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Introduction

THE Kabbalah, literally ‘tradition,’ that is, the tradition of things
divine, is the sum of Jewish mysticism. It has had a long history
and for centuries has exerted a profound influence on those among
the Jewish people who were eager to gain a deeper understanding
of the traditional forms and conceptions of Judaism. The literary
production of the Kabbalists, more intensive in certain periods
than in others, has been stored up in an impressive number of
books, many of them dating back to the late Middle Ages. For
many centuries the chief literary work of this movement, the
Zobhar, or ‘Book of Splendor,” was widely revered as a sacred text
of unquestionable value, and in certain Jewish communities it
enjoys such esteem to this day. When Israel became an independ-
ent state, the Jews of Yemen, a remote and isolated principality in
southern Arabia, immigrated almost to a man aboard the ‘magic
carpets,’ as they called the airliners. They were obliged to abandon
nearly all their belongings; but one object many had been un-
willing to part with was their copy of the Zohar, which they have
continued to study to this day.

But this world has been lost to European Jewry. Down to our
own generation, students of Jewish history showed little under-
standing for the documents of the Kabbalah and ignored them
almost completely. For in the late eighteenth century, when the
Jews of Western Europe turned so resolutely to European culture,
one of the first and most important elements of their old heritage
to be sacrificed was the Kabbalah. Jewish mysticism with its intri-
cate, introverted symbolism was felt to be alien and disturbing,
and soon forgotten. The Kabbalists had attempted to penetrate
and even to describe the mystery of the world as a reflection of the
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INTRODUCTION

mysteries of divine life. The images into which their experience
had crystallized were too deeply involved with the historical ex-
perience of the Jewish people, which in the nineteenth century
seemed to have lost its relevance. For centuries the Kabbalah had
been vital to the Jews’ understanding of themselves. Now it
vanished beneath the turmoil of modern life, so completely that
for whole generations next to nothing was known of it. What
remained resembled an overgrown field of ruins, where only very
occasionally a learned traveler was surprised or shocked by some
bizarre image of the sacred, repellent to rational thought. The key
to the understanding of the Kabbalistic books seemed to have
been lost. Scholars were perplexed and embarrassed by this world,
which, instead of offering clear and simple concepts that could be
developed, presented symbols of a very special kind, in which the
spiritual experience of the mystics was almost inextricably inter-
twined with the historical experience of the Jewish people.

It is this interweaving of two realms, which in most other reli-
gious mysticisms have remained separate, that gave the Kabbalah
its specific imprint. Small wonder that it seems strange to students
of Christian mysticism, since it does not fit into the categories of
‘mysticism’ with which theyare familiar. The more sordid, pitiful,
and cruel the fragment of historical reality allotted to the Jew amid
the storms of exile, the deeper and more precise the symbolic
meaning it assumed, and the more radiant became the Messianic
hope which burst through it and transfigured it. At the heart of
this reality lay a great image of rebirth, the myth of exile and re-
demption, which assumed such vast dimensions with the Kab-
balists and accounts for their prolonged historical influence. For in
the books of the Kabbalists the personal element is almost negli-
gible and so veiled in all manner of disguises that we must look
very closely to find it. Very rarely did a Kabbalist speak of his own
way to God. And the chief interest of the Kabbalah for us does not
lie in such statements, but in the light it throws on the ‘historical
psychology’ of the Jews. Here each individual was the totality.
And this is the source of the fascination which the great symbols
of the Kabbalah possess for a historian no less than a psychologist.
In the Kabbalah the law of the Torah became a symbol of cosmic
law, and the history of the Jewish people a symbol of the cosmic
process.

In a generation that has witnessed a terrible crisis in Jewish his-
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tory, the ideas of these medieval Jewish esoterics no longer seem
so strange. We see with other eyes, and the obscure symbols strike
us as worth clarifying. Research in this field involves an enormous
responsibility. In digging up and evaluating the material, a scholar
must make every effort to preserve a critical attitude. For long
before historians became interested in Jewish mysticism, charla-
tans and cranks were drawn to it. This was of doubtful benefit to
the study of the Kabbalah. The endeavor to understand what was
here enacted at the heart of Jewry cannot dispense with historical
criticism and clear vision. For even symbols grow out of historical
experience and are saturated with it. A proper understanding of
them requires both a ‘phenomenological’ aptitude for seeing
things as a whole and a gift of historical analysis. One comple-
ments and clarifies the other; takentogether, they promise valuable
findings.






1. Religious Authority and Mysticism

I

THE problem to be dealt with in the ensuing pages is of central
importance to the history of religions and can be considered under
a number of aspects. We shall start from the assumption that a
mystic, insofar as he participates actively in the religious life of a
community, does not act in the void. It is sometimes said, to be
sure, that mystics, with their personal striving for transcendence,
live outside of and above the historical level, that their experience
is unrelated to historical experience. Some admire this ahistorical
orientation, others condemn it as a fundamental weakness of mys-
ticism. Be that as it may, what is of interest to the history of reli-
gions is the mystic’s impact on the historical world, his conflict
with the religious life of his day and with his community. No his-
torian can say—nor is it his business to answer such questions—
whether a given mystic in the course of his individual religious
experience actually found what he was so eagerly looking for.
What concerns us here is not the mystic’s inner fulfillment. But if
we wish to understand the specific tension that often prevailed
between mysticism and religious authority, we shall do well to
recall certain basic facts concerning mysticism.

A mystic is a man who has been favored with an immediate, and
to him real, experience of the divine, of ultimate reality, or who at
least strives to attain such experience. His experience may come to
him through sudden illumination, or it may be the result of long
and often elaborate preparations. From a historical point of view,
the mystical quest for the divine takes place almost exclusively
within a prescribed tradition—the exceptions seem to be limited
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to modern times, with their dissolution of all traditional ties.
Where such a tradition prevails, a religious authority, established
long before the mystic was born, has been recognized by the com-
munity for many generations. Grounded in the specific experience
of the community, this authority has been developed through an
interchange between the community and those individuals who
have interpreted its fundamental experience and so helped the
community to express itself, who in a manner of speaking have
made it articulate. There is then a scale of values that has been
taken over from tradition; there is also a group of doctrines and
dogmas, which are taken as authentic statements concerning the
religious experience of a given community. And there is in addi-
tion a body of rites and customs, traditionally believed to transmit
the values and express the mood and rhythm of religious life.
Very different media can be invested with religious authority.
They may be impersonal in character, a sacred book for example,
or distinctly personal—in Catholicism, for example, it is the Pope
who has the last word in deciding what is compatible with the
Catholic tradition. There may also be mixtures and combinations
of the two types, or authority may reside in the consensus of an
assembly of priests or other religious persons, even where—as in
Islam—these representatives of authority need not actually meet
in order to formulate or lend weight to their decisions.

A mystic operates within the context of such traditional institu-
tions and authority. If he accepts the contextand makes no attempt
to change the community, if he has no interests in sharing his
novel experience with others and finds his peace in solitary immer-
sion in the divine—then there is no problem, for there is nothing
to bring him into conflict with others. There have assuredly been
obscure mystics of this kind in all religions. The Jewish mysticism
of recent centuries, in any case, has brought forth the ‘hidden
saint’ (#istar), an enormously impressive type with a profound
appeal for the common people. According to a tradition that goes
back to Talmudic times there are, in every generation, thirty-six
righteous men who are the foundations of the world. If the anony-
mity, which is part of their very nature, were broken, they would
be nothing. One of them is perhaps the Messiah, and he remains
hidden only because the age is not worthy of him. Especially
among the Hasidim of Eastern Europe, later generations spun
endless legends about these most obscure of men, whose acts,
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because they are performed so entirely beyond the ken of the com-
munity, are free from the ambiguities inseparable from all public
action. In a truly sublime sense the ‘hidden saint’ makes religion
a private affair, and because he is by definition barred from com-
munication with other men, he is unaffected by the problems
involved in all dealings with society.

But let us make no mistake. Inestimable as may be the worth of
these mute, anonymous saints, the history of religions is not con-
cerned with them. It is concerned with what happens when men
attempt to enter into communication with each other. And it
is generally recognized that in the case of mystics such communi-
cation presents a problem. From a historian’s point of view, the
sum of religious phenomena known as mysticism consists in the
attempts of mystics to communicate their ‘ways,” their illumina-
tions, their experience, to others. If not for such attempts it would
beimpossible to regard mysticism asahistorical phenomenon. And
it is precisely in the course of such attempts that mysticism comes
to grips with religious authority.

All mysticism has two contradictory or complementary aspects:
the one conservative, the other revolutionary. What does this
mean?

It has been said that mystics are always striving to put new wine
into old bottles—just what a famous passage in the Gospels
warns us not to do. It seems to me that this formulation is strik-
ingly apt and of the utmost relevance to our problem. How can a
mystic be a conservative, a champion and interpreter of religious
authority? How is he able to do what the great mystics of Catho-
licism, such Sufis as Ghazzali, and most of the Jewish Kabbalists
did? The answer is that these mystics seem to rediscover the
sources of traditional authority. Perceiving the ancient founda-
tions of this authority, they have no desire to change it. On the
contrary, they try to preserve it in its strictest sense.

Sometimes this conservative function has been included in the
very definition of mysticism—but this strikes me as questionable
and one-sided. An Americanauthor, for example, has defined mys-
ticism as ‘the endeavor to secure consciousness of the presence of
the Agency through which (or through Whom) the conservation
of socially recognized values is sought.’?

The conservative function of mysticism is made possible by the

1 K. Wright, A Student’s Philosophy of Religion, New York, 1938, p. 287.
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fact that the fundamental mystical experience has two aspects. In
itself it has no adequate expression; mystical experience is funda-
mentally amorphous. The more intensely and profoundly the con-
tact with God is experienced, the less susceptible it is of objective
definition, for by its very nature it transcends the categories of
subject and object which every definition presupposes. On the
other hand, such experience can be interpreted in different ways,
that is, clothed in different meanings. The moment a mystic tries
to clarify his experience by reflection, to formulate it, and es-
pecially when he attempts to communicate it to others, he cannot
help imposing a framework of conventional symbols and ideas
upon it. To be sure, there is always some part of it that he cannot
adequately and fully express. But if he does try to communicate
his experience—and it is only by doing so that he makes himself
known to us—he is bound to interpret his experience in a lan-
guage, in images and concepts, that were created before him.

