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The entire world is within
the Torah
and we are all of us in
the Torah
and from within it we see
and from it we do not stray.
—ABRAHAM ABULAFIA, SEFER SITREI TORAH, 1280

There is nothing new
that is not found in the Torah,
neither the prophets, nor the Hagiography,
nor the sayings of the sages,
or what has been innovated
and will be innovated from now forever.
—MosES CORDOVERO, SEFER’OR YAQAR, ca. 1555

Toute chose sacrée
et qui veut demeurer sacrée
s’enveloppe de mystere.
Les religions se retranchent a
I’abri d’arcanes devoilés
au seul prédestiné:
Part a les siens.
—STEPHANE MALLARME, HERESIES ARTISTIQUES, 1862

Decipher! Decipher! Then you will experience
the vertigo of human absolute.
—SALVADOR DALY
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FOREWORD

HArROLD BLOOM

Moshe Idel, born in 1947, submitted his doctoral dissertation on the Kabbalah of
Abraham Abulafia to the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, in 1976. In the quarter-
century since, his researches and publications have reconfigured the field of Kab-
balistic study, essentially founded by his majestic precursor, Gershom Scholem
(1897-1982). Half-a-century younger than Scholem, Idel is both Scholem’s suc-
cessor and his major revisionist. It is not too much to speak of the Kabbalah of
Gershom Scholem and the Kabbalah of Moshe Idel, since these great scholars are
as much visionary speculators as they are historians of what can be called “Jewish
mysticism,” though I distrust that term and will not use it again here. Scholem—I
would not say “in conversation” since one learned to listen to him—spoke with
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authority, and with more than a scholarly immersion in Kabbalah. One can speak
of conversations with Idel, but there also one hears a Kabbalistic voice, experien-
tial as well as historical, which speaks with authority in both realms.

I hesitate to describe the present book as Moshe Idel’s masterpiece, since his is
a life’s work-in-progress, but Absorbing Perfections: Kabbalah and Interpretation is
certainly his most important volume so far, fulfilling much of the project first set
forth in Kabbalah: New Perspectives (1988). Since I myself am a literary critic and not
a Kabbalistic scholar, this Foreword will address itself largely to three matters: the
relationship between Scholem’s and Idel’s achievements; Idel’s account of the
arcanization of the canon of the Hebrew Bible and of the exegetical modes that
emerged to decode the arcana; the significance of Idel for interpretive procedures
not in themselves Kabbalistic, nor even concerned with Kabbalah.

Kabbalah, a word meaning “tradition” with the nuance of “reception,” origi-
nally referred to the entire vast body of the Jewish Oral Law, but from about 1200
on it became more specific. The term was applied to the teachings of the Ravad
(Rabbi Abraham ben David), the great sage of the twelfth-century Jews of Pro-
vence. His son, Isaac the Blind, composed the first texts of Kabbalah proper, as
commentaries upon the Sefer Yezirah (Book of Creation), which exists in two tenth-
century versions and which must be much older (perhaps third century). The Book
of Creation says that God made the world with ten Sefirot (possibly just the numbers
one through ten) and the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet.

There were many pre-Kabbalistic (a term no Kabbalist would accept) commen-
taries on the Book of Creation, all of them quite normative. The next esoteric work
was the Book Bahir, or “Book of Brightness,” which scholars date as thirteenth
century. We thus have the puzzle of a thousand years of Oral Tradition between the
Book of Creation and Book of Brightness. To a true Kabbalist, this is no problem at all,
since Kabbalah insists it is the esoteric side of the Oral Torah that Moses received
from God at Sinai. In the Bahir, the Sefirot are what they have been ever since, the
ten divine attributes, principles, or powers. Isaac the Blind circulated his treatises
secretly, after dictating them to favorite disciples. It is generally agreed that Isaac
re-created the Sefirot and that he reconceptualized God as the en-sof, an intrans-
latable Infinite. Kabbalah itself has a canonical text that is postbiblical, the Zohar
of Moses de Leon, a book-of-books written in Guadalajara, Spain, from 1280
through 1286, but attributed by its author to much more ancient sages. The Zohar
hardly required arcanization, but as the canonical work for Kabbalists it provoked
exegetical speculation that transcends even its intricate splendors. From Isaac the
Blind onward, the Kabbalah as Scholem and Idel study it was essentially formed,
though the Zohar elaborated it magnificently.

Idel’s Absorbing Perfections: Kabbalah and Interpretation takes all this, and much
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more, as the given, and works on from there. His purpose is to show the Kabba-
lists’ very varied ways of locating the central values of the Hebrew Bible, and also
to illuminate their modes of interpretation for revealing those values. This pur-
pose was Gershom Scholem’s before it was Moshe Idel’s: what is the difference
between these two masters of Kabbalah? Idel’s reverent critique of Scholem in-
forms all his writings; in Messianic Mystics (1998), he speaks of “an oftentimes
critical dialogue with the magisterial studies” of his precursor. In the most memo-
rable chapter (7, “Ancient Jewish Theurgy”) of Kabbalah: New Perspectives, Idel
dissents from Scholem’s great essay on “Tradition and New Creation in the Ritual
of the Kabbalists.” Scholem contrasts the ritual of rabbinical Judaism, which
“makes nothing happen and transforms nothing” with rituals established by Isaac
Luria (1534-1572), the innovative genius who created later Kabbalism in Safed,
Palestine. In Lurianic Kabbalah, myth reenters Judaism, according to Scholem.
Idel regards this as Scholem’s own powerful myth, based upon “a simplistic
division between a defeated mythical Gnosticism and a triumphant rabbinism.”
Against this, Idel argues that ancient Jewish theurgy, the augmentation of God by
man, continued throughout normative rabbinism. Idel’s emphasis upon the eso-
teric elements in ancient Jewish religion seems to me the center of his Kabbalah:
New Perspectives, since it marks “the beginning of a return to another approach to
Judaism,” as he inscribed a copy of the book for me in 1988.

Judaism, like Christianity, is a belated religion: both stem from the Roman
destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 C.E. Judaism before that was a transi-
tional seething of rival sects, including the followers of Jesus, among whom St.
Paul won out over James the brother of Jesus. The ultimate heirs of James and his
Ebionites, or “poor men,” were Muhammad and Islam. The great puzzle remains:
what was the archaic Jewish religion? The Kabbalistic answer always has been
that Kabbalah was, which is both impossible and yet intriguing, and which is
an element in the rival speculations on the origins of pre-Judaism by Scholem and
by Idel.

Scholem was not a Jewish Gnostic, but accurately could be termed a Gnostic
Jew on the basis of his re-creation of Kabbalah, in which such astonishing figures
as Sabbatai Zevi, Nathan of Gaza, and Jacob Frank received scrutinies as sympa-
thetic as were accorded to Moses Cordovero, Isaac Luria, and Hayym Vital. Since
Kabbalah in Scholem is identified with the genius of the Jewish religion, for
Scholem even its deviant spirits are not heretics (unless they turned Christian).
But Idel has no deep quarrel with Scholem upon this, since his own Kabbalism is
equally intense. Visionaries do not like to think of themselves as agonistic, and
Idel doubtless will not welcome my suggestion that his “critical dialogue” with
Scholem has its hidden model in Jacob’s wrestling with a nameless one among
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the elohim in order to win the new name of Israel. Hemingway had the audacity to
say he was in training in order to go fifteen rounds with Count Leo Tolstoy, but
that is not a Kabbalistic trope. Still, Kabbalah always insists it came early, not late,
in Jewish spiritual history, yet to come after the Hebrew Bible and the Babylo-
nian Talmud is necessarily to be belated, and to come after Gershom Scholem
as historian-exegete of Kabbalah is also to battle belatedness. Idel’s relation to
Scholem is like that of the Romantic poets to John Milton, and there is something
distinctly Miltonic in Scholem’s Kabbalistic authority. You can correct and com-
plete Scholem, which are the wise ambitions of Idel, but you cannot displace him,
as Idel is first to acknowledge.

Idel’s most compelling challenge to Scholem always has been to question the
master’s judgment that the eruption of Kabbalah in thirteenth-century Provence
and Catalonia represented an influx of a long-dormant Jewish Gnosticism back
into Jewish spirituality. Shrewdly, Idel has argued that ancient Gnosticism itself
derives from Jewish speculations upon the Anthropos, or Divine Man, Enoch, who
did not die but was mutated into the startling Angel Metatron. The second-
century exemplar of the minim, or heretics, Elisha Ben Abuyah, is reputed to have
ascended to heaven, where he saw two enthroned Gods, Yahweh and Metatron,
the God-Man. Reconstructing the ancient Jewish foundations of Gnosticism, Idel
turned Scholem’s argument on its head, but in a manner that I think would not
altogether have displeased Scholem. Like Idel, Scholem credited the Kabbalistic
assertion of its continuity with an esoteric Oral Tradition, and in any case Scholem
told me that both Gnosticism and Neo-Platonism, in his intuitive judgment, as
well as the Hermetic Corpus, all had emerged from Jewish Alexandria. Idel does
not go so far (as yet), but in this regard anyway his revision of Scholem is quite
Scholemian.

Idel always has been wary of Scholem’s tendency to ascribe Kabbalistic trans-
formations to the direct effect of Jewish catastrophes, such as the Spanish Expul-
sion. Again, this is a disagreement mostly in degree and not in kind, almost as if
Idel’s aim is to sharpen Scholem’s focus. Idel follows Kabbalistic tradition in
being reticent about his own spiritual stance; he has published no equivalent
of Scholem’s fascinating “Ten Unhistorical Aphorisms on Kabbalah” (1958), in
which Scholem reaffirms that the authentic Kabbalah remains hidden; that Torah
and God, being one, both cannot be known; that the name of God reaches us only
in fragments; and that Kafka was secular Kabbalah, whose writings therefore
possess “something of the strong light of the canonical, of that perfection which
destroys.” Against this, Idel champions the canonical, both Scriptural and Kab-
balistic, as “the perfection which absorbs.” Against the Kafkan emphasis upon
the Negative, Idel urges the plenitude of Bible, Talmud, and Kabbalah, and sets
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himself the task of so relating Kabbalah to interpretation that we are taught the
work of “absorbing perfections.”

Again, Idel is not overthrowing Scholem, but treats Scholem as another canon-
ical work, whose arcana can be revealed through positive modes of interpretation.
Scholem’s disciples are displeased by this, but I suspect that Scholem himself
would have been delighted, since his own Jewish Gnosticism was not dualistic
and constituted for him the essence of Judaism. Hans Jonas, who with his friend
Scholem made a formidable exegetical pairing, disliked the idea of a Jewish Gnos-
ticism, and several times in discussion with me said that Idel’s quest to uncover
“another approach to Judaism” was bound to fail, because the archaic Jewish
religion, whatever it may have been, was not to be traced. Scholem, Jonas, Henry
Corbin, and Idel seem to me the inescapable fourfold of Western scholarship on
esotericism or gnosis, and Idel may yet find in Kabbalah a decoding instrument of
interpretation that will answer Jonas’s skepticism.

Absorbing Perfections is an advanced work, going beyond Idel’s previous studies
of Kabbalah. Its difficulties are legitimate and rewarding, not only for the under-
standing of Kabbalah by general readers like myself, but also for other common
readers who have wearied of postmodernist negations of interpretation and are
more than ready to welcome a plenitude of meaning, in the Bible and in Kabbalah
and in secular canonical works as well, from Dante and Shakespeare on to Paul
Celan and Samuel Beckett. What Idel calls “the absorbing quality of the Torah” is
akin to the absorbing quality of Shakespeare or of Joyce. Strong authors, like
sacred texts, can be defined as those with the capacity to absorb us. To “absorb,”
in American English, means several related processes: to take something in as
through the pores, or to engross one’s full interest or attention, or to assimilate
fully. At the beginning of Chapter 5 Idel defines his “absorbing”:

I use this term in order to convey the expanding comprehensiveness of the
concept of the text which, moving to the center of the Jewish society, also
integrated attributes reminiscent of wider entities like the world or God.
This expansion facilitated the attribution of more dynamic qualities to the
text conceived of as capable of allowing various types of influences on
processes taking place in the world, in God, and in the human psyche.

That is certainly an interpretative principle of plenitude, and I find it vastly
preferable to our current academic modes of reading Shakespeare, in which King
Lear is seen as being shaped by cultural and historical circumstances, rather than
by William Shakespeare, strongest of all authors. I myself read, teach, and write
about Shakespeare as someone who is absorbing perfections, conceiving his text
as influencing what takes place in the world and in the human psyche, and even in
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God, if there is God. Shakespeare, like the Bible or Dante or the Zohar, absorbs us
even as we absorb him, or them. Historicizing Hamlet or Lear breaks down very
quickly: they themselves are the perfections that absorb us all.

Moshe Idel, as I write, sits at his desk in Jerusalem, finishing a book to be
called Kabbalah and Eros, and starting another on Kabbalah and the Great Chain of
Being. He can hear gunfire as he writes, and though I regard myself as a Jewish
Gnostic, unable to pray to the alienated God, I would pray for his safety if I could.
Like Scholem before him, he has made Kabbalah his life’s enterprise, and like
Scholem his work has become essential for anyone who desires to confront
Kabbalah, and find herself there, more truly and more strange.

e Xiv *



PREFACE

The present book deals mainly with material found in a vast body of literature
designated by its authors and by modern scholars as Kabbalah. Basically a medie-
val corpus, this literature consists of a variety of schools, trends, models, ideals,
and techniques. Influenced by many intellectual and spiritual streams—Platonism
and Neoplatonism, Aristotelianism and Neoaristotelianism, Muslim Sufism and
Isma‘iliah, Christianity, hermeticism, magic, and astrology, to enumerate only
the major external influences—Kabbalistic literature nevertheless remained much
more exegetical than any of these other literatures, because many of its interests
centered on topics found in sacred texts. Kabbalists developed theories about the
nature of the scriptures, techniques of exegesis, and the interpretive process. In so
doing, they were deeply affected by the rabbinic and other earlier Jewish esoteric

VA



PREFACE

literatures, as well as the various spiritual alternatives that qualified their approach
to their Jewish predecessors. In order to do justice to the rich Kabbalistic trends,
our discussions will have to address both the Jewish antecedents and the intellec-
tual categories accepted from the intellectual surroundings. I thereby hope to
allow a much greater role to these two main sources of Kabbalistic hermeneutics
than has been done previously. At the same time, I shall attempt to differentiate,
much more than has been done in the dominant forms of Kabbalistic scholarship,
among several types of Kabbalistic hermeneutics.

In the following chapters I examine passages and concepts found in a variety of
Jewish literatures. In their arrangement I have preferred a more thematic and
diachronical approach to a historical and synchronic one. As I am most interested
in the development of major themes, of methods of interpretation, or even of an
exegetical system, I have adopted a vision of those themes as quite continuous, all
the while acknowledging the existence of deep changes over time. Skeptical as I
am that an inventory of everything found in a certain period of time can exhaust
the most significant processes defining the history of Jewish mystical hermeneu-
tics—and wary, too, of who gets to decide what a meaningful period is—1I strive to
trace the major stages of the development of central hermeneutical concepts in
Jewish mysticism: the nature of the text, the different forms of interpretation, and
the experience of the mystical interpreter. The centrality and paramount impor-
tance of these topics for understanding most of the forms of Jewish mysticism
places an immense amount of discussion at the disposition of scholars.

Some of the materials treated and approaches adopted here are indebted to a
lengthy article published in Hebrew in the early 198os entitled “The Concept of the
Torah in the Heikhalot Literature, and Its Reverberations in Kabbalah.” The great
number of texts cited, and the concise style and density of their discussion, ren-
dered the article almost inaccessible to many scholars dealing with the Heikhalot
literature or with Jewish hermeneutics. Over the years more detailed analyses of
some matters dealt with in that article, new material, and, I hope, a more sophisti-
cated approach emerged in various studies I published, some of which constitute
the core of the first part of the present book. Some of the chapters were written
independently for this book, especially those dealing with exegetical techniques in
Kabbalah, and they make up the second part of the book. All previous analyses,
however, have been reconsidered, updated, and completed in the course of pre-
paring this book. Since the manuscript was submitted for publication, three
books having implications for themes treated herein have appeared: Elliot Wolf-
son’s Abraham Abulafia (2000), Yehuda Liebes’s Ars Poetica (2000), and Moshe
Halbertal’s Concealment and Revelation (2001); unfortunately, it has not been possi-
ble to adequately take their findings into account.
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Thanks are due to friends who read the book and suggested improvements:
Harold Bloom of Yale University, Brian Stock of the University of Toronto, and
Shira Wolosky and Amira Liver of Hebrew University. The book was written over
several years during which I served as senior scholar at the Shalom Hartman
Institute of Advanced Judaic Studies in Jerusalem. The institute provided an en-
couraging and challenging intellectual ambiance that contributed to the emer-
gence and the writing of this book. Richard Miller has graciously edited the
manuscript and improved my English. In the final stage, the generosity of Jeffrey
Neuman helped see this book into print.
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INTRODUCTION

I. ARCANIZATION AND EXEGETICAL METHODS

Two main processes informed most of the speculative hermeneutical corpora in
the postbiblical forms of Judaism. The first is the expansion of the relevance of the
content of the canonical texts to increasingly more cosmological, theosophical,
intellectual, and psychological realms than those ancient texts themselves claimed
to engage. This expansion is often related to processes of arcanization, secretive
understandings of the canonical texts understood as pointing to these realms in
allusive ways: anagrammatic, numerical, allegorical, or symbolic.

The other main process is intimately intertwined with the first: it consists
in the emergence of complex exegetical systems that present specific methods
to decode the arcana believed to be concealed within the canonical texts. This
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INTRODUCTION

proliferation of exegetical systems is a corollary of the expansion of the content
dimensions of the classical texts. The arcanization processes, then, should be
understood as having some boundaries, which means that the term arcana in its
various Hebrew forms is used only in order to disclose it. As I understand it,
arcanization does not mean the creation of a concept of text that is opaque since
the arcana cannot be decoded. No special process of arcanization is related to a
transformation of the text as transcendental. Secrets are commensurable to the
methods that will resolve the enigma implied in the secrets. On the other hand,
secrets should be imagined to exist, otherwise the resort to eccentric exegetical
techniques, without the trust that something inherent in the text or in the mind of
the author is available, would become a hollow game.

To a certain extent, these processes represent two sides of the same coin: to no
canonical text are attributed semantic dimensions that cannot be discovered or
uncovered, and their discovery necessitates reliable, namely authoritative, tech-
niques. The expansion of the dimensions of the canon and the proliferation of
exegetical methods sometimes occurred in those intellectual moments when Ju-
daism came into contact with other forms of thought; those encounters created
both tensions and enrichments, one of the latter being the ascent of new forms of
hermeneutics. We shall be concerned here not with hermeneutics in Judaism in
general but with a rather specific form of esoteric literature, the mystical one. The
other main type of arcanization, represented by philosophical understandings of
the canonical texts and the corresponding allegorical method, will involve us only
tangentially, to the extent that it has been absorbed in Kabbalistic hermeneutics.

The following discussions, I should like to make clear, attempt to describe
hermeneutical developments in a fairly well-defined literary corpus. They do not
make any ontological claims as to the nature of text in general, as some forms of
philosophy of text strive for, nor do they make claims as to the structure of
exegetical methods as such, as modern hermeneutics does from time to time. My
discussions should therefore be seen as part of an effort of understanding some
specific hermeneutical processes whose possible relevance for general hermeneu-
tics is to be analyzed elsewhere (if at all), perhaps by other authors. I have tried to
avoid lengthy discussions about the Kabbalistic concepts of the nature of lan-
guage, because I have dealt with them on other occasions and I hope to elaborate
on this topic elsewhere.* Here, the emphasis is solely on language as it is struc-
tured within canonical books; Kabbalistic discussions of the importance of the
discrete linguistic unities are ignored.
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II. JupAISM: FROM A GEOGRAPHICAL TO A TEXTUAL CENTER

Jewish religion has undergone substantial changes over the millennia. One of the
most important was the transition from a nomad religiosity, centered around the
mobile Tabernacle, as described in the Pentateuch, to a more stable one, focused
on the stationary Temple, as described elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, and finally
to a religion focusing on canonical writings: the Bible and the rabbinic texts. The
renomadization of postbiblical Judaism is characterized by its novel gravitation
toward books and their study,> together with rituals that could be performed
anywhere, no longer relying on a sacred building and the rituals connected to it.
According to most of the rabbinic sources, God is encountered within sacred texts
rather than sacred spaces. However, the text is not a mere substitute for a sanc-
tuary or a temple; it has, and creates, a dynamic of its own. Despite the renomad-
ization of Judaism, or its transformation into a less topocentric religion than it
was in the later biblical period, we witness a radical change of the medium of the
divine theophany. In the postbiblical period God is conceived of much less as
penetrating reality at His free will, using the apparatus of the Tabernacle or the
Temple, than as constantly present within the literal signs of a portable book.

Or, to put it in more theological terms: the speaking God of the biblical period,
who became more taciturn in rabbinic literature, was believed to have been ad-
dressing His elite few, who approached Him not by means of free direct speech—
neither was He using His vibrant, imposing, direct voice when addressing them—
but by the medium of a canonized formulation expressing His will, which became
a written book.

In rabbinic literature it is through the canonized reification of this voice in
written documents that most of the rabbinic masters conceived their encounter
with the divine. Also in the rabbinic documents the assumption is that there is no
absolute freezing of the text’s content, and the midrashic commentators were
asked to capture the resonances and nuances dormant in the canonical texts.
Moreover, many of the characteristics of the divine power were transferred to the
entity that now embodies the presence of the divine voice in the present religious
and historical state, represented by the centrality of the sacred text.

While the notion of the sacred Bible is not itself a biblical concept, the sacral-
ization of that book in the rabbinic period created another path, which became
more and more dominant, of encountering the divine by resorting to a written
document and to letters as pronounced by the student, rather than through divine
voices or apparitions. While the intervention of the divine will within the life of the
individual, the tribe, and the nation was central for the first two phases of Jew-
ish religion, in the third one the divine will was conceived of as being already
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encapsulated within and perpetuated by the biblical text. The divine voice, as cap-
tured within the text, has been verbally reactivated by the human voice via studying
or praying. It is this textualization of religious life, which stamped the nature of
many aspects of rabbinic and meta-rabbinic Judaism, that will occupy us here.

One of the most important consequences of this process of textualization is the
emergence of an ontologically perceived zone of literary—that is, the structured
and written—expression of the divine will. This zone does not merely oblige
human religious behavior because it has become, in the form of a book, canonical
and thus very stable; it also—and this point needs emphasizing—restricts divine
free choice itself. From the religious point of view, the idealization of the canoni-
cal text shaped Jewish society but at the same time created a vision of the content
of the scriptures as embracing nonhuman and nonbhistorical zones as well: both
the natural and the divine. So, for example, not only humans are required to fulfill
certain rituals, like praying or donning tefillin, but also God is described as doing
so. In other words, rabbinic literature, and some writings composed at its periph-
ery, has created a new myth, that of the Torah, or in more general terms a myth of
a canonical book that is of overwhelming relevance for both the reader and the
Author, but also for the created reality that is the arena of the encounter between
them.? This new rabbinic myth of the text, related to the phenomenon of textual-
ization—whose details will be treated in Chapter 1—served as the basis of many
developments in the various types of hermeneutics found in Jewish mysticism. In
fact, the two main processes to be discussed below depend on the transition from
a topocentric to a text-oriented religion. While the former attributes special pow-
ers to the sacred place, or to the building and rituals related to that place, the text-
oriented religion locates them in a new center, the book. Different as the two
religious mentalities are, they nevertheless share a concern with a concrete center,
which can be seen, touched, and experienced firsthand.

III. PROCESSES OF ARCANIZATION AND DEARCANIZATION

The methodological presupposition that underlies many of the following ob-
servations is that the most significant Jewish literary corpora have never been
composed in a literary, terminological, and conceptual vacuum. This means that
many of the authors who contributed a substantial layer to Judaism were well
acquainted with a panorama—though not always the full panorama—of Jewish
culture, in either written or oral form.* Those corpora are based on texts and
traditions that preceded them and are in a constant dialogue—often multiple
dialogues, which in many cases meant sharp controversies—with some of the
preceding and contemporary ideas and texts. In turn these corpora become part of
a web of relations with the subsequent strata of Jewish creativity, a consideration
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that is pertinent in the case of Jewish esotericism as well. This assumption is
based on two considerations:

(a) There was a very rigorous selection of the material that has been preserved,
and those types of corpora that were seen as not salient to the rabbinic elite have
been efficiently censored or even eliminated from the orbit of Jewish culture.s The
Qumran literature, Philo, Josephus Flavius, and the apocryphal literature did not
leave significant traces in the rabbinic texts. The fact that non-rabbinic forms of
Jewish literature, like the Heikhalot and magical literatures, have nevertheless
been transmitted presupposes the awareness of the existence of a certain conso-
nance—or at least not a stringent dissonance—between them and the rabbinic
circles who made the selection. Jewish culture is a cumulative one par excellence;
it assumes that the earlier is very often the better. Moreover, the curriculum of
study, which started with the Bible and went through the most important stages
of cultural developments, fosters this view. The peculiar propensity to preserve as
culturally active numerous layers of classical literature creates the possibility of
continuous dialogues, and frictions, between those layers.

(b) Most Jewish literary corpora either consist of commentaries or resort to at
least some interpretive stands. Because dialogues with literatures of the past
are intrinsic features of these interpretations, both deep continuities and radical
changes define the dynamics of Jewish religion. Rarely, however, have total rup-
tures produced significant types of influential literature. It seems that moments of
crises are prone to encourage turns toward more conservative stands, toward
more “authentic” types of thought that will ensure, in a religious society, the
continuity of a certain sort of mentality despite the historical, social, or political
ruptures. Thus, the necessity to engage a variety of literary corpora seems to me to
be a sine qua non of serious studies concerning the conceptual and literary struc-
tures of Jewish religious types of literature. I would like to emphasize the differ-
ence between this importance of the layered and accumulative vision in Jewish
culture, which is relevant for understanding Jewish mysticism as well, and the
idea of authority, or theological authority, which informs the attitude of mystics,
as least as presented in the formulations of Gershom Scholem.¢ There is a variety
of attitudes toward classical texts, including classical mystical texts, even among
the Jewish mystics, and one of the key points is the question of the various degrees
and forms of assimilation of the prior types of Jewish literature.

Therefore, both significant forms of continuities and profound changes are
well represented by the recurrent processes of arcanization of the canonical texts
by those who subsequently interpreted them. The discovery, in fact the projection,
of a secret meaning helps the ancient text not only to survive in new situations
and to enhance its influence, but also to enrich the present. A more balanced
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understanding of the dynamics of a certain traditional culture must take into
consideration the stabilizing factors, the stasis of the system, and the ex-static
elements that are instrumental in changing, diversifying, or annihilating some of
the static elements. Hermeneutics is oftentimes part of these complex processes.

An interesting formulation of the young Stéphane Mallarmé asserts, “Toute
chose sacrée et qui veut demeurer sacrée s’enveloppe de mystere.”” To take Mal-
larmé’s statement by letter, mystery is an inherent quality of the sacred, both a
systemic quality and a strategy, sometimes conscious, for ensuring the preserva-
tion and the continuation of the sacred. In fact, one of the possible definitions of
the special status of a text is the feeling of the necessity to adopt it in a later period
and to adapt it to that period. One of the basic strategies of adaptation is interpre-
tive arcanization, which may correspond to Mallarmé’s “s’enveloppe de mystere,”
a phrase that may be rendered, in a more technical way, as a crisical arcanization.®
By this phrase I refer to arcanizations that result from the pressure of external
events, historical or cultural, that demand a reorganization of the order of the text
as rotating around an esoteric core that answers the repercussions of that crisis. It
would, however, be too simplistic to attempt to separate the two forms of arcaniz-
ation, because the crisical one will always attempt to capitalize on the systemic
arcanization, and even to disguise itself as such.® This deep affinity is very subtly
implied in Mallarmé’s formulation. The whole range of classical Jewish litera-
ture—the Bible, Sefer Yetzirah, the talmudic literature, Midrash, liturgy, the Heikha-
lot literature, R. Abraham ibn Ezra’s Commentary on the Pentateuch,*> Maimonides’
Guide of the Perplexed,’* Nahmanides’ Commentary on the Pentateuch,2 the Book of the
Zohar,** and even some of the Lurianic texts—has been commented upon, time and
again, because of the prevailing assumption that they include secrets. The ques-
tion is, why had the secrets been accepted and the above books become the subject
of so many commentaries? One of the many possible reasons is the need to supply
new areas of significance to the ancient canonical corpora. Thus, when crises
intervene, they affect the particular form of existing arcanization which did not
fulfill the needs of the intellectuals and thus is to be rejected, implicitly or ex-
plicitly, in favor of another, new type of arcanization. In that manner, I assume,
most of the developments took place: the existence of a systemic arcanization
allowed the development of new forms of arcanization.

Thus, a move from the exoteric nature of some of those texts to an esoteric
understanding of them is one of the major moves characteristic of the develop-
ment of Jewish literature, especially the speculative and some of the interpretive
ones. Even in those cases when some esoteric elements are found in some inter-
preted texts, like ibn Ezra’s commentaries, the Guide of the Perplexed, Nahmanides’
commentary on the Torah, or the Book of the Zohar, the subsequent commentaries
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have often enhanced the scope of the esoteric topics beyond what was intended by
the original authors.

This move from an exoteric to an esoteric religiosity, or from the biblical
weltanschauung to some of its medieval elaborations that took the various forms
of Jewish philosophy and Kabbalah, is a salient description of one of the major
developments of postbiblical Judaism up to the sixteenth century and is related to
the arcanization of the biblical text. Most of the works mentioned above are them-
selves attempts to explain, allude to, or extract secrets from the Bible, or at least to
hint at their existence without revealing them, as in the case of Nahmanides.
Thus, two forms of arcanization may be discerned. The primary one, which cre-
ated new classics, is based on the belief that the Bible hides some secrets; how-
ever, since the medieval classics that proposed the arcane understanding of the
canonical texts themselves resorted to allusive literary strategies, a second move
becomes necessary, one which consists in a huge series of supercommentaries
attempting to decode those secrets by elaborating on the hints included in the
former writings. This second move can be described as superarcanization, not
only because it decodes secrets found in an already arcane sort of writing—a
medieval book—but also because the supercommentaries are inclined to the un-
cover secrets that are not to be found even in the medieval classics of esotericism,
which already started to arcanize the Jewish canons. The main direction can be
described as a gradual disclosure of secrets, received orally or in writing, or
invented, which is at the same time the gradual introduction of secrets within the
earlier classical texts.* Conscious dearcanization was preceded by, or was con-
comitant with, unconscious deeper arcanization. Along more general lines, only
after the canonization of the Bible and the assurance of its special status, namely
its integrity as an ultimate text, was it possible to move toward the process of its
interpretation®® and then to resort to another aspect of its alleged nature: the
existence of nonexoteric aspects, namely the arcana. I would say that if the written
Torah, which served as the main object of commentary, belongs to a prior stage of
human consciousness, the orality that is characteristic of the preaxial age, the
commentaries on the text that has been committed to writing, is the definite
representation of what Jaspers called the “axial age.” The period of the transition
between the two would be the committing to writing of the Torah and its canon-
ization, a period that roughly approximates the emergence of the axial age. The
process of arcanization is an elitist impulse that moves from the tribe or commu-
nity to smaller groups and is therefore part of the more complex process of
axialization.

The process of arcanization in Judaism reached its peak in the sixteenth
century, when the last comprehensive corpus of Jewish myths and symbols, as
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presented in the various versions of Lurianic Kabbalah, became crystallized. By
and large, the medieval types of arcanizations can be designated as hypersemantic
moves, namely the imposition of sets of symbolic meanings on the already exist-
ing plain senses of the Scriptures, or of the original meanings of the medie-
val interpreted texts. This hypersemantic arcanization has, however, been pre-
ceded by a late antiquity magical or hyposemantic arcanization, which means that
some texts, the Pentateuch and the Psalms, have been viewed as fraught with
magical powers, which underlay their plain sense and the canonical sequel of
letters and words.®

On the other hand, a move from esotericism toward exotericism is discernible
since the end of the sixteenth century. Apparently unrelated to the Protestant
emphasis on the literal and historical senses and the rejection of secrecy that
emerged in the sixteenth century, or the rejection of the occult symbolism de-
scribed in some studies of B. Vickers, or Spinoza’s rejection of the medieval
theories of double meanings of the Bible, the surge in propensity for exotericism
in some Jewish circles was not a matter of one specific development. Rather, it
sprang from a series of smaller, yet major, developments, that included the print-
ing of numerous Kabbalistic writings that undermined the esoteric nature of this
lore, the attempts of Kabbalists to spread aspects of their secrets in more popular
treatises (the ethical Kabbalistic literature), and the emergence of the last signifi-
cant form of mystical literature, Hasidism, which is ostensibly exoteric in its
general approaches, and finally the demythization of the mystical forms of Juda-
ism by Enlightenment approaches. These diverse processes conspire to produce a
relative dearcanization of the religious life, though the classical texts themselves
are imagined as pregnant with infinite meanings. To a certain extent, the hyper-
semantic arcanization has been attenuated, and in some instances—Hasidism, for
example—the magical arcanization has become more visible. Again this is a sur-
facing of much earlier views, as we shall see later on.

Let me dwell on my use of the term move. I scarcely can believe in the possibility
of pointing out the precise meaning of many passages in ancient and medieval
texts, especially those dealing with such complex topics as secrecy, mystical expe-
rience, revelations, and the structure of a dynamic divine world. Given the relative
indeterminacy of so many crucial passages that inspired the later discussions, it
is difficult to assess the exact nature of the semantic and conceptual moves.
The scholarly effort, which is naturally inclined to pinpoint meanings, is often
thwarted by the fluidity of the interpreted texts, by the inner experiences that may
reflect altered states of consciousness, or by descriptions of the dynamic nature of
the divine, angelic, or demonic worlds. A very creative hermeneutical approach to
the sacred texts, which are reinterpreted time and again by the same mystic in new
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ways, is not a good prescription for the belief in a stability of meanings in the
mystical texts under scrutiny below. This is why, in my opinion, it is necessary to
take into account the broad semantic field of a given word, notion, or conceptual
structure both in the earlier literatures and in the more recent ones, which will be
able to map all its usages. As is the case with terms for secrecy in ancient and
medieval Jewish literatures, the move—in fact our understanding of the different
forms and directions of developments of a particular term—consists in semantic
oscillations and fluctuations. Such semantic mutations, as well as continuities,
are necessary for a better understanding of each of the stages of a term’s evolu-
tion. The cumulative mutations of individual terms provide a clue to much larger
conceptual changes.

A later semantic meaning of a given term may mark a development caused by a
dramatic change, a rupture with the past—a crisical arcanization—but also a
gradual development of possibilities that are inherent in the earlier texts but not
obvious to a modern scholar for various reasons, like the fragmentary nature of
the pertinent literature or oral transmission.?” There may, indeed, be instances of
systemic arcanizations, namely various visions of the secret sense of the text not
caused by a rupture with the historical context that informed the text, nor charac-
terized by a stringent dissonance with the semantic fields organizing the initial
discourse and the main spiritual values that constellate the original authors, be-
cause of dramatic new changes in the cultural ambiance of the interpreter. In
other words, the texts themselves are sometimes prone to provide the spring-
board for various esoteric logics—I emphasize the plural—which evolve through
the interpretive efforts of a variety of interpreters, where the difference between
them may be a matter of personal idiosyncrasy. This observation can be easily
confirmed by the fact that mystics of the same religion living in the same period,
sometimes in the same geographical area, offer different interpretations of the
same text: for example, the Zoharic theosophical-theurgical interpretations differ
drastically from the allegorical-psychological interpretations of the contemporary
ecstatic Kabbalist Abraham Abulafia.

On the other hand, the same interpretations may be embraced by Jewish mys-
tics living in different historical periods and in different geographical areas, just
as a particular mystical text may be understood differently by modern scholars
who subscribe to the same academic methodology. Much depends, in such subtle
and obscure matters, on what the mystic (or modern scholar) is able to bring to
the text in order to illuminate it. In any case, I would like to emphasize that crisical
arcanization, which is invoked sometimes by scholars in order to explain the
emergence of the Kabbalah itself or of the Lurianic Kabbalah, is a rather doubtful
assumption, for it relies less on detailed analyses of texts than on historiosophical
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suppositions which, interesting as they may be, represent what the scholar under-
stands as external history, the scholar’s views on the impact of history on individ-
uals and groups, their ways of reacting to crises, and other paratextual factors.®
Sometimes what can be regarded as a religious, intellectual, or cultural crisis
triggering a certain type of arcanization, such as Maimonides’ Aristotelian read-
ing of the Jewish tradition, has been resolved by resorting to traditional esoteric
terms like sitrei torah, ma‘aseh bereshit, and ma‘aseh merkavah. The perplexity of
Maimonides’ Jewish contemporaries has been resolved not by proposing Aris-
totle’s thought translated in Hebrew as the real solution but by reinterpreting
ancient Jewish esotericism. To what extent there is a certain sort of continuation,
in addition to obvious innovations, in Maimonides’ esotericism is yet a matter of
further investigation.*® In my opinion, the Maimonidean project represents crisi-
cal arcanization, which is quite obvious even in the title of the work in which it has
been expounded: Guide of the Perplexed. This is a comprehensive, though neither
systematic nor systemic, arcanization. Crisical as Maimonides’ own move is, how-
ever, it does not easily renounce its conservative claims, namely self-presentation
as a systemic development, more precisely a partial disclosure, of rabbinic eso-
tericism. It seems that Kabbalistic arcanization, as well as that of the Hasidei
Ashkenaz, whose writings date from the generation immediately following Mai-
monides’ floruit, is much more systemic than crisical. As a reaction to Maimoni-
dean arcanization, some of the Kabbalistic texts betray a crisical nature, as they
attempt to counteract the purportedly pernicious views of the great eagle.
However, when criticizing Maimonides’ esotericism, the Kabbalists have often
asserted that they do not invent an ad hoc explanation but rather continue a much
longer chain of tradition.?® Their recurrent claim is that their esotericism, and
thus their arcanization, pertains to the very nature of the original texts beginning
with the Bible itself. It is, according to them, not merely one dimension of the
canonical texts but rather the decisive core of a text’s religious mentality that
determines their esoteric interpretations. In other words, significant forms of
medieval Jewish speculative literature can be described as representing different,
in some cases even opposing, forms of arcanization that were aware of each other
and sometimes even contested the legitimacy of its competitor. What is never-
theless accepted as fact by both Maimonides’ disciples and the theosophical-
theurgical Kabbalists is that they retrieved, though in rather different manners
and by cultivating different religious ideals, the “original” esotericism inherent in
the Bible as mediated by the rabbinic conceptualization of esotericism, as men-
tioned in the late-antiquity talmudic, midrashic, and in some cases even Heikhalot
literatures. Thus, this is a medieval arcanization of much earlier arcanizations of
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Judaism. The debates of the medieval masters about the esoteric views of the
ancients constitute one of the most fascinating components of Jewish speculation
since the late Middle Ages. Let me therefore turn to those earlier layers of discus-
sion which nourished the medieval battles. Without understanding some de-
velopments that are already conspicuous in the premedieval Jewish corpora con-
cerning esoterica, it will be difficult to assess the evolution of these topics in the
Middle Ages. Medieval Jewish esoteric topics should be examined from the point
of view of the continuation of earlier traditions and of their changes, adoptions
and adaptations of alien material, and, oftentimes, the proposal of audacious
innovations. The general move can be viewed as a greater propensity for a myste-
rious understanding of the ancient secrets.?*

This approach to the text as pointing to secrets that are allegedly not evident in
a prima facie reading allows a much more creative role for the reader or the
commentator, who is deemed to deal with the absent, the concealed, or the
omitted elements.?? By amplifying the scope of the Torah to the status of a world-
absorbing entity, some medieval Jewish authors also amplified their own role as
interpreters.2 To a great degree, they added or projected the secrets, namely what
they conceived of to be the most sublime aspects of the Torah, and then extracted
them, as two fundamental phases of their interpretive activity. On the other hand,
by portraying the Torah as God-absorbing and man-absorbing, as we shall see in
Chapter 2 and Appendix 2, the perusal and interpretation of the Torah become
much more than a process of fathoming the secret meanings of the most impor-
tant texts: possibilities of much more emotional and extreme forms of mystical
experiences emerged.

IV. THREE MAJOR FORMS OF ARCANIZATION

The assumption that will lead the following discussion is the existence of three
major modes of arcanization: the magical, the philosophical, and the mystical.
Each of them comprises several distinct subcategories, whose precise mapping is
still an important desideratum of modern scholarship of Judaism. As the main
concern of my discussions below will be Kabbalistic hermeneutics, I shall focus
my analyses on the implications of different Kabbalistic trends on the ensuing
hermeneutics, relegating the implications of the distinctions of the other forms of
arcanization to the margin. It is quintessential, however, to be aware of the on-
going intertwining and overlapping relations between these three modes. Direct
influences, open and hidden forms of antagonism, and a variety of syntheses
between them account for many of the characteristics of the historical develop-
ments and the phenomenology of Jewish hermeneutics. This methodological
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assumption holds as much in the case of Jewish hermeneutics as it does in the
development of Jewish thought, a point that is often overlooked by those who have
suggested broader pictures of the different aspects of Jewish thought. This is not
the place to develop this methodological observation,?* but I shall attempt to
follow it whenever pertinent. In general I would say that Maimonides’ struggle
with magic and ancient Jewish esoterica has not been put into relief in modern
scholarship, and consequently the possibility of the articulation of worldviews
that are reactions from circles who were attacked by his critiques has not been
sufficiently explored. Similarly, the fact that Maimonides has been alleged to hold
exactly the same type of views to which he strongly protested has been under-
estimated as an indication of intellectual interactions that took place in the for-
mative period of Kabbalah.?s The gradual strengthening of the astromagic of
ultimately Hermetic origins in post-Maimonidean thought, a development that
had a deep impact on Kabbalah, supports my thesis as to the dialectical role of the
relationship between magic, philosophy, and Kabbalah. In fact, the last major
development in Jewish mysticism, Hasidism, owes much to this still-unrecog-
nized dialectic.?®

The dialectic is most evident in the metamorphoses of a statement stemming
from a magical vision of the Torah that describes the unique nature of the Torah
as consisting, on its esoteric level, of a continuum of divine names.?” Moreover,
the relations between allegorical-philosophical hermeneutics and the combina-
tory one will engage us in Chapter 11, and the integration of various exegetical
trends will be shown in Appendix 1. This interpenetration between the various
approaches is one of the reasons for the absence of sectarian tendencies that are
characteristic of purist approaches.

V. THREE MAJOR KABBALISTIC MODELS

The working hypothesis behind my approach to Jewish mysticism since the Mid-
dle Ages is that differing speculative models informed the thought, praxis, and
subsequently the writings of various Kabbalists and Hasidic masters. Far from rep-
resenting a unified or monochromatic line of thought that allegedly has changed
throughout history, the diverse Kabbalistic sorts of literature, and to a lesser extent
various Hasidic schools, have centered around at least three major models: the
theosophical-theurgical one, the ecstatic one, and the talismanic one.?® The inter-
play and interactions between these models characterize many important mo-
ments of Kabbalistic creativity. To paraphrase Alexander Pope, we should better
observe how system into system runs. Yet, given the fact that a theory of models in
Jewish mysticism still has to be carefully formulated, I will attempt to delineate
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only what seems to me to be the salient points relevant to one model: the talis-
manic one, which will be addressed in Chapter 5. I shall not elaborate on the three
models but only mention very briefly their most important characteristics relating
to the nature of language.

The theosophical-theurgical model, which informs many of the discussions in
Spanish Kabbalah and flourished afterward in sixteenth-century Safed, assumes
that language reflects the inner structure of the divine realm, the sefirotic system
of divine powers. At the same time, language was thought to influence this struc-
ture by means of theurgical activities that aim to restore the harmony within the
divine realm. Either in its cognitive-symbolic role or in its theurgical-operational
function, language has been conceived by this type of Kabbalah as hypersemantic.
This means that not only is the ordinary sense of language maintained by the
Kabbalists, but its basic function as part of the Kabbalistic enterprise is due to a
surplus of meaning, which adds semantic fields to that or those designated by the
ordinary meaning. The two aspects, the symbolic (referential) and the theurgical
(performative), different as they may be from each other, should not be viewed as
totally independent. The symbolic role of language, namely the concept that it
reflects the structure of the divine powers, is often only one side of the coin; the
other is the use of symbolic knowledge in order to amend processes taking place
within the divine realm.?° In the following I use the term theurgy to designate the
rituals by which God or a divine structure like the ten sefirot is affected, rather
than the techniques of spiritual purification that enable someone to elevate. Both
definitions are found in modern scholarship, but I prefer the first.3°

The ecstatic approach is palpably different; it assumes that the Kabbalist can
use language and the canonical texts in order to induce a mystical experience by
manipulating elements of language, together with other components of the vari-
ous mystical techniques. This approach is much less concerned with divine inner
structures, for it focuses on the restructuring of the human psyche in order to
prepare it for the encounter with the divine. The ecstatic theory of language is less
mimetic, and thus less symbolic and theurgic, than the view espoused by the
theosophical Kabbalah. While the theosophical-theurgical approach to language
assumes the paramount importance of information that is either absorbed by the
human mind or transmitted, in an energetic form, by the soul to the divine, in
many cases the ecstatic view of language encourages the effacement of knowledge
as part of the opening toward the divine. Language helps, according to ecstatic
Kabbalah, to cleanse someone’s consciousness by breaking, as part of a mystical
technique, the words of the sacred scripture into nonsemantic units.3* While the
theosophical Kabbalah emphasizes the given, structured aspects of language as
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manifested in the canonical writings, in ecstatic Kabbalah the deconstruction of
the canonical texts, and of ordinary language as well, is an important mystical tool
for restructuring the human psyche.

The talismanic model, which will occupy our attention much more in the
following discussions, conceives the divine text as one of the major means to
attract supernal (divine or celestial) powers on the magician or the mystic, who
becomes, in many cases, the portent of extraordinary forces that can be described
as magical. In general, this approach can be called hyposemantic, which means
that language is regarded as magically effective even when one ignores its seman-
tic aspects. This is a strongly anthropocentric attitude, because it envisages the
enhancement of the spiritual and material well-being of an individual, and often a
whole religious group, as a core value of religion.??

The theosophical-theurgical and the talismanic models assume that, in addi-
tion to the semantic aspect of the sacred text, and of the Hebrew language in
general, there is an energetic aspect that may either have some effect on the
supernal world or attract it onto the low. While in ecstatic Kabbalah these two
aspects are sometimes present, they nevertheless play a relatively marginal role
there. This brand of Kabbalah recognizes the magical powers of language, though
it sees them as exercising an influence on an inferior level of existence as com-
pared to the cathartic role language plays in purifying the soul and the intellect in
order to prepare them for receiving the supernal effluvia.

By and large, the talismanic model, as exemplified by linguistic magic, is a
synthesis between the particularistic tendency characteristic of the theosophical-
theurgical model, which deals basically with halakhic behavior, and the more
universalistic tendency of the Hermetic sources. Focused as they are on Hebrew
words as major tools, the linguistic talismanics and sometimes also the ecstatic
Kabbalists assume that not only Hebrew words but also Hebrew letters, and
especially what can be called, according to the Jewish authors, “Hebrew” sounds,
may serve as talismanic means. At least on the level of monadic linguistic ele-
ments, a more universalistic potentiality can be assumed; I mean that given the
need to deconstruct conventional language, including Hebrew, into its elementary
units, on the phonetic level the notion of a resemblance between the different
languages is more plausible.>?

The theosophical-theurgical and ecstatic models are amply represented by
distinct Kabbalistic schools and literary corpora, which can be described as em-
bodying the speculative assumptions mentioned above insofar as language is
concerned. Thus, the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah and the ecstatic Kabbalah
are known from rather independent Kabbalistic bodies of writings; the talismanic
model, however, has been adopted by both theosophical-theurgical and ecstatic
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Kabbalists, who adapted the astromagical sources to their specific spiritual pur-
poses. This is one of the reasons why this last model has been neglected by
modern scholars of Kabbalah. The concern with a more unified picture of the
development of this lore has induced a rather monochromatic view of its phenom-
enology, which pushed the magical schemes, and to some extent the ecstatic
literature, to a corner, emphasizing—in my opinion, overemphasizing—the cen-
trality of the theosophical mode of Kabbalah.3+

Let me formulate the three models in terms of their objectives. The ecstatic
model is concerned more with the changes a certain mystical technique, based
mainly on language, may induce in man; the talismanic model emphasizes the
effects that someone’s ritualistic linguistic acts may have on the external world,;
and the theosophical-theurgical model centers on inducing harmony within the
divine realm. In the following exposition I shall attempt to give a more detailed
linguistic description of the talismanic model and to trace the main stages of the
infiltration of this model within the various forms of Kabbalistic literature. Inter-
esting as the description of these models may be, the models have only rarely been
expounded as completely separate approaches. Indeed, the ecstatic was some-
times combined with the talismanic one, so that the talismanic operator was
described as achieving contact with the divine realm before he is able to draw
down the supernal power. Likewise, the theurgical operation, which ensures the
continuing pulsation of energy within the divine realm, has often been combined
with the magical or talismanic approach, so that drawing the emanation from the
higher sefirot to the lower ones was followed by causing the emanation’s descent
into the extradivine world. Common to all these models is the view that language,
at least as represented by the canonical texts, involves a strong type of “speech
acts,” to use John Searle’s phrase, or, to useJ. L. Austin’s category, the recitations
of letters are performative utterances par excellence. However, the efficiency of the
Kabbalistic approaches to language or text depends much more on their para-
semantic qualities than on their semantic ones.

