, o f a will an d a plan hardly 
more specifi c tha n th e absolut e abstractio n o f th e eterna l di -
vinity. Actualit y begin s wit h th e thir d sefirah,  binah,  or In-
telligence, whic h th e Zohar  often describe s b y th e symbo l o f 
the fountain . Binah  is partly hidde n withi n th e Godhea d it -
self, bein g a n abstraction rathe r than a distinct divin e power. 
Binah i s partl y revealed , flowing  outwar d int o th e real m o f 
the emanated , separate d divin e being s fo r al l o f whom sh e i s 
a sourc e an d a n earl y mother . Whil e hochmah  i s th e hidde n 
father o f all , binah  is th e partl y reveale d mother , i n whic h 
potentiality i s transforme d int o actuality . Th e proces s of em-
anation o f th e activ e divin e power s begin s wit h her . Al l ex -
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istence als o flows back t o binah  to immers e itsel f an d rejuve-
nate itsel f in thi s divine womb of all th e powers in the Zoharic 
pleroma. 

From binah  specification an d specializatio n begin . Indeed , 
from he r tw o divin e power s emanat e directly : th e fourt h an d 
fifth sefirot, hesed  and din,  th e divin e power s o f Merc y an d o f 
Justice. Th e Zohar  follows th e ancien t Talmudi c concep t o f 
the worl d a s governe d b y tw o divin e attributes , o r midot, 
Mercy an d Justice . Th e Talmudi c source s emphasize d tha t 
the worl d coul d no t exis t i f on e o r th e othe r o f thes e tw o 
were absent. 9 Onl y th e combinatio n o f divine Merc y an d di -
vine Justice coul d allo w th e world , an d even the divine realm, 
to exis t an d prosper . Thes e tw o power s ar e also describe d a s 
the divin e righ t an d lef t hands , neede d fo r th e performanc e 
of th e divin e wil l i n th e earl y proces s o f emanation an d cre-
ation a s wel l a s durin g al l subsequen t phase s o f th e world' s 
existence. Thus , togethe r the y gover n history . 

These tw o elements , divin e Justice an d divin e Mercy , ar e 
united i n th e sixt h sefirah,  tiferet,  or divine Glory , character -
ized i n the Zohar  by th e term rahamim,  whic h i s synonymous 
with Mercy , bu t i n the Zohar  it mean s a correct combinatio n 
between Justice an d Mercy . Merc y i s th e governin g elemen t 
and tiferet  is th e center , an d th e heart , o f th e divin e realm . 
It stand s i n th e cente r o f th e seve n sefirot  "o f construction* ' 
below binah  which create d th e worl d an d suppor t it s exis -
tence. I n tiferet  the element s o f Justice an d Merc y ar e com -
bined, bu t i n ever-changin g proportions , accordin g t o th e 
divine needs . Whe n th e divine wisdom demands punishmen t 
for th e sinners , fo r instance , Justic e i n tiferet  is strengthene d 
at th e expens e o f th e elemen t o f Mercy ; whe n i t i s tim e t o 

2 1 0 



THE ZOHAR 

redeem an d save , Merc y i s increase d an d become s dominan t 
in tiferet.  The characte r o f the mixtur e o f these tw o element s 
in tiferet,  therefore, bot h reflect s an d decides th e fat e o f crea-
tion a t every moment . 

This tria d o f th e sefirot  hesed,  din,  an d tiferet  i s reflecte d i n 
the lowe r tria d of the seventh , eighth , an d ninth sefirot.  Whil e 
Mercy an d Justice ar e described a s th e righ t an d lef t hands , 
nezah, Eternity , th e sevent h sefirah,  and hod,  Grandeur, th e 
eighth, ar e describe d a s th e righ t an d lef t legs . The y corre -
spond t o Merc y an d Justice , bu t becaus e the y ar e lowe r i n 
the divin e real m the y ar e closer an d mor e directly connecte d 
with th e create d world ; the y serv e a s th e messenger s wh o 
bring th e result s o f higher decision s t o th e lowe r realm s and 
execute th e divin e decrees . Amon g the m reside s th e nint h 
sefirah, yesod,  o r Foundation , whic h i s a  lower counterpar t o f 
tiferet, being als o a  dynamic combinatio n o f Merc y an d Jus-
tice. I n th e anthropomorphi c sequenc e o f symbols , yesod  is 
the mal e organ , th e sourc e o f fertility , fro m whic h th e soul s 
of huma n being s emerge , an d whic h unite s th e mal e an d 
female element s i n th e divin e realm . 

The tent h sefirah,  the shekhinah  o r malchut  (Kingdom ) i s a 
separate, independen t being , th e femal e elemen t i n th e Zo -
haric syste m a s well a s in th e work s o f other kabbalists . Th e 
shekhinah, excep t fo r it s femininity , canno t b e describe d a s 
this o r tha t divin e element , becaus e i t include s al l o f them . 
It reflects al l nine sefirot, jus t as the moon, whic h has no light 
of its own, reflect s the rays of the sun. I t is thus both nothing 
and everything ; i t i s th e lowes t bu t include s th e highest . I t 
is the closest divine power to the created world and to human 
beings, and , a s th e brid e an d th e wife , i t i s th e intimat e 
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counterpart t o al l th e divin e powers , completin g the m an d 
making the m int o a  whole . 

To thes e one mor e poten t Zohari c symbo l ha s t o b e added : 
the she/a,  o r divin e influence , which , unlik e th e othe r sym -
bols, i s no t basicall y biblical. 10 I t symbolize s th e divin e 'In -
fluence" o r 'Providence. " I t i s th e continuou s divin e emana -
tion fro m th e en  sof to eac h o f th e sefirot,  filling the m wit h 
the divin e light , an d enablin g the m t o carr y ou t thei r func -
tion. Th e Godhead , i n th e Zohari c system , i s the onl y sourc e 
of existence, an d thi s sourc e shoul d provid e continuousl y an d 
eternally it s sustenanc e t o al l lowe r emanation s an d creature s 
so tha t the y ca n continu e thei r functions . Th e conceptio n o f 
the shefa  is obviousl y base d o n th e neo-Platoni c description s 
of the eternall y flowing  divin e light , whic h th e autho r o f th e 
Zohar, followin g earlie r kabbalists , incorporate d i n hi s sym -
bolism. 

IV 

The sexua l myth , o f whic h onl y th e vagues t hint s ca n b e 
found i n th e Bahir  and th e early kabbalisti c work s (the clearest , 
but stil l a  hint , i s foun d i n Rabb i Isaa c ha-Cohen' s works) , 
has bee n develope d b y th e autho r o f th e Zohar  int o a  mos t 
detailed sexua l sag a o f whic h th e divin e power s ar e th e he -
roes. Ver y littl e o f this myt h ca n b e found i n th e other work s 
of Rabb i Mose s d e Leon , an d almos t nothin g i n th e work s o f 
Rabbi Joseph Gikatilla . I t seem s a s i f only withi n th e frame -
work o f th e Aramai c homiletica l narrativ e o f th e Zohar  di d 
Rabbi Mose s de Leon find  th e freedo m an d th e mean s t o giv e 
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full, unmitigate d expressio n t o hi s mystica l visio n o f th e di -
vine worl d a s the scen e o f an enormous sexua l drama . 

The sexual symbolism clearl y separates the Zohar from the -
sophy an d philosoph y an d bring s i t clos e t o ancien t gnosti -
cism. Th e suprem e ai m o f th e worl d o f divine emanation s i s 
to overcom e separatio n an d specificit y an d achiev e complet e 
unity. Thi s unit y i s symbolize d b y th e sexua l unio n o f th e 
essence o f th e mal e figure , th e sixt h sefirab,  tiferet, with it s 
bride, th e shekhinah. Thi s union , b y means of yesod, expresse s 
the denia l o f the difference s betwee n th e variou s sefirot.  Thu s 
the righ t han d an d lef t han d an d th e righ t le g an d th e lef t 
leg tak e part in the anthropomorphic symbolis m o f the sexual 
union. 

Almost ever y Jewish symbo l acquire d sexual dimensions i n 
this saga . Th e Sabbat h i s th e tim e o f th e unio n betwee n th e 
divine powers; the sukah, the tabernacle, represent s the bridal 
canopy; heave n an d eart h represen t th e mal e an d femal e ele -
ments, a s d o th e sea s an d th e sky , o r eve n th e writte n an d 
the ora l Torah . Ever y conceivabl e pai r i n th e Hebre w lan -
guage represent s thi s sexua l dualit y i n th e divin e real m an d 
the wish fo r unity betwee n them . I t i s as i f all existenc e had 
been divide d int o tw o sexua l principles , an d al l occurrence s 
in th e worl d expresse d th e cravin g t o abolis h thi s division . 
The freedom tha t th e author of the Zohar  achieved i n th e use 
of sexua l symbolis m i s mos t unusual , thoug h i t mus t b e re -
membered tha t mysticism i n Judaism was a purely male field; 
we d o no t hav e eve n on e kabbalisti c medieva l wor k writte n 
by a  woman.11 

The Zohari c myt h o f the sexua l unio n i n th e divin e worl d 
was developed o n the basis of another myth, tha t of the fierce 
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struggle betwee n th e divin e principle s o f goo d an d evi l a s 
explained i n Rabb i Isaa c ha-Cohen' s Emanations  on  the Left. u 

This wa s accepted b y th e autho r o f th e Zohar,  who gave evi l 
the symbo l o f sitra ahra,  "Th e Other Side, " for th e "Left " i s 
so evi l tha t i t shoul d no t b e mentione d eve n b y name . Thi s 
world o f evil include s counterpart s o f the divine sefirot, an d is 
in constan t struggl e wit h th e power s o f th e Righ t side , th e 
sitra de-kedushah, "Th e Hol y Side. " 

The real m o f th e evi l power s i s describe d i n th e Zohar  as 
below th e divin e sefirot,  includin g al l materia l creation . Th e 
struggle, therefore , i s betwee n Sata n an d th e lowes t par t o f 
the world of divine emanations , namel y th e shekhinah. A s the 
Zohar relates , th e shekhinah,  while separated , fall s int o th e 
clutches o f Satan, wh o craves her as his own bride . Th e fight 
against evi l i s th e fight  t o fre e th e shekhinah  fro m Samael . 
The myt h thu s acquire s th e characteristic s o f a  story o f love , 
desire, separation , an d redemption , i n th e mos t extrem e 
dualistic an d sexua l symbols . 

Very littl e o f thi s dualisti c myt h i s t o b e foun d i n th e 
Hebrew work s o f Rabb i Mose s d e Leo n an d i n th e work s o f 
his contemporaries . Hi s follower s i n th e fourteent h centur y 
and late r hesitate d whe n treatin g thi s subject , whic h i s cen-
tral t o the symbolism o f the Zohar,  and very few embraced i t 
completely. 

Where di d thi s evi l powe r com e from ? Wha t i s th e theo -
logical basi s o f thi s mythologica l dualism ? I t seem s tha t whil e 
describing th e myt h itsel f th e autho r o f th e Zohar  portrays 
Satan a s a n independent , powerfu l opponen t o f God . Bu t 
elsewhere i n th e Zohar  the position o f Satan is given i n much 
more moderat e terms . I t i s a s i f th e autho r wer e attemptin g 
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to presen t a  picture i n whic h theologica l dualis m wa s eithe r 
muted o r completel y absent . Thi s i s perhap s becaus e th e 
problem o f th e origi n o f evi l wa s no t presente d wit h ful l 
theological forc e i n th e extan t work s o f Rabbi Isaa c ha-Cohen, 
from whic h th e autho r o f th e Zohar  derive d man y o f hi s 
mythological images . I t i s clear , however , tha t th e sourc e o f 
evil i s t o b e foun d belo w th e thir d sefirab,  binah}1 Rabb i 
Isaac gives n o clear reason , however , fo r it s emergence . Ear -
lier kabbalists , mos t notabl y Rabb i Ezr a ben Shlom o o f Ge-
rona,14 tende d t o se e evi l a s th e resul t o f eithe r huma n sin s 
and misdeeds , o r a s a n automatic , unavoidabl e resul t o f th e 
process o f creation. l5 

One of the best-known Zohari c treatment s of the nature of 
evil i s the parable of the prince and the prostitute.16 Accord -
ing t o thi s parable , a  king decide d t o tr y hi s son' s fait h b y 
sending a  prostitute t o temp t hi m Evi l i s lik e thi s prosti -
tute: I n orde r t o fulfi l th e king' s intentio n sh e mus t d o he r 
best t o seduc e th e princ e an d mak e hi m commi t a  sin ; bu t 
she doe s no t represen t a n independen t power . Sh e i s a n in -
strument o f th e kin g designe d t o brin g abou t th e successfu l 
completion o f the king's plans. I n a similar way, Go d tempt s 
Man with evil , bu t we must believe that evil i s an instrument 
in Hi s hand s t o carry out Hi s mysteriou s designs . Th e dual -
ism o f good an d evi l i n th e worl d is  no t real . I t onl y seem s 
that evi l oppose s God . I n realit y evi l i s onl y on e o f God' s 
many servants who assist and enhance the achievement o f the 
divine purposes i n creation. 

In severa l section s th e Zohar  places evi l belo w th e thir d 
sefirah, in th e real m o f din,  th e divin e Justice o r Judgment. 
According t o th e descriptio n o f thi s divin e manifestatio n i n 
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the Zohar,  i t mus t contai n som e element s o f evil , thoug h 
they ar e justifie d an d necessar y element s o f evil . Tha t is , i n 
order t o punis h th e wicked , a s the y shoul d b e punished , th e 
divine Justice mus t posses s th e power s whic h caus e pai n an d 
suffering a s part o f the jus t punishment . However , thes e powers 
are close r t o th e divin e worl d tha n t o th e huma n concep t o f 
evil. Accordin g t o th e Zohari c myth , evi l emerge d fro m din 
and wa s transforme d i n th e lowe r strat a o f th e cosmo s int o 
unjustified evil , th e powers opposing divin e intentions . I f there 
is i n th e Zohar  a conception o f an independen t evi l power , i t 
is no t a n eterna l one , bu t a  sid e effec t o f th e proces s o f th e 
emanation o f th e power s o f good . Whe n the y evolve d fro m 
each other , somewher e alon g th e wa y fro m th e hidden , su -
preme Godhea d towar d th e created earth , som e elements whic h 
were containe d i n th e divin e Justice wer e separate d fro m th e 
divine tree , fel l dow n an d becam e a n independen t real m o f 
evil. 

The reaso n fo r evi l does no t aris e from th e dualis m o f good 
and evil , fo r th e sourc e o f evi l i s within th e divin e realm , i n 
some element s whic h becam e mor e extrem e tha n originall y 
intended an d developed  int o a n evi l alternativ e t o th e rul e o f 
the goo d Go d i n th e create d world . Ver y ofte n th e Zohar 
combines dualis m an d th e development o f an evi l alternative , 
and hint s tha t ther e i s a  hidden , divin e purpos e eve n i n th e 
separation o f th e element s o f evi l fro m th e divin e Justice. I t 
is clear tha t th e autho r o f the Zohar  did no t inten d t o presen t 
a theolog y o f equa l dualis m betwee n th e power s o f good an d 
those o f evil. 17 

When th e autho r o f the Zohar  describes th e create d world , 
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however, ther e ca n b e n o doub t tha t h e conceive d o f i t a s 
being completel y divide d betwee n goo d an d evil , th e force s 
of which ar e engaged i n a  struggle agains t eac h other. Whe n 
no theological reservation s are needed, th e Zohar gives a colorful 
presentation o f th e power s o f evi l an d thei r actions . Rabb i 
Isaac ha-Cohen wa s the first to identify worldl y sufferin g an d 
ailments a s th e resul t o f th e action s o f th e "emanation s o n 
the left, " lik e lepros y an d hydrophobia. 18 Th e Zohar  went 
much further, dividin g al l the phenomena of the created world 
between the powers of good and evil. Al l suffering an d temp-
tation, al l pai n an d dange r whic h afflic t Ma n ar e th e resul t 
of th e action s o f th e sitra  ahra  (the othe r side) . Th e worl d i s 
full o f demons of many kinds (which, i n previous Jewish dis-
cussions were not regarde d as representatives o f a principle o f 
evil, fo r instanc e b y th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim), 19 wh o ar e en-
gaged i n servin g th e devi l an d makin g al l th e worl d subser -
vient t o him . Snake s an d wil d beasts , witche s an d warlock s 
fill the cosmo s an d serve Satanic purposes. 20 

The Zohar  tried t o avoi d theologica l dualis m i n th e ful l 
sense o f th e term . However , i t presente d Jewis h mysticis m 
with a  mythological dualis m whic h wa s t o exer t grea t influ -
ence on it s late r development . 

V 

The mos t importan t contributio n o f th e Zohari c mythol -
ogy t o Jewish mysticis m an d Jewish though t i s th e pictur e 
of Man's role in this vast, continuall y developing drama . Man 
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is no t jus t a  bystander , o r a  recipien t o f th e result s o f th e 
events. Ma n i s bot h th e caus e an d th e outcom e o f man y o f 
the changes withi n th e Godhead . 

The divin e shefa,  th e continuou s outflo w o f divin e ligh t 
from th e suprem e Godhea d towar d th e divin e sefirot  an d th e 
created world , i s th e powe r whic h give s al l existenc e it s 
sustenance an d it s abilit y t o exist . I f th e shefa  wer e t o sto p 
descending th e ladde r of the emanated divine manifestations , 
all existence , materia l an d divine , woul d immediatel y cease . 

While th e shefa  descend s constantly , it s flow  i s no t com -
pletely regula r an d even . Whe n th e flow  o f th e shefa  i s di -
minished, th e characte r o f th e divin e real m changes . Th e 
highest sefirot,  the thre e suprem e ones , neve r lac k divin e 
sustenance; eve n whe n it s flow  i s diminished , the y get  thei r 
full share . Bu t th e lowe r divine power s do no t receiv e al l th e 
sustenance tha t the y need . Whe n thi s happens , th e elemen t 
of hesed becomes weaker , fo r the essence of the shefa, lik e tha t 
of th e Godhea d itself , i s unmitigate d mercy . Whe n Merc y 
becomes weaker , th e powe r o f din,  th e divin e Justic e o r 
Judgment, increase s in the same proportion. Th e lower sefirot, 
tiferet and yesod, whic h ar e a fusion o f the element s o f Justice 
and Mercy , becom e disproportionall y ful l o f Justice an d lac k 
Mercy. A s the y ar e th e power s whic h gover n an d guid e cre -
ation, divin e Merc y i s absen t fro m th e create d worl d an d 
unlimited Justice reign s supreme . Th e increas e o f Justice, i n 
turn, als o means th e increas e of evil, fo r Justice i s th e source 
of lowe r evil . Whe n Merc y i s scarc e o r absent , th e autono -
mous evi l power s als o increase , and , paradoxically , tha t di -
vine Justice, rathe r than divine Mercy, rule s the world, open s 
the gates for the powers of evil t o become stronger and dom-

2 1 8 



THE ZOHAR 

inate creation . I t i s quit e clea r tha t th e autho r o f th e Zohar 
held th e sam e basi c attitud e o f th e Aristotelia n philosopher s 
toward evil , seein g i t no t a s a  rea l substanc e bu t a s a n ab-
sence: evi l i s th e absenc e o f goo d a s darknes s i s th e absenc e 
of light . 

When th e strengt h o f th e evi l power s grows, thei r impac t 
on th e lowes t divin e power , th e shekhinah,  increases , t o th e 
point tha t the y migh t captur e an d dominate thi s femal e ele -
ment i n th e divin e realm . Th e shekhinah  i s identifie d wit h 
the divine power which constantly watche s over the people of 
Israel an d i s closes t t o them . Whe n th e shekhinah  itsel f i s 
captured b y evil , th e peopl e o f Israe l ar e dominate d b y th e 
Satanic power s i n th e create d world , represente d b y th e evi l 
governments o f the non-Jewis h states . 

In th e sam e manner , a n increas e i n th e flow  o f th e she/a 
means th e strengthening o f the element o f Mercy throughou t 
the divin e world , an d consequentl y o n eart h a s well . The n 
tiferet and yesod are ful l o f Mercy , Justic e i s diminished , th e 
source of evil drie s up, th e Satanic powers become weakened , 
and therefor e huma n evi l i s diminishe d whil e huma n righ -
teousness become s dominant . 

The changing outflo w o f the shefa regulate s th e ethical and 
spiritual statu s o f th e divin e attributes , an d th e fat e o f hu -
manity o n earth . Eve n th e sexua l symbolis m o f th e Zohari c 
mythology i s regulate d b y th e sam e changes . Whe n evi l 
dominates th e shekhinah,  sh e i s separate d fro m he r husband , 
tiferet, and therefor e th e mystica l unio n betwee n the m i s im -
possible. Whe n evi l is  weakene d b y th e increase d flow  o f 
Mercy, th e shekhinah  i s stronger ; sh e ca n repe l th e attack s o f 
the Satanic seducers, an d she approaches the divine realm and 
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sexual unio n i s possible . Th e whol e mytholog y o f th e Zohar 
is dependent o n th e rat e o f the flow of the divin e shefa. 

The questio n is : What regulate s th e flow of the shefa?  Wha t 
causes i t eithe r t o increase , an d strengthe n goo d i n th e divin e 
and create d realms , o r t o decreas e an d thu s allo w evi l t o be -
come dominant ? I f th e answe r t o thi s questio n wer e tha t 
mysterious processe s withi n th e suprem e Godhea d tha t can -
not b e understoo d regulat e th e flow,  the n w e woul d hav e i n 
the Zohar  a myth completel y dependen t o n th e whim s o f th e 
Godhead, leavin g mankin d withou t an y possibilit y o f influ -
encing it s fate . Bu t thi s i s no t th e case . Th e reason s whic h 
regulate th e rat e o f th e flow  o f th e shefa  are presente d i n th e 
Zohar clearly an d unambiguously ; th e fat e o f al l existenc e i s 
in th e hand s o f every righteou s person . 

The shefa,  according t o th e Zohar,  increase s a s a  direc t re -
sult o f people' s observanc e o f God' s commands , th e ethica l 
and ritualisti c demand s o f the Torah . Whe n Jews observ e th e 
Sabbath a s the y should , takin g car e t o follo w ever y detai l o f 
the intricat e mitsvot  connected wit h th e Sabbath , th e flow  o f 
the shefa  increases, th e shekhinah  is purified fro m th e evi l ele -
ments tha t clin g t o i t i n th e othe r day s o f th e week , an d 
sexual unio n betwee n th e shekhinah  and he r bridegroom , ti-
feret, i s achieved . Whe n Jew s recit e th e prayer s i n th e syn -
agogue i n th e prope r way , accompanie d b y th e correc t inten -
tions (whic h nee d no t b e mystical) , thei r prayer s reac h th e 
upper part s o f the divin e worl d an d caus e the shefa t o descen d 
in renewe d strength ; th e shekhinah then become s stronger an d 
unity betwee n he r an d th e mal e powe r i n th e divin e world s 
can occur . Thi s i s th e secret , mystica l meanin g o f th e praye r 
shema Yisrael: "Ma y ou r Go d b e one, " tha t is , unite d int o 
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one t o overcom e th e force d separatio n betwee n th e mal e an d 
female elements i n the pleroma and to overcome evil and make 
the divin e worl d trul y one . Whe n th e shema  i s sai d i n th e 
synagogues i n th e righ t way , thi s unio n i s achieved. 

The same is true, accordin g t o the Zohar, about every mits-
vah, o r ethical precept . Al l goo d deed s resul t i n th e increas e 
of th e flow  o f th e shefa,  while al l sin s immediatel y resul t i n 
its diminishing . 

The Zohars  myt h o f sexual symbolis m an d th e struggl e o f 
the powers o f evil agains t th e power s o f good is , therefore , a 
part o f a  larger myth , i n whic h th e action s o f men influenc e 
and eve n regulat e th e strengt h o f th e divin e power s amon g 
themselves an d i n relatio n t o th e power s o f evil . Whe n Ma n 
evokes th e nee d fo r punishmen t b y wrongdoing , h e imme -
diately cause s th e whol e complexio n o f th e divin e worl d t o 
shift fro m Merc y t o Justice , bringin g abou t a  separatio n o f 
the divin e mal e an d femal e an d strengthenin g th e devi l i n 
the lowe r region s o f th e cosmos . When , however , Ma n be -
haves righteously , unit y an d harmon y ar e create d i n th e di -
vine worl d an d th e divine presenc e o n earth i s increased . 

History, a s understoo d i n th e Zohar,  i s brough t abou t b y 
such change s i n th e complexio n o f th e divin e world . Th e 
most dramati c historica l event , th e diaspor a o f th e peopl e o f 
Israel amon g th e gentiles , i s th e resul t o f th e ascendenc y o f 
Justice i n th e fac e o f wrongdoing . Th e punishmen t cause d 
the shekhinah  t o b e exile d wit h it s peopl e an d subjugate d t o 
the evi l power s wh o dominat e th e earth. 21 Similarly , th e re -
demption, o n whic h th e Zohar  dwells i n great h length , wil l 
be th e resul t o f th e increas e i n th e flow  o f th e shefa,  th e 
renewed unit y betwee n th e shekhinah  an d he r bridegroom . 
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The restitutio n o f th e divin e power s t o thei r origina l plac e 
will resul t als o i n th e restitutio n o f th e peopl e o f Israe l t o 
their homelan d an d th e rebuildin g o f Jerusale m an d th e 
Temple.22 Th e epi c myt h o f th e divin e power s i s reall y th e 
epic o f th e peopl e o f Israel , thei r sin s an d thei r repentance , 
which regulat e th e rhyth m o f bot h divin e an d earthl y his -
tory.23 

VI 

It i s quite understandabl e tha t Rabb i Mose s de Leon coul d 
not publis h thi s mos t darin g mytholog y unles s hi s idea s an d 
symbols wer e obscured t o outsiders unde r th e doubl e cove r of 
a differen t language , Aramaic , an d o f pseudepigraphy . Th e 
problem o f th e pseudepigraphica l natur e o f th e Zobar  inter -
ested Schole m a  grea t deal. 24 Earlie r scholar s wh o accepte d 
Rabbi Mose s d e Leo n a s th e autho r o f th e Zohar  describe d 
him a s a  forge r who , fo r reason s o f profi t alone , attribute d 
his wor k t o a n earlie r sag e t o increas e it s popularit y an d price . 
However, th e Zohar  is by n o means eithe r th e firs t o r th e las t 
pseudepigraphical wor k i n Jewis h mysticism . Al l th e Hek-
halot literature i s attribute d t o Rabb i Akib a an d Rabb i Ish -
mael. Circle s o f Jewish mystics , lik e th e on e tha t wrot e th e 
"Special Cherub " mystica l works, 25 o r th e Iyyu n Circle , pub -
lished dozen s o f pseudepigraphica l treatises . Th e boo k Bahir 
was attribute d t o ancien t sages , an d i n late r period s book s 
like th e Sefer  ha-Kanah an d man y other s wer e attribute d t o 
ancient tannai m an d gaonim . 

The Zohar,  however , wa s different . First , n o othe r kabba -
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listic wor k acquire d it s sanctit y an d prestige ; i f th e Zohars 
author wa s ethicall y i n th e wrong , th e whol e kabbala h be -
came suspect . Opponent s o f th e kabbala h i n nineteenth-cen -
tury Judaism happil y embrace d thi s accusation . Second , th e 
Zohar is the only major kabbalistic wor k written i n the pseu-
depigraphic manne r whos e autho r i s actuall y know n t o us . 
Other simila r works , thoug h thei r pseudepigraphic characte r 
is undisputed , stil l remai n anonymous . 