Because mystical experience as such is formless, there is in
principle no limit to the forms it can assume. At the beginning of
their path, mystics tend to describe their experience in forms
drawn from the world of perception. At later stages, correspond-
ing to different levels of consciousness, the world of nature
recedes, and these ‘natural’ forms are gradually replaced by speci-
fically mystical structures. Nearly all the mystics known to us
describe such structures as configurations of lights and sounds. At
still later stages, as the mystic’s experience progresses toward the
ultimate formlessness, these structures dissolve in their turn. The
symbols of the traditional religious authority play a prominent
part in such structures. Only the most universal formal elements
are the same in different forms of mysticism.! For light and sound
and even the name of God are merely symbolic representations of
an ultimate reality which is unformed, amorphous. But these struc-
tures which are alternately broken down and built up in the course
of the mystic’s development also reflect certain assumptions con-
cerning the nature of reality, which originated in, and derived
their authority from, philosophical traditions, and then sur-
prisingly (or perhaps not so surprisingly) found confirmation in
mystical experience. This applies even to assumptions that may
strike us as utterly fantastic, such as certain ideas of the Kab-
balists, or the Buddhist theory of the identity of the skandhas with

1 Cf. Mircea Eliade in Erarnos-Jabrbuch, XXVI (1957), pp. 189-242.
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the Buddha, no less than to the philosophico-theological hypo-
theses of Catholic mystics (concerning the Trinity for example),
which all seem to be confirmed by mystical experience.

In general, then, the mystic’s experience tends to confirm the
religious authority under which he lives; its theology and symbols
are projected into his mystical experience, but do not spring from
it.! But mysticism has another, contrasting, aspect: precisely
because a mystic is what he is, precisely because he stands in a
direct, productive relationship to the object of his experience, he
transforms the content of the tradition in which he lives. He con-
tributes not only to the conservation of the tradition, but also to
its development. Seen with new eyes, the old values acquire a new
meaning, even where the mystic had no such intention or was not
even aware of doing anything new. Indeed, a mystic’s under-
standing and interpretation of his own experience may even lead
him to question the religious authority he had hitherto supported.

For the same experience, which in one case makes for a conser-
vative attitude, can in another case foster a diametrically opposite
attitude. A mystic may substitute his own opinion for that pre-
scribed by authority, precisely because his opinion seems to stem
from the very same authority. This accounts for the revolutionary
character of certain mystics and of the groups which accept the
symbols in which mystics of this type have communicated their
experience.

Occasionally a revolutionary mystic has laid claim to a pro-
phetic gift and asserted a prophetic function in his efforts to
reform his community. This brings up a question which we must
briefly consider: can we and should we identify prophetic revela-
tion and mystical experience? It is an old question, that has led to
endless controversy. Personally I reject such an identification and
am convinced that it can throw no light on our problem. Never-
theless, I should like to say a few words about the paradoxical
phenomenon of medieval prophetology, which is particularly
instructive in this connection.

How puzzling, not to say indigestible, the phenomenon of
Biblical prophecy seemed to those schooled in the systematic
thinking of the Greeks may be gathered from the fact that in the
medieval philosophy of both the Arabs and the Jews there

1] owe this formulation to an article by G. A. Coe, ‘The Sources of the
Mystic Revelation,” Hibbert Journal, V1 (1907-8), p. 367.
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developed a theory of prophecy which amounts to an identifica-
tion of the prophet with the mystic. Henry Corbin’s illuminating
analyses show, for example, that Shiite prophetology was essen-
tially a hierarchy of mystical experience and illumination, rising
from stage to stage.! The Biblical or Koranic concept of the pro-
phet as bringer of a message is so reinterpreted as to denote the
ideal type of the mystic, even when he is called a prophet. Such
a prophet as Amos, whom God raised up fromamong the dressers
of sycamore trees, to make him the bearer of His message, is trans-
formed by philosophical prophetology into something entirely
different: an enlightened one, who passes through successive
stages of spiritual discipline and initiation until, at the end of a
long preparation, he is favored with the gift of prophecy, con-
sidered as union with the ‘active intellect,” that is, with a divine
emanation or stage of revelation. Cautiously as the authors may
express themselves, this theory of prophecy as union with the
‘active intellect’ always suggests something of the wnio mystica,
though not of the ultimate degree. In this respect there is no
essential difference between so radically spiritualistic a doctrine as
the prophetology of the Ismaili and a rationalistic theory like that
of Maimonides.

But prophecy as it was originally understood is something en-
tirely different. The prophet hears a clear message and sometimes
beholds an equally plain vision, which he also remembers clearly.
Undoubtedly a prophetic message of this sort lays direct claim to
religious authority. In this it differs fundamentally from mystical
experience. And yet, no one would think of denying the prophet’s
immediate experience of the divine. Plainly, we are dealing with
two distant categories of experience, and I very much doubt
whether a prophet can justifiably be called a mystic. For as we
have said, the mystic’s experience is by its very nature indistinct
and inarticulate, while the prophet’s message is clear and specific.
Indeed, it is precisely the indefinable, incommunicable character
of mystical experience that is the greatest barrier to our under-
standing of it. It cannot be simply and totally translated into sharp
images or concepts, and often it defies any attempt to supply it—
even afterward—with positive content. Though many mystics
have attempted such ‘translation,” have tried to lend their ex-
perience form and body, the center of what a mystic has to say

1 Eranos-Jabrbuch, XX VI (1957), pp. 57-188.
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always remains a shapeless experience, regardless of whether we
choose to interpret it as #nio mystica or as ‘mere’ communion with
the divine. But it is precisely the shapeless core of his experience
which spurs the mystic to his understanding of his religious
world and its values, and it is this dialectic which determines his
relation to the religious authority and lends it meaning.

The most radical of the revolutionary mystics are those who not
only reinterpret and transform the religious authority, but aspire
to establish a new authority based on their own experience. In
extreme cases, they may even claim to be above all authority, a
law unto themselves. The formlessness of the original experience
may even lead to a dissolution of all form, even in interpretation.
It is this perspective, destructive, yet not unrelated to the original
impulse of the mystic, which enables us to understand the border-
line case of the nihilistic mystic as an all too natural product of
inner mystical upheavals even if he was rejected with horror by all
those about him. All other mystics try to find the way back to
form, which is also the way to the community; he alone, because
in his experience the breakdown of all form becomes a supreme
value, tries to preserve this formlessness in an undialectic spirit,
instead of taking it, like other mystics, as an incentive to build up
new form. Here all religious authority is destroyed in the name of
authority: here we have the revolutionary aspect of mysticism in
its purest form.

II

In connection with this relationship between mysticism and reli-
gious authority the following point is of crucial importance:
where the authority is set forth in holy scriptures, in documents
bearing a character of revelation, the question rises: what is the
attitude of mysticism toward such an historically constituted
authority? This question in itself might well take up an entire
chapter. But I shall be able to treat it briefly, because it has been
amply covered in Ignaz Goldziher’s work on the exegesis of the
Koran (1920) and in Henry Corbin’s above-mentioned paper on
Ismailian Gnosis,! while I myself have analyzed it in detail in
connection with Jewish mysticism.2

What happens when a mystic encounters the holy scriptures of

1 Cf. Corbin’s above-mentioned article.
3 Cf. Chapter 2 of the present book.
II
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his tradition is briefly this: the sacred text is smelted down and a
new dimension is discovered in it. In other words: the sacred text
loses its shape and takes on a new one for the mystic. The ques-
tion of meaning becomes paramount. The mystic transforms the
holy text, the crux of this metamorphosis being that the hard,
clear, unmistakable word of revelation is filled with #/finite mean-
ing. The word which claims the highest authority is opened up, as
it were, to receive the mystic’s experience. It clears the way to an
infinite inwardness, where ever new layers of meaning are dis-
closed. Rabbi Pinhas of Koretz, a Hasidic mystic, expressed this
with the utmost precision when he translated the formula Rabbi
Shim‘on patah (‘Rabbi Simeon opened [his lecture] with the verse
of Scripture’; it is with these words that Rabbi Simeon ben
Yohai’s mystical exegeses and lectures are introduced in the
Zohar) literally as ‘Rabbi Simeon opened the verse of Scripture.’
The holiness of the texts resides precisely in their capacity for
such metamorphosis. The word of God must be infinite, or, to
put it in a different way, the absolute word is as such meaning-
less, but it is pregnant with meaning. Under human eyes it enters
into significant finite embodiments which mark innumerable
layers of meaning. Thus mystical exegesis, this #ew revelation im-
parted to the mystic, has the character of a key. The key itself may
be lost, but an immense desire to look for it remains alive. In a
day when such mystical impulses seem to have dwindled to the
vanishing point they still retain an enormous force in the books of
Franz Kafka. And the same situation prevailed seventeen cen-
turies ago among the Talmudic mystics, one of whom left us an
impressive formulation of it. In his commentary on the Psalms,
Origen quotes a ‘Hebrew’ scholar, presumably a member of the
Rabbinic Academy in Caesarea, as saying that the Holy Scriptures
are like a large house with many, many rooms, and that outside
each door lies a key—but it is not the right one. To find the right
keys that will open the doors—that is the great and arduous task.?
This story, dating from the height of the Talmudic era, may give
an idea of Kafka’s deep roots in the tradition of Jewish mysticism.
The rabbi whose metaphor so impressed Origen? still possessed

1 Origen, Selecta in Psalmos (on Psalm I), in Migne, Patrologia Graeca, X11,
1080. This important passage is stressed by F. 1. Baer in his Hebrew article in
Zion, XXI (1956), p. 16.

3 Origen calls this metaphor ‘very ingenious.’
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the Revelation, but he knew that he no longer had the right key,
and was engaged in looking for it. Another formulation of the
same idea is frequent in the books of the Lurianic Kabbalah:1
every word of the Torah has six hundred thousand “faces,’ that is,
layers of meaning or entrances, one for each of the children of
Israel who stood at the foot of Mount Sinai. Each face is turned
toward only one of them; he alone can see it and decipher it. Each
man has his own unique access to Revelation. Authority no longer
resides in a single unmistakable ‘meaning’ of the divine communi-
cation, but in its infinite capacity for taking on new forms.

But this mystical approach to Scripture embraces two clearly
discernible attitudes, the one conservative, and the other revolu-
tionary. The conservatives recognize the eternal validity of the
historical facts recorded in such books as the Torah or the Koran.
Precisely because they preserve these foundations of the tradi-
tional authority for all time, they are able to treat Scripture with
the almost unlimited freedom that never ceases to amaze us in the
writings of the mystics, a freedom even to despair, as in our meta-
phor of the wrong keys. Recognition of the unaltered validity of
the traditional authority is the price which these mystics pay for
transforming the meanings of the texts in their exegesis. As long
as the framework is kept intact, the conservative and revolution-
ary elements in this type of mystic preserve their balance, or per-
haps it would be better to say, their creative tension. One cannot
but be fascinated by the unbelievable freedom with which Meister
Eckhart, the author of the Zohar, or the great Sufi mystics read
their canonical texts, from which their own world seems to con-
struct itself.