VI. REMARKS ON THE NOTION OF HERMENEUTICS

Like Kabbalah, the term hermeneutics covers a variety of different schools and
opinions, and it has been understood differently by various scholars. Here I would
like to distinguish between three main topics that constitute the field of herme-
neutics as it is approached in this book.

The first topic is the nature of the author, which encompasses a variety of
authors, beginning with the Author of the divine book, Whose nature was thought
to inform the nature of the text He generated, as well as the task of the reader or
interpreter. The author may also be an angel or any other supernal entity who
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inspires the human interpreter or the interpreter’s unaided spiritual activity. When
the subject of the discussions is an entity heterogeneous to the interpreter, like the
divine author, we are in the area of theology; when an angel, we deal with angelol-
ogy. Indeed, there can be no doubt, as I shall demonstrate, that without an
understanding of the overall speculative structures that informed the worldviews
of the interpreters, it is hard to fathom some of the aspects of their hermeneutics.
The consonance between the infinite author and the infinite text, which will be
discussed in Chapter 3, is a good example. The vision of the hermeneutical project
as aiming to understand the nature of the author and his intentions has been not
only part of literary approaches but in fact quite widespread in religious herme-
neutics, where the sacred book was conceived to be the main source for under-
standing of the nature of God. From this perspective hermeneutics, like philoso-
phy, is no more than a maidservant of theology. Also in modern scholarship of
Judaism, and of Kabbalah in particular, texts have been investigated basically in
order to extract from them a system or theology, whose precise articulation was
regarded as one of the main targets of the scholar.3*

In keeping with the call to recognize a diversity of models of thought in
Kabbalah, my goal will be not to discover the system or theology of a given text but
to point out the threads that lead from a particular theology to the understanding
of the text and the interpreter’s task. From this point of view, I shall travel a
trajectory different from the theological one: systemic and abstract knowledge
that informed the thought of an author will be supposed as known by me, as part
of my perusal of the pertinent texts, and my task will be the disclosure of the
impact that system had on the text under scrutiny. This is the reason why, in the
following chapters, discussions of theological stands will be relatively rare. By and
large, without addressing the issue of the existence of ontologically heterogene-
ous sources for religious experiences, I will assume that the external entities are to
be understood as the production of different forms of the religious imaginaire.
The starting point of the enterprise of many of the hermeneutes whose views will
be discussed below had, in my opinion, framed the range of their attainments,
just as the modern secular imaginaire, based on a propensity for elements of
negativity, confines the forms of experience a modern reader may have in any
given text. The extension of the range of topics allegedly included in the canonical
texts, which amounts to an imaginaire of the text, allowed the hermeneute experi-
ences that would otherwise have been impossible.

The second topic, which will concern us much more than the first, is the nature
of the text or, to resort to other terminology, Hans-Georg Gadamer’s “matter of
the text” or Paul Ricoeur’s “the world of the text.” Attempting to disassociate my
discussion from an organic linkage to an external being, or to human authors—

« 16 -



INTRODUCTION

though not from a certain way of imagining such a being—I follow, broadly
speaking, Ricoeur’s call for a threefold distancing of the literary work from the
psychology of the author, from the circumstances of its composition, and from
the audience to which it has been addressed.>® The following analyses largely
deal with the nonreferential world created by the influence of the Bible in the
postbiblical forms of religion. However, unlike Ricoeur’s main concern with pos-
sible worlds of the text, which are related to the readers and then attracted by a
certain book, thus constituting its more comprehensive world, my claim will be
that many of the Jewish elites whose concepts I shall scrutinize are initially in-
formed by a variety of books, while the sacred book they studied and interpreted
was consumed as part of a much broader and variegated culture that conditioned
its understanding so substantially that it is difficult to separate it from a more
comprehensive and articulated spiritual structure. The world of the book is, in the
contexts to be discussed below, too vague a concept. That is why, in the first part
of the present book, I shall deal with various conceptions about the sacred book,
many of which have as their subject matter the Bible but often differ dramatically
from the concepts found in the Bible itself.

My assumption is palpably different from Ricoeur’s general theory of herme-
neutics—what has been called the eclipse of the reader3’—which separates the
more objective world of the text from the reader, its psychology and subjectivity.
Rather, I will take the main book under discussion, the Bible, sometimes to be a
réservoire sémantique (following Gilbert Durand) of concepts that are far away, not to
say utterly different, from what I understand to be the book’s intellectual horizon.
Two thinkers, Ricoeur and W. C. Smith, who were influenced by a Christian view
of gratia, regarded the Bible as the source of inspiration. Ricoeur, who to a certain
extent follows Gadamer, has been discussed briefly already. Smith formulated his
view thus: “The significant question is not whether the Bible is inspired, but
whether it is inspiring.”*® These views presuppose a weak reader or interpreter,
while I assume that in some forms of mystical exegesis we may speak of a stronger
interpreter. Characteristic of those more radical interpreters is what I propose to
call an intercorporal situation, namely the resort of many Jewish thinkers to a long
series of concepts stemming from previously alien and intellectually structured
literary corpora. This situation seems to me to be symptomatic of the way the
sacred book has been studied in the centuries after it was written, in historical and
cultural circumstances that differ from the ancient authors’ main preoccupation. I
consider this intercorporal situation to characterize many of the medieval and
premodern attitudes toward the Bible, a stand that attributes transformative va-
lences to cultural encounters between Jews and other peoples.3°

In fact, I shall be more concerned with strong readers and interpreters, whose
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interaction with sacred books is a matter not only of fusion of horizons, in a
Gadamerian sense, or the reader’s self-understanding, as Ricoeur would put it,
but of much more dramatic restructurings of the ancient texts. Interpretation
should be understood as more of an interpenetration than a fusion. The Kabba-
lists resorted to radical exegetical techniques and to more comprehensive and
systematic theological conceptions that are the result of an acculturation of some
parts of Jewish elites to their environment. Unlike Gadamer, I assume that it is
hard to point to one specific horizon informing a given period that would serve as
the conceptual receptacle for understanding a particular reading of a specific
book. Moreover, I would even claim that in the writings of a given author, or
perhaps even in a single text, it is possible to discern a variety of theological and
other concepts that conditioned the author’s horizon; thus it would be better to
deal not with the fusion of two horizons but with a con-fusion of numerous
spiritual horizons. Moreover, unlike Ricoeur, the assumption that will inform my
discussions is that sometimes readers or interpreters did not come to the sacred
scriptures only in order to better understand them, or to understand themselves
better, but rather in an attempt, conscious or no, to change the conceptual identity
of the scriptures by infusing their sometimes already structured identity. In fact,
there can be little doubt that the regular fusion of horizons between someone’s
prejudices and a text being met for the first time is hardly the common situation in
Jewish mysticism. The Bible was never met by the Jewish mystic for the first time
when he became a mystic, but it already contributed in different manners to the
religious life of the hermeneute. The ongoing reading, reflection, and confronta-
tion with the biblical text is a constant factor in the biography of Jewish mystics. It
is always a renewed encounter that is the basic experience, since the Bible served
as the first main topic of study in the early childhood of the future mystic. Neither
should we assume, as Gadamer does, that the canonical text has an “absolute
priority over the doctrine of those who interpret it.” Though such a theoretical
stand may be detected in principle, our assumptions regarding the strong reader
and the importance of the intercorporal form of exegesis, which will be addressed
in Chapter g, allow much more aggressive forms of interaction than extraction of
some form of religious truths actually found in the Bible.

Thus Jewish mysticism in most of its main forms is exegetical, as it consists in
different searches for contact with God, when the Bible plays an important role as
a repository of secret knowledge about the divine realm, as a source of models to
be imitated or even techniques to reach the divine encounter, in addition to the
more conspicuous engagement of many Jewish mystics in the more technical
interpretive sense.*

The emphasis I propose to put on the phenomenology of strong readers is
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related to some of my earlier studies of Kabbalistic exegetes like Abraham Abu-
lafia and some of the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalists,** to my awareness that
their eccentric exegesis has sources in earlier Jewish corpora, and to the fact that
their approaches were shared by some subsequent Kabbalists. I assume that the
stronger and more formative that mystical experiences are, the more radical the
exegetical enterprise may be. Those forms of stronger experience were attained by
resorting to mystical techniques, nomian and anomian, which represent initia-
tives of the Jewish mystics to encounter the divine realms in the way each of them
imagined them. In line with an earlier proposal to accentuate the importance of
understanding mystical techniques if one is to understand the structure and na-
ture of mystical experience,*? I would say that the results of the interpretive enter-
prises are determined largely by the nature of the exegetical technique, perhaps
even more than the contents of the interpreted text. Given that I shall be con-
cerned with exegetical texts as one of the main topics of analysis, the emphasis
will fall more on the concepts and practices of the late interpreters than on the
nature of the interpreted texts. Though interactions indeed took place between
them and the sacred scriptures, I am inclined to attribute to the later interpreters,
especially those who belong to “innovative Kabbalah,” a pivotal role in the emer-
gence of mentalities that encouraged a somewhat greater freedom of interpreta-
tion which, though radical in comparison to modern hermeneutics, was neverthe-
less accepted as legitimate in many Jewish conservative circles.

By moving the emphasis from theological and book-oriented approaches as
the main source of meaning to the centrality of the exegetical activity of inter-
preters—in many cases interpreters who did not play a major role in Jewish life—I
hope that a more variegated and dynamic understanding of Jewish mystical her-
meneutics will be achieved. The move from the academic concern with abstract
messages, theological and sometimes even teleological, to concrete exegetical
practices invites more detailed analyses of the different manners in which texts
were approached, and those analyses are rarely prone to be formulated in broader
and more “inspiring” conclusions. Thus, the accent in some of the following
discussions falls on what the Jewish mystics did rather than what they believed. To
a certain extent, to follow Aby Warburg’s remark, “God dwells in the details,” but
those details belong to human exegetical activity.

The “upward” move that I propose as a methodological approach, starting
with the more concrete concepts of the nature of the texts and exegetical tech-
niques, not only strives for a less theologically oriented discourse but is based on
concrete practices and their impact on lived experience and is informed by a more
kataphatic attitude than that prevalent in modern scholarship concerning Kab-
balistic hermeneutics. The accent dominant in many of the modern treatments of
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the Kabbalistic “theory” of symbols is on an apophatic theology as informing the
spiritual preoccupations of the Kabbalists, and this presumption shaped the aca-
demic analysis of the nature of symbolism.** I find this emphasis exaggerated, for
reasons I have addressed elsewhere.** In any case, I shall try to demonstrate
throughout the following discussions that a much more kataphatic attitude is
evident among the vast majority of the theological systems directly involved in the
hermeneutical projects of the Kabbalists. Most especially, the theological assump-
tion of an infinite divinity, designated in many Kabbalistic writings by the term
’Ein Sof, which was taken as defining Kabbalistic apophasis, should be understood
in much more kataphatic terms, and it invited a vision of the Bible as containing
an infinite number of distinct meanings.*> The possibility of reaching the divine
intention, or an encounter with the divine realm via the interpretive process, is of
paramount importance for the “technical” approach that will be described below.
Preoccupation with a book that is believed to be sacred was seen as a path to
attaining experiences of plenitude, rather than a casuistic enterprise.

Moreover, I shall attempt to describe the practice of interpreters whose inter-
actions with the text presuppose a certain performance of the text, which may take
different forms—for example, vocalization of nonvocalized scrolls of the Bible*
or combination of letters*’—as part of the exegetic enterprise. I shall designate
this practice ergetic exegesis*® and call its practitioners ergetic exegetes. This
ergetic impulse is to be understood as part of a more activist anthropology charac-
teristic of the vast majority of Kabbalistic writings, as they assumed a primordial
affinity between the inner core of man, described as soul in some forms of
Kabbalah and as intellect in others, and the divinity. To a certain extent the process
of exegesis is a recirculation of divine power as embodied in man, when striving to
return to its source. From this point of view, one of the slogans of later Kabbalah
shared by Hasidic writers and some of the so-called Mitnaggedim, which con-
tends that God, the Torah, and Israel are one unit, reflects the integrative ap-
proach dominant in the relationship between author, text, and interpreter. In a
way, this primordial and recurring triunity creates a situation reminiscent of the
modern hermeneutical concept of belonging.+°

Though I adopt a historical approach to the various processes to be described
below, the main purpose of this book is to point out the Jewish mystics’ various
attempts to locate a sense of value they imagined to be inherent in the sacred
scriptures, as well as their interpretive efforts to elicit those various “values” from
the sacred texts. I believe that it is important to supplement a historical approach
to the emergence of Kabbalistic symbols that demystifies (in a manner reminis-
cent of Freud’s psychoanalysis) their content by elucidating the mechanics of the
emergence with the phenomenological approach that strives to understand the
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way in which they were thought to operate. By so doing we may adopt the socio-
logical attitude of Emile Durkheim or the philosophical hermeneutics of Ricoeur,
who take into consideration the fullness of the symbols as already existing fac-
tors.>® Thus, there is a conflict of interpretations, to resort to Ricoeur’s term,
between the scholarly analytical attempt to understand the emergence of a phe-
nomenon by means of a historical approach and the concern with understanding
the inner logic of this phenomenon. The two approaches are indeed in conflict—
in my opinion, more than Ricoeur would assume—because the moment of recog-
nizing the historicity, or contingency or subjectivity, of the symbolic meaning that
is attached to a certain ancient text may become the moment of its demystifica-
tion, which will attenuate or even undermine its efficacy. The drama of a strong
interpreter who struggles with a canonical text, of conceptual innovators who
strive to appear conservative, of exegetes who apply extreme exegetical techniques
but still believe that they find some historical and spiritual truths, are the param-
eters that inform many of our discussions. Struggling with the ancient text takes
sometimes extravagant forms, from extreme atomization of the interpreted texts
into separate letters, to the vision of the text as identical with the divinity, or from
dense textuality, which addresses the peculiarities of the biblical text, to onto-
theology. I shall discuss some eccentric visions of textuality and interpretive prac-
tices that question more harmonistically oriented views that medieval Jewish inter-
pretatio is to be regarded as “a process of continuation of the Bible.”>*

One argument is that some medieval exegetes may be described as strong
readers in comparison to the modern or postmodern hermeneutes, given their
profound belief in the all-comprehensiveness or the absorptive nature of the
interpreted texts, a belief that allowed exegetical approaches much more eccentric
than the modern exegetical tools. This assumption is part of a more comprehen-
sive view of the difference between medieval and modern attitudes, a view that,
following Nietzsche, is concerned with the will-to-power of the interpreter over
the text.>? However, my emphasis will be mainly on the plenitude that emerges
from this activistic approach, and much less the negativity that is sometimes
attributed to it.>* Unlike modern hermeneutics, which is inclined to suspicion, I
would say that the strong Kabbalistic and Hasidic interpreters resorted to a her-
meneutic of trust, to borrow a phrase from George Steiner.5*

Nevertheless, a much more agonistic approach, emphasizing the tensions,
frictions, appropriation, and clinamenic attitudes (Harold Bloom’s terms), will
dominate some of the following discussions. The sociological aspects will be
addressed, particularly in the last chapters and some of the appendixes, in order to
account for the differences between elites who elaborated hermeneutical systems,
allowing a freer approach to the arcane dimension of the classical texts, and elites
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who were more conservative. It is not an idealistic or romantic picture of free
creativity that characterizes the discussions of most of the Kabbalistic interpreta-
tions below,5* but much more their need to maneuver between different codes,
even overdetermined codes, that often dictated contradictory ways of understand-
ing ancient literary corpora. The Bible is a text that, because of its elliptical style
and its variety of topics, invites extensive interpretation more than some other
ancient religious texts do.>® In the Middle Ages it was contemplated and com-
mented upon from cultural angles that prompted questions alien to the cultural
horizon of its ancient authors. The Bible and its rabbinic interpretations served as
both centripetal and centrifugal factors in Jewish culture. On the one hand, the
common book with its rabbinic satellites produced spiritual universes shared by
almost all the Jews throughout Jewish history. On the other hand, some of the
contents of the biblico-rabbinic tradition were perceived of as inadequate for the
medieval and modern sensibilities, thus creating centrifugal impulses and the
need to find strong interpretations of the Bible by resorting to exegetical methods
different from the rabbinic one, and meanings different from the plain sense of
the Bible. Other aspects or religious vectors of the biblico-rabbinic corpora con-
tinued to develop and change in ways more consistent with their initial logic. In
the following, an effort will be made to survey the two developments, though the
emphasis of the discussion will be on the most common vector, the centripetal
one. Fascinating as the centrifugal forms of hermeneutics are, their transgressive
propensities did not facilitate their impact on larger audiences of Jews, who
preferred the charitable over the uncharitable readings.>

VII. THE LITERARY CORPORA UNDER SCRUTINY

Most of the material that served as the springboard for the following analyses
stems from various Kabbalistic schools, in the more restricted definition of the
term. Thus, the Kabbalistic writings that attracted the maximum attention date
from the end of the twelfth century to the end of the eighteenth century and were
written in Southern, Central, and Eastern Europe and in the Middle East. Nev-
ertheless, a significant part of the discussions below engages also rabbinic texts,
most of them midrashic, and Hasidic texts, compounded since the last third of the
eighteenth century. Topics relating to ancient exegesis as found in Philo or Chris-
tian and Gnostic literatures are adduced only marginally. In comparison to the
latter’s more peripheral status in the general economy of this book, more sub-
stantial attention has been paid to medieval philosophical allegoresis as practiced
by Jewish writers.

Needless to say, owing to the huge size of these literary corpora and of the
related secondary literature, it is impossible to offer anything like an exhaustive
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treatment of even those topics which have been selected for systematic treatment
here. Given the fact that the main topic under scrutiny is a relatively new subject in
the field of Jewish mysticism, the enterprise advanced in this book suffers from
the subjectivity, selectivity, tentativeness, and error characteristic of any broad
exposition of topics that underlie analyses of huge corpora and countless vol-
umes. In our case, the pertinent literature amounts to some hundreds of lengthy
and often complex books and innumerable shorter treatises, many still in manu-
script, which constitute the core of the Kabbalistic literature, not to speak of the
daunting rabbinic corpora and the vast philosophical literature. In fact, one can
hardly find an important book written by a medieval Jew that is not a potential
source for a better understanding of concepts or terms related to the interpreta-
tions offered to the different parts of the Bible.

Most of the material stems from and is related to formal commentaries on the
Bible, though some significant quotations stem from more theoretical treatises
written by Kabbalists and Hasidic masters. They deal not only with specific exe-
gesis of a particular text but also with issues germane to our discussions, such as
recitation of the sacred scriptures, which do not involve an understanding of their
meaning; reading of the text envisioned as a form of interpretation; the text’s
study, limmud or talmud torah, which involves intense or “absorbing” forms of
preoccupation with the meaning of the canonical text; as well as the more formal
interpretations that constitute the literary genre of commentary.

I have attempted to take into consideration the findings of other studies de-
voted to Kabbalistic hermeneutics, including my book on Abraham Abulafia’s
hermeneutics, the preliminary analysis of general hermeneutics in Kabbalah that
constitutes Chapter g in Kabbalah: New Perspectives, and my forthcoming analysis of
R. Menahem Recanati’s hermeneutics. Nevertheless, I did not repeat my analyses
there, but sought to adduce new material and approaches.

An attempt has been made to offer a balanced picture of the themes under
consideration as they occur in the various forms of Kabbalistic and Hasidic lit-
erature. However, the immense amount of material creates great problems in
attaining an equilibrium between various Kabbalistic schools—Sefardi, Italian,
North African, Safedian, or Ashkenazi—between the Cordoverian Kabbalah and
the Lurianic one, or between the Hasidic and the contemporary Mitnaggedic
attitudes. Determining the weight of influence of the earlier rabbinic hermeneu-
tics on Jewish mystical hermeneutics is a major issue that demands much more
research, as does the spiritualistic hermeneutics of the Jewish Sufi in the Near East
during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and their spiritualistic counterparts
in Europe. Immensely problematic is the need to take into account the rich manu-
script material that should have its place by the side of the printed literature, and
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thus more influential Kabbalistic material. I have tried to give special attention
to unknown material extant only in manuscripts, but at the same time not to fall
in the trap of conferring too great a role to idiosyncratic views just because they
are extreme.

Indeed it is difficult to strike a reasonable balance between what I conceive of
being representative and what seem to be the more interesting aspects of mystical
hermeneutics in Judaism. I have striven to resist succumbing to the common
scholarly overemphasis on the transgressive and anarchistic elements by high-
lighting what seem to be the more recurring and influential themes. This means
that although the great figures were indeed those who formulated the most inter-
esting ideas, we should pay equal attention to the manner of their reception and
distribution. Thus, important as R. Abraham Abulafia’s or R. Moses Cordovero’s
thought was for the articulation of some of the most influential conceptualiza-
tions of Torah, their impact was facilitated by means of other authors, such as R.
Elijah da Vidas’s Reshit Hokhmah or R. Isaiah Horowitz’s Ha-Shelah. Nevertheless,
the central question of the precise boundaries of the relevant material for the
following discussions remains: Are R. Yohanan Alemanno, R. Isaac Abravanel, R.
Yehudah Loewe of Prague, or even R. Moses Alshekh, all commentators on a
variety of Jewish canonical writings, the most representative of some trends of
Kabbalah or of Jewish mysticism? Or, one might ask: What are the hermeneutical
Kabbalistic aspects of such an influential commentary on the Pentateuch as R.
Hayyim ben ‘Atar’s ’Or ha-Hayyim, which is venerated by the Polish Hasidim,
beyond his resort to themes stemming from Lurianic Kabbalah? Those and other
quandaries are inextricable both from the problem of the boundaries of the Jewish
mystical literature and from the vagaries of the definition of hermeneutics.

Despite the huge number of commentaries produced by Kabbalists and Ha-
sidic masters, very few mystical treatises had been devoted solely to the nature of
the Torah. While in the rabbinic literature the central role of the discussions
dedicated to the Torah had to do with the minutiae of the writing of the scroll, we
find a medieval Sermon on the Appraisal of the Torah, based on talmudic and mid-
rashic sources.>® However, it is only the late-sixteenth-century Maharal who com-
posed a treatise dealing with the nature of the Torah,>® and it took more than a
century and a half before short Kabbalistic treatises by R. Abraham ben Shlomo
of Vilnius and R. Isaac Aizik Haver appeared.® Thus, despite the numerous short
statements that define the nature and importance of the Torah, this topic was not
treated to an elaborate exposition. The situation is better insofar as the methods of
interpretation are concerned, as we learn from discussions of this topic by R.
Eleazar of Worms and Abraham Abulafia.**

Given the absence of extensive treatments of the majority of the main terms
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and concepts that informed Jewish mystical hermeneutics,®? the inherent quan-
daries related to mystical hermeneutics in general, and the initial phase of the
study of Jewish mystical literature in particular, many of the findings presented in
this book are preliminary and thus tentative, even more tentative than the findings
in humanistic studies typically are. As to the research already done in the field, I
would like to highlight the importance of Scholem’s treatment of one of the
foremost topics to be addressed below, his seminal study “The Meaning of the

”

Torah in Jewish Mysticism,” available in English in a major collection of his
studies entitled On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism. This is a supremely mature,
insightful, and comprehensive contribution to Jewish mystical hermeneutics, and
any further treatment of concepts in this field is indebted to Scholem’s ground-
breaking essay. Likewise, Scholem’s various treatments of the nature of tradition
and mysticism, tradition and revelation, and revelation and interpretation have
shed light on many crucial aspects of these concepts.®® Helpful in many ways for
the writing of this book was the Hebrew monograph of A. Y. Heschel, Theology of
the Ancient Judaism, a very learned three-volume work that collected and arranged
an enormous number of rabbinic, medieval, and even Hasidic passages and ana-
lyzed them succinctly. Treatments of the views of the Torah in some important
types of Kabbalistic literature, like Isadore Tishby’s and Yehuda Liebes’s analyses
of this topic in the Zohar or B. Sack’s discussions of R. Moses Cordovero’s views,
significantly facilitated my work. Some more recent studies, such as those of
Yehuda Liebes, Elliot R. Wolfson, and Barbara Holdrege, have introduced new
vistas, which I have attempted to integrate in the following pages. Recent research
in related areas of Jewish studies, like the hermeneutics of halakhah, by David
Weiss Halivni, Moshe Halbertal, and Yochanan Silman have contributed their
share to some aspects of the following discussions. Needless to say, the present
study hardly strives to address the immense area of Jewish hermeneutics even in
general terms. It would even be difficult to mention the most important studies in
this area, necessary though the understanding of their findings and concepts is
for the description of Kabbalistic hermeneutics.**
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THE WORLD-ABSORBING TEXT

The entire Torah is not [embodied] in the world
But the entire world is Torah.
—R. MosEs CORDOVERO, Shi‘ur Qomah

I. CULTURAL CHOICES

Although most of the following discussion will rotate around the Hebrew Bible,
its various perceptions and multiple modes of interpretations, it is hard to delin-
eate a systematic textology, namely a unified approach to the status and nature of
the biblical text, or of the ways of its interpretation in the biblical literature. Those
concerns arise gradually in the Jewish postbiblical literatures. In this chapter I
shall address succinctly the expansion of the status of the biblical text in ancient
Jewish sources and one of their later major reverberations.

The nature of midrashic exegesis is determined by two main components of
the interpretive experience: the text and the interpreter. The text is the canonized
Hebrew Bible, whose precise borders are delimited and whose sacrosanct status is
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sealed. The situation of the interpreter is altogether different. As the text became
fixed, the terms of the interpreter’s task altered. The divine spirit, which was
conceived of as instrumental in the formation of the canon, was then excluded
from the interpretive process. The rabbinic interpreter, no more than a simple
human being before divine revelation, had now to function without the divine
help so necessary to fathoming the messages inherent in the text. In penetrating
the intricacies of the Bible, he had only two tools: the tradition he inherited and
his own intellectual abilities and capacity to apply the authorized rules of inter-
pretation. The Godhead was now conceived of as expecting that man, on his own,
would articulate His intentions as instilled for eternity within the revealed book,
and He Himself was portrayed as an arduous student of the Torah.

Man faced, then, a silent Godhead and a text conceived of for centuries as the
single authoritative source of divine guidance. No wonder that close scrutiny of
the Bible, motivated by and combined with an overwhelming conviction that
everything is hinted at or solved by the biblical verses, became the main intellec-
tual activity of Jewish spiritual leadership. The whole of its literary output in the
Tannaitic and Amoraic periods was aimed at elucidating the legal part of the Bible
and explaining its narrative portions. The authoritative rabbinic Jewish texts were
regarded as but pleiades of stars rotating around the Bible, while the other kinds
of texts (philosophical, historical, apocalyptic, magical, mystical, or literary) were
successfully excluded from the rabbinic universe and condemned to total obliv-
ion. Some remnants of the nonrabbinic Jewish literary creations that did survive
became planets in Christian literatures; only seldom did they penetrate the rab-
binic firmaments. Other texts were simply suppressed, though they continued to
be esoterically transmitted among select groups. Such was the case with various
types of mystical treatise (the greatest of these coming to comprise the so-called
Heikhalot literature) as well as with certain magical texts that remained in usage
in more popular circles.

This “purification” of Jewish literature contributed to the emergence of a rela-
tively uniform attitude toward the biblical text. But the apocalyptical, magical,
mythical, and mystical perceptions of this text, which, naturally, could not be
totally eradicated, continued to survive as vague hints or fragments incorporated
into classical rabbinic literature. This literature, which was intended as a vast
interpretation of the canon for the benefit of the large Jewish public, was con-
sumed by a community who sought in it the guidance and instruction that it was
once the role of the prophet or priest to supply.

Let us delve briefly into the main components of the midrashic literature exam-
ined from the point of view of its hermeneutics. (Some of the more technical
issues will be addressed later, in Chapter 6.) First and foremost, it seems that
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its disseminators were leading figures in Jewish communities or academies,
speakers who delivered their homilies before an open audience without any re-
strictions regarding the age or the competence of the participants. The language
of their discourses was generally perspicuous and aimed at explaining relatively
simple items related to the biblical texts. Such explanation was usually achieved
without resort to complex or systematic theological concepts. Further, these
homilies took the form, it seems, of primarily oral speeches, delivered as part of or
in connection with the oral religious service. The language of these homilies
served a highly social function, its central feature being its public or collective
communication. Indeed, there is a strong affinity that links the ancient Jewish
interpreter, using authorized hermeneutic devices and perceiving the text as
speaking mainly to the Jewish community, and the plain, public language he used
in order to deliver his message. In effect, one implies the other.

As long as Jewish culture was given the chance to develop more or less autono-
mously, without a close encounter with or pressure from other theological sys-
tems, it generated mostly self-interpretative literature of this type. However, when
attacked or criticized by sectarians, like the Karaites, or by outsiders, like the
Islamic theologians, some Jewish masters reacted by absorbing some of the theo-
logical positions of their opponents, trying thereby to evidence the complete com-
patibility of Jewish texts with the intellectual standards of other traditions, such as
Islamic Kalam or Aristotelianism. One of the most dramatic consequences of this
apologetic reinterpretation of Judaism was the further suppression of some of the
apocalyptic, magical, mythical, and mystical elements that survived in a diluted
fashion in rabbinic sources, or in their primary form in Hebrew texts existing
outside the authoritative Jewish literature. But just as the purification of Jewish
literature caused a relocation of the mysterious, mystical, or magical elements in
Midrash, so the rationalistic reconstructions of Judaism prompted a powerful
reaction from a variety of circles, wherein an amalgam of older traditions, includ-
ing the same mystical, mythical, and magical elements, came to the surface in
more overt and more crystallized forms.*

II. AN ACCENT ON TEXTUALITY: RABBINIC CONCEPTS

Let me list what I understand as the four major characteristics of the postbiblical
rabbinic conceptualization of the Torah, which apparently are new in this litera-
ture. They constitute the rabbinic imaginaire that redefined the boundaries of the
Torah. As some of these features have been dealt with elsewhere in scholarship,
and as the present framework strives to portray the Jewish mystical literatures, I
cannot offer in this chapter a detailed analysis of all these characteristics but will
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elaborate on the first two alone. Naturally, they do not exhaust the rich gamut of
understandings of the Torah in these literatures.

1. Torah is conceived of as a preexistent entity, which not only precedes the
creation of the world but also serves as the paradigm of its creation.?

2. Torah encompasses the whole range of supernal and mundane knowl-
edge, serving thereby as the depository of the perfect and complete
gnosis and as an indispensable bridge between man and the divine.

3. Torah study is a religious imperative, as it embodies the will of God,
which has to be further explicated by the intense devotion to the perusal
and analysis of the contents inherent in the biblical text. Even God was
not exempted from this religious obligation, and His study of the Torah
became a leitmotif in rabbinic thought.

4. Torah is regarded, in some rabbinic texts and in a plethora of Kabbalistic
ones, as the “daughter” of God.?

Such a special status of the text is different from that of the myths prevalent
among the ancients and medieval Gnostics, or the various forms of pagan myths
in the Near East, or those types of myths that were preferred in the regular
scholarly expositions of the nature of mythology. First and foremost, in rabbinic
sources there is an hypostatical understanding of the Torah, but not, insofar as
ancient texts are concerned, a full personification. The sacred book does not
possess a changing will of itself but rather embodies the dynamic will of its
author. It has a feminine gender but only very marginally is it described in an
erotic or sexual manner or characterized as playing the role of the divine wife or a
goddess, though a more erotic role may be detected in the context of the relation-
ship between the Torah and the people of Israel.* This last role was already
“occupied” in Jewish thought by other hypostases, like those that represent the
collective Jewish nation (knesset yisra’el) or the iconic representation of Jacob en-
graved on the divine throne.s

However, even these obvious differences between the more common Near
Eastern myths and the above descriptions of the Torah cannot attenuate the myth-
ological nature of the conception of this literary entity in some important trends of
rabbinism. Its conceptualization proposes a canonization of events (some of them
primordial) and of ritual by telescoping them into a mythical zone; I propose to
call this literary zone a mesocosmos, an ontological universe that is the prototype of
both cosmogonic processes and human behavior. According to some rabbinic
texts, the Torah includes even directives concerning how to influence the status of
the divine power.® This radical ontologization of the Torah in rabbinism is of
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paramount importance for understanding some later basic developments in Kab-
balistic ontology in general and Kabbalistic textology in particular.” The ontologi-
cal approach to the sacred text, which sometimes may presuppose a unique status
for Hebrew, serves as one of the most powerful nexuses between the rabbinic
literature, interested mostly in the ritual and legendary aspects of the Bible, and
the theosophical Kabbalah, which projected the primordial Torah into the bosom
of the divine.

III. TORAH: THE HIDDEN DIMENSION

In this section I would like to point out the existence of the concept of a hidden
layer of the Torah in writings that predate both Kabbalistic literature and the
masters of Hasidei Ashkenaz. The existence of such an understanding means that
the dynamics of the development of the processes of arcanization will have to be
analyzed as starting much earlier and to take into consideration presymbolic
secret layers. It seems that without allowing magical arcanization a role in subse-
quent hermeneutical developments, the picture of Jewish hermeneutics will re-
main fragmentary.

The reception of the Torah by Moses in heaven has been described in several
rabbinic and Jewish magical sources as preceded by a contest between him and
the angels. After Moses’ victory, the angels, which previously had opposed God’s
revealing the Torah to him, gave him the secret divine names.® Thus, the reception
of the Torah was accompanied, according to several early medieval sources, by the
disclosure of divine names—secret formulas, many of them unknown in classical
Jewish texts and conceived as reflecting divine powers or attributes.® The most
important discussion of this issue, found in the preface of a magical book entitled
Ma‘ayan ha-Hokhmah, will be translated and discussed later.*° The assumption that
potent names emerge out of the verses of the Torah has been expressed in Ma‘ayan
ha-Hokhmah by the verb yotze’im,** which means “go out.” In that context it ap-
pears that a certain linguistic exegetical technique is able to extract from a regular
verse something that is found in it. Interestingly enough, an early medieval mid-
rash, called Midrash Konen, explains an operation performed by God himself on the
text of the Torah: “He took the Torah and opened it and took out from her one
name, which has not been transmitted to any creature, as it is written,*? “This is
my name forever’* . . . He opened the Torah and took out a second name . . . He
opened the Torah and took out a third name.”*

The opening of the Torah and the taking out of names seem to reflect a certain
understanding of the “emergence” of the names from the text, conceived of now
as a box where the names are deposited and, presumably, kept in secret. This
implies another type of imaginary, in comparison to that of Ma‘ayan ha-Hokhmah,
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where the secrets, though also closely related to the text of the Torah, are dis-
closed by an external agent, angels, which teach Moses where precisely in the
Bible to find the verse that generates the name pertinent to the cure of a malady or
offering a remedy for a certain problem. In Midrash Konen, however, the Torah is
conceived of as preexisting creation and as the source of the creative processes, by
means of three divine names found in it. Let me designate this approach as
intratextual. It means that the additional layer of understanding of some parts of
the Torah is generated by a rearrangement of the linguistic units that constitute
the interpreted text, an approach I propose to call intracorporal, not by the introduc-
tion of an elaborate nomenclature whose conceptualization is extraneous to the
interpreted text—what may be referred to as the extratextual or intercorporal ap-
proach.*s This approach is closer to a use of the Torah than an interpretation of
it,*° though the rearrangement of the linguistic material is presented as disclosing
a dimension within the canonical text.

IV. THE COSMOLOGICAL TORAH

In the vast talmudic-midrashic literature several different ways of understanding
the biblical account of creation are present. One of them, possibly influenced by
Platonic thought, portrays God as consulting or contemplating the Torah as an
architectonic model and creating the world according to its pattern.'” The uni-
verse of language, as it was preestablished in the sacrosanct structure of the
canon, is, according to such a view, the blueprint of the material cosmos. The
peculiar arrangement of the linguistic material in the Torah is apparently regarded
as compelling God Himself. He is now conceived of not as a totally free agent, a
creator who may shape the nature of the world according to His unpredictable
will, but as a power that enacts, on another plane and using other material, the
content of a preexistent Torah. The act of creation is, in this view, an act of
imposing the inner structure of the Torah on an undefined material. What seems
to be absent from this description is the conception that letters are the raw
material out of which the world is going to be created. Its primary material, its
hyle, is not specified, but its “form,” to speak in Aristotelian terms, is language as
embodied in the Torah.

Interestingly, this presentation of creation did not specify whether God’s con-
templation of the Torah was accompanied by a pronunciation of its content as part
of creation. This way of describing the creational process envisions Torah as the
paradigm and is especially important for understanding the paramount centrality
of Torah in Judaism, more specifically its commandments, whose performance is
regarded as safeguarding the existence of heaven and earth.s

Another version of creation connected to language is expressed, tangentially,
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in a well-known statement according to which Bezalel created the tabernacle
using his knowledge of the way heaven and earth were created by combination of
letters.*® According to this interpretation of the talmudic statement, Bezalel was
cognizant of this peculiar method of creation, namely the technique of combining
letters rather than using letters as raw material, as implied in the interpretation
proposed by Scholem.?® Depicted as the paragon of Jewish artisans, Bezalel was
described as uniquely wise, his name being understood to mean “[being] in the
shade of God.” His knowledge of the combinatory device used by God, based on
linguistic technique, enabled him to accomplish a creation that is second only to
the creation of God—the creation of the tabernacle. The peculiar wisdom of the
builder of the temple, Solomon, is well known; however, even he is not described
as being in the possession of the combinatory practice that served God. In this
description of creation, it is not clear whether God or Bezalel pronounced the
peculiar combination of letters involved in the creational process.

The third midrashic theory regarding linguistic creation depicts God as using
divine names. According to one version, He used letters that constitute His name
in order to create heaven but other letters in order to create earth.?* Again, it would
be unreasonable to assume that these letters entered in the physical constitution
of the creation; they are, apparently, the creative forces that served God rather than
the basic elements of the universe. Also, in this description the pronunciation of
the divine name is not implied.

The next important theory of linguistic creation, and seemingly the most influ-
ential one, argues that the actual pronunciation of the creational words, men-
tioned in the first chapter of Genesis, is the basic explanation of the account of
creation.?? God is sometimes referred as “He who spoke and the world came into
being.” The authors of this view identify ten creative words in Genesis 1, called
ma’amarot, and interesting mystical speculations stemming from this assumption
were to emerge in a long series of later Jewish mystical sources.?

V. THE BOOK AS THE PARADIGM OF CREATION IN RABBINIC LITERATURE

An interesting claim in rabbinic literature, reiterated later by Kabbalists, is the
view of God as looking into the preexistent book of the Torah and creating the
world. In this case, an extradivine pattern is contemplated by God acting as a
demiurge, which follows a certain preexisting plan. The book seems to contain
the universe, at least virtually, while God actualizes it just as an architect follows
the preliminary plan. Preexistence, perhaps even primordiality, already confers on
the Torah the aura of a cosmic book, which is corroborated by the divine gazing at
itin order to create the world.>*

Before examining the medieval treatments of the midrashic views, let me ad-
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dress a text whose precise date and origins are obscure but must have been
composed earlier than the twelfth century?> that assumes that God, when creating
the world, had been contemplating Sefer Yetzirah, itself a book describing the
creation of the world by letter combinations. Indubitably, this book serves as the
paradigm for the world, just as the Torah did in Genesis Rabba’. I assume that this
short treatise was composed by a more mystically and magically oriented author.?°
Indeed, whereas the midrashic source about the Torah as contemplated by God is
presumably concerned with the semantic and graphic aspects of the canonical
book, when Sefer Yetzirah is mentioned the plausible assumption is that God was
conceived of as contemplating all the combinations of two letters, exposed in this
book as the technique of creating the world.?” The paramount mathematical
nature of the combination of two letters implies the obliteration of the semantic
aspects of language, and in fact of any significant message; therefore the divine
intention, as manifested either in history or in commandments, is absent in this
book. As we shall see in Chapter 12, the transition between the structured Torah as
represented by verses and the status of its unconjugated letters before creation
become an ongoing topic in Jewish mystical literatures.

What do the two instances of contemplating books in order to create the world
mean? In my opinion, both texts subsumed the creator to their preexisting lin-
guistic structures which, though authored by God, are nevertheless so definitive
that even God is compelled to act in accordance with their order. The creating
author, powerful as he may be, is therefore construed as obedient to the written
articulation of his own will. Or, to put it in a different way, in some late ancient
Jewish texts both God and man should contemplate and implement the structure
of the primordial book, which was revealed in the present form as part of the
Sinaitic revelation. In the contest between the author and his book, as represented
by pre-Kabbalistic statements, in the first round the book won. In fact, this
awareness is well formulated in a remarkable statement attributed to God Him-
self: “Rabbi Jeremy in the name of R. Hiyya bar Abba said: it is written,?® “They
had deserted Me, and did not keep My Torah.” May they desert me but keep my
Torah, because out of their studying Torah, the light within it will cause them
to repent.”?°

If the choice must be made between the author and the book, a preference for
the book is explicitly recommended by the author himself. The book did not yet
absorb the author but it would become the most important type of preoccupation
that would ultimately cause the return of the student to God. It is reasonable to
assume that God is not conceived of as the “meaning” of the Torah, as Jesus was
imagined to be in the Greek Bible. The Hebrew Bible was conceived of as having
an independent message, teaching a way of life that will ultimately bring someone
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to God. Thus, it is not the presence, the passion, or the fate of God that gives
meaning to the Bible, but a modus vivendi that can be extracted from a study of the
biblical text. However, the ideal of attaining an experience of meeting God is not
obliterated by the immersion in an enterprise that is profoundly text-oriented.

Let me address now another concept of the Torah that is recurrent in rabbinic
literature and influential in Kabbalistic literature: the Torah as an entity upon
which the world depends long after its creation. The assumption that the world
stands, or exists—in Hebrew ‘omed—upon the Torah, namely the study of the
book, recurs in rabbinic literature.>* I assume that a variety of understandings
of these statements is possible, ranging from a more metaphorical one, which
would assume that the world is none other than human society, to a more literal
one, which would assume an ontological dependence of the created universe on
the ongoing study and observance of the Torah. While the more metaphorical
stands were preferred in some forms of Jewish thought, in some of the main
schools of Kabbalah the more literal and thus ontological understanding becomes
prevalent. We shall survey some instances of the creational and sustaining aspects
of the Torah later, especially in Chapter 4.

VI. SEFER YETZIRAH AND LINGUISTIC CREATIONAL PROCESSES

The crucial formulation of the creation by means of language, which served as the
cornerstone of medieval linguistic mysticism in Judaism, is to be found in a short
treatise that is not part of the classical talmudic-midrashic literature. It is Sefer
Yetzirah, the Book of Creation,3* that contributed the theory that the letters of the
Hebrew alphabet entered the process of creation not only as the creative force but
also as the elements of its material structure.?> Given the great importance of this
book for many of the discussions below, especially in Chapters 11 and 12, it is
appropriate here to describe briefly some of its main statements. What is unique
to its linguistic theory, in comparison to the views expressed in the two other
bodies of Jewish literature surveyed above, seems to be the very discussion of the
emergence of language. In the Bible and in the midrashic-talmudic literature the
implicit assumption is that language was not created but used, that language is
coexistent with God. The very question of the production of its elements or the
processes of the interaction between them was not addressed at all. Therefore, the
little treatise under consideration addresses questions of the origin and organiza-
tion of language but, unlike the two other corpora mentioned above, is less
interested in the way ordinary language organizes reality. The search for origin
often represents a certain nostalgia that reflects an uneasiness with the prevalent
forms of established culture, and this seems to be the case with the linguistic
thought of Sefer Yetzirah.
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It is not the accepted formulations of language that inspired the discourse of
this booklet but the ontology of the elements that precede their coalescence into
language. If the later dating of this book from sometime after the fifth century is
accepted, an uneasiness with the rabbinic formulation of the canonic Bible and its
emphasis on commandments may underlie the discussions in Sefer Yetzirah. How-
ever, even if a much earlier dating is proven, we may assume that this treatise
articulates a spiritual trend different from the one that is to become the more
dominant form of discourse in the rabbinic sources, a fact widely recognized by
scholars. Here language in its consonant form, and mainly less semantic status, is
considered the archetype of the world, having a transcendental existence, and also
the stuff of the cosmos, thus expressing a much more immanentist approach.
Another cardinal topic that occurs only in this version of linguistic creation is the
description of the extraction of the letters of the alphabet from the second sefirah,
the pneuma, out of which God has carved the alphabet. After the completion of the
emergence of the twenty-two Hebrew letters, God combined them in all possible
permutations of two letters as part of the cosmogonic processes. Given the impact
of this book, let me succinctly address some of the magical-linguistic elements
found therein. In the second chapter God is portrayed as creating the Hebrew
letters that served as the tools, and perhaps also the prime matter, for the creation
of the world: “Twenty-two letters, He engraved them and He extracted them and
weighted them and permuted them and combined them, and He created by them
‘the soul of all the formation,” and ‘the soul of all the speech,” which will be
formed in the future.”3?

The Hebrew verbs expressing the divine creation of the letters are, respectively,
haqaq, hatzav, shaqal, hemir, tzeref, and tzar. Three of these verbs, haqaq, hatzav, and
tzeref, also occur elsewhere, in connection with the creation of the world.3* Two of
them, haqaq and hatzav, recur more than once in similar contexts.?* Four of these
verbs expressing divine acts are also among the verbs that describe, at the end of the
treatise, an act of the patriarch Abraham, who is portrayed as contemplating and
looking, seeing and investigating and understanding. It is then written that he
“engraved, extracted and combined and formed, and he was successful.”® The
Hebrew verbs related to the creation and manipulation of letters are haqaq, hatzav,
tzeref, and tzar. The recurrence of these verbs in the first and last chapters of the
same book suggests that Abraham’s deeds are understood as a case of imitatio dei.
Man, or an elitist figure represented here by Abraham, may manipulate letters in
a manner patently similar to God’s primordial operation. Thus the correspon-
dences between the two agents are quite explicit. This conclusion raises a question:
What is the meaning of Abraham’s “success”? I assume that, by dint of the
parallelism between the two discussions, God’s creation of the “soul of all the
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formation” (nefesh kol yetzur) and the “soul of all the speech” (nefesh kol dibbur)
implies that Abraham also has been able to replicate these creations. As I have
suggested elsewhere, the formation in late-antiquity Hebrew designated by the
term yetzur is to be understood as standing for an anthropoid.3” Thus, by imitating
the divine acts, some of them including operations related to language like per-
mutation and combination of letters, man is able to create here in the lower sphere.
In other words, Sefer Yetzirah offers a special kind of imitatio dei, not by means of an
act of intellection, as in Jewish Neoaristotelianism, nor by performance of com-
mandments, as in talmudic thought, nor by love or suffering, as in Christianity. Itis
by exploiting the creative power of language that the perfecti are able to imitate God.

It should be emphasized, however, that it is not by delivering a semantic
message, as in ritual behavior, or transmitting a certain kind of information to
others that man is able to imitate God. Rather, this mimesis is attained by a
combinatory practice that does not copy any preexisting pattern nor reproduce any
preexisting message. God and man are conceived of as exhausting all the potential
inherent in the linguistic units, as actualizing the nonsemantic parts of all the
possible combinations of letters in the Hebrew alphabet. It is more the serious-
ness of homo ludens than the understanding of homo sapiens that is able to imitate
God. Indeed, recourse to the idea of God as playing occurs sometimes in medieval
interpretations of the combinatory technique of Sefer Yetzirah; the term used was
sha‘ashu‘a, as we shall see in the next section. However, homo faber is also present in
the parallels between God and man: both were presented as creating, formatting,
by means of language. To a great extent, the sapiens part of man, and of God, has
been minimized by the conspicuous stress placed on the importance of the mean-
ingless combinations of two letters.

This parallelism based on the activation of language is not exclusive to Sefer
Yetzirah; it also occurs in a well-known talmudic passage found in the Babylonian
Talmud, Berakhot, where Bezalel, the biblical builder of the tabernacle, is described
as having been acquainted with the combination of letters that served in the
process of the creation of heaven and earth.?® Again, man imitates God by permut-
ing letters in a context that conspicuously deals with a certain form of creation.
This affinity between the talmudic statement and that found in Sefer Yetzirah has a
definite significance: it shows, unlike an opinion expressed more recently,? that a
central aspect of Sefer Yetzirah, namely its linguistic magic, which includes an
imitatio dei, is shared at least by two different layers of ancient Jewish literature.
We should also mention in this context that a rather magical view of the creation
of the world by means of linguistic material—the various letters of the divine
names—was also expressed in rabbinic literature.*® Thus, the magician using the
divine names, or some of their letters, not only relies on the inherent power of
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those letters but at the same time imitates divine creative acts. Yet unlike the more
clear-cut medieval parallelism between the lower and supernal languages, in Sefer
Yetzirah and the passage from Berakhot it seems that the same type of linguistic unit
is used by both God and the perfect religious persons. The letters were indeed
created by God, but they entered the constitution of the world, and the mystic is
able to use them. Thus, when imitating God’s acts, the mystic is, according to
these two texts, also resorting to His same tools.