Rabbi Isaa c o f Acre , a  kabbalist , travele d t o Spai n i n th e 
early years of the fourteenth centur y t o investigate th e Zohar. 
A portio n o f his diary survives. 26 I n i t h e describes a  conver-
sation h e had with Rabb i Mose s de Leon's wife an d daughter 
after Rabbi Moses* death. Accordin g t o his report, th e widow 
was offere d a  larg e amoun t o f mone y an d th e prospec t o f a 
good marriag e in return for revealing th e original manuscrip t 
of the Zohar,  from whic h Rabb i Mose s claimed t o have copied 
the chapter s o f th e Zohar  he ha d published . Th e wido w an d 
the daughte r testified , accordin g t o thi s report , tha t Rabb i 
Moses di d no t hav e an y suc h manuscript , an d whe n aske d 
why h e claime d t o b e copyin g thing s whic h h e wa s reall y 
inventing, the y replie d tha t h e ha d onc e said : "Wh o wil l b e 
interested i f thi s wa s know n t o b e m y work? " This answe r 
was take n t o mean tha t Rabb i Mose s d e Leon's only motive s 
for pseudepigraphy wer e ambition an d greed. 

We d o no t hav e th e las t par t o f th e diary , s o i t i s no t 
known whethe r Rabb i Isaa c o f Acre , a  great kabbalis t him -
self, wa s convince d o f Rabb i Moses' s authorshi p o f th e boo k 
or not . I t seem s tha t th e kabbalist s o f Spai n i n th e earl y 
fourteenth centur y treate d th e Zohar  with som e suspicion . 
When quoting  i t the y di d no t mentio n th e sourc e a t al l o r 
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attributed th e quot e t o a  differen t work . I t i s quit e possibl e 
that the y accepte d th e antiquit y o f th e tradition s containe d 
in th e book , bu t wer e uncomfortable abou t th e circumstance s 
of thei r revelation . 

The clai m o f the Jewish mystic s i s tha t th e esoteri c secret s 
which the y describ e i n thei r work s ar e no t new . The y wer e 
given t o Mose s o n Moun t Sinai , althoug h the y wer e know n 
to th e biblica l patriarchs . Th e revelatio n o n Moun t Sina i i s 
the sourc e o f al l truth , an d thi s trut h i s hidde n withi n th e 
revealed Tora h i n a n esoteric , symbolica l way . T o th e mys -
tics, i t i s a  contradiction t o describ e somethin g ne w a s bein g 
true. I f i t i s true , i t undoubtedl y wa s known t o Moses, Abra -
ham, an d Solomon ; i f i t wa s no t know n t o them , i t canno t 
be true . I n orde r tha t th e kabbala h (literally , "tradition" ) ca n 
be described a s revealing th e trut h abou t th e divin e world , i t 
must b e ancient , an d it s trace s hav e t o b e foun d usin g th e 
proper homiletica l mean s t o b e found withi n th e Torah itself . 
The kabbalah , therefore , i s a  traditio n th e veracit y o f whic h 
can alway s b e checke d b y th e stud y o f th e Tora h an d th e 
Talmud. I f th e conten t o f a  ne w kabbalisti c wor k ca n b e 
proven t o b e identica l wit h th e deep , esoteri c meanin g o f 
some verse s i n th e Bibl e an d som e saying s o f th e Talmudi c 
sages (includin g th e Hekhalot  mystical work s whic h wer e ac -
cepted a s th e teaching s o f thes e sages) , the n i t i s reall y kab -
balah, tha t is , ancien t tradition . Thi s i s wh y ther e ar e rela -
tively fe w kabbalisti c work s whic h presen t a  mystica l syste m 
relying onl y o n systemati c expositio n o r mystica l revelation . 
Most kabbalisti c work s ar e homiletica l i n characte r t o prov e 
that nothin g ne w i s bein g revealed ; onl y th e inner , esoteri c 
meaning o f well-known ancien t traditiona l text s i s being pre -
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sented befor e th e reader . Th e mystical elemen t i n such works 
is no t i n th e wa y th e mystica l truth s ar e being revealed , bu t 
in th e conten t itself , whic h wa s hidde n an d unknow n t o th e 
reader unti l th e mysticall y inspire d autho r succeede d i n pen-
etrating dee p int o th e ancien t tex t an d discoverin g ther e th e 
mystical truth . 

The kabbalis t claim s tha t hi s interpretatio n o f a  biblica l 
verse represents the mystical trut h concerning th e divine world, 
and also tha t Abraham , Moses , an d Rabb i Akib a share d thi s 
knowledge, an d tha t i t wa s transmitte d fro m generatio n t o 
generation i n th e ora l tradition . Th e trut h presente d i n a 
kabbalistic wor k demand s t o b e accepte d a s eterna l truth , 
both concernin g th e past an d th e future . 

When a  kabbalist write s a  pseudepigraphical work , he , i n 
his ow n eyes , i s onl y ascribin g th e trut h h e reveal s i n hi s 
book t o on e o f th e ancien t sage s who , h e deepl y believes , 
shared it , b e i t Abraha m o r Rabbi Akiba , o r Rav Hai Gaon . 
It i s unimaginabl e fo r him tha t a  truth whic h i s so clear and 
meaningful t o him coul d b e unknown t o the traditiona l Jew-
ish leader s wh o undoubtedl y kne w mor e tha n h e does . Th e 
difference betwee n hi m an d th e earlie r sage s i s onl y tha t h e 
is actuall y writin g dow n wha t the y kne w an d transmitte d 
orally t o thei r disciples . 

Zoharic pseudepigraph y shoul d b e viewed , therefore , i n th e 
context o f Zoharic homiletics . I n every paragrap h th e autho r 
of th e Zohar  finds unimaginable, mythologica l trut h i n bib -
lical verses . H e doe s s o wit h a  complete , sincer e convictio n 
that thi s i s th e tru e mystica l meanin g o f thes e verses . I f so , 
this trut h could no t hav e been revealed t o him alone , bypass -
ing every great mystic from Moses to Rav Hai. The y all knew 
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it, bu t non e wrot e it . So , whe n h e put s thi s trut h i n th e 
mouth o f Rabb i Shimeo n ba r Yohai , h e doe s no t ascrib e t o 
the ancient sage something tha t the sage did not know or did 
not believe. Rabb i Shimeon did no t write the Zohar  in a cave 
while hiding fro m th e Romans; the author of the Zohar knew 
that ver y well . Bu t i f Rabb i Shimeo n ha d written a  book i n 
that cav e i t woul d hav e bee n th e Zohar,  for th e boo k reveal s 
eternal mystica l truth s undoubtedl y know n t o Rabb i Shi -
meon. Th e dee p convictio n i n th e eternit y o f mystica l trut h 
is th e sourc e o f kabbalisti c pseudepigraphy , an d thi s sincer e 
mystical belie f should serv e as a background fo r any attempt 
at understandin g th e spiritua l proces s whic h brough t thi s 
magnificient literar y and mystical wor k int o existence i n Spain 
in the lat e thirteent h century . 

NOTES 

1. Se e Isaiah Tishby , Mishnat  ha-Zohar, 2  vols . (Jerusalem : Mosad Bi -
alik, 1961 , 1971) . Thes e volume s contai n selecte d translation s o f th e 
Zohar int o Hebrew , arrange d accordin g t o themati c divisions , togethe r 
with commentar y an d prefac e t o eac h chapter . Th e first  volume contain s 
a length y introductio n b y Tishb y o n subjec t matter s pertainin g t o th e 
Zohar, e.g . it s literar y character , authorship , printe d edition s an d com -
mentaries. Thi s detaile d stud y i s th e mos t exhaustiv e treatmen t o f th e 
Zohar t o date . Beside s th e tw o chapter s relate d t o th e Zohar  i n Major 
Trends in Jewish Mysticism  (Gershom Scholem , 3r d rev . ed . [Ne w York : 
Schocken, 1954] , pp . 156-243) , Scholem' s mos t importan t discussion s 
on th e subjec t ar e t o b e foun d i n hi s encyclopedi a article s i n th e Encyclo-
pedia Judaica (Jerusalem , 1972 ) an d th e Hebrew  Encyclopedia (Jerusale m 
and Tel Aviv , 1977) . Th e bes t an d mos t recen t researc h i s to b e found i n 
G. Scholem , Kabbalah  (Jerusalem: Keter , 1974) , pp . 213-43 . 

2. Y . Liebe s i n a  speech dedicate d t o th e memor y o f Ephrai m Gottlieb , 
published b y th e Institut e o f Jewish Studie s (Jerusalem , 1974) . 
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3. Schole m pointe d ou t th e specia l characteristic s o f th e Ra caya Meb-
eimna, and especially it s social attitudes , i n Major Trends, p . 211 . Se e also 
I. Baer , "Th e Historica l Backgroun d o f th e Rcfaya  Meheimna"  (Hebrew) , 
Zion, 5  (1940) , pp . 1-44 . Hi s conclusion s wer e criticize d b y Tishb y i n 
several section s o f Mishnat  ha-Zohar,  vol . 2 . Tishb y als o outline d th e 
different viewpoin t o f th e Ra caya Meheimna  a s compare d t o th e bod y o f 
the Zohar  on certai n issues . 

4. A  fifteenth-century imitation o f the Zohar  is the Sefer ba-Qanab. Se e 
M. Oron , "Th e Sefer ha-Peli'a h an d th e Sefe r ha-Kanah : Their Kabbalis -
tic Principles , Socia l an d Religiou s Criticis m an d Literar y Composition " 
[Hebrew] (Ph.D . thesis , Hebre w University , 1980) . A s lat e a s the eigh -
teenth centur y Mose s Hayyi m Luzzat o wrot e a  "Secon d Zohar' 1 in th e 
language an d styl e o f th e Zohar.  See I . Tishby , Netivei  *Emunah u-Minbut 
(Ramat Gan , 1964) , p . 170 . 

5. Schole m explaine d hi s understandin g an d us e o f th e ter m "theoso -
phy" i n thi s contex t i n Major  Trends,  pp. 205-07 . 

6. Scholem' s summar y o f th e doctrine s o f th e Zohar  i s presente d i n 
Major Trends, pp . 207-43 . Discussion s elsewhere , especiall y in his Eranos 
lectures, includ e relevan t material . Se e als o G . Scholem , Kabbalah,  pp . 
87-190, wher e hi s genera l descriptio n o f kabbalisti c view s is  base d t o a 
large extent  o n th e Zohar. 

7. Cordover o presente d hi s systemati c analysi s o f th e doctrine s o f th e 
Zohar in hi s magnu m opus , Pardes  Rimmonim. Luzzato's systematizatio n 
is found i n hi s Klah  Pithei Hokhmah. See also Meir i b Gabbai, Avodat  ha-
Qodesh. 

8. Fo r a  detaile d analysi s o n th e Zohari c attitud e o n th e *en-sof  and 
keter, see G . Scholem , Kabbalah,  pp . 88-91 ; cf . I . Tishby , Mishnat  ha-
Zohar, vol . 1 , pp . 107-11 . 

9. See , e.g. , Genesis  Rabbah  12:5. 
10. Th e mos t frequen t symbol s o f th e sefirot,  use d i n this  chapter , ar e 

derived fro m I  Chronicles 29:11 ; th e first to employ th e verse in thi s way 
was Isaa c th e Blin d i n hi s commentar y o n Sefer  Yezirah  (see G. Scholem , 
Ha-Qabbalah be-Provans, edite d b y R . Schat z [Jerusalem , 1963] , appen -
dix, p . 4) . I n th e Zohar,  eac h o f thes e sefirot  i s describe d b y dozen s o f 
symbols an d th e tent h sefirah,  the shekhinah,  by hundreds . List s o f suc h 
symbols ar e amongs t th e mos t popula r literar y genre s o f kabbalah ; see , 
e.g., Gikatilla' s Sha carei *0rah and Cordovero , Pardes  Rimmonim,  ch . 23 . 
It should no t be understood tha t the symbols used here are more "correct" 
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than others or that th e multitude o f symbols i s synonymous. Eac h symbol 
refers t o a  different aspec t o f th e hidde n divin e realm . 

11. Concernin g th e "masculine " characte r o f th e worl d o f kabbalists , 
see G . Scholem,  Major  Trends,  pp. 37-38 . 

12. Concernin g R . Isaac' s treatise , se e above , ch . 7 , pp . 191-94 . 
13. Se e G. Scholem , Madda cei ha-Yahadut, 2  (1967) , pp . 194 , 249 . 
14. R . Ezr a wrot e a  brie f treatise , "Th e Secre t o f th e Tre e o f Knowl -

edge," o n th e origi n o f evil , analyzin g th e biblica l stor y o f Adam , Eve , 
and th e serpen t i n th e Garde n o f Eden . Th e text  wa s publishe d an d ana-
lyzed b y Scholem i n "Gu t un d Bos e i n der Kabbala," Eranos Jahrbuch, 30 
(1961), pp . 39-4 7 [Hebre w translatio n i n Pirqei  Yesod be-havanat ha Qab-
balah u-semaleha (Jerusalem : Mosa d Bialik , 1976) , pp . 194-98] . 

15. Suc h attitude s o n th e origi n o f evi l ar e t o b e foun d als o i n non -
kabbalistic work s o f the thirteent h centur y suc h as the anonymous ethica l 
work Sefer ha-Yashar. Se e J. Dan , Hebrew  Ethical  and Homiletical Literature 
[Hebrew] (Jerusalem , 1975) , pp . 116-20 . 

16. G . Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 239 , 406 . 
17. Se e G . Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp . 235-39 ; I . Tishby , Mishnat 

ha-Zohar, vol . 1 , pp . 288-95 . 
18. Se e G . Scholem , Maddacei  ha-Yahadut, 2 , p . 256 . 
19. Concernin g th e concept o f evil i n Ashkenazi Hasidic  theology , se e 

J. Dan , The  Esoteric Theology  of  the Ashkenazi Hasidim [Hebrew ] (Jerusa -
lem: Mosa d Bialik , 1968) , pp . 184-202 ; idem. , "Samael , Lilit h an d th e 
Concept o f Evi l i n Earl y Kabbalah, " Association  for Jewish Studies Review, 
5 (1980) , pp . 17-40 . 

20. Fo r a  discussion o f th e Zohari c description s o f th e power s o f evi l 
and thei r action s i n th e world , a s wel l a s o f Zohari c demonology , se e 
I. Tishby , Mishnat  ha-Zohar, vol . 1 , pp . 285-377 . 

21. Th e ide a o f the Shekhinah goin g int o exil e i s a  talmudic on e (see , 
e.g., Megilah  29a) develope d b y th e Zohar  according t o it s uniqu e sym -
bolism. Se e G. Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 229-33 , 270-76 ; I . Tishby , 
Mishnat ha-Zohar, vol . 1 , pp . 228-31 . 

22. Th e messiani c elemen t i n th e Zohar  has bee n studie d recentl y b y 
Y. Liebes , "Th e Messia h o f th e Zohar " (Hebrew) , The  Messianic Idea  in 
Jewish Thought:  A Study  Conference  in  Honour  of the Eightieth  Birthday of 
Gershom Scholem  (Jerusalem : Israe l Academ y o f Science s an d Humanities , 
1982), pp . 87-236 . 

23- O n th e anthropolog y o f th e Zohar  and th e meanin g o f th e com -
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mandments, se e G. Scholem , Major  Trends, pp . 240-43 . Se e also I. Tishby , 
Mishnat ha-Zohar, vol . 2 , whic h i s completely dedicate d t o an analysis o f 
the Zohari c passage s dealin g wit h th e huma n soul , th e commandment s 
and thei r statu s vis-a-vi s th e divin e world , an d ethics . 

24. Concernin g thi s problem , se e G . Scholem , Major  Trends, pp . 201 -
04. 

25. Se e above, ch . 4 , p . 110 . 
26. Thi s documen t wa s include d i n Sefer  Yohasin  o f Abraha m Zacut o 

(1857), p . 88 . Se e G . Scholem , Major  Trends,  pp. 190-94 ; I . Tishby , 
Mishnat ha-Zohar, vol . 1 , pp . 28-3 2 (o f th e introduction) . Severa l othe r 
points, beside s th e testimon y o f th e wido w an d daughter , ar e of interes t 
in R . Isaa c o f Acre' s repor t concernin g hi s ques t fo r th e autho r o f th e 
Zohar—or for th e origina l manuscrip t reporte d t o hav e arrive d fro m th e 
land o f Israel . I t i s ver y difficul t t o ascertai n fro m thi s documen t wha t 
R. Isaac' s conclusio n wa s concernin g th e authorshi p o f th e Zohar,  i.e. , 
whether h e wa s convince d tha t d e Leo n wrot e th e boo k o r whethe r h e 
accepted th e clai m o f it s antiquity . 
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CHAPTER 9 

FROM THE ZOHAR 
TO SAFED 

i 

THE TW O CENTURIE S whic h separat e th e appear -
ance o f th e Zohar  in Spai n an d th e establishmen t o f th e 

new cente r o f th e kabbala h i n sixteenth-centur y Safe d wit -
nessed a  period o f intensive kabbalisti c creativity , th e sprea d 
of th e kabbala h t o Ital y an d Germany , th e resolutio n o f th e 
conflict betwee n th e follower s o f th e kabbala h an d thos e o f 
Jewish philosoph y i n favo r o f th e mystics , an d th e strength -
ening o f th e kabbala h i n Jewish culture . Durin g thes e tw o 
centuries dozen s o f kabbalistic work s wer e written , ol d idea s 
were develope d an d expounded , an d ne w one s emerged , al l 
to shape th e futur e o f Jewish mystica l literature . 

Scholem dedicate d a  significant par t o f hi s scholarl y activ -
ity t o th e investigatio n o f th e kabbala h i n thi s period . H e 
wrote man y paper s o n specifi c kabbalisti c work s o f th e six -
teenth centur y on. l 

Scholem studie d th e kabbala h o f thi s perio d t o identif y 
specific mystica l works , thei r authors , thei r date , an d thei r 
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background. H e analyze d thei r mutua l relationshi p an d in -
terdependence an d characterized th e origina l theologica l con -
tribution o f each. 

Some example s o f hi s wor k i n thi s field  are the identifica -
tion o f Rabb i Joseph be n Shalo m Ashkenaz i a s the autho r o f 
the importan t commentar y o n Sefer  Yezirah  which ha d bee n 
wrongly attribute d t o Rabb i Abraha m be n Davi d (th e Ra -
vad);2 th e descriptio n o f hi s othe r kabbalisti c wor k ( a com -
mentary o n th e Midras h o n Genesis) 3 an d hi s analysi s o f hi s 
theories; his identification an d discussion of the works of Rabbi 
David be n Judah he-Hasid , on e o f th e mos t importan t fol -
lowers of the Zobar; 4 hi s identificatio n o f the works of Rabbi 
Shem Tob ibn Gaon 5 an d of Rabbi Isaa c of Acre,6 and many 
others. 

All thes e studie s wer e base d o n materia l foun d almos t ex -
clusively i n manuscripts . I n most case s Scholem wa s the first 
to discover and rea d them. 

II 

During the fourteenth century , th e kabbalah developed along 
two differen t lines . First , th e growin g impac t o f th e Zobar 
led t o th e appearanc e o f Hebre w mystica l work s relyin g o n 
it, imitatin g it , an d developin g it s symbolism . Second , th e 
work o f th e pre-Zohari c school s o f th e kabbalah , especiall y 
that o f Gerona, continue d almos t uninfluence d b y th e Zobar. 
During mos t o f th e fourteent h centur y th e secon d tren d wa s 
still dominant . Th e most importan t follower s o f the Zohar in 
this perio d wer e th e anonymou s autho r o f th e Ra'aya  Meb-
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emna and th e Tikuney  ha-Zohar,  whos e works , writte n a t th e 
very en d o f th e thirteent h centur y an d th e beginnin g o f the 
fourteenth, wer e include d i n the Zobar itself, an d Rabbi Davi d 
ben Judah he-Hasid , wh o was a descendant o f Nachmanides , 
whose works includ e length y translation s fro m th e Zohar into 
Hebrew, whic h wer e then presente d a s new kabbalistic works. 7 

It i s interesting t o note tha t i n th e fourteenth centur y i t seem s 
that th e Zohar  was more importan t t o th e kabbala h whe n i t 
spread t o new countries an d becam e th e basis fo r new centers 
than i t wa s for th e kabbalist s i n Spai n itself , wh o continue d 
to a  very larg e exten t th e tradition s o f thei r variou s pre-Zo -
haric schools . Thus , whe n th e kabbalah sprea d t o Italy i n the 
beginning o f th e fourteent h century , th e mos t importan t 
spokesman fo r th e Zohar  was Rabbi Menache m Recanati . H e 
wrote tw o major works , on e a commentary o n the Torah and 
the othe r a n interpretatio n o f th e reason s fo r th e command -
ments (ta'amey  ha-mitsvot) .8 Bot h wer e base d o n th e Zohar 
and strew n wit h quotation s fro m tha t book , whic h ar e ver y 
important fo r th e establishmen t o f th e origina l tex t o f th e 
Zohar. Similarly , on e o f th e mos t importan t kabbalist s i n 
Germany, Rabb i Menache m Ziyuni , wrot e a  commentary o n 
the Tora h an d an interesting wor k o n mystical demonology. 9 

He als o use d th e Zohar  extensivel y an d combine d Zohari c 
quotations wit h th e teaching s o f the Ashkenazi Hasidi c mas -
ters, especiall y Rabb i Eleaza r o f Worms . Th e importanc e o f 
the Zohar  in th e works o f the most prominen t mystic s i n the 
new, emergin g circle s o f kabbalist s i n thes e countrie s en -
hanced significantl y it s spread an d influence . 

Most kabbalist s i n Spain , however , shoul d b e viewe d a s 
continuing th e previou s school s o f th e kabbalah . Th e mos t 
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important center in Spain at the end of the thirteenth century 
and th e beginnin g o f th e fourteent h wa s th e on e Schole m 
called "th e Rashb a circle/' afte r th e nam e of it s most impor -
tant leader , Rabb i Solomo n be n Abraha m Adret , know n b y 
the acronym th e Rashba . Rabb i Solomo n wa s a great halach-
ist an d on e o f th e greates t leader s o f Spanis h Jewry. H e di d 
not writ e an y kabbalisti c work , thoug h hi s commentar y o n 
the aggadot o f the Talmud include s severa l reference s t o kab-
balistic symbols. 10 Th e Rashb a wa s regarde d b y th e kabba -
lists o f tha t perio d a s thei r leader , a s wa s Nachmanide s i n 
the middl e o f the thirteent h century . Amon g hi s disciples i n 
kabbalah wer e Rabb i Isaa c be n Todros, 11 Rabb i Bahy a be n 
Asher of Saragossa,12 an d Rabbi She m Tob ben Abraham ib n 
Gaon. A  schola r fro m Eret z Israe l seem s t o hav e joine d thi s 
group named Rabb i Isaa c of Acre. 

Rabbi Bahy a be n Ashe r wa s on e o f th e first  kabbalist s t o 
use th e Zohar,  bu t h e di d no t quot e i t overtl y becaus e hi s 
works wer e intende d fo r th e wid e public. 13 Anothe r kabba -
list, Rabb i Joshua ibn Shueib, late r followed a  similar path.14 

Both were following th e Gerona tradition o f Rabbi Jacob ben 
Sheshet and others, t o write popular, ethical , an d homiletica l 
works, i n whic h kabbalisti c symbolis m an d theolog y pla y a 
hidden, subdue d role . Th e prestige o f the kabbala h grew be -
cause of it s inclusio n i n popular culture . 

Rabbi She m Tob  ib n Gao n wa s a  halachist, wh o wrote an 
important commentar y o n Maimonides* lega l code. 15 H e cam e 
from Soria , an d wa s familia r wit h th e tradition s o f Rabb i 
Jacob and Rabb i Isaac , th e Cohe n brothers . Whe n h e was in 
Spain h e wrot e a  treatise entitle d Keter  Shem Tov  on th e sub -
ject that most interested th e kabbalists of the Rashba circle— 
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Nachmanides' "secrets, " that is , th e kabbalisti c reference s i n 
his commentar y o n th e Torah . She m Tob  ib n Gao n emi -
grated t o Jerusale m i n 1315 . Ther e h e wrot e a  completel y 
different kin d of kabbalistic work , Badey  ba-Aron,  in memory 
of hi s frien d Rabb i Elhanan , wh o ha d died there. 16 H e com-
pleted th e wor k i n Safe d i n 1325 . Thi s wor k reflect s th e 
influence o f th e Cohe n brothers , an d include s pseudepi -
graphic parts. 17 I t als o include s whol e section s fro m th e Zo-
har, copied verbatim, withou t any clear indication of the source 
from whic h the y wer e taken . I t seem s tha t fo r Rabb i She m 
Tob the teachings o f the Zohar  were important , bu t th e book 
itself was suspect , an d it s nam e bette r lef t unmentioned . 

The schoo l o f th e Rashb a continue d th e tradition s o f th e 
kabbalists o f Gerona i n anothe r respect . Th e Rashb a too k an 
important part in the renewed controversy concerning th e study 
of philosophy , i n 1305 . Lik e Nachmanide s i n th e previou s 
century, th e Rashb a personally oppose d th e fre e stud y o f ra-
tionalistic philosophy, bu t as a leader he assumed a moderate, 
conciliatory position. 18 I n th e subsequen t year s th e attitud e 
of the kabbalist s becam e mor e an d mor e divide d ove r forma l 
philosophy. O n the one hand, a n attempt was made to merge 
kabbalah an d philosoph y an d presen t the m a s i f the y wer e 
two aspects of the same truth. Eac h would contribute it s own 
viewpoint an d terminolog y t o th e understandin g o f the phil -
osophical questions . On e of the most importan t kabbalist s t o 
follow thi s pat h wa s Rabb i Josep h ib n Waqar. 19 T o som e 
extent, h e followe d th e traditio n o f Rabb i Isaa c ib n Latif , 
who ha d bee n activ e i n th e previou s century. 20 Ib n Waqa r 
believed tha t a  synthesis betwee n th e kabbala h an d philoso -
phy wa s possible, an d i t seem s tha t som e philosophers , fro m 
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Rabbi Mose s Narboni 21 t o Rabb i Hasda i Crescas 22 see m t o 
have shared this view. B y the fifteenth century, however , thi s 
movement wa s supported onl y b y a  few Jewish intellectuals . 

On the other hand, th e kabbalists wrote more works which 
vehemently oppose d forma l philosoph y an d al l it s influences . 
The best known among thes e was Rabbi Shem Tov ben Shem 
Tov, whos e Sefer  ha-Emunot  (The  Book  of Beliefs), which in -
cludes man y earl y kabbalisti c tradition s an d quotations , rep -
resents a  direc t attac k agains t Jewis h philosophy. 23 Durin g 
the fourteenth an d fifteenth centuries, Maimonide s was claimed 
as a  kabbalist. 24 Th e nam e o f Maimonide s wa s to o exalte d 
and hi s prestig e to o grea t t o b e lef t t o th e philosophers ; th e 
Jewish mystic s ha d t o adop t hi m a s on e o f thei r ow n an d 
reinterpret hi s philosoph y a s a  specia l genr e o f kabbalisti c 
symbolism. 