But even where the religious authority of the same sacred book
is recognized, a revolutionary attitude is inevitable once the mystic
invalidates the literal meaning. But how can he cast aside the
literal meaning while still recognizing the authority of the text?
This is possible because he regards the literal meaning as simply
nonexistent or as valid only for a limited time. It is rep/aced by a
mystical interpretation.

The history of Judaism provides two classical examples of these
two possible attitudes toward the sacred texts; both occurred after
the establishment of the Biblical canon. I am referring to the
attitude of the authors of the exegetic texts in the Dead Sea scrolls,

1 Cf. Chapter 2.
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probably dating from the pre-Christian era, and to that of Paul. It
is not yet certain whether the Dead Sea scrolls should be regarded
as mystical in the strictest sense. Our interpretation of these texts,
and particularly of the personal element in them, is still so uncer-
tain that the question will probably not be decided for some time
to come.! But if it should turn out that the leaders of this sect
were mystics (and not merely conservative reformers), this litera-
ture will provide an excellent example, indeed, the oldest known
example, of a conservative attitude towards the sacred text,accom-
panied by the greatest freedom of exegesis. Even if the hymns
which express the personal religion of this community (or perhaps
even of one of its leaders) derive their ultimate inspiration from
mystical illumination, the world they reflect remains entirely
within the frame of the traditional authority; this exegesis is
strictly conservative even when it actually transforms the author-
ity. There can be no question of an abrogation of the authority;
the aim is rather to restore it in all its harshness.

It is very different with Paul, the most outstanding example
known to us of a revolutionary Jewish mystic. Paul had a mystical
experience which he interpreted in such a way that it shattered the
traditional authority. He could not keep it intact; but since he did
not wish to forgo the authority of the Holy Scriptures as such, he
was forced to declare that it was limited in time and hence abro-
gated. A purely mystical exegesis of the old words replaced the
original frame and provided the foundation of the new authority
which he felt called upon to establish. This mystic’s clash with
religious authority was clear and sharp. In a manner of speaking,
Paul read the Old Testament ‘against the grain.’ The incredible
violence with which he did so shows not only how incompatible
his experience was with the meaning of the old books, but also
how determined he was to preserve, if only by purely mystical
exegeses, his bond with the sacred text. The result was the para-
dox that never ceases to amaze us when we read the Pauline
Epistles: on the one hand the Old Testament is preserved, on the

1 The smoothness and expressiveness of the translations of these texts are
sometimes in diametric opposition to the roughness and obscurity of the
Hebrew originals. The mystical lyricism, for examplce, which characterizes
Theodor H. Gaster’s impressive translation of one of the most important of
these texts in The Dead Sea Scriptures, New York, 1956, pp. 109-202, cannot
but arouse the envy of anyone who has read the Hebrew original.
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other, its original meaning is completely set aside. The new
authority that is set up, for which the Pauline Epistles themselves
serve as a holy text, is revolutionary in nature. Having found a
new source, it breaks away from the authority constituted in Juda-
ism, but continues in part to clothe itself in the images of the old
authority, which has now been reinterpreted in purely spiritual
terms.

In either of these attitudes, the mystic rediscovers his own
experience in the sacred text. Often it is hard to say whether the
mystical meaning is actually there or whether he injects it. The
genius of mystical exegeses resides in the uncanny precision
with which they derive their transformation of Scripture into a
corpus symbolicum from the exact words of the text. The literal
meaning is preserved but merely as the gate through which the
mystic passes, a gate, however, which he opens up to himself
over and over again. The Zohar expresses this attitude of the
mystic very succinctly in a memorable exegesis of Genesis 12 : 1.
God’s words to Abraham, Lekh lekba, are taken not only in their
literal meaning, ‘Get thee out,’ that is, they are not interpreted as
referring only to God’s command to Abraham to go out into the
world, but are also read with mystical literalness as ‘Go to thee,’
that is, to thine own self.

III

The conservative character so frequent in mysticism hinges largely
on two elements: the mystic’s own education and his spiritual
guide—a matter of which I shall speak later on. As to the mystic’s
education, he almost always bears within him an ancient heritage.
He has grown up within the framework of a recognized religious
authority, and even when he begins to look at things inde-
pendently and to seek his own path, all his thinking and above all
his imagination are still permeated with traditional material. He
cannot easily cast off this heritage of his fathers, nor does he even
try to. Why does a Christian mystic always see Christian visions
and not those of a Buddhist? Why does a Buddhist see the figures
of his own pantheon and not, for example, Jesus or the Madonna?
Why does a Kabbalist on his way of enlightenment meet the
prophet Elijah and not some figure from an alien world? The
answer, of course, is that the expression of their experience is
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immediately transposed into symbols from their own world, even
if the objects of this experience are essentially the same and not,
as some students of mysticism, Catholics in particular, like to sup-
pose, fundamentally different. While recognizing different degrees
and stages of mystical experience and still more numerous possi-
bilities of interpretation, a non-Catholic tends to be extremely
skeptical toward these repeated attempts which Catholics have
made in line with their doctrine to demonstrate that the mystical
experiences of the various religions rest on entirely different
foundations.?

Here it may be worth our while to ask what happens when mys-
ticism has no ties with any religious authority. This problem of
the secularized interpretation of amorphous mystical experiences
has been raised repeatedly since the Enlightenment. The situation
is somewhat obscured by the fact that certain authors, disregarding
or rejecting all traditional authority, describe their mystical ex-
perience in resolutely secular terms, yet clothe their interpreta-
tion of the same experience in traditional images. This is the case
with Rimbaud and more consistently with William Blake. They
regard themselves as Luciferian heretics, yet their imagination is
shot through with traditional images, either of the official Catho-
lic Church (Rimbaud) or of subterranean and esoteric, hermetic
and spiritualist origin (Blake). Even in such revolutionaries, who
seek their authority essentially in themselves and in a secular inter-
pretation of their visions, tradition asserts its power. This secular
mysticism takes a particularly interesting form in the Anglo-
Saxon countries, where, after Blake, we encounter such figures
as Walt Whitman, Richard Bucke, and Edward Carpenter, who in
their interpretation of their experience recognized no authority
whatsoever.

Perhaps the best example of a purely naturalistic interpretation
of an overwhelming mystical experience is provided by the work,
still widely read in North America, of the Canadian physician

1 Perhaps the most illuminating expression of this view—that mystical
experience has not one, but several essentially different objects—is provided
by R. C. Zaehner’s stimulating and controversial work, Mysticism, Sacred and
Profane: An Enguiry into Some Varieties of Praeternatural Experience, Oxford
(1957). Though exceedingly useful for certain purposes, the classification of
mystical phenomena as natural, praeternatural, and supernatural, which in

the last thirty years has found wide currency in scholarship of Catholic
inspiration, remains highly questionable.
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Richard Maurice Bucke, Walt Whitman’s friend and the executor
of his will. In 1872 Bucke experienced an overpowering mystical
illumination; in the years that followed he tried to clarify its mean-
ing and also to arrive at an understanding of all the great mystical
experiences that struck him as authentic. He recorded his findings
in a book which he entitled Cosmic Conscionsness.* The book makes
it clear that authentic mystical experience can be interpreted, even
by the ‘mystic’ himself, in a purely immanent, naturalistic way,
without the slightest reference to religious authority. But even
here the scientific and philosophical theories accepted by the
author play a determining role, just as the corresponding theories
of the Buddhists, Neoplatonists, or Kabbalists shape their inter-
pretations of their experience. The scientific theory which pro-
vided this late-nineteenth-century author with his basic concepts
was Darwinism. In line with Darwinian theory, he regarded mys-
tical experience as a stage in the development of human conscious-
ness toward greater universality. Just as the coming of a new bio-
logical species is announced by mutations, which make their
appearance in isolated members of the old species, the higher
form of consciousness, which Bucke terms ‘cosmic conscious-
ness,” is today present only in a few human specimens—this
heightened consciousness that will ultimately spread to all man-
kind is what is now termed mystical experience. Past generations
put a religious interpretation on it—a historically understandable
error. The mystic’s claim to authority is legitimate, but must be
interpreted in a different way: it is the authority of those whose
consciousness has achieved a new stage of development. Of course
Bucke’s theories strike us today as naive and scientifically un-
tenable. Nevertheless, I find them extremely illuminating as one
more indication that mystical experience is essentially amorphous
and can therefore be interpreted in any number of ways.

Still, such secular mysticism is an exception. Most mystics, as
we have seen, are strongly influenced by their education, which in
a perfectly natural way imbues them with the traditional attitudes
and symbols. But the community did not consider this a sufficient
safeguard. By its very nature mysticism involves the danger of
an uncontrolled and uncontrollable deviation from traditional

1 Cf. Richard Maurice Bucke, Cosmic Consciousness: A Study in the Evolution
of the Human Mind. The book first appeared in 1901; I have used the eigh-
teenth printing, New York, 1956.
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authority. The religious training of the group still leaves room for
all manner of spiritual adventures, contrary to the recognized
ideas and doctrines and likely to bring about a clash between the
mystic and the religious authority of his group. This is no doubt
one of the many reasons for the widespread belief that a mystic
requires a spiritual guide, or guru, as he is called in India. On the
face of it the function of the gar# is primarily psychological. He
prevents the student who sets out to explore the world of mys-
ticism from straying off into dangerous situations. For confusion
or even madness lurk in wait; the path of the mystic is beset by
perils. It borders on abysses of consciousness and demands a sure
and measured step. The Yogis, the Sufis, and the Kabbalists, no
less than the manuals of Catholic mysticism, stress the need for
such a spiritual guide, without whom the mystic runs the risk of
losing himself in the wilderness of mystical adventure. The guide
should be capable of preserving the proper balance in the mystic’s
mind. He alone is familiar with the practical applications of the
various doctrines, which cannot be learned from books. And he
has an additional function, which has been very little discussed but
is nevertheless of great importance; he represents traditional
religious authority. He molds the mystic’s interpretation of his
experience, guiding it into channels that are acceptable to estab-
lished authority. How does he accomplish this? By preparing
his student for what he may expect along the way and at the goal.
He provides at the outset the traditional coloration which the
mystical experience, however amorphous, will assume in the con-
sciousness of the novice.