According to this version of creation, there is no mention of the Torah as the
archetype. Neither are the divine names crucial for understanding the process of
creation in the Book of Creation; they occur only as seals securing the extremities
of the world. It is noteworthy that this theory, which focuses on letters and their
combinations rather than the Torah and the divine names, occurs in a work that
was composed outside the literary genres characteristic of the halakhic-midrashic
writings. The emphasis on the combinatory theory that, as we saw in the preced-
ing section, is only hinted at in the talmudic passage about Bezalel assumes a
degree of freedom in the usage of the letters, which are no longer conceived of as
forming the fixed and powerful combinations of the letters in the canonic Torah.
Now God is not copying the content of the Torah, transposing it on another plane,
but is creating freely by resorting to a mathematical combination of letters. No
wonder that this treatise does not even touch on the topic of commandments; the
common Jewish religious concepts are rather marginal in comparison to the
cosmogonic elements that permeate the entire book.*

Let me address now the absorbing element in Sefer Yetzirah. The combinations
of letters to which God resorted are described in detail in this book; they consist
of all the combinations of two letters of the Hebrew alphabet. However, if the
combinatory technique is accepted as valid, all the other combinations, which are
ostensibly much more numerous, may reflect the creative aspects of the alphabet
in respect to other realms. Plausibly, the created world is one incident, or result, of
the cosmogonic aspects of language, which are to be conceived as more com-
prehensive. Combinations of more letters, or other types of combinations that are
not even mentioned in Sefer Yetzirah, could have been conceived of as culminating
in the emergence of other universes.

The above rabbinic sources and Sefer Yetzirah represent cases of absorption of
the material realm and sometimes also spiritual existence, within an entity con-
ceptualized as the sacred book. The belief in a world-absorbing book*? did not
leave too much room for the book of nature, just as the emphasis found in Greek
philosophical texts on what has been designated as the book of nature and the
kinds of thought influenced by Greek philosophy did not allow the ascent of the
textuality of the sacred book.*
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VII. TORAH: A SUPERNAL GARMENT AND A SMALL BLACKBOARD

God as creator has been described as contemplating the Torah, according to the
midrashic text, and as combining letters in Sefer Yetzirah. As seen above, in an
anonymous early medieval text God was depicted in a manner that brings together
the two divergent descriptions. (I shall have more to say about this issue in
Chapter 12.) Another development in Kabbalah, however, produced the most
articulated version of the world-absorbing text: the version of Lurianism com-
monly called the theory of the malbush and ascribed to R. Israel Saruq, an influen-
tial Kabbalist who disseminated his lore in Europe at the end of the sixteenth
century. The details of this development have been addressed elsewhere; here I
would like to restrict my discussion to the elevation of both Torah and the com-
binations of letters, following the pattern found in Sefer Yetzirah, to a pretheogonic
and precosmogonic stage, which implies a moment of divine delight, sha‘ashu‘a.**

According to this version of Lurianism, Sarug interposed an important phase
in the theogonic process, which consists in the theory of the malbush, the divine
garment, which is woven of the combinations of the letters as combined in Sefer
Yetzirah. This texture of letters, also named Torah, plays a role similar to that of the
tehiru in Luria, being the space from which God withdrew and where the creation
will take place. In order to enable this process, however, the lower half of the
combinations of letters was folded up and evacuated the place that would serve as
the locus of the emanative process. Only then did the supernal anthropomorphic
configuration called ’Adam Qadmon emerge. Obviously, it is an important change
in comparison to other versions of Lurianism; in Sarug’s and its sixteenth-century
sources the combinatory technique of Sefer Yetzirah was placed above the emanative
process concerning the ten sefirot or the various Lurianic configurations named
partzufim. The Kabbalists who generated this new status of the combinations of
letters as higher than the emanations of anthropomorphic entity returned to the
more comprehensive perception of the process of creating an anthropoid accord-
ing to the technique of Sefer Yetzirah.

A survey of all the main schemes related to the malbush shows that it consists
of combinations of letters that are based on Sefer Yetzirah and are identical to the
231 two-letter combinations that are to be pronounced in order to create the
golem—the 231 gates—and of the 231 that serve to undo it. The evacuation of the
lower 231 gates can be explained as the evacuation of those combinations that may
counteract the creation of the divine anthropos, and the Sarugian texts specify that
the infolding combinations of letters represent the attribute of judgment, whereas
those combinations that remained in place correspond to the attribute of grace.
The appearance of the figure of the ’Adam Qadmon, after mention of the com-
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binations of letters, is a close parallel to the technique of creating a golem, which
was transposed on the theosophical level.

The primordial Torah, torah gedumah, has been identified with the garment and
was described as “woven from the letters forward and backward, upward and
downward, and was read from all the sides and from the two parts. On the higher
half of the malbush the letters are in the form of seals, [as a] vessel, there are
fifteen alphabets which the serving angels are using.”*

From the perspective of this discussion, in principle the predication of the
Torah as preexisting the world is nothing new. However, the insertion of the
emergence of the Torah as a texture of letters, like those expounded in Sefer Yetzirah
and its numerous reverberations in the Middle Ages, within an emanational pro-
cess generates a more sophisticated theory that is worthy of elaboration. This
synthesis is already found in the emerging Kabbalah, as we shall see in the next
chapter, and it reverberated in the middle of the sixteenth century in the works of
the Jerusalem Kabbalist R. Joseph ibn Tzayyah.*® Yet it seems that only Sarug
explicitly combined this view with that of the divine withdrawal, known as the
theory of tzimtzum, which assumes that the space of the world was occupied in its
entirety by the malbush. Thus, this texture, which is identical to the Torah, oc-
cupies both the place where all the worlds will later emerge, namely the emanated
and the created worlds, but also the higher part, where it still exists after the
evacuation of the lower part. The primordial Torah is therefore much more com-
prehensive and sublime than all the known subsequent worlds. This Torah, how-
ever, is described as folded, in order to allow the several stages of emanation and
creation. In other words, though amorphous from the semantic point of view, the
texture designated as Torah comprises the two main divine attributes: the creative
one, grace, and the destructive one, judgment. But the two cannot remain sepa-
rated; they should and must be reconnected by the ascent of the lower 231 gates to
the 231 higher ones.

Creation, in this version, occurs in locus vacuus of the Torah but formerly was
imprinted with its negativity. Creation is therefore dependent on a double nega-
tivity: one aspect stems from the view that half of the combinations of letters
conceived of as Torah have been evacuated and elevated on high, thus overlapping
with the higher part and leaving an empty space where the theogonic and cos-
mogonic processes will take place; the other has to do with the negative nature of
this half of the Torah, whose combinations of letters are conceived of as destruc-
tive. This potential tension between the textological and the cosmogonic aspects
of reality is quite interesting, for it assumes that the highest, though semantically
amorphous, text is not found in our world but dramatically transcends it.

Let me turn our attention to a particular aspect of the Torah/malbush: its
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shape. Though its form is a square, already described in many medieval texts, it is
inscribed within a circle, which is the evacuated place resulting from the divine
withdrawal. This bringing together of letter combinations with a circle is reminis-
cent of a theme in some of Abraham Abulafia’s discussions, where he contends
that ma‘aseh merkavah, the account of the chariot, is numerically tantamount to
galgal ha-torah, the sphere or circle of the Torah that is to be understood as the
combinatory circles that were related to permuting the letters of the Torah.

The divine chariot, understood here by Abulafia as a complexity of divine
names, is the blueprint of the whole Torah, which was conceived by Kabbalists to
contain an esoteric level that emerges from reading it as a continuum of divine
names.*” Again, as we shall see in more detail below, in the same book Abulafia
subordinated creation to the combination of letters of the divine names described
as found within the divine realm.*®

A younger contemporary of Sarug, R. Joseph Shlomo of Kandia, offers a vision
of the Torah as a microcosmos that includes all the worlds. In his Matzref ha-
Hokhmah, one of the most perplexing surveys of Kabbalah, he writes: “Our Torah
is a small board where there are the inscriptions of all the worlds. And this Torah
given by Moses is found also in the [worlds of ] *A[tzilut]B[eri’ah]Y[etzirah] according
to the way it is studied by Kabbalists, since all the worlds have a root on high, but
the difference between them is great.”+°

The Kabbalist resorts to the topos of the small or concise blackboard, ha-luah
ha-qatzar, well known in medieval Jewish literature.>® Moses’ Torah, apparently
that found in the world of ‘asiyah, is a reflection of the macrocosmos but intro-
duces the three supernal Kabbalistic worlds, in a manner that assumes that the
mundane Torah is both dependent on the higher worlds and different from the
Torah found there, apparently a theory reminiscent of the theory of accommoda-
tion. The author, who was well acquainted with Sarug’s Kabbalistic theory of
malbush as a text that comprises everything before its emergence, adopts the
philosophical stand that the mundane Torah, too, comprises everything.>!

VIII. INTERPRETATION AND COSMOLOGICAL REPERCUSSIONS

Another interesting instance of a world-absorbing understanding of the text is
found in a book of R. Moses Hayyim Ephrayyim of Sudylkov. A grandson of the
founder of Hasidism, R. Israel Ba‘al Shem Tov, he adduces his grandfather’s
opinion within the framework of his own homily, which deals with affinities
between study of the Torah, including innovations that emerge during study, and
cosmic daily changes. Elaborating on the traditional view of God as creating the
world anew every day and on the assumption that God created the Torah by
contemplating it, the Hasidic master contends that
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the innovation of the deed of creation is [tantamount to] the innovation of
the world that [the people of] Israel are innovating each and every day by
their innovations of the Torah, as I heard from my grandfather, blessed be
his memory, that the book of the Zohar has each and every day another
interpretation,? as it is written in the Gemara,>* “I have put my words in your
mouth”>* “to fix the heavens in place and form the earth, and say to Zion:
You are my people.”>> Do not read ‘ami [my people] but ‘imi [with me] with a
hiriq, which means by cooperation: Just as I create heavens and earth by
speech, you also [can do] so. And the meaning of the verse “I have put my
words in your mouth” in order to “fix heavens in place and form the earth”
by the innovation that Israel are innovating in the Torah of Truth, and all the
things that are emerging in the world, emerge by the innovation of the
Torah that Israel are innovating by their looking into [the Torah] in accor-
dance to their innovation in the Torah, so is the innovation in the world . . .
In accordance with the innovations that they innovate while they learn and
study, so does the Holy One, Blessed be He, innovate the deed of creation.>¢

The interpretation of the inverse order of the phrases from Isaiah 51:16 is
associated with a pun. The verb le-haddesh is used in two ways in rabbinic Hebrew:
to point to the continual creation and to the innovation emerging during learning.
Combined with the two other rabbinic views that God created by contemplating
the Torah and the continual creation, the Hasidic master concludes that innova-
tions by study affect in one way or another the very nature of the cosmically
existing Torah, which is the source of all the changes that took place in the lower
world, the continuous creation. Therefore, by productive and original learning, a
person is able to cooperate with God in the process of continuous creation.
According to the Hasidic view, the Torah regulates the postcreational processes,
which imitate the latest developments in the domain of Torah studies. The nature
of Torah innovations is variegated: it apparently consists in mental innovation,
emerging from the intellect, by oral study of the Torah and by the very contempla-
tion of the Torah, as we learn later on the same page in the name of the author’s
brother, R. Barukh of Medzibezh.5” This Hasidic passage is an interesting exam-
ple of what I have called ergetic exegesis. Representative as this passage is of
Hasidic views, it continues much earlier views that had also been adopted by one
of the opponents of Hasidism, R. Hayyim of Volozhin.>®

XI. CONCLUDING REMARKS

I have attempted to describe the various versions of the ancient Jewish views of
linguistic creation, and now it is in order to attempt a phenomenology of the role
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of text and language, which will take us beyond the details of the analyzed texts.
When fixed in the specific linguistic structures—Torah and the divine name—the
archetypal role of the text is central, and a certain axiology, mostly a religious one,
is involved: either the commandments as the most important value or the om-
nipotence of God or the usages of the divine name. However, when the disparate
letters are mentioned as basic entities, as is the case in the Book of Creation, the
focus becomes a type of anomian—though not antinomian—knowledge, namely a
form of gnosis of the primordial processes that is not connected to issues regard-
ing sacred history, classical rituals, or religious commandments. In the first way
of using language, a drastic difference between the creator and the created is
implicit; He transcends the material world, which emerges as a cosmos (an orga-
nized entity), by an act that is essentially different from the nature of the nascent
creature. Not so in the type of creation as proposed in Sefer Yetzirah. There the
Hebrew letters enter the constitution of the world and became part of its fabric;
God Himself'is portrayed as immersed in the process of creating, as arranging the
letters in the specific permutations that are the source of each and every created
entity, though not pronouncing them as in the Midrash. The interest in the spe-
cific relationship between each letter and the peculiar astronomical, temporal,
and human domain on which it is appointed, so characteristic of the Book of
Creation,> contributed greatly to the atomization of language that become even
more manifest in the later stages of Jewish mysticism. Regression—or, as some
prefer to say, return—from the informative to the magical and mythic nature of
language is triggered by focusing on the singular letter as a topic in itself.

The monadization of language, which is one of the main Kabbalistic modes of
perception, means the reduction, and in some cases even the obliteration, of
ordinary semantics. Semantic sense, the major channel of linguistic communica-
tion effects, retreated from its role as the main function of the word within a text
in order to allow an even greater role to power effects. Even in this case, however,
meaning does not disappear. It is sometimes found either in the nature of the
source of this power or in the specific orientation of the letters as magical tools.
The first sort of meaning is exemplified by the astrological and sefirotic lexicons,
where each of the letters is described as presided over by a certain supernal power.
This is a far more esoteric type of sense, known by the astrologers or Kabbalists,
who are in the possession of the linguistic gnosis that is not the patrimony of the
common people. In lieu of an agreed language, or a symbolic one, that implies the
connection between a whole word and its higher correspondent, the natural and
primordial nexus between the higher entity and the isolated linguistic unit be-
comes the dominant factor. The intrinsic quality of the presiding power, the
signified, now supplies the “meaning” of the letter. The higher superstructures,
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astrological or theosophical, are now the sources that engender the dismembered
language with an elitist meaning. The dissipation of the ordinary structure of
Torah letters as they are linked in words opens the gate for the entrance of the
extraordinary; the evacuation of the visible enables the invasion of the invisible.¢°

On the other hand, the precise correspondences between the various letters
and mundane entities, which may point to the influence that those letters can ex-
ercise on the lower entities, also infuses letters with a noncommunicative charge.
The most conspicuous example in Jewish sources is already present in some
discussions in the last parts of Sefer Yetzirah, where a complete list of correspon-
dences between the Hebrew letters and human limbs is supplied. Indeed, this
correspondence might have influenced the magical creation of the various limbs
of the golem, the anthropoidic creature that is vivified by means of the recitation
of the combinations of letters.*

These two different directions of infusing meaning are, to be sure, not mutu-
ally exclusive. Indeed, both the astrological and the anthropomorphic structures
are explicitly mentioned in Sefer Yetzirah. In this case the separate letters play the
role of a mesocosmos that mediates between the astronomical macrocosmos and
the human microcosmos. By mediating the transition of power from above to the
mundane world, as is the case in the astrological superstructures, or of the human
force to the higher entities, as in some of the sefirotic Kabbalists’ views of the
letters,°> the linguistic mesocosmos is therefore not only a static picture but also
an agent that is part of a much more active enterprise, be it magical or theurgical.
In the astrological superstructure, the talismanic conception—which is not to be
found in all the cases—represents the descent of the supernal power on the
corresponding character below. In a “theosophical” correspondence, the affinity
is still between the higher, divine attribute or entity and the letter; however, the
force that is active in this instance is not generated by the astral bodies but by a
human pronunciation of sounds.

On the other hand, we may envision the hypothetical existence of a much more
unified, though not always clear, system that included a more comprehensive view
of language preceding the Heikhalot literature, which apparently consisted of two
levels of language. This hypothesis assumes a prior development, whose articu-
lated steps seem to elude our knowledge. The only significant and influential text
that reflects a more comprehensive theory of language, Sefer Yetzirah, stems from
circles different from those which generated the Heikhalot literature.* If a greater
weight is allotted to the influence of certain elements in Sefer Yetzirah, and if
those elements can be dated to an earlier period than the Heikhalot and most of
the Midrashic literatures, then another historical and phenomenological picture
emerges, which depends much on the interpretation one offers to some parts of
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this treatise. If a more magical reading of the text is preferred—one that implies
the antiquity of the tradition regarding the creation of an entity that will later be
called golem—to Sefer Yetzirah itself, a much more complex theory of magical
language will better serve the understanding of the ancient Jewish theories of
magical language.®*

In any case, these discussions demonstrate not only the strong nexus between
the book of God and the book of nature but also the subordination of the latter to
the former. In my opinion, attempts to observe the book of nature have been
minimal in Jewish mystical sources, which presuppose that the simplest and most
efficient way to understand reality is to contemplate the book of God, as we shall
see in Appendix 6. The paradigmatic and instrumental understandings of the
Torah or Sefer Yetzirah conspired to bestow on language a preeminent status in
comparison to natural objects. The canonical texts absorbed the attention of the
Jewish masters, especially those who had mystical inclinations, who preferred to
learn about what they conceived to be the lower effect by contemplating the nature
of'its alleged supernal cause. By absorbing the cosmological and, as we shall see
in the next chapters, divine dimensions, the Torah as understood by rabbinic and
many other Jewish authors becomes an absorbing being that imposed a discipline
of study demanding total dedication. In a form of mysticism that contended that
God looked into the Torah, saw the word ’or, “light,” and created light, it is more
economical to immerse oneself in study of the linguistic paradigm than its mate-
rial counterpart.®> Or, to cite a formulation found in the so-called camp of the
Mitnaggedim, “the Torah encompasses all the worlds, the supernal and the lower
ones, the spiritual and the corporeal, because it was the instrument of techne of
the Creator of the Beginning. And the essence of the Torah letters is the principle
of the mixture of all the powers of the creatures, supernal and lower.”¢¢

To invert Stéphane Mallarmé’s famous statement that “tout, au monde, existe
pour aboutir a un livre,”*” one may assert that letters and the biblical text exist in
order to culminate in a world. Unlike the poet’s assumption that the book is to be
in the future, and thus the world strives for its emergence, the rabbinic and
Kabbalistic authors lived within a conceptual framework in which the book pre-
ceded the emergence of the world, which may be no more than one small aspect of
the comprehensive book.

Or, to resort to the felicitous question that Umberto Eco put in the mouth of the
quasi-Kabbalist Diotalevi, “Is there a writing that founds the world and is not
the Book?”¢8
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BLACK FIRE ON WHITE FIRE

I. THE TORAH AS A TRANSCENDENTAL INSCRIPTION

Ancient Jewish monotheism was generally uncomfortable with the idea of the
preexistence of any entity to the creation of the world, a premise that would
imperil the uniqueness of God as the single creator. The coexistence of an addi-
tional entity would produce a theological dynamics that would question the most
singular religious achievement of ancient Judaism. Implicitly, allowing any role
to such a founding and formative entity would reintroduce a type of myth that
could recall the pagan mythology, where once again the relationship between the
preexistent deities as a crucial condition for the cosmogonic process would be
thrown into relief.

Even in the biblical account of the creation, however, there is an implicit
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assumption regarding the preexistence of the tool of the creation: the Hebrew
language. God created—or, according to another possible interpretation of the
first chapter of the Bible, organized—the chaotic matter. The language that served
as a crucial instrument in the cosmogonic process is presented as naturally exis-
tent and effective, and in any case there is no hint of any need to create language
itself. Its existence is taken for granted. A preexistent tool, whose mythical fea-
tures are minimized, enabled the transition from the chaotic matter, which cannot
be considered as a creative entity, to the structured natural world. The Hebrew
language was implicitly interposed between the accomplished creation and the
preexistent chaos. This language plays, in the biblical view, solely an instrumental
role, and it lacks an independent organization that could transform it into a text.
Language appears only in those circumstances when the emergence of a certain
entity or its denomination is referred to; in itself, it seems that language was not
an object of discussion in the ancient Jewish reports of cosmogony. Thus the inner
structure of language did not serve as an object of contemplation in order to
understand the details of the cosmogonic processes.

No metaphysics or ontology of Hebrew is manifest in the biblical sources. Even
the distinction between Hebrew as the divine language and other, “lower” lan-
guages does not explicitly occur in the Bible. Although we may assume that
such a distinction is inherent in biblical thought, it is conspicuous that the self-
perception of the Jews as inheritors of this special language was not presented in a
polemical context.

Partially it seems that this lack of metaphysics regarding language is the result
of'its basically oral nature. The creative processes were accomplished by means of
speech; the written form of language was confined only to the legal part of the
Bible, namely the Ten Commandments, and not to those sections concerning the
cosmogony. In rabbinic thought the vocal form of the creative process still pre-
vails. The creative logoi were articulated by the invention of a new term to denote
the spoken formulas in the first chapter of Genesis. The so-called ma’amarot are
discussed in some detail, and there are even various versions of their precise
identity.* God is described as “He Who spoke and created the world.” However, at
the same time as the oral status of the creative language was articulated and
preserved, rabbinic literature expressed the written dimension of the creative
language. God was not conceived as creating by writing but, according to a highly
influential midrash, as contemplating the Torah as the paradigm of the world.
Thus the written manifestation of the Torah, and implicitly of the Hebrew lan-
guage, becomes crucial for the transition from the chaotic to the cosmic state. The
intermediary status of the written Torah now shares with the divine the status of
preexistence, and it cooperates in the process of creation. Meanwhile it seems that
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the importance of the written form of the Torah in the process of creation was
expanded to the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Although we cannot establish the
exact historical sequence of this expansion, I assume that the concept of the cre-
ative letters emerged somewhat later. According to a midrash, of which there are
several versions, each and every letter competed with the others so that God would
create the world by its means. From the various discussions in this midrash, it
transpires that the written shapes of the letters were alluded to by the midrashist.2

Even more conspicuous is the status of the written language in the cosmogony
of Sefer Yetzirah. For the first time in a systematic way, the creation of the world was
described as preceded by the creation of the letters. They were hewn from a
primordial air, or ether, and after their emergence God combined them in order to
create the world. I shall have much more to say on the crucial turn introduced by
the combinatory technique of Sefer Yetzirah in the conception of language and the
hermeneutics of Jewish mysticism in the following chapters, especially Chapter
12. Here it will suffice to stress again that this basic treatise envisioned the cre-
ation of the language as preceding that of the world and as instrumental for the
mystical cosmogony. From these observations we can affirm that the written form
of the Torah, and of the Hebrew letters in general, antedated the cosmogonic
process or are part of the initial stages of that process. Thus, the “logical” ques-
tion was asked as to the status of a written document before the creation of the
material cosmos. In a long series of midrashic passages, the primordial Torah is
described as having been written on a white fire with the letters of a black fire.?
More specifically, however, some midrashic sources became aware that if the
Torah antedates the world, a quandary arises as to the material involved in the
visible manifestation of the written. This question was explicitly posed in at least
two different midrashim, using similar structural formulations, though the de-
tails differ substantially. A late midrash, ‘Aseret ha-Dibberot, formulates the question
as follows: “Before the creation of the world, skins for parchments were not in
existence, that the Torah might be written on them, because the animals did not
yet exist. So, on what was the Torah written? On the arm of the Holy One, blessed
be He, by a black fire on [the surface of] a white fire.”*

It is obvious that the quandary of the midrash is related to the written form of
the Torah; only this version can raise the question of the substratum for the let-
ters. Here the preexistence of the Torah is envisioned in purely written form, and
the graphical component of the text is of paramount importance. The basic as-
sumption is that the material for the written Torah is a skin or parchment pre-
pared from the hides of animals. Provided the primordial status of the Torah, no
such material was yet in existence. The solution proposed by the midrash seems to
be adumbrated by the phrase used in the question: If skins of animals were not in
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existence, was there another skin upon which the Torah was written down? The
answer is positive; the Torah was written on the arm of God and implicitly on the
skin of God’s arm. This skin, though not mentioned explicitly, is hinted at by the
term “white fire,” on which the black letters of the Torah were engraved. The
description of God as fire is not new; it is already found in the Bible, where God is
designated as ’esh ’okhelah, a “devouring fire.”> The fact that the divine arm is
envisioned as a substitute for the animal skin forcibly invites the concept that the
divine skin is the locus of the primordial Torah. The above midrash is one of the
rare instances of an anthropomorphic understanding of the Torah. It is not,
however, a unique text. According to the view of midrash Tanhuma’, the very
question asked by midrash ‘Aseret ha-Dibberot is answered using a biblical locus
probans, which had important resonances in other discussions: “On what was the
Torah written? On the white fire with the black fire, as it is said:® ‘His locks are
wavy, and black as a raven.” What is the meaning [of the phrase] ‘His locks are
wavy’?” On each and every tittle® there are heaps and heaps® of halakhot.”°

The midrashic exegesis is based on a rather peculiar reading of the biblical
verse: the locks, taltalim, are divided into two words, which are understood as tilei
tilim, literally “heaps of heaps”; qevuzotav, “wavy,” is understood as referring to an
imaginary plural of qotz, a tittle.** So, the meaning of the text is that depending on
the tittles of the divine locks there are heaps of implicit halakhic issues. Obviously
there is an anthropomorphic overtone of the description of the Torah as written
on the white fire; here the effect is achieved by mentioning the biblical verse where
the description of the Beloved in the Song of Songs is included. The first part of
the verse, “The locks of the Beloved,” depicted here as black, is an interpretation
of the black fire and implicitly the letters of the Torah and the halakhic decisions
emerging from the biblical text. Thus, another text, using a different approach,
alludes too to the anthropomorphic nature of the primordial Torah.

What are the theological implications of these attempts to identify the preexis-
tent Torah with the divine skin? Such an identification may be viewed as bridging
the gap between God and the primordial Torah so that the monotheistic attitude
of ancient Judaism will not be imperiled. This is achieved, however, within the
framework of an anthropomorphic theology. It seems that the above texts do not
worry too much about the “danger” of an anthropomorphic reading. Rather, they
appear to have simply accepted an anthropomorphic theology of the Heikhalot
literature, which includes discussions of the huge dimension of the divine mani-
festation on the throne. Provided such an anthropomorphic theology operates
beyond the above texts, the riddle of the material on which the Torah was written
before its disclosure at Mount Sinai can be elegantly solved. These identifications
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of God and Torah are, however, only part of a more comprehensive view of their
relationship, which asserts that the Torah was written on the limbs of God. I
should like to forgo elaborating on that view here; however, we have already seen
that the Torah was written on the arm and head of God, as the mention of the
locks apparently implies. The Torah is viewed as an inscription on the divine body,
to be compared with the inscriptions in ancient Jewish and non-Jewish magic.
This mythical Torah is, at the same time, an inscription on a divine limb and a
sacred canon, a perception that emphasizes the visual dimension of the text. Itis a
divine manifestation, to the extent that the Torah is the black fire, and we may
assume that the contemplation of our Torah is reminiscent of its status in illo
tempore, before the creation, or possibly even its status today. Contemplating the
Torah will, accordingly, involve more than a study of certain sacred contents,
more than the disclosure of an ideal modus vivendi; it will include, at least partially,
a divine self-revelation. Thus the white fire will stand for the divine substance of
the Torah, the black one for the letters.

Semiotically, only the black dimension operates as a meaningful signifier be-
cause it alone imparts content to the readers. Mystically, however, the white fire
involves a higher status which, though semantically meaningless, directly reflects
the divine body rather than God’s intention as articulated in the Torah. I assume
that the split in the two aspects of the written Torah, the black and the white,
reflects a much deeper axiology than the common preference for white, as a
positive color, over black. The implicit preference for the white and amorphous
fire may represent a tendency to be immersed into a more contemplative and direct
approach to the divine, which will regard the letters, namely the limited contents
of the revealed religion, as a lower and mediated relation to the beyond. Such a
religious phenomenology is, in my opinion, not representative of rabbinic Juda-
ism, which was centered on the semantic facets of the text more than on its formal
ones. However, it seems to be in full consonance with the theology of the
Heikhalot literature, where not only is the anthropomorphic aspect central but
also the importance of the semantic aspects of the Torah is attenuated. In this type
of literature, and in writings related to it, the magical aspects and the measurable
dimensions of the Torah are addressed much more than in the classical rabbinic
tradition. A religiosity based on a theology that emphasizes the formal and dimen-
sional aspects of the divine, and the attempt of the mystic to experience them, sup-
ports the conception of the white fire as the substratum of the Torah, as identical
with the divine skin. The higher status of the white fire in the constitution of
the Torah is, I would like to repeat, only implicitly found in midrashic texts. In
other words, the above discussions of white and black do not invite a distinction
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between a transcendental deity, identified with the white fire, and a revealed one.
There is no concept similar to negative theology that is involved in the whiteness of
the divine skin, but perhaps some concept of purity or sublimity.

Before moving to the later reverberations of the two fires, let me record what
seems to me to be a reaction to the anthropomorphic solution to the quandary of
the preexistence of the Torah. In Rashi’s commentary on the treatise ’Avot 5:6, it is
said that the body of the letters had been created only during the six days of
creation, while the preexistent Torah was standing orally, be-‘al peh.*2 This stand is
indeed exceptional given the midrashic view that God contemplated the Torah and
created the world. I see here an attempt to neutralize the already existing under-
standing of the preexistence of the Torah on the divine body by assuming this oral
status. I would summarize the few midrashim adduced above as describing the
close relation between God and the Torah with the intention of solving a quandary
produced by the previous midrashic elevation of the Torah to the status of a
preexistent entity by supplying a substratum for it, rather than as consciously
attempting to confer divine status on the text.?3 The passages under scrutiny above
can be understood as narrowing the gap between God and Torah, but they appar-
ently are characteristic of a later development and hardly represent the main thrust
of the more classical midrash.

II. R. JACOB BEN JACOB HA-KOHEN AND R. ISAAC THE ELDER

In the medieval Kabbalistic treatments of the nature of the two fires, however, the
symbolic interpretations manifestly present the white part of the letters and the
Torah as symbols of the higher aspects of the Torah, in comparison to the black
parts of letters. The details of the symbolic interpretations will be adduced in a
moment. First, though, I would like to note the major difference between the
ancient theological stand on the white/black dichotomy and the medieval position
as evidenced in the following passages. The Heikhalot literature is based on a
theology that emphasizes the huge dimension of God, but it is also a static
theology. In comparison to rabbinic theology, which includes views of God as
being influenced by human activity (essentially the commandments), the quintes-
sence of Heikhalot theology is the knowledge of the dimensions, whose immu-
tability endows them with the special status of an important religious gnosis.*
Later on, in medieval Kabbalah, the two types of theology became obsolete in
the eyes of some Jewish elites. The Kabbalists among them, who held to the
theosophical trend of Kabbalah, expressed their theology by resorting to a com-
plex system of divine powers, the sefirot, whose reflections here in the world below
were perceptible by means of symbols or, as I shall explain later in this study, by
imposing a code on the Jewish canonical writings.*> Though substantially dif-
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ferent from the rabbinic and Heikhalot theologies, the Kabbalistic theosophies
combine major elements of both of them; from the Heikhalot literature, or similar
theologies that are only hinted at in a few texts, the Kabbalistic theosophies
accepted the anthropomorphic description of the revealed divinity. From some
aspects of rabbinic theology dealing with the divine attributes the Kabbalists
accepted the dynamic nature of the divine realm. This synthesis was conceived as
expressing ongoing processes, which are rather difficult to represent because they
are ever changing. Everything in the canonical writings was taken by those Kab-
balists as symbolic, either of the divine powers or of the sinister part, the side of
evil. In this symbolic frame the whole biblical imagery became a tissue of symbols,
as did the most significant segments of the midrashic and talmudic literatures.
This process of symbolization—one major aspect of the more comprehensive
process of arcanization that will be discussed below—became vital for the expres-
sion of important parts of the Kabbalistic literature.®

In the course of this expanding process of symbolization, the above discus-
sions of the white and black fires underwent a profound semantic metamorpho-
sis. They were now understood not only as describing the primordial Torah, in
accordance with the literal meaning of the sources, but also as symbolically ex-
pressing the relationship between the divine, spiritual powers. Although those
powers may or may not have anything in common with attributes of the Torah, the
very identification of the fires with specific sefirot had some resonances in the
Kabbalistic conception of the Torah. The nature of the supernal powers involved
in this symbolic process was transposed by the Kabbalist to the nature of the
mundane Torah.

Thus, an interesting development in Kabbalistic thought, which stems from
ancient midrashic traditions, generated a special theosophical understanding of
the nature of written language and, implicitly, of the biblical text. At the middle of
the thirteenth century, in Castile, R. Isaac ha-Kohen, the son of R. Jacob ha-
Kohen, expounded an interesting theory concerning the relation between the
white and black configurations of the Hebrew letters. Regarding the letter *aleph
he wrote:

The inner [form] stands for the Holy One, blessed be He, as He is hidden
from the eye of any creature and His innerness cannot be reached. The exter-
nal form stands for the [external] world, which depends on the arm of the
Holy One, blessed be He, as an amulet does on the arm of a powerful man.*”
And just as the inner form is the locus of the external form, so [also] is God
the locus of the world, and the world is not the locus of God.*®* What I have
mentioned to you [is] that the white form in the ’aleph stands for the level of
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Holy One, blessed be He, but not the black one, [which is] external. I did tell
you this by way of a [great] principle, and as a great secret because the white
form stands for the white garment, and our sages, blessed be their memory,
said:** Whence was the light created? It teaches that the Holy One, blessed be
He, clothed Himself in a white garment, and the splendor of it shone from
one end of the world to another, as it is said:>*° “Who covers himself with
light as with a garment” and?* “and the light dwells with him.”?2

The inner form is the white space that is the locus of the black configuration of
the letter. It is the inner form that is the most important, as it is the soul that
sustains the body. This last type of image is expressly used in the context of our
passage, and it reflects the Neoplatonic view of the soul as sustaining the body by
the very act of surrounding it. Moreover, the white light is conspicuously identi-
fied with the divine light, which was described as the divine garment. All this is
related to the divine arm, albeit the anthropomorphic aspect was somewhat at-
tenuated in this passage. Crucial for our discussion is the fact that the amorphous
component of the letter, the white space, is conceived as the paramount element,
identical with a divine manifestation. Obviously, the above discussion does not
refer, as in the earlier literature, to the Torah in its entirety and to its role in the
creative process. The white spaces are now described in terms reminiscent of the
negative theology. Intertwined as the white and black letters are, they point to
theosophical layers that sharply differ from one another.

The above passage seems to include, however, an even more striking factor:
not only is the primordial written version of the Torah pregnant with a divine
dimension, but so are the individual Hebrew letters in general, independent of
their role in the cosmogonic process. To a certain extent the separate letters are
fraught with their own meaning, independent of their context in the biblical text.
Two hermeneutical processes can be discerned here: the one Rojtman described
in other contexts as autonomization,? and the one that she identified as plenitude
of the form.>

Consequently, not only the primordial Torah has divine status but, in principle,
any Hebrew text does. The present passage conclusively demonstrates that Kab-
balists have moved from a theory of the Hebrew letters as part of the divine text to
the special status of Hebrew letters in general, thus opening the way for a much
more comprehensive hermeneutics of Hebrew texts, though the opportunity has
been hardly exploited de facto. The nature of the white light, the space surround-
ing the letter, is compared to an emanation of the light stemming from the divine
garment. This light is comparable to the white fire, corresponding to God’s skin
in some midrashic texts. In both cases the external appearance of God is involved
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in the constitution of the written text. In the above Kabbalistic passage, however,
the light is preferred because it better serves Kabbalistic theosophy, which is
interested in the emanative process. As can be shown in other Kabbalistic pas-
sages as well, the emergence of the text—or, according to other Kabbalistic dis-
cussions, of the articulated verbal aspect of language>*—is a metaphor for the
emanation;?® the white fire of the midrash, with its anthropomorphic connota-
tions, would be less appropriate as an image of a pure spiritual emanation.

Let me examine a Kabbalistic text, whose precise dating is unclear, which
combines the beginning of the emanative process with the imagery of the two
fires. R. Shem Tov ben Shem Tov, an early-fifteenth-century Castilian Kabbalist,
quotes from an unidentified Kabbalistic book where it was written:

The Name, our Lord, blessed be He, who is One, Unique and Special,?
because all needs Him, and He does not need them, His knowledge is
united to Him and there is nothing outside Him.?®* And He is called ’Aleph,
the head of all the letters, corresponding to the fact that He is One . . . and
how did He innovate and create the world? Like a man who comprises his
spirit and concentrates his spirit, and the world remains in darkness, and
within this darkness He chopped rocks and chiseled cliffs in order to extract
from there the paths called “Wonders of Wisdom,”?° and this is the mean-
ing of the verse®® “He took out light from the hiddenness,” and this is the
secret of “a dark fire on the white fire,” and this is the secret of “face and
back.”31:32

The anonymous Kabbalist quoted here, who apparently thrived early in the thir-
teenth century, combines Sefer Yetzirah’s emphasis on the creation of the letters as
the first divine activity with the concept of divine withdrawal from the space that
will serve as the locus of the cosmological processes. I assume that the black fire is
hinted at by the dark elements that are the material from which or within which the
letters were excavated. These raw and resistant materials emerged after, or as the
result of, the withdrawal of the divine light from a certain space. On the basis of
another passage very close to the one under scrutiny,?* I propose to identify the
white fire with the divine light that remained in the evacuated space. Thus, the
primordial processes that are imagined to precede the process of emanation of the
world are described in terms that were commonly used by midrashic sources to
designate the inscription of the Torah onto the divine organism. Similar views of
the two fires are combined in a text written by the above-mentioned R. Shem Tov,
with the contention that the white fire is identical with the special shapes of the five
letters mem, nun, tzade, peh, and kaf when they appear at the end of a word.3* This
contention is important because it assumes that the white fire entered into the very
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constitution of the present Torah. According to R. Shem Tov, those letters are also
identical to the hidden light, stored for the righteous, the tzaddigim.3> I shall come
back to this theme later on in the chapter, when dealing with Hasidism.

One of the most extensive discussions of the theme of white and black fires is
found in a late-thirteenth- or early-fourteenth-century commentary on midrash
Konen. In the unique manuscript in which this commentary is extant, it is at-
tributed to R. Isaac the Elder (ha-Zagen). Gershom Scholem, who was the first to
call scholars’ attention to this text, surmised that the author is none other than the
famous R. Isaac the Blind, the Provencal sage whom the Kabbalists consider to be
one of the founders of Kabbalah. The cautious attribution of the commentary to R.
Isaac the Blind changed, however, in the same article of Scholem, into an explicit
assignment of authorship.3® Let me address some of the pertinent points related
to our topic which play a central role in the commentary on the midrash. R. Isaac
the Elder starts his commentary as follows:

On the right hand®” of the Holy One, blessed be He, all the engravings
which are expected to be actualized are engraved. They were engraved,
inscribed, and depicted out of the emanation of all the crowns,3® in the level
of Hesed, as an inner, subtle, impenetrable [entity] and it was called from
the [very] beginning the Thought of the Integrated Torah*® [and] the Torah
of Hesed. And as part of the totality of all the engravings, two engravings
were engraved in it [in the Sefirah of Hesed]: one [engraving] which is the
depiction of the Written Torah, the other one which is the Oral Torah. The
depiction of the Written Torah, is [formed out of] depictions of colors of
white fire, and the depiction of the oral Torah is a depiction of likeness of
colors of black fire.

Here we can see how the ancient anthropomorphism was translated into theo-
sophical terminology. The right hand of God is identical with the sefirah of Hesed,
upon which the two fires are formed. The anthropomorphic tone is also explicit in
the reference to the colors and their manifestations as depiction, tziyyur. The two
kinds of Torah are only some of the engravings found in the sefirah of Hesed in an
attempt not to identify the two Torahs with the divine power or hand. The specific
form of existence of the two types of Torah on the divine hand, or within the sefirah
of Hesed, is designated by the phrase mahashevet torah kelulah, which Scholem did
not translate verbatim. He suggested—actually, his English translator suggested—
the term “the notyet unfolded” for kelulah, which in my opinion is not only clumsy
but to a certain extent incorrect. In my view, the two forms of Torah were found
together, perhaps in an integrated manner, before the next stage of emanation,
which separated the written Torah from the oral one, the former being identified
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with the sefirah of Tiferet (Beauty) or Rahamim (Compassion), while the latter was
identified with the last sefirah, Malkhut. So far, we have a rather understandable
Kabbalistic discussion describing the processes of emanation in terms related to
the canonical books.

The separation between the two types of Torah corresponding to the hierarchy
of the two sefirot has been known in Kabbalah since the Book of Bahir.** What is
new with this author is the fact that the oral Torah is the black fire, a view that
seems to be an innovation of this text. Semantically speaking, however, the novel
imagery does not dramatically alter the relationship between the content of the
white and the black. In the former cases the black fire reflects the limited, formed,
written manifestation, whereas in this treatise the oral Torah seems to function as
the limited aspect of the entity conceived of as the written, but amorphous, Torah.

III. OTHER KABBALISTS ON BLACK AND WHITE LETTERS

More precise elaborations on the significance of the blank spaces are found in
some Kabbalistic fragments that discuss the nature of the letter yod.*> The numeri-
cal equivalent of this letter, according to the Hebrew system of counting, is ten. In
those texts, the Kabbalists assume that there is a black yod, which is sustained by
a white yod. The white one, which is also hidden, is conceived of as symbolic of
the ten supernal sefirot, the ten tzahtzahot, or divine lights, which serve as the
static and hidden paradigms of the lower and dynamic sefirot.** According to at
least one of the fragments, however, the white yod and black yod are related to
each other, so that from the lower, black yod one can perceive the higher, white
yod. Thus, no negative theology is involved here, but a hierarchy that allows access
to the higher by means of the linguistic material.+*

The higher sefirot are arranged, according to an esoteric teaching in the circle
of the Kabbalists who wrote the above texts, in an anthropomorphic structure.
Thus, the white fire is again emblematic of a divine anthropomorphic view. The
late-thirteenth- or early-fourteenth-century Kabbalists returned, to a certain ex-
tent, to the ancient view of the Torah as written on the divine skin—an interesting
parallel to Derrida’s “transcendental space of inscription”+>—while employing a
much more sophisticated theosophy than their ancient predecessors.

Let me address the hermeneutical significance of attributing such great impor-
tance to the white parts of the text. We may distinguish between two different
approaches to this matter. The ancient one, basically an anthropomorphic theol-
ogy, integrates the view that the white fire points to the divine skin, thereby
ensuring the divinity of the peculiar writing of the Torah scroll. On the other hand,
the symbolic interpretation of the white fire has something to do with the as-
sumption that the higher or inner level in the divine realm is made much richer by
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its very ambiguity. The written, namely the limited, aspects of the text are the
lower ones, whereas the higher ones, which reflect the divine essence, are less
definite. In the period when the Kabbalists elaborated the theory that there are
infinite meanings hinted at in the biblical text, it seems strange, prima facia, that
the external, static aspect of the biblical text became so important. Since it was
possible to confer on the written aspect of the Bible such an unlimited range of
interpretations (as we shall see in Chapter 3), why bother about the minutia of its
manifestation? Historically speaking, it seems that the theory concerning the
infinite meanings of the biblical text was emphasized by Kabbalists who were also
anxious to stress the importance of the external facet of the Bible. I assume that
the drastic relativization of the semantic aspect of the words by the assumption of
infinite semiosis required an absolutization of their manifest side. It is precisely
an attempt to postulate the absolute gestalt underlying the ongoing flow of the
meaning that contributed to the ascent of the importance of the substratum of the
words. That is to say, when it became obvious that the authoritative significance of
the Bible depended on subjective interpretations, the need for a balance to stabi-
lize and thus create a center of gravity contributed to the emergence of an em-
phasis on the other aspects of the text. The limited aspect, the black fire, became
unlimited as far as the number of the senses of the text is concerned. The authority
installed by the identification of the white with the divine permitted Kabbalists to
relate to the Bible as the absolute text. However, this “new” authority was conso-
nant with that mystical authority which may be amorphous, that is, which may
express amorphous experiences. The view of the Torah manifest in some late-
thirteenth-century Kabbalistic texts may suggest that the ultimate source and
substratum of the Torah is amorphous, just as the highest aspect of the divine is
conceived to be in some descriptions of the encounter between God and man,
whereas the limited, black part of the text, namely the letters, is the communal,
public manifestation of the divine in the external world. The retreat to the seman-
tically indeterminate aspects of the Bible, the white “forms” of the letters, is
probably the answer to the need to emphasize the uniqueness of the Hebrew
formulation of the Bible, much beyond the necessity to relate to its grammatologi-
cal gestalt. The elevation of the external form of the biblical text, which includes
the white parts, to such an exalted rank secured among the theosophical Kabba-
lists a special significance for the punctilious Jewish observance of the minutiae in
the copying of the biblical scroll. It is not sufficient, so the implied argument may
go, to study Hebrew in order to be in contact with the innermost aspect of the
Bible; the semantics of the scriptures are not sufficient for decoding the ultimate,
divine message; one must accept the formal facets of its written transmission, as
formulated by the rabbinic regulations, to be able to fathom the subtle, almost
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imponderable finesse of the scroll, which points to the indeterminate Godhead.
To a certain extent, the Kabbalists attempted to validate not only the biblical text
but also the importance of the rabbinical manner of writing the Torah scroll.

Let me call attention now to an additional text, written by a very influential
Kabbalist, R. Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi.*® R. Joseph angrily protests against
the view of the characters of the Hebrew alphabet as conventional and argues for
the existence of numerous secrets in each of the aspects of these letters: “God
forbids that our holy Torah, namely its letters, [for it] to be said that they are signs
invented by the hearts of men. How may it be in relation to characters which were
engraved by the finger of God, that they are invented letters? Indeed the trace*” of
the letters consists in the ink and the blank,* and each and every part possesses
heaps and heaps of secrets of the account of the chariot and the account of the
creation.”*

Interestingly enough, the Kabbalist resorts to the phrase that was discussed
above dealing with the heaps of halakhah, which depends on each and every tittle,
namely the black aspects of the letters, in order to designate the dependence of the
secret aspects of the oral law, the two accounts, on the blank and black parts of the
letters. Here the process of arcanization is evident: secrets are a matter of topics
concerning a double or multiple message related not only to the semantic struc-
ture of the text, but also to the very layout of the text.

It is quite reasonable to assume that this emphasis on the ideogrammatic
aspects of the Hebrew letters, and implicitly the Hebrew Bible, constitutes a
reaction to Maimonides’ view of Hebrew as a conventional language.> R. Joseph
responds to Maimonides twice in his writings;>* this is a revealing example of how
the Kabbalistic fundamentalist attitude toward language was provoked by the
introduction in Jewish circles of Greek philosophical stands, including the emer-
gence of a symbolic interpretation of aspects of the Bible.5?

A fundamental question should be asked about the more precise content of the
above argument. Is the claim that the blank spaces contain supernal secrets more
than a blank statement? Indeed, that may be the case, but it is not necessary. As we
have seen, the attempt to discover the possible meaning of the blank spaces was
already part of the Kabbalistic literature. Moreover, for R. Joseph the secrets of the
accounts of creation and the chariot were not abstract topics; according to his own
testimony he had composed commentaries on these issues, although it is not so
clear whether they are extant.>® In his own commentary on the Hebrew letters,
which immediately follows the above passage, there is no attempt to address the
white spaces; neither did I find any trace of such an enterprise in the other
commentaries on the same topic from his circle.>*

Exalted as the two types of account may be in the eyes of a Kabbalist, they do
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not point to the Infinite. Thus the white parts may be understood as more sublime
than the black ones, but still not as pointing to the highest layer in the divine
world. Such a stand is found, however, in the writings of a famous sixteenth-
century Kabbalist, R. David ibn Avi Zimra. In the introduction to his Magen David,
a welter of Kabbalistic traditions related to the Hebrew alphabet, R. David wrote:
“Because of His outmost occultation, there is nothing that points to Him as a
particular sign. But the whiteness of the parchment that encompasses all the
letters from within and without includes a certain allusion that He, blessed be
He, encompasses all the worlds, the supernal and the lower, from within and
without . . . On this issue our sages said®> that any letter that is not encompassed
by the parchment is disqualified. Because just as the parchment supports all the
letters . . . so He, blessed be He, supports all the worlds.”s°

R. David attempts to resolve a Kabbalistic quandary known since the end of the
thirteenth century: Is there a term for ’Ein Sof in the Bible? Since this very phrase
does not occur in classical Jewish texts, some Kabbalists assumed that its absence
has to do with the sublime status of this layer of divinity, which is not even hinted
at by the biblical material.>” His answer is indeed fascinating: nothing in the black
letters of the written Torah alludes to the Infinite, but the nature of the Infinite,
which both encompasses and penetrates the worlds is intimated by the nature of
the writing of the Torah on a scroll. Here, the white aspects of the Torah scroll are
quite explicitly pointing to the Infinite.