Ill 

The fifteenth-century kabbalistic work s whic h exerte d th e 
greatest influenc e o n subsequen t development s i n Jewis h 
mysticism wer e probably tw o book s written b y th e sam e un-
known author: Sefer ha-Peliah an d Sefer ha-Kanah (The  Book of 
(Esoteric) Wonder and The  Book  of (Rabbi  Nehunia  ben) ha-
Kanah.)25 Th e first  i s a  collection o f various kabbalisti c tra -
ditions fro m earlie r sources , wit h grea t emphasi s o n myth -
ological symbolis m an d a n interes t i n th e detail s o f th e pro-
cess of redemption. Th e second i s a commentary o n the reasons 
for th e commandments (ta'amey  ha-mitsvot),  but i n a  peculiar 
literary manner : The autho r o f th e Sefer  ha-Kanah  invented a 
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family, whic h wa s describe d a s connected wit h Rabb i Nehu -
nia be n ha-Kanah , wh o wa s regarde d a s th e autho r o f th e 
book Bahir. 26 Th e boo k include s severa l imaginativ e storie s 
of supernatural revelation s whic h ha d som e influenc e o n sub -
sequent Hebre w mystica l storytelling. 27 Ther e i s littl e doub t 
that th e autho r o f thi s wor k trie d t o imitat e th e Zohar  i n a 
creative manner . Instea d o f followin g th e Zohari c languag e 
and th e storie s abou t th e circl e o f Rabb i Shimeo n ba r Yohai , 
he create d a n imaginar y famil y o f ancien t mystics , an d re -
vealed hi s ow n mystica l idea s throug h thei r Hebre w homi -
lies.28 Thes e work s wer e probabl y writte n i n Greece 29 an d 
had grea t influenc e o n late r kabbalist s u p t o th e Hasidi c 
movement o f th e eighteent h century . 

Scholem emphasize d i n hi s descriptio n o f thi s perio d th e 
renewed strengthenin g o f th e magica l elemen t i n kabbalisti c 
works.30 On e schoo l o f kabbalist s produce d work s whic h 
combined theosophi c speculatio n wit h studie s o f secret divin e 
names, th e meanin g o f th e Hebre w alphabe t i n th e traditio n 
of Abraha m Abulafia , an d clea r magica l formulas . Th e best -
known wor k amon g thes e i s th e Britb  Menuba,  publishe d i n 
1648, whic h i s a  manifestatio n o f a  tren d tha t gre w consid -
erably i n th e sixteent h centur y bot h i n Safe d an d i n Europe . 
It seem s tha t althoug h th e works o f Abulafia wer e supersede d 
in th e histor y o f th e kabbala h b y th e follower s o f th e theo -
sophical schoo l an d especiall y th e Zobar,  the y stil l ha d a n 
impact. Kabbalist s generation s later , withou t an y direc t lin e 
of traditio n t o connec t the m wit h th e teaching s o f th e "pro -
phetic kabbaiist " o f the thirteent h century , foun d inspiratio n 
and grea t insigh t i n them . 

The kabbala h becam e almos t a  popula r subjec t whe n th e 
fifteenth centur y wa s drawin g t o a  close . Thi s i s atteste d to , 
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for instance, b y the fact tha t one of the most popular Hebrew 
ethical work s o f th e Middl e Age s wa s Rabb i Israe l Alnaqa -
wa's Menorat  ha-Maor. Thi s i s base d almos t exclusivel y o n 
quotations an d paraphrases o f Talmudic an d Midrashic sources; 
it als o contain s quotation s fro m th e Zohar  (as th e Midras h 
Yehi Or, Let  There Be  Light).51 I n th e earl y sixteent h centur y 
we find popular homilist s quotin g th e Zohar  freely, integrat -
ing th e kabbalah completely int o popular culture, an d negat-
ing th e admonishments o f Rabbi Isaa c the Blin d i n his lette r 
to Geron a thre e centurie s earlier. 32 Mysticis m di d no t be -
come popula r i n th e ful l sens e o f th e term , however , unti l 
the seventeent h century , unde r th e impac t o f th e Luriani c 
kabbalah fro m Safed , bu t i t coul d no t b e describe d a s ap -
pealing onl y t o mystics . Man y o f th e best-know n an d mos t 
frequently rea d commentaries o n th e Bibl e an d collections o f 
sermons whic h constituted , togethe r wit h book s o n ethics , 
the popula r cultur e o f th e age , wer e writte n b y kabbalist s 
and influenced , a t leas t t o som e extent , b y kabbalisti c sym -
bolism. I f the kabbala h wa s no t ye t popular , i t certainl y be -
came familiar . It s prestige wa s on th e ris e and, couple d wit h 
the rapi d declin e o f Jewish philosoph y i n th e fifteenth  cen -
tury, it s positio n mor e and mor e central i n Jewish thought . 

While th e kabbala h wa s becomin g know n t o som e exten t 
in mos t Jewis h communities , i t wa s mos t deepl y accepte d 
and understoo d i n Italy . Jewis h intellectual s i n Ital y durin g 
the Renaissanc e period , deepl y influence d b y th e stron g neo -
Platonic attitude s o f thei r Christia n neighbors , discovere d 
similar attitudes i n the kabbalah . Thei r increasin g interes t i n 
Jewish mystica l source s also reached non-Jewish intellectuals, 
to create th e Christia n kabbalah . 

The proble m o f th e emergenc e o f th e Christia n kabbalah , 
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and especiall y it s root s withi n Judaism , fascinate d Schole m 
throughout hi s scholarl y career , fo r severa l reasons . Her e h e 
had a n opportunit y t o stud y th e Jewis h symbol s whe n the y 
were transforme d int o anothe r language , anothe r religion , an d 
another mystica l tradition ; h e coul d als o follo w th e intrinsi c 
force o f th e Jewis h mystica l idea s whe n the y operate d i n a 
different culture . Anothe r intriguin g aspec t wa s tha t betwee n 
the Christia n kabbalist s an d th e Jewish source s ther e wa s a n 
intervening grou p o f people—the translator s fro m Hebre w t o 
Latin, wh o wer e mostl y converte d Jews. Schole m wa s partic -
ularly intereste d i n thos e Jewish convert s t o Christianity wh o 
wrote book s explainin g thei r adherenc e t o th e ne w religion ; 
he eve n collecte d a  specia l librar y o f thei r works , whic h h e 
defined a s "anti-Semiti c book s writte n b y converts/ ' Th e Jews 
who translate d kabbalisti c work s t o Lati n t o serv e th e reli -
gious purpose s o f Christia n theologian s an d mystic s fasci -
nated him . Indeed , th e appearanc e o f th e kabbala h i n Lati n 
preceded th e Renaissanc e perio d b y severa l centuries , an d 
Scholem investigate d thos e earl y beginnings. 33 

The mos t importan t kabbalis t i n th e lat e fifteenth  centur y 
in Ital y wh o wa s deepl y influence d b y th e Platonis m o f th e 
Florentine schoo l wa s Rabb i Johana n Alemano , wh o wa s a 
prolific writer. 34 On e o f his disciples , Samue l Abulfaraj , con -
verted t o Christianity an d assume d th e nam e of Flavius Mith -
ridates. Thi s conver t wrot e som e sermons , on e o f whic h wa s 
delivered i n fron t o f the Pope . H e suggeste d tha t Christianit y 
could b e defended agains t Judaism b y resorting t o secret Jew-
ish works , thoug h th e materia l h e presente d wa s fro m th e 
usual rabbini c sources. 35 Bu t hi s lif e wor k wa s the translatio n 
of kabbalisti c work s int o Latin , whic h h e di d systematicall y 
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and diligently , includin g work s o f Rabb i Juda h th e Piou s 
and of Abraham Abulafia . H e presented the m t o the prodig y 
of tha t perio d i n Christia n theology—th e Coun t Pic o dell a 
Mirandola. 

Pico himsel f studie d Hebrew , an d wa s intereste d i n th e 
kabbalah togethe r wit h al l ancien t traditions , whethe r magi -
cal, orphic , o r anythin g else . I n hi s these s h e propose d t o 
prove th e veracit y an d antiquit y o f Christia n trut h fro m th e 
kabbalah. Amon g hi s 900 theses , abou t 13 0 are based on his 
studies o f the kabbalah. Pico , lik e other Christian kabbalists , 
completely accepte d th e clai m o f the Jewish mystic s tha t thei r 
works reflecte d tradition s give n t o Mose s an d t o th e Patri -
archs an d transmitte d orall y fro m generatio n t o generation . 
Pico an d othe r Christia n kabbalists , especiall y Johanne s 
Reuchlin, wh o wrot e tw o majo r book s o n th e kabbalah , als o 
believed tha t b y studyin g thes e source s the y coul d discove r 
prerabbinic truths , obscure d i n th e Hebre w rabbini c sources , 
that woul d reflec t basi c Christian theology . Reuchli n wa s es-
pecially intereste d i n the doctrine of the secret names of God, 
and presented a  system accordin g t o whic h th e tru e nam e o f 
God wa s reveale d onl y throug h th e appearanc e o f Christian -
ity. I n fact, Jesus' name is the full nam e of God, hidde n from 
the Jew s an d reveale d t o hi s follower s whe n Christianit y 
appeared. 

The Christia n kabbalist s sprea d som e o f th e kabbalisti c 
myths an d symbol s t o th e fertil e groun d o f Europ e durin g 
the Renaissanc e period . Thes e symbols , thoug h drasticall y 
transformed i n thei r ne w cultura l environment , flourished and 
enriched not only European thought bu t its literature as well.36 

By th e beginnin g o f th e sixteent h century , therefore , th e 
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kabbalah sprea d t o geographica l an d cultura l realm s fa r be -
yond th e origina l close d circle s fro m whic h i t ha d emerge d 
three centurie s earlier. 37 Th e influenc e o f rationalistic philos -
ophy wa s weakening , an d afte r th e expulsio n fro m Spai n i t 
almost disappeared . Som e kabbalisti c work s bega n t o b e ac -
cepted throughou t th e Jewish intellectua l world . Amon g thes e 
was th e anonymou s systematizatio n o f th e kabbalah , Sefer 
Ma'arechet ha-Elohut (The Book of  the Divine Hierarchy), t o which 
Rabbi Juda h Hayya t wrot e a  commentary. 38 I t serve d a s a 
textbook fo r th e stud y o f th e kabbalah . Anothe r exampl e i s a 
work b y Rabb i Mei r ib n Gabbay , entitle d Avodat  ha-Kodesh 
(Holy Worship), which presente d i n a  coherent, systemati c for m 
the mystica l meanin g o f Jewish ritual , especiall y tha t o f th e 
prayers, t o giv e a  mystica l dimensio n t o everyda y religiou s 
rituals. 

It seeme d a s i f the kabbala h ha d mature d int o a n aspec t o f 
Jewish culture . However , th e expulsio n o f the Jews fro m Spai n 
presented Judais m wit h ne w theologica l problems . Onl y th e 
kabbalah ha d th e answers t o thes e problems, an d thus , i n th e 
new kabbalisti c cente r i n Safe d th e kabbala h wa s transforme d 
from a  mino r aspec t o f Jewish cultur e int o a  dynami c forc e 
helping t o shap e Jewish history . 
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CHAPTER 1 0 

THE SAFE D SCHOOL OF 
THE KABBALA H 

i 

THE EXPULSIO N O F th e Jew s fro m Spai n i n 149 2 
changed th e geograph y a s wel l a s th e ideologica l atti -

tudes o f world Jewish communities . Tw o separat e centers were 
formed, on e i n easter n Europ e an d on e i n th e Ottoma n Em -
pire, o f which th e mai n communitie s wer e i n Nort h Africa , 
Egypt, Turkey , Syria , an d Eret z Israel . Th e hardship s tha t 
the Jews exile d fro m Spai n underwen t brough t hom e t o al l 
Jewish center s a n intens e sens e o f exile , a s th e larges t an d 
oldest Jewish communit y i n Europ e wa s destroyed overnigh t 
by on e roya l decree . A  feelin g o f uncertaint y engulfe d eve n 
those communitie s whic h wer e no t directl y affecte d b y th e 
expulsion. Th e suffering s o f th e exile d wer e documente d i n 
historical an d literar y works , whic h wer e rea d widel y i n th e 
Jewish world . Thi s an d othe r reason s cause d th e intensifica -
tion o f messiani c expectation s whic h ha d begu n i n th e fif-
teenth century . Messianism , whic h was quite subdued i n me-
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dieval Jewish culture , emerge d now to become a major cultural 
and historica l force , eve n a  dominant on e whic h shape d Jew-
ish belief s an d behavior . 

It wa s clear to Scholem tha t a s a consequence o f these his -
torical event s a  dramatic chang e ha d occurre d i n th e natur e 
of th e kabbala h itsel f an d i n it s rol e i n Jewish thought , so -
ciety, an d historica l orientation . Schole m investigate d thi s 
change in great detail, an d from thi s point onward his studies 
of th e kabbala h an d of Jewish histor y merge d int o one . Jew-
ish mysticis m fro m th e lat e fifteenth  centur y t o th e nine -
teenth centur y becam e inextricabl y par t o f th e majo r force s 
which worke d withi n Jewish society , force s whic h produce d 
some o f th e mos t vigorou s an d meaningfu l historica l move -
ments o f modern Judaism. 

According t o Scholem, th e history of Hasidism and of Sab-
batianism ar e roote d i n th e Luriani c kabbala h whic h devel -
oped i n sixteenth-centur y Safed . Thi s kabbala h becam e th e 
Jewish spiritua l respons e t o th e historica l event s o f th e ex -
pulsion from Spain. Tha t the kabbalah became (often i n spite 
of th e intention s o f it s creators) , a  dominant forc e i n Jewish 
culture wa s als o a  resul t o f th e event s connecte d wit h th e 
expulsion. Thus,  a  continuous lin e o f mystica l developmen t 
leads from lat e fifteenth-century Spain to seventeenth-centur y 
Turkey wher e Sabbatianis m began , t o th e Ukrain e o f th e 
eighteenth century , wher e Hasidis m began . A  complet e un -
derstanding o f th e force s workin g withi n twentieth-centur y 
Judaism canno t b e achieve d withou t understandin g Jewis h 
messianism, it s development an d decline, an d the emergenc e 
of Hasidism an d it s opponents . Th e spiritua l processe s which 
produced the m al l ar e roote d i n th e traumati c experienc e o f 
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the expulsion fro m Spai n and th e appearance o f the ne w kab-
balah i n sixteenth-century Safed . 

Among th e Spanis h Jews, a  significant segmen t o f the up-
per classes , bot h materiall y an d intellectually , chos e no t t o 
be exiled bu t accepted conversion and remained i n Spain after 
1492. I t seemed t o the generation of the exiled tha t th e best-
educated, leadin g par t o f th e communit y i n Spai n wa s th e 
weakest when i t came to sacrificing al l it s worldly possession s 
for th e sak e o f adherenc e t o Judaism. Thes e wer e th e peopl e 
who wer e late r persecute d mos t cruell y b y th e Spanis h In -
quisition fo r continuin g t o b e secretl y faithfu l t o Judaism . 
The Jews outsid e Spain , whil e the y regrette d th e suffering s 
of thei r brother s a t th e hand s o f th e Inquisition , coul d no t 
forget tha t thes e Jews would no t hav e become victims o f that 
institution ha d the y no t (o r thei r parent s o r grandparents ) 
accepted Christianit y instea d o f exile . Th e Inquisition , afte r 
all, ha d jurisdiction only over Christians, bein g an institution 
intended fo r th e abolishmen t o f heres y withi n th e Catholi c 
Church. Ther e wer e mixe d feeling s amon g Jew s concernin g 
the martyr s o f th e Inquisitio n trials , an d ther e wer e lon g 
debates concernin g th e proces s o f repentanc e require d fro m 
marranos who had succeeded in getting out of Spain and wanted 
to retur n t o Judaism i n thei r ne w homes. 1 

Judaism viewed the expulsion—and tha t so many Jews chose 
conversion ove r exile—a s a  majo r spiritua l crisis , whic h ne -
cessitated a  new evaluatio n o f Jewish educatio n an d spiritua l 
directives. Man y o f the rabbi s of the generation o f the expul-
sion, amon g the m leader s o f th e exiled , blame d Jewis h ra -
tionalistic philosoph y fo r thi s crisis. 2 They compare d th e be-
havior o f th e leader s o f Spanis h Jewry t o tha t o f th e leader s 
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of Ashkenazi Jewry durin g th e period o f the Crusades , whe n 
leaders wer e martyre d wit h thei r communitie s rathe r tha n 
yielding t o conversio n t o Christianity . Th e leader s i n Spai n 
did no t follow thi s example , accordin g t o their contemporary 
critics. The y chos e th e eas y way out . Th e fault , accordin g t o 
these critics , wa s i n th e spiritualizatio n o f religious lif e taugh t 
by Jewish philosophy . Tha t is , wha t on e feel s an d think s i s 
more importan t tha n wha t on e does , i f th e cente r o f Jewish 
religious lif e i s withi n th e heart s an d mind s o f th e peopl e 
and no t i n th e synagogue , th e Passove r seder , th e kosher diet , 
and al l othe r physica l deed s require d o f a  Jew b y th e halak-
hah, then conversion i s completely differen t tha n if the center 
of religio n remain s i n th e practica l deeds . T o lov e God , t o 
contemplate hi s greatnes s an d benevolence , ca n b e done i n a 
church a s well a s in a  synagogue. I f some ignoran t Christia n 
priests believ e tha t b y th e ceremon y o f conversion the y chang e 
the faith , th e mind , an d hear t o f a  person—let the m thin k 
so; i t i s no t wort h throwing awa y a lifetime's possession s and 
one's homeland . I f Judaism i s somethin g on e ha s t o practic e 
publicly an d externally, the n there i s no middle wa y between 
exile an d genuin e conversion . Bu t i f Judaism i s a n intellec -
tual an d spiritua l experience , externa l an d pretended conver -
sion nee d no t interfer e wit h th e practice o f it . 

This, accordin g t o som e leader s o f th e Spanis h Jew s i n 
exile, wa s ho w Jewish rationalisti c philosoph y facilitate d th e 
conversion of so many Jews i n Spain, an d naturally i t affecte d 
more thos e wh o di d convert . Th e masses , th e simpl e fol k 
who followe d th e Jewish commandment s becaus e the y wer e 
divine orders , coul d no t accep t thi s reasoning . The y wer e 
expelled an d suffere d al l th e hardship s o f exile . Bu t th e bet -
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ter-educated classe s absorbe d th e teaching s o f th e rationalist s 
and spiritualists ; the y preferre d t o sta y i n Spai n an d follo w 
Judaism i n secret . The y becam e marrams? 

The work s o f Jewish antirationalist s i n th e earl y sixteent h 
century, lik e Isaa c Abravanel , an d especiall y Rabb i Josep h 
Ya'abetz, bot h writin g i n Ital y immediatel y afte r th e expul -
sion, ha d grea t impact . Th e sixteent h centur y i s a  period o f 
dramatic declin e i n Jewis h philosophica l activity . I t reall y 
marks th e en d o f Jewish philosoph y fo r severa l centuries . I n 
sixteenth-century Italy , fo r th e first  time , th e kabbala h be -
came a part of the basic intellectua l worl d of Jews, eve n those 
who ha d n o mystica l ben t whatsoever . Som e knowledg e o f 
the Zohar  became a  requirement, no t a s a book o f mysticis m 
but as a masterpiece of Jewish literature . Quotation s from the 
Zohar did no t mar k a  writer a s a  mystic an y more , jus t a s a 
well-read intellectual . Th e kabbala h di d no t becom e "popu -
lar," bu t i t wa s accepte d b y man y a s a n integra l elemen t o f 
Jewish cultur e an d education . 

While th e kabbala h wa s undoubtedl y fre e o f th e sin s at -
tributed t o Jewish philosophy , an d it s antirationalisti c char -
acter and neo-Platoni c philosoph y brough t i t clos e t o th e in -
tellectual atmosphere of the day, i t still did not provide answers 
to th e acut e problem s o f th e generatio n o f th e exiled . Th e 
individualistic conceptio n o f mystica l redemptio n presente d 
by th e kabbala h wa s not radicall y differen t fro m th e contem -
plation o f Go d i n a n Aristotelian rationalisti c system . I n or-
der to be more than a refuge fo r people disappointed b y Jew-
ish philosophy, th e kabbala h itsel f had to be changed. I t had 
to b e redirecte d towar d th e need s o f Jews i n thi s perio d o f 
crisis and upheaval . I t too k tw o generations t o achieve this . 
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II 

From th e middl e o f th e fifteenth  century ther e occurre d a 
change i n th e kabbala h i n Spain , whic h Schole m studie d 
closely.4 Th e mos t importan t aspec t o f thi s chang e wa s th e 
intensification o f th e messiani c elemen t i n th e kabbalah , a s 
well a s the appearance of vivid mythologica l description s and 
a great interes t i n the natur e and appearance of the powers of 
evil. 

In this period Rabb i Joseph dela Reina attempted t o bring 
about th e redemptio n b y kabbalistic an d magical means . Th e 
unusual kabbalisti c wor k Kafha-Ketoret,  whic h explain s th e 
Psalms as messianic poems, wa s written in this period, a s was 
the Sefer ha-Meshiv, whic h attribute s t o God himsel f it s mys-
tical revelations. 5 Th e eschatologica l Nevuat  ha-Yeled (Proph-
ecy of  the Child),  wa s probably written , wit h a  messianic com-
mentary, i n Ital y i n thi s period. 6 Severa l othe r similar thoug h 
unrelated phenomen a signifie d th e tur n o f such kabbalist s t o 
intensive messiani c speculation . 

One o f th e mos t importan t writer s o f th e first  generation 
after th e expulsio n fro m Spai n wa s Rabb i Abraha m be n Eli -
ezer ha-Levi . H e wen t t o Eret z Israe l an d wrot e som e o f hi s 
works there . Schole m dedicated detaile d studie s t o the analy-
sis and publication of parts from his kabbalistic works , whic h 
dealt exclusivel y wit h messiani c mytholog y an d speculatio n 
concerning th e tim e an d natur e o f th e forthcomin g redemp -
tion.7 Anothe r importan t messiani c wor k i s th e Galya  Raza 
(The Revealer  of  Secrets), whic h wa s probabl y writte n i n th e 
second hal f of the sixteenth century. 8 

These work s an d other s simila r t o the m indicat e tha t a 
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change wa s occurrin g i n th e attitud e o f man y kabbalist s t o 
the messiani c elemen t i n thei r mystica l systems , bu t thes e 
writers wer e stil l th e exceptio n rathe r tha n th e rule . Th e 
dominant strea m i n sixteenth-centur y kabbala h stil l wa s th e 
one formulated i n the fourteenth an d fifteenth centuries, whic h 
drew bac k fro m th e mytholog y o f th e Zohar  and presente d a 
mystical syste m whic h could b e expressed i n semirationalisti c 
terms. Th e bes t exampl e o f thi s schoo l wa s Rabb i Mei r ib n 
Gabbay, th e autho r o f th e Avodat  ha-Kodesh  (Holy  Worship) 
and other works , whic h becam e ver y popular. 9 H e describe d 
the kabbalisti c attitud e towar d worshi p an d th e performanc e 
of th e commandment s wit h stron g emphasi s o n th e theurgi c 
side an d th e impac t o f Man' s deed s o n th e divin e realm . 
Though h e followed th e Zohar  closely, h e minimized th e ele-
ments o f sexual symbolis m an d dualisti c mythology , an d th e 
struggle betwee n goo d an d evil . I n thi s h e reflected th e atti -
tude of many kabbalist s o f the time . 

Groups o f kabbalists , mos t o f the m exile d fro m Spain , 
wandered eas t from th e Iberia n peninsula. Man y of them set -
tled i n Turkey, the n th e striving cente r of the Ottoman Em -
pire, bu t som e continue d t o Syri a an d Eret z Israel . On e o f 
the mos t importan t leader s o f such groups wa s Rabb i Joseph 
Taitazak.10 Man y o f hi s disciple s settle d i n Safed . Rabb i Jo-
seph wa s a  homilist , an d hi s followers , th e mos t importan t 
being Rabb i Mose s Alsheich , founde d th e grea t cente r o f 
kabbalistic homiletic s an d mystica l ethic s i n Safed . 

From thi s group als o came th e firs t inclination s o f the de-
sire to participate actively i n the process of redemption. Amon g 
the halachist s i n Safe d a  grea t enterpris e wa s begun—th e 
reinstitution o f the Jewish semichah,  rabbini c ordination . Ac -
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cording t o Jewish tradition , th e power t o judg e according t o 
the balakhah  was give n t o Mose s b y God , an d Mose s trans -
ferred i t no t onl y b y teaching , bu t b y th e ceremon y o f ordi-
nation. Thi s wa s continuous , a  rabb i ordainin g hi s discipl e 
from generatio n t o generation, unti l th e chain was broken i n 
the Middl e Ages . Becaus e o f that , th e rabbi s sinc e the n di d 
not hav e th e ful l legal-religiou s powe r t o judg e thei r fello w 
Jews. Maimonides , i n hi s grea t code , discusse d th e proble m 
of how the semichab should be reinstituted i n messianic times . 
He conclude d tha t th e messia h woul d no t reinstitut e ful l or -
dination (fo r h e di d no t believ e tha t th e messia h woul d b e 
greater than , o r even equa l to , Moses) . Rather , a n assembl y 
of all th e rabbi s in Israe l should choos e one man from amon g 
themselves unanimously , wh o woul d b e full y ordaine d an d 
should ordai n others. 11 

The halachist s an d kabbalist s i n Safe d decide d no t t o wai t 
till th e appearanc e o f the messia h (whic h the y believe d t o be 
imminent), t o carr y ou t Maimonides * scheme . Th e rabbi s o f 
Safed, unde r th e leadershi p o f Rabbi Jacob Berav , on e o f the 
greatest halachi c authoritie s o f the time , dul y electe d hi m t o 
be the first ordained rabb i with th e power to ordain others.12 

There wa s one flaw in th e scheme : Safe d wa s no t th e onl y 
halachic cente r i n Eret z Israel . Ther e wa s another , greater , 
center—Jerusalem. I n order to carry out Maimonides1 scheme 
faithfully th e rabbi s o f Jerusalem ha d t o joi n thei r Safed col -
leagues, fo r al l election s ha d t o b e unanimous . Rabb i Jaco b 
Berav immediatel y sen t a  letter o f ordination t o th e greates t 
halachic authorit y i n Jerusalem an d aske d hi m an d other s t o 
join them. Th e rabbi s of Jerusalem categoricall y refused . 

A controvers y ensued , garbe d completel y i n halachi c ter -
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minology an d pretendin g t o concentrat e o n th e prope r exe -
gesis of Maimonides. Th e rea l argument, however , wa s whether 
the rabbi s shoul d activel y participat e i n th e proces s o f th e 
redemption o r wai t fo r th e actua l appearanc e o f the messaiah . 
This wa s a  clas h betwee n activ e an d passiv e messiani c atti -
tudes, whe n Safe d represente d th e activ e one , supporte d b y 
kabbalistic notions . I t seeme d tha t th e grea t Safe d projec t 
had faile d whe n th e Jerusale m rabbi s refuse d t o join , bu t 
Rabbi Jacob Bera v continue d t o ordai n rabbi s i n Safed, 13 in -
cluding Rabb i Mose s Alsheich, 14 th e grea t preacher , an d hi s 
disciple i n th e halakah,  Rabb i Joseph Karo . Th e ordination s 
in Safe d continue d fo r fou r generations ; fo r thes e rabbi s th e 
refusal o f th e rabbi s o f Jerusalem wa s no t sufficien t reaso n t o 
desist fro m thei r messiani c enterprise . 