Let us consider, for example, the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius
of Loyola, an invaluable manual of Catholic mysticism. From the
start it impregnates the consciousness of the novice with the
images of Christ’s Passion. It shows exactly what the novice has
to expect at every step, and sets out to produce the phenomenon
it promises. It is the same, to take an example from Jewish mys-
ticism, with the Hasidic-Kabbalistic analysis of the stages of medi-
tation and ecstasy, contained in a famous treatise emanating from
the Habad school of White Russian Hasidism.! It informs the
traveler on the path of ‘active’ contemplation in detail of the
stages through which he must pass if his mystical career is to con-

1 Kuntras ha-Hithpa‘aluth by Rabbi Baer, son of Rabbi Shne’ur Zalman of
Ladi, printed in the volume Likkute Be'urim, Warsaw, 1868.
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form to the strict Jewish conceptions of the pure fear and pure
love of God, and if he is to be safeguarded against uncontrollable
emotional excesses. It provides the traditional Kabbalistic sym-
bols with which this path of the Jewish mystic toward the ex-
perience of the divine can be described or interpreted, thus making
certain that the path will conform, especially at its most dangerous
turning points, to the dictates of authority.

To keep mysticism within the framework of constituted author-
ity, compromises were often necessary. As one might expect, they
vary in the extreme, according to the requirements of the various
religious groups. As a highly instructive example of such a com-
promise, I should like to discuss here the Kabbalistic conception
of the gi/luy Eliyabu, the ‘Revelation of the Prophet Elijah.” It
provides an example of how the conservative and the ‘progres-
sive’ aspects of mysticism can merge to form a single eloquent
symbol.

When the first Kabbalists appeared on the scene of Jewish
history, in Languedoc at the end of the twelfth century, they did
not claim to have spoken directly with God. They took a com-
promise position. On the one hand, they wished to communicate
something which obviously had not come to them through the
traditional and generally accepted channels. But on the other hand,
as orthodox Jews, they could not claim for their own mystical
experience the same rank as for the revelation underlying the
religious authority of Judaism. All monotheistic religions possess
a distinct conception, one might call it a philosophy, of their own
history. In this view, the first revelation expressing the funda-
mental contents of a religion is the greatest, the highest in rank.
Each successive revelation is lower in rank and less authoritative
than the last. Such a conception forbids a true believer to place
a new revelation on a level with the great revelations of the past
and obviously creates a serious problem for the mystic, since he
imputes enormous value to his fresh, living experience. This
situation necessitated compromise solutions which were inevitably
reflected in the religious terminology. In Rabbinical Judaism,
from which Kabbalistic mysticism developed, a number of differ-
ent revelations were recognized as authentic and each in its own
way authoritative, namely, the revelations of Moses, of the
Prophets, of the Holy Spirit (which spoke in the authors of the
Psalms and other parts of the Bible), of the receivers of the
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‘Heavenly Voice’ (bath o/, believed to have been audible in the
Talmudic era), and finally the ‘revelation of the Prophet Elijah.’
Each of these stages represents a lesser degree of authority than
the stage preceding it. The principle remained in force: each
generation can claim only a certain level of experience. But mys-
tics could still make a place for their experience within the
traditional framework, provided they defined it in accordance
with this descending scale of values.

This was why the Kabbalists claimed no more for themselves
than the seemingly so modest rank of receivers of a ‘revelation of
the Prophet Elijah.” In this connection it should be borne in mind
that in such experience the auditive factor was paramount and the
visual factor only secondary, since, primarily, no doubt under the
influence of the mystical theory of prophecy referred to above, the
Jewish mystics accorded far more importance to the hearing of a
voice than to visions of light.

Since the beginnings of Rabbinical Judaism the Prophet Elijah
has been a figure profoundly identified with the central preoccupa-
tions of Jewry: it is he who carries the divine message from
generation to generation, he who at the end of time will reconcile
all the conflicting opinions, traditions, and doctrines manifested
in Judaism.! Men of true piety meet him in the market place no
less than in visions. Since he was conceived as the vigilant cus-
todian of the Jewish religious ideal, the Messianic guardian and
guarantor of the tradition, it was impossible to suppose that he
would ever reveal or communicate anything that was in funda-
mental contradiction with the tradition. Thus by its very nature
the interpretation of mystical experience as a revelation of the
Prophet Elijah tended far more to confirm than to question the
traditional authority.

It is extremely significant that the first Kabbalists said to have
attained this rank were Rabbi Abraham of Posquiéres and his son
Isaac the Blind. Abraham ben David (d. 1198) was the greatest
Rabbinical authority of his generation in southern France, a man
deeply rooted in Talmudic learning and culture. But at the same
time he was a mystic, who formulated his experience in dis-
tinctly conservative terms.? He himself relates in his writings that

1 Cf. the article ‘Elijahu’ in Encyclopaedia [udaica, V1 (1930), pp. 487-95.

2 Cf. the chapter on Abraham ben David in my Reshith ha-Kabbalah (The
Beginnings of the Kabbalah), Jerusalem, 1948, pp. 66-98.
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the Holy Spirit appeared to him in his house of study; but the
Kabbalists .aid it was the Prophet Elijah who had appeared to
to him. This interpretation alone could guarantee that no conflict
would arise between the Rabbi’s traditional knowledge and the
translation of his mystical experience into new conceptions. And
when his son, a pure contemplative mystic without any out-
standing claim to Rabbinical authority, carried on in his father’s
mystical path, the same claim was raised for him. The doctrines
formulated by him and his school were looked upon as a legiti-
mate completion of Rabbinical doctrine, whose adherents were in
no danger of conflict with traditional authority. Yet tremendous
forces were at work in this mysticism, and the symbols in which
the new revelation was communicated disclose an intense and by
no means undangerous conflict with traditional authority.

This was at the very beginning of Kabbalism. The same
phenomenon is to be met with in a central figure of its later
development, Isaac Luria in the sixteenth century. Luria represents
both aspects of mysticism in their fullest development. His whole
attitude was decidedly conservative. He fully accepted the estab-
lished religious authority, which indeed he undertook to rein-
force by enhancing its stature and giving it deeper meaning.
Nevertheless, the ideas he employed in this seemingly conserva-
tive task were utterly new and seem doubly daring in their con-
servative context. And yet, for all their glaring novelty, they were
not regarded as a break with traditional authority. This was
possible because the authority of the Prophet Elijah was claimed
for them—a claim that was widely recognized thanks to Luria’s
impressive personality and piety. Thus Luria’s source of inspira-
tion became a new authority in its own right. But though defined
in traditional categories, this new authority, once accepted,
brought about profound changes in Judaism, even when its
advocates claimed to be doing nothing of the sort. In line with
the prevailing view that each new revelation is lower in rank than
the last, Luria was reticent about the source of his inspiration.
But this reticence should not mislead us. The mystical experience
that was his source is still as authentic as any, and as high in rank
as any earlier phenomenon in the world of Rabbinical Judaism.
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v

In connection with the conservative interpretation and function
of mysticism there is another important point. I have said that a
mystic’s background and education lead him to translate his
experience quite spontaneously into traditional symbols. This
brings us back to the problem of symbolism. Of course the ques-
tion of interpreting symbols presents an abundance of aspects. To
stress a single one of these aspects in the present context is not to
minimize the importance of other aspects in other contexts.
Symbols, by their very nature, are a means of expressing an
experience that is in itself expressionless. But this psychological
aspect is not the whole story. They also have a function in the
human community. We mayindeed go so far as to saythat it is one
of the main functions of religious symbols to preserve the vitality
of religious experience in a traditional, conservative milieu.! The
richness of meaning that they seem to emanate lends new life to
tradition, which is always in danger of freezing into dead forms—
and this process continues until the symbols themselves die or
change.

The mystic who lends new symbolic meaning to his holy texts,
to the doctrines and ritual of his religion—and this is just what
almost all mystics have done and what accounts largely for their
importance in the history of religions—discovers a new dimen-
sion, a new depth in his own tradition. In employing symbols to
describe his own experience and to formulate his interpretations
of it, he is actually setting out to confirm religious authority by
reinterpreting it, regardless of whether he looks upon the tradi-
tional conceptions as symbols or attempts to elucidate them with
the help of new symbols. But by thus opening up the symbolic
dimensions, he transforms religious authority, and his symbolism
is the instrument of this transformation. He bows to authority in
pious veneration, but this does not prevent him from transform-
ing it, sometimes radically. He uses old symbols and lends them
new meaning, he may even use new symbols and give them an old

1 For a discussion of the function of symbolism in religion, see the sym-
posium Religious Symbolism, ed. F. Ernest Johnson, New York, 1955. How-
ever, I cannot by any means support the view, here put forward by Professor
Abraham Heschel, that Rabbinical Judaism is a religion constituted outside
the categories of symbolism.
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meaning—in either case we find dialectical interrelationship be-
tween the conservative aspects and the novel, productive aspects
of mysticism.

Another question arises: is it correct to distinguish these two
attitudes toward authority as conscious and unconscious? Are we
justified in saying that the religious authority is a conscious power
in the mind of the mystic, while his conflict with it is rooted in the
unconscious layers of his experience? Something can be said in
favor of this view. Undoubtedly there have been mystics in whom
the dividing line between conscious and unconscious coincided
with the dividing line between their conservative and revolution-
ary tendencies. But this should not lead us to oversimplify.
Usually these dividing lines are not so clear. Often enough the
conflict takes place quite openly and the mystic is perfectly con-
scious of it. In such cases the mystic knows that he must oppose
the existing authority, that he has been chosen to found a new
authority or to do away with authority altogether.

This was the case with the great leaders of the Anabaptists,
whose mystical inspiration is undeniable, and of the Quakers, to
cite only these two striking examples from the history of Chris-
tianity. And in Judaism the same is true of the Sabbatian and
Hasidic leaders. The psychological and historical categories are
by no means identical. Often mystics have done their utmost to
express themselves within the framework of established authority,
and were driven to open conflict with it only when they met with
too much opposition within their community. But if they had
been free to choose, they would have avoided these conflicts
which were not of their seeking. In certain cases it can be shown
that the mystics began to put an increasingly radical interpreta-
tion on their ideas only after such a conflict had been forced upon
them.

The Journal of John Wesley, founder of Methodism, provides
an excellent example of such a case. Seldom has it been described
so clearly how a mystic, caught up in the dialectic of his experi-
ence, struggled with all his might to avoid being drawn into con-
flict with the established religious authority. This conflict with the
Anglican Church was forced upon Wesley, not from within but
from without, but then he accepted it with full awareness and
fought his battle to a finish. As far as the available documents
allow us to judge, the situation of Valentinus, the outstanding
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Gnostic leader, seems to have been much on the same order. And
we find a similar development in the history of the Hasidim,
whose first leaders had no thought of clashing with the Rabbinical
authority. When the conflict was forced upon them, some of them
gave free rein to their spiritualist mysticism; but after a time the
movement and its Rabbinical adversaries arrived at a compromise,
shaky at first but gradually gaining in stability. As far as I can see,
our understanding of these matters is furthered very little by a
distinction between conscious and unconscious processes.