Interestingly, the stress on the importance of the white surface safeguards, in
the eyes of the Kabbalists, the unique status of the Hebrew Bible as embodied by
an halakhically performed scroll, even in an age when the study of Hebrew by
some Christians had been an achievement of Christian exegesis since the twelfth
century. The proper study of the Torah would, a Kabbalist could claim, depend not
on acquaintance with the semantics of the biblical Hebrew but on the punctilious
act of copying the text according to the rabbinic instructions. In a curious manner,
the hermeneutic freedom that Kabbalistic exegesis achieved by cultivating the
polysemic, dynamic symbolical approach to the biblical text culminated in the
apotheosis of the static, parasemantic, or hieroglyphic facets of this text. To be
sure, also in talmudic-midrashic thought, there was a conspicuous concern with
the precise writing of the Torah scroll; the major interest of the ancient Jew-
ish sages, however, was limited to the possible semantic mutations that may occur
as the result of changes introduced by the copyists.>® Kabbalists added to this
concern the metaphor of the Bible as the picture of God, namely the iconic-
ideogrammatic facet, an issue to be addressed in more detail later in this chapter.

Let me adduce a passage from a book written by an early-eighteenth-century
Lurianic Kabbalist, R. Joseph Ergas:
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On the parchment that is under the [letters of ] the Tetragrammaton there is
a likeness of an image possessing the form of the Tetragrammaton, because
under the yod of ink there is one white yod of the parchment which sustains
the yod of ink, and so also underneath the he’ and the other letters, in a
manner that the Tetragrammaton of ink limits the whiteness of the parch-
ment in a form similar to the form of the Tetragrammaton and so is the case
in other names written on a parchment. This is so long as the letters of ink
are on the parchment. But if the letters fly and disappear from there, the
parchment will remain white without any letter and likeness [of letter] at
all. Now, remove the shell of corporeality from the above parable and imag-
ine that ’Ein Sof together with the sublime instrument, Keter of ’Adam
Qadmon, is the simile of the parchment that does not have any name, letter
or vowel, because the Keter of ’Adam Qadmon is His simple act, as men-
tioned above.>® And since ’Ein Sof had emanated all the names and the
sefirot by means of Keter of ’Adam Qadmon, and they are sustained and
maintained within Him, like the letters on the parchment, we can attribute
the names and the attributes written in the Torah to ’Ein Sof and read Him in
them . . . because there is not, as we had already said, word and speech
worthy to be pronounced on ’Ein Sof . . . and there is no word in prayer that
points to ’Ein Sof, but the [mental] intention.*°

The manner in which the biblical semiosis functions here is quite interesting.
The names that are understood as referring to God do not do so by a regular direct
reference to something outside the sign, to an ontological presence that exists
independently of the signifier. According to the parable, the inked letters create
their signifier, the white letters of the parchment, which point to the divine
infinity. Likewise, the emanation of the divine names and of the sefirot does not
take place without the absolute source, the ’Ein Sof. They constitute, so to speak, a
transcendental inscription on the very substance of the Infinite. The structure of
the Torah scroll, namely the forms of its letters, is therefore the aspect that points
to the structures and processes taking place within the Infinite, not by means of a
symbolic mode based on understanding of the semantics of the text but as struc-
tural and functional similitudes. In this case, which reflects the Lurianic theoso-
phy that includes the concept of withdrawal, the Infinite is the substratum of all
reality, and thus it constitutes an eminently positive vision of divinity.**

IV. R. LEVI ISAAC OF BERDITCHEV’S VIEWS OF THE WHITE LETTERS

Hasidic interest in the status of the biblical text has attracted little attention in
modern scholarship. Though offering a view that was not consonant with the
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more intellectualistic approaches found in rabbinic circles of the eighteenth cen-
tury, Hasidic masters were more inclined toward the nonsemantic aspects of the
Bible, especially its oral performance as part of study.°> The concern with the
visual aspects of the text is secondary in Hasidism. Nevertheless, one of the few
discussions dealing with the white letters has drawn attention from scholars. It
deals with an apotheosis of the white aspects of the Torah found in a tradition
connected to R. Levi Isaac of Berditchev, to which Gershom Scholem called atten-
tion; following him, it was also mentioned by Jacques Derrida and Umberto Eco.
In the following I would like to deal in some detail with this Hasidic treatment, for
two reasons: First, this Hasidic master apparently paid more attention to this topic
than any other Jewish thinker. Second, his view has been interpreted in a manner
that conflicts with our own suggestion concerning how the white aspect of the
Torah functioned. In lieu of playing a conservative role, as I believe it did, it was
interpreted as revolutionary.

The eighteenth-century Hasidic master was reported to have interpreted Isaiah
51:4, “A Torah will go forth from me,” as follows:

We can see by the eye of our intellect why in the Torah handed down to us
one letter should not touch the other. The matter is that also the whiteness
constitutes letters, but we do not know how to read them as [we know] the
blackness of the letters. But in the future God, blessed be He, will reveal to
us even the whiteness of the Torah. Namely we will [then] understand the
white letter in our Torah, and this is the meaning of “A new Torah will go
forth from me,” that it stands for the whiteness of the Torah, that all the
sons of Israel will understand also the letters that are white in our Torah,
which was delivered to Moses. But nowadays the letters of whiteness are
obscured from us. But in the Song on the Sea, when it has been said, “This
is my Lord, I shall praise Him,”3 it is written in [the writings of ] Isaac Luria
that “their soul flied when they heard the song of the angels” and God had
opened their ear to hear etc., and this is the reason why the maidservant had
seen on the sea [more Ezekiel]°**—the whiteness of the letters [she saw]
what has not been seen etc., because the matter has been occultated until
the advent of the Messiah.°

Scholem emphasized the novelty of the Torah that will be revealed in the
messianic future; he understood this passage as part of a series of Kabbalistic
discussions, in fact a tradition, dealing with future revelations of yet-unknown
parts of the Torah.®¢ Relating this passage to views found in the Talmud about the
existence of seven books of the Pentateuch, and more substantially with the stand
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of Sefer ha-Temunah, which claims that one of the books of the Torah has been
lost,” the above passage has been interpreted as concerning the revelation of
another hidden religious document, or a least a part of it. This insertion of the
Hasidic passage in a longer earlier tradition that has some antinomian features is
characteristic of Scholem’s flirtation with antinomianism in his phenomenology
of Jewish mysticism, which remained part and parcel of many of Scholem’s fol-
lowers. Or, to use David Biale’s terminology, this is part of Scholem’s “counter-
history.” R. Levi Isaac mentions Sefer ha-Temunah explicitly in the context of the
shape of the letters.°® Did, however, R. Levi Isaac of Berditchev, an icon of tradi-
tionalism in Hasidic circles, indeed subscribe to the radical view of the earlier
Kabbalistic book?

It is plausible, in my opinion, to propose a much less revolutionary under-
standing of this passage. God is emanating a new Torah from Himself, me-’itti,
and because this new Torah is the revelation of the meaning of the white letters, it
is in fact a revelation not of a new document but of the divine as the background of
the white letters, in the vein of the above discussions. Such an understanding is
less innovative than Scholem’s, but it is corroborated by at least three discussions,
one stemming from R. Levi Isaac’s main teacher, another by R. Levi Isaac himself,
and a third adduced in his name by his disciple R. Aharon of Zhitomir. Let me
therefore attempt to elucidate the meaning of the passage by resorting to the texts
dealing with this topic, which should inform any analysis of R. Levi Isaac’s views.

R. Dov Baer of Mezeritch, known as the Great Maggid and the master of R. Levi
Isaac, interprets Isaiah 51:4 as follows:

Behold that the Torah in its entirety is collected from [the deeds of] righ-
teous men, from Adam, and the forefathers, and Moses, who caused the
dwelling of the Shekhinah on their deeds, and this is the complete Torah.
However, the luminosity of the essence® has not been revealed yet, until the
Messiah will come and they will understand the luminosity of His essence.”
And this is the new Torah that goes forth from me, whose meaning is “from
My essence.”?%72

The Great Maggid argues that the revealed Torah deals with human deeds and
their interaction with the divine. The forefather had been able to cause the descent
of the divine presence here below. However, the divine essence in itself is not
expounded in the Torah that counts their deeds, perfect as it is. Thus, according to
this passage, the luminosity, the new Torah, and the divine essence are explicitly
related to each other. It is not a new text that is revealed but the depths of the
canonical document already in the possession of the Jews. R. Levi Isaac, too,
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commented on this verse from Isaiah, in the context of the apprehension of God
and the Torah, yet without mentioning the white letters.”> Elsewhere, however,
R. Levi Isaac writes:

It is known that the letters of the Torah have the aspect of inner lights™
which are revealed according to the order of the emanation of the worlds.
And the boundary of the white that encompasses the letters possesses the
aspect of the encompassing lights, which are not revealed but are found in a
hiddenness, in the aspect of the encompassing light. From this we may
understand that the white boundaries possess also the aspect of letters, but
they are hidden letters, higher than the revealed letters . . . because the
aspect of the whiteness which is [identical with] the hidden letters is derived
from the revelation of the aspect of the revealed letters, and that is the
meaning of what has been written,”> “The maidservant had seen on the
[Red] Sea [more than what Ezekiel has seen],” because the revelation of the
divinity was so great that even the maidservant was capable of understand-
ing. This is the meaning of the verse “A new Torah will go forth from me”:
that in the future, when the revelation of the divinity and the glory of God
will be disclosed, and all men will see etc., it means that the revelation of the
aspect of the encompassing and the revelation of the aspect of the white-
ness, namely the white letters which encompass the revealed letters of the
Torah, [will take place,] this being the meaning of “A new Torah will go
forth from me.”””

This text draws upon a distinction already found in the passage from R. David
ibn Avi Zimra: the white stands for the highest and hidden aspects of the divinity,
although according to the Kabbalist God encompasses both the external and the
internal aspects of the world. R. Levi Isaac, however, resorts to a distinction found
in the thought of two of ibn Avi Zimra’s contemporaries, R. Moses Cordovero and
R. Isaac Luria, one between the “encompassing” divinity or transcendental light—
a view already found in the thirteenth-century Kabbalah—and the inner or imma-
nent light. In the Lurianic systems the transcendental light is totally beyond
human perception. For the Hasidic master, the white is the transcendental aspect
alone. But what seems to be interesting in R. Levi Isaac’s last passage is the
assumption that the revelation of the maidservant was higher than the highest
revelation according to the Kabbalists: that of the prophet Ezekiel. I take this view
as assuming that the maidservant had in fact seen the divinity, which in this
context is the white aspect of the letters. Thus, it is not only a messianic experience
of the text that is implied in the knowledge of the structure of the white letters, but
also one that has taken place in the past. Moreover, according to some statements
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it is in principle available also in the present, because the white and the black
letters are intertwined. Let me attempt to explicate the views of the Hasidic master
from another standpoint. The text is not used in order to reach an experience of
the signifié¢ of the text by means of a symbolic decoding of the newly revealed
letters. The Torah is not instrumental in transcending a certain common or ordi-
nary experience in order to attain a divinity totally divorced from the text by leaving
the text behind or experiencing the author without the text. The two are conceived
of as profoundly intertwined. God’s revelation depends on one’s ability to see
Him within parts of the texts that before the revelation were opaque. Therefore,
the Hasidic discussions adduced above do not follow a theory of the lost text, or of
a portion of it, but the approach that the divinity actually stands beyond the
revealed aspects of the written Torah. In theosophical terminology, the revealed
Torah is identical to the third sefirah, Binah, and the Torah to be revealed in the
future is identical to the second sefirah, Hokhmah.®

Is there any significant difference between Scholem’s interpretation and the
one suggested above? In my opinion there is, and it consists in the status of the
text. Scholem’s interpretation stems from his framing the passage within the
antinomian tradition of Sefer ha-Temunah,”® mentioned immediately before and
after the above quote, a strategy that construes the feeling that the Hasidic master
assumes that the perfect Torah will be revealed in the messianic future. Scholem
makes it quite clear that “unquestionably this doctrine left room for all manner of
heretical variants and developments. Once it was supposed that a revelation of
new letters or books could change the whole outward manifestation of the Torah
without touching its true essence, almost everything was possible.”s°

The excitement of a modern reader to learn about the heretical variants is,
however, not satisfied by Scholem’s note, where only the name of Cagliostro is
mentioned,?* and I would not put too great an emphasis on the representativeness
of this figure for the concept of Torah in Jewish mysticism. Yet the Hasidic mas-
ter does not speak about a change in the “whole outward manifestation of the
Torah,” namely an ontic change of the founding document, but about an episte-
mological change that opens the eyes, or hearts, of the people. Is such a change
something to be deferred to another eon or restricted to the advent of the Mes-
siah? Is the life of a Hasidic mystic one that is lived in deferment, as Scholem
would say?s2 Had the mystic to pay a price, as Scholem put it, when he venerates
the given form of the canonical text or of the tradition? Or is there a way to attain,
from the perspective of the mystic, even nowadays an epistemological trans-
formation that will enable one to contemplate the luminosity of God without
smelting down the sacred text?®3 Is his capacity to read between the lines as the
ultimate space of meaning, as Walter Benjamin put it, not to be adopted as a better
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interpretation than the assumption that the very structure will be changed in the
messianic future?s+

The answer to these questions insofar as the above passage is concerned
should be sought first and foremost in the thought of R. Levi Isaac, a Hasidic
thinker whose direct attachment to God was considered to be famous. An inspec-
tion of the references to the expression behirut ha-bore’, namely the luminosity of
the Creator, will detect instances where the ancient mystics are described as being
able to transcend the limited luminosity found in this world, after the act of divine
contraction, and to reach the unlimited luminosity that precedes the moment of
contraction.®> Even more important is the fact that elsewhere in the same book R.
Levi Isaac identifies the white letters of the Torah and the parchment with *ayin, a
term that literally means “nothingness” but serves in the Kabbalistic and the
Hasidic theosophical literatures for a very high, even the highest, divine realm.®®
For this Hasidic master, however, as for other Hasidic masters, the righteous
already have access to this divine realm.®”

Therefore, I would suggest reading the passage adduced in the name of R. Levi
Isaac of Berditchev not as a statement about a definitive deferment but as an
invitation for the elite to attain now what all other Jews will attain in the eschaton.
This reading is, in my opinion, consonant with other statements in early Hasi-
dism, where the messianic experience may be attained even in the present.®® If
understood so, R. Levi Isaac’s statement quoted at the beginning of this section
does not exactly open the gate to “all manner of heretical statements,” nor does it
involve a change in the “outward manifestation of the Torah.” I wonder also if, as
Scholem put it elsewhere, “the sacred text loses its shape and takes a new one for
the mystic.”*° Instead I would opt for an epistemic change, one that invites much
more intense contemplation of the depth of the text of the Torah as it is. The
reading of the Torah mystically is conceived of as an experience reminiscent of
Martin Buber’s gegenwartiges Urphdnomenon. Shifting Scholem’s emphasis on the
ontic and messianic transformation of the canonical text to the assumption that
the gist of the Hasidic text is the spiritual transformation of the recipient of the
revelation contends that the Torah still retains its shape but opens its blank parts
to a process of more sublime decoding. By putting the accent on this issue, I
believe that we come closer to the main concern of Hasidism, namely the deepen-
ing of the spiritual life of the devotee, than if we adopt the explanation referring to
an ontic transformation of the text. In Hasidism in general, and in R. Levi Isaac’s
generation in particular, we know about the basic indistinctness between the
encompassing and the inner lights, a fact that can be perceived by the transforma-
tion of the mystic’s inner capacities.”® A long discussion that buttresses this
emphasis on both the centrality of an epistemic change and the availability of such
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a change in the present is found in a book, which will be quoted several times in
the following pages, written by R. Aharon of Zhitomir, the disciple of R. Levi
Isaac: Toledot ‘Aharon. The assumption is that there are two manners of studying
the Torah: with an intellect (or “great intellect”) and without intellect. Study with
an intellect is related to causing the return of the letters to the primordiality of the
intellect,°* on the one hand, and on the other to causing the return of the com-
binations of the letters of the studied Torah to their primordial state, where they
were white.2 There is nothing specifically messianic in this discussion, but rather
a contention that perfect study will retrace the primordial Torah described as
consisting of white letters. Perfect study is “to bring the letters of the Torah to the
primordial whiteness.”°* Thus, it is not a transcending of the black in order to
meet another, more sublime entity, but the elevation of the black to its supernal
source, in the vein of a more general mystical demand widespread in Hasidism.
Or, to put it in more semiotic terms: the written Torah, with its semantic aspects,
stems from another realm, which includes a surplus of meaning, the white letters,
the knowledge of whose language adds to the written—black—document without
subtracting anything from it.

Even when this master invokes the messianic nature of the revelation of the
white letters, he immediately writes that “even now, when the righteous pro-
nounces the letters in a state of devotion . . . he unites the letters to the light of the
Infinite . . . and ascends higher than all the worlds to the place where the letters
are white and are not combined and then he can perform there whatever combina-
tion he wants.”°* Also, the emphasis on the possibility of attaining an experience
of a direct encounter with the divine, pointed out by the luminosity, does greater
justice to R. Levi Isaac’s thought. R. Levi Isaac asked, for example, “How is it
possible to attain the supernal luminosity which has not yet been limited within
the worlds? [The answer is:] By means of enthusiasm®> man is capable of cleaving
to the Creator, blessed be His name, [and] by means of that enthusiasm he will
reach the supernal luminosity which has not yet limited itself within the [lower]
worlds.”?¢

The last two quotes allow a plausible solution to the quandary concerning the
role of messianism in the revelation of the white letters: mystics are capable of
attaining even nowadays the kind of experience that will be achieved by all in the
eschaton. Even now there are spiritual means to anticipate the “sublime” under-
standing of the Torah, by a sort of study that implies a resort to a “great intellect.”
This answer is relevant for a theory of reading in Hasidism, but also for the
importance of the reader’s role. The self-transformation, in this case the resort
to enthusiasm, is the clue for the ascent to a contact with the highest level of
the divinity. If we may infer from this instance a possible understanding of the

. 65 -



THE GOD-ABSORBING TEXT

ideal reading of the Torah—in both cases the concept of divine luminosity is
involved—the disclosure of the hidden dimension entails an experience of self-
transformation that culminates in a cleaving to God. The clue for reading the
invisible Torah is not lost, nor is it necessarily waiting for the advent of the
Messiah. Mystics are often stubborn persons who invest all their energy in dis-
covering clues. Moreover, I would say that the doors of spiritual understanding
and contemplation were, at least in Jewish mysticism, basically open, for the clues
were created using, from the very beginning, the mold of the lock.®”

Let us reflect for a moment on the additional implications of the above Ha-
sidic passages, which follow the way opened by the sixteenth-century Kabbalist
R. David ibn Avi Zimra: the white spaces are either identical to or point to the
highest realm within the divine world, the ’Ein Sof. Just as the white parts of the
text are statistically more extensive than the black ones, so is the Infinite more
extensive than the revealed divinity.

What, then, is the relation between the white and the black aspects according
to R. Levi Isaac and his student? In one of his discussions R. Levi Isaac claims that
“the letters point to the influx of Elohim within the world of nature.”°® Elsewhere
he writes that “the shape of the letters [points to] the manner in which the intel-
lectual [entities] and the influx [descending from] the Lord of Lords operate with-
in corporeality and nature.”®® The black letters function, therefore, as pipes or
channels for the descent of the divinity within this world. According to another
text, however, these letters serve, in the case of the righteous, as the starting point
for the ascent to the spiritual realms.**® There two movements are mentioned
together in the context of the righteous within the discussion of the letters.°t
Thus, the two aspects of the text reflect the two basic motions that constitute what
I propose to call the mystical-magical model, which combines the mystical ascent
to God with the descent of the mystic’s soul that brings down the divine influ-
ence.**? So, for example, we read:

There are those who serve God with their human intellect, and others whose
gaze is fixed as if on Nought,'** and this is impossible without divine
help . . . He who is granted this supreme degree, with divine help, to
contemplate the Nought, then his intellect is effaced and he is like a dumb
man, because his intellect is obliterated . . . but when he returns from such a
contemplation to the essence of [his] intellect, he finds it full of influx.*°+

An interesting parallel to some of the ideas in the above quotes is found in the
writing of a disciple of R. Levi Isaac, R. Aharon of Zhitomir, who cites his master
as follows:
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There are two kinds of righteous: there is a righteous who receives lumi-
nosity from the letters of Torah and prayer;**> and there is another righ-
teous, who is greater, who brings the luminosity to the letters from above,
despite the fact that the letters are in the supernal world, when the great
righteous brings new luminosity to the world, this luminosity cannot come
to the world but by its being clothed in the letters . . . and when the
luminosity comes down the letters fly upwards°® whereas the luminosity
remains here below. And the [great] degree of this righteous is connected to
recitation of the speeches with all his power and with dedication and with
all the 248 limbs he comes to each and every word that he recites, he brings
[down] luminosity . . . and performs a unification of the Holy One, blessed
be He, and the Shekhinah and by means of this he brings luminosity to the
letters and from the letters to the entire world, this only when there are
recipients capable of receiving the luminosity. However, if there is no recipi-
ent below, the righteous himself has to receive the luminosity arriving at the
letters of the [pronounced] word.**”

What is fascinating in this passage is the fact that the vocal actualization of the
written Torah induces, rather explicitly, the descent of the luminosity of the super-
nal Torah. Thus the ideal and the real forms of the Torah are not in conflict but in
concert. The ideal man, the righteous, causes the descent of the ideal by perform-
ing the actual. The divine luminosity is transformed into a sort of energy that is
brought down and distributed by the righteous to the recipients. In fact, if my
reading of R. Levi Isaac’s approach to the white letters is correct, they should not
be understood as betraying a sense of absolute transcendence of the mystical
experience available in the present but rather as a possible promise for an active
mystic. It is not the expectation of a future change that will be induced by the
Messiah alone that is to be understood from the wider context of this Hasidic
thought, but rather an urge to ascent to the whiteness in order to transform it into
a power from which this world will benefit now.

To close this analysis of the white letters, let me adduce another passage
attributed to R. Levi Isaac by R. Aharon:

Sometimes the letters are ruling over man, and sometimes man is ruling
over the letters. This means that when man speaks speeches with power and
devotion, the speeches are then ruling over him, because the light within the
letters°® confers to him vitality and delight so that he may speak speeches
to the Creator, but this man cannot abolish anything bad by performing
other combinations [of letters]. But when someone speaks speeches with
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devotion and brings all his power within the letters and cleaves to the light
of the Infinite, blessed be He, that dwells within the letters, this person is
higher than the letters and he combines letters as he likes . . . and he will be
capable of drawing down the influx, the blessing, and the good things.**°

In Hasidism the light of the infinite is not conceived of as an absolutely tran-
scendental realm, as itis in the Cordoverian and Lurianic types of Kabbalah, butas
a level of reality that is open to human experience. This light is found within
letters, and the mystic can approach it and utilize it. Thus, according to the last
passage, the light of the Infinite is not contemplated but rather exploited in order
to bring down supernal power. In another passage, attributed to R. Levi Isaac, the
process of interpretation of the Bible is described as bringing down the influx.1°
To return to the last quote: according to the Hasidic text, there are righteous
whose study and prayer are done in a routine manner, and thus they are domi-
nated by the canonical texts. The latter include the power of the Infinite, which has
an impact on some form of experience—speaking to the Creator—but this is nota
creative activity. The speaker is found within the net of language and is defined by
it. It is possible, however, to avoid this net by intense linguistic activity, which
consists in mystical devotion and magical acts, referred to here by combinations
of letters. Escaping language is related to escaping, for a while, ordinary experi-
ence and even dominating it.

Yet this downward move involving a certain use of the power in order to bring
even more influx here below is not the single result of the cleaving to the infinite
light within letters. According to another passage by the same author, dealing
expressly with the writing of the Torah black on white fire, which is even more
pertinent for our discussion, devotion enables the mystic to break the external
cover of the letters in order to reach the internal light, an attainment that is
described as getting away with the state of tzimtzum.*** This transcendence of the
state of limitation is related there to contemplation of supernal lights: “When
someone cleaves to the light of the Infinite, blessed be He, that dwells within the
letters, out of his devotion, each and every moment he looks*? to bigger lights
and to the luminosity [stemming from] the light of the Infinite, and this is the
essence of delight.”113

In another context in this book, mentioned already above, the act of tracing the
letters to the primordial state enables the mystic to combine them differently and
thus to perform miracles.’** Like R. Levi Isaac’s “enthusiasm,” his disciple’s
“devotion” opens the way to direct contact with the supernal worlds or, as we had
seen above, with the combinations of white letters of the primordial Torah. Unlike
some modern literary critics, who would emphasize the importance of the absent
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or the omitted aspects of the text in order to understand it,**> R. Levi Isaac would
say that the divine text does not omit anything, and the sole problem is the
capacity to read what is found within the plenitude of the text.

This plenitude, however, is rather vague, white, and is not translated in particu-
lar secrets, as we had seen in the theosophical Kabbalah in the case of the ten
tzahtzahot. Not that the concept of the secret is totally absent in the context of the
lights or luminosity that are related to the white letters.**® It seems, however, that
no specific code was offered for deciphering the specific meaning of the white
letters. Manifestation remained compact with proclamation. The medieval pro-
cess of arcanization has been neutralized in those Hasidic texts in favor of a more
emotional and devotional experience. Or, to formulate this hermeneutical move in
Buber’s terms, Hasidism has deschematized what he called the Kabbalistic mys-
tery.**” It is paramount to emphasize that the blank letters were not decoded but
were left, as in the ancient mystical texts, as the divine background of the revealed
Torah. Reaching them amounts to transcending the details of the written Torah
and even of the Kabbalistic secrets. It is a more unified vision which is far from
Maimonides’ philosophical-political esotericism or from oral pieces of informa-
tion that were passed down secretly at the beginning of Kabbalah. Neither are they
related to the numerous technical treatments of Luria’s Kabbalah. The sacred text
is conceived of as understood only if experienced. Those who did experience it are
anticipating the messianic revelation, but they are scarcely prone to transmit this
experience. Indeed, this experiential dimension is well expressed by passages
from R. Menahem Mendel of Premiszlany and R. Qalonimus Qalman Epstein,
who deny the importance of the secrecy of the Kabbalistic tradition, arguing that
this lore is based on an experiential attitude.?*®* Understanding a text presupposes
an experience of encountering a certain aspect of the author, in a manner reminis-
cent of more historicistic literary critical theories.

V. ICONIC VISIONS OF THE TORAH

The emphasis in the above texts on the importance of the white parts of the Torah
scroll invites reflection on the Kabbalistic texts as embodying an iconic concep-
tion of the Torah. An iconic understanding of the human body we have encoun-
tered already in rabbinic thought.1*°

Already in early Kabbalah and the writings of the Hasidei Ashkenaz there are a
few statements suggesting the identity of the Torah with a body, presumably a
divine one.*?° A straightforward identity between Torah and God is found in the
classic of Kabbalah, the Zohar, which declares, “The Torah is no other than the
Holy One, blessed be He.”121

Let us turn to some late-thirteenth-century Kabbalistic descriptions of the

- 69 -



THE GOD-ABSORBING TEXT

Torah. The first occurs in a long-forgotten Kabbalistic work entitled The Book of
[Divine] Unity:

God gave us the entire perfect Torah from the [word] bereshit to the [words]
le-‘einei kol yisra’el.»2 Behold, how all the letters of the Torah, by their shapes,
combined and separated, swaddled letters, curved ones and crooked ones,
superfluous and elliptic ones, minute and large ones, and inverted, the
calligraphy of the letters, the open and closed pericopes and the ordered
ones, all of them are the shape of God, blessed be He. It is similar to,
though incomparable with, the thing someone paints using [several] kinds
of colors, likewise the Torah, beginning with the first pericope until the last
one is the shape of God, the Great and Formidable, blessed be He, since if
one letter be missing from the scroll of Torah, or one is superfluous, or a
[closed] pericope was [written] in an open fashion or an [open] pericope
was [written] in a closed fashion, that scroll of Torah is disqualified, since it
has not in itself the shape of God, blessed be He the Great and Formidable,
because of the change the shape caused. And you should understand it! And
because it is incumbent on each and every one of Israel to say that the world
has been created for him,*>®> God obliged each and every one of them to
write a scroll of the Torah for himself, and the concealed secret is [that he]
made God, blessed be He.>*

According to this passage, the exact form of the authorized writing of the Bible
is equivalent to the shape of God. The Bible, therefore, in its ideal form, con-
stitutes an absolute book, including in itself the supreme revelation of God, which
is offered anthropomorphically and symbolically, limb by limb, within the various
parts of the text. What is more important, however, for understanding the status
of the canonical text is the identification between the scroll of the Torah, which
was incumbent to be written for or by each and every Jew, and the concept of
making or reproducing the image of God. There is no doubt that the scroll is
conceived in iconic terms as a faithful representation of the divine shape.

Apparently part of the same Kabbalistic circle was a Kabbalist who was very
concerned with anthropomorphic descriptions of the ten sefirot, much more than
the conventional views of the other theosophical Kabbalists. R. Joseph of Hama-
dan, a Kabbalist whose views have been identified and analyzed recently by many
scholars,?* contends in his Commentary on the Rationales of the Commandments:

Why is it called the Torah and it has an open and a closed pericope, refer-
ring*?® to the image of the building and the form of man, who is like the
supernal, holy, and pure form. And just as there are in man joints connected
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to each other, so in the Torah there are closed pericopes as in the case of the
structure of the pericope va-yehi be-shalah pharaoh*?” and the secret of the
song ’az yashir moshe'?® are the secret of the joints of the Holy One, blessed
be His hands. And the song of ha-’azinu?° is the secret of the ear of the Holy
One, blessed be He, and the secret of *az yashir yisra’el*>° is the secret of the
divine circumcision®3* . . . and the positive commandments correspond to
the secret of the male and the negative commandments correspond to the
secret of the female and to the secret of the Shekhinah and to the secret of
Malkhut. This is the reason why the Torah is called so, because it refers to
the likeness of the Holy One, blessed be He.32

R. Joseph of Hamadan offers an interesting interpretation of the word torah.
While the noun points to instruction, the medieval Kabbalist interprets it as
meaning “refer,” morah. Yet while the ancient use points to the instruction as
stemming from the supernal realm to man here below, the Kabbalist assumes the
inverse direction: the lower entity, the Torah, reflects a higher one, and thus it
opens the way for understanding the divine by fathoming the structure of the text.
This understanding is based on a type of isomorphism shared by certain portions
of the Torah and the limbs of the divine anthropos. This symbolic function does
not, however, work on the narrative level, by introduction of a divine myth as
paralleled by and reflected in mundane events, as is the case in many types of
theosophical Kabbalah. According to R. Joseph of Hamadan, it is the shape of the
portion of the canonical text that counts, not its content. As in Sefer ha-Yihud, a
book very close to this Kabbalist, the assumption is that God and the Bible are
identical or at least isomorphic. What I find fascinating in the last quote, though,
is not the confession about this isomorphism, an issue to which we shall return in
a moment, but the attempt to flesh it out in some detail by correlating specific
sections of the biblical text to specific limbs of the supernal anthropos. What may
be the significance of this relation? Is it that the contemplator of the specific
manner in which the letters, words, or verses were copied sees a divine form that
reflects visually the divine limb? If so, how does this transformation of the text
into an anthropomorphic structure take place? I have no precise answer to this
quandary, but before attempting to investigate additional texts on this point, I
would like to put forward a conjuncture.

The Kabbalist resorts to the term pereq, translated above as “joint,” in order to
convey the human limbs at the points they are related to each other. The corre-
sponding textual parts are described as parshiyyot, a term translated here as “peric-
ope.” The similarity between the Greek pericope and the anatomic pereq is rather
surprising. Even more interesting is the fact that the Hebrew term adopted for
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expressing the Latin division of the Hebrew Bible into chapters, which do not
correspond to the Jewish pericopes, is pereq. The history of this transition is not
clear, and I assume that it is already reflected in some Kabbalistic discussions
contemporary to R. Joseph of Hamadan. Given the absence of a study dealing with
this adoption—a real desideratum for the understanding of the reception of the
Bible among Jews—it is difficult to assess the role played by the linguistic sim-
ilarity between pereq and pericope and the double meaning of the term pereq.*33 If this
similarity can be proved, then the Kabbalistic isomorphism between the Torah
and the human body, found already in the Geronese Kabbalah, will be enriched by
the linguistic speculation.

Let me introduce an additional passage from another book of R. Joseph of
Hamadan, dealing again with a complex isomorphism:

This is the red attribute of judgment,*>* and from those five fingers were
created five lower sefirot and corresponding to them David, blessed be his
memory, has composed the five books of Psalms, and corresponding to the
three joints of each and every finger there are three topics in each of the
[five] books. Genesis corresponds to the thumb, is divided into three topics:
the creation of heaven and earth, the events related to the forefathers, and
the matter of exile. And the second finger corresponds to Exodus, and just
as there are three joints in a finger, so is the book divided into three topics.
The book of Exodus reports events related to Moses, our master, blessed be
his memory, who brought the people of Israel from Egypt as a mission of
God, blessed be He, and tells the laws and rules, and tells the matter of the
Tabernacle. Behold they are three things. And the book of Leviticus, which
corresponds to the third finger, so is this book the middle of the Penta-
teuch, and it is divided into three topics corresponding to the three joints of
the middle finger. They are the law of the sacrifices, and the law of the
leprosy, and the blessings and curses. The book of Numbers corresponds to
the fourth finger and is divided into three topics: the numbers (census), the
issue of the priesthood, and the issue of the spies. The fifth book corre-
sponds to the fifth finger and is called Deuteronomy, which explicates the
issue of the wonders and the miracles done by God to Israel, and the issue
of the commandments, and Moses’ death. Behold the five fingers of the
right hand corresponding to the five books of the Pentateuch. But the five
books in the book of Psalms correspond to the five fingers of the left hand,
and each of these books too is divided into three topics corresponding to
the three joints of the finger.*3
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Although there is a certain correlation between the anthropomorphic details
related to the correspondences found in the two last quotes, the main intention of
the Kabbalist is rather clear: the shape of the human body is the common denomi-
nator for both the Torah and the divine realm. In order to understand these topics
and the correspondences between them, the Kabbalist must resort to his anatomi-
cal knowledge in offering a detailed account of the literary and divine structures:

Happy is the man who knows how to relate a limb*3¢ to another and a form
to another, which are found in the Holy and Pure Chain, blessed be His
name, because the Torah is His form, blessed be He. He commanded us to
study Torah in order to know the likeness of the supernal form, as some few
Kabbalists said,*3” “Cursed be he who will not keep this Torah up.” Can the
Torah fall? This [verse should be understood as] a warning for the cantor to
show the written form of the Torah scroll to the community in order that
they will see the likeness of the supernal form. Moreover, the study of the
Torah brings someone about to see supernal secrets and to see the glory of
the Holy One, blessed be He, indeed.?3®

The gist of this passage is the knowledge of the structural affinity between the
human limbs and forms and the divine ones. The cognitive movement is expressly
upward. The form of the letters in the Torah is assumed to play the same role as
the human body: the latter is an icon enabling the contemplation of the supernal
form. This quality explains, according to the last quote, the custom of showing
the open scroll of the Torah to the members of the community after the reading of
the weekly portion. Yet it seems that the formal correspondences between the
lower and higher limbs should be understood more broadly. The Hebrew expres-
sion ever ke-neged ever, “a limb for a limb,” is reminiscent of another recurrent
phrase in R. Joseph of Hamadan’s nomenclature, ’ever mahaziq ’ever, which means
that the lower limb is maintaining the supernal one. This Kabbalist contends that
the performance of the commandments by a certain limb strengthens the corre-
sponding limb found on high, which is a sefirah.?3* Thus the contemplation of the
higher starting from the lower is not the single, and may not even be the most
important, sort of relationship between the privileged shapes here below, the
human body and the Torah on the one side and the supernal sefirotic structure on
high on the other. The lower not only knows the higher but also contributes to its
making, as in the above quote from Sefer ha-Yihud, or maintains it, as in R. Joseph
of Hamadan’s books. This theurgical influence is possible only because of the
affinities existing between three isomorphic structures: the Torah, the human
body, and the ten sefirot conceived of as divine. Indeed, the relation between
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contemplation and theurgy was made explicit by R. Menahem Recanati, a Kabba-
list inspired by the views found in the circle of Sefer ha-Yihud: “It is incumbent upon
man to contemplate the commandments of the Torah, [to see] how many worlds
he maintains by their performance and how many worlds he destroys by their
neglect.”14°

Thus contemplation is a starting point, an invitation for another and appar-
ently more important act, that of maintaining the supernal isomorphic structure.
The Torah is, to a certain extent, the libretto for the ritual to be performed by the
human body, and the result is the impact on the supernal structure. This view has
had a long career in the history of Jewish mysticism, whose details have been
addressed elsewhere.*+* Thus if contemplation of the Torah in order to see the
isomorphic picture of God assumes the transcendence and superiority of the
metaphysical over the literary, the theurgical dimensions of the significance of the
instructions for action invites another form of relation between the two realms.
The processes taking place within the divine structure depend on the actions of
the human body. If the text does not absorb the divine within it, at least it shapes it
according to its content. Both man and God depend therefore on the activating
aspects of the Torah, not only its static iconic perfection.

Perhaps also under the influence of these books, another important Kabbalis-
tic book, Sefer ha-Temunah, composed somewhere in the Byzantine empire at the
middle of the fourteenth century, claims that the forms of the Hebrew letters
constitute the image of God.**> Another classic of Kabbalah that assumes an
iconic vision of the Torah is R. Meir ibn Gabbai’s ‘Avodat ha-Qodesh, composed
around 1530 in the Ottoman empire. R. Meir writes: “The Torah is, therefore, the
wholeness'#* of the grand and supernal Anthropos, and this is the reason it
comprises the 248 positive commandments and 365 negative commandments,
which are tantamount to the number of the limbs and sinews of lower and
supernal man . . . and since the Torah has the shape of man it is fitting to be given
to man, and man is man by its virtue, and at the end he will cleave to Man.”*+* This
iconization of the Torah enacts its transformation into an intermediary man, a
mesoanthropos,*#* as it is “the intermediary which stirs the supernal image to-
ward the lower [one]”*#¢ or, according to another statement by the same Kabba-
list, “the Torah and the commandments are the intermediary which links the
lower image with the supernal one, by the affinity they have with both.”*#” In other
words, to invoke Mallarmé, the Torah is “Le Livre, Instrument Spirituel.”**® The
above quotes do not exhaust the Kabbalistic treatments of the Torah as the image
or icon of God. More can be found in later Kabbalistic sources, some of which
have been analyzed elsewhere.**
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VI. FROM INTIMACY TO ALIENATION

I have described a phenomenon that can be envisioned as scroll fascination,
which emerged in the same short period when the free symbolic interpretations of
Kabbalists reached its apex, late in the thirteenth century, as we shall see in more
detail in the next chapter. Overemphasizing the stable and static aspects of the
text, Kabbalists and, later, the Hasidic masters strove, in my opinion, to balance
the great freedom that emerged from the relativization of the symbolic interpreta-
tion which resulted from the ascendance of the concept of the Bible as an open
text. The equilibrium between extreme semantic fluidity and extreme structural
stability, namely the gestalt of the external features of the text, allowed innovative
developments without endangering the authority of the canonical text.*s° It may
well be that the eccentric exegetical devices that prevailed in the Kabbalistic and
Hasidic literatures, like discussions of the white aspects of the letters, could
flourish precisely because of the extreme canonization of all the details of the
Torah scroll. The theosophical Kabbalists attempted to resolve the problem of
authority of the text versus a drastic increase in exegetical creativity on the level of
Kabbalistic hermeneutics; they did not rely on the three “lower” types of non-
mystical interpretation in order to safeguard the authority of the text.*s* They
invoked the mystical relevance of the white aspects of the text, found already in
earlier sources, in order to establish a stronger authoritative anchor for their
symbolic-narrative interpretations, in the case of the Kabbalists, or an anchor for
a direct contemplation of the divinity, in Hasidism.

To formulate these topics in a different manner: in some forms of Kabbalah
and sometimes in Hasidism, much more than in ancient Jewish literature, the
Torah becomes the manifestation of the divine shape, not only the expression of
the divine will. Interpretations, especially the secret one, that “retrieve” the divine
significance of some parasemantic elements of the book can be understood as
acts of proclamation which are part of the process of exhausting the infinity of the
manifestation.?>> Here the text is conceived of as a visible and anthropomorphic
manifestation; it plays a role similar to that of the concept of Jesus Christ’s identity
with nomos,*>? or the view found in Islam, where the early-eighth-century Shi‘ite
heterodox author Mughira ibn Sa‘id, a magician and visionary, claimed to have
had a vision of God in the form of a man of light whose body is constituted by the
letters of the alphabet.>* It is possible that these views reflect a more magical
praxis of stamping the human body with special letters and seals.*s*

I would like to mention that recently some scholars of religion have proposed
to regard the different reports of the mystics as reflecting experiences of different
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aspects of the divine: the impersonal versus the personal.*>¢ The affinity of the two
aspects of the Torah to the two aspects of God in theosophical Kabbalah invites a
comparison to the assumption of these scholars as to the various types of experi-
ence of the mystics.

According to the mystical texts analyzed above, God is not only the author of
the written Torah: He is also the substratum of the written letters. The intimacy
between the text and the author is therefore maximal: the text can be read only
against the background of its author. It is not only conveying a certain specific
authorial intention but expressing the very being of the author, sometimes in an
iconic manner.*>” Yet this iconic trend, which conceives of the contemplation of
the Torah as a technique for seeing God,*s® should be understood as a less influ-
ential tradition in the general economy of Jewish mystical literatures, as I under-
stand them, than the recurrent resort to the recitation of the Torah as another
technique to induce a mystical experience.?>®

According to some modern literary theories, however, the text can become
meaningful only when it is understood in itself and solely from itself. Its dissocia-
tion from the author and the interplay between the different elements that con-
stitute the text are considered part of its semiosis. In this context the material
substratum, the white page, has also been introduced as part of the signification.
The resort to the important status of the white page has been known in the West
since Stéphane Mallarmé’s discussions,**® and they were taken over also in Der-
rida’s thought.*¢* This move was conceived of as a secularization,**> which indeed
it may be: the question, however, is whether a complete secularization is possible
in speculative systems speaking about infinities and all-comprehensiveness,*°* or
about mysteries of letters, as is the case with Mallarmé. This is not to say that
Derrida and Mallarmé were in any way Kabbalists, or even that they derived their
vision solely from Kabbalistic sources. Yet it seems to me undeniable that both
were acquainted with Kabbalistic attitudes toward letters,**+ and although they
were critical toward this lore, their resort to ideas that are hardly found outside
Kabbalistic literature testifies to a certain contribution of Jewish mysticism to a
modern philosophy of the text. The shared assumption of the two French thinkers
who do not resort to a referent outside the text may be conceived of a total
secularized attitude. Their claims to secularization notwithstanding, we still may
encounter descriptions of their thought that are less clear-cut. So, for example,
Bertrand Marchal, the author of a voluminous analysis of Mallarmé’s religion,
entitles his chapter dealing with the poet’s conception of letters quite cogently
“une théologie des lettres.”°s His view of the poem as a hierophany may also be
relevant in our context.**® Though the ontotheology is rejected, the cult of the
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book and the letters remains, as well as the claims of mysteries and revelations. It
is an attitude rather than a faith that characterizes Mallarmé’s approach, for the
poet speaks of “une attitude de Mystére.”*¢” This may be a rebellion against a cer-
tain rather specific vision, proposed by Western theologians, of deity as transcen-
dental, but such reverence for the book does not deviate too much from other
theological attitudes centered on a spirituality gravitating around a book.°® After
all, according to both Mallarmé and Derrida, the transcendental role of the book
and its cosmological status invite reflections whose intrinsic logic is not far re-
moved from the theological one. Indeed, Derrida, apparently influenced by
Scholem’s approach to the status of the text as he understood R. Levi Isaac’s
passage, described Kabbalah as evincing “a kind of atheism” because of the
emphasis on textuality and plurivocality characteristic of this lore.**® Why atheism
is characterized by a strong textuality or plurivocality is a point that was not
explicated by Derrida, at least not in this context. Ignorant as I am of any other
clarifications of this topic anywhere in Derrida’s vast opus, I indulge in specula-
tion that religiosity, or theology, is implicitly interpreted here as subscribing to a
monosemic reading or to a tendency to speak about an abstract deity that may not
be intrinsically or organically connected to a text. Such a contention, however,
decides a priori what forms of theology and textuality are conceived of as religious
or atheistic, without allowing the exponents of those concepts to define them-
selves as religious or atheistic. I would say, for example, that a text-centered
community may be more religiously oriented than one that is not. Or that a
polysemic text fits the belief in an infinite author, as we shall see in the next
chapter, as well as a modern atheistic theory of dissemination.

Moreover, if the Kabbalists or the Hasidic masters may be thought to exhibit “a
kind of atheism,” then it seems to me that deconstruction may indeed contain a
certain residue of Kabbalistic thought in its cult of the book or textuality or, as Eco
called this phenomenon, “atheistic mystics.”*”° (I shall have more to say on this
issue in Chapters 5 and g.) Or, to put it in Maurice Blanchot’s terms, “The book is
in essence theological.”*"*

From this point of view we may describe some modern preoccupations with
the text as encompassing everything (a topic to which we shall return in Chapter
4), as an almost complete absorption of the concept of divinity, by negating its
independent existence while accepting some of its major attributes as pertinent
for understanding the nature of the text. If the Hebrew Bible introduces a speak-
ing God whose will is formulated in documents that constitute, inter alia, its
reflection, the rabbinic sources canonized these texts while preserving the stark
distinction between them and the divinity. Some trends found in mystical forms of
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literature gradually closed this gap, at times producing strong forms of identifica-
tions. In some cases the structure of the divine realm was conceived in terms of a
written document, a strong case of a God-absorbing kind of textuality.

In modern philosophy of text, however, the author was formally excluded, but
in fact some attributes of divine authorship have been transferred to the nature of
the text qua text. Yet while Derrida formulated the concept of infinity by resorting
to intertextuality, by contending that other texts will enrich the readings of any
given text—in fact an extratextual approach insofar as any specific text is con-
cerned—some of the Kabbalistic views discussed above extract concepts of infinity
by referring to what they conceived to be an intratextual aspect, the white as-
pect. That is to say, for some Kabbalists the text means much more than its all-
embracing textuality. The sacred text is, after all, understood to be a telescope,
able to bring the divine closer, whether it be transcendent to the text or immanent
in it. Even in those rare cases where Kabbalists acknowledged the difficulty in
reflecting in the Torah the divine configuration in a language understandable by
the common people, such a reflection is nevertheless presupposed. So, for exam-
ple, the anonymous author of Sefer ha-Temunah claims that “the wondrous Torah,”
ha-Torah ha-Nora’ah (a recurrent term in the book)

comprises the ten sefirot, their paths and revolution,*”2 in each and every
one of them all is inscribed in a supernal and hidden language, one which is
very sublime, and supernal wondrous, and hidden letters, which are not
understood [even] by an angel or a supernal archangel, but by God, blessed
be His noble and wondrous name. He interpreted them to Moses our master
and announced to him all their secret and matter and Moses wrote them in
his language in the book, in a supernal manner that is hinted at in the Torah
in the crowns, and in tittles, in big and small letters, in broken and crooked
ones . . . all being supernal, wondrous, and hidden hints because he was
unable to find a language to write them down, neither a way to relate them
in detail. Sometimes [Moses resorted to] bizarre words because there is no
language to catch them, all being wondrous paths and hidden allusions.*”

The idiosyncrasy of the writing of the text is conceived of as reflecting a mean-
ing higher than what is commonly expressed in an ordinary understanding of
language. The text of the Bible text is written in a bizarre manner because only the
eccentric is able to express the supernal secret. Nevertheless, such a secret may be
understood by the few who are able to fathom the peculiar forms of writing the
letters of the Torah.*7# Ultimately, those hints found in the ideogrammatic aspects
of the Torah point to the divine shape or image, which is indeed the title of the
book, Sefer ha-Temunah. This is one of the few passages in Kabbalah where the
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Hebrew language, even in its biblical form, is not connected to an exhaustive
expression of the signifié. It is the brokenness of some Torah letters, or the
parasemantic aspect of the hieroglyphic language, rather than its perfection that
plays a crucial role in the process of representation. The anonymous Kabbalist is
resorting to a very moderate version of negative theology, which means that
language as it is commonly used is not capable of reproducing a type of order that
is more graphical than semantic.

For a modern thinker like Derrida, however, the text is more a kaleidoscope,
whose internal changes do not reflect anything transcending its dense literacy.
Given his kaleidoscopic view of the nature of the text, Derrida rejects the impor-
tance, or even the existence, of extratextual factors as conferring meaning. Most of
the Kabbalists, however, positing an infinite ontology, could subsequently assume
the textual infinity to be a derivative result of the authorial infinity. Both Kabbalists
and Derrida did search for some forms of the infinite, although the latter was
more inclined to deal with textual indeterminacy. This quest, which was some-
times conducted as interpretations of the canonical texts, will be explored in the
next chapter.
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TEXT AND INTERPRETATION
INFINITIES IN KABBALAH

I. PURGING AND HOMOGENEITY

The suppression of some conceptual elements and forms of discourse already
found in ancient Jewish circles is characteristic of the rather homogeneous type of
rabbinic discourse. Though allowing divergences of opinion and, one may even
claim, encouraging, preserving, and studying them for generations, the ancient
rabbis nevertheless controlled the nature of the topics on which divergences are
allowed. No allegorical or symbolic interpretations of the Bible, abundant as they
were in Alexandrian Judaism (especially Philo), were given access to the exegetical
methods characteristic of rabbinic literature. Alchemy, astrology, philosophy, and
physical sciences remained at the margin of rabbinic discourse. A full-fledged
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magical interpretation of tradition was rarely allowed, though some polemical
attitude toward it is sometimes discernible, as we shall see in the next chapter. A
personal divinity, whose characteristics are power and will, was addressed by
people who were required to perform the divine will, the commandments, with all
their power. This interaction between the human and the divine power become
more prominent in some instances in rabbinic literature—an interaction I call
theurgy—though it never reached the center of rabbinic literature. The more
ordered reality, the independent cosmos of many of the Greek philosophers, was
less attractive to the voluntaristic worldview of rabbinic literature.