Two othe r scholar s shape d th e cente r i n Safe d i n th e first 
half an d middl e o f th e sixteent h century . Rabb i Joseph Kar o 
was undoubtedl y th e greates t halahis t o f th e century , whos e 
legal code , th e Shulhan Aruch (based o n a  commentary o n th e 
halachic cod e th e Turim,  whic h i n it s tur n wa s base d o n th e 
code o f Maimonides) , serve s t o thi s da y a s th e mos t presti -
gious codificatio n o f Jewish religiou s law . Bu t beside s bein g 
a sharp , commonsens e lawyer , Kar o wa s a  devou t kabbalis t 
who wrote a  major work , o f which onl y a  part ha s survived — 
The Book of  the Maggid (Sefer ha-Maggid,  euphemisticall y calle d 
Maggid Mesharim,  usin g th e double-meanin g Hebre w term , 
maggid, which ca n b e jus t a  preacher , bu t als o means , espe -
cially i n thi s period , a  divin e powe r reveale d t o a  mystic). 15 

Rabbi Joseph , lik e man y other s i n thi s perio d (a s Schole m 
has shown), 16 believe d tha t a  divin e power , th e shekhinah, 
was reveale d t o hi m i n th e for m o f th e Mishnah . Hi s idea l 
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was t o b e favore d t o receiv e th e fat e allotte d b y Go d t o th e 
messianic marty r Rabb i Shlom o Molcho , wh o wa s burn t a t 
the stak e b y th e Inquisition. 17 Thi s wor k i s no t innovativ e 
or original , bu t i t reflect s th e dominanc e o f kabbalisti c ter -
minology an d mystica l attitude s i n sixteenth-centur y Safed . 

Rabbi Mose s Cordovero , on e o f th e greates t kabbalisti c 
writers o f all , wa s on e o f a  group o f five  or si x peopl e wh o 
shaped th e kabbala h fo r centuries. 18 Hi s grea t projec t wa s t o 
rewrite the Zoharic kabbalah in a new form, or , t o be precise, 
in two different forms . On e was a continuous, extensiv e com-
mentary o n ever y pag e o f th e Zohar  entitled Or  Yaqar  (Pre-
cious Light). 19 Thi s commentar y i s a n enormou s treasur y o f 
kabbalistic ideas . 

His better-know n an d mor e influentia l wor k i s Pardes  /?/ -
monim (The  Promenades  Orchard),  which i s a  detailed presen -
tation of the kabbalisti c world . Again , thi s wor k i s based on 
the Zohar.  Cordovero attempte d i n i t t o presen t th e idea s o f 
the Zohar  in a  systematic way . Ever y chapter i s dedicate d t o 
one subject , leadin g th e reade r ste p b y ste p an d elucidatin g 
in a  precise language th e world which th e Zohar  presented i n 
using enthusiasti c languag e an d th e homiletica l method . 
Cordovero bega n wit h th e Godhea d itself . The n h e discusse d 
the divin e attribute s o f the uppe r and lowe r sefirot, analyzin g 
systematically th e structur e o f thes e divin e attributes , an d 
using a  wealt h o f materia l fro m variou s ancien t kabbalisti c 
sources i n combinatio n wit h th e Zohari c descriptions . Cor -
dovero goes on to describe the various aspects of the merkabah 
and angelic world s and th e divine orde r in th e physical world , 
Man, hi s soul , th e demoni c powers , an d ever y othe r subjec t 
central t o th e Zohar  and th e earl y kabbalah. 
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Cordovero's wor k can b e regarded bot h a s a systematization 
and a  summar y o f th e kabbala h tha t precede d him , an d a n 
original an d profoun d contributio n t o th e developmen t o f the 
kabbalah. H e presente d hi s wor k a s base d o n th e Zohar,  an d 
even include d i n th e Pardes  a dictionar y o f th e kabbalisti c 
symbols o f th e Zohar. 20 H e wa s als o a  profound mysti c wh o 
was especiall y intereste d i n th e Godhea d an d it s relationshi p 
with th e emanate d attributes . Som e describ e hi s attitud e a s 
pantheistic, sinc e h e foun d th e ligh t o f th e Godhea d itsel f 
within everythin g i n existence. 21 

Though Cordover o wa s undoubtedl y a n origina l thinke r 
and mystic , hi s basi c attitud e towar d kabbalisti c mytholog y 
did no t diffe r fro m th e prevailin g on e i n th e previou s centu -
ries afte r th e Zohar.  W e d o no t find  i n hi s wor k a  reflectio n 
of th e ne w attitude s presen t i n th e work s o f som e o f th e 
kabbalists wh o wrot e afte r th e expulsio n fro m Spain . Fo r in -
stance, th e messiani c elemen t doe s no t occup y a  central plac e 
in hi s system , no r doe s h e follo w th e mythologie s o f evi l 
which wer e reevolved i n th e kabbalah o f the lat e fifteenth  an d 
the sixteent h centuries . Fo r Cordovero , "n o evi l descend s fro m 
heaven." Th e evi l phenomen a i n th e physica l worl d ar e th e 
results o f developments i n lowe r regions o f the celestia l worl d 
and th e result s o f Man' s sins. 22 Th e Zohari c myt h o f th e 
"death o f th e king s o f Edom " i s interprete d b y Cordover o i n 
complete contradictio n t o th e myt h a s clearl y state d i n th e 
Zohar.23 Cordover o did no t avoi d th e sexual symbolis m o f the 
Zohar, bu t h e di d no t develo p i t an d t o som e exten t mini -
mized it s role . Cordover o wa s the spokesman an d th e system -
atic formulato r o f th e kabbala h o f th e pre-expulsio n period , 
which continue d t o a very large extent t o shape th e sixteenth -
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century kabbala h a s well . I n Safed , however , man y di d no t 
follow hi s footsteps , eve n thoug h h e belonge d t o th e mos t 
exalted schoo l o f Safed kabbalists , th e one whic h bega n wit h 
Rabbi Josep h Taitaza k an d wa s continue d b y Rabb i Mose s 
Cordovero's grea t teacher , Rabb i Joseph Alkabetz. 24 

Besides th e tw o work s discusse d above , Cordover o wrote a 
dozen o r mor e commentarie s an d systemati c discussion s o f 
kabbalistic problems . A  smal l boo k o f hi s ha d a n enormou s 
impact bot h i n Safe d an d i n th e kabbala h o f th e followin g 
centuries. Entitle d Tomer  Devorah (The  Palm Tree of  Deborah), 
this brie f treatis e i s dedicate d t o th e ethica l consequence s o f 
kabbalistic belief. 25 It s chapters follow th e order of the sefirot, 
and th e author guides th e reade r to become unite d wit h eac h 
of th e divin e powers . Th e ethica l idea s include d ar e to som e 
extent commonplac e ones ; they receiv e new meaning and im-
pact b y thei r mystica l meaning . Accordin g t o Cordovero , eac h 
ethical dee d ha s a  direc t consequenc e i n th e divin e world , 
and thes e ar e presente d i n detai l i n th e treatise . Cordover o 
presents bot h a  syste m o f imitatio  dei,  i n th e ful l mystica l 
meaning o f th e term , demandin g tha t ma n imitat e th e be -
havior o f th e sefirot,  an d a  profound theurgi c system , accord -
ing t o whic h Man' s deed s (an d misdeeds ) affec t th e divin e 
powers. Tomer  Devorah  wa s influentia l i n th e creatio n o f th e 
great schoo l o f kabbalist s i n Safe d wh o wrot e ethica l work s 
based o n th e kabbalah . Th e mos t importan t write r wa s Cor-
dovero's disciple , Rabb i Eliyah u d e Vidas , th e autho r o f th e 
basic an d mos t influentia l wor k o f ethics , Reshit  Hochmah 
(The Beginning of Wisdom). A late r author of a major work on 
ethics wa s Rabb i Isaia h ha-Lev i Horowitz . H e incorporate d 
Tomer Devorah  completel y i n hi s Shnei  Luhot  ha-Berit. Othe r 
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great kabbalist s i n Safe d followe d Cordover o i n writin g ethi -
cal treatises , amon g the m Rabb i Hayyi m Vital , th e grea t 
disciple o f Luria , wh o wrot e th e brie f bu t unusua l an d pro -
found ethica l wor k Shaarey  Kedushah  (The  Gates  of Holiness).26 

During hi s lifetim e an d severa l decades after hi s death Cor -
dovero wa s regarde d a s th e greates t kabbalis t i n Safed , an d 
mystics from othe r countries , especiall y Italy , studie d hi s works 
as th e las t wor d i n th e field  o f kabbalah . Hi s Pardes  was 
written a t th e reques t o f kabbalist s fro m Italy . Bu t h e wa s 
still aliv e whe n a  ne w kabbalah , ver y differen t fro m his , 
emerged i n Safed , th e kabbala h o f Rabb i Isaa c Luria. 27 

I l l 

Rabbi Isaa c Luri a Ashkenaz i influence d th e kabbala h i n a 
dramatic an d mos t profoun d way ; i t i s eve n possibl e t o de -
scribe hi m a s a  revolutionar y withi n th e kabbalah . H e be -
came th e inspiratio n fo r a  vas t bod y o f literature , writte n b y 
his disciple s an d thei r disciples , an d h e i s th e first  moder n 
figure t o b e a  her o o f a  hagiograph y i n Hebre w literature. 28 

Our knowledg e o f hi s lif e i s very scant . Onl y th e las t tw o o f 
his 3 8 year s ar e documented . H e cam e t o Safe d fro m Egyp t 
in 157 0 an d revolutionize d Jewis h though t withou t eve r 
writing on e boo k o f hi s own . 

Luria explained th e fac t tha t h e did no t writ e hi s teaching s 
in a  boo k becaus e h e expresse d himsel f i n vision s an d enor -
mous pictures . H e wa s unabl e t o conve y the m i n writte n 
pages. Fortunately , hi s disciples succeeded i n conveying som e 
of his visions . 
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The bes t know n o f Luria' s disciple s wa s Rabb i Hayyi m 
Vital Clippers . H e wa s th e autho r o f th e mos t importan t 
presentations o f th e teaching s o f Luria , entitle d Etz  Hayyim 
(The Tree of  Life), an d Sefer  ha-Shearim (The  Book of  Gates), a 
series o f monograph s o n th e subject s tha t Luri a deal t with , 
each o f whic h i s calle d " a gate" o f tha t subject . Thi s wor k 
includes a  commentary o n severa l section s o f th e Zohar,  pre-
sented b y Rabb i Hayyi m Vita l fro m th e teaching s o f Luria . 
Though Rabb i Hayyi m wa s very faithfu l t o Luria, h e did no t 
present hi s teaching s withou t som e editin g an d eve n som e 
censorship. Whe n compared to the brief description of Luria's 
teachings recorde d b y anothe r disciple , Rabb i Josep h ib n 
Tabul29 i t i s eviden t tha t som e o f th e mor e mythica l teach -
ings o f Luria were deleted o r minimized b y Rabb i Hayyim . 

Luria ha d n o know n teache r i n kabbalah . Hi s teaching s 
therefore di d no t rel y upo n th e sanctit y o f a  chain o f tradi -
tion. Hi s disciple s claime d tha t Luri a went t o heaven to par-
ticipate i n th e deliberations o f the celestia l academ y concern-
ing mystica l matters , hear d Zoharic passage s interprete d there , 
and reveale d t o hi s disciple s wha t h e ha d hear d whe n h e re -
turned—that is , whe n h e wok e up . The y believe d tha t th e 
prophet Elija h was his direct teacher . Luri a was the first great 
charismatic teache r o f kabbalah . H e di d no t clai m t o b e a 
prophet an d di d no t clai m t o hav e a  maggid dictating secret s 
to him . Thos e wh o believe d i n hi s personalit y becam e hi s 
disciples.30 H e was a great visionary, aroun d whom were col-
lected a  handful o f believers. Hi s idea s captivated people who 
had neve r seen or heard him . 

Luria's untimely deat h presented hi s disciples wit h a  prob-
lem. Earl y death was regarded i n Judaism as a divine punish-
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ment fo r a  sin , a  deat h o f karet.  Thus , Luria' s deat h a t th e 
age o f 3 8 ha d t o b e explaine d theologically , les t th e grea t 
mystic b e regarde d a s a  commo n sinner . On e explanatio n 
presented b y Rabb i Hayyi m wa s tha t Luri a wa s punishe d fo r 
revealing divin e secret s t o hi s disciples . This , o f course , mean t 
that Luri a indee d kne w suc h secret s an d tha t th e ne w kab -
balah presente d b y th e disciple s wa s indee d o f divine origin . 

Another explanation , whic h indicate s th e atmospher e i n 
which Luria' s teaching s wer e presented , wa s tha t Luri a ha d 
to di e becaus e h e wa s th e messia h so n o f Joseph , who , ac -
cording t o th e ancien t apocalypti c prophec y o f th e Boo k o f 
Zerubavel an d othe r sources , wa s destine d t o di e i n battl e 
against th e powers of evil before th e final victory t o be achieved 
by th e messia h so n o f David. Rabb i Hayyi m himsel f believe d 
that h e wa s destine d t o pla y th e rol e o f th e messia h so n o f 
David.31 W e hav e a detailed diar y writte n b y Rabb i Hayyim , 
Sefer ha-Hezyonot (The Book  of Visions)? 2 whic h h e bega n t o 
write befor e hi s meetin g wit h Luri a i n 1570 , an d continue d 
until hi s deat h fou r decade s afte r Luria . I n thi s boo k h e as -
sembled, fro m a  variety o f sources, proof s tha t h e himself was 
going t o b e th e redeeme r o f Israel . Thes e source s includ e 
dreams (hi s ow n an d others' ) an d revelation s mad e b y Ara b 
sorcerers an d diviners . Abou t hal f th e boo k i s dedicate d t o 
what Luri a ha d tol d hi m concernin g th e sourc e an d missio n 
of his messianic soul . There i s no doubt tha t th e circle around 
Luria wa s intensel y messianic , eve n i f variou s member s for -
mulated thei r messiani c hope s i n differen t forms . (The y ex -
pected th e redemptio n t o occu r i n th e yea r 1575 , base d o n a 
phrase i n Jacob's blessin g t o Judah.)33 

Although Rabb i Hayyi m an d othe r member s o f th e circl e 
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believed i n thei r messiani c role , the y di d no t ac t ou t an y o f 
their beliefs . Vita l live d t o a n ol d ag e (i n Damascus , wher e 
he live d th e secon d hal f o f hi s lif e afte r th e cente r i n Safe d 
began t o decline) , bu t beside s writing hi s secre t diar y he did 
not tak e upo n himsel f an y messiani c o r leadershi p role . H e 
just wrot e an d rewrot e th e teaching s h e ha d receive d fro m 
Luria during thos e brie f tw o year s i n hi s yout h i n Safed . H e 
intended thes e book s t o b e completel y secret , unknow n t o 
anyone bu t th e origina l circl e o f Luria's disciples . Whe n Lu-
ria died , Rabb i Hayyi m assemble d fro m hi s fello w disciple s 
all thei r writte n materia l concernin g th e teaching s o f Luria , 
and mad e the m sig n a n agreement , th e tex t o f whic h ha s 
reached u s i n th e original, 34 accordin g t o whic h the y prom -
ised unde r oat h neve r t o revea l anythin g o f Luria's teaching s 
to an y outsider , an d no t t o stud y thi s kabbala h excep t i n 
their ow n circl e whe n Rabb i Hayyi m wa s present . Rabb i 
Hayyim undoubtedl y intende d t o kee p Luria' s revolutionar y 
visions a  complete secre t fro m th e world . 

Rabbi Shlom o Shlumi l o f Dreznitz , wh o cam e t o Safe d a 
generation later , i n th e early seventeent h century , wrot e sev-
eral letter s t o Poland , tellin g storie s abou t th e greatnes s o f 
Luria.35 

Lurianic kabbala h sprea d i n spit e o f th e wishe s o f Luria' s 
disciples. B y th e secon d o r thir d decad e o f th e seventeent h 
century i t ha d becom e a  major forc e i n Jewish thought , re -
placing Cordoveria n kabbala h almos t completely. 36 B y th e 
middle o f th e seventeent h centur y i t wa s th e dominan t Jew-
ish theology (excep t for a few writers in Italy and Holland). 37 

For th e firs t tim e i n man y centurie s th e Jewis h worl d wa s 
united unde r on e theologica l system , on e se t o f symbols , 
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common terminology , an d a n intens e mystica l atmosphere . 
Almost al l th e popular works at thi s tim e were written under 
the influenc e o f Lurianic mytholog y an d symbolism . 

IV 

How coul d th e idea s o f an unknown pilgrim , wh o arrived 
unheralded i n Safe d i n th e previou s century , wh o taugh t a 
small circle of students and died tw o years later, becom e such 
a dominan t an d profoun d forc e i n al l th e score s o f countrie s 
that Jews wer e scattere d in ? The thre e stage s o f the Luriani c 
mythology emphasize d thre e ke y terms : th e tzimtzum,  th e 
"contraction o f th e Godhead, " th e sbevirab,  the "breakin g o f 
the divin e vessels/ ' an d th e tikkun,  th e "correctio n o f th e 
broken vessel s an d th e wor k towar d th e redemption." 38 Th e 
mythological stor y unfold s fro m th e beginning s o f th e crea -
tion and wil l en d wit h th e end o f the world . I t i s impossibl e 
to find  i n Jewis h though t an d literatur e a  paralle l t o thi s 
huge myth . 

According t o Luria , th e first  ac t o f th e creatio n wa s no t 
the positiv e on e o f th e emanatio n o f th e divin e powers , bu t 
a negativ e one , i n whic h th e Godhea d withdre w fro m a  cer-
tain part o f it s ow n existence . 

Actually, Luri a wa s answerin g a  seemingl y rationalisti c 
question: Ho w coul d creatio n begi n whe n ther e was nowher e 
in whic h i t coul d begin ? Ho w coul d th e Godhea d emanat e 
anything outsid e o f Itsel f when ther e wa s no "space " outside 
of Itself , whe n th e Godhea d wa s bot h everythin g an d noth -
ing, filling  u p al l existenc e whe n ther e wa s n o existence? I n 
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order for th e creatio n t o proceed , "space " had t o b e created , 
where the Godhead would no t b e the same as It had been (or 
had no t been ; a t thi s stage , whic h eve n symbolis m canno t 
describe, al l opposite s wer e united) . 

The proces s o f th e tzimtzum  is th e Luriani c answer . Befor e 
everything els e coul d b e emanate d o r created , th e Godhea d 
withdrew it s divine ligh t an d contracted awa y from a  certain 
space, leaving behind the withdrawing Godhead "empty" space, 
which Luri a called th e tehiru,  meaning "empty " i n Aramaic , 
in whic h th e proces s o f creatio n coul d proceed . Th e ter m 
"tzimtzum" i s use d i n rabbini c literatur e t o describ e th e con -
traction of the shekhinah int o the space between the two cher-
ubs o n th e hol y ar k i n th e hol y o f holies , i n th e templ e i n 
Jerusalem.39 I n th e rabbini c usage , th e tzimtzum  is a  divin e 
flow into a certain place; in th e Lurianic system i t i s contrac-
tion away fro m a  certain space . 

Into the tehiru  the n flowed the divine light s from th e God-
head, i n a  straight line , th e kav  ha-yashar,  to begi n th e cre -
ation o f th e divin e world , th e sefirot.  Th e plac e i n whic h th e 
divine ligh t entere d th e spherica l empt y spac e decide d th e 
existence of "up," and the opposite direction was now "down," 
for befor e tha t even t n o direction s existe d i n an y way . No w 
the flow of this divine light from the Godhead began to circle 
around the empty space , givin g shap e to the emanated sefirot. 

The shape that the emanated divine attributes assumed was 
the on e o f Primordia l Man , th e adam  kadmon,  the variou s 
divine power s constituting it s spiritua l limbs , followin g i n a 
radical gnosti c wa y th e earl y symbolis m o f Jewish mysticis m 
which bega n wit h th e Shiur Komah an d was developed i n th e 
Zohar and other kabbalistic work s i n th e Middle Ages . 
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From this point onwar d the Lurianic myth coul d hav e con-
tinued an d unfolde d i n a  wa y simila r t o tha t o f th e earl y 
kabbalah, havin g onl y answere d th e questio n "where " con -
cerning th e proces s o f divin e emanation . However , a t thi s 
point Luri a introduce d hi s mos t drasti c departur e fro m pre -
vious kabbalisti c description s o f th e creatio n a s wel l a s hi s 
most profoun d gnosti c symbol : th e shevirah. 40 According t o 
Luria, thi s attempt o f the Godhead t o create the divine world 
by th e emanatio n o f th e "straigh t line " o f divin e ligh t int o 
the empt y spac e wa s no t successfu l an d resulte d i n a  myth-
ological catastrophe . Th e "vessels " broke , an d th e Godhea d 
failed i n it s endeavo r t o complet e th e formatio n o f th e Pri -
mordial Man . 

The concept o f the "vessels" has its roots in early kabbalah, 
but wa s systematized an d developed b y Moses Cordovero . Thi s 
symbol wa s intende d t o answe r th e question : Ho w ca n i t b e 
that divin e power s diffe r fro m eac h othe r i n som e way ? I f 
they are completely divine , the y should b e identical. Cordov -
ero answered tha t th e sefirot were the combination o f two ele-
ments: divin e ligh t itself , an d th e "vessels " int o whic h thi s 
light i s poure d whic h impos e som e differenc e o n th e essen -
tially identical divine attributes. The content is the same among 
the divin e powers , onl y th e vessel s differ , givin g eac h sefirah 
its specifi c characteristic s o f justic e o r righteousness , mascu -
linity o r femininity , an d al l th e othe r symboli c difference s 
that th e sefirot display . 

It i s eas y t o discer n i n Luria' s conceptio n th e ol d Aristo -
telian distinctio n betwee n matte r an d form ; th e firs t i s iden -
tical everywhere whil e th e for m give s i t it s specifi c character -
istics. Th e differenc e is , however , tha t i n th e Aristotelia n 
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system th e "form " was the more divine element , whil e "mat -
ter" was further fro m spirituality . I n the Cordoverian syste m 
it wa s the vessel , th e "form, " the specific , whic h wa s furthe r 
from pure , perfec t divinity , whil e th e "content " wa s divin e 
light itself , identica l an d supreme. 

Luria used th e Cordoveria n symbolis m o f content an d ves-
sels t o describ e th e catastroph e o f th e "breakin g o f th e ves -
sels/' Th e vessel s brok e becaus e the y coul d no t hol d th e di -
vine light s flowing  int o them . Whe n th e vessel s broke , th e 
divine light s i n the m returne d upward , towar d the Godhead, 
and th e fragment s o f th e broke n vessel s fel l dow n t o consti -
tute a  specia l real m opposit e t o th e Godhead . Accordin g t o 
Luria, thi s proces s happene d t o th e lowe r seve n sefirot.  Th e 
higher three , thoug h affecte d b y th e catastrophe , wer e no t 
broken. 

While suc h a myth o f a disaster within th e divine real m i s 
familiar fro m ol d gnosti c mythologies , especiall y th e Mani -
chean ones , it s appearanc e i n thi s sixteenth-centur y Hebre w 
work i s mos t surprising . Wh y di d Luri a describ e th e God -
head as incapable of creating vessel s powerful enoug h t o hold 
the divin e light s whic h wer e intende d t o b e stored i n them ? 
There can be no doubt tha t thi s complicated an d radical sym-
bolism wa s use d b y Luria to answer basi c religiou s an d mys-
tical problem s an d needs . 

V 

The mai n symbol whic h explain s th e Lurianic myth o f the 
shevirah i s tha t o f th e reshimu,  th e "impression " or "residue " 
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of the divine light . Thi s concep t wa s not clearly describe d i n 
Rabbi Hayyi m Vital' s voluminou s presentatio n o f th e Luri -
anic teachings ; the few paragraphs o f Rabbi Joseph ib n Tabul 
on th e subject ar e our main sourc e for the elucidation o f this 
perplexing problem . Accordin g t o Luria, i t seems , whe n th e 
tzimtzum occurred , no t al l th e divin e light s withdre w fro m 
the empt y space . A  "residue/ ' th e reshimu, remained behind . 
The metapho r use d wa s tha t o f a  bucke t o f water , whic h 
when emptie d remain s wet ; there i s a residue of the water on 
its walls . 

This residu e o f th e divin e light s wa s no t accidental ; in -
deed, th e purpose o f the whol e proces s o f the tzimtzum  was 
to separat e betwee n th e divin e light s an d thi s specific , an d 
somewhat different , elemen t withi n th e Godhead . Her e w e 
find Luri a presentin g th e radical vie w tha t befor e everythin g 
began, whe n onl y th e Godhea d filled  u p everything , th e 
Godhead wa s not completely unite d an d identical . Thi s dif -
ference coul d no t be observed the n becaus e nothin g actuall y 
existed; ye t the Godhead itsel f kne w tha t ther e wer e withi n 
it som e power s which , i f given a  chance, woul d assum e dif -
ferent characteristic s tha n th e rest o f the Godhead. Th e first 
aim o f the tzimtzum wa s to seclude thes e potentiall y differen t 
divine light s i n the empty tehiru,  thus cleansin g th e Godhead 
of those reshimu  elements . Thi s ai m was successfully achieve d 
when th e Godhea d contracte d an d the reshimu  remained be -
hind i n the empty space . 

When th e straight lin e o f divine ligh t bega n t o create the 
figure o f Primordia l Ma n in the empty space , i t was in order 
to achieve a more ambitious ai m than th e separation achieve d 
by the tzimtzum: to correct thes e potentia l differences , t o unite, 
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for th e first  time , th e tw o element s withi n th e Godhea d al l 
at once . Th e reshimu  element s serve d t o create , togethe r wit h 
divine lights , th e vessels , an d thu s helpe d t o creat e differen -
tiation between the various divine attributes. I n this way, th e 
different characte r of these elements was used in order to achieve 
the commo n purpos e o f th e creatio n o f th e divin e emanate d 
world. B y participatin g i n a  common endeavor , th e reshimu 
and th e divin e light s woul d becom e one . 

The breaking o f the vessels demonstrated th e refusa l o f the 
reshimu element s t o tak e par t i n th e creativ e proces s devise d 
by th e Godhead . The y rebelle d agains t th e rol e assigned the m 
as contributors t o the creation of the sefirot. Th e vessels broke 
because th e reshimu  element s di d no t wan t t o uphol d them , 
and preferred thei r own freedom. The y fel l dow n and created 
their ow n realm , which , whe n i t becam e actual , coul d b e 
called b y it s prope r human symbol : th e real m of evil . 

Lurianic myt h i s a  gnostic stor y o f the fight  betwee n goo d 
and evi l withi n th e divin e worl d lon g befor e Ma n wa s cre -
ated. Th e root s o f evil , separate d fro m th e Godhea d b y th e 
process of the tzimtzum, wer e originally embedded in the eternal 
Godhead i n a  potentia l form . Luriani c dualis m i s therefor e 
extremely radical , muc h mor e s o tha n tha t o f th e Zohar  and 
Rabbi Isaa c ha-Cohen , fo r evi l wa s no t a  product o f th e cre-
ative process . I t existe d eternall y withi n th e Godhead , an d 
therefore wa s as divine a s He was . 

Most theologica l an d mystica l system s se e th e redemptio n 
as a  retur n t o ancien t perfection . Th e beginning , accordin g 
to them , wa s closest t o th e completel y goo d an d pure divin e 
power. Onl y subsequent developments destroyed thi s original 
perfection. Thu s i t i s th e rol e o f redemptio n t o restor e tha t 
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early harmony . Luri a drasticall y deviate d fro m thi s belief . 
According t o hi s mythica l symbolis m ther e wa s neve r a  per -
fect situation . Th e divin e worl d wa s neve r unite d an d perfec t 
in th e past . Withi n th e Godhea d evi l lurke d i n a  potentia l 
form, an d th e attemp t t o correc t i t an d abolis h i t fro m th e 
Godhead itsel f resulte d i n th e dramati c upheava l o f th e sbev-
irah, bringin g fort h a n independen t evi l real m i n th e lowe r 
part o f th e "empt y space/ * the tehiru. 