But under what circumstances does such a conflict arise? What
are the decisive factors? What kind of mysticism invites conflict
with authority, and what kind does not? To these questions, un-
fortunately, we have no satisfactory answer. Such conflicts are
largely unpredictable and do not hinge essentially on the person-
ality or doctrines of the mystic. They depend entirely on historical
circumstances. But the relationship between religion and histori-
cal conditions is constantly changing and cannot be reduced to
any simple common denominator. A sound answer would require
a knowledge of all the historical factors and of the specific con-
ditions under which the mystics embarked on their activities. Yet
perhaps there is one exception to this statement: those mystics
who may be characterized as innately radical—a specific personal
quality that is by no means limited to mystics. There are plenty of
men who incline by nature to the radical formulation of their
ideas, who chafe at authority of any kind and have no patience
whatever with the folly of their fellow men. They need not neces-
sarily be mystics to enter into opposition to established authority.
But if they do become mystics, this radical tendency becomes par-
ticularly marked, as in the case of George Fox at the inception of
the English Quaker movement.

Only in the rare and extreme case of nihilistic mysticism do
mystical doctrines as s#h imply conflict. Otherwise, doctrines
which have been expressed with the utmost force at certain times
and places without leading to any conflict whatsoever may, under
other historical conditions, foment violent struggles. Of course
the dialectic of symbolism, of which we have spoken, is always
present; but whether it results in open conflict with authority
depends on extraneous factors. Of this the history of Catholic
mysticism contains famous examples, and a historian of mysticism
can derive little benefit from the attempts of the apologists to
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prove that two doctrines, one of which has been accepted by the
Church, while the other has been condemned as heretical, only
appear to be similar, but are in reality fundamentally different.
This is amply illustrated by the history of quietist mysticism in
Christianity.! For it was not the doctrines of quietism as originally
formulated by its representatives in the Spanish Church that had
changed when Madame Guyon was condemned; what had
changed was the historical situation. One of the most dramatic
conflicts in the history of the Church shows how such a struggle
can arise against the will of the leading participants, if a historical
situation that has no bearing whatever on mystical doctrines
makes it seem desirable.

We find the same situation in Hasidism. When Israel Baal-
Shem, the eighteenth-century founder of Polish Hasidism, put
forward the mystical thesis that communion with God (devek#th) is
more important than the study of books, it aroused considerable
opposition and was cited in all the anti-Hasidic polemics as proof
of the movement’s subversive and anti-Rabbinical tendencies.
But the exact same theory had been advanced two hundred years
before by a no lesser mystical authority, by Isaac Luria himself in
Safed, without arousing the slightest antagonism. It was not the
thesis that had changed, but the historical climate.

In the above we have outlined the attitude of the muystics
toward authority. As to the efforts of the authorities to contain
the strivings of the mystics within the traditional framework, we
have shown that they usually do their best to place obstacles in the
path of the mystic. They give him no encouragement, and if in the
end the obstacles frighten the mystic and bring him back to the
old accustomed ways—so much the better from the standpoint of
authority.

All great institutional religions have shown a marked distaste
for lay mystics, that is, the unlearned mystics who, fired by the
intensity of their experience, believe they can dispense with the
traditional and approved channels of religious life. The less edu-
cated the candidate for mystical illumination, the less he knew of

! In this connection it is interesting to compare two so different accounts
as those of Heinrich Heppe, Geschichte der quietischen Mystik in der katholischen
Kirche, Berlin, 1875, and Ronald A. Knox, Enthusiasm: A Chapter in the
History of Religion with Special Reference to the XVII and XV III Centuries,
Oxford, 1950.
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theology, the greater was the danger of a conflict with authority.
Quite regardless of their specific content, all manuals of mys-
ticism written from the standpoint of traditional authority illus-
trate this point. The Jewish authorities, for example, tried to avoid
conflicts by restricting the right to engage in mystical practice
and speculation to fully trained Talmudic scholars. All Kabbalis-
tic manuals quote Maimonides’ warning: ‘No one is worthy to
enter Paradise [the realm of mysticism] who has not first taken his
fill of bread and meat,’? i.e., the common fare of sober Rabbinical
learning.

Such warnings, it must be admitted, were none too effective.
The history of the great religions abounds in lay mysticism and
in movements growing out of it. In the history of Christianity lay
mysticism is exemplified by such movements as the Gnostics, the
Brethren of the Free Spirit, the Spanish Alumbrados, and the
Protestant sects of the last four centuries. The Church, it is true,
branded all such movements as heresies. But in Judaism this was
not always the case. Although many of the great Kabbalists fully
met the requirements of Maimonides’ conservative warning, there
were always Kabbalists who were not so well versed in Rab-
binical knowledge or who, in any case, had no complete Talmudic
schooling. A case in point is the most celebrated of all the Jewish
mystics of recent centuries, Israel Baal-Shem, the founder of
Polish Hasidism. His ‘knowledge’ in the traditional sense of the
word was very meager; he had no teacher of flesh and blood to
guide him on his way—the only spiritual guide he ever alluded
to was the Prophet Ahijah of Shiloh, with whom he was in con-
stant spiritual and visionary contact. In short, he was a pure lay
mystic and lay mysticism was a vital factor in the development of
the movement he founded. Yet this movement (though at the
price of a compromise) won the recognition of the traditional
authority. Other movements, in which lay mysticism played an
important part—the Sabbatians, for example—were unable to
gain such recognition and were forced into open conflict with
Rabbinical authority.

Especially in monotheistic religions the religious authorities
had still another method of avoiding conflicts with the mystics
of the community. This was to charge them with social responsi-

! Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhoth Yesode ha-Torah, IV, 13.
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bility. They put pressure on the mystics to mingle with the simple
folk, to participate in their activities, instead of remaining among
themselves in communities of the ‘enlightened.” In Christianity,
where since the beginnings of monasticism mystics have always
been able to band together, this trend has not always been as clear
as in Judaism. Since Talmudic times we find a decided disin-
clination to let mystics organize communities of their own. Time
and time again the rabbis insisted that mystical experience, the
‘love of God,” must be confirmed by activity in the human com-
munity, that it was not enough for an individual to pour out his
soul to God. Here I shall not speak in detail of this tendency.
Suffice it to say that it has been highly effective in ‘taming’ mystics
and holding them within the limits imposed by traditional
authority.

In diametrical and irreconcilable opposition to all such attempts
to relieve the tension between mysticism and religious authority
stands the extreme case of mystical nihilism, in which all author-
ity is rejected in the name of mystical experience or illumination.
At first glance the nihilist mystic seems to be the most free, the
most faithful to his central insight; for having attained the highest
goal of mystical experience, namely, the dissolution of all form, he
extends his mystical insight to his relation with the real world,
that is to say, he rejects all values and the authority which guaran-
tees the validity of values. Yet from the standpoint of history, he
is the most constrained and unfree of mystics, for historical reality
as embodied in the human community prevents him, far more than
it does any other mystic, from openly proclaiming his message.
This explains no doubt why the documents of nihilistic mysticism
are extremely rare. Because of their subversive character the
authorities suppressed and destroyed them; where they have
come down to us, it is because their authors resorted to an am-
biguity of expression that makes our interpretation of the texts
questionable. This explains, for example, why the nihilistic
character of certain mystical doctrines, such as those of the
Ismailis and the Druses in particular but also of such groups as
the Bektashi order of dervishes, is still a matter of discussion.
On the other hand, the intentional ambiguity of such writings
has caused them, time and time again, to be suspected of mystical
nihilism.

For want of the original sources of second-century gnostic
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nihilism, which have not come down to us,! it seems to me that
we possess no more impressive record of an unmistakably nihilis-
tic mysticism than the Polish Book of the Words of the Lord, in
which the disciples of Jacob Frank (1726—91) set down their
master’s teachings after his own spoken words.2 I have elsewhere
analyzed the circumstances which made possible this eruption of
mystical nihilism within so firmly organized and authoritarian
a community as Rabbinical Judaism.* Messianism and mysticism
played equal parts in crystallizing these ideas, which sprang from
the radical wing of the Sabbatian movement.4

What interests us here is the way in which the mystical experi-
ence of man’s contact with the primal source of life could find its
expression in a symbol implying the negation of all authority. An
illumination concerning Messianic freedom in redemption crystal-
lizes around the symbol of Life. In his mystical experience the
mystic encounters Life. This ‘Life,” however, is not the har-
monious life of all things in bond with God, a world ordered by
divine law and submissive to His authority, but something very
different. Utterly free, fettered by no law or authority, this
‘Life’ never ceases to produce forms and to destroy what it has
produced. It is the anarchic promiscuity of all living things. Into
this bubbling caldron, this continuum of destruction, the mystic
plunges. To him it is the ultimate human experience. For Frank,
anarchic destruction represented all the Luciferian radiance, all
the positive tones and overtones, of the word ‘Life.” The nihilistic

1 Valuable source material on which to base an analysis of the nihilistic
possibilities of gnostic mysticism are provided by Hans Jonas in Grosis und
spatantiker Geist, I, Géttingen, 1933; but we are wholly dependcnt on quota-
tions and reports transmitted by the Catholic adversaries of Gnosticism.
Complete original texts have not been preserved. Cf. also Herbert Liboron,
Die karpokratianische Gnosis, Leipzig, 1938.

2 Thus far extensive quotations and notes from this book are to be found
solely in Alexander Kraushar’s two-volume work, Frank i FrankiSci Polscy,
Cracow, 1895. The manuscripts used by Kraushar were lost during the second
World War when the Polish libraries were almost entirely destroyed. An
incomplete manuscript of these copious notes was found only recently in the
Cracow University library.

3 Cf. my article, ‘Le mouvement sabbataiste en Pologne,” Revue de I’ bistoire
des religions, CLIII-CLIV (1953—4), especially the last section, CLIV, pp.
42-77.

4 Cf. the detailed account in my two-volume Hebrew work, Shabbetai Zevi,
Tel Aviv, 1957.
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mystic descends into the abyss in which the freedom of living
things is born; he passes through all the embodiments and forms
that come his way, committing himself to none; and not content
with rejecting and abrogating all values and laws, he tramples
them underfoot and desecrates them, in order to attain the elixir
of Life. In this radical interpretation of a symbol, the life-giving
element of mystical experience was combined with its potential
destructiveness. It goes without saying that from the standpoint
of the community and its institutions, such mysticism should have
been regarded as demonic possession. And it is indicative of one
of the enormous tensions that run through the history of Juda-
ism that this most destructive of all visions should have been
formulated in its most unrestrained form by one who rebelled
against the Jewish law and broke away from Judaism.