The second wave of the repression of magical, theurgical, and theosophical
speculations came much later, in the Middle Ages. It is characteristic of philo-
sophical Jewish literature in general and of Maimonidean thought in particular,
and this time it invited several forms of reaction. Not only was there a reaction
against the philosophical readings of the canonical texts in new lights inspired by
a variety of Greek philosophies, as in the case of the controversies against Mai-
monides, but also a resort to a more “constructive” strategy that proposed more
structured alternatives. The nascent Kabbalah offers evidence of this reaction.*
The emergence of this literature was not only a decisive development for Jewish
theology; it also had the utmost influence on the subsequent unfolding of Jewish
hermeneutics.? Underground myths and symbols surfaced in plain view, and her-
meneutic methods that were rarely used by rabbinic authorities,? as well as entirely
new perceptions about the biblical text, came to the forefront.* With this theologi-
cal shift came also powerful new exegetical devices enabling Jewish mystics to
revolutionize the conventional understanding of the biblical message. I should
like to describe the nature of the components of the truly new hermeneutics.

Under the impact of ancient kinds of magic and mysticism, and in the polemi-
cal atmosphere of medieval periods, different forms of Kabbalah were able to
generate a relatively unique theory of Hebrew language that applied to the Bible
and its interpretation. The Hebrew language was no longer considered the exclu-
sive instrument of divine revelation of sacred history and the Jewish way of life.5 It
was conceived also as a powerful tool which, used by God in order to create the
world, could also be used by the Kabbalist masters in imitation of God in an effort
to achieve their own marvelous creations or attain mystical experiences or some-
times even unio mystica.®

Another decisive change in medieval Jewish hermeneutics was the rise of a far-
reaching assumption, expressed almost exclusively in Kabbalistic texts,” regard-
ing the nature of the interpreter. As already mentioned, the divine spirit was
categorically excluded from the interpretive process as viewed by the rabbis.®
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Ecstatic states, prophetic inspirations, angelic revelations, and oneiric messages
were unacceptable as exegetical techniques or reliable testimonies. It is true that
such experiences never ceased to attract some rabbinic masters, and accounts of
sporadic occurrences of altered states of consciousness in connection with par-
ticularly knotty interpretative quandaries certainly exist. Nevertheless, it was the
Kabbalists alone who went so far as to condition the attainment of the sublime
secrets of Torah on paranormal spiritual experiences. In certain Kabbalistic com-
mentaries on the Bible we find indications that a prophetic state of mind is
believed necessary to the proper decoding of the Bible. (I shall have more to say
about this issue in Chapter 6.) And in a more general way the Kabbalists’ reaching
for a transcendent interpretative dimension even assumed categorical signifi-
cance. Indeed, we come now to an issue of central importance in Kabbalistic
interpretation: the direct relationship between the notion of the transported inter-
preter and the growing perception of the Torah as infinity. The Kabbalistic blur-
ring of the distinction between God and man during prophetic experiences is
coextensive, [ believe, with the blurring of the difference between infinite God and
infinite Torah.

In the rabbinic sources the primordial Torah is of course given a unique on-
tological status, unparalleled by all but the divine throne. As we saw in Chapter 1,
the Torah was widely thought to predate the creation of the world; it was consid-
ered God’s daughter and constituted the single way to contemplate the Godhead.
However, whereas in the nonmystical texts there is a clear reticence to identify
Torah with God Himself, in the Heikhalot literature there is a tendency to conceive
Torah as inscribed on God’s “limbs,” thereby minimizing the difference between
it and God.° The rabbinic opinion that after its revelation Torah is not to be found
in heaven, as it was delivered to Moses in its entirety and is thus completely and
finally in our possession, seems to be rejected by earlier Jewish mystical groups.
Nevertheless, it fell to the Kabbalists to take the decisive step toward the explicit
identification of Torah with God.

Thus, identification of Torah and God took place as the result of resorting to
earlier anthropomorphic mythical themes, but when the divine was conceived of
in terms of infinity, the possibility emerged that the Torah itself would assume
qualities related to infinity. I shall attempt to describe instances of explicit aware-
ness of the possible existence of infinite interpretations in the Bible and also
(though rarely) other texts, an enterprise that has nothing to do with the rather
limited range of mystical interpretations offered by the Kabbalists de facto. I
strive not to make a statement about the nature of text as infinitely open but to
survey the conceptualization of a sacred text as comprising, or including, infinite
meanings.
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II. LINGUISTIC INFINITIES OF THE BIBLICAL TEXT IN EARLY KABBALAH

One of the interesting developments in the theosophical speculations in some
early Kabbalistic circles is the resort to the term ’Ein Sof, the Infinite, in order to
refer to the highest level within the divine realm.** Though certainly not the single
term used for this purpose, it became slightly more prominent toward the end of
the thirteenth century and reached its dominant status only much later, by the
mid-sixteenth century.** Influenced as some of the uses of this term are by the
negative theology that avers the impossibility of knowing this divine realm, it also
has more positive meanings, which emphasize the infinity of the divinity rather
than its unknown or inexpressible aspects.'? According to some Kabbalistic state-
ments, within the Infinite there are inner structures consisting in ten supernal
sefirot.*® This more positive aspect of the Infinite is reflected in the positive vision
of the infinite interpretations implied within the special structures of the text of
the Torah. In my opinion, the following discussions should be understood as
pointing not always to an indeterminacy of the meaning of the text, a negation of
the possibility of finding the one ultimate sense of a text, as in modern hermeneu-
tics, but rather to the assertion by many Kabbalists of a richness intrinsic to this
particular text. Many of the Kabbalists would opt for the existence of infinite
specific and understandable interpretations. In contrast to Hegel’s claim that Jews
cannot see the infinite within the finite, Kabbalists were eager to do so, and the
following discussions represent attempts to see the reflection of the absolute
knowledge with a finite object, the Torah scroll. Interestingly enough, Hegel’s
view has been combatted by Derrida, a thinker who has been influenced by Kab-
balistic views of the nature of the text, though he too was reluctant to allow that a
positive infinite may be harbored by a finite object.**

Thus, aside from the kinds of identification of Torah with God or divine
manifestations described in the previous chapter, some Kabbalists viewed the
Bible as encompassing an infinity of meanings.*> The Bible therefore is regarded
by Kabbalists as akin to, and in several texts identical with, aspects of the Godhead
itself. I should now like to survey three significant kinds of infinity of the Torah,®
which are, in my opinion, consonant with various modern literary theories of
writing, reading, and interpretation. Indeed, some of the Kabbalistic views of
Torah discussed below were known to Christian theologians and could, at least
theoretically, have influenced the subsequent unfolding of European culture. One
of them is explicitly cited by Jacques Derrida, as we shall see.

(i) The characteristic of Hebrew (and Arabic) orthography that words may be
written with only the consonants is the starting point of an important herme-
neutical comment made by many theosophical Kabbalists. The Hebrew Bible,
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especially the Pentateuch, is traditionally written without vowels. Only rarely do
some forms of mater lectionis indicate the vowel sounds that link the consonants.
Thus, the common reading of the biblical text becomes a vocal performance that
requires the application of the vowels to otherwise unpronounceable series of
consonants, and then the pronunciation of the vocalized consonants. From this
point of view the following discussions are reminiscent of the Qur’an, a sacred
nonvocalized book to be recited as part of a religious performance. Thus, by dint
of pronouncing the text the reader is an interpreter. This situation may be de-
scribed as an ergetic exegesis, because understanding and interpretation involve
an operation that shapes the text.

According to R. Jacob ben Sheshet of Gerona, a mid-thirteenth-century Kab-
balist, “it is a well-known thing that each and every word of the Torah will change
[its significance] in accordance with the change of its vocalization though its
consonants will not be changed . . . and see: its significance changed . . . the word
[i.e., the consonants constituting it] will not change its order. Likewise we may
state that the Tetragrammaton will be used [during the prayer] with [Kabbalistic]
intentions, in accordance with its vocalization. If someone who knows how to
construct its construction will direct [his attention] to the construction which that
[peculiar] vocalization points out, his prayer will be heard and his request will be
announced by God.”*” The Torah scroll, written without vowels, is therefore
pregnant with a variety of vocalizations, all of them possible without any change
in the canonical form of the sacred text. The fluctuation of the vocalization, as it
causes shifts in the meaning of a given combination of the consonants, alters the
meaning of the sentence and of the Torah itself. Interestingly enough, the Kabbal-
ist indicates that this process is his own discovery, or one that stems directly from
the Sinaitic revelation itself.*

A long line of Kabbalists copied this text and expanded on it. I should like to
cite and analyze only two of them, in which the implications inherent in R. Jacob
ben Sheshet’s observation are framed more explicitly. An anonymous Kabbalist,
writing (scholars surmise) at the end of the thirteenth century, asserts:

Since the vowel [system] is the form of, and is soul to, the consonants, the
scroll of Torah is written without vowels, since it [the scroll] includes all
facets [i.e., aspects] and all the profound senses and all of them interpreted
in relation to each and every letter, one facet out of other facets, one secret
out of other secrets, and there is no limit known to us and we said: ‘The
depth said: It is not in me’ [Job 28:14]. And if we should vocalize the scroll
of Torah, it would receive a limit and measure, like the hyle that receives a
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peculiar form, and it [the scroll] would not be interpreted but according to
the specific vocalization of a certain word.*®

Freedom of interpretation is presented here not as a sheer accident arising
from the special nature of Hebrew; rather, this freedom is implied, according to
this Kabbalist, in the very prohibition against vocalizing the Torah scroll, a pro-
hibition that permits an unlimited range of possible understandings for the divine
text. The biblical text is, in this view, the touchstone of man’s capacities. Its
potential infinity, however, is not wholly dependent on our capacity to actualize it,
but is inherent in the peculiar structure of the biblical text itself. All perfections are
conceived of as being encompassed within the Torah, as each and every word of
the Torah is pregnant with an immensity of meanings.?° The various vocalizations
are explicitly connected with secrets, presumably Kabbalistic secrets. Moreover,
this Kabbalist notes the unlimited nature of the nonvocalized Torah scroll. Ac-
cording to the same source, the relationship between vocalization and consonants
is like that between soul (or form) and matter; a certain vocalization is seen as
tantamount to giving form to the hyle. Therefore, reading the Torah is equivalent
to limiting the infinity of the Torah, and the embodiment of any meaning is
potentially inherent in the consonants of the Torah. The Kabbalistic reading is an
act of cooperation with God, or a co-creation of the Torah. The occurrence of the
relationship between soul and body in the above passage has much to do with the
metaphor of the vowels as causing, like the soul, the motion of the consonants.
Thus, the vocal performance of the Torah transforms it into what Umberto Eco
calls “a work in movement,” as a quality of the open work.

Very close to this anonymous passage is a formulation found in one of the
earlier writings of R. Joseph Gikatilla’s Commentary on Matters in the Guide of the
Perplexed:

According to this path you should know that Moses, our master, had been
given a way of reading the Torah in many fashions, which are infinite, and
each and every way points to the inner wisdom. This is the reason why the
scroll of the Torah is not vocalized so that it may bear all the sorts of science
found in the divine will. Because would it be vocalized, it would be like a
matter to which a form had arrived, because the vowels are, for the words,
like the form for the matter, as if you would say ’Adam, ’Odem, ’Edom. If it
was notvocalized, it could bear each of the three, but if it were, it would bear
only the limited one. This is the reason that the Torah has not been vo-
calized so that it will become as a hill in which all the intelligible sciences
are found . . . All the sciences are connected to one word and no one
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understands the purpose of [even] one word but God, blessed be He . . .
Because there is no one science in the world or wisdom or any other matter
that is not hinted at in the Torah either in a letter, or a word or in a vowel
or otherwise.?*

The Castilian Kabbalist made a double claim: as in the other instances dis-
cussed in the paragraph, it is solely the divine text, and not texts compounded
in Hebrew, that should be understood as inherently infinite. This infinity com-
presses, according to this passage, all the sciences, including the philosophical,
and thus it is a more universalistic approach to the Bible as absorbing all available
knowledge, regardless of source. On the other hand, Gikatilla contends that the
Torah comprises only the sciences that are found in the divine will, a statement
that has a much more particularistic tone.

Let me introduce another, quite similar expression of the same contention,
found in a book of wide influence, R. Bahya ben Asher’s Commentary on the
Pentateuch:

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

A comparison of this passage with R. Jacob ben Sheshet’s discussions on this
subject evinces what seems to me a major departure from older Kabbalistic views.
Ben Sheshet assumes that the variation in vowels enables one to offer many
interpretations of a given phrase; for him, however, there is Kabbalistic signifi-
cance to this variation only in the case of the divine name, which refers to various
sefirot according to the particular vowels by which it is vocalized; free Kabbalistic
exegesis of the Bible is not implied. By contrast, R. Bahya explicitly refers to
“several things . . . marvelous and sublime” which may be derived by interpreta-
tion of the text ad placidum; what is implied here is not simply a one-to-one
relationship of the vocalized divine names to specific sefirot but a new tenet of
Kabbalistic hermeneutics. What is described is not a magical-theurgical operation
performed by the divine name when used correctly during prayer, as is the case in
ben Sheshet, but a novel way of exegesis.

Another formulation of this mystical explanation of the nonvocalized form of
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the Torah should be noted here since it serves as a conduit between Jewish Kab-
balah and Christian culture. According to the Italian Kabbalist R. Menahem ben
Benjamin Recanati (early fourteenth century), in his influential Commentary on the
Torah, “it is well known that the consonants have many aspects when nonvocal-
ized. However, when they are vocalized they have only one significance, in accor-
dance with the vocalization, and therefore the scroll of Torah, which has all the
aspects, is nonvocalized.”?* Recanati’s Commentary was translated into Latin by
Flavius Mithridates for the use of Pico della Mirandola. The translation is appar-
ently no longer extant, but its impact is registered in one of Pico’s Kabbalistic
theses: “We are shown, by the way of reading the Law without vowels, the way
divine issues are written.”?+

I would like to conclude my brief survey of this aspect of the infinity of Torah
with one more point. Despite the fact that these Kabbalists maintained the tradi-
tional order or morphe of the Torah, they still conceived its meaning as amorphous,
allowing each and every interpreter an opportunity to display the range of his
exegetical capacities. This initial amorphousness is not, however, identical to
indeterminacy, a concept that would assume that the meaning of a given text
cannot be decided in principle. A Kabbalist would say that all the meanings that are
created by the different forms of vocalization are inherent in the text because they
had been inserted, premeditatedly, by the Author, each of them in a rather trans-
parent manner. It is not human feebleness to enchain language in a certain
determined discourse that opens the text to many interpretations, but the infinite
divine wisdom, as we shall see immediately below, that allows a powerful author to
permit the existence of different vocalizations that coexist in the same consonantal
gestalt. In the vein of modern literary critics like Georges Poulet, Roman Ingarden,
and Wolfgang Iser, the theosophical Kabbalists would conceive the nonvocalized
scroll of the Torah as the text to be recited in order to become a work; or, to adopt
Roland Barthes’s terminology, the work named Torah becomes a text by its pro-
duction.?> The “concretization of the text,” to resort to Ingarden’s term, by the
ritual of reading the Torah is, according to the above Kabbalistic texts, an inter-
pretation. However, the different, in fact infinite possibilities implicit in the non-
vocalized text are to be understood as one possibility out of many distinct readings,
aview that differs from Derrida’s dissemination, based on différance, indecidability,
and semantic ambiguity. There a basic instability, or to resort again to Ingarden’s
terminology “the places of instability,” is assumed by the understanding of an
unstable language and of all the texts as changing and enriching each other, in
a manner that the theosophical Kabbalists would not admit. For them, to judge
by the examples adduced above, each vocalized reading/interpretation consti-
tutes a specific concretization that has its own stable meaning. These Kabbalistic

.87 -



TEXT AND INTERPRETATION INFINITIES

passages are closer to Iser’s theory of diverse concretization than to Ingarden’s
more static approach, which assumes some implicit idealism of meaning. It
should be noted, however, that in practice the vocalization of the scroll during the
ritual reading of the Torah was quite stable, and no one could imagine a free
process that would depend on the reader. Nonetheless, the factual vocalization,
though regulated by tradition, varies from one Jewish community to another
insofar as the Sefardi and Ashkenazi pronunciation of the same vowels differs.

(ii) While the infinity mentioned above is related to the special nature of the
text, which should be “animated” or performed by the act of pronunciation, some
Kabbalists grounded their view of infinity on an extratextual factor, divine infinite
wisdom. This is a nonergetic approach, which consists basically in exhausting the
conceptual infinite cargo of the text generated by an infinite mind. The sources of
this vision of Torah infinity precede Kabbalah; Charles Mopsik had kindly drawn
my attention to the fact that in a late Midrash, R. Moses ha-Darshan’s Bereshit
Rabbati (p. 20), David is reported not to have known anything insofar as the Torah
is concerned, because “its wisdom is infinite.” In the same text the medieval
Midrashist contends that David had seen the “principles of the Torah and knew
that there are therein midrashim and minutiae, heaps upon heaps, to infinity.”
What seems to be interesting here, however, is that no divine infinity is assumed
to constellate the textual one. This correlation characterizes many of the Kabbalis-
tic treatments.

According to R. Moses de Leon, an influential late-thirteenth-century Kabbalist
active in Castile, “God has bequeathed to Israel this holy Torah from above in
order to bequeath to them the secret of this name and in order to [enable Israel to]
cleave to Him [or to His name] . . . in order to evince that as this name [or He] is
infinite and limitless, so is this Torah infinite and limitless . . . since the Torah
being ‘longer than the earth and broader than the sea’ we must be spiritually
aware and know that the essence of this existence is infinite and limitless.”2¢ This
Kabbalist operated with the image found in Job 11:9 in the context of wisdom.
Thus, not only does the infinity of the Torah reflect God’s infinite wisdom, but
apprehension of this infinity offers a way to cleave to Him. The Torah is here
conceived in a quite instrumental manner, as a path for a uniting experience
avoiding any specific reasoning that addresses its specific textuality. Moreover, we
do not know precisely how this union happens. De Leon assumes that, unlike
infinities related to features of the biblical text, it is the presence of God as author
that ensures the text’s infinity. This reading shows the deep difference between
this Kabbalistic type of claim for infinity and deconstruction, which denies any
form of metaphysical presence.

From a different starting point, another Kabbalist reached a similar conclu-
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sion: “Since God has neither beginning nor end, no limit at all, so also His perfect
Torah, which was transmitted to us, has, from our perspective, neither limit nor
end, and David therefore said,?” ‘I have seen an end of all perfection, but thy
commandment is exceeding broad.’ 72 This Kabbalist learns about the infinite
Torah through God’s infinity. Another Kabbalist, a younger contemporary of the
authors quoted above, specifically identifies Torah with God’s infinite wisdom.
Treating God’s “unchangeability,” R. David ben Abraham ha-Lavan, a fourteenth-
century Neoplatonically oriented thinker, maintains that as all measure is a result
of boundaries or limits, so is the wisdom of a man limited by the peculiar science
he knows; and yet “the science which has no measure [i.e., is infinite] has no
measure for its power; this is why the Torah has no limit since its power has no
measure, because it is the primordial wisdom . . . the wisdom has no limit since
this wisdom?® and His essence are one entity.”3° Here the essential identity be-
tween God and Torah is explicit. So, too, wisdom, power, and will—as we have
seen in Gikatilla’s passage quoted in subsection (i)—are positive attributes of the
divine which are reflected on the textual plane.

(iii) Torah is infinite, again, because the number of combinations of'its letters—
according to the complex Kabbalistic techniques of permutation—is infinite.3*
This is one of the most ergetic forms of interpretation, since the order of the
letters of the interpreted text are changed as part of the interpretive process in
order to infuse them with meanings that are not supported by the ordinary se-
quence of letters. These techniques of combination, developed in medieval trea-
tises written under the impact of Ashkenazi Hasidism and in the prophetic Kab-
balah,32 are described by R. Joseph Gikatilla, a student of R. Abraham Abulafia:

By the mixture [‘eiruv] of these six letters [the consonants of the word
bereshit>3] with each other, and the profound understanding of their per-
mutation and combination, the prophets and visionaries penetrated the
mysteries of the Torah, and . . . no one is capable of comprehending the end
of these things but God alone . . . it is incumbent on man to meditate upon
the structures of the Torah, which depend upon the wisdom of God, and no
one is able to [understand] one [parcel] of the thousands of thousands of
immense [secrets] which depend upon the part of one letter3* of the letters
of the Torah.>*

The ars combinatoria is perceived here as the path toward the partial comprehen-
sion of the secrets of the Torah. Its affinity to Abulafia’s sixth path of interpreta-
tion of Torah is clear. Abulafia describes this advanced form of interpretation as
the “wisdom of letter combinations,” a term that recurs later in other Kabbalistic
and Hasidic texts apparently influenced by him.3¢ Still, we can discern here two
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different, though possibly complementary, views of infinity. The first is a mathe-
matical infinity resulting from the application of complicated exegetical methods
to letters of each of the separate words of the Torah and from the attempt to
understand the significance of each combination. I assume that Gikatilla at-
tributes to the combinations of the letters of a certain word a semantic function;
he presumably contended that the semantic field of a given word, in this case
bereshit, is constituted by all the meanings related to all the other combinations of
the same consonants. If each word’s meaning is an accumulation of all the mean-
ings related to its letters’ combinations, the aura of each word is so wide that an
attempt to understand even one sentence by this technique is seen as impossible
for a finite mind.

On the other hand, the monadic infinity inherent in each and every letter adds a
further dimension to the mathematical infinity. The former is achieved by the
deconstruction” of the order of the letters of the Torah by the combinatory pro-
cess.?® The latter, however, is quite independent of such permutations and, in-
deed, meditation upon the infinite significance depending on each letter is recom-
mended when the “structures” of the Torah—ostensibly including also the order
of the letters—remain unchanged. Yet the very concentration on one individual
letter is said to have a destructive effect on the plain meaning of the text (or
sentence) as a whole. Gikatilla seems to have combined Abulafia’s last two paths
of interpretation of the Torah into a single way. Permutation and monadization
both lead away from the significant text toward an incommunicable or asocial
perception achieved in a paranormal state of consciousness. The monadization is
instrumental, according to Abulafia, in bringing on the Kabbalist’s experience of
unio mystica. The path of permutations, the sixth one in his exegetical system, is
intended for those who attempt the imitatio intellecti agentes, persons who prac-
tice solitary concentration exercises and are presumed to invent novel “forms”—
namely, meanings—for the combinations of letters.>®

This effort of imitation of the intellectus agens is apparently to be understood as a
transition from a limited state of consciousness to a larger one.* Interestingly,
according to Abulafia, each higher path of interpretation is described as a larger
sphere or circle;** the expansion of the intellect is therefore tantamount to the use
of ever-more-complicated hermeneutic methods bent on achieving ever-more-
comprehensive understandings of the Torah.#? Indeed, Abulafia is interested here
in transcending the natural understanding of reality, which in medieval philoso-
phy was closely connected with Aristotle’s logic. While Aristotelian logic is based
on coherent sentences that generate conclusions significant in the natural world,
Kabbalah—specifically prophetic Kabbalah—has a special logic that is the only
suitable exegesis of the biblical text. To decipher the message of the Torah, this
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Kabbalah relies on what it calls an “inner higher logic,” which employs separate
letters in lieu of concepts, as well as the combination of these letters. This method
is deemed superior to Greek logic inasmuch as it returns the canonical text to
its original state, when it was but a continuum of letters, all viewed as names
of God.*

In this context it is worth noting that Jacques Derrida has combined Abulafia’s
view of Kabbalistic logic with Stéphane Mallarmé’s definition of the role of poetry.
In La Dissémination he writes, in explicit reference to Kabbalah, “La science de la
combinaison des lettres est la science de la logique intérieure supérieure, elle
coopére a une explication orphique de la terre.”** Umberto Eco, too, refers to
Lullian techniques of combination of letters in describing Mallarmé’s method of
combining pages.+> As we have learned from Pico della Mirandola,*° the Kabbalis-
tic ars combinatoria is closely related to Lull’s practice. Not without interest, then, is
the fact that in Pico’s Theses*” Orphic issues were compared to and connected with
Kabbalistic discussions, particularly those of Abulafia’s school. Thus the concept
of infinity of meaning transforms the Torah from a socially motivated document
into a tool employed by mystics for the sake of their own self-perfection. More-
over, the Torah is perceived by certain Kabbalists as a divine and cosmic entity,
what I have called the world-absorbing Torah, variously interpreted in the infinite
series of universes. According to Gikatilla’s Sefer Sha‘arei Tzedeq:

The scroll [i.e., the Torah] is not vocalized and has neither cantillation
marks nor [indication where] the verse ends; since the scroll of the Torah
includes all the sciences,*® the exoteric and esoteric ones, [it] is interpreted
in several ways, since man turns the verse up and down,* and therefore our
sages said:>° “Are not my words like as a fire? saith the Lord,” like the forms
of the flame of fire that has neither a peculiar measure nor peculiar form,s*
so the scroll of Torah has no peculiar form for [its] verses, but sometimes it
[the verse] is interpreted so and sometimes it is interpreted otherwise,
namely in the world of the angels it is read [as referring to] one issue and in
the world of the spheres it is read [as referring to] another issue and in the
lower world it is read [as referring to] another issue, and so in the thou-
sands and thousands of worlds which are included in these three worlds,>>
each one according to its capacity and comprehension, 33 is his reading [i.e.,
interpretation] of the Torah.>*

Therefore, in Gikatilla’s view, there is another infinity in addition to the com-
binatory one, an infinity stemming from the fluctuation of the vocalizations. In my
opinion, the importance of some concepts of infinity is that they are part of a
polemical stand that attempts to deny the exclusivity of philosophical sciences by
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integrating everything within the structure of the Torah. Here, just as in the
passage quoted earlier from this Kabbalists, Torah is conceived also as a sciences-
absorbing text. What seems to be interesting in Gikatilla’s text is that he ex-
pounded one of the first and most explicit models of Torah accommodation, what
I shall designate the Neoplatonic model, on which I shall have more to say in
Chapter 12.

(iv) A fourth aspect of infinite meanings of Torah is expressed in the flexible
nature of Kabbalistic symbolism. The broad question of Kabbalistic symbolism
has been discussed time and again in modern scholarship, and we shall have the
opportunity to elaborate on this topic in a later chapter.>> Here only a succinct
description of symbolism is offered. According to some important Kabbalists,>°
an infradivine dynamic is reflected by biblical verses, wherein each word serves as
a symbol for a divine manifestations” or sefirah.>® The relationship between a
given word and its supernal counterpart is relatively stable in earlier Kabbalah.
Toward the end of the thirteenth century, however, greater fluctuation in this
relationship is perceptible. In the very same treatise a word may symbolize more
than one sefirah. The theoretical possibility thus emerges of decoding the same
verse in several symbolic directions. Indeed, this possibility is fully exploited in
the central mystical work of Kabbalah, the Zohar.>® Therefore, the supernal dy-
namic is reflected not only in a symbolic rendering of the theosophical content of
a particular verse but also in the very fact that the same verse can be interpreted
again and again, all interpretations bearing equal authority. According to this
perception, discovery of new significances in the biblical text is yet another way of
testifying to the infinite workings of the sefirotic world.

The Kabbalistic transformation of words and whole sentences into symbols has
a deep impact on the perception of language itself. For even as the individual word
retains its original forms, even as its place in the sentence or its grammatical func-
tion remains stable, its status as a lower projection of an aspect of the Godhead
renders it an absolute entity. The result is a mystical linguistics forged into a skele-
tal grammar. Rather than being understood as mundane and conventional units of
communication or representation, the words of the Bible, grasped as moments of
God’s enacted autobiography, become instruments for His self-revelation in the
lower realms of being.

The primary unit, then, remains the biblical word to be interpreted, which, in
contrast to Abulafia’s text-destructing exegesis that annihilates the “interpreted”
material in order to reconstruct it in a new way, is viewed as a monadic symbol.®°
Nevertheless, as we shall see in Chapter 10, a proper understanding of Kabbalistic
symbolism must take into consideration the more comprehensive symbolic sys-
tem that informs each and every individual symbol.
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III. NONLINGUISTIC INFINITIES AND INTERPRETATION
IN LATER JEWISH MYSTICISM

The assumption of the existence of one faithful interpretation of a text is especially
conspicuous in cosmic and spiritual systems that are closed. A closed universe
will tend to emphasize the uniqueness of a faithful interpretation stemming from
a certain idealism of meaning, to resort to Ricoeur’s expression, much more than
an open one will. The basic correlation that is significant for a proper understand-
ing of the contribution of many forms of Kabbalah to interpretation is the corre-
spondence between the nature of the text and that of the divine realm that ema-
nated and presides over the text. To put it in literary terms, the nature of the
infinite author radiates on the conception of an infinite textual composition.
Specifically in the type of Kabbalistic theosophy that explicitly emphasizes the
infinity of the divine realm, and within this framework of Kabbalistic thought, are
the canonical texts regarded as infinite. In contradistinction to the assumption
found in many texts in Jewish philosophy that God is an intellectual entity—an
assumption that is often, though not always,°* related to the view that there is
one correct meaning of the text—Kabbalists of different schools explicitly operate
with the concept of infinity as relevant both for the divinity and for the text and
its interpretations.

I would like to address another aspect of infinite interpretations, found in later
Kabbalistic and in Hasidic texts. In addition to the view of intrinsic indeterminacy,
or infinity, of the text, because of its imitating the divine infinity or because of the
special nature of the canonized text, I shall deal here with reasons for the possibil-
ity of infinite interpretations as related to factors that are independent of the text.
There are four main reasons offered by Jewish mystics for assuming the infinity of
possible interpretations, which do not depend on the special nature of the Hebrew
language and the canonical text itself: (i) the dynamic quasi-astrological struc-
ture of the metaphysical system that informs the meaning of the interpreted text;
(i) the existence of infinite and different universes that are sources of the souls of
the various interpreters; (iii) the view of the constitutive Sinaitic revelation, in-
tended differently, to each of the children of Tsrael; and (iv) the charismatic author-
ity of the spiritual leader who is able instantaneously to create potentially infinite
oral texts, to be discussed in Appendix 5.

1. Dynamic Theosophy and Interpretive Infinity

One of the main interpretive practices in Kabbalah is the explanation of the canoni-
cal texts as reflecting relations between divine powers. The articulation and crys-
tallization of the theosophical systems have created strong interpretive schemes
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whose components and processes have been imposed on the commented texts.
The understanding of the theosophical systems as quintessentially dynamic, much
more than transcendental or unknown or unknowable, will open the possibility
that scholars will better understand one of the basic principles of Kabbalistic
hermeneutics. So, according to a Lurianic text that will be quoted and discussed
below, the specific interpretations depend on the specific moment in time which is
presided over by a special sefirotic constellation.? In principle there are no two
identical interpretations, as the multiple supernal system is continuously chang-
ing. In a manner reminiscent of Gadamer’s view it is time, though not history, that
is an important factor in shaping the nature of the interpretations, because each
moment is constellated in a different manner by the changing relations between
the various divine attributes.

2. Infinity of Worlds and Infinity of Meanings

As Eco has pointed out, there are affinities between ways in which science and
culture understand reality, and the structures of the artistic forms.®* This state-
ment is also true insofar as some of the Kabbalistic views of the Torah are con-
cerned. The great importance of divine infinity in early Kabbalah may be related to
the emergence of the existence of infinite worlds later on. The view that presup-
poses an infinity of coexisting worlds is relatively rare in Kabbalistic literature
before the sixteenth century, but nevertheless it exists. Early Kabbalah operated
with much simpler forms of universes, and only at the end of the thirteenth
century or the beginning of the fourteenth a vision of four levels of existence
emerged, suggesting a much greater complexity of the divine world than in the
thirteenth-century Kabbalah.®* In Lurianic Kabbalah, however, which continued
some of the developments of that Kabbalah, the existence of infinite worlds
between ’Adam Qadmon, the primordial cosmic man, and the totally transcen-
dental ’Ein Sof is explicit.®> The insertion of those infinite worlds was intended to
create an even more transcendental status for ’Ein Sof, as they are unknown
universes. However, R. Hayyim Vital, R. Isaac Luria’s main disciple, claims that
every soul has a root above, and this root reverberates in all the worlds, as a result
of which “there is no soul which has no endless roots.”¢® Therefore, there is an
infinity of coexisting worlds, which are related to every soul in this world. From a
Lurianic text, written in the second third of the seventeenth century, we learn
about another form of infinity of worlds:

The issue is that the Torah, “its measure is longer than the earth, and
broader than the sea,”¢” and just as there is an infinite number of worlds, so
there is the depth of the Torah infinite. Because in each and every world, the
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Torah is read in accordance to its [the respective world’s] subtlety and
spirituality, namely that there is no end to the degrees of its interpretations.
And each and every one of the Tannaites and the Amoraites in this world
understands and interprets the Torah in accordance with the world his soul
is emanated from it. This is why those say [so] and the other say [otherwise]
and the saying of these and these are the words of the living God. This is
why R. Meir apprehended in the Torah something that was not appre-
hended by someone else, and it was appropriate to him [to interpret this]
more than to another sage, because his name was Meir, which means light,
and the stored light is good.®®

Two different approaches are combined in this passage. One assumes a pro-
cess of accommodation of the meaning of the Torah to the different worlds, a view
already found in Judaism and in some Kabbalistic texts.®> A younger contempo-
rary of Giordano Bruno and apparently a reader of one of his books,”® R. Jacob
Hayyim Tzemabh, also operates with another concept, that of the infinite worlds.
Indeed, the infinity of the worlds—an idea that became more compelling when
thinkers like Giordano Bruno, who believed in an infinite universe, started to
emphasize the existence of an infinite universe—is this Kabbalist’s rationale for
the existence of an infinity of souls, each of them capable of producing an inter-
pretation corresponding to its special constitution. The Kabbalists active in the
latter part of the sixteenth century acted in a spiritual and scientific ambiance
different from that of the thirteenth-century Kabbalists, and the explanations of
their thought should be more open to parallels, osmotic processes, and influences
that were not available earlier. Thus, I suppose that the theory of infinity is not
superseded by that of accommodation, although the latter is indeed mentioned in
the text.

3. Primordial Spiritual Roots and Corresponding Interpretations

Already in the rabbinic literature there is a correspondence between the particular
nature of the recipients of the Torah and their perception of the revelation. In
Yalqut Shim‘oni there is a hologrammatic description of God when revealing Him-
self: “Rabbi Levi said: The Holy One, blessed be He, has shown Himself to them
as this icon’* that is showing its faces in all the directions. A thousand people are
looking at it and it looks at each of them. So does the Holy One, blessed be He,
when He was speaking each and every one of Israel was saying, ‘The speech was
with me’. I am God is not written, but I am God, your Lord.”> Rabbi Yossei bar
Hanina said, ‘According to the strength”® of each and every one, the [divine]
speech was speaking.’ ”7* The aural revelation at Sinai, like the visual one related
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to the eikon that serves as an illustration to its polymorphism, presupposes an in-
dividual rather than a group that is submitted to one compact revelation. Differen-
tiation between the recipients is quite evident in this passage. Here it is the divine
voice, not the written text, that is the basic subject matter of the rabbinic passage,
and thus multiplicity of meanings is the result of the divine accommodation.

The view that each and every Jew is in the possession of a special revelation and
of a unique interpretation disclosed only to him is found in R. Meir ibn Gabbai,
R. Shlomo Algabetz, and R. Moses Cordovero’s writings, in several Lurianic
sources, and in R. Isaiah Horovitz’s influential book Ha-Shelah, though the Kab-
balistic sources implying it may be much earlier.”> This vast topic cannot be
exhausted here and deserves a much more detailed analysis. Let me adduce only a
few sources, starting with a book composed at the middle of the seventeenth
century, R. Naftali Bakharakh’s well-known ‘Emeq ha-Melekh; I have selected this
text, which in many ways paraphrases prior Lurianic texts, because it offers a more
comprehensive discussion of the various Lurianic motifs.”® In Bakharakh’s ver-
sion, R. Isaac Luria—who is described as someone knowing whatever exists in
heaven and earth—resorted to a special mystical technique: he resorted to the
souls of the dead Tannaites and Amoraites in order to learn from them the secrets
of the Torah. This fact was prima facie surprising, since Luria was thought to be
someone who possessed the holy spirit and a very creative master, described as ke-
ma‘ayan ha-mitgabber in the treatise ’Avot. This quandary was resolved by the as-
sumption, found in earlier Lurianic texts, that all the souls of the children of Israel
were present at Sinai and “it was decreed that this one will innovate this issue and
that one [will innovate] that issue, [and they] ought to be disclosed precisely by
each of them and not by any other person, because this is the particular spark of
his soul.”””

This principle is exemplified with the help of a legend regarding Moses, who
was unable to understand R. ‘Agivah’s homiletic interpretations on the Torah.”®
Thus, according to the Kabbalist, even Moses was unable to fathom the inter-
pretation of the book he wrote, an interpretation that was unique to R. ‘Aqgivah.”
Likewise, Bakharakh contends, following earlier Kabbalistic sources, that all the
souls of the Israelites comprise all the interpretations.

Another interesting discussion of the multiple significance of the Torah, re-
lated to the concept of particular interpretations revealed to each of the Jews
present at Mount Sinai, is found in R. Moses Hayyim Luzzatto, known as Ramhal,
a seminal thinker who flowered in the 1730s and was deeply influenced by Cor-
doverian and Lurianic themes. In his book Qelah Pithei Hokhmah he offers one of
the most ergetic understandings of the theory of infinite meanings:
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God spoke: “Are not my words like fire?”#° . . . because just as the coal that is
not enflamed, the flame within it is hidden and closed, but when you blow
on it, it expands and broadens like a flame and many sorts of nuances®! are
seen which were not visible prior to it in the coal, but everything emerged
from the coal. So too is the case of the Torah that is before us, whose words
and letters are like a coal . . . and whoever is preoccupied and busy with it
enflames the coals, and from each and every letter a great flame emerges,
replete with many nuances, which are the information encoded in this
letter . . . All the letters we see in the Torah point to the twenty-two lights
found on high and those supernal lights are illuminating the letters, and the
holiness of the Torah and the holiness of the scroll of the Torah and of
tefillin and mezuzot and all the holy scriptures, and in accordance with the
holiness of its writing the dwelling and the illumination of those [supernal]
lights on the letters are enhanced . . . and those nuances are numerous and
the ancient masters received [a tradition] that all the roots of the souls of
Israel are all within the Torah and there are six hundred thousand inter-
pretations to all the Torah, divided between the souls of the six hundred
thousand [children of] Israel . . . This is the reason why though the Torah
[as a whole] is infinite, even one of its letters is also infinite, but it is
necessary to enflame it and then it will be enflamed, and so too the intellect
of man.®?

Here the reasoning is tautological: the souls of the recipients of the Torah are
already within it—a Kabbalistic version of the reader in the text—and this is why
there are so many meanings in the Torah, and the study of the Torah by each of
them enflames it and discloses the potential colors and nuances in it. An individ-
ual is tantamount to all the others, and he can actualize the significance of the
Torah by his enthusiastic study of the book. In any case, the interpretation is not
only an actualization of the linguistic and eideic treasuries of the text, but in fact
an activation of a primordial spiritual affinity between the Torah and the souls of
Israel. The act of blowing in itself contributes a substance to the flame and causes
its expansion.® Thus, at least on the metaphorical level, the nature and spiritual
effort of the interpreter contribute to the further expansion of the Torah. The
importance of the metaphysical dimension of Luzzatto’s discussion should be
emphasized: the mundane Torah is dependent on the supernal twenty-two letters,
which infuse their lower representations and permutations with light or holiness.
The infinity is therefore dependent on the linkage with a higher universe, which
transcends the linguistic formulations and stresses the basic units, the letters, in a
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manner reminiscent of Sefer Yetzirah. Holiness and meaning do not emerge by
virtue of an intratextual relation (like permutations of letters), as part of an hori-
zontal interaction, but by dint of a vertical interaction between the twenty-two
fundamental letters on high and the multiplicity of their reflections in the scrip-
tures. I assume that Luzzatto adopted a rather talismanic understanding of the
study of the Torah, and perhaps of its interpretation, as part of the talismanic
model that will be examined in more detail in the next chapter. If this proposal is
correct, the intense preoccupation with the Torah, which implies vocal activity,
may be understood as drawing the divine lights on the corresponding letters
below. “Illumination” of the lower letters by the higher would be connected to the
enflaming, and the nonmetaphorical illumination could be connected to the met-
aphorical one, which would be related to interpretation.

Let me return to the schematic figure of the number of children of Israel. Since
there were six hundred thousand souls at Mount Sinai, six hundred thousand
interpretations are available. Yet this figure, which occurs in the earlier Lurianic
writings, did not satisfy the Kabbalists; according to some sources,®* given the
fact that the Torah is interpreted in accordance with the fourfold exegetical tech-
nique known as pardes, each of the four ways of interpretation includes six hun-
dred thousand different interpretations.®> According to this view, the interpretive
singularity of the voice of every Jew is ensured by his very essence as a Jew,
meaning his presence at the constitutive moment of Sinaitic revelation. In fact,
according to some formulations of Lurianic passages, including that of R. Naftali
Bakharakh, the soul is not only the depository of a certain singular interpretation;
its very essence is the expression of that interpretation. Indeed, let me adduce the
voice of the Kabbalist himself: “Out of each interpretation, the root of a certain
soul of Israel emerged, and in the future each and every one [of Israel] will read
and know the Torah in accordance with the interpretation that reaches to his root,
by which he was created . . . Behold that at night, after the departure of the
soul during sleep, whoever merits ascending reads there the interpretation that
reaches his root.”#® Therefore, interpretation is not only a function of the peculiar
quality of the soul, or of the particular universe from which the soul emerged into
this world; the identity of the soul is created by the interpretation itself. Indeed,
the soul not only proclaims its unique vision of the Torah but is itself the very
manifestation of that unique interpretation. Faithful interpretation, therefore, is
conceived not so much as the projection of the values of the religious society onto
an antiquated canon but as faithfulness to the inner nature of one’s soul.

The Kabbalist’s emphasis on the “singularity of the voice”®” should not, how-
ever, be overemphasized. There is nothing modern here, no special veneration of
the uniqueness of the individual; the soul is conceived of as but part of the greater
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spiritual reservoir of primordial souls, which are no more and no less than sparks
of the divine essence which descended into the mundane world and will return to
their supernal source at the end of time. Thus interpretation is not the expression
of the separation of the individual from the group or community, or an idiosyn-
cratic vision that sets him apart, an act of creativity or originality particular to him,
in the way the romantics would understand it. On the contrary: his interpretation
is a minuscule particle of the larger and already existing tradition, which is a huge
puzzle composed of six hundred thousand pieces, and without his contribution
the puzzle will never be completed. Hence the theory of the singularity of the voice
does not imply an insularity of the discourse, or of the soul of the interpreter; far
from creating a centrifugal moment intended to facilitate personal uniqueness,
this theory advocates a centripetal move, which presupposes cooperation. Ac-
cording to explicit statements of Lurianic Kabbalists, each and every soul includes
in itself all the other souls®®—a Kabbalistic version of a Leibnitzian monadic
theory—and implicitly also the interpretations of all the others. Thus, though
being unique, an interpreter reflects in himself the whole range of his community,
just as his own interpretation, unique as it is, comprises in some mysterious way
the whole spectrum of interpretations preserved within his community. Only by
maintaining and transmitting the unique message of the text inherited by him is
the individual interpreter capable of completing all the others, and of completing
the proclamation of the manifold senses of the Torah. This point, which was not
articulated in any of the pertinent texts, seems nevertheless to be implied in the
whole Lurianic discourse. Still, the existence of a net of affinities between one’s
soul and the interpretation one offers is part of a new emphasis on the individual
emerging in Safedian Kabbalah, an issue that deserves a separate study. However,
it would be salient to see authenticity as a value that reflects the gist of the above
passages rather than as a search for originality.

The above theory seems to be the hermeneutical counterpart of the tigqun
theory, so crucial for the Lurianic Kabbalah. Just as the Kabbalistic interpretation
and performance of the ritual allow the restoration of the primordial unity of the
’Adam Qadmon out of the dispersed sparks, designated as tiqqun, so also the
restoration of all the dispersed interpretations has an eschatological meaning.
Three major entities tell the same story, or myth, of Lurianic Kabbalah in a parallel
manner: the Torah, the souls of Israel, and ’Adam Qadmon.®® All three were
scattered into particles, and all are supposed to return to their source.*® Inter-
pretation, therefore, may become not only an ergetic involvement with the text but
also an individual eschatological activity.

This eschatological move is only partially expressed in the sources. Most of
them contain two possibilities, which prima facie seem to be exclusive. One is the
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assumption that unless the imperative of studying the Torah in accordance with
the fourfold way of interpretation is fulfilled, the individual will return to this
world, by means of metempsychosis, up to the moment that the imperative is to be
fulfilled. Indeed, personal redemption depends on the completion of study. Thus,
actualizing one’s special understanding of the whole Torah means also the cessa-
tion of mundane existence, which is the arena of the actualization of one’s peculiar
interpretation.®* Such a reading would necessitate human initiative, which is
indispensable for acquiring perfection, an experience of plenitude that is deemed
to be attainable in this world independent of the eschaton. The individual’s under-
standing of the Torah, being a personal soteriology, is able to save him from
metempsychosis.

On the other hand, statements can be found, in the same contexts as the above
theory, to the effect that only in the future each and every one of the children of
Israel will know the whole Torah in accordance with the interpretation that corre-
sponds to the root of his soul.° Such a conception would mean that a complete
awareness and manifestation of all the meanings of the Torah is a matter of the
eschatological future. It seems, however, that the two views, which appear to be
antithetical, can be reconciled. The retrieval of all the interpretations may be
understood as an accumulative process to be completed in the collective eschaton,
but its stages consist in the personal attainments of those who are able to antici-
pate the historical eschaton and achieve their own redemption. This is why I
believe that each interpretation is part of the general complex of the eschaton, just
as every performance of the commandments is part of the general tigqun. Several
Lurianic sources describe the study of the Torah in general in terms of tigqun.

This survey of the history of the infinity of meanings as developed in Kabbalah
yields a significant development: early Kabbalah is much more concerned with
infinities of interpretations, without emphasizing the different types of souls or
their various sources on high, than are the Kabbalistic sources after the middle of
the sixteenth century. In my opinion, the shift from a more objective approach to
Kabbalah to a more subjective one seems to transpire in many cases in late
Kabbalah, an issue corroborated by other topics, such as the emergence of mysti-
cal diaries in the sixteenth-century Safed. The accent is not only on the fullness of
the Torah and its being pregnant with infinite meanings, but much more on the
contribution of the individual to this fullness.

Let me now introduce another type of infinity, which also depends on the
infinite nature of the substance of God rather than on processes that constellate
the meanings of the Torah. A nineteenth-century Hasidic master claims that “out
of your union [with God]° you will be able to pass from the word *anokhi alone to
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the entire Torah, because just as God, blessed be He, is infinite, so too His word is
infinite, and likewise you, if you will be united to God, blessed be He, will compre-
hend by an infinite understanding.”** Here the infinity of the Torah depends not
on an inherent quality of the text but on the infinite nature of the divine author,
which is reflected in the nature of the interpreter who cleaves to God. The achieve-
ment of adherence or mystical union of the Hasidic master opens the gate to an
infinity in the textual entity because of the acquired infinity of the interpreter.
From this achievement, and from a primordial affinity between God and the
Torah, a common denominator is created: God, Torah, and Man are one and
infinite at the same time.®> When this is achieved, the mystical interpreter will be
able to discover the infinity of the divine word within the divine pronoun ’anokhi.*®

IV. INFINITIES OF THE ZOHAR

The concept of infinity of the Torah was, as we have seen, well established prior to
the emergence of Lurianic Kabbalah. With the ascent of the centrality of a new
book for the Kabbalists, the Zohar, Kabbalists and Hasidic masters applied this
concept to the now-canonical text.°” One passage preserved by Luria’s main disci-
ple, R. Hayyim Vital, may appropriately illustrate Luria’s influential attitude to-
ward the Zohar:

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

The Zohar as a inexhaustible text was conceived, therefore, to reflect the nature
of its ever-living Author, the living God, who composed, according to some
Kabbalists, a continuously changing composition, in a manner reminiscent of
Mallarmé’s Livre. The organic vision of the Zoharic text as a body that changes,
just as its Author did, is reminiscent of the rabbinic vision of the Torah, whose
dialectical nature has been described in similar terms: words of the living God.
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Elsewhere, Luria asserts that “in each and every moment the [meanings of the]
passages of the holy Zohar are changing.”*® Hence, for a Kabbalist the Zoharic text
has reached a status very similar to that of the Bible itself.