Lurianic myth , whic h seem s so remote and bizarr e t o mod -
ern ears , i s actuall y on e o f th e ver y fe w theologica l system s 
which give s a n answer—obviously , no t a  logica l one—t o th e 
basic questio n whic h haunt s huma n though t an d i s usuall y 
left no t onl y unanswere d bu t als o untouched : Wha t i s th e 
purpose o f the creation ? Wh y di d Go d brin g fort h th e earth , 
the heavens , beasts , an d huma n beings ? Luria' s answer i s clear. 
Existence i s th e resul t o f an interna l struggl e insid e th e God -
head, th e root s o f whic h ar e eternal . Existenc e assumed  a 
specific for m b y th e proces s o f creation . Ma n i s no t th e pur -
pose o f creation , bu t on e mor e battlegroun d betwee n goo d 
and evil . Th e worl d wa s create d t o serv e a s th e aren a o f th e 
mythical struggl e betwee n thes e tw o ancient , opposin g di -
vine powers . 

It shoul d b e note d tha t bot h th e proces s o f the contractio n 
and th e proces s o f the breakin g o f the vessels include i n the m 
the symbo l o f divin e exil e fro m a  plac e i n whic h Go d wa s 
before, thu s puttin g th e ide a o f exil e int o th e essenc e o f th e 
divine worl d befor e th e creation . Ther e i s n o doub t tha t i n 
this wa y Luria' s teaching s conforme d t o th e spiritua l need s of 
the period . 
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Luria's myth continue s wit h th e Godhead's secon d attemp t 
at creation , thi s tim e successful , thoug h muc h mor e moder -
ate. I t did not attempt t o abolish evil i n its separate kingdom 
in th e lowe r part of the tehiru.  The sefirot were emanated, th e 
worlds o f th e angels , th e Thron e o f Glory, th e celestia l bod -
ies, th e heaven s wer e al l created , an d the n Ma n himsel f wa s 
created i n th e imag e o f th e Primordia l Man . Man' s functio n 
was t o reflec t th e dualis m whic h rule d th e cosmo s a s wel l a s 
the Godhead . H e include d element s o f goo d an d evi l to -
gether, a  divin e sou l an d a  materia l bod y whic h struggle d 
against eac h other . Ma n i s a  symbolic creature . Th e victorie s 
of th e goo d i n hi m represen t victorie s o f th e goo d divin e 
powers, wherea s hi s sin s represen t victorie s o f th e evi l pow -
ers. Go d entruste d th e continuin g struggl e agains t evi l t o 
this symboli c creature . It s dut y wa s t o overcome th e evi l in -
side him , an d i n thi s wa y t o brin g fort h th e cosmic , mythi c 
victory o f goo d ove r evil . Histor y fro m the n onwar d i s th e 
story o f Man' s attempt s t o fulfil l thi s mythologica l role , fo r 
which h e was created. 

The basi c differenc e betwee n thi s secon d proces s o f ema -
nation and the traditional kabbalisti c picture of the same pro-
cess is , tha t whe n i t developed , th e Godhea d wa s alread y i n 
exile. Actually , I t ha d been exiled twic e befor e Ma n was cre-
ated. First , whe n It willingly contracte d int o Itself, a  process 
which ca n b e described a s God' s self-impose d exil e fro m th e 
"empty space " wher e creatio n wa s t o proceed ; second , whe n 
the vessels brok e and th e divin e light s wer e drive n bac k int o 
the uppe r part o f the divine world , whil e som e divine spark s 
remained i n th e captivity o f the emerging evi l powers . Exile , 
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therefore, i s neithe r a  huma n experienc e no r a  Jewish one . 
Long befor e eithe r Ma n o r Jew existed , exil e was present a s a 
most profoun d experienc e o f th e Godhea d itself . 

VI 

All cosmi c an d huma n event s sinc e th e breakin g o f th e 
vessels ar e oriented , accordin g t o th e Luriani c myth , towar d 
the tikkun,  th e correctio n o f th e initia l catastroph e wit h whic h 
history began . Th e worl d wa s create d a s a  mean s fo r achiev -
ing thi s aim , an d Ma n wa s created fo r th e same purpose. Th e 
divine nee d fo r th e mendin g o f th e broke n vessel s i s th e su -
preme reaso n fo r al l occurences , larg e an d small , i n worldl y 
and huma n affairs . 

When th e shevirah  occurred, no t onl y th e shard s o f th e 
vessels, whic h wer e dominate d b y th e reshimu,  evil elements , 
fell down ; wit h the m wer e man y spark s (nitzotzot)  o f pur e 
divine light , whic h becam e prisoner s i n th e real m o f the evi l 
powers i n th e lowe r hal f of the tehiru.  These sparks are crucia l 
for th e proces s o f th e tikkun,  bot h becaus e the y ar e missin g 
in th e divine , goo d world , whic h need s the m fo r th e correc -
tion o f th e sefirot,  an d becaus e the y giv e strengt h an d suste -
nance t o th e evi l powers . Accordin g t o Luria , evi l canno t 
exist b y it s ow n power . It s natur e i s nonexistence . I t i s op -
posed t o existence . Som e elemen t o f medieva l philosophy , 
especially neo-Platoni c philosophy , wa s retaine d her e b y th e 
mystics o f Safed. Th e medieva l philosopher s describe d evi l a s 
a negativ e essence , somethin g whic h doe s no t reall y exist , 
like darkness , whic h i s onl y th e absenc e o f light ; s o evi l i s 
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not a  real substanc e bu t th e absenc e o f goodness. I n th e Lu-
rianic kabbalah , evi l certainl y exist s a s a  rea l power , bu t i t 
cannot exis t independently ; i t ha s t o b e supporte d an d sus -
tained by the elements of goodness. I f such support i s absent, 
evil immediatel y become s nonexistent . 

The falle n spark s o f divin e ligh t whic h ar e imprisone d i n 
the evi l real m ar e th e sourc e o f th e powe r o f th e evi l ele -
ments. Fro m the m al l th e opposin g power s o f th e Godhea d 
receive thei r sustenance . Th e strengt h o f these evi l power s i s 
dependent o n the amount o f such imprisoned divin e light s i n 
their midst . Whe n mor e spark s fal l an d ar e capture d i n th e 
Satanic realm, cosmic evil become s stronger. Whe n such sparks 
are liberate d an d uplifted , evi l i s weakened . I f a  complet e 
separation ca n b e achieved , an d al l th e spark s liberate d an d 
returned t o th e real m o f divine light , tha n evi l wil l ceas e t o 
exist fo r lack o f support an d sustenance. Th e upliftin g o f the 
sparks becomes , therefore , th e mai n ai m o f th e divin e pow -
ers. Whe n thi s proces s i s completed, redemptio n wil l arrive , 
and th e tikkun  will b e achieved. 

When Ma n wa s first  create d i n th e Garde n o f Eden , hi s 
duty wa s t o complet e th e proces s o f redemption . A s hi s 
structure symbolicall y represente d th e cosmi c dualis m o f goo d 
and evil , h e ha d th e power , i n a  symboli c way , t o brin g 
about th e complet e victor y o f goo d ove r evil , ha d goodnes s 
prevailed an d directe d al l hi s actions . Whe n Ada m sinned , 
the proces s o f th e shevirah  wa s repeated , strengthenin g evi l 
instead o f restorin g th e spark s o f goodnes s t o thei r rightfu l 
place. Th e "origina l sin " was, therefore , a  mythical event , i n 
which divin e spark s fro m Adam' s sou l fel l int o captivit y i n 
the Satani c realm , instea d o f servin g t o uplif t th e previousl y 
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captured divin e light s o f th e origina l breakin g o f th e vessels . 
This wa s the first  attemp t o f the Godhea d t o correc t th e shev-
irab afte r th e creation , an d i t faile d completel y whe n Ada m 
and Ev e sinne d i n th e Garde n o f Eden . 

Since tha t origina l sin , evi l wa s intensifie d an d strength -
ened throughou t th e cosmos , an d th e Godhea d repeatedl y trie d 
to overcom e it . Th e greates t attempt , whic h wa s almos t suc -
cessful, wa s th e Moun t Sina i theophany . Whe n th e Israelite s 
announced "na'aseh  ve-nisbma,"  expressing thei r unconditiona l 
acceptance o f th e Tora h an d thei r readines s t o yiel d t o i t 
completely, th e proces s o f th e tikkun  wa s completed , al l th e 
sparks uplifte d b y thi s profoun d religiou s devotio n t o th e 
Godhead, an d th e cosmo s wa s abou t t o b e redeemed . The n 
came the enormous si n o f the worshippers o f the Golden Calf , 
another shevirah  occurred , countles s ne w sparks were capture d 
by th e evi l powers , an d evi l wa s agai n strengthene d an d en -
vigorated, makin g th e nex t attempt s t o achiev e th e tikkun 
more difficult . 

History, therefore , accordin g t o Lurianic mythology , i s the 
story o f the repeate d attempt s o f the divine powers t o achieve 
the separatio n betwee n goo d an d evil , t o uplif t th e falle n 
sparks an d correc t divin e existence , an d the n brin g fort h th e 
redemption. Th e mean s fo r achievin g thi s ar e th e Tora h an d 
the Commandments . Th e variou s mitsvot,  th e religiou s an d 
ethical demand s mad e o f ever y Jew, wer e devise d b y th e di -
vine power s i n a  way tha t ever y goo d dee d o r though t help s 
to redee m on e divine spark whic h i s in Satan' s captivity . Whe n 
a Jew follow s th e wa y o f th e Torah , hi s lif e i s dedicate d t o 
this mythica l struggl e o f goo d agains t evil , an d everythin g 
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he does contribute s t o th e enhancemen t o f the proces s o f th e 
tikkun and th e weakenin g o f the evi l powers . 

However, ever y sin , ever y misdeed , ever y unethica l ac t or 
thought, make s anothe r divin e spar k i n th e Jew' s sou l fal l 
and b e capture d b y th e evi l powers . Sin s ar e thus th e sourc e 
from whic h thes e evi l power s receiv e thei r dail y sustenanc e 
and vigor . 

An ac t o f repentance mean s tha t th e sparks which fel l dow n 
because of the previous sin can rise up and serve to strengthen 
goodness instea d o f evil . Ther e i s a n automati c elemen t i n 
this process , fo r a  ma n doe s no t hav e t o b e awar e o f th e 
cosmic significanc e o f his deeds an d misdeeds ; th e impac t o n 
the mythologica l proces s o f th e enhancemen t o r obstructio n 
of th e tikkun  happen s anyway , though , accordin g t o Luria , 
the knowledg e o f th e divin e significanc e o f suc h deed s help s 
to increas e thei r impact . Th e Luriani c kawanot,  th e "inten -
tions" which he added to the performance o f the various com-
mandments an d th e prayers , ar e intende d t o strengthe n thi s 
impact, thoug h the y d o no t for m a  condition fo r a  mystica l 
meaning o f everyday actions . 

This i s wh y th e disciple s o f Luri a coul d deman d tha t hi s 
teachings remai n esoteric . I f the knowledg e o f Lurianic kab-
balah wa s conditiona l fo r th e effectivenes s o f th e proces s o f 
the tikkun,  i t coul d no t b e kept a  secret, fo r i t concerne d th e 
behavior o f ever y Jew ever y momen t o f hi s life . Bu t as , ac -
cording t o them , th e proces s ca n procee d eve n whe n it s ful l 
meaning i s no t know n t o th e participants , i t wa s no t th e 
duty o f th e disciple s t o publis h i t an d preac h it . A s state d 
above, Luriani c kabbala h sprea d i n spit e o f th e attempt s o f 
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the disciples , an d especiall y o f Rabb i Hayyi m Vital , t o kee p 
it a  secret . Th e histor y o f th e sprea d o f Rabb i Hayyim' s book s 
is th e proo f o f th e correctnes s o f Rabb i Isaa c th e Blind' s an -
cient warning : " A boo k whic h i s writte n canno t b e hidde n 
in th e cupboard." 41 

The majo r transformatio n whic h Luriani c kabbala h brough t 
into Jewis h mysticism , a n elemen t whic h Schole m empha -
sized repeatedly , i s th e dramati c chang e tha t i t brough t int o 
the Jewish mystic' s attitud e towar d histor y an d historica l ac -
tivity. 

Early kabbalah , includin g Zohari c kabbalah , trie d t o sho w 
the way towar d th e Godhea d throug h th e ladde r o f the sefirot. 
The ascensio n o f th e mysti c o n thi s ladde r wa s a  repetition , 
only i n th e opposit e direction , o f th e proces s o f th e emana -
tion o f th e sefirot.  Therefore , th e ancien t stor y of  th e "secre t 
of the creation, " th e wa y tha t th e variou s divin e power s wer e 
separated an d emanate d fro m th e Godhead , wa s th e mai n 
interest o f th e mystics . Thes e wer e thei r direction s concern -
ing th e mystica l ascensio n bac k towar d th e ancien t divin e 
unity whic h n o longe r existe d i n th e worl d o f th e enormou s 
plurality afte r th e creation . The y turne d thei r back s towar d 
the future , towar d current , unfoldin g history , an d concen -
trated o n th e mystica l retur n t o th e unit y o f th e proces s o f 
genesis. 

In th e Luriani c kabbala h ther e i s n o ancien t unit y towar d 
which th e mysti c ca n ascend . Th e earl y histor y o f th e deit y 
and o f th e cosmo s i s on e o f dualism , struggle , an d catastro -
phe. Fro m it s very beginnin g th e world , includin g th e divin e 
world, wa s th e stag e fo r th e dram a o f th e conflic t betwee n 
the eterna l element s o f goo d an d evi l withi n th e Godhead . 

2 7 2 



THE SAFE D SCHOO L O F TH E KABBALA H 

True unity , complet e harmony , divin e perfection—al l thes e 
can be found onl y i n th e future , afte r th e tikkun is completed 
and redemptio n achieved . Th e mysti c ca n achiev e hi s per -
sonal, individua l fulfillmen t onl y i n the future, togethe r with 
the correctio n o f the world , o f the cosmos , an d o f the divin e 
sefirot themselves . Therefore , hi s mystica l endeavor s becom e 
united wit h th e historical need s of the earthly community , o f 
the nation , an d o f th e divin e spark s no w i n exil e withi n th e 
realm o f th e evi l power s seekin g redemption . Jew s wh o ar e 
in exil e shar e th e fat e o f thes e divin e light s i n exile , an d 
together they must strive for their own deliverance from thei r 
oppressors. Mystica l fulfillmen t an d historica l messiani c re -
demption becom e on e an d th e same , an d nothin g separate s 
the religiou s effort s o f the mysti c fro m thos e o f the commo n 
worshipper. Thoug h th e disciple s o f Luri a trie d t o kee p hi s 
teachings esoteric , th e barrie r fell , an d th e separatio n be -
tween Jewish mysticis m an d Jewish everyda y religiou s prac -
tice vanished . Th e gate s towar d th e activ e participatio n o f 
the mystics i n the formulation o f Jewish history were opened, 
and nothin g coul d clos e the m again . Luriani c kabbala h thu s 
became th e power which transforme d Jewish mysticis m fro m 
the real m o f the few mystic s wh o seek individuall y thei r soul's 
salvation, t o a historical forc e which ha s direct an d meaning-
ful impac t o n th e live s o f the common people . I t showe d th e 
direction o f developmen t towar d communa l an d nationa l re -
demption. 

In Lurianic theology , th e difference betwee n th e individua l 
and th e communit y i s minimized . Religio n canno t b e relie d 
upon t o achiev e individua l perfection . Th e meanin g o f wor-
ship becomes the concern of the whole community, th e whole 
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nation, fo r th e proces s o f tikkun  i s carrie d o n b y al l o f the m 
together. Whe n a  person perform s a  mitsvah,  th e free d spar k 
strengthens everybody , an d al l profi t fro m th e weakenin g o f 
the power s o f evil . Whe n a  perso n commit s a  sin , th e falle n 
spark hinder s th e redemptio n fo r everybody , delayin g o r pre -
venting th e redemptio n o f th e natio n a s a  whole , a s wel l a s 
the salvatio n o f divinit y itself . A n individua l canno t with -
draw fro m th e communit y an d see k hi s ow n religiou s perfec -
tion whil e disregardin g hi s fello w men ; thei r sins , a s wel l a s 
their goo d deeds , hav e a  direct impac t o n him , an d vic e versa. 

The religiou s organizatio n o f th e communit y is , therefore , 
described ver y muc h lik e a  fighting  uni t o n th e battlefield . 
Individual salvatio n i s impossible ; everybod y i s dependent o n 
all th e other s an d al l th e other s depen d o n eac h individual . 
Communal effor t i s neede d i n orde r t o achiev e th e tikkun, 
and therefor e th e community shoul d hel p each individua l an d 
strengthen hi m i n hi s struggl e agains t th e evi l insid e him . 
Whether a n individua l observe s the Sabbath o r no t i s no longer 
a persona l matte r betwee n th e worshippe r an d God ; al l th e 
community care s and i s dependent o n th e individual' s behav -
ior concernin g ever y commandment . Al l th e natio n i s hur t 
when a n individua l doe s no t confor m t o th e religiou s com -
mandments. W e hav e evidence tha t i n Safed , eve n befor e th e 
appearance o f Luria , ther e wer e tendencie s towar d communa l 
pressure o n individual s t o preserv e t o perfectio n al l th e com -
mandments an d ethica l demands. 42 Luriani c theolog y wa s 
probably th e resul t o f these tendencies , an d strengthene d the m 
by givin g the m a  cosmic , mythologica l justification . 

The meanin g o f repentanc e als o change d completel y fol -
lowing th e impac t o f Lurianic kabbalah . Repentanc e n o longe r 
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could b e regarde d a s th e persona l retur n o f th e sinne r t o hi s 
God, an d th e absolutio n o f hi s persona l misdeed s s o tha t h e 
could receiv e hi s rewar d fro m God . Al l sin s ha d t o b e re -
pented i n order that th e tikkun  be achieved and all th e sparks 
delivered fro m captivity . On e perso n can , an d eve n must , 
perform the ritual of repentance over the sins of others, whether 
they ar e hi s fellow s i n th e communit y o r sinner s lon g dea d 
and buried . Th e responsibility canno t b e divided, an d cannot 
be regarde d a s personal . Th e weigh t o f al l worldl y evi l lie s 
on th e shoulder s o f every individual , an d he has to do every-
thing h e can in order to includ e i n his repentanc e al l th e sins 
of previou s an d presen t generations . Repentanc e thu s be -
comes a never-ending process . Th e ba'al  teshuvah, th e "repen-
tant," i s no t a  sinne r returnin g t o Go d afte r hi s persona l 
misdeed, bu t on e wh o dedicate s al l hi s religiou s power s t o 
the correctio n o f al l sins , hi s ow n an d others . Thi s attitud e 
toward th e proces s o f repentanc e wa s know n i n Safe d befor e 
Luria.43 Lurianic theology only explained to the Safed mystics 
why the y wer e doing wha t the y wer e doing independentl y o f 
this theology . 

VII 

One o f th e mos t profoun d characteristic s o f Luriani c kab -
balah which ha d great impac t o n Jewish though t an d histor y 
is tha t i t serve d a s an enormous conservativ e force . Althoug h 
the radica l symbolism , th e dramati c mytholog y seeme d ne w 
and revolutionary, an d though the close parallels between Lu-
rianism an d ancient gnosti c idea s ma y indicat e tha t thi s the -
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ology wa s foreig n t o traditiona l Judaism , i n fac t i t brough t 
few change s i n old Jewish belief s an d practices . 

Lurianic theolog y no t onl y di d no t chang e anything i n th e 
old, accepte d Jewis h wa y o f worship , bu t strengthene d it . 
This i s because th e mai n thrus t o f Lurianic theolog y i s one of 
explanation an d no t o f change. I t deal s wit h th e reason s on e 
should perfor m th e Jewish commandments , an d no t whethe r 
there i s anothe r wa y t o practice religion . Th e enormou s pro-
cess o f th e tikkun  an d th e redemptio n i s dependen t o n th e 
simplest, mos t commonplac e demand s o f Jewis h tradition . 
The blessing tha t a Jew i s required t o say before almost every 
deed, ever y bite of food, th e "hundred benedictions to be said 
every day"—these ar e the forces whic h are destined t o deliver 
the divin e spark s fro m captivity . Indeed , Luri a an d hi s dis -
ciples adde d severa l custom s an d demand s t o th e accepte d 
Jewish traditiona l worship , som e of them recognizabl e b y their 
name—tikkunim.44 Hi s mai n contributio n wa s th e explana -
tion why al l thes e seemingly mundan e and material deed s are 
so important . The y ar e neede d no t onl y fo r assistin g th e in -
dividual Jew t o achieve personal religiou s perfection; the y are 
necessary fo r the salvation o f the nation , th e community , th e 
world, th e cosmos , an d eve n th e divin e power s themselves . 
The individua l performin g th e mitsvot  i s by his deeds shapin g 
the fat e o f divinity itself . On e ca n neve r b e certain wha t th e 
cosmic balanc e i s at a specific moment . Ever y human deed or 
misdeed ma y change th e whole universa l balanc e between good 
and evi l an d b e decisive concernin g th e fat e o f the eart h and 
the heavens together . I t i s always possible tha t redemptio n i s 
just minute s away , an d tha t th e redemptio n o f the one spark 
that on e ma y fre e b y one' s nex t praye r ma y brin g fort h mes -
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sianic, cosmi c salvation . I t ma y als o b e tha t th e worl d i s a t 
any on e momen t jus t on e ste p awa y fro m th e complet e re -
demption, an d a  minute si n performe d a t tha t ver y momen t 
by some individua l woul d preven t an d delay th e redemption . 
The observanc e o f th e commandment s thu s achieve s a  leve l 
of importance neve r dreamed of before, an d religious lif e sud-
denly acquire s a new meaning , a  much stronge r relevance , i n 
mythological dimensions . 

The practica l outcom e o f th e acceptanc e o f th e Luriani c 
kabbalah ca n therefor e onl y resul t i n stronge r adherenc e t o 
even th e mos t minut e detail s o f religiou s commandments , 
ethical behavior , an d Jewish ritual , fo r thes e carr y th e worl d 
onward i n th e proces s o f tikkun.  Ne w vigo r ca n b e foun d i n 
the wa y Jew s performe d th e millennia-ol d commandment s 
following th e spread o f thi s ne w mythology . 

Besides it s contributio n t o th e renewe d adherenc e t o th e 
performance o f th e commandments , ther e wer e othe r con -
servative element s i n Lurianism . On e o f th e mos t importan t 
was it s treatmen t o f al l worshipper s a s equal . Luri a di d no t 
see himself as a religious leader , an d his disciples also did no t 
seek position s o f leadershi p becaus e o f thei r mystica l knowl -
edge. Th e actua l performanc e o f th e religiou s deed s i s deci -
sive concernin g th e cosmi c struggl e betwee n goo d an d evil ; 
who perform s the m i s o f secondar y importance . Ever y Jew , 
be he educated o r not, wit h knowledge o f the mystical mean-
ing o f his deed s o r not, ha s a  role i n th e universa l proces s o f 
the tikkun. The instruction s fo r successfully accomplishin g one' s 
role in redeeming th e divine powers are found i n the simplest 
and most commonplac e Jewish book s o f halakhah an d ethica l 
instruction. Knowledg e o f th e Luriani c kawanot  i s helpful , 
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but doe s no t constitut e a  condition t o th e performance o f the 
mystical goal . Ever y Jew is , i n thi s sense , a  mystic , eve n i f 
he doe s no t kno w it  himself . Thi s lac k o f th e spiri t o f mys-
tical o r intellectua l aristocracy , an d th e enhancemen t o f th e 
role o f th e commo n peopl e i n th e enormou s mythologica l 
process, contribute d t o the acceptance o f Lurianic theolog y as 
a conservative, constructiv e forc e withi n Judaism. 

This elemen t i s als o apparen t i n th e messiani c messag e o f 
the Lurianic kabbalah . Thi s mytholog y i s intensely messiani c 
or redemptive , fo r i t concentrate s al l th e powers , deeds , an d 
thoughts o f ever y worshippe r towar d th e achievemen t o f th e 
messianic goal . I t doe s no t striv e fo r th e restoratio n o f a n 
ancient past , bu t towar d th e creatio n o f a  ne w world , a  re-
deemed an d perfec t one . Neve r befor e di d Judaism produc e 
such an intense theology , whic h concentrated al l Jewish prac-
tice i n th e on e directio n o f messiani c redemption . Wit h Lu -
rianic theology , a  new chapte r i n th e histor y o f Jewish mes -
sianism wa s opened, a  most powerfu l an d intens e one . 

But what about th e role of the messiah himself? Accordin g 
to Lurianic theology, redemptio n i s not achieved by the deeds 
of a  man , b e h e eve n th e messia h himself . I t i s th e com -
munal, o r national, effor t o f generations o f worshipping Jews 
which uplift s an d frees the fallen sparks and thus deprives the 
evil power s o f thei r sourc e o f sustenance . Th e comin g o f th e 
messiah i s no t th e caus e o f th e redemptio n bu t it s outcome . 
The appearanc e o f th e messia h i s th e resul t o f th e countles s 
good deed s o f the whole people , an d thi s appearance signifie s 
the successfu l completio n o f the process of the tikkun.  This i s 
why i t wa s possibl e fo r Rabb i Hayyi m Vita l t o believ e fo r 
five decades i n hi s ow n messiani c rol e a s th e messia h so n o f 
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David withou t doin g anythin g t o fulfil l tha t role . Th e mes -
siah doe s no t hav e an y specia l dutie s befor e th e redemption ; 
after it s achievemen t b y th e natio n a s a  whole , h e become s 
its crowne d leader. 45 

That Luri a an d hi s disciple s neve r demande d an y specia l 
role fo r themselve s o r thei r belief s i n th e affair s o f th e com -
munity, an d di d no t sugges t an y institutiona l o r devotiona l 
changes beside s stricte r adherenc e t o accepte d norms , mad e 
them a  conservative an d unthreatening powe r within th e his-
tory o f seventeenth-centur y Jewis h communities , an d facili -
tated th e rapi d sprea d o f thi s doctrin e an d it s acceptanc e b y 
Jewish communitie s al l ove r th e world . 

Among al l th e element s o f Luriani c mysticism , non e wa s 
more poten t an d profoun d tha n th e imag e o f exil e a s th e 
plight o f th e divin e power s themselves . Whe n a  Jew experi -
enced th e hardship s o f exil e h e coul d no w remembe r tha t 
God had bee n in exil e lon g befor e him ; even more , tha t God's 
redemption wa s dependent upo n th e actions of every individ -
ual Jew. Exil e was a cosmic phenomeno n afte r th e "breakin g 
of th e vessels, " an d redemptio n involve d th e restoratio n o f 
the divine powers to their rightful place . B y placing th e Jew-
ish experience o f exile i n th e hear t o f the divine worl d itself , 
Lurianic theolog y acquire d powe r an d impac t unsee n befor e 
in th e histor y o f Jewish thought . 