A%

It seems to me that a statement which has come down to us from
Rabbi Mendel Torum of Rymandv (d. 1814),! one of the great
Hasidic saints, throws a striking light on this whole problem of
the relationship between authority and mysticism. Let me try to
interpret this statement. The revelation given to Israel on Mount
Sinai is, as everyone knows, a sharply defined set of doctrines, a
summons to the human community; its meaning is perfectly clear,
and it is certainly not a mystical formula open to infinite inter-
pretation. But what, the question arises, is the truly divine element
in this revelation? The question is already discussed in the Talmud.2
When the children of Israel received the Ten Commandments,
what could they actually hear, and what did they hear? Some
maintained that all the Commandments were spoken to the chil-
dren of Israel directly by the divine voice. Others said that only
the first two Commandments: ‘I am the Lord thy God’ and “Thou
shalt have no other gods before me’ (Exod. 20 : 2—3) were com-
municated directly. Then the people were overwhelmed, they
could no longer endure the divine voice. Thus they had been
obliged to receive the remaining Commandments through Moses.
Moses alone was able to withstand the divine voice, and it was he

1 Quoted by Ahron Markus, in Der Chassidismus, Pleschen, 1901, p. 239,
from Torath Menahem, a collection of somesermons of the Rabbi of Rymanév.
2 Makkoth, 24a.
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who repeated in a human voice those statements of supreme
authority that are the Ten Commandments.

This conception of Moses as interpreter of the divine voice for
the people was developed much more radically by Maimonides,!
whose ideas Rabbi Mendel of Rymanév carried to their ultimate
conclusion. In Rabbi Mendel’s view not even the first two Com-
mandments were revealed directly to the whole people of Israel.
All that Israel heard was the @/eph with which in the Hebrew text
the first Commandment begins, the @/eph of the word amokhs, ‘1.’
This strikes me as a highly remarkable statement, providing much
food for thought. For in Hebrew the consonant a/eph represents
nothing more than the position taken by the larynx when a word
begins with a vowel. Thus the a/eph may be said to denote the
source of all articulate sound, and indeed the Kabbalists always
regarded it as the spiritual root of all other letters, encompassing
in its essence the whole alphabet and hence all other elements of
human discourse.2 To hear the a@/eph is to hear next to nothing;
it is the preparation for all audible language, but in itself conveys
no determinate, specific meaning. Thus, with his daring state-
ment that the actual revelation to Israel consisted only of the
aleph, Rabbi Mendel transformed the revelation on Mount Sinai
into a mystical revelation, pregnant with infinite meaning, but
without specific meaning. In order to become a foundation of
religious authority, it had to be translated into human language,
and that is what Moses did. In this light every statement on which
authority is grounded would become a human interpretation,
however valid and exalted, of something that transcends it.> Once

1 Maimonides, Guide to the Per plexed, 11, 33. Maimonides puts forward the
opinion that wherever, in passages dealing with the revelation on Mount
Sinai, the children of Israel are said to have heard words, it is meant that
they heard the (inarticulate) sound of the voice, but that Moses heard the
words (in their meaningful articulation) and communicated them.

t This view is expressed by Jacob Kohen of Soria at the beginning of his
Kabbalistic explanation of the Hebrew alphabet, which I have published in
Madda‘e ha-Yahaduth, 11 (1927), especially p. 203.

3 This opinion, as my friend Ernst Simon has called to my attention, is
expressed with great precision and in a form suggesting the language of the
mystics, by Franz Rosenzweig in a letter of 1925 to Martin Buber. Rosen-
zweig denies that the revelation on Mount Sinai gave laws. “The only imme-
diate content of revelation. . . is revelation itself; with va-yered [he came down,
Exod. 19: 20] it is essentially complete, with va-yedabber [he spoke, Exod.
20: 1] interpretation sets in, and all the more so with ‘anokhi [the “I”’ at the
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in history a mystical experience was imparted to a whole nation
and formed a bond between that nation and God. But the truly
divine element in this revelation, the immense a/eph, was not in
itself sufficient to express the divine message, and in itself it was
more than the community could bear. Only the prophet was em-
powered to communicate the meaning of this inarticulate voice to
the community. It is mystical experience which conceives and
gives birth to authority.

beginning of the Ten Commandments].” Cf. Franz Rosenzweig, Bricfe,
Berlin, 1935, p. 535; English translation in F. Rosenzweig, On Jewish Learn-
ing, ed. N. N. Glatzer, New York, 1955, p. 118.
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2. The Meaning of the Torah in Jewish
Mysticism

I

JEWISH muysticism is the sum of the attempts made to put a
mystical interpretation on the content of Rabbinical Judaism as
it crystallized in the period of the Second Temple and later.
Obviously the process of crystallization had to be fairly far
advanced before such a development could set in. This is equally
true of the type of Judaism which centered round the law and
which Philo of Alexandria undertook to interpret, and of the more
highly developed Talmudic Judaism on which the endeavors of
the medieval Kabbalists were based. Here it is not my intention to
discuss the historical problems involved in the development of
Jewish mysticism and specifically of the Kabbalah; I have done so
elsewhere, particularly in my Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism.
Suffice it to say that the subject I wish to discuss occupies a cen-
tral position in Jewish mysticism.

In a religious system based on divine revelation and the
acceptance of sacred books that define its content, questions con-
cerning the nature of such revelation as set forth in the sacred
books are unquestionably of the utmost importance. In times of
crisis, moreover—and mysticism as a historical phenomenon is a
product of crises—these questions become particularly urgent.
Mystics are men who by their own inner experience and their
speculation concerning this experience discover new layers of
meaning in their traditional religion. When their experience and
speculation did not lead them to break with the traditional institu-
tions of their religion, it was inevitable that they should come to
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grips with two questions: how were they to find their own
experience reflected and anticipated in the sacred texts? And: how
could their view of the world be brought into harmony with the
view accepted by their own tradition?* It is generally known that
allegorical interpretations arise spontaneously whenever a conflict
between new ideas and those expressed in a sacred book necessi-
tates some form of compromise. What is true of allegorical inter-
pretation is still more applicable to the specifically mystical
interpretation of such texts.

Here it is not my intention to discuss mystical exegesis in its
concrete application to the Bible. Vast numbers of books have
been written by Jewish mystics attempting to find their own ideas
in, or read them into, the Biblical texts. A large part of the enor-
mous Kabbalistic literature consists of commentaries on Books of
the Bible, especially the Pentateuch, the Five Scrolls, the Psalms,
the Song of Songs, the Book of Ruth, and Ecclesiastes. Many
productive minds among the Kabbalists found this a congenial
way of expressing their own ideas, while making them seem to
flow from the words of the Bible. It is not always easy, in a given
case, to determine whether the Biblical text inspired the exegesis
or whether the exegesis was a deliberate device, calculated to
bridge the gap between the old and the new vision by reading
completely new ideas into the text. But this perhaps is to take too
rationalistic a view of what goes on in the mind of a mystic.
Actually the thought processes of mystics are largely un-
conscious, and they may be quite unaware of the clash between old
and new which is of such passionate interest to the historian. They
are thoroughly steeped in the religious tradition in which they
have grown up, and many notions which strike a modern reader as
fantastic distortions of a text spring from a conception of Scrip-
ture which to the mystic seems perfectly natural. For one thing
that can be said with certainty about Kabbalists is this: they are,
and do their best to remain, traditionalists, as is indicated by the
very word Kabbalah, which is one of the Hebrew words for
‘tradition.’

Thus it is important for us to understand the basic assumptions
underlying the concrete exegesis of the mystics. This is the prob-
lem we shall now discuss. In our pursuit of it we are not depend-
ent on conjectures or inferences drawn from the exegeses, for the

1 Cf. Chapter 1, in which this question is discussed in detail.
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mystics have left us extremely precise and illuminating formula-
tions of their ideas. Mystical speculation on the nature of the
Torah goes hand in hand with the development of certain general
principles. Some of the mystics’ ideas have a very peculiar history
and are not common to all Kabbalists but characteristic only of
certain trends. It is not uninteresting to observe the relationship
between these different ideas and the basic principles from which
they developed.

A great deal has been written about the allegorical exegesis of
Philo of Alexandria and the assumptions on which it is based.
At this point there is no need to say more. In discussing the speci-
fic conceptions of the Kabbalists with regard to the meaning of
the Torah, we inevitably come across certain striking parallels to
passages in Philo. Only recently so outstanding a scholar as Y. F.
Baer attempted to demonstrate a profound structural kinship and
even identity between the conceptions of Philo and those of the
Kabbalists, and to interpret both as perfectly legitimate develop-
ments of the strictly Rabbinical conception underlying the
Halakhah.? But this parallelism, as far as I can see, does not spring
from any historical influence of Philo upon the medieval Kabbal-
ists, although there have been numerous attempts—to my mind
all unsuccessful—to demonstrate such a line of filiation.? Insofar
as such parallels actually exist, they are based on similarity of pur-
pose. As we shall see, the Kabbalists formulated their purpose

1Cf. Y. F. Baer’s Hebrew article in Zion, XXIII-XXIV (1959), pp.
143 fI., especially up to p. 154, where reference is made to the first version of
the present chapter, published in Diogenes, Nos. 14-15 (1956). Baer, who
attempts to prove that logos and Torah are identical in Philo, goes still
further than Erwin Goodenough (By Light, Light: the Mystic Gospel of Hel-
lenistic Judaism, New Haven, 1935, who speaks of no such identification in his
chapter on the Torah in Philo, pp. 72—94. Cf. also Harry A. Wolfson, Philo,
I, pp. 115-43; Edmund Stein, Dije allegorische Exegese des Philo aus Alexan-
dreia, 1929.

2 Recently such an attempt has been made by Samuel Belkin in his Hebrew
work, The Midrash ha-Neé‘elam and its Sources in the Old Alexandrian Mid-
rashim, Jerusalem, 1958 (special edition from the Yearbook Sura, III, pp.
25—92). Belkin tries to prove that this important part of the Zohar is a mid-
rash based on Alexandrian sources closely related to Philo. His undertaking
does not stand up to criticism; cf. the penetrating critique of his work by
R. Zwi Werblowsky in Journal of Jewish Studies, X, p. 276, note 3 (1959-60),
pp. 25—44, 112-35. The rcjoinder by Joshua Finkel, ‘Thc Alexandrian
Tradition and the Midrash ha-Nc‘elam’ in The Leo Jung Jubilee, New York,
1962, pp. 77-103, is wide of the mark.
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with incomparable clarity and penetration, and one can easily be
misled by reading Philo in the light of their sharp formulations.
Similarity of purpose and hence in the fundamental structure of
the mystical ideasabout the nature of the Holy Scriptures accounts
also for the parallels between certain Kabbalistic statements about
the Torah and those of Islamic mystics about the Koran or of
Christian mystics about their Biblical canon. Only a study of the
historical conditions under which specific Kabbalistic ideas
developed can tell us whether there was any historical connection
between the speculation of the Jewish Kabbalists and that of
non-Jews on the nature of the Holy Scriptures. I believe that I
can demonstrate such an influence in at least one case, in con-
nection with the doctrine of the fourfold meaning of Scripture.