Another important Jewish mystic, R. Israel Ba‘al Shem Tov, the founder of
Polish Hasidism, also envisioned this Kabbalistic book as changing its meaning
every day. He was reported by his grandson to have asserted, consonant with
Luria’s view, that “the book of the Zohar has, each and every day, a different
meaning.”*° R. Eliezer Tzevi Safrin, a late-nineteenth-century Hasidic commen-
tator on the Zohar, quoted his father, R. Isaac Aiziq Yehudah Yehiel Safrin of
Komarno—himself a renowned commentator on this book—as saying that “each
and every day, the Zohar is studied in the celestial academy, according to a novel
interpretation.”** In addition to the literary activity of interpreting the Zohar,
which generated a rich literature that has yet to be explored as a special literary
genre, parts of this book have been recited ritualistically, especially in the Jewish
communities in Morocco and the Middle East, even by persons who were not
familiar with its precise content.*°?

V. SOME CONCLUSIONS

The forms of infinity of interpretations discussed above in section III do not
assume the possibility of concomitantly faithful mystical interpretations stem-
ming from the same person. The potential anarchism inherent in the assumption
that the number of mystical interpretations is not limited has been attenuated by
various restricting circumstances. According to the first theory presented above,
the divine constellation imposes the assumption of a proper interpretation char-
acteristic of a given moment. As in the case of astrology, there is a certain de-
terministic moment that regulates the nature of the understanding of the text.
According to the second view, there is only one single interpretation that charac-
terizes the approach of each master, namely one representative of his primordial
source in a specific world. In the case of the third view, the nature of the inter-
pretation is predetermined by the primordial spiritual constitution one inherited
at the time of the Sinaitic revelation. Therefore, while the Torah is still conceived
of as possessing an infinite or quasi-infinite number of meanings, a much more
conservative attitude toward the interpreter is expressed in the above texts.® If
the earlier Kabbalah was much more text-oriented, in time it became more theo-
sophically oriented. With the elaboration on the theosophical structure since the
end of the thirteenth century, the symbolic meaning of the scriptures became
quite determined and is imposed mechanically onto the canonical texts. From this
point of view it is obvious that those texts were conceived of as pointing to
supernal realms whose meaning was known to the “soul” of the interpreter. This
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is just one of the examples that invalidated the theory that Kabbalistic symbols are
significands that have no signifieds. The signified is part and parcel of one’s very
identity. At least theoretically some of the Kabbalists were confident that the
symbols reveal an esoteric dimension that expresses their particular identity. I
would like now to compare this emphasis on the identity of the interpreter, who is
also a reader and an author, to modern trends in critical theory.

Modern literary theory has turned its attention to the nature of the text in a
rather intense manner by gradually marginalizing logocentric attitudes. Follow-
ing the cultural crises involved in the Nietzschean and Freudian revolutions, the
instability of meaning secured by factors external to the text has become a big
issue, which betrays not only the fluid semantics of the interpreted texts but also
the flexible attitudes of readers. A destabilization of philological certainty in the
possibility of ascertaining authorial intention (intentio auctoris) facilitated the emer-
gence of more subtle, intricate, sometimes even oversophisticated discourses over
the possibilities implied in the earlier discourses. I attribute this move to the
discovery of the discrepancy between the poverty of the author and the richness of
language. Unstructured language, which is enchained by creative processes, is
never subservient to the author’s capacities and transcends his intentions by
displaying a much greater spectrum of meanings than the author intended; that is
to say, the work contains its own intention (intentio operis).1** It is a weak mind,
genial though it may be, that attempts to enslave the variety of possibilities inher-
ent in language as constituted by a long series of semantic shifts. This view of the
secular text entails a crisis in the former focus on the author and proposes a much
greater interest in the contribution of the reader or, even more, the sophisticated
interpreter. Readers and interpreters complete the meaning by bringing their own
riches to the interpreted texts. The secular attitude toward texts is a fundamentally
democratic discourse.

Sacred texts, however, almost always imply strong authors. Either God or His
prophets or the Hasidic tzaddiq, or at least the authority of the ancients, supply an
authorship that provides a much firmer basis for the belief that the canonical texts
by themselves represent higher forms of intelligence, if not absolute wisdom.
This faith in the distinct superiority of the author over the interpreter, part of a
hierarchical structure of the universe, society, and human minds, dominates the
approach of a religious reader to canonical texts. Assuming such a superior wis-
dom means also that it is hard to believe that an inferior reader, or even a commu-
nity of readers, will ever be able to exhaust the multiple intentions implied in the
canonical texts. Thus, it is not only the awareness of the riches of language, of its
fluidity and ambiguities, that serves as the ground for ongoing interpretive proj-
ects, but also an assumption of the existence and activities of higher, even infinite
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forms of intelligences or divine attributes that are logocentric entities. It is not in
history, as Gadamer would claim, but in an atemporal supernal reservoir that a
Kabbalistic interpreter believes he will found his interpretations. Thus, Kabbalists
operated with a radical trust in the text, rather than a basic mistrust in its author as
the generator of the text, which characterizes modern deconstructive approaches.
The horizontal intratextuality and intertextuality characteristic of recent secular
approaches have replaced the vertical interchange between the reader and the
metaphysical subject of his belief in religious hermeneutics.

A modern reader reads largely in order to express himself; a religious reader is
looking much more to be impressed. Secular reading is an analytical, disintegra-
tive process; it subverts much more than it integrates. Its agon is provoked by the
self-imposition of the historical relations as generative factors. The gist of re-
ligious reading, on the other hand, is synthetic. It reflects a higher order, which is
to be absorbed, imitated, or at least venerated.

I would say that earlier Kabbalah preferred the assumption that an infinity of
meanings is latent in the gestalt of the divinely authored text over the view, found
in several Christian texts, that the process of interpretation alone is infinite.
According to the latter, each and every exegete is able to contribute his view to the
exegetical tradition, whereas the text per se is very rarely regarded as infinite in its
significances. Yet despite the indifference and even hostility of Christian religion
toward language,*°s this did not preclude the emergence of the idea of infinite
accumulative interpretations.

Indeed, it would be much more representative to describe the conceptions of
the Kabbalists regarding the relationship between the Torah and man as requiring
that the Kabbalist be assimilated to the Torah rather than vice versa. It is man who
must accommodate himself to the infinite Torah rather than Torah to man. In
addition, I would distinguish between the Kabbalistic emphasis on infinity of
meanings and a view recurring in many other mystical literatures dealing with
ineffable experiences. Kabbalistic texts do not emphasize a negative theology and
rarely speak about experiences that cannot be rendered in words. The concept of
interpretations found on high and waiting, so to speak, for the corresponding
souls to actualize them does not allow ineffability, at least insofar as this impor-
tant form of religious activity is involved. In lieu of the scholarly assumption that
Kabbalah starts with a realm of unarticulated and inarticulable meanings,°° I
would say that the belief in primordially articulated meanings is quite representa-
tive of rabbinic and Kabbalistic literatures. In fact, the affinity between the specific
interpretation and the root of one’s soul, both of which preexist on high, emerged
concomitantly in Safedian Kabbalah and points to a greater importance of the
individual in the theosophical Kabbalah, a move that received an even greater
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impetus in Polish Hasidism. Unlike the earlier vision of the root of the soul in an
upper world of Neoplatonic origin, which was accepted in thirteenth-century
Kabbalah and remained a rather general principle, in Safedian Kabbalah this
principle has become a much more vibrant issue which, together with other prin-
ciples such as the more elaborated and individualized conceptions of metempsy-
chosis, contributed to a vision of a more structured primordial psyche.*”

We may portray the evolution of medieval and modern Jewish mysticism in the
context of the infinity of canonical texts. In the thirteenth century the Bible was
thought to possess infinite meanings; in these sources the question of the special
nature of Hebrew was often addressed, and a correlation existed between the
specific modes of writing of the Torah and infinities of meanings. In the sixteenth
century the Zohar, a composition written in the thirteenth century but canonized
only much later, was conceived of as possessing infinite meanings. The explana-
tion has nothing to do with the special status of Hebrew, as this language is not
relevant in the above discussion, but is related to the quasi-astrological under-
standing of the divine configuration. In Hasidism both views were preserved, but
the kind of canonization characteristic of this mystical movement differs from the
earlier two stages, given the fact that it concerns an oral performance whose
canonization is now instantaneous. In this phase of Jewish mysticism there is
indeed no need of an elaborate canonization process; students would debate the
meanings of the sermon just after it was delivered. Canonical status was achieved
by some of the Hasidic writings, like R. Shne’or Zalman of Liady’s Sefer ha-Tanya or
R. Nahman of Braslav’s Liqqutei Moharan. Since the sermons were originally de-
livered by the Hasidic masters in Yiddish, a language very different from biblical
Hebrew and even more so from the Zoharic Aramaic, it is not the status of the lan-
guage that bears on the radical canonization but rather the status of the speaker
(an issue addressed in more detail in Appendix 5).

The existence of views regarding the infinity of the canonical texts in systems of
thought that do not assume a special status for a sacred language, as in the case of
a philosopher like R. Yehudah Romano°® and in Christianity,'°° invites a much
more sophisticated explanation than one finds in recent speculations, based as
such views are solely in the belief in the sanctity of Hebrew.**° In fact, the recent
surge in emphasis on the infinity of meanings of a text in Derrida’s deconstruc-
tion does not rely at all on a sacred vision of language or text. Therefore, the
scholarly overemphasis on this theory in order to understand some aspects of
Kabbalistic hermeneutics is reminiscent of the modern secular reduction of Jew-
ish culture to a cult of Hebrew language as a formative factor, irrelevant to the
cultural content expressed in that language. Most of the Kabbalists, however, were
concerned much more with the nature of the canonical text than with the special
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nature of language, which emerged in a rather specific historical moment as part
of a polemical approach. The four reasons offered above demonstrate that a
variety of nonlinguistic speculation can inform views assuming infinities of mean-
ing, which have relatively understandable signifieds in what the Kabbalist be-
lieved was a different dimension of reality.

I'would say that as long as the competition with the concepts of the ideal Arabic
and perfect Qur'an was pressing and significant, a few Jewish philosophers and
more among the Kabbalists were interested in dealing with the perfect language,
and this is the reason for the importance of the many discussions of Hebrew as a
perfect language in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Another reason for the
emphasis on the sanctity of Hebrew was part of a reaction to Maimonides’ vision
of Hebrew as a conventional language.*** Yet once the “danger” of, or competition
with, Islam became less obvious, metaphysical, cosmological, and psychological
speculations came to be introduced into Kabbalistic discussions, which also con-
ceive of infinity as stemming from nonscriptural sources. In fact, a change takes
place between the thirteenth-century discussions of infinity, as based mainly on
the argument of a perfect language and its organization in the canon, and the
sixteenth-century discussions, which are much more oriented toward other forms
of explanation anchored in domains of Kabbalistic speculation that were much
more developed in that century, such as theosophy and psychology. If during the
thirteenth century Kabbalah was just beginning to build its complex theosophy
on the basis of earlier, simpler theologoumena and mythologoumena and, to-
gether with Ashkenazi Hasidism, emphasize linguistic speculation, the sixteenth-
century Safedian Kabbalistic schools already articulated extraordinarily complex
theologies and psychologies, which become, together with complex theurgies,
the focus of such speculation. In Hasidism the center of gravity moved dramati-
cally toward emotional experiences, which became the source for and mode of
validation of new insights in the mystical meaning of the texts.

To summarize: all the important components of the interpretive triangle—text,
author, and exegetical devices—underwent decisive transformation in Kabbalistic
hermeneutics. Also, in many Kabbalistic writings the nature of the interpreter’s
task differs from what was expected in earlier exegetical enterprises. The theo-
sophical Kabbalistic interpreter is interested in the subtleties of divine life. He
decodes the Bible as a mystical biography concerned with the infradivine infinite
processes and the religious regulations that influence the function of these pro-
cesses, rather than as a humanly directed document. Or, as in the prophetic
Kabbalah, he views the highest interpretation of the Torah as the actualization of
its infinite mathematical potentialities as they may assist in the expansion of the
interpreter’s consciousness of, or in the influence exercised by, the Godhead.
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Therefore, Torah is either pushed in the direction of revealed divinity and some-
times even identified with it; or, attracted in the opposite direction, Torah be-
comes an instrument by which the union of man’s intellect with God is at-
tained.?2 The status of the Torah as an independent entity—such as we find in the
talmudic and midrashic literatures—standing between man and God though sep-
arated from both, vanishes. Likewise, in most forms of Kabbalah man’s separate
identity or self is jeopardized. The divine source of his soul, according to the
sefirotic Kabbalah, or of his intellect, according to the prophetic brand, endows
the Kabbalist with strong spiritual affinities to the Godhead. These affinities
authorize, as they facilitate, the emergence of pneumatic exegeses to be defined
against talmudic-midrashic, philologically oriented hermeneutics. The text be-
comes a pretext for innovating far-reaching ideas, which are projected onto the
biblical verses. The exegetical methods whereby these innovations are injected
into the text differ considerably from the talmudic-midrashic rules of interpre-
tation. The various forms of combinations of letters and gematria are entirely
indeterminate and superflexible interpretive techniques. Hence they are liable
to produce radically heterogeneous results. The looseness of these hermeneutic
methods is counterbalanced solely by doctrinal inhibitions. When these inhibi-
tions disappeared or were replaced by others, as was the case with the emerging of
writings by Christian Kabbalists, they used highly similar Kabbalistic hermeneu-
tics and easily drew the conclusion that Kabbalah adumbrates Christian tenets.3
Thus, an emphasis on the importance of exegetical techniques for the shaping of
the resulting interpretation should be balanced by taking into consideration the
theological stands that allow rather limited spaces for interpretation. The more
flexible the exegetical methods are—and they are both numerous and complex—
the greater is the role of the theological inhibition in orienting the interpretations
so0 as not to irritate the audience.

The Kabbalistic perceptions of the Torah as an absolute book that is both
identical with and descending from the divinity supplied a point of departure from
which the pneumatic exegete is able to discover its infinite significance, as we
shall see in Chapter 6. The Hebrew Bible is viewed in some Kabbalistic discus-
sions as an opera aperta par excellence, wherein the divine character of man finds
its perfect expression even as it discovers God’s infinity reflected in the amor-
phous text. To put it another way: the Torah is a divine masterpiece, while Kab-
balistic exegesis, and Kabbalah in general, should be understood as an attempt at
unfolding both Torah’s infinite subtleties and (paradoxically, to some extent) the
Kabbalist’s inner qualities. It is noteworthy that only those Kabbalists who belong
to what I call “innovative Kabbalah”—R. Abraham Abulafia, R. Moses de Leon, R.
Joseph Gikatilla, and partially R. Bahya ben Asher—formulated in explicit terms
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the principles of Kabbalistic hermeneutics. Moreover, there is a latent contradic-
tion between the notion of Kabbalah, when it is perceived as a corpus of very
defined esoteric theurgical-theosophical lore, as in the case of the perception in
Nahmanides’ school, and the existence of an articulate body of hermeneutic rules
that tacitly assumes that the details of the Kabbalistic lore are not in the posses-
sion of the Kabbalists, who are presumed to apply those exegetical rules in order
to reconstruct the Kabbalistic system.*+

In sum, the question of the infinity of interpretations in Jewish mysticism
should not be understood as the result of the influence of one single factor,
namely the belief in the sanctity of the Hebrew language. Rather, we should allow
as great a variety of explanations as the pertinent sources may indicate. Polemical
factors like the resistance of some Kabbalists to philosophical allegorical inter-
pretations, which are by and large monosemic,**> and the assumption of a reso-
nance between the nature of the author and the text are as good an explanation as
the unproved theory that the sanctity of language invites a polysemic hermeneu-
tics. The monolithic historical explanations that dominated the academic history
of Kabbalah and reify complex matters—such as regarding Sabbateanism as stem-
ming from just one factor, Lurianism, or resort to unilinear types of history and
phenomenologies through terms like “messianic idea” or an “idea of the golem,”
or reducing the explanation to one basic “solution”—are as simplistic in these
cases as they are in the attempt to understand the variety of concepts of textual and
paratextual infinities.*¢

VI. ON MULTIPLICITY OF MEANINGS IN
JUDAISM AND ANCIENT CHRISTIANITY

I have assumed that the Kabbalistic concept of infinite interpretations that are
found in the Bible is related to concepts of infinity that emerged in the theosophi-
cal and cosmological realms. In midrash, however, this concept is not found, and
the most we can detect there is the contention of indeterminacy. By and large the
Kabbalists preferred the view that an infinity of meanings is latent in the gestalt of
the divine text over the somewhat similar view, found in several Christian texts,
that the process of interpretation alone is infinite.**” According to the latter, each
and every exegete is able to contribute his view to the exegetical tradition, whereas
the text per se is only rarely regarded as infinite in its significances. Indeed, it
would be much more representative to describe the Kabbalistic conception of the
relationship between Torah and man as requiring the Kabbalist to be assimilated
to the actually infinite Torah rather than vice versa. One example of such a pro-
cess has been adduced above from a Hasidic statement, which also reflects faith-
fully the stands of some Kabbalists.'’®* From a more detached point of view,

* 108 *



TEXT AND INTERPRETATION INFINITIES

however, it is human inventiveness that determined the nature and content of the
interpretations offered by Kabbalists, even when they would claim the opposite.
As we shall see in Chapter 12, there were, nevertheless, important cases where
man’s nature and deeds dramatically affected the structure of the Torah, and this
too-human text was more easily understood by the human interpreter, as it mir-
rors him.

I wonder whether the divergence between the assumption that the text is
infinite and the position that the possible interpretations are infinite does not
reveal a basically different attitude toward the nature of the divine text. Some of the
Kabbalists and the Hasidic masters conceive of the text as much more “divine”
than the sacred text appears to be regarded in Christian literature. Although there
are some statements as to the infinity of the scriptures in Christian literature, they
seem to be rare.**® However, one of the most influential texts in Christian spiritu-
ality, Augustine’s Confessions, includes a passage that is noteworthy both for its
intrinsic importance and for a comparative remark: “For my part . . . if  were to
write anything that was to become supremely authoritative, I would choose to
write in such a way that my words would resound with whatever truth anyone
could grasp in them, rather than to put down one true meaning so clearly as to
exclude other meanings, which, if they were not false, would not offend me.”*2°

This apotheosis of polysemy is not only a matter of the sacred scripture but also
an ideal to which even a human author may strive. It is part of an effort to deny one
single, exclusive deep meaning in a manner reminiscent of many of the Kabbalis-
tic passages above. We have seen that the sixteenth-century Kabbalists and those
who were influenced by them claimed that each Israelite received one interpreta-
tion at the revelation at Mount Sinai, and at the end of time all the revealed and
possible interpretations would exhaust them, thus restricting the notion of in-
finity. It seems, as Martin Irvine had formulated it, that in ancient Christian
concepts of the sacred scriptures “this Text can never signify its totality—the sum
of its productivity of meaning—in one instantiated act of interpretation, but con-
tinuously promises and postpones this totality through dissemination in a limit-
less chain of interpretations in supplementary texts. This model of textuality
implies that a variorum commentary on the Scriptures compiled at the end of the
world would still be incomplete, even though the claim of interpretations would
be temporally closed, superseded by a signless, transcendental grammar.”*2* Ac-
cording to this interpretation, the text is indeed semantically limitless, but also
unattainable because of its postponing its semantic fulfillment, and thus it seems
that it is the ancient Christian hermeneutics that comes closer to modern de-
construction than the Kabbalistic views on the topic. If Irvine is right, the ancient
Christian vision of the scriptures’ textuality is devoid of a transcendental meaning,
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while Kabbalistic and Hasidic masters would be more oriented toward a plenitude
to be located in a past revelation. So, for example, R. Ze’ev Wolf of Zhitomir, a late-
eighteenth-century follower of R. Dov Baer of Mezeritch, known as the Great
Maggid, wrote as follows: “Our holy Torah comprises in itself much, since the
promulgation by Moses and the generations after him until the advent of our
Messiah, all the interpretations inherent in the [technique of] pardes*?? that are
revealed and added by the sages of the time, it all comprises in itself from the voice
of the shofar which has been heard at the Sinaitic revelation, as it is written,*23
‘and the voice of the Shofar sounded louder and louder,” and the reason for
‘becoming louder’ is that it comprises in itself so much.”*>* However, according
to some discussions earlier in Irvine’s excellent work, Origen held that “the
transcendental signified remained beyond the reach of all temporal sign relations
yet is immanently manifest in all of them.”*>> On the other hand, the Hasidic
passage does not deal with a future development of interpretations that is endless,
but an actualization of the contents already implicit within the divine voice heard
by the Israelites. Thus, it is not a metaphysical or transcendental entity that is
posited as the immediate source of meaning here below, but the divine voice that
had already descended in the world and is continuously unfolding through human
interpretative activity.>® This pulsating voice, like the ever-emerging interpreta-
tions, does not require the hypothesis of a transcendental Torah which cannot be
reached. Fugitive as are the spiritual truths achieved by listening to the voice or to
the interpretation that emerges from the encounter of one’s psyche’s with the holy
books, nothing is supposed to remain “beyond the reach.”*?”

At least according to an interesting formulation of R. Pinhas of Koretz, when
God revealed the Torah, the world became full of it, and thus there is nothing in
the world that is not permeated by Torah.'2® It is in this context, however, that the
Hasidic master claims that the Torah and God are one.*?° Kabbalists and Hasidic
authors did not indulge in negative theologies, which left the core of the meaning
as completely transcendent to human experience; in fact, the experience of the
“ancients” may be understood as stronger than that of the “moderns,” to judge by
the leading assumptions that informed that experience: the text mediates the
divine presence in the world and the possibility of a direct encounter with the
mystic rather than deferring such an experience.
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THE BOOK THAT CONTAINS
AND MAINTAINS ALL

The Torah is the perfection of all.
—ZOHAR, |, FOL. 234B

1. HISTORICAL AND ONTOLOGICAL IMAGINARY OF THE BOOK

Books are not simply literary objects to be arranged carefully on library shelves;
neither are they simple mediators of ideas between minds or media for, to resort
to Ricoeur’s felicitous term, “proposed worlds.”* They are also nebulas created by
rumors, religious belief, wise advertisement, or, in more modern times, the con-
sumption of a variety of critiques. They are units that constitute intellectual fash-
ions, which in turn create predispositions toward the reception and digestion of
their own and other books’ content. Books, especially famous books, possess
auras that may enwrap them long before most of their readers open them. The
social imagination of certain elites prepares the ground for the acceptance, dis-
semination, and depth of influence of a book even before it has been conceived by
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its author. Even more so in the case of books dealing with religious topics that
already permeate the faith of many individuals and the praxis of groups and
movements. These books, which are founding documents of a religion, ideology,
or intellectual movement—that is to say, canonic—are rarely consumed as pure
literature and only seldom are able to evince their “proposed worlds” without the
mediation of the imaginary that surrounds them and has been accumulated over
the centuries and has conferred on them their particular status. In other words,
books may be influential not only because of their distinct message but also
because of the myths that accompany them.

The imaginary of the book may take two major forms: historical and ontologi-
cal. The former is best represented by actual forgeries of books, what is often
called pseudepigraphy and I would call “actual” pseudepigraphy, or by the inven-
tion of titles of books allegedly written in the past that in fact were never written, a
phenomenon I shall call “hollow” pseudepigraphy. The historical forger assumes,
or would like his reader to assume, that sometime in the past a more original,
insightful, powerful, and authoritative mind was active, or he exploits a cultural
image of it that is present in the society he is addressing, and as such its book
should inspire a new perception of tradition, knowledge, magic or religion, or
power. Hollow pseudepigraphy circles around mythical figures whose importance
is advanced by enhancing its image by attributing some literary output to its
cultural image. Both forms of pseudepigraphy have something to do with a feeling
of a spiritual renascence, which is sometimes in search of validation. If there were
nothing new to be offered in the present, no one would care to invoke the ghosts of
ancestors. In some instances, however, the imaginary books are projected into the
future, as is the case with the concept of Torah of the Messiah in rabbinic litera-
ture,? or with the concept of Torah de-’Atzilut in some forms of Kabbalah,? or the
Testament of the Holy Spirit according to Joachim of Fiore.* Here the ideal writing
is conceived of as completing the actual canonical book or books by means of the
assumption of a final revelation. This projection, hardly a pseudepigraphical phe-
nomenon, even less a forgery, is nevertheless part of what I call the historical
imaginary of the book, for it is supposed to mark some turn in history.

Both the past-oriented and future-oriented imageries validate something in the
present, but the strategy is connected to the belief in better times, either past or
future, whose special knowledge passed to the present writer or the alleged,
hollow pseudepigraph. The ontological imaginary of the book, at least in the way I
suggest using the term, assumes that an actual or imaginary book already in
existence is much more than a literary composition, profound and powerful as it
may be, but is an extended metaphor for the structure and dynamics of reality or
even of God. This form of book imaginary is much less concerned with validating
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a tradition, be it old or invented, or subverting one than it is with offering a new
worldview. This mode of imaginary is much more current in literature, as in the
works of Tommaso Campanella, Stéphane Mallarmé, Velimir Khlebnikov, Jorge
Luis Borges, or Edmond Jabes.

In our generation the text (a reverberation of what I shall attempt to show, a very
specific concept of the book) has been conceived of as embracing everything, as we
learn from the famous pronouncement of Jacques Derrida, “Il n’y a pas rien dehors
de texte.” The text becomes a leading metaphor. In religions with a strong element
of literary canonicity, however, the book may be regarded not only as a source of
revelation and inspiration for human behavior but sometimes also as a com-
prehensive, all-embracing ontological entity, in some cases even the sustaining
power of reality. Thus, while existent books are concerned less with ontology than
with historical claims (such as validations of genealogies of knowledge) the build-
ing or aggrandizing of some historical figures in the past (such as Jesus Christ in
Christianity) or in the future (such as the Messiah according to Jewish tradition
and the Mahdi in Muslim tradition), the ontological approach deals mainly with an
ever-present book. Distinct as they are, the two approaches nevertheless often
overlap. A new religious insight, though attempting to anchor itself in hoary
antiquity, may nonetheless attempt to advance some forms of insight in the nature
of reality, and not only of history, just as the ontological imaginary may insist on a
certain historical appearance of the ontological book in mythical time.

On the other hand, a historical imaginary may in time turn into an ontological
one, and we shall be dealing with such examples below, in the case either of the
Torah or of the Zohar as understood by mystics. Jewish mystical literature is replete
with pseudepigraphical books attributed to men, angels, and God, most of them
actual treatises, a few pertaining to the imaginary of some Kabbalists or to the
category of the hollow imaginary. Among the pseudepigraphical writings we may
mention Sefer Yetzirah, attributed to none other than Abraham or, according to
another tradition, to a founding father of rabbinic thought, R. “‘Aqivah; then, parts
of the Heikhalot literature attributed to another leading figure of rabbinic lit-
erature, R. Ishmael, or even to one of the patriarchs, Enoch. Early in the Mid-
dle Ages one of the first Kabbalistic books was attributed to another important
early rabbinic figure, R. Nehunya ben ha-Qanah. It is the famous Sefer ha-Bahir
(Book of the Bahir) that shaped some of the developments of the nascent Kab-
balah. Pseudepigraphical mystical literature was also known in late-twelfth- and
early-thirteenth-century Germany, where the Hasidei Ashkenaz had access to ma-
terial that is no longer extant. In the second half of the thirteenth century, pseud-
epigraphical literature flowered among the Kabbalists, a process that culminated
in the composition of the most important book of Kabbalah, the Zohar.
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The Zohar is a large-scale body of literature attributed, like many of the earlier
forgeries, to a second-century rabbinic figure, R. Shim‘on bar Yohay. Despite
some doubts that arose when the first short treatises started to appear in public,
the Zohar was accepted as authentic and managed to become a revered part of
Jewish literature. It is a historical imaginary book, as its composition is projected
back into late antiquity, into another place, second-century Galilee; part of this
projection is to be understood as an attempt to confer an aura of antiquity to
Kabbalistic ideas and thus to Kabbalah as a whole. Though claiming the authority
of a revered figure, an authority derived either from his actions while living or
from post-mortem revelations, the book does not claim the status of an ontologi-
cal imaginary; that is, it does not pretend to be the container of the universe or the
power that sustains it. These claims were, as we have glimpsed above and as shall
see more immediately below, already known in the context of the Torah and
sometimes affected also the view that the authors of the Zohar had seen the Torah.
Thus, though a strongly historical pseudepigraphy, the Zohar was not eager to
request the status of the cosmic book. I shall come back to this book in the latter
part of my exposition, when its status will be treated as a cosmic entity.

Now let me introduce some earlier instances of ontological interpretations of
the book of the Torah, which contributed to the emergence of the ontological
imaginary of the book in Kabbalah. In these passages the Torah, which stands for
the text par excellence, serves as a means not only for the transmission of religious
messages but also, and perhaps in some cases quite prominently, for an extended
metaphor for an ideal paradigm that informed the creation of the world at the
beginning of time and sometimes also continues to inform—literally to give form,
to existence.

II. THE DIVINE STRUCTURE AND THE BOOK

In the history of Jewish mysticism there may be discerned a gradual process of
convergence of the divine being and the canonical book,* or, if one prefers a more
literary nomenclature, a gradual convergence of the divine author and his book. In
Chapter 2 we saw examples from late midrashic and Kabbalistic sources that
evince partial identities between the two, but this was primarily related to the
graphic isomorphism of the book and the author, as both were conceived mainly
in anthropomorphic terms. Let me first attempt to explicate the problems and
their solutions as envisioned by the Jewish mystics, in order to learn about an
exotic vision that is not regularly confronted by modern literary criticism or by
contemporary philosophies of texts, although the latter are nevertheless depen-
dent on the former.

One of the hermeneutical problems that faced some of the Jewish mystics was
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the daunting quandary created by a double heritage: the biblical one, concerned
with the display of the will of God as operating and visible on the scene of history
and in the details of the revealed way of life, the commandments; and the growing
importance of the fixed form of sacred history and ritual in a book that became
canonical. Or, to formulate the issue differently: the Jewish mystics had to deter-
mine what is more important, the author’s free will or the author’s book. In
modern, most conspicuously in postmodern, literary criticism, the author has
gradually been marginalized, not to say killed, in order to safeguard the integrality
and integrity of the book, and sometimes also the importance of the reader. It was
a relatively simple enterprise, as most of the authors did not outlive their books.

In religious systems, however, it is easier to kill the book, important as it may
be, than its divine author. Easier, but not easy, if the book becomes the founding
text of the religious tradition. This is the case in rabbinic Judaism, where the
canonical text was established as the most important source of authority, the
paramount subject of study, and the main object of interpretation. In fact, the
emergence of rabbinic Judaism can be described as connected to a renomad-
ization that is reminiscent of an earlier type of worship centered on a portable
sacred object, formerly the tabernacle, now a book. So, in such a tradition it is
incumbent on author and book to coexist, and a modus vivendi should be ensured
in order not to trivialize the book by relegating it to the status of one of the many
possible literary products of the eternal author; but at the same time it is essential
not to minimize the importance of the author, which ensures the importance of
the book. This quandary becomes more acute in a minority culture, as the Jewish
one was for most of its history, where other books, such as the New Testament
and Qur’an, competed for the status of the final revelation. Thus, the battle over
the book is much more central for a culture that gravitates around books, one that
attempts to validate its canonical books but has to allow a significant role for the
author.

One of the regular solutions for the tension between the two values is to
subordinate one factor to the other, thus establishing a hierarchy between the two
or, to resort to a phrase coined by a scholar of Islamic mysticism, “une distinction
hierarchisée.” Such a view sees the book as dependent on the author but some-
what reduces the dominant role of an author who is omnipresent.® This is the
classical rabbinic stand which contends that the Torah is not found in heaven but
is in the full possession of and is the legitimate responsibility of the rabbinic
masters,” who apparently were more content to deal with the divine will as em-
bodied in the specific literary expression they possessed without allowing further
interference by the author. The rabbinic masters, and even less their mystical
descendants, would not subscribe to Paul Ricoeur’s theory about the eclipse of the
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author,® but rather assume an ongoing process of reading and elaboration on the
book in the presence of the living author, yet without subscribing to his free will.
What may be the precise difference between an eclipse of the author in Ricoeur
and the presence of a living author in the consciousness of the religious reader—a
living author who is not allowed to intervene in the act of reading, though he may
be the ultimate goal of this act of reading—is an issue that I cannot dwell on here.
Indeed, the phenomenology of reading is dictated less by modern assumptions
about the actual death of the author than by the awareness and imagination of the
reader, who may imagine the author as alive and attempt to enter into intellectual
or spiritual dialogue him, even over centuries. This is especially so when the
reader believes that the author is eternal and omniscient.

Although for a rabbinic master the “world of the text” and a certain distanciation
between the author and the text, to use Ricoeur’s terms, are plausible concepts,
for the Jewish mystics the situation becomes much more complex. The mystics
were part of a religion and culture which, at least in its elite forms, inherited a
fascination with the book, but at the same time they were also pursuing the search
for more direct contact with God, either as an author or as an entity before the very
writing of the book, and these two forms of spiritual concern were a primary
purpose of their mystical life.> Apparently they pursued a more vibrant relation
with the supreme author, a direct contact with him, but could not, or perhaps
refused to, circumvent the book as the canonical expression of the divine will, as
the center of their culture, and as a divine entity that might mediate between them
and the divine. However, a full-fledged mediation, by assuming a hypostatic sta-
tus of the book, is only one of the solutions they accepted. The other was to
conflate the book and the author, and this process of conflation is going to
preoccupy us here.*® In any case, the emergence of the main form of Kabbalah, the
theosophical-theurgical one, dealing as it does with the details of theogenesis,
namely the emanation system of the ten sefirot conceived of as divine powers and
the processes that take place between them, can be described as a great concern
with the authorial persona, as opposed to the rabbinic fascination with the book
rather than its author.

III. THE BOOK AS AN INNER DIVINE ATTRIBUTE IN EARLY KABBALAH

1. Sefer ha-Bahir

The speculative corpora that emerged after the first millennium C.E. represent a
return to the written Torah, the canonical Bible, in comparison to the rabbinic
literature, both those works that preceded that period and those which followed
it. Jewish philosophers and the great majority of Kabbalists invested most of their
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energy in presenting their worldviews as included in the Bible, much more so than
in the rabbinic literature. Those corpora can be described as “protestant” to a
certain limited extent, in comparison to the more “catholic” rabbinic literature,
which put a great emphasis on the traditional lore and institutions. One of the
changes that accompanied this protestant turn is, however, remote from the
Protestant Christian emphasis on sensus literalis. In fact, philosophers’ and Kabbal-
ists’ focusing of attention on the Bible was connected to a metaphorical impulse,
alien (as pointed out by Susan Handelman) to rabbinic metonymic discourse. This
change is already conspicuous in the earliest Kabbalistic literature.

Since the first documents of the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah, the book of
the Torah was conceived to be a main symbol in the various Kabbalistic symbolic
codes. Already evident in Sefer ha-Bahir, one of the earliest Kabbalistic documents,
the written Torah is the symbol for the sixth sefirah, Tiferet, while the oral Torah
symbolizes the last sefirah, Malkhut. The union between the two, described as the
result of the theurgical operation of the Kabbalist, was conceived of in sexual
terms. Yet the precise status of the sefirot (a very rare term in this book) does not
allow a simple identification of the Torah with the divine essence. If the sefirot are
understood to be divine instruments, then the two books should be conceived of
as preexistent to the creation of this world, though not automatically identical
with the divine essence, and at the same time capable of being theurgically influ-
enced by religious activities here below.* Elsewhere in the same book we find a
pivotal passage dealing with Torah as a cosmic book:

The attribute which is named Israel contains the Torah of Truth.??> And what
is this Torah of Truth? Something which indicates the true nature of the
worlds and whose action takes place through the mahashavah, and it be-
stows existence upon the ten logoi, through which the world exists, and it is
itself one of them. And He created in man [organs] that correspond to these
ten, ten fingers. And when Moses lifted his hands and directed a little bit his
intention to that attribute named Israel, in which there is the Torah of Truth,
and hinted at it by the ten fingers of his hands that it maintains the ten
[divine attributes], and if He** will not help Israel, the ten logoi will not
be sanctified each and every day. This is why it is written, “and Israel
prevailed.”#

The cosmic dimension of the book of the Torah is conspicuous: it reflects the
“true nature of the worlds.” The precise nature of those worlds, however, is far
from clear. Indeed, this is a difficult passage because it is based on a symbolic
code whose details are not transparent. Is the “Torah of Truth” contained within
the sixth attribute, Tiferet, which is almost invariably identified by Kabbalists as
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Israel? Or, as Gershom Scholem has suggested, is it to be identified with the third
sefirah?*> What is the meaning of the Torah that operates through mahashavah,
thought, an attribute connected in this treatise to a higher level within the sefirotic
world?t¢ Is there a primordial Torah in Sefer ha-Bahir, as Scholem claims,*” which
informs the lower Torah of Truth? How is this Torah one of the ten creative logoi
and the origin of them at the same time? These and many other quandaries related
to the content of this passage do not, however, attenuate the explicit statement
dealing with both its reflecting the nature of the worlds and its bestowing their
existence. We may portray the Torah of Truth as the starting point of the ten logoi,
which in turn are the origin of the universe. This pyramidal structure with the
Torah on top, which deserves more detailed discussion than can be provided
here, underlies the paramount importance of a book for the constituency of
the universe.

Let me address now the contention that the Torah is contained within a sefirah
that has been designated here explicitly as Israel. Who precisely is the entity called
by that name? And what is the possible relationship between it and the functions
of the Torah it contains, as regards the cosmic nature of that Torah? Does Israel
also contain the ten creative logoi? A pertinent object for comparison seems to be
the following passage from ’Avot de-Rabbi Nathan: “He who saves one person [one
life] is worthy to be regarded as if he had saved the entire world, which was
created by ten logoi . . . And he who causes one person to perish is to be regarded
as if he had caused the destruction of the entire world, which was created by ten
logoi.”*® Moreover, in a passage very similar to the one from ’Avot, preserved in
Hebrew by a medieval Ismaili author, it is said that “by means of ten ma’amarot the
world was created, and by the Decalogue it stands.”*° This quotation is paralleled
in a Jewish writing influenced by the Isma‘iylia, which presumably reflects an older
Jewish view, and by two short statements in Midrash Tadsche’, a later midrash that
evidently includes earlier material as well, as some scholars have already recog-
nized. According to one statement, “The world is maintained by the merit of
those who study [the Torah] and perform the Decalogue; and the world was
created by ten logoi, and its sefirot are [also] ten,” and in the same context we
learn also that “the world is maintained by the ten sefirot of Belimah.”2°

The strong affinity between the supernal attribute Israel, apparently corre-
sponding to what the classical structure of ten sefirot designated as the sefirah
Tiferet, and the Torah of Truth contributed, in my opinion, to the emergence of
one of the most widespread views of the Torah in Kabbalah: the identification of
God (represented by Tiferet), the Torah, and Israel. The origin and development
of this triple identification, expressed by the Aramaic formula qudsha’ berikh hw’,
’orayyita ve-yisra’el had hu’, namely that God, the Torah, and Israel are one, have
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been studied in modern scholarship, but it seems that the possible relevance of
the passage from Sefer ha-Bahir has escaped scholars.?* Therefore, we may con-
clude that from the very beginning of Kabbalah, ten divine speeches found in the
first chapter of Genesis were conceived of as both creating the world and main-
taining it. That the first Kabbalists inherited this view and elaborated it in various
ways is corroborated by the passage from Sefer ha-Bahir.

2. Torah as a Divine Pattern of the World in Theosophical Kabbalah

Let me address separately the two views of the Torah, as involved in the creation of
the world and as maintaining it, despite the fact that the creative role and the
maintenance function are closely interconnected. This combination of two opera-
tions commonly related to concepts of divinity is emblematic of the conception of
the Torah as a divine being and of its more explicit identification with God in later
Kabbalistic texts.

An important step in the development of the propensity to identify God and the
Torah is found in the writings of thirteenth-century philosophically oriented Kab-
balists. In several texts from the very beginning of the history of Kabbalah the
Torah is regarded as identical to the divine mind, or divine wisdom, and as such it
serves as the paradigm for the intradivine and extradivine emanative processes.
According to other views, closer to medieval philosophy, the Torah is tantamount
to the realm of ideas, namely the book is conceived of as identical to the spiritual
world as it was variously envisioned by medieval thinkers. In some cases the Torah
may be identical to the realm of ideas regarded as extradeical entities.?> Let me
adduce a few examples, out of the many available, for the concept that God
contemplates Torah as a symbol of an intradivine pattern or attribute that com-
prises the ideas. First, from R. Jacob ben Sheshet, a thirteenth-century Catalan
Kabbalist:

God was contemplating the Torah?* and he saw the essences?* in Himself,
since the essences were in wisdom?® [and] discerned that they are prone to
reveal themselves. I heard this version in the name of R. Isaac, son of R.
Abraham, may his memory be blessed. And this was also the opinion of the
rabbi,?° the author of [The Book of T Knowledge, who said that He, knowing
Himself, He knows all the existent [creatures].>” Nevertheless, the rabbi was
astonished, in part 2, chapter 6 of the Guide, at the dictum of our sages that
God does not do anything before He contemplates His retinue,?® and he
quoted there the dictum of Plato that God, blessed be He, does contemplate
the intellectual world and He emanates therefrom the emanation [which
produces] reality.?®
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R. Isaac, son of R. Abraham, is none other than R. Isaac Sagi Nahor, one of the
earliest Kabbalists, a Provencal master who came to Gerona to propagate his
brand of Kabbalah; there he became the teacher of some of the local second-
elite authors, learned persons who did not play a central role in communal life.
Ben Sheshet conflates two different discussions of Maimonides: one in Mishneh
Torah, where the author presents his view, which stems ultimately from The-
mistius, that God comprises the forms of all the existents and thus cognizes them
by an act of self-intellection;3° the other in the Guide of the Perplexed, where Maimon-
ides sharply opposes the “simplistic” interpretation of the midrashic dictum that
God created the world by contemplating the Torah as the blueprint for reality.
According to this Kabbalist, the two views seem to be identical, and he is sur-
prised by Maimonides’ inconsistency in accepting the first formulation while
rejecting the second. Since the stand of R. Isaac the Blind, adduced before Mai-
monides’ views were introduced, must be regarded as the truth in the eyes of ben
Sheshet, Maimonides’ second view is implicitly rejected, whereas the dictum of
Plato, quoted in the Guide in order to oppose it, is taken by the Kabbalist to be the
correct one.

Again, in the context of the midrashic view that God had contemplated the
Torah when He created the world, R. Azriel ben Menahem of Gerona, a contem-
porary and compatriot of ben Sheshet, explains, in a manner that recalls the
above-mentioned view of ben Sheshet:

“The thirty-two wondrous paths of Hokhmah are the ten sefirot of Be-
limah3* and the twenty-two letters.”?? And each of them has a separate path
per se, and their beginning is the will, which precedes everything, and
nothing is outside it,> and it is the cause of the thought.>* And the sefirot
and the paths and everything which will be created in the future out of them,
[indeed] everything, was hidden within the mahashavah, and it is revealed
in its paths, in the paths of speech?* and the paths of deed.>® And “He con-
templates the Torah” [means] He contemplated the mahashavah, [namely]
the paths that are included in it, and He drew each and every path out of its
beginning®” . . . and in the forms3® of that mahashavah, the speeches and
the deeds were figured,?® since the mahashavah is the root.*°

The existence of the roots of speech and deed in divine thought is compared by
R. Azriel with the existence of form and hyle in divine thought according to the
Neoplatonic sources he quotes. However, whereas the philosophers deal with
entities alone as comprised in divine thought, the Kabbalist is interested also in
the speech and deeds, therefore in dynamic processes as comprehended in the
mahashavah. The view of letters as ideas found within Hokhmah is congenial with
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the view, expressed several times in ben Sheshet’s writings, that identifies the
second sefirah with the Torah, the latter being considered as comprising all the
sciences.** This comprehensiveness is shared by the two Geronese Kabbalists,
who thus confer on the canonical book the role not only of the perfect repository
of Jewish lore but also of the book that comprises all knowledge in general. Unlike
the first two layers of Jewish literature which we examined previously, the mid-
rashic literature and Sefer ha-Bahir, where the Torah was indeed identified some-
how with the divinity but retained its status as the characteristic type of religious
knowledge of the Jews, the Geronese Kabbalists, influenced by some forms of
Greek philosophy, regarded the ideal Torah as more universalistic in scope. In-
deed, for them the book of God and the book of nature are one. This is the reason
why R. Azriel claimed that “the words of the wisdom of the Torah and the words
of the masters of investigation*> mentioned above are both identical,** their way is
one, and there is no difference between them but the terms alone, since the
investigators did not know to designate the proper name to each and every part.”+*

Both ben Sheshet and R. Azriel conceived of the Torah as representing that
divine attribute corresponding to the divine mind, the locus of all ideas that are
contemplated by God as part of the emanative process. This is, however, the
contemplation of an attribute that is part of the divine realm, no longer the
contemplation of the Torah as an external pattern, as is the case in midrash. The
Torah has, so to speak, been absorbed and become part of the configuration of the
divine attributes. This identity between the Torah and one of the divine attributes
is a step toward identifying the author with his book, though such a complete
identification is still ahead.

I would like nevertheless to emphasize that in the writings of both Catalan
Kabbalists the divine attribute contemplated by God is not just one among many.
It is an attribute that encompasses the lower ones, and to a certain extent the
Torah comprises most of the sefirot by virtue of its being identical with the locus
of all the other sefirot. In other words, the first Catalan Kabbalists, apparently
following their Provencal predecessor, envisioned the Torah as identical to the
divine mind, and as such its content, the “world of the text” or noema*—is
perfectly identical to the authorial intention, the noesis. No process of distanciation
is possible, and the maximum that Kabbalists like these two authors could imag-
ine is less than an absolutely faithful reproduction of the divine noesis in a mun-
dane book; their assumption from the very beginning would be, however, that the
objectification involves more material entities than those taking the emergence of
the book to be identical to the divine mind. The received Torah is therefore not a
reproduction of a more sublime form of book but an entity conceived of in terms
of a book. Although in some cases Kabbalists would include the stage of a verbal
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discourse as preceding the constitution of the book—in fact the scroll—of the
Torah, Kabbalists like Nahmanides speak of Moses as a copyist working from a
supernal book.*¢ By identifying the primordial Torah with the second sefirah, one
that encompasses all the other lower sefirot and consequently the entire world,
this Torah becomes a world-absorbing text.

IV. GOD As TORAH OR TORAH AS GOD

In the writings of two Kabbalists who flourished at the end of the thirteenth and
the beginning of the fourteenth century, we find a formula that conveys a total
identification of the Torah, in many cases the Pentateuch, with God. The first text
is a late-thirteenth-century Castilian treatise named Sefer ha-Yihud, which influ-
enced the early-fourteenth-century Italian Kabbalist R. Menahem Recanati.*” In
his introduction to the Commentary on the Rationales of the Commandments, Recanati
wrote: “All the sciences altogether are hinted at in the Torah,*® because there is
nothing that is outside of Her* . . . Therefore the Holy One, blessed be He, is
nothing that is outside the Torah, and the Torah is nothing that is outside Him,
and this is the reason why the sages of the Kabbalah said that the Holy One,
blessed be He, is the Torah.”s° The identification of the author and the book
reinforces the two values but also changes them. The book becomes tantamount
to the divine, while the divine is now conceived of as the Torah. It seems to me that
this is quite a logical development in a religion based on a book, but it leads to
some forms of extreme mysticism. Sefer ha-Yihud is a work that, though extant in
many manuscripts, did not attract the due attention of scholars. I would dare to
say that this treatise is one of the most important Kabbalistic writings of the
thirteenth century, one that had a special impact on all R. Menahem Recanati’s
writings. Recanati’s book that includes the passage on the Torah as God is indeed
extant in many manuscripts and was among the first Kabbalistic writings to be
printed. Yet unlike other writings of this Kabbalist, which were translated into
Latin and had a great influence on Pico della Mirandola’s Christian Kabbalah, it
was not translated into any European languages, and its striking identification of
author and book apparently did not leave any mark on the development of modern
hermeneutics. There is, however, one exception, and it is a major one.