For the first time in the history of the Jews in the diaspora, 
Judaism a s a whole wa s united i n th e belie f in one theology , 
one se t o f symbols, an d one basi c terminology . Th e fe w wh o 
did no t accep t th e mytholog y presente d b y Luri a stil l ac -
quiesced t o th e curren t spiri t o f thei r worl d an d expresse d 
their admiratio n t o Luri a a s a  uniqu e personality , a s pre -
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sented i n th e hagiograph y aroun d him , an d use d th e termi -
nology o f th e Luriani c kabbala h eve n i f the y di d no t shar e 
the mystica l implications . Thi s commo n basis , fres h an d vig -
orous, revolutionar y i n thoughts , pictures , and symbol s while 
extremely conservativ e i n deed s an d socia l institutions , shape d 
the histor y o f Jewish though t fo r centurie s t o come . 
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CHAPTER 1 1 

THE SABBATIA N UPHEAVA L 

i 

NO PAR T O F Scholem' s voluminou s scholarl y work s 
had a  greater impac t o n moder n Jewish historiograph y 

than hi s studie s o f th e Sabbatia n movemen t o f th e seven -
teenth century . Perhap s i t wa s th e unique , dramatic , an d 
profound natur e of the movement itsel f that interested so many. 

A numbe r of scholars followed Schole m i n the study o f the 
Sabbatian movement . Whil e onl y a  few o f hi s student s con -
tinued hi s wor k i n th e histor y o f Hekhalot  mysticism , earl y 
kabbalah, th e Zohar  and other subjects , hi s work on the Sab-
batian movemen t i s continue d toda y b y man y historian s i n 
Israel an d abroad . Th e advance s i n th e stud y o f thi s move -
ment wer e ver y rapid ; man y ne w source s wer e reveale d an d 
published.1 Sabbatianis m i n specific countries , areas , and towns 
was studie d i n man y monographs. 2 Th e whol e subjec t ha s 
acquired a n importanc e fo r th e understandin g o f Jewish his -
tory befor e an d afte r th e movemen t a s wel l a s durin g th e 
centuries o f it s developmen t an d decline . 
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II 

Historians o f Judaism hav e a  unique proble m i n adjustin g 
European accepte d chronologica l designation s t o Jewish his -
tory. Whe n d o the Middle Age s star t and when i s their con-
clusion? Whil e mos t Europea n scholar s associat e th e begin -
ning o f the Middl e Age s wit h th e fal l o f the Roma n Empire , 
this even t ha d very littl e meanin g fo r Jewish history , fo r few 
Jews live d a t tha t tim e i n th e wester n Roma n Empire , an d 
the histor y o f Byzantium an d Persia—under whos e rul e mos t 
Jews lived—wa s littl e affecte d b y th e events o f the year 476. 
Because of this , mos t Jewish historian s begi n th e Middle Age s 
with th e conquest s o f Isla m i n th e beginnin g o f th e sevent h 
century, conquest s whic h unite d mos t o f th e Jewis h worl d 
under th e rul e o f Isla m an d opene d a  ne w chapte r i n th e 
political an d cultural histor y o f Judaism. 

Concerning th e endin g o f th e perio d o f th e Middl e Age s 
much confusio n existed . Th e fal l o f Constantinopl e i n 145 3 
did no t mea n muc h t o Jewish communitie s i n th e Nether -
lands o r i n Poland . Th e discover y o f Americ a i n 149 2 wa s 
very meaningfu l t o Jewis h history , bu t it s impac t wa s no t 
felt fo r centuries. Th e Renaissance i n Italy was meaningful t o 
the cultur e o f a  smal l grou p o f Jew s i n Ital y an d wester n 
Europe, whil e th e majorit y i n easter n Europ e an d th e Nea r 
East wer e no t affecte d b y i t a t all . A s fo r Jewish events , th e 
most importan t wa s th e expulsio n fro m Spain , i n 1492 , bu t 
this also had an impact onl y on a part of Judaism an d not on 
the natio n a s a whole. 

Scholem's vie w wa s tha t th e beginnin g o f th e Sabbatia n 
movement i n 166 5 anc ^ ^^  shoul d b e see n a s th e en d o f 
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medieval Jewish histor y an d th e beginnin g o f modern Jewish 
history.3 Hi s mai n argumen t t o suppor t thi s vie w wa s tha t 
this event ha d important , meaningful , an d permanent effect s 
on ever y Jewis h communit y throughou t th e world . Sabba -
tianism was , fo r him , th e culminatio n o f medieva l Judais m 
and th e poin t o f departur e fo r al l majo r force s whic h shape d 
modern Jewis h history , includin g Hasidis m an d Enlight -
ment, messianis m an d th e participatio n o f th e Jews i n Euro-
pean culture . Schole m sa w th e Sabbatia n movemen t a s a key 
to th e developmen t o f Jewish society , culture , an d belief s i n 
modern times . 

Ill 

The relationshi p betwee n th e tw o dominan t figures  in th e 
beginning o f the Sabbatia n movement , Sabbata i Zev i himsel f 
and hi s prophet , Natha n o f Gaza , wa s studie d i n detai l b y 
Scholem,4 wh o reache d th e conclusion tha t th e succes s o f the 
movement an d it s sprea d i n th e earl y phase s o f it s histor y 
depended mor e on the prophet tha n on th e messiah . Sabbata i 
Zevi himsel f wa s i n hi s earl y fortie s whe n th e movemen t be -
gan. Hi s messiani c pretension s wer e wel l know n i n severa l 
Jewish communitie s i n Eret z Israe l an d Turke y an d h e wa s 
regarded b y thos e wh o hear d hi s messiani c claim s a s a n un -
balanced scholar , sometime s tolerate d bu t drive n ou t whe n 
patience wit h hi s strang e behavio r wa s exhausted . Schole m 
came t o th e conclusio n tha t Sabbata i Zev i wa s manic-depres -
sive. Thi s was expressed b y hi s transition , ever y few months , 
from a  stat e o f extrem e self-confidenc e an d certaint y o f hi s 
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supernatural power s an d statu s t o a  state o f melanchol y an d 
depression. A  handsom e ma n an d a  goo d singer , o n first 
meetings h e use d t o impres s people , unti l the y becam e fa -
miliar wit h hi s strange delusions . 

The Jews o f th e seventeent h centur y wer e use d t o messi -
anic pretenders ; th e appearanc e o f Sabbata i Zev i himsel f di d 
not creat e any noticeabl e stir , an d certainly th e beginnin g o f 
the movement canno t b e attributed t o anything h e did.5 Th e 
event tha t occurre d i n 166 5 w a s th e sudde n revelatio n o f the 
prophet Natha n i n Gaza. 

Pretenders t o prophec y ca n b e foun d i n Jewish histor y i n 
the Middl e Ages , thoug h no t many . Natha n o f Gaz a wa s 
unique: he came from Eretz Israel. Th e Talmudic sources em-
phasize tha t prophec y i s impossibl e anywher e bu t i n Israel , 
and the y di d thei r bes t t o explain , fo r instance , tha t Ezekie l 
prophesied i n th e templ e i n Jerusalem, an d only reveale d hi s 
prophecies on the river Kvar in Babylonia. 6 There i s no prec-
edent fo r th e appearanc e o f a  prophet i n Israe l sinc e biblica l 
times, an d th e impac t o f Nathan's appearanc e wa s great. 

Nathan di d no t onl y declar e tha t h e had see n vision s por -
traying Sabbata i Zev i a s th e messiah . H e als o create d a  lit -
erature, som e of i t pseudepigraphic . Thes e were works of an-
tiquity whic h h e claimed t o hav e discovered whic h describe d 
the arriva l o f the messia h i n th e for m o f Sabbatai Zevi. 7 Na -
than wrote man y letter s announcin g th e arriva l o f th e messi -
anic age, 8 an d use d mos t skillfull y th e networ k o f commu -
nications whic h existe d the n betwee n synagogue s an d 
communities t o sprea d th e messag e o f th e messiah' s arriva l 
far an d wide.  I n onl y a  very fe w month s Nathan' s message s 
spread around mos t o f the Jewish world . 
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The natur e o f th e connectio n betwee n th e messia h an d hi s 
prophet i s no t completel y understood . Wha t wa s i t i n Sab -
batai Zevi' s personalit y whic h s o attracted an d fascinate d th e 
young scholar in Gaza? What mad e the young kabbalist , wh o 
undoubtedly ha d also worldly an d practical talents , decid e t o 
dedicate everythin g t o preachin g th e messiani c messag e o f 
Sabbatai Zevi ? 

Nathan wante d t o creat e a  unit y betwee n th e dominan t 
theology o f the time , th e Lurianic kabbalah , i n which h e was 
a well-verse d an d creativ e adherent ; th e ancien t Jewish mes -
sianic myth , a s presented, fo r instance , i n the Sefer Zerubavel, 
the early medieval apocalyps e describing i n detail th e appear-
ance o f th e messia h an d hi s endeavors , whic h wa s a  mos t 
popular work ; an d Sabbata i Zev i himself . Natha n se t ou t t o 
show tha t al l thes e thre e element s wer e on e an d th e same , 
that Lurianic myth and messianic myth carried the same mes-
sage i n differen t terminology , an d tha t th e individua l char -
acteristics o f Sabbata i Zev i wer e th e embodimen t o f bot h o f 
them. 

The earl y Sabbatia n movemen t me t wit h grea t success . Th e 
old messiani c myt h describe d th e messia h a s wanderin g be -
tween the lowly state of a beggar at the gates of Rome, dress -
ing hi s terribl e wounds , an d on e o f a  great leade r o f Israel , 
the belove d representativ e o f God . Hi s career , accordin g t o 
that ol d apocalypse , include d terribl e defeat s a s well a s great 
victories. Natha n coul d sho w tha t thes e dramati c change s i n 
the messiah' s statu s wer e th e allegorica l expression s o f th e 
moods of Sabbatai Zevi , th e manic-depressive. Al l th e proph-
ecies concerning th e appearance of the messiah and his suffer -
ings wer e present i n th e mannerism s o f Sabbatai Zevi. 9 
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Nathan create d a  unity betwee n hi s messia h an d Luriani c 
theology. Luriani c mytholog y di d no t contai n a  specific rol e 
for th e persona l messia h befor e th e proces s o f th e ttkkun  was 
achieved; th e messia h wa s t o appea r as the resul t o f th e suc -
cessful struggl e o f the whole Jewish people t o uplif t th e sparks 
and retur n the m t o thei r rightfu l plac e i n th e divin e realm , 
depriving evi l o f it s sustenanc e an d thu s achievin g it s abol -
ishment. Ther e i s n o plac e i n thi s theolog y fo r an y for m o f 
leadership, an d n o specifi c dutie s fo r th e messiah . Thi s cre -
ated a most heavy burden on the shoulders of every individual 
Jew; hi s ever y misdee d coul d dela y th e redemption , an d th e 
fate o f th e whol e world , o f th e divin e world , reste d o n hi s 
ethical an d ritualisti c behavior . 

The Luriani c syste m wa s the product , an d th e wa y of life , 
of a selected, pioneerin g grou p o f scholars i n Safed , wh o set -
tied in that community becaus e of their deep commitment t o 
the kabbala h an d t o messiani c expectations . I t wa s fa r les s 
suitable fo r th e norma l socia l structur e o f other Jewish com -
munities. 

Nathan's messiani c theolog y i s base d o n complete , un -
qualified acceptanc e o f th e Luriani c myth . H e use d it s ter -
minology an d hi s work s ar e developments o f Lurianism. Bu t 
Nathan introduce d on e majo r chang e int o th e Luriani c pic -
ture: a  real m withi n th e structur e o f evil , th e deepes t an d 
most difficul t part , describe d a s the "heels* ' of the evil "Shiur 
Komah," which canno t b e change d b y th e usua l worshi p o f 
every Jew. Thu s overcoming evi l canno t b e completed b y th e 
people alone ; direc t divin e interventio n i s als o needed . Tha t 
intervention, accordin g t o Nathan , i s provide d b y th e mes -
siah, wh o i s a n incarnatio n o f a  divine powe r (th e sixt h sefi-
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rah, tiferei).  Sabbatai Zevi , sai d Nathan, appeare d i n order to 
make th e completio n o f th e proces s o f Lurianic tikkun  possi-
ble b y fighting  an d overcomin g th e "heels " o f th e worl d o f 
impurity an d evil . 

To uplift th e divine sparks kept in darkest captivity i n that 
sphere withi n th e Satani c world , Sabbata i Zev i ha d t o de -
scend into the depth of evil, fight  it , fre e the sparks and then 
lift the m u p t o thei r origina l plac e i n th e divin e world . Th e 
prophesied an d actua l change s o f th e stat e an d th e moo d o f 
the messiah are the resul t of this necessary process. Whe n the 
messiah i s fighting  evi l a t it s core , hi s external melanchol y i s 
the result ; whe n h e approache s th e divin e worl d wit h th e 
redeemed spark s h e i s exalted , happy , i n a  stat e o f enlight -
enment. Thu s al l part s o f th e pictur e com e together , eac h 
supporting th e other and servin g a s a proof to th e veracity o f 
the others . Tha t Sabbata i Zev i wa s obviousl y th e savio r de -
scribed b y ancient messiani c apocalypti c works , an d Lurianic 
theology, a s interpreted b y Nathan, i s th e explanation wh y a 
messiah i s necessar y an d ho w h e enhances redemption . 

IV 

The rapid spread of the Sabbatian movement, whic h i n less 
than a  year engulfed th e whol e Jewish world , i n th e east and 
in the west , withou t almos t an y voice o f opposition, puzzle d 
nineteenth-century Jewis h historians . The y wer e somewha t 
embarassed b y th e phenomeno n o f th e departur e o f a  whol e 
people from rational thinking , o r so it seemed, an d they sought 
various explanations, som e of them crudel y denying th e known 
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facts. Fo r instance , som e connecte d th e sprea d o f Sabbatian-
ism wit h th e upheaval s an d massacre s o f th e Jews i n Polan d 
and i n th e Ukrain e i n 164 8 t o 164 9 (gezerot  tach). Th e 
Chmelnitzki massacre s serve d a s a n explanatio n fo r th e dra -
matic eruption of Jewish messianism a  decade and a half later. 

Scholem studie d thi s proble m an d concluded tha t n o such 
explanation coul d b e supported b y th e historica l facts . Rather , 
the Sabbatia n movemen t gre w an d was strongest i n commu -
nities, especiall y thos e i n Turkey , whic h wer e remot e fro m 
events i n easter n Europ e an d wher e informatio n concernin g 
the massacres was scant. I n contrast, th e Jewish communitie s 
in Polan d wer e amon g th e las t t o accep t Nathan' s message s 
and were th e leas t impresse d b y them. 10 Nothin g i n th e his -
tory an d developmen t o f the Sabbatia n movemen t show s any 
connection t o th e upheaval s i n Polan d an d th e Ukraine . 
Scholem regarde d th e theor y tha t messianis m wa s th e direc t 
result, an d refuge , o f Jews durin g period s o f extrem e hard -
ship a s false . Messianis m ofte n flourished  wher e Jew s live d 
relatively i n a  secure an d prosperou s stat e (lik e th e Ottoma n 
Empire in the seventeenth century) , and often was completely 
absent whe n Jew s wer e persecute d i n th e wors t fashion. 11 

Nineteenth-century historian s ofte n trie d t o connec t messi -
anism wit h sufferin g a s a n apolog y t o excus e th e Jew s fo r 
their "irrational " behavior , refusin g t o admi t tha t messian -
ism, i n various degrees, wa s a constant creativ e power within 
Jewish religio n an d culture. 

Another attempt t o explain the spread of Sabbatianism was 
made i n thi s centur y b y scholar s wh o trie d t o find a  socia l 
and economi c backgroun d t o th e movement . Accordin g t o 
them, Sabbatianis m aros e fro m th e rebellio n o f th e Jewis h 
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lower masses against th e socia l an d economic leadership ; that 
is, messianis m wa s bu t a  cover t o intens e socia l struggles. 12 

Again, a s Schole m proved , th e fact s completel y den y thi s 
explanation. Th e participatio n o f th e prosperou s i n th e Sab-
batian movemen t wa s n o les s tha n tha t o f th e poor . Neve r 
did Sabbatianis m assum e characteristic s o f a  populis t move -
ment, an d i t did no t contain any elements of a class struggle. 
Sabbatianism was the direct resul t of the development of Jewish 
mysticism i n th e previous century . 

Scholem emphasize d th e rol e o f th e Luriani c kabbala h i n 
the spread of Sabbatianism.13 That the Jewish world was united 
at tha t tim e aroun d th e symbolis m an d th e terminolog y o f 
the Luriani c teaching s i s importan t t o understandin g th e rapid 
spread an d read y acceptanc e o f Natha n o f Gaza' s prophecy . 
Luria describe d th e imminenc e o f th e redemption , an d hi s 
myth strengthene d th e existin g belief s tha t th e messia h wa s 
about t o appea r a t an y moment . Th e Jews wer e read y t o ac-
cept a  messiani c message , especiall y i f i t wa s expresse d i n 
Lurianic symbolis m an d delivere d b y a  prophe t fro m Eret z 
Israel. Tha t Natha n employe d s o man y othe r motif s fro m 
ancient Jewish sources , especiall y th e messiani c myt h o f th e 
Book of  Zerubavel and othe r ancien t apocalypti c works , facili -
tated th e sprea d o f his teachings . Th e clos e contact s tha t ex -
isted a t tha t tim e throug h network s o f communities , syn -
agogues, travelin g preachers , an d th e exchang e o f letters mad e 
his tas k easier , an d h e skillfull y employe d al l thes e means . 
Thus, b y th e en d o f th e nex t year , 1666 , th e whol e Jewish 
world was awaiting th e imminent redemption , whic h Natha n 
said wa s abou t t o star t withi n a  few months . Almos t every -
body believe d Sabbata i Zev i wa s goin g t o remov e th e crow n 

294 



THE SABBATIA N UPHEAVA L 

of th e sulta n o f th e Ottoma n Empire , crow n himself , an d 
lead th e Jewis h peopl e whereve r the y wer e t o th e lan d o f 
Israel. H e would rebuild the temple and messianic times would 
start. H e eve n allotte d th e governorship s o f variou s part s o f 
the countr y t o hi s friends , who m h e described a s representa -
tives o f the twelv e tribes . 

V 

Sabbatai Zev i di d indee d mee t th e Ottoman emperor , wh o 
investigated th e excitemen t an d turmoi l amon g hi s Jewis h 
subjects. Bu t instea d o f lifting th e emperor' s crow n Sabbata i 
Zevi cam e ou t o f tha t meetin g wearin g th e Mosle m turban , 
signifying tha t h e ha d converte d t o Islam. l4 Thu s bega n th e 
deepest spiritua l crisi s o f moder n Judaism. Bu t accordin g t o 
Scholem, Sabbata i Zevi' s conversion t o Islam was not th e end 
of th e Sabbatia n movemen t bu t rathe r it s beginning . Befor e 
the conversion , Sabbatianis m wa s jus t a n awakening o f mes-
sianic hope , expresse d i n th e mos t traditiona l fashio n o f re -
pentance (Nathan' s mos t popula r wor k o f tha t perio d wa s a 
series o f instruction s o n ho w t o perfor m repentance) 15 an d 
devotion to traditional worship. There was nothing that marked 
it a s a n innovativ e powe r withi n Jewish society . Onl y whe n 
Judaism wa s suddenly face d wit h a n impossible and paradox-
ical situatio n di d th e spiritua l powe r unleashe d b y Natha n 
and Sabbata i Zev i creat e a  ne w movement , a  ne w theology , 
and a  new phase i n Jewish history . 

Previous historian s describe d th e Sabbatian s afte r th e con -
version a s "remnants " o f th e destroye d movement . Thes e 
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remnants, Schole m pointe d out , existe d throughou t th e sev -
enteenth century . Majo r movement s o f th e eighteent h cen -
tury wer e influence d b y Sabbatians , wh o include d som e o f 
the greates t leader s o f eighteenth-century Judaism . Som e echos 
of Sabbatia n group s ar e foun d i n nineteenth-centur y Euro -
pean Judaism , an d a  Sabbatian-Mosle m sect , th e Donmeh , 
probably exist s i n Turke y today . 

Had Sabbatianis m bee n destroye d i n 1666 , i t coul d no t 
continue t o exer t suc h profoun d influenc e o n th e mind s o f 
diverse Jewish communitie s fo r 20 0 years , insiste d Scholem . 
We mus t analyz e wha t happene d i n 166 6 an d subsequen t 
years i n orde r t o understan d th e powe r an d fascinatio n tha t 
Sabbatianism ha d fo r so many year s for s o many people , man y 
of the m amon g th e mos t prominen t an d bes t educate d i n 
Jewish society . 

Scholem explaine d tha t religio n i s not necessaril y th e real m 
of the rational . Paradoxe s do no t destro y religions ; sometime s 
they buil d them . Th e parado x o f th e sufferin g righteou s i s 
not destructiv e t o religiou s belief ; t o th e contrary , i t i s th e 
power tha t uphold s fait h i n th e hereafter . Th e parado x o f th e 
crucified messia h di d no t destro y nascen t Christianit y bu t buil t 
it. I n th e sam e way , th e parado x o f th e converte d messia h i s 
the spiritua l sourc e o f th e developmen t o f th e Sabbatia n 
movement afte r 1666 . Historian s mus t stud y carefull y th e 
ways tha t th e Sabbatia n believer s struggle d wit h th e conver -
sion o f th e messia h i n orde r t o perceiv e th e source s o f th e 
powers whic h th e belie f i n Sabbata i Zev i obviousl y hel d fo r 
such larg e section s o f Judaism fo r s o long a  time. 16 

The crisis , Schole m explained , wa s th e resul t o f th e clea r 
contradiction betwee n externa l appearance s an d interna l fait h 
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in th e heart s o f th e Jews. Externally , nothing  ha d changed . 
The worl d continue d t o b e rule d b y th e gentil e power s a s i t 
had bee n before ; Israe l wa s oppresse d a s i t ha d bee n before . 
Even th e messia h ha d converte d t o Islam . Nevertheless , in -
ternal fait h hel d tha t th e redemptio n wa s imminent an d tha t 
Lurianic theolog y an d apocalypti c myt h denote d tha t Sabba -
tai Zev i wa s the messiah who would delive r Israe l and return 
the Jew s t o thei r homeland . Th e proble m wit h whic h th e 
conversion presente d Judaism wa s whether t o believ e th e ex -
ternal appearances , o r t o follo w th e fait h i n th e prophec y o f 
Nathan o f Gaza, o f Luria, an d o f Zerubavel. 

It shoul d no t b e surprising , wrot e Scholem , tha t s o many 
Jews preferred t o adhere to inner convictions tha n to external 
appearances. Th e insistence of Lurianic theology upon parallel 
symbolic connection s betwee n heave n and earth, betwee n th e 
divine worl d an d th e materia l one , mad e Jews regar d earthly 
events a s remot e symbol s o f divin e processes . Th e differenc e 
between Nathan's prophecy of redemption and the unchanged 
state o f th e materia l worl d onl y prove d tha t th e change s i n 
the divine real m were not ye t transforme d int o thei r material 
symbols; th e divin e cause s existed , whil e th e earthl y effect s 
did not . On e should no t thro w away the ancient tradition s o f 
Judaism as presented b y Luria and the other sources, include d 
in Nathan' s prophecy , becaus e o f th e dela y i n th e apparen t 
(and therefor e les s importan t tha n th e hidden ) phenomen a o f 
the redemption . 

The crucia l poin t was , o f course , th e explanatio n o f th e 
conversion o f Sabbata i Zevi . Fo r generations Jews wer e edu -
cated i n th e belie f tha t ther e coul d b e n o wors e crim e fo r a 
Jew tha n t o conver t t o anothe r religion . Th e whol e concep t 
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of kiddush  ha-shem  expresse d th e martyrologica l belie f tha t i t 
was bette r t o sacrific e one' s lif e tha n t o yiel d t o conversion . 
And now , s o i t seemed , th e messia h himsel f committe d th e 
worst possibl e transgression , forsakin g th e opportunit y o f 
martyrdom an d yielding , withou t a  struggle , t o th e em -
peror's deman d o f hi s conversion . Thi s wa s a  parado x tha t 
was th e sourc e o f a  diverse rang e o f explanations . 

The mos t basi c explanation whic h wa s accepted b y al l Sab-
batians wa s tha t th e conversio n wa s necessar y i n orde r t o en -
able Sabbata i Zev i t o penetrat e int o th e dept h o f th e real m 
of evi l i n orde r t o fre e th e spark s imprisone d there . H e ha d 
to assum e th e gar b o f th e evi l power s themselve s s o tha t h e 
could gai n acces s int o thei r dominions . Hi s conversio n wa s 
nothing bu t a  pretense , s o tha t h e coul d destro y evi l fro m 
within. Sabbatia n literatur e ofte n use s th e pictur e o f th e tre e 
of th e evi l power s whic h i s bein g eate n fro m withi n b y th e 
messiah lik e worm s eatin g th e interio r o f a  tree . Th e outsid e 
appearance o f th e tre e i s no t changed . I t seem s t o b e stron g 
and blooming , bu t i t i s empt y withi n an d wil l crumbl e a t 
the slightes t touch . Othe r metaphor s includ e th e motif s o f 
the necessit y o f wast e an d ro t befor e a  ne w bloomin g i s pos-
sible. Al l serve d t o explai n tha t th e messia h ha d t o b e iden -
tified externall y wit h evi l i n orde r t o achiev e it s destruction , 
which wa s hi s divin e mission. 17 

We find  i n Sabbatia n literatur e other , mor e politicall y ori -
ented explanations , lik e th e clai m tha t i n orde r t o overcom e 
the wors t evi l elemen t i n th e world , whic h wa s Christianity , 
a coalitio n ha d t o b e devise d betwee n Isla m an d Judaism . 
This coalitio n t o overcome , i n th e first  stage , th e commo n 
enemy, i s symbolized b y th e messiah' s conversio n t o Islam . 
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Another subtl e bu t importan t reaso n give n b y th e Sabba -
tians for Sabbatai Zevi' s conversion i s one related to the trau-
matic Jewish experienc e o f th e marranos  i n Spai n an d Portu -
gal. Th e report s o f th e Inquisition' s horror s mad e a  dee p 
impression o n Jews , an d i n th e seventeent h centur y man y 
families an d individual s whos e forefather s ha d converte d t o 
Christianity tw o centurie s befor e fled  from Spai n an d Portu -
gal an d returne d t o Judais m i n Holland , Italy , an d othe r 
countries. Man y o f thes e wer e wel l educated , an d the y wer e 
readily integrate d int o Jewish intellectua l society . On e o f these 
was Rabb i Michae l Abraha m Cardozo , wh o fled from Spain , 
who becam e on e o f th e greates t theologian s o f th e Sabbatia n 
movement, secon d onl y t o Natha n o f Gaza. 18 Accordin g t o 
Cardozo, Sabbata i Zev i ha d t o conver t i n orde r t o identif y 
with th e sufferings o f the marranos.  H e had t o become a  mar-
rano himself, a  Jew wh o keep s hi s Jewish devotio n a  secre t 
while pretendin g t o b e somethin g else . Ther e i s a  deep reli -
gious meanin g t o th e frightfu l experienc e o f th e marranos, 
and th e conversio n o f Sabbata i Zev i i s a  retroactive identifi -
cation wit h thei r sufferings . No t man y o f the Sabbatian s be -
lieved this , bu t i t ha d a n impac t o n th e formulatio n o f Sab-
batian belief s an d way s of life i n subsequen t years . 

VI 

Sabbatianism spran g fro m th e paradox of a converted mes -
siah, a s Christianity ha d sprung fro m th e parado x of a cruci-
fied messiah . But , Schole m pointe d out , ther e i s a  grea t 
difference betwee n thes e tw o paradoxes . Ther e ar e man y 

299 



GERSHOM SCHOLE M 

constructive huma n value s whic h ca n b e derive d fro m th e 
Christian messiah , especiall y thos e o f devotio n an d martyr -
dom. Bu t wha t wa s t o b e don e wit h th e Sabbatia n messiah , 
the cowardl y sinner , wh o betraye d th e traditio n o f thousand s 
of Jewish martyr s wh o chos e th e opposit e wa y i n a  simila r 
situation? 