But before I turn to our central problem, one more preliminary
remark is in order. Most if not all Kabbalistic speculation and
doctrine is concerned with the realm of the divine emanations or
sefiroth, in which God’s creative power unfolds. Over a long
period of years, Kabbalists devised many ways of describing this
realm. But throughout their history it remained the principal con-
tent of their vision, and always they spoke of it in the language of
symbols, since it is not accessible to the direct perception of
the human mind. Insofar as God reveals himself, He does so
through the creative power of the sfiroth. The God of whom
religion speaks is always conceived under one or more of these
aspects of His Being, which the Kabbalists identified with stages
in the process of divine emanation. This Kabbalistic world of the
sefiroth encompasses what philosophers and theologians called the
world of the divine attributes. But to the mystics it was divine life
itself, insofar as it moves toward Creation. The hidden dynamic
of this life fascinated the Kabbalists, who found it reflected in
every realm of Creation. But this life as such is not separate from,
or subordinate to, the Godhead, rather, it is the revelation of the
hidden root, concerning which, since it is never manifested, not
even in symbols, nothing can be said, and which the Kabbalists
called en-sof, the infinite. But this hidden root and the divine
emanations are one.

HereI need not gointotheparadoxesand mysteries of Kabbalis-
tic theology concerned with the sefiroth and their nature. But one
important point must be made. The process which the Kabbalists
described as the emanation of divine energy and divine light was
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also characterized as the unfolding of the divine /anguage. This
gives rise to a deep-seated parallelism between the two most im-
portant kinds of symbolism used by the Kabbalists to communi-
cate their ideas. They speak of attributes and of spheres of light;
but in the same context they speak also of divine names and the
letters of which they are composed. From the very beginnings of
Kabbalistic doctrine these two manners of speaking appear side
by side. The secret world of the godhead is a world of language, a
world of divine names that unfold in accordance with a law of
their own. The elements of the divine language appear as the
letters of the Holy Scriptures. Letters and names are not only
conventional means of communication. They are far more. Each
one of them represents a concentration of energy and expresses a
wealth of meaning which cannot be translated, or not fully at
least, into human language. There is, of course, an obvious dis-
crepancy between the two symbolisms. When the Kabbalists
speak of divine attributes and sefirozh, they are describing the hid-
den world under ten aspects; when, on the other hand, they speak
of divine names and letters, they necessarily operate with the
twenty-two consonants of the Hebrew alphabet, in which the
Torah is written, or as they would have said, in which its secret
essence was made communicable. Several ways of resolving this
glaring contradiction were put forward. One explanation was that
since letters and sefiroth are different configurations of the divine
power, they cannot be reduced to a mechanical identity. What is
significant for our present purposes is the analogy between
Creation and Revelation, which results from the parallel between
the sfiroth and the divine language. The process of Creation,
which proceeds from stage to stage and is reflected in extra-divine
worlds and of course in nature as well, is not necessarily different
from the process that finds its expression in divine words and in
tht documents of Revelation, in which the divine language is
thought to have been reflected.

These considerations take us to the very heart of our subject.
There is a necessary relationship between the mystical meaning of
the Torah and the assumptions concerning its divine essence. The
Kabbalists do not start from the idea of communicable meaning.
Of course the Torah means something to us. It communicates
something in human language. But this, as we shall see, is only the
most superficial of the various aspects under which it can be
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considered. In the following we shall see what these aspects
are.

The Kabbalistic conceptions of the true nature of the Torah are
based on three fundamental principles. They are not necessarily
connected, although in our texts they often appear together, but
it is not difficult to see how a relation can be established between
them. These principles may be identified as

1. The principle of God’s name;
2. The principle of the Torah as an organism;
3. The principle of the infinite meaning of the divine word.

Historically and presumably also psychologically, they do not
all have the same origin.

II

The conception of God’s name as the highest concentration of
divine power forms a connecting link between two sets of ideas,
the one originally associated with magic, the other pertaining to
mystical speculation as such. The idea of the magic structure
and nature of the Torah may be found long before the Kabbalah,
in a relatively early midrash, for example, where in commenting
on Job 28: 13: ‘No man knoweth its order,” Rabbi Eleazar de-
clares: “The various sections of the Torah were not given in their
correct order. For if they had been given in their correct order,
anyone who read them would be able to wake the dead and per-
form miracles. For this reason the correct order and arrangement
of the Torah were hidden and are known only to the Holy One,
blessed be He, of whom it is said (Isa. 44 : 7): “And who, as I,
shall call, and shall declare it, and set it in order for me”.’?
Obviously this statement carries a strong magical accent and
implies a magical view of the Torah. It is well known that in the
Hellenistic period and later the Torah was put to magical use both
by Jews and non- Jews: divine names gleaned from the Torah were

1 Midrash Tehillim, ed. Buber, p. 33. The author of this statement is Eleazar
ben Pedath, a tcacher of the third century, whose intcrest in esoteric ideas
is also apparent in other utterances; cf. W. Bacher, Die Agada der palis-
tinensischen Amorder, 11, Strassburg, 1896, p. 31. Bacher already refused ‘to
doubt the authenticity of this statement, which sounds like an early anticipa-
tion of the later so-called ‘‘practical Kabbalah”.’
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used for purposes of incantation. Often the methods of combina-
tion by which such magical names were derived from the Torah
are unintelligible to us. Certain Hebrew and Aramaic texts of the
late Talmudic and post-Talmudic periods indicate the specific use
to which such magical names, allegedly taken from the Torah and
the Book of Psalms, were put. The introduction to one of these
works—Shimmushe torab, literally, the Theurgic Uses of the Torah
—relates how Moses went up to heaven to receive the Torah,
how he conversed with the angels, and how finally God gave him
not only the text of the Torah as we know it, but also the secret
combinations of letters which represent another, esoteric aspect
of the Torah.! This book came to the knowledge of the first Kab-
balists in Provence and in Spain about the year 1200. Moses ben
Nahman (Nahmanides), one of the most prominent among the
early Kabbalists, refers to it in the preface to his famous commen-
tary on the Torah. ‘“We possess,” he writes,

an authentic tradition showing that the entire Torah consists of the
names of God and that the words we read can be divided in a very
different way, so as to form [esoteric] names. . . . The statement in the
Aggadah to the effect that the Torah was originally written with black
fire on white fire? obviously confirms our opinion that the writing was
continuous, without division into words, which made it possible to
read it either as a sequence of [esoteric] names [‘a/ derekh ba-shemoth] ot
in the traditional way as history and commandments. Thus the Torah
as given to Moses was divided into words in such a way as to be read as
divine commandments. But at the same time he received the oral tradi-
tion, according to which it was to be read as a sequence of names.

In view of this esoteric structure of the Torah, says Nahmanides,
the Masoretic tradition concerning the writing of the Bible and
especially the scrolls of the Torah must be observed with the
utmost care. Every single letter counts, and a scroll of the Torah
must be rejected for use in the synagogue if there is so much as a

1 This preface has been published several times separately under the
title “The Source of Wisdom.” The text of the book itself has been preserved
only in manuscript. A German translation in August Wiinsche, Awus Israels
Lebrhallen, kleine Midraschim, 1, Leipzig, 1907, pp. 127-33, especially p. 132.

2 Likewise an utterance of Simeon ben Lakish, a Palestinian teacher very
much inclined to esoteric mysticism. It has come down to us in several ver-
sions, first in the Palestinian Talmud, Shekalim, VI, end of Halakhah 1. 1
shall deal further on with the mystical interpretation of this statement by one
of the earliest Kabbalists.
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single letter too few or too many. This conception is very old. As
early as the second century, Rabbi Meir, one of the most important
teachers of the Mishnah, relates:

When I was studying with Rabbi Akiba, I used to put vitriol in the ink
and he said nothing. But when I went to Rabbi Ishmael, he asked me:
My son, what is your occupation? I answered: I am a scribe [of the
Torah]. And he said to me: My son, be careful in your work, for it is
the work of God; if you omit a single letter, or write a letter too many,
you will destroy the whole world. . . .1

The passage from Nahmanides clearly indicates the influence of
the magical tradition, which was of course far older than the
Kabbalah. From here it was only a short step to the still more
radical view that the Torah is not only made up of the names of
God but is as a whole the one great Name of God. This thesis is
no longer magical, but purely mystical. It makes its first appear-
ance among the Spanish Kabbalists, and the development from
the old to the new view seems to have taken place among the
teachers of Nahmanides. Commenting on a passage in the Midrash
Genesis Rabbah to the effect that the word ‘light’ occurs five times
in the story of the first day of Creation, corresponding to the five
books of the Torah, Ezra ben Solomon, an older contemporary of
Nahmanides, who frequented the same Kabbalistic circle in the
Catalonian city of Gerona, writes: ‘How far-reaching are the
words of this sage; his words are true indeed, for the five books of
the Torah are #be Name of the Holy One, blessed be He.”? The
mystical light that shines in these books is thus the one great Name
of God. The same thesis is to be found in the writings of several
members of the Gerona group of Kabbalists, and was finally taken
over by the author of the Zohar, the classical book of Spanish
Kabbalism.3

I believe that Nahmanides himself was perfectly familiar with
this new idea, but that he was reluctant to express so radically

1 Erubin 13a. Baer has stressed the implications of this passage for a mys-
tical interpretation of the Torah, /loc. cit., p. 145.