Recanati’s passage discussed above has been mentioned in a major study by
Gershom Scholem dealing with the concept of the Torah in Kabbalah, originally
delivered in German as a lecture at the Eranos Conference at Ascona in 1954. It
was printed concomitantly in English and French translations in the UNESCO
journal for the humanities, Diogenes (Diogene). For our purposes the French transla-
tion (1955-1956), made by a very distinguished scholar of Judaica in Paris, Pro-
fessor Georges Vajda, is the salient one.5* in Vajda’s translation the passage reads:
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“Car la Torah n’est pas en dehors de Lui, pas plus qu’il n’est Lui-méme en dehors
de la Torah.”>? This is a faithful translation without being particularly literal.
Nonetheless, the Hebrew original has nothing like “il n’est Lui-méme en dehors
de la Torah” because the term Torah in this phrase is an explication of a demon-
strative Hebrew pronoun, mimmenah. In order to better understand the text, the
demonstrative pronoun has been fleshed out and translated as if the Hebrew
were “hutz me-ha-Torah.” The difference is a matter of style, not content, but it
nevertheless may show how the French phrase emerged. The fact that this state-
ment about the identity between the Torah and God was available in French in
1957 may account for the emergence of one of the most postmodern statements in
literary criticism: “There is nothing outside the text.” Derrida could have had easy
access to the French translation and could have absorbed it for his purposes, as he
did in the context of another important statement by another Kabbalist.>* In lieu
of Recanati’s “there is nothing outside her,” namely outside the Torah, Derrida
pronounced that “there is nothing outside the text,” “il n’y a rien hors de texte”
or, according to another version, “il n’y a pas de hors-texte.”>* Thus, he sub-
stituted the term and concept of Torah with that of text. Derrida’s De grammatologie
was first printed in 1967, ten years after the publication of the French translation
of Scholem’s article. The source of Recanati’s phrase “there is nothing outside”
used in a theosophical sense, namely that there is nothing outside God, is found
already in the thought of R. Azriel of Gerona, who deeply influenced Recanati’s
theosophy.>> However, while the Catalan Kabbalist was mainly concerned with a
view of the divine will, the Italian one, though influenced by Castilian Kabbalah,
expanded the pantheistic view to God Himself. In Recanati’s writings, unlike
those of R. Azriel, the concept of the divine will does not play an important role.
Interestingly enough, a contemporary of Recanati, the Provencal philosopher
R. Levi ben Gershom, known as Ralbag or Gersonides, advanced a similar percep-
tion of the Torah: “Behold, the book that God wrote is the existence in its entirety,
that is caused from Him . . . Existence is compared to a book because just as a
book points to the ideality from which it was, in the same manner the sensible
world points to the law of the intelligible universe, which is [the ideality of ] God,
from which the sensible world is.”>¢ Indeed, the philosopher refers to the all-
comprehensive book as a parable for the divine creation; it seems quite plausible
that it is not the dense textuality of the book which matters, but the fact that the
divine ideal concept was materialized in creation, just as happens in the case of the
author of a book. Unlike Recanati and his Kabbalistic sources, which refer ex-
plicitly to the identity between God and the Torah, here it is the created reality that
is the divine book. Here the book is a simile for the whole reality, but it does
not “absorb” God, as I attempted to show in other cases of Recanati’s thought
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analyzed in Chapter 2. In other words, Gersonides’ passage, which is reminiscent
of ben Sheshet’s ideas discussed above, is essentially logocentric. The text stands
for a metaphysical or theosophical structure, defined by reverberations of the
Platonic and Neoplatonic realm of ideas as understood in medieval Neoaristote-
lianism, and the qualities of text qua text, its special texture (as discussed in
Chapters 2 and 3) are conspicuously absent.

V. SOME REFLECTIONS ON DECONSTRUCTION

Let me indulge for a moment in a comparison of Recanati’s view with that of
Derrida. For the Kabbalist, the book becomes more and more important, to
the point where, in Recanati’s most extreme formulation, it is conceived of as
comprising God in itself. The book is conferred an extreme meaning, the all-
comprehensive infinity of the divine nature, and it becomes the locus of all the
sciences. I hope I do not exaggerate by assuming that despite the negation implied

”»

in the phrase “there is nothing,” a quite positive meaning is ensured by the
presence of the divine. For Derrida, however, God and all forms of metaphysical
presence have been obliterated. His negative formulation, “il n’y a rien,” seems to
be a silent critique of the Kabbalistic insertion of God or metaphysics within the
realm of the text. Yet despite the attempt to distance himself from the Kabbalistic
formula and its metaphysical implications, and to allow the text a free and inde-
pendent role void of any metaphysical presence, Derrida did not totally eman-
cipate himself from the implications of the medieval source he adopted and
adapted. After all, the fact is that the book remained the main metaphor for reality,
and it survived even Derrida’s attempt to get rid of God. I used the word attempt
because my modest reading of Derrida has taught me that he conceives of the text
as so pregnant with infinite meanings that his system is, after all, another reading,
slightly secularized, of the formula of the Kabbalist: the canonical text is God—
not a transcendental entity emanating meaning into a lower text, but an imma-
nent divinity that ensures the infinity of meanings within the human text. The
conservative medieval Kabbalist R. Menahem Recanati and the postmodern de-
constructionist Jacques Derrida agree on one major point: the absolute centrality
of the book. For the former, the book of the Torah is the transparent prism in
which the infinite God is seen; for the latter, the text is the prism within which
it is possible to discover an infinity of meanings. From Recanati to Derrida the
nature of the infinity changed, but not the absolute statement regarding the all-
inclusiveness of the text.

As to the relationship between author and book, in Derrida’s formula the
author has lost the battle with the book; he has been completely excluded. Or, to
formulate it differently, the Kabbalistic fusion of the author with his book pre-
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pared the ground for the dissipation of the author within his text in the next stage,
in Derrida’s deconstruction, although the dissipating author is bringing within
the text his most important attribute: infinity. The dissolution of the author within
the text opened more room for the reader and his activity in shaping the content of
the text he reads. The less distinct the persona of the author is, the more diffuse
the meaning of the book will be. In addition, with the identification of text and
author, the infinity acquired by the text left plenty of room for an attitude that I
have proposed to call “innovative Kabbalah,”>” which assumes that provided the
presence of the infinite author in the text, it is possible to extract from it an infinity
of meanings, an assumption that creates a strong reader. The assumption of an
infinite God reduces the distinct characteristics of His persona as well as the
distinctness of His messages, leaving the reader with the task of redefining, time
and again, the content of the book as he reads it. It is not the eclipse of the author
that opened the door for a creative hermeneutics in Kabbalah but, on the contrary,
the assumption of his indelible omnipresence within the text that creates a pro-
cess of omnisemiosis. While modern hermeneutics, especially French, takes as a
defining characteristic of textuality the silence of the author after the completion
of his work and regards it as decisive for the act of interpretation, some Kabbalists
would opt for the possibility of a richness of interpretation as the effect of a
pressing, though diffuse, presence.

To formulate this hermeneutical observation in terms closer to a sociology of
knowledge, the absence of the authoritative author was necessary for a secular
theory of reading in order to confer on the book the possibility of omnisemiosis.
The less authoritative the author is, the greater the authority of the reader or the
listener will be. In other words, the secular stand moved from an aristocratic and
hierarchical attitude found in the religious views described above toward a more
democratic one. By showing the development that preceded, and in my opinion
also inspired, Derrida’s postmodern vision of the centrality of the text and the
reader at the expense of the author, I have attempted to insert it within a larger
scheme of theories of text found in European culture and thus to attenuate its
novelty. Indeed, if the above remarks have been persuasive, the Kabbalistic theo-
ries about the text should be given a certain place in the emergence of Derrida’s
view of the text, alongside those of Freud and Heidegger. This claim may be
construed in Derridean terms as part of a larger project to allow a greater role to
forms of knowledge that, though formulated and transmitted in Europe during
the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, have been neglected or repressed by the
historiography of European culture. Is it reasonable to ignore precisely those
forms of speculation about the text that were more consonant with the postmod-
ern form? Is the linguistic turn in postmodern thought to be understood solely in
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terms immanent to the Enlightenment, to Christian visions of the text, or to
modern secular developments? Is the postmodern speculation under scrutiny here
solely the culmination of processes that immediately preceded it, or may we
assume that a more “chaotic” history, what I propose to call a panoramic ap-
proach to European culture,’® should take into serious consideration ideas ex-
pressed by minorities like the Kabbalists, whose theories, repressed by modern-
ism, found their way to the forefront when the more rationalistic mold of this
thought began to crumble? If this more comprehensive approach is adopted by a
modern historiography, the need to resort to historical appropriations of Kab-
balah, or at least to phenomenological comparisons, will become more conspicu-
ous. Postmodernism is not only a culmination of processes that immediately
preceded it and are discernible in modern times, but also the move to the center of
some much older forms of intellectual concerns characteristic of other periods in
European history.

To put it in other terms, my reading of the history of the perception of the text
as culminating in Derrida’s deconstruction makes the Derridian contribution part
of an ongoing and thus still-incomplete process of secularization, one that did not
attain its most extreme object, as it still believes not only in meaning but in a mul-
tiplicity, if not an infinity, of meanings. Postmodern views attribute the source,
however, not to a strong monolithic author who possesses an infinite mind but to
the infinity of readers as a corporate community of individuals that succeed one
another. The infinity of meanings of a text now unfolds in history, as Gadamer put
it explicitly and as Derrida would agree in principle.

Modern deconstruction has turned its attention to the nature of the text as
disassociated from its author but strongly dependent on the reader. Following the
cultural crises in the elites involved in the Nietzschean and Freudian revolutions,
the instability of meaning has become a crucial issue that betrays not only the fluid
semantics of the interpreted texts and the eclipse of the author but also the flexible
attitudes of the readers. A destabilization of classical philology’s certainty of the
possibility to ascertain the authorial intention or the idealism of meaning facili-
tated the emergence of more subtle, intricate, sometimes even oversophisticated
discourses on the possibilities implied in the earlier discourses. This postmodern
move toward the disclosure of the discrepancy between the poverty of the author
and the richness of language is quintessential for and inherent in the seculariza-
tion of the attitude toward literature that constitutes the reading in the non-
presence of the author. The unstructured elements of language, which are en-
chained by creative literary processes, never submit to the author but transcend
his intentions by displaying a much greater spectrum of meanings than presum-
ably he intended. It is a weak mind, genial though it may be, that attempts to
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enslave the variety of possibilities inherent in language as constituted by a long
series of semantic shifts. This view of the secular text assumes a crisis in the
former focus on the author and proposes a much greater interest in the contribu-
tion of the reader or, even more, the sophisticated interpreter. The interpreter
completes the meaning by bringing his own riches to the interpreted text.

The secular attitude toward texts is a fundamentally democratic discourse.
Sacred texts almost always imply strong authors. The concept of God or His
prophets, or at least the authority of the ancient sages, supplies an authorship that
provides much firmer bases for the belief that the canonical texts themselves
represent higher forms of intelligence, if not absolute wisdom. It is this faith in
the distinct superiority of the author, or even in that of ancient authors, over the
modern reader (a reverberation of a medieval hierarchical structure of the uni-
verse, society, and intellects) that dominates the approach of a religious reader to
canonical texts. Assuming such a superior wisdom means also that it is hard to
believe that an inferior reader, or even a large community of readers, will ever be
able to exhaust all the intentions implied in the “divine” texts. Thus, it is not only
the awareness of the riches of language, of its fluidity and ambiguities, as Derrida
assumes, that serves as the ground for ongoing cognitive and interpretive proj-
ects, but an assumption of the existence and pertinence of supernal, even infinite
forms of intelligence that are in their original very close to Greek and medieval
systems; they are quintessential logocentric entities but were interpreted by ec-
static Kabbalah linguistically as being sources of revelations that take linguistic
forms. It is not in history or society but in the atemporal upper reservoirs of
knowledge that a religious reader will found “his” innovative interpretations of a
sacred text. Thus, it is a radical trust in the text, or more precisely in the plenitude
or even semantic abundance of its linguistic components, rather than a basic
mistrust in its author as the generator of the text, that characterizes many Kab-
balistic views. This belief in the existence, omnipresence, and availability of the
transcendent reservoirs of meaning, the supernal agent intellect which pulsates
intellectual contents into the world that may be captured by well-prepared human
intellects, that creates a logocentric way of thinking. Thus, the ecstatic Kabbalah
can be defined as a vertical striving toward intellectual and mystical experiences
interconnected with forms of eccentric exegesis.

The horizontal intertextuality characteristic of recent secular approaches has
replaced the vertical interchange between reader and the subject of his belief or
the reservoir of interpretations on high. A modern reader, too, sometimes reads in
order to express himself. A religious one, by contrast, is more likely to read in
order to be impressed. The former reading is analytical, disintegrative; it subverts
much more than integrates. It allows readers to partake of the creative process

. 127 -



BOOK THAT CONTAINS AND MAINTAINS ALL

during the reading process, and the different receptions atomize the world of the
text by the intrusion of the multiple worlds of the readers. Its agon is provoked by
the self-imposition of historical relations as generative factors. The gist of most
cases of religious reading, on the other hand, is more synthetic. It reflects the
search for a higher order, what Derrida would call a presence, to be internalized,
imitated, or at least venerated. The reading process and synchronized rituals unify
the individuals because of their common belief in an authoritative author, whose
noesis is a message to be internalized. The very fact that in a religious society so
many readers were perusing the very same book also contributed to the unifying
nature of religious reading.

Let me point out, at the end of this short comparison between medievals and
postmoderns, the more optimistic mode that transpires from the Kabbalistic
attitudes toward the text. By assuming that the Torah comprises everything, the
sacred text fulfilled the role of allowing religious readers, when they were so
inclined, to adapt themselves to new intellectual developments and encounters.
For them the text was not a prison that confines the reader, as Derrida would put
it, but an opportunity for discovering more and more layers of divinity and,
sometimes, reality. Indeed, as we shall see, according to the Jewish mystics it
could even be a means of maintaining both God and reality.

VI. THE WORLD- AND GOD-MAINTAINING BOOK

One of the most important differences between the postmodern view of the text as
a crucial metaphor and the Kabbalists’ concept is the assumption that the canoni-
cal text not only constitutes reality but also maintains it. This type of text not only
is a static paradigm, in the Platonic sense of an immutable supreme model, but
continues to inform and sustain the entities created according to the inner struc-
ture of the Torah. More than the cosmogonic aspect of the text, the Kabbalists
were concerned with the implications of such a stand as dealing with the post-
creational process. In other words, the Kabbalists and the postmodern linguistic
turn to some extent share the view that language, and the metaphor of the book,
may account for the structure of reality. (The Kabbalists, however, unlike the
postmoderns, claim that language not only noetically constitutes the world but
also created it. This minimal agreement disappears where the more operational
aspect of the book, namely its maintaining quality, is concerned.) Both use meta-
phor to explain a certain approach to reality, but they depart drastically when the
possibility of affecting reality is addressed. I shall examine some instances where
the book is conceived of as sustaining the world, in a non-Kabbalistic early-
thirteenth-century text, in the Kabbalah of the renowned early-eighteenth-century
author R. Moses Hayyim Luzzatto, and in some views found in early modern
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Hasidism. Common to all these texts, and to many others that I cannot address
here, is the pursuit of a validation of the book, of its study, and of the performance
of the precepts taught in it. An exhaustive analysis of these vast and variegated
materials is beyond the scope of this chapter, but several passages are adduced
here to demonstrate that these texts regard the canonical book not only as a partic-
ularistic revelation but also as one having cosmic and ontological dimensions.

1. An Anonymous Ashkenazi Commentary on Haftarah

An anonymous and neglected commentary on the divine chariot, described in the
first chapter of Ezekiel, is extant in two manuscripts.>® It runs as follows:

The pillar that sustains the world is called Tzaddiq,* and He sustains it by
His right hand, as it is written, “The Righteous is the foundation of the
world.”¢* Ve-’ay’al in gematria is ha-gadol, because He is the great God. Shemo
in gematria is va-sefer, “and the book,” because by virtue of the book which
is on high the world stands, and it is written, “He carves® his firmament®?
on water,”%* ha-meqareh in gematria [amounts to] sefer gavoah [supernal
book].c

This rather hermetic text requires some explanation. The Righteous mentioned
here is none other than God, who is described as supporting the universe with his
right hand. The right arm of God is mentioned explicitly in the phrase that
immediately precedes this passage. The rest of the commentary relies on gema-
tria, the assignment of numerical values to Hebrew letters, to establish affinities
between significant words. One of God’s cognomens, ve-’ay’al, whose origin is
obscure, is thereby understood as tantamount to the Hebrew term for “the great,”
ha-gadol. Similarly shemo, literally “His name,” is found to be tantamount to va-
sefer, “and the book,” as both phrases have the value 346. The affinity between the
book and the divine name may point to a more precise relation between the Torah
and the divine name, known from two texts written by Geronese Kabbalists,
contemporaries of the anonymous author.®® The world therefore “stands,” or
according to another plausible translation “exists,”®” because of the book or the
divine name. The author adduces as a proof text a verse from Psalm 104, which is
interpreted as pointing to the book, a concept totally absent in the biblical verse. It
is nevertheless projected there by a numerical calculation, which substitutes for
the ha-meqareh, God as “the carver” of the firmament, the numerically equivalent
phrase sefer gavoah, “supernal book,” as both expressions amount to 350.

Thus, a supernal book identical to or at least closely related to the divine
name is found on high, apparently as part of the divine creational process—Psalm
104 is a paramount creational text—but it also sustains the world. It should be

. 129 -



BOOK THAT CONTAINS AND MAINTAINS ALL

mentioned that the verse from the psalm probably served as the trigger for the
addition of the image of the book as the opening of a firmament, as a scroll is
referred to in the Bible®® and as is mentioned explicitly by this author at the very
beginning of his own book.

In fact, we should read the two parts of the quote—the first representing God
as the Righteous who sustains the world and the second as the name and the
book—as sustaining the universe in parallel. They not only follow each other but
convey the same general idea. If this conjecture is correct, then the book is more
closely related to God than to His name. God, His name, and the book all sustain
the world. Indeed, the anonymous commentator was inclined to transform, by
means of gematria, a variety of terms that prima facie have nothing to do with God
into divine names.” The term “supernal book” thus becomes just one of many
instances exemplifying the propensity to assign to God nouns that in the more
common discourse are not related to Him.

2. Theosophical-Theurgical Kabbalah

In Theses on Feuerbach Marx and Engels described the difference between their
approach and that of the philosophers as follows: “Up until now philosophers
have only interpreted the world. The point now is to change it.” This difference is
parallel to that between the interpretations offered by medieval Jewish philoso-
phers and some Kabbalistic schools, which can be described as theosophical-
theurgical. The former were interested in understanding the structure of the
universe as a religious duty, resorting also to the canonical texts as a source of
inspiration. Many Kabbalists, however, had different agendas, which can be de-
scribed as ergetic. One of the most ergetic explanations offered by Kabbalists for
the study of the Torah is that Torah study has an influence on the divine realm,
especially the relations between the divine attributes. This is already the case in
Sefer ha-Bahir, where the two lower sefirot, Tiferet and Malkhut, which respectively
represent the written and oral Torah, are described as united by the human act of
study, and the number of examples to this effect is huge.”

Another important effect of the study of the Torah is the ascending human
power emerging from the act of study, which affects the supernal potencies, as we
learn in numerous Kabbalistic sources. Let me adduce one passage from Cor-
dovero exemplifying the theurgical effect: “When [people of] Israel study the
Torah here below they”> come together in order to cleave to the secret of the
innovated spirituality of the Torah”? that ascends from the vapor of the mouth of
man to the supernal worlds in order to link and unite them . . . like the joy of the
bride and bridegroom who are united because of the secrets of the Torah, and they
enjoy the supernal union . . . and this is certainly the account of Merkavah, that the
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[sefirot] of Tiferet and Malkhut are united together.”?* As in several other cases
in theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah, the account of Merkavah is understood in
terms of the union between the two lower sefirot. This union is achieved by the
ascent of a spiritual force, created by the act of intense study, which changes the
relationship between the divine powers. This view constitutes a version of the
more widespread concept of the ascent of prayer on high and its impact there, and
sometimes it takes the form of an inverse chain of being.” The theurgical aspect
of the Torah and Torah study became one of the leitmotifs of Kabbalah, but there
is no way to exhaust such a huge topic. The few examples adduced above should
be supplemented by numerous other Kabbalistic discussions, medieval and mod-
ern, culminating in R. Hayyim of Volozhin’s Nefesh ha-Hayyim, which was dis-
cussed in detail by Charles Mopsik in his Les grands textes.

3. Hasidism

Eighteenth-century Hasidic literature was full of linguistic speculation. Especially
conspicuous is a concept that I have proposed to call “linguistic immanence,”
which portrays the divine presence in the world not only in terms of ontological
emanation but also as the immanence of the divine language within all creatures,
an immanence that ensures their persistence. Already the Besht, founder of what
will become a movement, is quoted to this effect. A student of one of his main
disciples, R. Shne’or Zalman of Liady, himself founder of an important Hasidic
school, wrote in his Sha‘ar ha-Yihud ve-ha-’Emunah in the name of the Besht’® that
letters and words that were creative of a certain entity (there the firmament)

“stand upright forever within the firmament of the heaven”?” and are clothed
within all the firmaments forever, in order to enliven them . . . because
should the letters disappear for a second, God forfend, and return to their
source, [then] all the heavens would become nought and nil indeed, and
become as if they had never existed at all . . . And this is also [the case for] all
the creatures that are in all the worlds, higher and lower, even this corporeal
earth, and even the aspect of mineral, would the letters of the ten logoi’®
disappear from it [the earth] for a second, God forfend, by means of which
the earth was created . . . and the combination of letters that form the name
’even [stone] is the vitality of the stone, and this is the case of all the creatures
in the world, their names in the Holy language are the letters of the speech
that are emanated from one gradation, which corresponds to stages of
emanations, to another, from the ten logoi in the Torah, by their substitu-
tions and permutations of letters according to the 231 gates,” until they
arrive and are clothed within that creature.®°
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Significant parts of the passage already occur, anonymously, in a collection of
doctrines of R. Shne’or Zalman’s master, R. Dov Baer of Mezeritch, known as the
Great Maggid,®* although other parts are quite reminiscent of a passage quoted in
a book by a younger contemporary of R. Shne’or Zalman, R. Hayyim Tirer of
Chernovitz. Since the two masters were contemporaries and the latter does not
mention the former, I assume that they drew from a common source that men-
tioned the name of the Besht. R. Shne’or Zalman’s widely read text is important
because it shows once again, and in a version somewhat different from that
preserved by R. Hayyim Tirer, that the immanentist linguistics was attributed to
the very founder of Hasidism. The Besht’s view assumes that everything created by
the ten creative logoi is maintained by the letters of the words that were pro-
nounced in illud tempus and preserved in the first chapter of Genesis. However, all
the other creatures, whose names were not mentioned there, like the stone, can
subsist only by different derivations from the letters that constitute the ten logoi.
Indeed, in the middle of the above passage, in a phrase we skipped earlier, we read:

The earth was created during the six days of creation, it may return to
absolute nothingness and nil, like before the six days of creation, and this is
what the Ari [Isaac Luria], blessed be his memory, has said, that even in the
mineral, like the stone and dust and water, there is an aspect of soul and
spiritual vitality, namely an aspect of the clothing of the letters of the speech
of the ten logoi, which are vitalizing and generate the mineral, such as it
may exist, out of the nothingness and the nil of the preheptameronic situa-
tion, even if the name “stone” was not mentioned during the six days of
creation, nevertheless vitality is drawn to the stone by the combinations of
letters and the change of their order.3?

What seems to me of special importance for the history of Hasidism is the
paramount emphasis on a linguistic framework for the cosmology, not only as
contributing to theological speculation but also as informing the mystical and
magical acts of the founder of this movement and his most influential followers.
More than any previous Jewish mystics, they seem to have construed a meta-
physics of language, more precisely of the ten creative logoi, which enabled them
to act and explain their actions as a skillful activation of language. Also interesting
for the phenomenology of Hasidic mysticism is the interpretation of the vitalist
stand of Luria, who assumes, following some earlier trends in Kabbalah,®3 the
existence of soul and vitality even within the minerals, in terms of linguistic
immanence. The transition from Luria’s view to the Hasidic master’s is indicated
by the word de-hayyinu, translated above as “namely.” What is important to note is
the attempt to derive the existence of entities not even mentioned in the creation
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story by assuming that their name emerges from one of the divine logoi by means
of transforming the order of the letters. This transformative process is one of the
main practices in Hasidism, and I shall elaborate on it in Chapter 12.

Let me introduce now a quote from R. Hayyim Tirer of Chernovitz, one of the
most learned among the third generation of Hasidic authors:

On each and every letter of our holy Torah thousands and thousands, in fact
infinite worlds depend,®* and their existence, vitality, and maintenance de-
pend on the existence of the people of Israel, who sustain this [particular]
letter in the Torah, this being the reason for [its] existence. And it is known
what the Besht, his merits should safeguard us, said about the verse®> “His
Word stands upright forever within the firmament of the heaven” . . . and
the Torah letters by means of which He has created His world . . . by
these very letters the firmament has been generated, and until now these
letters are the vitality and existence of the heavens and of the heavens of
heavens . . . And if someone were to imagine the absence of the influx of the
vitality of the letters for one moment, all the firmament would return to
nothingness and nil.®®

The letters that compose the creational discourse are, therefore, not only medi-
ators of primordial events, components of myths describing the divine as an actor
in the cosmological drama. The words that are included in Genesis are the eidos
of the creatures, their essence and a form of divine presence. The created cosmos
is dependent on the language as inscribed in the canonical book, which now not
only is the blueprint of creation but also continues to be part of the continuous
subsistence of the individual creatures. This is not, however, a static presence but
one that depends on the worship of the people of Israel, who indeed are presented
here as the people of the book—not a book that is imposed on them and venerated
in servitude but one whose components are sustained by their acts. No doubt this
is a fine example of the more particularistic vision of the Torah, which is described
at the same time as a cosmic book; but now this book is coauthored by a particular
nation, which saw itself as responsible for the religious and cosmic qualities
inherent in the book.

What I find especially fascinating in this passage is the “absorptive” descrip-
tion of the individual letters of the Torah: on each of them infinite worlds depend.
Thus, following earlier Hasidic views, R. Hayyim Tirer emphasizes the com-
prehensiveness of the linguistic units as organized in the canon over the cosmic
reality. Long after the emergence of the concept of the infinities of worlds in the
Renaissance, each fragment of the canonical text was conceived of as superior to
the cosmic realms. For the time being, the last quote represents the apotheosis of
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the Torah from the point of view of the absorption of the cosmos within the all-
encompassing text.

The above discussions were formulated superbly by Edmond Jabes, who wrote
that “if God is, it is because He is in the book. If the sages, the saints . . . man and
insects exist, it is because their names are found in the book. The world exists
because the book exists, because existence is growing with its name.”” It would
be hard to find a more adequate expression of the world- and God-absorbing
understanding of the book.

VII. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The propensity for identifying the book with the author, as described above in so
many cases, should also be addressed from a more general point of view con-
cerned more with the history of religion than with hermeneutics. There appear to
be three stages in the development of the relation between author and book: in the
biblical period, the divine author is mainly a speaker, and his being and activity
transcend the importance of the message. In the rabbinic period, the canonical
book reached a status that may transcend even the authority of the supreme
author, though in some circles (those of the Heikhalot) the two factors are imag-
ined not only as intertwined but also as overlapping. In the third phase, the
mystical one, the two factors are even more closely linked, the mystic having not
only identified them but presumably also experienced them as being together, as
part of the process of study and ritualistic reading of the Torah. To a certain extent,
the author now becomes more important than his book, despite the fact that the
two are often deeply interconnected.

I have formulated the development of the relation between author and text in
terms reminiscent of Gershom Scholem’s famous proposal to distinguish three
phases in the development of religion: the animistic phase, where there was no
clear distinction between the divine and nature, and the divine could be experi-
enced directly; the institutional phase, constituted by an abyss created between
man and God and filled by an institutionalized structure, and the mystical phase,
in which the mystic bridges the gap by his search for a more direct contact with
the divine.®® According to such a view, any religion that grows enough will even-
tually pass through the first two phases and reach the final, mystical phase.
Nevertheless, Scholem did not offer even one concrete example that would explain
in detail the nature of the premystical phases in Judaism. From perusing his
treatment, one cannot be sure what historical period in Judaism, or what type of
literature, is covered by the animistic or the institutional phase. Nevertheless, it
seems obvious that the mystical element, occurring after the opening of the gap
between God and man, is late. It attempts to overcome the institutionalized appa-
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ratus that appeared in the vacuum created by the withdrawal or “departure” of
God. In the threefold scheme I have presented in this chapter, the book may play
the role that the institution played in Scholem’s scheme; the canonical book also
mediates, and in the mystical phase is absorbed within, the divine. So far the two
threefold schemes coincide. But unlike Scholem’s scheme, which does not ad-
dress the historical question as to precisely how and under what circumstances
the second phase emerges from the first, nor how the third “emancipates” itself
from the second, the above suggestion proposes to see the emergence of the
second phase not as a “natural” development but as much more connected to a
historical accident. If the Israelite temple was conceived of as ensuring the divine
presence here below, its destruction was understood as a painful rupture between
the mundane and the divine plane or a departure of the divine from the lower
world. The book itself was, however, only rarely taken to be a final substitution for
a destroyed temple and its sacrificial role®® but rather was viewed as a much more
democratic form of ritual different from the more restricted one, the sacrifices in
the Temple. The centrality of the book in rabbinism and other forms of Judaism is,
in my opinion, not merely an antidote or a substitute for the Temple, an escapist
enterprise undertaken by an elite that has lost its ritualistic center or the geo-
graphical terrain, a manner of alleviating a trauma, but a novel religious strategy
promoted by another type of elite, one compounded of rabbis and scribes, dif-
ferent from the priestly one, which was connected to the Temple. This is not
simply an immanent evolution but a dramatic change that was facilitated, though
not created, by a decisive blow to the topocentric religion inflicted from outside,
the supremacy of one party, the Pharisees, over the more priestly elite.

Furthermore, the emergence of many of the medieval formulations concerning
the nature of the book should not be understood simply as a result of a natural
development; rather, they are due to the influence of Greek thought, especially
Neoplatonism, as we have seen. Again, this is not necessarily the result solely of a
systemic development within a certain religion. According to Isaac Baer and
Harold Bloom, the move from the Bible to the rabbinic emphasis on the impor-
tance of learning is related to Platonic influence.®°

Indeed, it will suffice to see the relatively more marginal role of the book in
early Christianity, in the generations contemporary to the early rabbinic masters,
in order to understand that biblical Judaism could evolve in more than one direc-
tion, the centrality of the book being more a conscious choice than anything like a
natural development. The identification of the word with flesh and the placing at
the heart of religion the vicissitudes of the fate of a semidivine figure, conceived of
as the savior, is an adequate comparison for the possibilities open in Jewish circles
around the time of the destruction of the Second Temple. Indeed, as scholars have
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already duly emphasized, in the Greek Bible the Christ has been identified with
the nomos,°* and thus the literal aspects of the book have been dramatically
reduced in favor of an interpretation focusing on the details of the Christ’s via
passionis. It is less a matter of carefully reading the original Hebrew text and
commenting on its details that entertained early Christian thinkers than one of
building an elaborate theology around the life and nature of the Savior, to which
the spiritual life of the Christian mystics has been devoted. The emphasis on faith
and heresy, more than study of canonical texts and ritual deeds, constitutes the
paramount redemptive acts. The more general idea of Torah as pointing to in-
struction®? took the form of a scroll or book that exhausts the divine will accord-
ing to rabbinic Judaism, or the form of a nomos empsychos, found already in Philo
and apparently reverberating in early Christianity.°* Views attributing an anthro-
pomorphic structure to the Torah may, however, be found in ancient Judaism, and
they become much more evident in theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah.** Yet the
elements emphasized by the mystical understanding of the Torah were either its
perfection and the identification with its perfect nature or the need to perfect it by
human activity. To a great extent Jewish mysticism was much more fascinated by
via perfectionis than it was by via passionis.®s
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MAGICAL AND
MAGICAL-MYSTICAL ARCANIZATIONS
OF CANONICAL BOOKS

In the previous chapters I analyzed views of the Jewish canonical texts that I
describe as “absorbing.” I use this term in order to convey the expanding compre-
hensiveness of the concept of the text which, moving to the center of the Jewish
society, also integrated attributes reminiscent of wider entities like the world or
God. This expansion facilitated the attribution of more dynamic qualities to the
text conceived of as capable of allowing various types of influences on processes
taking place in the world, in God, and in the human psyche. I would now like to
examine some views found in Jewish magical and Kabbalistic literatures that
demonstrate the existence of a more dynamic attitude toward the canonical texts.
Let me start here with some aspects that may be called magical and then, in the
next chapter, turn to the mystical aspects related to the study of the biblical text.
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Jewish magic is a wide religious domain that had many autochthonous produc-
tions and adopted from outside further magical techniques and concepts. This is
not the place to offer a comprehensive description of this vast field, and as our
discussions will deal with one limited topic, the Bible and magic in the context of
hermeneutics, they will perforce be rather preliminary and tentative. Given the
importance of the Bible in different strata of Judaism, its sacredness attracted
many magical interpretations of the role it might play. The best known is biblio-
mancy, which is based on the assumption that parts of the book may conspire to
offer an answer to all sorts of questions, including practical ones.* In the present
framework, however, I shall focus my remarks on matters that have some rele-
vance to this topic, as part of a more comprehensive effort to integrate magic into
the study of Jewish mysticism much more fully than has been done in the domi-
nant lines of research.? Let me address, therefore, some examples of a descending
type of magic, one concerned with bringing down spiritual entities from above in
connection with the study of the Torah. Other forms of magic, related to the
powers acquired through Torah study or the apotropaic function of studying the
Torah, will not be treated in this context.

I. ANGELS OF THE TORAH: SOME MEDIEVAL REPERCUSSIONS

The assumption that there is an angel assigned to the Torah, and that Torah study
is somehow related to the possibility of gaining access to such an angel, as
formulated in the Heikhalot literature, is part of a gradual process of constellation
that attributed to mundane entities, including canonical materials, a dependence
on a higher governing power. This view was also alive between the time of com-
position of the Heikhalot literature and that of the late medieval and early modern
texts, a period that will be the focus of the following discussions. As shown
throughout the present book, secrecy is connected mainly with an orientation
toward a spiritual verticality, and in this case we have a fine example wherein the
knowledge of the angelic power assigned to the Torah, found in the supernal
world, is a secret.

As we have seen, the reception of the Torah by Moses in heaven was described
in several rabbinic and Jewish magical sources as preceded by a contest between
him and the angels.®> According to several early medieval Jewish sources, after
Moses’ “triumph” he was given, by the very angels that had opposed God’s
intention to reveal the Torah to him, some divine names. This linkage of reception
of the Torah and disclosure of divine names is found explicitly in a passage from
the magical book entitled Shimmushei Torah. I must stress, however, that the ex-
treme difficulty in dating the composition of this treatise complicates any attempt
to offer a more precise historical picture of the process of magical arcanization of
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the Torah. Nevertheless, my working hypothesis, based on analyses presented
later in this section, is that this narrative structure is reflected already in the
Talmud and thus suggests a tentative pedigree starting sometime in the third
century C.E. That said, let us now turn to the most important discussion of this
issue, found in the preface to Sefer Shimmushei Torah:

The Holy One, blessed be He, has immediately called Yefeifiah, the Prince of
the Torah, and he [Yefeifiah] gave to him [Moses] the Torah, “arranged in
its proper order in every detail and kept [intact],”* and all the servant angels
became his lovers and each and every one of them gave him a remedy and
the secret of the names, which emerge from each and every pericope, and all
their [magical] uses . . . and this is the [magical] use given to him by
the angels, by means of Yefeifiah, the Prince of the Torah, and by Metatron,
the Prince of the [Divine] Face. And Moses transmitted it to Eleazar, and
Eleazar to his son, Pinheas, who is [identical to] Elijah,> the high and
respectable priest.°

Several topics in this text are relevant for the concept of the Bible as possessing
a magical and esoteric layer. The first is that there is an obvious relationship
between an angel, Yefeifiah, and the Torah as a whole,” and between angels,
pericopes of the Pentateuch, and their magical uses; whether such a nexus was
elaborated in ancient Jewish texts in order to offer a comprehensive scheme for
the whole biblical text, or whether there ever was a complete list of fifty-three
names of angels corresponding to the pericopes, we do not know. It is evident,
however, that Sefer Shimmushei Torah, which means “magical uses of the Torah,”
consists in a description of the “remedies,” namely the medical and other uses of
oftentimes incomprehensible names derived from various verses found in each of
the pericopes of the Torah.

In this passage Moses is said to have transmitted the magical and linguistic
secrets he received to his followers, in a manner reminiscent of the way the Pirqei
’Avot, an early rabbinic source, described the transmission of oral lore. This ob-
vious attempt to provide a pedigree for magical-biblical knowledge also recalls the
genealogies found in other books of magic dating from late antiquity.® In any case,
the last part of the quote makes it clear that Moses’ magical lore, consisting in the
“secret of the names,” has not been lost but is still available in the book dealing
with this topic. This claim is not new, for it too appears in late-antiquity magical
texts.® In Sefer Shimmushei Torah there is no explicit or even implicit thesis that the
entire text of the Torah could or should be transformed into a series of divine
names; only a few selected verses from each biblical pericope are treated as
sources of magical names and portents of special power.
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This is also the case in another book, the widely printed Sefer Shimmushei Tehilim,
which deals with the magical uses of the Psalms and in structure closely resembles
Shimmushei Torah. In both books the regular order of the letters of certain verses
has been juggled to generate a magical name that has extraordinary powers. That
is to say, rearranging the letters in some of the biblical verses reveals another
manner of relating to the linguistic material, not as organs of transmission of
knowledge or lore, but as a powerful magical force. By shifting from the usual run
of nouns and verbs to the order of angelic and divine names, the biblical verses
traveled dramatically, from a regular semantic organization of language to magi-
cal, in most cases meaningless but allegedly powerful names.

The relation between these two manifestations of the same linguistic material
is not clarified in the extant magical sources. Was the magical order of letters
conceived of as more important because it was more powerful? What are we to
make of the conjunction of facts that the so-called Prince of the Torah (Sar ha-
Torah) revealed the order of the Torah while the other, apparently lower angels
delivered the magical and presumably secret aspects of the Torah? What is the
relation between the plain order and the magical order of the text? Does the
angelic hierarchy, which would subordinate the secret and magical to the plain
sense and order, indeed reflect such a hierarchical relation between these two
senses? Does such a hierarchy reflect a social situation or a specific social imagi-
nary of the magical authors who produced the magical book, in comparison to the
rabbinic “authorities”?

Several talmudic discussions seem to be pertinent for understanding the above
passage and answering the questions just formulated. The implicit assumption in
the Babylonian Talmud (BT), Sabbath, is that the gifts given by the angels are
magical names, a view that does not correspond exactly to the assumption in
Shimmushei Torah of a correlation between them and portions of the Torah.°
Moreover, one may claim that while gifts, mattanot, are mentioned in another
context in BT, Sanhedrin, fol. g1a, where Abraham is said to have given to the sons
of his concubines the name of impurity, which is a lower mode of activity, the
rabbis’ understanding of the divine names in the talmudic passage in Tractate
Sabbath does not elevate them to the status of a secret knowledge superior to that
acquired by students of the Torah through the ordinary sequence of letters. If this
is the case, we may ask whether the Sabbath passage does not include a polemic
against views like those found in the Shimmushei Torah passage. Or, sociologically
speaking, it is quite possible that the anonymous author of Shimmushei Torah
belongs, like the authors of the Heikhalot literature, to a secondary elite.

On the other hand, the author of the Sabbath passage might have belonged to
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the primary elite, who were interested in emphasizing the superiority of the Torah
in its ordinary order of letters against the claims of magicians, who attempted to
offer another, more powerful and apparently superior secret reading of the Torah,
in comparison to the regular rabbinic one. Thus, for example, in the early medie-
val midrash Deuteronomy Rabba’, Moses boasts, “I prevailed over the supernal
pamalya and revealed their secrets [razeihem] to men and received the Torah from
the right hand of the Holy One, blessed be He, and taught it to Israel.”** The exo-
teric propensity of the rabbinic author is quite evident. There are no more secrets
unknown to any humans; the Torah was revealed directly by God, not by an angel,
high as it may be. Indeed, the distinction between the two readings suggested in
Shimmushei Torah may best be understood against the background of double reve-
lations, as found in sectarian claims advanced in such works as the Book of Jubilees
and the Qumranic literature.*? Especially interesting is the similarity between the
contention found in Jubilee that an angel revealed the secret understanding of the
Torah and the later rabbinic and magical theories discussed above.?

In the late twelfth century the relation between Moses, Torah, angels, and
names was already known in Europe. So, for example, we learn from the anony-
mous Ashkenazi treatise on seventy divine names entitled Sefer ha-Hesheq that
“pure and sacred names . . . were taught by angels to Moses our master when he
ascended to heaven and received the Torah.”'* According to the opening sentence
of another version of this book, “Whoever knows the seventy names of Metatron
will be able to operate whatever he will desire . . . and he [Metatron] will reveal to
you all the secrets of the Torah, and you will be capable of bringing a maggid
according to your will.”*s The very expression Sar ha-Torah is explicitly mentioned
elsewhere in the same book.*¢ Assi Farber-Ginat has drawn attention to the nexus
between the Sar ha-Torah practice and the Ashkenazi text, as well as the possible
impact on the later concept of maggid.*” Indeed, this term appears already in the
most famous of the Ashkenazi speculative texts, Sefer Hasidim.

However, the description of angels as princes of the Torah did not remain the
patrimony of the rather marginal book Shimmushei Torah or of the various not-so-
influential versions of Sefer ha-Hesheq. The first book, devoted to issues related to
oneiric technique, was composed at the end of the first third of the thirteenth
century in central France by a halakhic author, R. Jacob of Marveges, and was
entitled Questions and Responsa from Heaven.*® This book is quite unique in the vast
rabbinic legalistic literature, for it aims at finalizing difficult halakhic issues by
resorting to the assistance of revelations coming from angels speaking to the
author in a dream. So, for example, one reads in this book a question closer than
any other to mystical topics:

. 141 -



ARCANIZATIONS OF CANONICAL BOOKS

About the Holy Name of forty-two letters, whether it is permitted to make a
magical use of it and invoke angels which are assigned to the Torah in order
to understand whatever he studies and not forget what he learns,?° and
also for the purpose of invoking the angels assigned to richness and vic-
tory over enemies and over favorable treatment by high officers, or whether
it is forbidden to use it>* for any of these [purposes]? And they have an-
swered: “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord of Hosts,”?> He alone will take care of
your needs.?

The meaning of the answer is quite clear: the angels should not be addressed
despite the fact that they are conceived of as assigned to the Torah; the ultimate
source remains God alone. Interestingly, the manner in which the answer was
formulated is also a biblical verse, as in many cases in this book, which should be
decoded in order to understand the answer. In our case the tripling of the epithet
“holy” points to the triple separation or distinctness of God: He alone is the
source for the knowledge of the Torah, He will endow richness, and He will
ensure victory. This is an oneiric interpretation of the Bible, a technique that was
also accepted beyond R. Jacob of Marveges’s book.

Apparently from this book, though perhaps also from some other parallel
sources, the Zohar accepted the view that each and every pericope of the Torah has
an angel that is assigned to it and that will protest before God if the reader of the
pericope cuts its reading in an inappropriate manner.?+

R. Abraham Abulafia, the ecstatic Kabbalist contemporary to the Kabbalists
who wrote the Zohat, also mentions the Sar ha-Torah. In an untitled book which I
contend should be attributed to him, it is said that “the secret of Metatron, whose
name is Na‘ar, is ‘the angel of the Torah,” as is known from the secret of the
calculation 999, the numerical value of Metatron Sar ha-Panim.”2> There can be no
doubt that Abulafia did not subscribe to the mythic understanding that an angel
waits to be conjured in order to reveal the secrets of the Torah. For him, as he
mentioned elsewhere in the same book, the secret of the tenth angel is the secret
of the Torah.?° Metatron is not only the tenth angel but also the Torah, as we shall
see in Chapter 11. In other words, Abulafia adopted the mythic imagery of the
Prince of the Torah in order to propose a synthesis between philosophical and
linguistic conceptualizations of an intellectual-linguistic entity.?” Moreover, I as-
sume that this “angel” is not only an ontological construct but also an entity
believed to reveal itself to Abulafia, as we learn from another quote from the same
book, where the angel says to him:

“I am the angel of the Lord of hosts, so and so, and it is the secret of the
Garden of Eden [Gan ‘Eden] that amounts to three names, YHWH ’adonai
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*elohim, whose vowels are the Prince of the Garden of Eden”2# . . . and he will
tell him: “I am the tree of life, the Garden in Eden from the east.” And he
will understand that God has sent to him His angel in order to help him by
instruction, and to accustom him to the strong love of the Creator, by
announcing to him the truth of the essence of the tree of life that is within
the garden, and he is the “Prince of the Garden of Eden.”?°

Elsewhere in the same text Abulafia contends that from the “tree of life Torah,”
prophecy and commandments emerge.3° On the ground of Abulafia’s Kabbalistic
system it is obvious that the divine names are not simply secrets to be mentally
known but linguistic units that should be recited in order to change the con-
sciousness of the performer. Here the ergetic aspect is conspicuous, for the Torah
is understood as an influx whose reception is conditioned by the resort to mystical
technique.

Perhaps the most detailed and comprehensive reverberation of the magic re-
lated to the angel of the Torah is found late in the Middle Ages in Sefer ha-Meshiv, a
book that will concern us more in the next chapter.* God is reported to have
instructed the anonymous Kabbalistic magician to resort to an ergetic device that
will ensure the descent of the text that is not only a sacred revelation but also an
interpretation of the Bible:

You should know that the secret causing the descent of the supernal book is
the secret of the descent of the supernal chariot, and when you pronounce
the secret of the Great Name, immediately the force of the “garment” will
descend downwards, which is the secret of Elijah, who is mentioned in the
works of the sages. And by this [secret] R. Shim‘on bar Yohay?*? and Yona-
than ben “Uzziel learned their wisdom, and they were deserving of the secret
of the “garment,” to be dressed in it. And R. Haninah and R. Nehunya ben
ha-Qanah and R. ‘Agivah and R. Ishmael ben ’Elisha‘ and our holy rabbi and
Rashi and many others [learned] likewise.3® And the secret of the “gar-
ment” is the vision of the “garment,” which the angel of God is dressed in,
with a corporeal eye, and it is he who is speaking to you . . . And the secret of
the “garment” was given to those who fear God and meditate upon His
name; they have seen it, those men who are the men of God were worthy of
this state. And they were fasting for forty days continuously,** and during
their fast they pronounced the Tetragrammaton forty-five times,*> and on
the fortieth day [the “garment”] descended to him and showed him what-
ever he wished [to know], and it stayed with him until the completion of the
[study of the] subject he wanted [to know]; and they [Elijah and the “gar-
ment”]3° were staying with him day and night. Thus was it done in the days
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of Rashi to his master, and the latter taught him [Rashi] this secret [of the
“garment”], and by means of it [the secret] he [Rashi] composed whatever
he composed, by the means of his mentor and instructor. Do not believe
that he [Rashi] wrote this down from his own mind,3” for he did it by the
secret of the “garment” of the angel and the secret of mnemotechnics, to
explain the questions one is asking or to compose a book one wishes to
compose, and [thus] were all the sciences copied, one by one . . . And this
happened in the days of the Talmud and in the days of Rashi’s master and in
the days of Rashi too, since his master began this [usage], and Rashi ended
it, and in their times this science3® was transmitted by word of mouth, one
man to another, and this is the reason all the sages of Israel relied upon
Rashi, as at that time they knew the secret. Therefore, do not ever believe
that he [Rashi] composed his commentary on the Talmud and on the plain
meaning of the Bible out of his reason, but by means of this force of
the secret of the “garment,” and that [force] which dressed it, which is
an angel, since by means of it he could know and compose whatever he
wished . . . And those who were able to see it were like prophets, and in the
time of the Talmud many used it.3°

A more detailed treatment of the central issue of the garment must wait until
Chapter 6. For the moment it is sufficient to point out that in the above passage
the garment is presented as both an oracular technique, instrumental in answer-
ing questions, and a compository technique to which the rabbinic masters of late
antiquity resorted in order to compose the Talmud and to which early medieval
masters like Rashi turned in order to comment on both the Pentateuch and the
Talmud. It goes without saying that these books, among the most exoteric in
themselves, were believed by some circles in medieval Judaism to possess central
secret layers. What seems of particular interest from our point of view, however, is
the arcanization of the modes of their composition, not only of their content. In
lieu of the exoteric view dominant in rabbinic literature concerning the unaided
student, who is also the composer of midrashic texts, here the possession of a
secret, reminiscent of the secret of the Torah in Heikhalot literature, is the precon-
dition for composition. The mode of composition of the writings, which amount
to a significant segment of Jewish classical literatures, by causing an angel, Elijah,
to descend and reveal—in fact, to bring down—the composition, demonstrates
that late in the Middle Ages theories about angels assigned to the most important
intellectual activity in Judaism, compounding classical books and commentaries,
were well alive and perhaps also put into practice by some Kabbalists. It is not
entirely clear whether the theory of Sefer ha-Meshiv stems directly from a read-
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ing of and elaboration on the Sar ha-Torah composition, which stems from the
Heikhalot literature, but the similarity in resorting to angels to produce more and
more religious literature reflects the important role of magic in conceptualizing
and validating religious activities. The anonymous Kabbalist whose views we
discussed above was not a lonely voice in his generation; a contemporary, R. Isaac
Mar Hayyim, described the emergence of the book of the Zohar as the result of
revelations stemming from the angelic figure of Elijah.#°

In this context we may offer perhaps another angle for understanding an
important spiritual phenomenon in the sixteenth century: the emergence of the
theories about the Maggid, an angelic mentor generated by the involvement in the
study of some texts, especially the Mishnah.+* This seems to be the inverse of the
Sar ha-Torah practices: they do not preexist the text, and thus are not assigned to it,
but are understood as emerging from the accumulated human energy involved in
the process of study.