One obviou s thin g t o d o wa s t o follo w Sabbata i Zevi , i n 
imitatio dei  and conver t t o Islam . A  fe w o f hi s follower s in -
deed di d tha t immediatel y afte r hi s conversion , an d a  grou p 
of several thousand s wa s converted tw o decades late r t o creat e 
the Jewish-Moslem sec t o f th e Donmeh. 1S> 

But mos t remaine d withi n Judais m an d practice d thei r 
Sabbatian belief s withi n th e framework o f Jewish society . Th e 
basic ideas and symbol s which provide d the m wit h a  theology 
and justificatio n fo r thei r behavio r wer e developed b y Natha n 
of Gaza.20 Th e ke y symbo l wa s tha t o f th e torah  de-azilut. 

While exil e continues an d histor y ha s not reache d th e stag e 
of redemption , a  Jew mus t follo w th e commandment s o f th e 
Torah an d th e Talmud , a s presented b y th e halachi c author -
ities. Bu t wha t wil l happe n i n messiani c times ? Wil l th e 
Torah remai n unchanged ? Mos t Jewis h philosopher s i n th e 
Middle Age s insiste d tha t i t woul d neve r b e changed , mos t 
emphatically Maimonides , wh o viewed Christianit y a s the re -
sult o f th e belie f tha t th e appearanc e o f th e messia h signifie s 
a ne w Torah , i n whic h mos t o f th e earlie r prohibition s ar e 
lifted. H e categoricall y state d tha t th e messia h wil l no t chang e 
one wor d i n th e Torah . H e wil l b e recognize d b y th e fac t 
that h e wil l teac h th e Torah t o all Israel , makin g the m repen t 
their sin s an d creatin g a  Jewis h communit y whic h wil l b e 
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completely governe d b y th e law s o f th e Tora h a s give n t o 
Moses on Mount Sina i fo r al l eternity. 21 

One o f th e fe w example s o f a  different wa y o f though t i s 
found i n th e early kabbalisti c wor k Sefer  ha-Temunah (The  Book 
of the Picture)  (of the letters of the alphabet and of the Deity) . 
In this work, th e author presents a system according to which 
God create s a  successio n o f worlds , eac h replacin g th e pre -
vious on e afte r it s endin g an d destruction , an d eac h worl d 
governed b y one of the sefirot.22 Th e Tora h of each world i s a 
version o f a "basic" Torah, accordin g t o the characteristics o f 
that sefirah.  Th e worl d i n whic h w e liv e i s undoubtedly gov -
erned b y th e fifth sefirah, din,  whic h i s th e power o f law and 
justice. Becaus e o f this ou r Torah i s constructed o f exact rul -
ings concernin g wha t t o d o an d wha t no t t o do . Th e nex t 
world, governe d b y th e sixth sefirah, tiferet,  whic h i s the power 
of merc y an d compassion , wil l hav e a  Torah reflectin g thes e 
values. 

Nathan o f Gaza followed th e idea s of the ancient kabbalis t 
who wrot e th e Sefer  ha-Temunah,  i n a  spiri t ver y simila r t o 
that o f Joachim o f Fiore . Th e Tora h give n b y Go d t o Mose s 
on Moun t Sina i wa s no t th e perfec t Torah , th e trul y divin e 
one. I t wa s th e torah  de-beriah, "the Tora h o f creation, " ac -
cording t o the kabbalistic syste m o f the succession o f worlds, 
the on e jus t belo w th e divin e sefirot.  Th e Tora h o f messiani c 
times i s th e trul y divin e Tora h derive d fro m th e worl d o f 
emanation, torah  de-azilut.  Th e comin g o f the messia h signi -
fies th e transitio n fro m on e Tora h t o another . Thi s i s wh y 
Sabbatai Zev i behave d a s if he were not boun d b y the laws of 
the traditiona l Torah , whic h wa s no t his ; hi s strang e action s 
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were th e result s o f hi s livin g b y th e law s o f th e supreme , 
spiritual, an d divin e Tora h o f th e redemption , th e on e t o b e 
revealed whe n th e Luriani c tikkun  i s completed . 

This ide a opene d th e gate s fo r antinomia n tendencie s withi n 
Sabbatian though t an d practice , becaus e th e ne w messiani c 
Torah i s on e i n whic h man y o f th e olde r prohibition s ar e 
lifted an d spiritual , rathe r tha n ritualistic , way s o f worshi p 
are expected . Th e Sabbatian s differe d considerabl y fro m eac h 
other i n thei r understandin g o f the law s of the torah de-azilut. 

The mai n answe r tha t Natha n o f Gaza gav e th e Sabbatian s 
was ho w t o follo w Sabbata i Zev i int o conversion , imitatin g 
his state . Accordin g t o thi s belief , a  Jew doe s no t hav e t o 
convert t o anothe r religion , Isla m o r Christianity , t o immi -
tate Sabbata i Zev i an d becom e a  "marrano";  h e can do i t withi n 
Judaism, b y pretendin g t o believ e i n th e old , traditiona l To -
rah, whil e inwardl y believin g i n th e tru e Torah , th e curren t 
one, th e messiani c Sabbatia n one . I n thi s wa y on e ca n b e a 
"convert" o r a  marrano  withi n traditiona l Judaism , pretend -
ing t o believ e i n it s norm s an d commandments , an d secretl y 
follow th e ne w messiani c revelatio n o f Sabbatai Zev i an d Na -
than o f Gaza . Schole m characterize d thi s attitud e a s on e o f 
"holy hypocrisy. " I t doe s no t matte r i n whic h religio n o r 
society on e live s a s lon g a s on e behave s hypocritically , pre -
tending t o believ e i n on e thin g whil e believin g another . 

How doe s on e follo w th e torah  de-azilut? Wha t doe s on e 
actually d o t o expres s one' s disbelie f i n ol d traditiona l value s 
and one' s adherence t o th e messiani c Torah? Th e answers tha t 
Sabbatians gav e include d a  whole rang e o f religiou s possibil -
ities. On e coul d espous e th e completel y antinomianisti c clai m 
that th e spiritua l Tora h i s th e direc t opposit e o f the ol d one , 
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and everythin g prohibite d i n th e ol d i s a  commandment i n 
the new—"th e negatio n o f tora h i s it s upholding, " o r on e 
could adher e strictl y t o th e ol d Tora h wit h onl y mino r 
variations. 

The symboli c natur e o f bot h Luriani c an d Sabbatia n mys -
ticism naturall y enabled many Sabbatians to employ symboli c 
means t o expres s thei r fait h i n th e ne w Torah . On e o f th e 
most frequen t wa s th e celebratio n o f th e nint h da y o f th e 
month o f Av, th e da y i n whic h th e templ e i n Jerusalem wa s 
destroyed, a  traditional da y o f mournin g an d fasting , whic h 
was also regarded a s the messiah' s birthday . (Indee d Sabbata i 
Zevi wa s bor n then. ) Whil e al l othe r Jews faste d an d wept , 
the Sabbatian would secretly celebrate the messiah's birthday , 
thereby signifyin g hi s freedo m fro m th e ol d commandment s 
and hi s fait h i n th e messiah . Thes e celebration s nee d no t b e 
public o r elaborate . Sometime s i t woul d suffic e jus t t o ea t a 
bite o f fruit , givin g onl y a  symboli c expressio n t o th e fait h 
in Sabbata i Zevi . Th e hypocrisy , th e duplicit y wer e th e im -
portant elements , no t th e hedonisti c pleasures . Thu s som e 
Sabbatians woul d expres s th e freedo m tha t th e torah  de-azilut 
gave b y eatin g a  piece o f lard , prohibite d i n th e Tora h bu t 
symbolically practice d b y Sabbata i Zev i himself . 

Some Sabbatians , especiall y i n th e eighteent h century , wen t 
even further t o explain Sabbata i Zevi' s conversion . H e ha d t o 
convert becaus e o f th e enormou s strengt h o f th e power s o f 
evil whic h h e se t ou t t o vanquish . Th e redemptio n thu s wa s 
delayed, eve n fo r many year s after Sabbata i Zevi' s death , be -
cause of th e struggl e tha t i s going o n and th e stif f resistanc e 
of Satan. Th e duty o f the faithful i n these circumstances i s to 
support th e messiah wit h al l thei r strength. Thi s support can 
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be give n onl y throug h th e ol d Torah , which , accordin g t o 
Luria, include s th e law s whic h symbolicall y brin g abou t th e 
tikkun o f th e divin e world . Th e faithfu l have , therefore , t o 
observe strictl y al l th e commandment s an d ethica l demand s 
of th e traditiona l Torah , i n orde r t o uplif t a s man y spark s a s 
possible an d mak e th e messiah' s struggl e agains t evi l some -
what easier . Thes e Sabbatians wer e the mos t devou t an d stric t 
observers o f th e Torah , ofte n calle d hasidim,  "pious.* ' Para -
doxically, to find the Sabbatians in an eighteenth-century Jewish 
community on e woul d see k th e mos t pious , stric t observer s 
of Jewish traditiona l laws , customs , an d ethica l demands . 

Two practice s wer e commo n fo r al l Sabbatia n follower s o f 
the messiani c Tora h t o observe . On e wa s duplicity; the y kep t 
their messiani c fait h i n Sabbata i Zev i a  secret , thu s creatin g 
the fals e impressio n tha t Sabbatianis m vanishe d o r consider -
ably diminishe d afte r th e conversion . I t di d no t vanish , i t 
voluntarily wen t undergroun d i n orde r t o fulfil l thei r concep t 
of imitatio  del.  Th e secon d wa s honesty ; the y expresse d thei r 
belief i n a  ne w Tora h whic h woul d fre e the m fro m th e ol d 
traditional requirement s eve n i f in practic e the y stil l followe d 
diligently al l it s commandments . Th e freedo m wa s no t a n 
external physica l one , bu t a n inne r spiritua l freedo m tha t onl y 
few o f the Sabbatians expresse d openl y b y antinomianistic be -
havior. Thi s sens e o f freedom , however , ha d a  profoun d im -
pact upo n Jewish behavio r whe n Jews face d Europea n cultur e 
as th e tim e o f emancipation approached . 

VII 

The Frankis t movemen t o f th e middl e o f th e eighteent h 
century wa s th e mos t extrem e expressio n o f Sabbatianism. I t 
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had a n impac t upo n late r Jewish history. 23 Jacob Fran k wa s 
a Sabbatian fro m Polan d wh o followe d a  Turkish Jew, Baru -
chya, wh o claime d t o b e th e incarnatio n o f Sabbata i Zevi. 24 

When Fran k returne d t o Polan d (afte r Baruchya' s death) , h e 
himself claime d t o be the continuation o f that lin e and t o be 
the curren t (an d final)  incarnatio n o f th e messiah . Aroun d 
him gathere d a  fe w thousand s o f Jews, wh o believe d i n hi s 
messianic role . However , rumor s sprea d amon g th e Jewis h 
communities tha t th e Frankists were promiscuous, performe d 
orgies, require d inces t an d th e exchang e o f wive s an d othe r 
crimes.25 Rabbi s gathered t o denounce them, t o declare them 
out o f bound s o f Jewis h communities , an d eve n t o "allo w 
their blood, " meaning tha t killin g the m di d no t constitute a 
religious crime . Outcas t fro m Judaism, th e Frankist s sough t 
the assistanc e o f th e Catholi c churc h i n Poland . Th e Churc h 
was agreeabl e becaus e i t sa w thi s a s a n opportunit y t o star t 
the large-scal e conversio n o f a  number o f Jews t o Christian -
ity. Th e Frankist s insiste d o n thei r conversio n a s a  separat e 
group, keepin g thei r ow n identity , thei r ow n community , 
their books , an d eve n thei r beards . Th e Churc h agree d bu t 
demanded tha t the y fac e th e Jews i n a  religiou s disput e t o 
convince othe r Jews tha t conversio n t o Christianit y wa s th e 
right way . 

Two such disputations wer e held, on e in Kaminietz i n 175 7 
and th e othe r i n Lvo v i n 1760 ; an d afte r th e secon d th e 
Frankists were allowed t o be converted.26 A  unique and trau-
matic event marked this dispute: The Frankists supported th e 
Christian clai m tha t th e Talmu d require d Jew s t o us e th e 
blood o f Christia n infant s fo r religiou s purposes . Thi s i s th e 
only tim e i n Jewish histor y tha t peopl e wh o wer e technicall y 
Jews supported , i n public , th e bloo d libel , thu s claimin g 
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that th e Jewish peopl e wer e ritual  murderers . I t i s sai d tha t 
Jacob Fran k tol d th e rabbis : "Yo u wante d blood , I  gav e yo u 
blood." 

This fat e o f a large group o f Jews, wh o pu t th e bloo d libe l 
on thei r brother s an d converte d t o Christianity , wa s a  mos t 
traumatic even t fo r rabbini c Judaism . I t showe d tha t ther e 
was n o limi t t o th e evi l consequence s o f Sabbatianism. Fro m 
then on , Jewis h rabbi s insiste d o n th e strictes t adherenc e t o 
every detai l o f th e traditiona l commandment s an d oppose d 
every innovative ide a as dangerous. Th e reaction t o th e Frankis t 
trauma als o contribute d t o th e vehemen t oppositio n o f man y 
rabbis t o Hasidis m i n th e eighteent h an d nineteent h centu -
ries, an d t o Zionist activit y a t th e end o f the previous centur y 
and th e presen t one . Eve n th e wis h t o com e t o th e lan d o f 
Israel wa s suspicious , fo r ther e had bee n severa l immigration s 
of Sabbatia n believer s fro m Europ e t o Eret z Israel , inspire d 
by Sabbatia n messiani c expectations. 27 

The teaching s o f Jacob Fran k als o wer e use d b y som e sec -
tarians t o explai n thei r destructiv e tendencies . The y inter -
preted Fran k t o sa y tha t wha t hinder s redemptio n i s th e ac -
tual existenc e o f th e presen t world . Th e new , spiritual , an d 
free stag e o f historica l existenc e canno t b e reache d unti l th e 
previous on e i s destroyed . A s th e tru e wa y t o follo w th e ol d 
traditional Tora h i s t o destro y it , s o th e tru e wa y t o buil d a 
new worl d o f freedom i s t o destro y th e ol d one . 

VIII 

There i s n o doub t tha t th e Frankis t movemen t wa s a  trau -
matic on e fo r Judaism, bu t anothe r on e wa s n o les s upsetting . 
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This was the controversy concerning th e Sabbatianism o f Rabbi 
Jonathan Eibschutz , th e great scholar , preacher , an d rabb i o f 
Prague i n th e eighteenth century . 

When Sabbatianis m wen t undergroun d an d it s adherent s 
practiced thei r belief in secret, a  group of Jewish rabbis , scat -
tered in many countries, mad e i t thei r business to expose and 
denounce them , especiall y i f the y acquire d position s o f lead-
ership and influence i n Jewish communities . On e of the most 
prominent amon g thes e was an important kabbalis t and writer, 
Rabbi Jaco b Emden, 28 whos e fathe r wa s a  very wel l know n 
and influentia l halachist . 

Rabbi Jaco b Emde n wa s a n arrogant , aggressiv e person . 
He believe d tha t h e wa s persecute d becaus e o f hi s zea l i n 
exposing Sabbatians , bu t h e ha d a  ver y kee n sens e o f wha t 
Sabbatianism wa s an d ho w it s believer s behaved . H e pub -
lished man y accusation s agains t man y differen t people , an d 
in most case s historical stud y seems t o uphold hi s accusations 
as base d o n fact . Non e o f thes e attracte d s o muc h attentio n 
and create d suc h a  deep controvers y a s hi s clai m tha t Rabb i 
Jonathan Eibschutz wa s a secret believe r of Sabbatai Zevi and 
his messianism . 

The basi s fo r Emden' s argumen t wa s a  handful o f amulet s 
written and given b y Rabbi Jonathan to members of his com-
munity, a s was the custom a t that time . Rabb i Jacob Emde n 
analyzed thes e amulet s an d cam e t o th e conclusio n tha t the y 
included hol y name s tha t wer e computation s o f th e nam e o f 
Sabbatai Zevi , presente d a s a  divine power . Eibschut z cate -
gorically denie d thes e accusations , bu t Emde n publishe d th e 
content o f the amulets an d the proofs wer e quite convincing . 
Emden also claimed tha t a  clearly Sabbatia n book by th e name 
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And I  Shall  Come  Today  to the Fountain was writte n b y Rabb i 
Jonathan.29 

The conflic t divide d Eas t Europea n Jewr y int o tw o fac -
tions, th e supporter s an d th e opponent s o f Rabb i Jonathan . 
Each sid e produce d pamphlet s an d book s t o prov e it s case . 
Those defending Sabbatianis m attacke d Emden' s characte r se -
verely an d claime d tha t hi s accusation s wer e th e resul t o f 
personal jealous y an d hatre d o f th e successfu l Rabb i Jona -
than. Th e controvers y becam e ver y bitte r an d acrimonious , 
and continue d fo r man y years . Schole m studie d thi s matte r 
and seeme d t o prov e conclusivel y tha t Rabb i Jonatha n wa s 
indeed a  believe r i n Sabbata i Zev i an d th e autho r o f th e Sab -
bat ian book . 

When Schole m publishe d hi s conclusion s concernin g thi s 
controversy h e was attacked b y traditiona l rabbi s i n Jerusalem 
in th e mos t vehemen t manner. 30 Som e use d thi s opportunit y 
to attac k hi s scholarl y wor k a s a  whole , an d hi s personalit y 
and eruditio n cam e unde r fire.  Hi s boo k Major  Trends in  Jew-
ish Mysticism containe d score s o f statements tha t coul d arous e 
opposition an d ange r amon g orthodo x rabbis , bu t neithe r hi s 
conclusion tha t Rabb i Shimeo n ba r Yoha i di d no t writ e th e 
Zohar, no r hi s descriptio n o f th e Hekhalot  literature o f Rabb i 
Akiba an d Rabb i Ishmae l a s gnostic i n characte r invoke d suc h 
anger. Scholem' s suppor t o f th e accusation s agains t Rabb i 
Jonathan Eibschut z represente d th e on e thin g tha t th e ortho -
dox rabbi s o f Jerusalem coul d no t tolerate . 

Why suc h ange r concernin g thi s matte r amon g s o man y 
for suc h a  long time ? I t seem s tha t wha t was , an d is , a t issue , 
is traditiona l Jewis h education . I t i s possible , o r eve n imag -
inable, tha t a  perso n wh o wa s educate d i n th e mos t tradi -

308 



THE SABBATIA N UPHEAVA L 

tional way , wh o studie d th e Talmu d fo r man y year s and un-
derstands it well, somebody who knows the most minute details 
of Jewish la w an d i s declare d a  rabbi wh o ca n teac h an d in -
struct in the halakha, a person who preaches in the synagogue 
and serves a s his community' s guid e i n ethica l matter s coul d 
entertain th e ide a tha t Sabbata i Zev i wa s th e messiah ? Thi s 
was an d i s unthinkabl e an d unacceptabl e t o orthodo x Juda-
ism. Th e dee p conviction o f th e intrinsi c purifyin g powe r o f 
the Torah—meaning, practically , th e systematic stud y o f the 
Talmud i n the traditional manner—i s one of the deepest con-
victions o f traditional Judaism, an d following th e example of 
Rabbi Jonathan Eibschut z coul d shatte r it . 

Even today , book s ar e writte n t o prov e ho w impossibl e 
Rabbi Jacob Emden' s charge s were , an d ho w clos e hi s intel -
lectual worl d wa s to tha t o f Rabbi Jonathan. Th e traum a has 
not passed , fo r i t affecte d on e o f th e mos t basi c foundation s 
of traditiona l Judaism . Fo r Scholem , thi s wa s on e mor e ex -
ample o f th e dee p change s impose d o n Judaism b y th e Sab-
batian movement . 

N O T E S 

1. I n hi s essa y "Redemptio n Throug h Sin " (Gersho m Scholem , The 
Messianic Idea in Judaism [New York : Schocken, 1971 ] pp. 70-80 ) Scho-
lem state d tha t almos t n o original source s from th e Sabbatian movement 
remained after having been systematically destroyed in years following the 
rise o f th e movement . Thi s prove d t o b e untrue . Schole m himsel f wa s 
amazed in late r years by the wealth of historical, literary , and theological 
material whic h survive d an d whic h wa s utilize d b y hi m an d other s i n 
order t o describ e th e movement . I t seem s tha t scholarl y neglect , eve n 
more tha n systematic destruction, wa s responsible for ignoranc e concern-
ing Sabbatianis m until Schole m began his investigations. 
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2. Fo r th e mos t recen t bibliograph y o f scholarshi p o n Sabbatianism , 
see Scholem's encyclopedia articl e on the movemen t reprinte d i n G. Scho -
lem, Kabbalah  (Jerusalem: Keter , 1974) , pp . 244-86 . 

3. Concernin g th e beginnin g o f modernit y i n Jewish history , se e B . 
Z. Dinur , Be-Mifneh  ha-Dorot  (Jerusalem: Mosa d Bialik , 1955) . 

4. Se e G . Scholem , Sabbatai  Sevi—The Mystical Messiah,  translated b y 
R. Z . Zw i Werblowsk y (Princeton : Princeto n Universit y Press , 1973) , 
index, s.v . "Natha n o f Gaza." 

5. Se e Tishby' s criticis m i n hi s "Gersho m Scholem' s Stud y o f Sabba -
tianism" (Hebrew) , i n I . Tishby , Netivei  ^Emunah u-Minhut  (Ramat Gan , 
1964), pp . 235-75 . 

6. Th e fac t tha t Ezekie l wa s a priest wa s used t o strengthen thi s view. 
7. Som e o f th e text s wer e publishe d b y Schole m i n Be- clqvot Mashiah 

(Jerusalem: Sifre i Tarshish , 1944) . 
8. A n importan t anthology  o f Nathan' s letter s i s foun d i n a n anti -

Sabbatian wor k b y Ya'ako v Saporta , Tzitzat  Novel  Zevi. A  critica l editio n 
of th e work , wit h a  detaile d introduction , wa s publishe d b y I . Tishb y 
(Jerusalem, 1954) . 

9. A n importan t stud y o f th e theolog y o f Natha n o f Gaz a wa s pub -
lished b y C . Wirszubski , "Th e Sabbatia n Theolog y o f Natha n o f Gaza " 
(Hebrew), Keneset,  8  (1944) , pp . 210-46 . 

10. Se e G. Scholem , "Th e Sabbatian Movemen t i n Poland " (Hebrew), 
Bet Yisra cel be-Polin,  2  (1954) , pp . 36-76 . {Frenc h translatio n b y G . 
Vajda i n Revue  de  I'Histoire des  Religions, 143 (1953) , pp . 30-90 , 209 -
32; 14 4 (1953) , pp . 42-77- 3 

11. Se e G. Scholem , "Towar d a n Understanding o f the Messianic Ide a 
in Judaism, i n G . Scholem , The  Messianic Idea in Judaism, pp . 1—36 . 

12. Th e mos t importan t exponen t o f this  vie w wa s th e lat e Marxis t 
historian Rudolp h Mahler . Se e hi s History  of  the Jewish People  in  Modern 
Times [Hebrew] , vol . 1 , 4  part s (1952-62) ; vol . 2 , 3  part s (1970-80) . 

13. Schole m sa w th e relationshi p betwee n Lurianis m and Sabbatianis m 
as a  crucia l one : i t stand s i n th e cente r o f al l hi s studie s regardin g th e 
rapid sprea d o f Sabbatia n idea s an d thei r historica l impact . Se e G . Scho -
lem, Sabbatai  Sevi, p . I5ff . 

14. Th e detaile d descriptio n o f this  meetin g wa s given b y Schole m i n 
Sabbatai Sevi, pp . 668—86. 

15. Nathan' s orthodo x demand s concernin g repentanc e ar e foun d i n 
several manuscripts . Th e text  wa s published b y Tishby i n Netivei *Emunah 
u-Minhut, pp . 3 0 - 5 1 . 
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16. Th e power o f paradox as a creative force i n religion i s expressed i n 
the mott o whic h Scholer n chos e fo r Sabbatai  Sevi—The Mystical Messiah: 
"Paradox i s a  characteristic o f truth . Wha t communis  opinio  ha s of trut h is 
surely n o mor e tha n a n elementar y deposi t o f generalizing partia l under -
standing, relate d t o trut h eve n a s sulphurou s fume s ar e t o lightning " 
(from th e correspondence o f Count Pau l Yorc k von Wartenburg an d Wil -
helm Dilthey) . 

17. Se e C. Wirszubski , "Th e Sabbatian Theology o f Nathan o f Gaza," 
pp. 210-46 . 

18. Th e biograph y o f Isaa c Cardoz o wa s studie d i n detai l b y 
Y. Yerushalmi , From  Spanish Court  to Italian Ghetto;  Isaac  Cadoso: A Study 
in Seventeenth-Century Marranism and Jewish Apologetics (New York : Colum-
bia Universit y Press , 1971) . Yerushalm i deal t wit h th e relationshi p be -
tween th e tw o brothers , an d thei r exchang e o f letter s concernin g Sabba -
tianism. I t seem s tha t Isaa c Cardozo saw i n hi s brother' s messiani c belie f 
a product o f thei r commo n Catholi c educatio n i n Spai n befor e thei r emi -
gration an d retur n t o Judaism. 

19. Concernin g th e Donme h sect , se e G . Scholern , "Di e Krypto-jvi -
dische Sekt e de r Donm e (Sabbatianen ) i n de r Tiirkei," Numen,  7 (i960) , 
pp. 93-122 ; G . Scholern , "Th e Sproutin g o f th e Hor n o f th e So n o f 
David: A  Ne w Sourc e fro m th e Beginning s o f th e Donm e Sec t i n Salo -
nica" (Hebrew), Tarbiz,  3 2 (1962) , pp . 62-7 9 {Englis h versio n i n In  the 
Time of Harvest: Essays in  Honor  of  Abba Hillel  Silver  (New York , 1963) , 
pp. 368-86] ; G . Scholern , " A Ne w Tex t fro m th e Beginning s o f th e 
Donmeh Sec t i n Salonica" (Hebrew), Sefunot,  9  (1964), pp . 193-207 . Se e 
also G. Scholern , Sabbatai  Sevi, index , s.v . "Donme h sect. " 

20. Nathan' s theolog y afte r th e conversio n o f Sabbata i Zev i wa s dis -
cussed b y Wirszubski ; fo r reference , se e above , n . 17 . 

21. Maimonides , Mishneh  Torah,  Hilkhot Melakhim 12:1-2. 
22. Concernin g th e book , Sefer  ha-Temunah,  se e above , ch . 7 , pp . 194 -

95-
23. Scholem' s mos t recen t expositio n o f th e stud y o f th e Frankis t 

movement, includin g a  detailed bibliography , i s t o b e foun d i n hi s en -
cyclopedia articl e reprinte d i n G . Scholern , Kabbalah,  pp. 287-305 . 

24. Se e G . Scholern , "Barukhya , th e Leade r o f th e Sabbatian s i n Sa -
lonica" (Hebrew), Zion,  6  (1941) , pp . 119-47 , 181-202 . 

25. Th e Frankis t movemen t relie d o n a  talmudi c sayin g whic h seem s 
to impl y tha t th e messia h wil l no t com e unti l al l th e soul s create d b y 
God hav e ha d th e chanc e t o ente r bodie s an d com e int o th e worl d [cf . 
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Yevamot 62a] . I f so , the n th e mor e childre n tha t ar e born , th e close r i s 
the redemption . 