2 Ezra ben Solomon, Commentary on the Talmudic Aggadoth, in Vatican
MS Cod. Hebr. 294, Fol. 34a.

3 Cf. Azriel, Perush Aggadoth, ed. Tishby, p. 76; Pscudo-Nahmanides,
Sefer ha-’emunah vebabittahon, X1X; Zokar, 11, 87b; 111, 8ob, 176a. In III, 36a,
we read: ‘The entire Torah is a single holy mystical Name.’
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mystical a thesis in a book intended for a general public un-
schooled in Kabbalistic doctrine. To say that the Torah was in
essencenothing but the great Name of God was assuredly a daring
statement that calls for an explanation. Here the Torah is inter-
preted as a mystical unity, whose primary purpose is not to con-
vey a specific meaning, but rather to express the immensity of
God’s power, which is concentrated in His ‘Name.’ To say that
the Torah is a name does not mean that it is a name which might
be pronounced as such, nor has it anything to do with any rational
conception of the social function of a name. The meaning is,
rather, that in the Torah God has expressed His transcendent
Being, or at least that part or aspect of His Being which can be
revealed to Creation and through Creation. Moreover, since even
in the ancient Aggadah the Torah was regarded as an instrument
of Creation, through which the world came into existence,! this
new conception of the Torah must be regarded as an extension
and mystical reinterpretation of the older conception. For the
instrument which brought the world into being is far more thana
mere instrument, since, as we have seen above, the Torah is the
concentrated power of God Himself, as expressed in His Name.
But this idea has a further implication. Another early Midrash says
that God ‘looked into the Torah and created the world.”? The
author of these words must have thought that the law which
governs Creation as such, hence the cosmos and all nature, was
already prefigured in the Torah, so that God, looking into the
Torah, could see it, although to us this aspect of the Torah
remains concealed. This conception is actually formulated by
Philo, who explains the fact that the Mosaic Law begins with a
record of the Creation of the world by saying that ‘Moses wished
to set forth the genesis of the great world state [megalopolis], since
his own laws were the best possible copy of the structure of all
nature.’® In the minds of the Kabbalists these ancient notions
handed down in the Aggadic tradition fused into a single idea. The
Name contains power, but at the same time embraces the secret

1 Mishnah Aboth, 111, 14; Sifre to Deut. 48, ed. Finkelstein, p. 114; Genesis
Rabbah, 1, 1. Cf. Leo Baeck, Aus drei Jabriausenden, Tiibingen, 1958, pp. 162
ff. and Baer, loc. cit., p. 142.

2 Genesis Rabbah, 1, 1. The antecedents or parallels to this passage in Plato
and Philo have of ten been discussed.

8 Philo, Vita Mosis, 11, s1.
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laws and harmonious order which pervade and govern all exist-
ence. In addition the Kabbalists were able to read in the esoteric
and apocalyptic books of the Talmudic period that heaven and
earth were created by the Name of God.! It was only natural
to combine statmeents of this kind with the notion of the
Torah as the instrument of Creation, that is, the Great Name of
God.

This basic idea of the Torah as the Name of God was the source
of certain other Kabbalistic developments. It goes without saying
that such an assertion about the Torah does not refer to the docu-
ment written in ink on a scroll of parchment, but to the Torah as
a pre-existential being, which preceded everything else in the
world. This follows, for example, from the Aggadah according to
which the Torah was created two thousand years before the
Creation of the world.? For the Kabbalists this ‘Creation of the
Torah’ was the process by which the divine Name or the divine
sefiroth of which we have spoken above emanated from God’s
hidden essence. The Torah, as the Kabbalists conceived it, is con-
sequently not separate from the divine essence, not created in the
strict sense of the word; rather, it is something that represents the
secret life of God, which the Kabbalistic emanation theory was
an attempt to describe. In other words, the secret life of God is
projected into the Torah; its order is the order of the Creation.
This most secret aspect of the Torah, or one might say, the Torah
in its occult form, is sometimes referred to in the Kabbalistic
literature of the thirteenth century as torah kedamab, the primordial
Torah, and is sometimes identified with God’s hokbmah (sophia),
His ‘wisdom,” the second emanation and manifestation of the
divine power, which sprang from the hidden ‘nothingness.’® We
shall see in the course of our discussion how certain Kabbalists
conceived the state of the Torah when it was still contained in the
mystical unity of God’s wisdom. There were Kabbalists for whom
this conception of the Torah as the Name of God meant simply

1 Hekhaloth Rabbathi, IX. Cf. my book, Jewish Grnosticism, Merkabah
Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition, New York, 196o0.

2 Genesis Rabbah, V1II, 2, ed. Theodor, p. 57.

3 Sophia as the primordial Torah in the letter of Ezra ben Solomon,
published by me in Sefer Bialik, 1934, p. 159; other interpretations in Azriel,
Perush Aggadoth, p. 77, and the passages therc cited by Tishby, the editor.

Also in the commentary of Pscudo-Abraham ben David on Yetsirah, 1, 2, we
read: ‘The primordial Torah is the name of God.
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that it was identical with God’s wisdom or that it was a partial
aspect of this same wisdom. But there were also other opinions.?

One of the most important variants of this theory occurs
in Joseph Gikatila, a leading Spanish Kabbalist who wrote at the
end of the thirteenth century and was no doubt familiar with parts
of the Zohar. In his view, the Torah is not itself the name of God
but the explication of the Name of God. To him the Name meant
exactly what it had meant for the Jewish tradition, namely the
tetragrammaton, which is the one and only true name of God. He
writes: ‘Know that the entire Torah is, as it were, an explication
of, and commentary on, the tetragrammaton YHWH. And this is
the true meaning of the Biblical term “God’s Torah” [torath
YHWH’.]? In other words, the phrase torath YHWH does not
mean the Torah which God gave but the Torah which explains
YHWH, the name of God. Here Torah is understood as hora’a, a
didactic exposition. But Gikatila’s idea goes still further. In what
sense is the Torah an ‘explication’ of the name of God? In the
sense, he replies in several passages,? that the Torah was woven
from the name of God. Gikatila seems to have been the first to
employ this notion of a fabric, ‘eriga, to illustrate the recurrence
of the Name in the text of the Torah. He writes for example:
‘Behold the miraculous way in which the Torah was woven from
God’s wisdom.” And in another passage:

The whole Torah is a fabric of appellatives, &inngyim—the generic term
for the epithets of God, such as compassionate, great, merciful, vener-
able—and these epithets in turn are woven from the various names of
God [such as E/, Elohim, Shaddai]. But all these holy names are con-
nected with the tetragrammaton YHWH and dependent upon it. Thus
the entire Torah is ultimately woven from the tetragrammaton.

These words, it seems to me, throw considerable light on
Gikatila’s thesis. The Torah is the Name of God, because it is a

1 Azriel’s own interpretation, Joc. cit., is unclear. He also says here that
‘each single one of God’s sefiroth is named Torah,” because as an attribute of
God it also gives instruction concerning the ideal conduct of man, which
represents a striving to imitate the attributes of God, which are manifested
precisely in the sefiroth.

2 Gikatila, Sha‘are’Orah, Offenbach, 1715, j1a.

3 Also in his three books Sha‘are *Orah, Sha‘are Tsedek, and Ta‘ame Mits-
voth, the latter preserved only in manuscript. This thesis does not yet appear
in Gikatila’s earlier Ginnath’ Egoz.

4 Sha‘are ’Orabh, 2b.
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living texture, a ‘fexz4s’ in the literal sense of the word, into which
the one true name, the tetragrammaton, is woven in a secret,
indirect way, but also directly as a kind of leitmotiv. The nucleus
in any case is the tetragrammaton. If Gikatila had been asked
exactly how this weaving was done, he would doubtless have
answered with his teacher Abraham Abulafia that the basic
elements, the name YHWH, the other names of God, and the
appellatives, or Akinnuyim, or rather, their consonants, went
through several sets of permutations and combinations in accord-
ance with the formulas set forth by the Talmudists, until at length
they took the form of the Hebrew sentences of the Torah, as we
read them now. The initiates, who know and understand these
principles of permutation and combination, can proceed back-
ward from the text and reconstruct the original texture of names.
All these metamorphoses of names have a twofold function. They
serve on the one hand to give the Torah its aspect as a communi-
cation, a message of God to man, accessible to human under-
standing. On the other hand, they point to the secret operation of
the divine power, recognizable only by the garment woven from
the Holy Names when they serve certain specific purposes in the
work of Creation.

In conclusion it should be said that this conception of the
Torah as a fabric woven of names provided no contribution to
concrete exegesis. It was, rather, a purely mystical principle and
tended to remove the Torah from all human insight into its speci-
fic meanings, which are, after all, the sole concern of exegesis.
But this did not trouble the Kabbalists. T'o them the fact that God
expressed Himself, even if His utterance is far beyond human
insight, is far more important than any specific ‘meaning’ that
might be conveyed. So considered, the Torah is an absolute and
has primacy over all human interpretations, which, however
deep they may penetrate, can only approximate the absolute
‘meaninglessness’ of the divine revelation.

Certain Kabbalists, such as Menahem Recanati (c. 1300), went
still further. Starting from an old saying: ‘Before the world was
created, only God and His Name existed,’ they taught that the
name here referred to was not only the tetragrammaton YHWH,
but the totality of the manifestations of the divine power—this,
they said, was the mystical meaning of the true name of God.

Y Pirke Rabbi Eliezer, I11.
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From here it was only one more step to saying that God Himself
is the Torah, ‘for the Torah is not something outside Him, and
He is not outside the Torah.’! Recanati ascribes this quotation to
the Kabbalists, and indeed a similar statement occurs in Gikatila’s
work on the mystical foundations of the Commandments: ‘His
Torah is in Him, and that is what the Kabbalists say, namely, that
the Holy One, blessed be He, is in His Name and His Name is in
Him, and that His Name is His Torah.’? Elsewhere in the same
book he elucidates this statement, drawing upon an old formula
from the hymns of the merkabah mystics: ‘It is an important prin-
ciple that the ancients expressed in the words: ““Thy Name is in
Thee and in Thee is Thy Name.” For the letters of His Name are
He Himself. Even though they move away from Him, they
remain firmly rooted [literally: fly away and remain with him].’?
He explains this by saying that the letters are the mystical body of
God, while God, in a manner of speaking, is the soul of the
letters. This comparison between God and His Torah on the one
hand and soul and body on the other leads us to the second
principle, which will be discussed in the following.

III

The principle that the Torah is a living organism falls in with
several lines of Kabbalistic thought. The reference to body and
soul in the passage we have just quoted from Gikatila suggests
such a conception, and the notion that the Torah is woven of holy
names is merely a metaphoric way of saying that it is a living
fabric. But the idea of the Torah as a living organism is older than
Gikatila. It has been formulated with penetrating clarity by the
earliest Spanish Kabbalists. In his commentary on the Song of
Songs, Ezra ben Solomon of Gerona writes that the Torah con-
tains not so much as one superfluous letter or point, ‘because in
its divine totality it is an edifice hewn from the Name of the Holy
One, blessed be He.’* The nature of this divine edifice, binyan

1 Recanati, Ta‘ame ha-Mitsvoth, Basel, 1581, 3a The statement God
Himself is called Torah occurs also in the Zohar, 11, 6oa.

2 MS Jerusalem, 8° 597, Fol. 21b. This manuscript contains Gikatila’s
work under the (plagiaristic?) authorship of Isaac ben Farhi or Perahia. We
possess many manuscripts of Gikatila’s important work under this name.

3 1bid., Fol. 228b: &f ’othiyoth porhoth ve-‘omdoth bo.
4 MS Leiden, Warncer 32, Fol. 23a.
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elohi, may be gathered from a long discussion of this point by
Ezra’s younger co