26. Th e document s concernin g thes e disputation s wer e publishe d an d 
studied b y M . Balaba n i n The  History of the Frankist Movement [Hebrew ] 
(Tel Aviv : Davir , 1934-35) , pp . 137-51 , 209-24 . 

27. Th e most importan t Sabbatia n emigratio n t o the lan d of Israel was 
that le d b y R . Yehud a he-Hasi d (n o connection t o th e thirteenth-centur y 
sage o f th e Ashkenaz i Hasidim ) an d R . Hayyi m Malak h ("th e angel" ) i n 
1700. Mos t o f th e immigrant s wh o cam e t o Jerusalem , includin g 
R. Yehudah , die d soo n afte r thei r arriva l i n a  plagu e an d lef t a n unfin -
ished synagogu e (th e "hurva,"  ruin, o f R . Yehuda h i n th e ol d city , Je -
rusalem). Hayyi m Malak h returne d t o Polan d an d continue d hi s Sabba -
tian activity. Se e G. Scholem , "Th e Sabbatian Movemen t i n Poland," pp. 
48-64. 

28. Se e Y . Liebes , "Th e Messianis m o f R . Jaco b Emde n an d hi s At -
titude toward s Sabbatianism " (Hebrew) , Tarbiz,  4 9 (1980) , pp . 122-65 . 
Liebes suggest s tha t th e controvers y ha d a n elemen t o f persona l rivalry ; 
Emden himsel f ha d messiani c aspirations . 

29- Thi s controvers y wa s described b y Schole m i n G . Scholem , Major 
Trends in  Jewish Mysticism, 3rd rev . ed . (Ne w York : Schocken , 1954) , p . 
321. 

30. Th e mos t noteworth y exampl e wa s tha t o f Reuve n Margalio t i n 
his pamphlet "Th e Cause of R. Jaco b Emden's Opposition t o R. Jonatha n 
Eibeschutz" [Hebrew] (Tel Aviv , 1941) . Thi s critique prompte d Schole m 
to respond wit h hi s one little pamphlet entitle d Leqet  Marqaliot (Tel Aviv : 
Schocken, 1941) , i.e . " a collection o f pearls, " an obviou s pla y o n word s 
with hi s critic' s name . 
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H A S I D I S M A N D T H E 

M O D E R N P E R I O D 

i 

GE R S H O M S C H O L E M studie d th e moder n Hasidi c 
movement i n severa l articles . Founde d b y Rabb i Israe l 

ben Eliezer , know n a s th e Besh t (ba'al  shem  tov), th e acrony m 
for th e traditiona l Hebre w ter m fo r a  magicia n an d popula r 
healer,1 a s th e lates t phas e i n th e developmen t o f Jewish mys -
ticism, whic h bega n wit h th e expulsio n o f th e Jew s fro m 
Spain. I t continue d wit h th e intensificatio n o f Jewish messi -
anism an d th e emergenc e an d sprea d o f th e Luriani c kabba -
lah; i t becam e a  majo r historica l crisi s fo r Jewish cultur e wit h 
the Sabbatia n movement . Hasidis m wa s on e o f th e answer s 
that th e Jewis h religiou s community , sufferin g fro m th e ef -
fects o f th e Sabbatia n heres y an d face d wit h moder n chal -
lenges, develope d t o confron t th e physica l an d spiritua l cir -
cumstances o f th e lat e eighteent h an d th e nineteent h century . 

Scholem wa s concerne d wit h th e reliabilit y o f th e source s 
concerning earl y Hasidism . Ther e ar e ver y fe w historica l ref -
erences t o Hasidis m i n non-Hasidi c source s befor e th e grea t 
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controversy an d th e anti-Hasidic polemi c which bega n i n 1772 . 
Most o f th e Hasidi c materia l concernin g th e earl y perio d i s 
relatively late . Th e Besht' s legendar y biography , whic h i s a 
collection o f hagiographic stories , wa s published i n 1815 , 5 5 
years afte r hi s death. 2 It s valu e a s a  historica l sourc e i s ver y 
doubtful. Schole m dedicate d hi s effort s t o discoverin g earl y 
evidence concerning th e emergin g Hasidi c movemen t i n non -
Hasidic sources , an d looke d fo r earl y oppositio n t o Hasidis m 
in th e writing s o f Jewis h preacher s an d i n Hebre w ethica l 
works fro m th e middl e o f th e eighteent h century . Hi s wor k 
presented th e Besh t a s a  charismati c leader , wh o attracte d a 
certain typ e o f preache r an d religiou s thinke r b y hi s ideas . 
According t o Scholem , ther e wer e probabl y proto-Hasidi c 
groups i n som e majo r citie s o f eastern Europ e befor e th e Besh t 
began hi s travelin g an d preachin g (abou t 1736) . Som e of the m 
probably wer e connected i n various ways with Sabbatia n group s 
which operate d i n th e sam e geographica l area s an d th e sam e 
social strata . Th e Besht' s innovativ e idea s were , therefore , 
part o f th e cultura l an d historica l settin g o f tha t period , an d 
should b e viewed as such. Also , the legendary biograph y Shivhey 
ha-Besht (In Praise  of  the Besht) contained, accordin g t o Scho -
lem, som e historica l materia l obscure d unde r th e fictional  an d 
late legends . 

Scholem dedicate d t o Hasidi c theolog y som e importan t 
studies whic h wer e incorporate d i n hi s themati c essay s con -
cerning majo r problem s i n Jewish mystica l thought . A s these 
essays are constructed i n a  historical sequence , describin g th e 
subject chronologicall y fro m ancien t time s o n t o modern , 
Hasidism i s usuall y th e concludin g subject. 3 

Scholem's on e comprehensiv e descriptio n o f Hasidis m wa s 
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published i n Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism as the brief con-
cluding chapter. 4 Tw o o f hi s mos t importan t discussion s o f 
central problem s concernin g Hasidis m wer e writte n i n th e 
framework o f a controversy wit h hi s colleague s Isaia h Tishb y 
and Martin Buber . A  brief analysis of these controversies wil l 
enable u s t o examin e Scholem' s mos t importan t idea s abou t 
the Hasidi c movemen t an d it s rol e i n th e histor y o f Jewish 
mysticism. 

II 

In th e chapte r o n Hasidis m i n Major  Trends, Scholem dis -
cussed th e positio n o f Hasidis m concernin g messianism , es -
pecially compare d wit h th e hereti c messianis m o f th e Sabba-
tian movemen t an d th e olde r messianis m o f th e Luriani c 
kabbalah. Furthermore , Professo r Ben Zion Dinur (Dinaburg) 
claimed tha t th e Hasidim , an d especiall y th e Besht , wer e 
intensely messianic , an d that Hasidism intende d it s teaching s 
and it s organizatio n t o enhanc e th e comin g o f th e messiah. 5 

Dinur relie d o n a  lette r b y th e Besht , publishe d i n Rabb i 
Jacob Joseph o f Polonoi' s en  Porat Yosef  in 1781, 6 i n whic h 
the Besht tol d his brother-in-law i n Eretz Israel about a  mys-
tical experience he had had. Th e Besht met th e messiah when 
his sou l ascende d t o heaven . Durin g thi s meeting  h e aske d 
when th e messia h woul d come . Th e answe r h e receive d wa s 
interpreted b y Dinu r t o mea n tha t th e messia h woul d com e 
when th e Besht' s teaching s ha d sprea d t o al l th e Jewish peo -
pie. 

Dinur's interpretatio n wa s no t accepte d b y many . Marti n 
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Buber, i n hi s man y work s o f Hasidism , too k a n opposit e 
view,7 explainin g tha t th e Hasidi c movemen t sa w redemp -
tion i n everyda y life , rejectin g completel y Sabbatia n messi -
anism. Buber , however , di d no t suppor t hi s view s wit h a 
detailed scholarl y stud y o f th e sources , an d hi s presentatio n 
relies o n impression s rathe r tha n a n exhaustiv e examinatio n 
of th e documents . 

Scholem disagree d wit h Dinur . H e believe d tha t Hasidis m 
neutralized th e intens e messiani c pressure s upo n Judaism fro m 
the Sabbatian movement , an d chanele d the m t o new religiou s 
paths. Th e ne w way s involve d th e concep t o f communio n 
with God , s o importan t an d centra l t o Hasidi c though t an d 
life. Thi s wa s i n fac t a  transformatio n o f th e Luriani c teach -
ings concernin g th e tikkun  an d th e "upliftin g o f th e sparks. " 
The ne w way s als o involve d th e belie f tha t th e Zaddi k wa s 
an intermediar y betwee n th e Hasi d an d God , fulfillin g a 
messianic functio n b y protectin g th e Hasi d fro m divin e pun -
ishment, helpin g hi m t o achiev e complete repentance , an d a s 
assisting th e acceptanc e o f hi s prayer s befor e th e thron e o f 
glory. I n thes e an d othe r centra l element s i n Hasidi c theol -
ogy Scholem sa w a neutralization o f the messianic drive . Has -
idism, accordin g t o him , presente d a  theolog y whic h foun d 
divine revelatio n an d contac t wit h th e divin e i n th e everyda y 
performance o f man's religiou s an d huma n duties , thu s mak -
ing th e pressur e fo r a  universal, nationa l redemptio n les s acute. 

At th e Fourt h Worl d Congres s o f Jewish Studie s i n Jeru -
salem i n Augus t 1965 , Isaia h Tishb y delivere d a  major pape r 
on th e problem o f the messianic element i n Hasidism. Tishb y 
did no t accep t Dinur' s vie w tha t messianis m wa s th e rea l 
motive behin d th e Hasidi c movement , bu t h e als o rejecte d 
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Scholem's vie w tha t Hasidis m neutralize d th e messiani c 
element.8 

Scholem late r publishe d hi s mos t detaile d pape r o n Has -
idism a s a response t o Tishby's paper. 9 In this respons e Scho-
lem clarifie d hi s view s concernin g th e natur e o f Hasidis m a s 
a conservative , nonrevolutionar y movemen t whic h trans -
formed th e messiani c driv e t o a  kin d o f persona l an d com -
munal mystica l experienc e tha t replace d th e apocalypti c re -
demptive vision . Thi s explained , accordin g t o Scholem , th e 
Hasidic attitud e towar d emigratio n t o Eretz Israel , whic h the y 
did no t encourage after an initial enthusiasm, 10 and the fierce 
opposition o f mos t Hasidi c leader s t o Zionis m an d eve n t o 
emigration t o the Ne w World . Salvatio n an d redemptio n were 
to b e reache d i n exile , bu t withi n th e community , b y th e 
process of devekuth, "communion/ ' and close contact with th e 
leader of the community , th e Zaddik , an d no t b y th e histor -
ical activit y demande d b y th e Sabbatians an d thei r many fol -
lowers. 

Ill 

Scholem's controvers y wit h Marti n Bube r wa s centere d 
around th e valu e o f Hasidi c storie s a s a  historical sourc e and 
their relevanc e fo r understandin g Hasidi c thought . 

For Martin Buber, th e tru e characteristics o f Hasidism and 
the teaching s o f each individua l Zaddi k coul d b e gleaned fro m 
an inspire d reflectio n upo n th e storie s an d th e saying s o f th e 
teachers o f Hasidism. 11 Thus , accordin g t o Bube r ther e wa s 
a popular and intuitiv e elemen t i n thi s movement ; i t di d no t 

317 



GERSHOM SCHOLE M 

present it s teaching s i n th e systematic , theologica l manne r o f 
earlier Jewis h mystics . H e regarde d i t a s somewha t remot e 
from th e kabbalah . Bube r di d no t rel y i n hi s presentatio n o f 
Hasidism o n th e voluminou s collection s o f sermon s b y th e 
Hasidim; h e preferre d th e brie f anecdotes , th e homilies , an d 
the hagiographi c storie s tha t th e Hasidi m tol d abou t thei r 
rabbis. H e even went s o far a s to draw som e parallels betwee n 
Hasidism an d Ze n Buddhism , claimin g tha t th e tw o move -
ments wer e unite d i n thei r us e o f storie s an d anecdote s tha t 
are seemingly incomprehensible , bu t whic h convey , i n a  most 
profound an d paradoxica l manner , th e tru e essenc e o f Hasid -
ism. Th e Ze n koa n wa s simila r t o th e Hasidi c anecdot e i n 
that the y bot h containe d i n a  concentrate d for m th e inner -
most visio n o f th e teacher . Th e Hasidi c stor y i s a  pedagogi c 
instrument b y whic h th e intuitiv e trut h i s transmitte d fro m 
teacher t o disciple . N o scholarl y analysi s o f historica l text s 
will revea l wha t Hasidis m reall y say s an d means , accordin g 
to Buber . Th e reade r mus t concentrat e hi s reflectio n o n th e 
stories an d glea n fro m the m undreamed-o f level s o f huma n 
and religiou s truth . 

Scholem rejecte d Buber' s approach. 12 Accordin g t o Scho -
lem, Buber' s method s relie d almos t completel y o n th e intui -
tion o f th e reader , thu s makin g ever y conclusio n basicall y a 
subjective one . Schole m coul d no t accep t Buber' s disregar d 
for the main literary and ideologica l too l of the Hasidic teachers: 
homilies publishe d i n specia l collections . Thousand s o f vol -
umes o f Hasidi c homiletic s hav e bee n printed , an d Schole m 
collected the m carefully . Whil e Bube r publishe d a  version o f 
the storie s o f Rabb i Nahma n o f Bratzlav , th e Besht' s great -
grandson an d one of the most profound Hasidi c teachers , whic h 
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he translate d fro m Hebre w int o Germa n an d reedited , cut -
ting ou t whateve r h e di d no t like, 13 Schole m collecte d th e 
scattered works of Rabbi Nahma n and published a  definitive, 
thorough, an d detailed bibliograph y o f them. 14 

The compariso n Bube r suggeste d betwee n Hasidis m an d 
Zen Buddhis m wa s completely erroneous , accordin g t o Scho-
lem. Ze n Buddhism can be studied b y its koans, becaus e that 
is th e majo r vehicl e use d b y th e Ze n scholar s t o expres s 
themselves. Th e Hasidi c teachers , o n th e othe r hand , ex -
pressed themselve s i n great length i n their homiletical works , 
while mos t o f th e storie s an d th e anecdote s wer e writte n b y 
disciples a  lon g tim e later , an d publishe d i n unreliabl e 
collections. 

It seem s tha t thi s i s th e one field in which , t o date , Scho -
lem's view s hav e no t bee n accepte d b y th e wid e public , an d 
Buber's stil l prevail . Whil e al l historian s o f Hasidis m adop t 
Scholem's historical approach, th e public stil l follows th e Buber 
approach. Th e popularit y o f Buber' s Hasidic  Stories an d th e 
identification o f this movement wit h nostalgi c pictures of the 
Jewish pas t i n Easter n Europ e whic h wa s destroyed , see m t o 
make scholarly, methodica l study of Hasidism far from popular. 

IV 

Scholem regarde d Hasidis m a s th e las t phas e i n a  lon g 
process o f development . O n th e on e hand , Hasidis m wa s a 
direct continuatio n o f th e chai n o f traditio n an d innovatio n 
of Jewish mysticism , whic h starte d a  millennium an d a  half 
before th e eighteent h centur y an d th e Besht . O n th e other , 
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Hasidism wa s th e moder n stag e i n th e lon g historica l proces s 
which starte d i n th e fifteenth  centur y an d mad e Jewish mys -
ticism a  historica l force , influencin g an d sometime s shapin g 
the fat e o f Jewish communitie s facin g th e non-Jewis h world . 

Hasidism returne d t o devotiona l mysticism , base d o n th e 
idea o f devekuth,  communio n wit h God , whic h seeme d t o 
weaken th e gnosti c elemen t i n th e Hasidi c kabbalisti c worl d 
view. Hasidis m continue d th e us e of kabbalistic gnosti c sym -
bols, bu t thei r mos t radica l meaning s los t thei r edg e whe n 
the emphasi s wa s pu t o n individua l perfectio n an d closenes s 
to God. 15 

Hasidism als o preserve d on e o f th e mos t radica l Sabbatia n 
ideas, tha t o f the intermediar y betwee n th e divin e worl d an d 
the earthl y one . I n Sabbatianism , th e tas k o f redemption wa s 
laid o n th e shoulder s o f th e messiah , Sabbata i Zevi , wh o re -
ceived fro m hi s believer s thei r fait h an d transforme d thi s 
spiritual powe r int o a  force t o overcom e evi l an d brin g fort h 
the messiani c age . Hasidism , whic h di d no t believ e i n th e 
presence o f an individua l messia h i n th e worl d i n th e presen t 
time (wit h th e exception , perhaps , o f believer s i n Rabb i 
Nahman o f Bratzlav), 16 stil l hel d t o th e ide a tha t ther e i s an 
intermediary forc e betwee n th e divin e worl d an d th e Hasidi c 
community—the Zaddik , th e rabb i o f th e Hasidi c commu -
nity. Th e Zaddi k i s conceive d a s a  redeemer , a n earthl y rev -
elation o f a  suprem e divin e spark . Hi s missio n i s no t th e 
redemption o f th e whol e peopl e o f Israel , bu t onl y tha t o f 
the Hasidi c communit y whic h adhere s t o him . 

Hasidism neutralize d th e fierce  messianis m whic h accom -
panied th e ide a o f th e intermediar y i n th e Sabbatia n move -
ment b y limitin g th e rol e o f th e Zaddi k a s redeeme r onl y t o 
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his time , hi s place, an d his specifi c community . I n thi s way , 
the redemptio n brough t b y th e Zaddi k i s no t universa l o r 
cosmic, bu t everyday , step-by-ste p redemption . Th e Zaddi k 
helps hi s adherent s absolv e themselve s o f sin , repent , an d 
make thei r prayer s accepte d i n th e divin e worl d befor e th e 
throne o f glory ; h e protect s the m fro m historica l upheaval s 
and th e persecution o f their non-Jewis h neighbors , help s the m 
in thei r materia l need , an d pray s wit h the m fo r th e birt h o f 
sons an d fo r goo d healt h an d lon g life . I n exchang e fo r thi s 
daily religiou s an d materia l care , th e believe r i n th e Zaddi k 
supports him with hi s faith and materially cares for his worldly 
needs. 

This ideolog y create d ver y stron g Hasidi c communities , 
united aroun d thei r leader s an d completel y faithfu l t o the m 
in th e belie f that the y represente d a  divine power which pro-
tected an d assiste d them ; bu t thes e communities , unlik e th e 
Sabbatians, wer e no t oriente d towar d historica l chang e an d 
radical activity . Thei r orientatio n wa s towar d dail y existenc e 
in tolerable religious and material circumstances . Thi s proved 
to b e on e o f th e stronges t force s i n moder n Jewish history . 
The declin e o f Hasidis m wa s announce d b y thei r opponent s 
and by scholars from earl y i n the nineteent h centur y onward. 
Hasidism, however , pai d n o hee d t o th e prophecie s o f it s 
decline and disintegration, an d proved it s durability when it s 
communities overcam e crisi s afte r crisis , preservin g thei r 
identity i n Russia n labo r camp s an d i n Naz i deathcamps , 
overcoming th e upheavals of being transferre d from continen t 
to continent , an d alway s regroupin g i n thei r ow n neighbor -
hoods, constructin g thei r schools and social institutions , pre -
serving thei r belief in their Zaddik, an d bringing fort h a new 
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generation o f Hasidim. Eve n today , a  century an d a  half afte r 
Hasidism wa s announce d t o b e a n anachronisti c remnan t o f 
medieval superstitio n rapidl y declinin g i n th e moder n age , 
Hasidism i s stil l th e strongest , best-organize d grou p withi n 
orthodox Judaism , and , a s fa r a s on e ca n judge , i s destine d 
to remai n s o fo r a  long tim e t o come . 

Scholem als o sa w i n Hasidis m th e moder n stag e i n th e 
long proces s o f spreadin g th e kabbalah . Whe n th e kabbala h 
emerged i n th e en d o f th e twelft h centur y i t wa s practice d 
by ver y small , closed , an d esoteri c group s o f mystic s wh o 
kept thei r mystica l experience s an d writing s a  secret . Durin g 
the Middl e Age s interes t i n th e kabbala h an d it s cultura l 
impact graduall y increased , bu t i t wa s stil l restricte d t o close d 
circles o f th e elect . Afte r th e expulsio n fro m Spai n th e kab -
balah sprea d rapidly , especiall y afte r th e Luriani c revolution , 
but stil l i t wa s par t o f Jewish intellectua l lif e rathe r tha n th e 
belief o f th e masses . Sabbatianis m brough t kabbalisti c ter -
minology t o almos t ever y Jewish household , bu t th e empha -
sis wa s o n messiani c expectation s an d no t o n mystica l sym -
bolism. Wit h Hasidism , th e kabbala h reache d th e stag e i n 
which ever y homil y i n th e synagogue , ever y tabl e discussio n 
in th e cour t o f the Zaddik , wa s based o n it s terminolog y an d 
symbolism. Onl y i n th e moder n perio d di d Jewish mysticis m 
become a n integra l par t o f Jewis h everyda y experienc e an d 
belief.17 

But abov e all , Schole m sa w i n Hasidis m a  stag e i n th e 
historical dram a whic h bega n o n th e ev e o f th e expulsio n 
from Spain , whe n th e messiani c elemen t i n th e kabbala h in -
creased rapidl y an d th e historica l messag e o f Jewis h mysti -
cism fo r th e peopl e a s a whole becam e mor e an d mor e mean -
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ingful. Th e Luriani c kabbala h wa s th e culminatio n o f thi s 
process, whe n th e peopl e o f Israe l wer e regarde d a s collec -
tively toilin g t o bring fort h a  dramatic chang e i n th e histor y 
of the universe and their own fate. Sabbatianis m concentrate d 
this energ y aroun d th e figur e o f th e messiah , an d change d 
Jewish lif e an d self-imag e i n th e mos t radica l manner . Has -
idism, accordin g t o Scholem, wa s the next step , i n which th e 
kabbalah, i n self-defenc e agains t Sabbatia n extremism , neu -
tralized th e messiani c elemen t an d returne d t o individual , 
devotional mysticism , organize d i n th e Zaddik-le d commu -
nities an d fortifie d b y th e Sabbatia n ide a o f the intermediar y 
between th e world o f the divine powers and th e earthly com-
munities, bu t concentratin g o n immediate , day-to-da y re -
demption rathe r than on an apocalyptic, cosmi c one . 

While th e controvers y concernin g th e messiani c elemen t 
in Hasidis m stil l goe s o n amon g scholars , th e genera l out -
lines of Scholem's studies i s almost universall y accepted . Has -
idism i s no longer regarded b y historians either as a reaction-
ary remnant o f the Middle Ages , no r as a romantic reminde r 
of a nonexistent past . I t i s the modern aspect o f creative Jew-
ish mysticism an d i t has become a major force in th e shaping 
of Jewish religio n an d culture . 

V 

Scholem though t tha t th e Sabbatia n crisi s an d th e anti -
nomianistic an d nihilisti c attitude s presen t amon g it s eigh -
teenth-century believer s wer e directl y instrumenta l i n open -
ing Jewis h cultur e t o Europea n enlightenmen t an d tha t th e 
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Jewish enlightenmen t movemen t o f th e eighteent h an d nine -
teenth centurie s wa s t o som e exten t th e resul t o f th e Sabba -
tian upheaval. 18 Scholem' s reasonin g wa s unlik e tha t o f othe r 
historians wh o believe d tha t Jew s alway s crave d t o b e inte -
grated int o th e cultur e aroun d them , tha t the y wer e pre -
vented fro m doin g s o becaus e o f th e discriminatio n an d per -
secution o f th e Jew s b y th e non-Jewis h authoritie s an d 
communities. H e believe d tha t i n th e seventeent h centur y 
the Jews wer e no t intereste d i n an d ha d n o ambitio n t o be -
come par t o f Europea n culture , eve n i f the y ha d th e oppor -
tunity. I n orde r fo r thi s integratio n t o occur , progres s ha d t o 
be mad e no t onl y towar d th e emancipatio n o f th e Jews, bu t 
also th e wis h t o emerg e fro m th e wall s o f th e ghett o ha d t o 
be evoke d fro m withi n Jewish cultur e itself . 

According t o Scholem , th e Sabbatia n crisi s cause d th e wall s 
of th e Jewish cultura l ghett o t o b e broke n fro m within . Ol d 
certainties, th e belie f i n eterna l Jewis h value s whic h wer e 
superior t o non-Jewis h ones , wer e weakened i n th e fac e o f the 
Frankist nihilisti c phenomeno n an d th e existenc e o f a  secre t 
Jewish messiani c undergroun d withi n Judaism. Th e unfamil -
iar sens e o f freedom whic h Sabbatia n antinomianis m brough t 
forth, an d th e doubt s i t cas t concernin g th e eternit y o f th e 
commandments o f th e Torah , opene d ne w vista s fo r Jewis h 
intellectuals. Thi s interna l crisi s withi n th e Jewis h worl d 
opened th e eyes of Jews t o events in th e outside world . Whe n 
the movemen t towar d liftin g th e lega l prohibition s whic h 
had kep t Jews locke d withi n th e ghetto bega n i n Europe , th e 
opportunity wa s seize d b y Jewis h intellectual s t o cros s th e 
lines an d creat e th e Jewish enlightenmen t movement . Ther e 
is n o doub t tha t Jewis h historiograph y wil l stud y exhaus -
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tively th e question s o f enlightenment an d Sabbatianis m tha t 
Scholem raised , becaus e o f thei r far-reachin g historica l con -
sequences fo r the understandin g o f modern Jewish history . I s 
Jewish culture t o be viewed as self-oriented an d self-sufficien t 
because o f th e historica l circumstance s i n th e Middl e Age s 
and early modern times , whic h prevented Jews from studyin g 
European languages , goin g t o Europea n universities , an d ac-
cepting th e cultura l norm s o f th e non-Jewis h worl d aroun d 
them? O r should i t b e understoo d a s a culture develope d b y 
Jews i n orde r t o sustai n the m i n thei r sens e o f thei r specia l 
historical mission , whic h i s separat e an d independen t o f th e 
cultural trend s around them ? I s the cultural ghetto th e resul t 
only of external oppression , o r was there an element o f choice 
and nationa l preferenc e i n th e close d worl d o f Jewish ethics , 
homiletics, halakhah,  and kabbalah? 

Scholem believe d tha t th e imag e o f Judaism waitin g im -
patiently fo r th e approac h o f emancipatio n i n orde r t o lea p 
into th e outstretche d arm s o f German and Frenc h enlighten -
ment wa s not historicall y substantiated . H e believe d tha t th e 
Jews were motivated b y drives inheren t i n their own culture, 
and that the major developments in Jewish thought were caused 
by need s springin g fro m th e hear t o f Jewish fat e an d it s un -
derstanding o f it s ow n missio n an d messag e t o th e world . 
Sabbatian theology , whic h cas t doubts on the mos t basi c and 
eternal element s o f Jewish self-image , weakene d th e self-suf -
ficiency of Jewish religio n an d cultur e an d mad e i t possibl e 
for som e intellectual s o f th e ag e t o see k answer s outsid e th e 
ghetto walls . Schole m sa w Sabbatianism, no t th e Frenc h rev-
olution an d emancipatio n i n Europe , a s th e watershe d be -
tween th e Jewis h Middl e Age s an d moder n times . H e be -
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lieved tha t Jewis h histor y wa s t o b e understoo d b y event s 
within Judaism , rathe r tha n b y historica l development s out -
side o f it . 
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