Mention of a Prince of the Torah can be detected as late as the beginning of the
nineteenth century. In a hagiographic composition dealing with the deeds of the
founder of Hasidism, an opponent of Hasidism, R. Abraham ’Abba’, father of the
famous R. Pinhas of Koretz (himself an important Hasidic author), told his son
that he dreamed he had ascended to the paradise and then “the Prince of the Torah
entered and repeated a Torah said by the Besht. When I awoke from my sleep I
remembered it very well and I came here for that reason. And what I had already
heard I heard again from his holy mouth.”#? The train of thought is tautological:
the Prince of the Torah is preaching the Besht’s Torah, in his name, before it had
been pronounced here below. Presumably, the description of the Besht as being
silent following his ritual immersion in preparation for the Sabbath, as we learn
earlier in this story, is reminiscent of rites of purifications found in the Heikhalot
literature. In any case, the Besht is described in the same book as performing the
rites of bringing down the Prince of the Torah on Sabbath eve.** Thus, we may
assume that the Besht was conceived of as expounding his teaching in the celestial
academy before he did so here below. Its acceptance on high was therefore the
supreme validation of the status of the Besht in the eyes of an opponent. In fact, a
detail in the story, when the Besht scolded the opponent and ordered that the
Torah scroll he was holding be taken away,** is illuminating from the point of view
of the legend: on low the opponents—later to become the mitnaggedim—had the
Torah taken away because they did not know how to hold it, and instead the
nascent Beshtian lore is accepted on high. Moreover, I propose to see the confron-
tation between the two sides as involving two elites: the itinerant elite, represented
by the Besht and described as keeping the Sabbath in a faraway community, and R.
Abraham ’Abba’, anachronistically described as an aggressive Lithuanian. Thus,
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the Prince of the Torah is deemed as involved in tipping the balance between the
two elites in favor of the secondary one, or the secondary intelligentsia, as Jacob
Katz called it.

Moreover, in the same collection of legends the Besht is described as having
been asked by his companion to bring down the Prince of the Torah, an endeavor
that he believes to be dangerous.*> Given that the Besht’s involvement with the
Heikhalot literature is mentioned elsewhere in the same collection, as we shall see
below,* we may conclude that many of the main forms of Jewish mysticism
resorted to practices or concepts understood to enable intellectual gains from an
angel named the Prince of the Torah. In fact, according to the same collection of
legends, on the day of his death the Besht revealed to his son a secret name, which
when invoked will bring the father down to study with his son.+” This fragmentary
survey of recurrences of the concept of Sar ha-Torah in some of the main schools
of Jewish mysticism demonstrates that ancient techniques never died out; they
changed forms, sometimes were forgotten and then revived, but hardly fell in
complete desuetude.

It is worth noting that an ancient Jewish tradition dealing with the revelatory
role of the angels in the transmission of issues regarding the Bible might have had
an influence on the Muslim description of the angel Gabriel’s revelation of the
Qur’an to Muhammad over many years. Like the grand angel that played a central
role in the ancient Jewish group deemed to be heretical, the Magharia sect,*®
which includes the revelation of the Torah, Gabriel is portrayed as the main
intercessor between God and the recipient of the revelation, and has been identi-
fied in Muslim philosophical and mystical sources with various revelatory entities
like the Holy Spirit and the Agent Intellect.*

II. R. YOHANAN ALEMANNO’S MAGIC OF THE TORAH

In addition to the angelic magic related to the Bible (apparently from Jewish
sources), which assumes the performance of ritual for attaining secrets, books,
and commentaries descending from the higher world, there are many more exam-
ples of turning to the Bible to obtain powers from above. Most of them resort to a
type of magic that I propose to call talismanic, whose history in Judaism has been
traced in the recent years.® Let me summarize the historical trajectory of tal-
ismanic magic insofar as Jewish mysticism is concerned:

First, talismanic magic was present in some writings of ecstatic Kabbalah, the
astrologically influenced Kabbalah, and even the theosophical Kabbalah of the
fifteenth-century Castilian Kabbalist R. Shem Tov ben Shem Tov. This initial stage
of talismanic interpretation of language did not, however, affect the mainstream
of Kabbalistic writings—the theosophical Kabbalah as represented in the Catalan
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Kabbalah—either as formulated by the students of R. Isaac the Blind or as taught
by Nahmanides and his Kabbalistic school, in the book of the Zohar, in many of
the writings of R. Joseph Gikatilla,* or in the school of R. Joseph Ashkenazi and
R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid.

Second, beginning from the end of the fifteenth century talismanics were more
substantially integrated in Kabbalistic literature, as we learn from the writings of
R. Yohanan Alemanno and R. Moses Cordovero. The many followers of the latter
Kabbalist disseminated this vision of language in numerous writings.>?

Third, starting from the middle of the eighteenth century this view was adopted
by many Hasidic masters from a variety of Kabbalistic sources, mostly Cordo-
verian. They elaborated on linguistic talismanics much more than the Kabbalists
have done previously.>?

In other words, as the evolving mystical literature of the Jews grew progres-
sively more panoramic, the talismanic model became part and parcel of important
segments of the Kabbalistic and, later, the voluminous Hasidic literature. In many,
though not all, of the earlier forms of medieval Jewish mysticism the role of magic
was attenuated,>* whereas during the development of the different versions of
Kabbalah the role of the talismanic theory of magic became more conspicuous
and influential. The significant impact of this model of understanding the power-
ful text, which had important implications for the understanding of Jewish ritual
in general, calls for a substantial reorientation in modern scholarship’s under-
standing of how Jewish mysticism and the phenomenology of Kabbalah devel-
oped, as well as a shift in the methodology of future research. A greater effort
should be invested by scholars of Jewish mysticism in studying ancient and me-
dieval magic and astrology, in order to transcend theologically biased analyses of
the Kabbalistic writings. Just as symbolic language is seen as a dominant feature
of Jewish mysticism, talismanic language should be given a prominent place.
Words of power were much more powerful in the general economy of Kabbalistic
literature than modern scholars’ mentalistic understanding of this lore has as-
sumed. Let me first adduce a particularly interesting text, which reflects a strong
magical understanding of the Torah. Its author is R. Yohanan Alemanno, a late-
fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century Kabbalist active for many years in Florence:

After the external cleansing of the body and an inner change and spiritual
purification from all taint, one becomes as clear and pure as the heavens.
Once one has divested oneself of all material thoughts, let him read only the
Torah and the divine names written therein. There shall be revealed awe-
some secrets and such divine visions as may be emanated upon pure clear
souls who are prepared to receive them, as the verse said:>> “Make ready for
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three days and wash your clothing.” For there are three preparations: of the
exterior [the body], of the interior, and of the imagination.>¢

By reading the Torah and especially the divine names, the practicant perceives
an initial infusion of power. This reading is preceded by a series of “preparations”
reminiscent of the purifications performed by the Jews before they were given the
Torah. The second stage of the process is described in the continuation of the
above quotation. The Torah scroll itself becomes imbued with the spiritual force.
At that moment “the writing of God, the spirit of the living God, shall descend
upon the written scroll.” By “the writing of God” Alemanno is referring directly to
the revelation of the Torah at Mount Sinai as described in Exodus. A personal
experience of the revelation of the law is a conventional thought in Kabbalah.
What is new and striking in the process described by Alemanno is the similarity of
the ceremony to the ritual of dedication found in many books of magic:

When a man devotes a great amount of time, the intermittent becomes
habitual. When he immerses himselfin these things, then such a great efflux
will come to him that he will be able to cause the spirit of God to descend
upon him and hover above him and flutter about him all the day. Not only
that, but “the writing of God, the spirit of the living God” will descend upon
the scroll to such a degree that the scroll will give him power to work signs
and wonders in the world. And such are the books called segretti [secret
words], and all the incantations are the secret words that come from evil
spirits. Therefore the Torah forbade these practices. The Torah of Moses,
however, is entirely sealed and closed by the name of the Holy One, blessed
be He. Therefore its powers are numerous and such is the book of Psalms.
This is a great secret, hidden from the eye of the blind and the cunning.>’

Alemanno thus resorts to a principle formulated by the early Kabbalists, espe-
cially R. Azriel, that the Torah is sealed in the divine name. This condition makes
the whole difference between the licit magical use of the scroll of the Torah and
the illicit resort to books of secrets, obviously books of magic stemming from
demons. The similarity that Alemanno recognizes between the licit and illicit
books, however, evinces the strong magical aspect of the way Torah can be used.
Its recitation, when performed after purification, has two distinct results: the first
can be described as mystical, as it is related to the purified soul and consists in
revelations of secrets and divine visions. The second may be described as magical,
as it is related to the descent of a divine spirit on the scroll that confers on the
practicant powers to perform miracles. This capacity apparently involves the body
as a main factor.
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How does this magic, according to Alemanno, operate? The Kabbalist practic-
ing the “licit” recitation is enacting the purification rituals in a regular manner
until he causes the more habitual presence of the divine to descend on both man
and the scroll. The accumulation of power in the scroll is fraught, however, with
the potentiality of transmitting to man extraordinary powers. Thus, the scroll and
especially the divine names become objects on which power is collected after it
had been caused to descend by means of rites performed by the Kabbalist. In other
words, the Torah becomes a talisman on which the supernal powers are captured.
If we compare the passage from Alemanno to that from Sefer ha-Meshiv adduced
earlier, we see two common denominators: the magician causes the descent of a
supernal power, and this supernal power is related to the scriptures. Yet it is only
in Alemanno that the scroll of the Torah serves as a talisman.

What is also crucial in Alemanno’s text is the emphasis on the divine names,
the less semantic aspects of the Bible. This understanding is corroborated by a
comparison of the Torah to the book of Psalms, presumably because on these two
parts of the Hebrew Bible alone a magical arcanization was available. Thus we
may assume that the magical propensities inherent in the scriptures when fraught
with power have to do with their having been understood as a continuum of divine
names.

In another fascinating passage, found in an untitled treatise by Alemanno, the
astromagical conceptualization of the Torah is even more evident. When elaborat-
ing on the third sefirah, Binah, which is assigned to the third celestial sphere
dominated by Saturn, Alemanno describes that planet as

supreme and noble, higher than all the other planets, which is the reason
that the ancient sages said about it that it generated all the other planets . . .
And they say that Saturn is the true judge and the planet of Moses, peace be
with him.>® The angel of Saturn is Michael,> the great minister, so called
because of his great power in divine matters, and he is the ministering angel
of Israel. And the astrologers who described Saturn say that it endows man
with profound thought, law, and the spiritual sciences, prophecy, sorcery,*
and prognostication and the sabbaticals and jubilees. The Jewish people
and the Hebrew language and the Temple are under its jurisdiction. Saturn’s
major conjunction with Jupiter in the dominion of Pisces occurred to assist
the nation and the Torah and its prophets. This planet endows the people
with perfection in sciences and divine matters such as Torah and its com-
mandments, out of its sublimity, because it is spiritual . . . It is concerned
only with thought, understanding, and design, esoteric knowledge and
divine worship and His Torah, and the Sabbath day is in its sway . . . and if
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they will keep its spiritual rules and laws, it will impart a spiritual influx
abundantly. But if they will not keep the way of God, it will spit out every-
thing which is bad: prophecy will occur to the fools and babies in an
insufficient manner, and to women and melancholics and those possessed
by an evil spirit, and maleficent demons that obliterate the limbs and bad
counsels and sorceries®® and anxieties and erroneous beliefs.°?

The Torah is therefore the ideal form of behavior which ensures the attraction
of the spiritual forces onto the lower world. Although in the last occurrence of the
term sorcery it has a conspicuously negative connotation, in its first occurrence the
context seems to point in a more positive direction. In any case, the Torah, which
points to a certain regimen vitae, is placed in the same category as astromagic,
which is hinted at by the spiritual sciences, hokhemot ruhaniyyot.°

III. DRAWING DOWN HOLINESS

I would like to draw attention to an example of the transformation of a theme,
found in Lurianic Kabbalah, from the theosophical-theurgical to the talismanic
mode. It is the idea of the oral, linguistic efficacy of performing the biblical text as
it has been accepted. Some Lurianic sources describe the holiness of the holidays
as created by the reading of the liturgical parts. These Kabbalists hold that the
reading induces the unification of the divine attributes and the descent of the
divine power from the higher to the lower divine manifestations. However, ac-
cording to R. Tzevi Hirsch Kaidanover, an influential early-eighteenth-century
Polish rabbi later active in Frankfurt, the calling down by reading canonical texts
takes place not within the divine realm but in the mundane realm, where the
congregation, like vessels, is prepared to receive the supernal holiness. This move
from theurgical toward magical activity assumes that a certain type of recitation
brings down influxes, holiness, and light within or onto those who are prepared
to receive them. The implications of this transformation are far-reaching for the
understanding of some topics related to the Torah in Hasidism.

In R. Hayyim Vital’s book Peri ‘Etz Hayyim it is said that there is a difference
between the holiness of Sabbath and that of the other Jewish holidays. Whereas
holiness is inherent in the special time of Sabbath, so that the contribution of the
Kabbalist’s theurgical activity is negligible, for the other holidays it is prayer that
causes the descent of divine energy within the divine realm. In other words, the
holidays are to an extent created by the ritual of reading the liturgical texts related
to those holidays, what is called in the classical sources miqra’ei qodesh. This phrase
has two meanings in Hebrew: the first one, closer to the plain sense of the words,
is “holy recitations.” The second, offered by Vital, assumes that miqra’ can mean

. 150



ARCANIZATIONS OF CANONICAL BOOKS

“calling,” a possible semantic interpretation of the verb qore’. Thus, when reciting
the liturgical texts, the Kabbalist is also inducing a certain type of relationship
between the configuration symbolized by the terms ’abba’ and qodesh, namely the
configuration that corresponds to the sefirah of Hokhmah and the configuration
of Binah. The calling is the creation of this relation, which apparently has sexual
connotations. Thus, certain intradivine processes were caused by the theurgical
act of reciting a text, which contributes to the emergence of the ambiance that cre-
ates the holiday.** Vital’s lengthy discussion focuses on the creation of the circuit
of divine energy and illumination preeminently in the divine world, and the exposi-
tion involves very complex details as to the inducing of the relation between the
divine attributes ’abba’ and ’imma’ and the influx that subsequently descends within
the lower divine powers. This discussion is included in an elaboration related to
Purim, a fact that seems related to the more historical aspect of that festival, which
is not mentioned in the Pentateuch. Kaidanover devotes to the same distinction
between the induced holiness of the festivals and the inherent holiness of the
Shabbat a rather lengthy discussion. He also exploits the two meanings of the root
qore’, but his discussion is nevertheless unconcerned with the theosophical and
theurgical aspects of the calling of the holiness by means of reading, though his
focus is quite anthropocentric. I have no doubt that he did not invent the quasi-
etymology mentioned above in the Lurianic source, and this is why I assume that
Kaidanover (or his sources) has shifted from the theocentric interpretation ex-
pounded by Luria and followed by some other Kabbalists to a more this-worldly
understanding of this distinction. According to Qav ha-Yashar there is a special
world on high, which will be revealed only in the moment when the scroll of Esther
is read (miqra’ ha-megillah) and the blessing on the reading of the scroll is made.¢
This wondrous world, from which the soul of Mordechai comes, can be called to
reveal itself, and an influx and illumination will then descend upon the head of the
congregation that reads the megillah.®¢ Each individual among the people of Israel
should consider himself'a well-prepared vessel (keli mukhan) upon which the divine
spark and light will then descend.®” Kaidanover uses the verb kavven to describe the
self-awareness of the Jews that they are vessels for the descending divine power.
This verb, which in Kabbalah stands for the directing of one’s thoughts toward the
divine, is used here to describe the status of man toward the divine.®® In another
context Kaidanover writes that when one recites the words of the Shema“ (the
public avowal of God’s singularity and dominion) with intention, be-khavvanah, he
ensures the descent of holiness on each and every limb.% Again, with respect to a
liturgical text, the intention and the descent of holiness are described as part of one
process. This special understanding of kavvanah should be compared to the un-
easiness toward the praxis of the Lurianic understanding of the term.”°
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As Kaidanover admits immediately following the above discussion,”* he found
his views in the writings of R. Hayyim Vital. Yet because he does not cite his source
explicitly, I am not quite sure whether it is also possible to find in Vital an
anthropocentric understanding of the Lurianic discussions. In any case, the inclu-
sion of such an understanding in a popular book, as Kaidanover’s was, may be
taken as a sign that it had become much more prevalent. This anthropocentric
shift can be discerned in a series of Hasidic treatments of the double meaning of
the term miqra’. I suggest that this shift has something to do with the impact of
R. Moses Cordovero.”

IV. THE COMPLETION OF THE ZOHAR

As we have seen, for a later Kabbalist the book par excellence was not only the
Bible but also the classic of Kabbalah, the Zohar. Composed at the end of the
thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth century, the huge Zoharic corpus at
the same time became a canonical and sacred book.” The special status of a book
that is both a commentary on the Bible and a canonical and (according to some
traditions) revealed text invited more magical approaches to the book. Here I
would like to point out the existence of two ways in which this book is conceived
to be a conduit of secrets from above, either by bringing those secrets down in
terms reminiscent of magic activities or by drawing down parts of this book.

R. Moses Cordovero, a Kabbalist who prepared the longest extant commentary
on the Zohar, wrote that

because this compilation is composed from the attribute of Moses our
rabbi, peace be unto him, that is [the sefirah] of Tiferet, in the secret of
Da‘at, and all its secrets flow from it, and it is called by its name, the
Zohar . . . and because the book is related to his attribute, he must help with
all his might to draw down the secrets, and he has the ability to be impreg-
nated in R. Shim‘on and make the secrets of the Torah flow in him . . . and
this is the reason it is called the Book of Splendor, as its light is in the secret
of Da‘at, the degree of Moses our rabbi, peace be unto him, to him the
springs of wisdom are open, and he draws them and transmits them from
the [divine] pipes through the soul of Rashby, peace be unto him.”*

Cordovero capitalizes on a concept explicated in much greater detail and in a
systematic manner in his Pardes Rimmonim, which attributes, in good Neoplatonic
terms, to each soul an organic connection between man’s lower soul and his
supernal one. This connection is designated as a channel.” R. Shim‘on’s soul was
connected to the source of the Torah, Moses’ attribute, the sefirah of Tiferet, and
this is why he became instrumental in the drawing down of the secrets of the
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Torah in his book, the Zohar. Cordovero also emphasizes R. Shim‘on’s corporeal
preparations, which ensured his role as an appropriate transmitter.”® The resort to
the term tzinor, “pipe,” the mention of drawing down, li-sh’ov,”” and the term
hakhanah “preparation,” point to the impact of the talismanic magic I have de-
scribed. Being connected to the supernal springs of wisdom and possessing a
soul almost identical to that of Moses, the alleged author of the Zohar could bring
down the secrets. This extraordinary understanding is not merely speculative, as
one might conclude from the resort to the concept of Da‘at, but a more ontic
sucking from a supernal source by the mediation of the spiritual pipes. This
process is understood, to be sure, in terms of both knowing secrets and illumina-
tion, but the result is much more concrete: a canonical book has been com-
pounded. Given the more concrete aspects of the description of Rashby’s body
and mouth, I am inclined to accentuate the magical aspect of the descent of the
Zohar, in addition to the spiritual aspects.

Despite a huge commentary on much of the Pentateuch and other parts of the
Hebrew Bible, the Zohar forgoes comment on some important biblical books,
including the books of the prophets and Psalms. Though no one felt that the Zohar
is an incomplete writing, some traditions claimed that originally it was a much
more extensive book.”® Nevertheless, during the first centuries after the emer-
gence of the Zohar there were no attempts to supply the missing parts, although
attempts to imitate its style were not totally absent. Then at the beginning of the
eighteenth century a young Kabbalist, R. Moses Hayyim Luzzatto, better known
by the acronym Rambhal, started to compile Aramaic treatises that not only imitate
the style of the Zohar but in some cases also claimed to supply commentary on
those parts of the Bible that remained unaddressed by the Zohar.” It is not my
purpose here to enter the complex issue of these writings but to bring the raison
d’étre of their composition, as indicated by their very author:

When the Zohar is revealed, and when the treatises are accomplished, in an
appropriate manner, the people of Israel will be redeemed completely. But
the Zohar will never cease, because each and every day it will be increased
and enhanced, and from it all the people of Israel will draw their mainte-
nance, even all the supernal angels will be maintained, higher and lower.
And when the wisdom [of Kabbalah] increases in the world, “because the
world will be replete with knowledge”#° each of Israel will taste its own taste
from it, each according to his capacity.’1:32

Let me start with the basic observation, well documented in Zvia Rubin’s study
of Luzzatto, that a messianic enterprise is involved in the completion of the Zohar.
In later parts of the original, or what Luzzatto calls the “first Zohar,” the idea that
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the Zohar will be revealed at the end of time is indeed found,®3 but there the
assumption is that the revelation of the Zohar, already written but unknown even to
Kabbalists, is a symptom of the advent of the Messiah. For Luzzatto, however,
revelation means completion. The revelation of the mystical book is no mere
symptom of the messianic advent but its sine qua non condition. By writing the
missing parts, one brings about redemption itself. I shall return to the mecha-
nism of writing and redemption later on. For now, let me address the issue of the
role of the book in the messianic era. Luzzatto asserts that the people of Israel
will, like the angels, draw their maintenance from the completed book. This is not
a totally new development, since the “first Zohar” had already been described by
Luzzatto in similar terms as supplying the maintenance of the world in the pre-
messianic era: “The first Zohar is the Zohar that has not been completed, but there
emerged whatever part emerged, and the world was illuminated by it until now,
which is [the time] that the Zohar has finished its completion.”s*

The illumination of the world by a book is hardly a surprising concept in the
context of the book of the Zohar. The term zohar means “radiance” or “splendor,”
and Luzzatto offers an interesting midrash on the term: it is not only the illumina-
tion of the few Kabbalists, a noetic function that informs the very few, but a
cosmic purpose, the illumination of the world, which I take it to be very close to
maintaining the world. Thus, it is completion of both the noetic function and the
maintaining one that is invoked by Luzzatto in the context of his literary activity.
But how is such a purpose fulfilled by writing the missing parts of the book? The
Kabbalist offers an explanation: “By the completion this Zohar has become the
second one, because by its means the communion of it to Israel was completed,
and since the first Zohar has been completed, the Shekhinah has ascended and
become united with her husband.”s

The Zohar, an entity conceived of as descending from above, has reached the
final status of being united to Israel here below apparently by its complete de-
scent, while on high the union of the last divine configuration, the Shekhinah,
with her male counterpart will be achieved. It seems that a certain form of repara-
tion of a break between two entities is performed by the composition of the new
parts of the Zohar. Its incompleteness is the symptom of other deficiencies on both
the mundane and the supernal planes. The nontextual forms of incompletion,
namely the historical, national, and theosophical, are therefore dependent on the
textual incompletion. In one of his other Kabbalistic books Luzzatto writes that
“power has been given to man so that he will be able to draw the power of the
Shekhinah and her light downward, by means of his soul; and He gave all the
things of this world to his use, because by this [use] they also are repaired and the
power of holiness drawn by him is spreading also over them.”#¢
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Let me emphasize the plausibility of the affinity between the Shekhinah and
her light, as drawn down by man, and the very concept of the Zohar as splendor or
radiance. This idea is reminiscent of the passage where the illumination of the
world by the Zohar was mentioned as descending from the firmament; indeed, in
that context the Kabbalist is told by the prophet Elijah, “Rashby has opened the
gates in the period when they were closed, and behold how the wisdom [of
Kabbalah] was concealed from the world, but for one or two [persons], in a
hidden manner. And Rashby opened the gates. What is the meaning of the gates?
Obviously the gates of the firmament. From there yours” Zohar emerges, the one
called the ‘Zohar of the Firmament,’®® and there the supernal arcana are comprised
within a supernal light, [and] by its means he made his Zohar, [which is] the first
Zohar.”®* Given that the act of drawing down is conceived of as a human strategy
used for achieving the completion of the Zohar, it should reasonably be under-
stood in terms of enhancing the descent of light on low. This is no more than an
elaboration of the biblical verse that served as a proof text: the attainment of the
plenitude of knowledge on earth as part of the messianic scenario.*

V. CALLING GOD IN HASIDISM

Only in Hasidism has the potential relationship between reading and calling, with
respect to the canonic text, been exploited more explicitly than it is in the Zohar. In
order to better understand the somewhat later Hasidic discussions, let me start
with a short survey of topics related to the practice of reading the Torah in early
Hasidism. The founder of Hasidism, the Besht, was reported by his grandson, R.
Moses Hayyim Ephrayyim of Sudylkov, to have taught the following:

How is it possible to take®* the Holy One, blessed be He, as if He will dwell
upon man? It is by means of the Torah, which is indeed the names of God,°>
since He and His name are one unity,°®> and when one studies the Torah for
the sake of God and in order to keep His commandments, and abstains
from that which is prohibited, and pronounces the letters of the Torah,
which are the names of God,** by these [activities] he takes God indeed, and
itis as if the divine presence dwells upon him, as it is written:*> “in all places
where I pronounce the name of God,” which is the holy Torah, which is in
its entirety His names, then®® “I will come unto thee and I will bless thee.”°”

By studying the Torah for the sake of the “name” or “names,” the mystico-
magical scholar is viewed as if “he thereby takes the name, and he draws onto
himself the dwelling of the divine holy presence.”°®

R. Dov Baer, known as the Great Maggid of Mezeritch, one of the most impor-
tant followers of the Besht, apparently continued and elaborated his master’s
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assessment: “He [God] contracted Himself within the letters of the Torah,* by
means of which he created the world . . . and the tzaddiq, who studies the Torah
for its own sake, in [a state of ] holiness, draws downwards the Creator, blessed
be He, within the letters of the Torah,°° just as in the moment of the creation . . .
and by the pure utterances related to the study of the Torah he draws down God
within the letters.”*°* The divine transcendence, implied in the concept of infinity
characteristic of the state of the deity before the moment of creation, is attenuated
by an act of contraction, the self-limitation of the divinity within the particular
letters of the Torah, which serves as the paradigm for the subsequent creation of
the world. As a cosmogonic paradigm, those letters are also a reification of the
divine in His contracted aspect. In fact, some Kabbalistic views and many Hasidic
ones represent interesting cases of what I propose to call linguistic immanence.1°?
The Torah as revealed to man, when studied by the perfecti, serves as the tool for
the re-creation of the cosmogonic acts; study evokes and reproduces the first
constitutive moments of the world by invoking the divinity into the letters. How-
ever, as the above text explicitly indicates, it is not the hieroglyphic, written aspect
of the letters but their utterance, namely the individual performance of each of the
letters by the righteous, that is involved in the process.

This invocation of the divinity by a phonic talismanics should not automatically
be distinguished from a strong mystical purpose: the cleaving to the immanent
God.** The Great Maggid expressed this view in various ways, and only a very
few of them will be discussed here. In a collection of his teachings entitled *Or
ha-’Emmet we find what seems to me to be one of the most magical of the Hasidic
formulations of manipulating God by means of the sacred text, again in the
context of the divine contraction: “It is as if God has contracted Himself into the
Torah. When one calls a man by his name, he puts all his affairs aside and answers
to the person who called him, because he is compelled by his name.*°* Likewise
God has as if contracted himself into the Torah, and the Torah is his name,*° and
when someone reads'® the Torah they draw God, blessed be He, downwards
toward us, because He and His name are one total unity with us.”*°” The hidden
affinity between God, His Name, and the Torah is a fundamental assumption that
informed many of the Hasidic views of talismanic magic. Though close affinities,
and sometimes even explicit identities, between these three topics appear in many
Kabbalistic texts since the thirteenth century, only in Hasidic literature were the
talismanic implications of such a view explicated in a rather extreme manner. Yet
extreme as this magical assumption is, namely that God can be compelled by His
name to descend, the mystical implication is also evident: the “callers” will cling
to the descending deity and thereby attain a mystical union.

Similar views can be found in writings of one of the Great Maggid’s most
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important students. R. Shne’or Zalman of Liady, the founder of the Habad or
Lubavitch school, one of the most intellectualistic trends in Hasidism. R. Shne’or
Zalman claims that the Bible is called migra’

because one calls [or reads] and [subsequently] draws down the revelation
of the light of the Infinite, by means of letters, even if he does not compre-
hend anything at all . . . and the drawing down is by means of the letters
precisely, and this is the reason that despite the fact that he does not under-
stand the meaning'*® he is able to draw, whereas in the case of the oral
Torah, clothed as it is within [the sefirah of ] Hokhmah, he cannot draw
down except on condition that he understands. In the case of the written
Torah, however, he draws [down] even if he does not understand, as it [the
drawing] does not depend upon understanding to such an extent [as the
Oral Torah does], because the source of the drawing down** is higher than
[the sefirah of ] Hokhmah etc., it means that it [the drawing] is [done] by
means of the letters, and this is why the written Torah is called migra’,
because we call and [then] draw [down] by means of the letters.°

As mentioned above, the Hebrew verb qore’, translated here as “call,” can also
mean “read.” Here the reading of the Torah is understood more as a recitation, an
actual calling to God, an invocation that is very powerful because it is accom-
plished by means of letters, whose origin is higher than the realm of Hokhmabh,
the second sefirah. Moreover, according to another passage, this drawing down is
possible by virtue of a special feature of the biblical text: its constitution by a
continuum of divine names.*** A most interesting parallel to our passage is found
elsewhere in the same treatise: “The whole Torah is [consists] in the names of
God, blessed be He, which are the aspects of the letters of the Torah, and this is
the reason that it is called miqra’, which is derived from the term geria’h [under-
stood as “calling”], because he calls him by His names, and because of this He
makes Himself available [poneh ‘atzmo].”**? In this context the hamshakhah, the act
of drawing down, is also mentioned, defining the whole Torah as capable of
drawing down from the sefirah of Hokhmah. Elsewhere in the same book the
calling and the drawing down are again mentioned together.13

To remain in the same Hasidic school, in a collection of Hasidic traditions R.
Hayyim Liebersohn quotes R. Shne’or Zalman’s grandson, the mid-nineteenth-
century master R. Menahem Mendel of Lubavitch, as declaring that “the study [of
the Torah] and the [recitation of the] prayer, despite the fact that they [the stu-
dents] do not intend the meaning of the words, because the letters are from the
Torah, they [the words] are vessels for the dwelling of God.”**# This hyposeman-
tic approach is reminiscent of the views of the Safedian Kabbalist R. Moses
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Cordovero, who also emphasized the importance of performance while margin-
alizing the role of understanding. What seems more evident, however, in the
Hasidic sources is the nexus between the act of recitation and the descent of the
divine power into the continuum of the divine names. In more theological par-
lance, the proclamation of the divine by the ritualistic recitation of the Torah as
divine names brings about the manifestation of the divine within this ritualistic
performance. In the above quotes these two aspects are not distinct theological
approaches but phases of a single, more complex process. Let me adduce now a
quote from one of the most widespread books in Hasidism, studied in some
circles up to the present day, Tanya’ by the same R. Shne’or Zalman of Liady:

To understand how the reader of the stories of deeds [that are found] in the
Torah'*s is connected to the Life of the World,**® according to what is
written in [the book of ] Kavvanot, fol. 16b, [you should know that] just as
man is preoccupied here below [with the Torah], so is the configuration of
the supernal man on high,**” etc., and so it is insofar as the rumination*#
about the written letters [is concerned]. However, regarding the utterance,
it should be said that it cuts a way through and ascends to the [world of]
emanation itself, or to the [world of] creation by means of intellectual awe
and love, or to the [world of ] formation, by means of natural awe and love,
and by means of the migra’ it ascends from this world to the ten sefirot of
making, because it cuts off the airs etc. This is [however] not the case
insofar as the rumination is concerned, which [affects] but the [supernal]
configuration, which is the root of his soul etc. And what is written in the
Zohar, 111, fol. 105,**° that the rumination does not affect anything . . . the
thought remains there and adds there a great light, by the addition and the
multiplication of the light within the [world of] emanation by means of
migra’ and the practical commandments in the [world of] Making. The
quintessence of the unification is on high, but its fruits [alone] refract on
the lower world, by means of drawing a little bit of light from the small
[configuration]*?° downward, by means of the utterance and of the deeds,
this not being the case for the rumination, which does not draw down
anything.1t

In this passage the medieval axiology, which conceives of thought as higher
than both deeds and speech, is accepted by R. Zalman Shne’or of Liady. Thought,
mahashavah, alone is able to reach the highest world of emanation and to have an
impact on the augmentation of the light within this realm. Thus theurgy, namely
the operation concerning the influence on divine realms, is a matter of activation
of thought, which is conceived of as operating on high. Yet the magical act of
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drawing down a small part of the light is possible only by means of religious
speech and deeds. Theurgy, expounded here in rather mentalistic terms, unlike in
the same author’s Liqqutei Torah, is understood as a precondition of magic, which
may or may not follow the enhancing of the light within the divine realm. These
two effects on extrahuman worlds depend on different acts performed by man.

The double occurrence of the term miqra’ is important for understanding the
whole passage. It is the performance of the miqra’ that is the instrument of the
ascent to the first and lowest of the four worlds characteristic of the later Kab-
balah. From this point of view, it is certainly not the most sublime of the religious
acts, yet it alone ensures the effective connection between human needs and the
supernal energy that is prone to facilitate their accomplishment. According to this
passage, the essence of the religious attainment is not magical but theurgical,
the former being but a derivative benefit. The more abstract study of the Torah
reaches the stage of the highest world, but the more mundane needs are attained
by means of more material acts. It seems that the synthesis between the magical
and the mystical moments, which was more organic in the writings of R. Shne’or
Zalman’s predecessors, is less visible in his own thought. This author, the initia-
tor of the most intellectualistic trend in Hasidism, remains faithful to the medieval
axiology recurrent in the writings of many philosophers as to the superiority of
thought over deeds. Because of the inconsistency between the emphasis on the
superiority of thought, which alone affects the highest realm within the divine
according to the passage from the Tanya’, and the view expressed in Ligqutei Torah,
which assumes that speech and letters stem from the highest sefirah, I propose to
see in the latter a position much closer to the views expressed in R. Shne’or
Zalman’s entourage, while the former expresses more his own independent ap-
proach, which is inclined toward mentalism. The more magical approach, ex-
pressed in Liqqutei Torah, surmises not only a nexus between language and the
highest sefirah but also one between language and the drawing down. Although
the founder of Habad does not emphasize the thaumaturgical aspect of language,
such a view may be adduced from a book by one of his younger contemporaries in
Poland, who writes that “the genuine Tzaddiq performs miracles and wonders in
the world because the supernal light is emanated onto his heart and the influxes
go by his mediation, by the way of the five places of his mouth, because the mouth
is the end of the head.”*2?

While being a human channel for the transmission of the divine energy to this
world, the tzaddiq is—according to some Kabbalistic texts but more eminently in
Hasidism—also the activator and distributor of this energy. The divine dwells
within the human personality, and sometimes in Hasidic literature it even takes
possession of him. Thus the Hasidic theory of magic is based on the assumption
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of the possibility of a fusion between the divine descending power or the power
found within the Hebrew letters, as performed orally during prayer or study of the
Torah, and the magician. For our purposes, it is worthwhile to pay special atten-
tion to the emphasis on the role of the mouth: here the heart is the organ that
collects the divine presence, while the mouth is the orifice whence the divine
power goes out in order to perform miracles. Pronunciation is, according to this
passage, the manner not of collecting but of distributing the supernal light. This
apotheosis of the role of the mouth is typical of an orally oriented culture par
excellence, as Hasidism is. This turn toward the oral aspects of the Bible and
liturgy, evident already at the end of the fifteenth century in R. Yohanan Ale-
manno’s thought, became more pronounced in the sixteenth century and culmi-
nated in Hasidism. Interestingly, it is since the beginning of the sixteenth century
that the various Protestant Christian reformers and groups have emphasized the
importance of reading the Bible aloud.*??

The dwelling of the divine on human utterances is a mystical version of the
talismanic view. According to the Hasidic view, however, the divine presence
means much more than a talismanic attraction of the higher by the lower. The act
of dwelling on man, more precisely on his mouth, is accompanied by a strong
mystical experience: an anesthetic state, which includes both self-oblivion and
union with God in an atemporal experience. The human body becomes the house
of God, as God dwells on the words of the Torah and of prayer.

VI. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The direct experience of the divine presence, so crucial for this theory of magical
text and language, is related to an attenuation of their importance as conduits of
meaning. As we have seen in various Hasidic texts and their Kabbalistic sources,
the centrality of meaning transcends both the plain sense and the esoteric sense*2*
in favor of oral performances, implying the restitution of the primacy of the
spoken language. La langage parlé, which amounts to a magical incantation of the
divine emanation, is reminiscent of the move away from meaning in some de-
velopments in modern literary language, when the emergence of a langage poetique,
in lieu of the langage classique, to use the terminology of Roland Barthes,*?> was
described as accompanied by a monadization of language that opens it to the
supernatural world: “Le simple recours a une parole discontinue ouvre la voie de
toutes les Surnatures,”*?® Barthes writes. “Le geste oral vise ici a modifier la
Nature, il est une demiurgie; il n’est pas une attitude de conscience mais une acte
de coercition.”*?” As in some forms of modern poetry, or in what Barthes has
called langage poetique, so in the theory of language of some Jewish mystics who
attributed to language a great importance, language has been monadized. Indeed,

- 160 -



ARCANIZATIONS OF CANONICAL BOOKS

the Hasidic emphasis on a talismanic linguistic approach to the Bible or the
liturgy was coupled by an atomization of language. The fascination with the
magical power of language exercised such pressure on it that language disinte-
grated into its components.

This more activistic or ergetic approach to Hasidism differs from the more
quietistic understanding of this lore. Hasidic mysticism has been envisioned by
Rivka Schatz-Uffenheimer as including moments of suppression of linguistic
performance in favor of a purely spiritual worship.*?® By doing so, she took the
part of the philosopher in the above-mentioned dispute between him and the
theurgist beginning in late antiquity. The Hasidic masters, however, ignorant as
they were of modern predilections, took, in my opinion, the part of the theurgists.
My position should be understood as differing substantially from the claims of
Schatz-Uffenheimer, insofar as she deals, rather emphatically, with what she
believes was a suppression of speech in some cases of mystical prayer; there can
be no doubt that moments of sublime contact with the divine realm, which may
also imply silence, are to be found in Hasidic literature, but the question is
whether ritualistic prayer at its peak has been understood by Hasidic masters as
culminating in a process that is solely mental, as Schatz-Uffenheimer argues. The
dominant mode of thinking and acting, as expressed in the Hasidic texts, prefers,
in my opinion, a strong and positive role for language in this kind of mysticism.
This strong language is able, according to many Hasidic masters, to induce the
dwelling of the divine presence in a manner that seems to be more direct than the
claim of symbolistic Kabbalists. Indeed, the above analyses of talismanic canonic
texts as one of the major models in Kabbalah should be understood as part of a
much greater complexity, which includes both talismanics and theurgy. The Bible
was not the only entity interpreted in such a way by the Kabbalists; the biblical
commandments, the Temple, and the land of Israel, as well as other topics, have
been reinterpreted in the same vein.*?°

Does the feeling that God is drawn into the human realm and experienced
there, within the confines of the mundane world, detract from the more “classi-
cal” notion of mysticism? The answer depends on what definition of mysticism,
and of the Godhead, we adopt. If the deity is regarded as a totally spiritual and
unchangeable power that cannot be activated and influenced by human ritual, the
talismanic interpretation of religion may be regarded as a self-styled form of
magic, which lacks the “true” mystical trait of disinterested contact between two
spiritual entities. This view, acceptable as it may be for some forms of spirituality
and widespread though it is in studies on mysticism, should not be regarded as
exclusive, just as the symbolic interpretations so recurrent in Kabbalah should not
be accorded a higher axiological status than that of the talismanic or theurgical
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views of language.**° Indeed, I am inclined to accept the self-consciousness of the
medieval and modern authors as an important, though not unique, criterion for
understanding their experience. For those talismanicians, the act of devequt, the
experience of a mystical communion, or sometimes union, with the divine realm,
has not been precluded by their emphases on talismanic perception of the Bible.
And from my point of view as a scholar, I do not see an actual difference between
the claim of a Western mystic that God is present within, or reached by human
spirit, and the argument of a Kabbalist or a Hasidic master that God can rather be
attained within or by the activation of human language.*3*

Indeed, given that the talisman as described above is constituted by the sounds
uttered by the Hasidic master, and that God’s emanation is brought down onto it,
the categories of mysticism and magic often converge. The induction of the divine
within the human body can be seen as both mystical and magical. These two
categories, which may sometimes reflect distinct forms of religious attitudes,
should not be too simply and drastically distinguished from one another. At least
insofar as Jewish texts are concerned, magical elements present in many of the
mystical writings do not by themselves attenuate their mystical characteristics.
This seems to be the case already in the Heikhalot literature in early Kabbalah and,
as we have seen, in later developments of Kabbalah and Hasidism.

It seems that the talismanic view of language combines within it traits of what
the French thinker Jacques Maritain has called the magical sign and the sacramen-
tal one. Maritain views the magical sign as having as its end “the exercise of power
over nature or over powers on which nature is dependent.”*32 On the other hand,
the sacramental sign “has as its end the interior sanctity to be produced in the
soul.”33 In the account of the Hasidic view of text and its performance as dis-
cussed above, as well as of many of its Kabbalistic sources, Maritain’s sacramental
moment, which is comparable to what I have described here as mystical, precedes
the magical moment. Indeed, to dwell once again on the interesting distinctions
proposed by this French thinker, the magical moment of talismanic linguistics is
more socially oriented, namely it is part of the influence that the Hasidic righteous
claims he can impart on his followers, while Maritain characterizes the magical
sign as “the nocturnal kingdom of the mind.”*3* In my opinion, Thomas Merton’s
formulation of the effect of a mystical experience is more congenial to the way I
have portrayed the relation between mysticism and magic. Merton claims that
“contemplation, at its highest intensity, becomes a reservoir of spiritual vitality
that pours itself out in the most telling social action.”*3>

From this vantage point, the mystical moments that precede the magical acts,
as well as the mystical overtones of talismanic linguistics recurrent in Hasidic
literature, invalidate Martin Buber’s unilateral “spiritual” interpretation of Hasi-
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dism as a distinctly nonmagical form of mysticism. The “rarified” and most
“sublime” version of Hasidism in his otherwise very sensitive writings has over-
looked the important role played by Kabbalistic theories of magic for the spiritual
physiognomy of the different types of Hasidism.*3¢ Buber’s own emphasis on the
dialogical principle in Hasidism, as part of his broader philosophical project, has
led to an underestimation of the technical role played by voice and recitation of the
text in Hasidic mysticism.
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TORAH STUDY AND MYSTICAL
EXPERIENCES IN JEWISH MYSTICISM

One who desires the Torah imagines he possesses all the beautiful things of
the world.
—R. ELIJAH HA-KOHEN JITHAMARI OF SMYRNA, MIDRASH HA-ITHAMARI

I. THE MYSTIC AS ACTIVE READER

The biblical attitude toward the recipients of the divine message surmised rather
obedient personalities, envisioned as consumers of the revelation who yielded to
the divine will and fulfilled the religious imperatives, which were considered
semantically transparent. Living in what was believed to be a pressing presence of
the divine in daily life, a life punctuated by miracles, there was no significant role
for the religious creativity of the believer. With the emergence of the canonical text
as intermediary between the Author and the religious consumer, the situation
changed. According to rabbinic stands, the divine text not only mediates between
the two but also separates them. In fact, there was a dramatic shift between the
paramount role of the Author in the Bible and His modest place in the hermeneu-
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tic process in rabbinic literature. In the latter, the most significant role moved to
the interpreter, who was not only expected to study the divine revelation but, to
use a famous phrase, to enhance the Torah and aggrandize it.

One of the modern contributions to hermeneutics argues that there are no texts
but only readers. In a more moderate form, thinkers like Mikhail Bakhtin would
say that beyond exploring the author’s intention, there is an additional dimension
related to the text: the creative comprehension that enriches humanity.* This may
constitute a reaction to the type of assumptions characteristic of Hans-Georg
Gadamer’s and Paul Ricoeur’s theories, which celebrate the view of a “matter of
the text” or a “world of the text” as if it were a world apart, one that imparts the
many modes of reading to readers. There are, however, different sorts of texts and
different attitudes of readers toward these texts. Just as beauty is in the eyes of the
lover, so the significance of a text is to a great extent in the mind of the reader.
Both the reader and the lover react to a certain external reality, which is envisioned
in accordance with the nature of their feelings.

In the case of canonical writings, however, the situation is much more com-
plex. The religious text is conceived of not only as the writing of a certain divine
author but also as the representative of a higher being in the mundane world. It is
read not only to receive a message, be it ethical, ritualistic, or cosmogonical, but
sometimes also to enjoy a feeling of closeness with the author, who is thought to
be eternal. Thus, the religious reader brings along a vision of the author, some-
times shaped by earlier perusals of the same document, in order to read the
document from this perspective. This is a rather tautological way of thinking, but
it is nevertheless the clue for understanding the hermeneutical circle in many
mystical encounters with sacred texts.

However, the image of the divine author changes with time, and a belated
reader will encounter difficulties in matching his present image to a much earlier
text, which demonstrates a rather different theology. These discrepancies have
provoked tensions and subsequent attempts to mediate between the ancient and
the modern. Later theologies have often been projected on earlier texts by resort-
ing to the two-level meaning of the text, one of which is the arcane, imagined also
to be hidden and more sublime. From such a perspective, reading a sacred text
may be envisioned as entering into a new spiritual realm, an entrance that consists
in the discovery of supreme knowledge or in the encounter with the divinity.

In some intellectual circles of medieval Judaism, the scriptures underwent a
process of arcanization. However, the beliefin or attribution of a secret dimension
to the canonical texts, and its subsequent discovery by complex exegetical meth-
ods, is only rarely a purely intellectual exercise. The very belief in the existence of a
secret layer or layers of a text that may be discovered and disclosed to others

- 165 -



TORAH STUDY AND MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES

assumes the possibility of contacts with dimensions of reality that are only rarely
the common experience of a religious person. I would say that the expansion of
the significance of the text to such sublime realms sublime as that of divinity itself,
of which we have seen abundant examples in Chapter 3, invites forms of experi-
ence that differ from the decoding of the plain sense of a text that deals basically
with human affairs and from its conveying to others. Indeed, this more experien-
tial reading of sacred text should be compared with the more general emphasis in
modern literary criticism on the importance of experience in the process of read-
ing, as formulated by Wolfgang Iser, who contends that “meaning is no longer an
object to be defined, but is an effect to be experienced.”? Even more so when the
studied text is conceived of as divine or at least as stemming from the divine, as we
had seen in Chapters 2 and 3. In the following, however, we shall be dealing with
an event more complex than reading: interpretation, which involves, in the cases
of Jewish mystics, not only an experiential moment but also an ergetic act, namely
an act that allows understanding by the process of doing, which imprints the
interpreted text with valences of their own. Let me inspect the experiential im-
plications of the arcanization of the Bible and its decoding.

II. ON SECRETS AND MYSTERIES

Secrets are an integral part of life and as such are a part of many religious systems.
Self-reflection will easily show that intimate experiences that remain in the realm
of the inner life, and are hardly shared with others, do nevertheless contribute to
one’s idiosyncratic personality. Secrets are part of the self-definition of a religion,
just as shadowy personal secrets contribute to an individual’s self-perception.
Again, just as in life, secrets in some religions grow with time and thus become
much more numerous and even more formative. Later forms of some religions are
also more inclined to include secret dimensions, a circumstance that should be
taken into consideration when attempting to describe these religions. Processes
that occurred in rabbinic Judaism represent an interesting example of the gradual
and comprehensive process of arcanization of its contents.

It is the nature of these secrets, much more than their number, that is a
constitutive factor of certain religions. Secrets of nature ostensibly differ from
secrets of history, political secrets differ from theosophical ones, and secrets
of sacred scripture differ from oral secret traditions. A typology of secrecy, the
understanding of the cumulative importance of the various secrets, and of their
changes and continuities, is therefore a precondition of a more sensitive descrip-
tion of the spiritual physiognomy of certain religions. With time religions evolve,
and some of these changes may be discerned in the number and nature of the
secrets that survive, are adopted from outside, or become influential. Though no
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accurate description can be generated by overemphasizing the importance of the
domains of secrecy, ignorance or even only neglect of this area will produce a
simplistic, sometimes monochromatic picture of certain religiosities. Though
many scholars of religion, among them also students of Judaism, may attempt to
avoid engagement with this realm of shadows, this seems to be more the effect of
an Enlightenment preconception than a dictate of reason. Today we, who are a bit
freer from those shadows generated by the century of lights than our predecessors
were, may better encourage the exposition of the history and phenomenology of
secrecy without too many apologetic and polemical concerns. I shall divide the
more concentrated analyses of secrets in ancient Judaism, a topic that is indis-
pensable for the later developments of medieval secrecy, into two parts: the first
will deal with the more experiential dimension of believing in and finding a secret
layer within the scriptures; the second, in the next chapter, will offer some histori-
cal observations related to the emergence of secrecy.

In a famous passage on the nature of the mystery experience, Aristotle distin-
guished between mystery and philosophy by describing those who had undergone
the mystery rite as having been affected and suffering rather than as learning.?
This experiential aspect of being initiated into mysteries is quintessential for these
religions, even if one may argue that learning quite often involves some forms
of experience. Thus, though I would refrain from overemphasizing radical dif-
ferences between extensive corpora, I would claim that in ancient Jewish eso-
tericism—with the notable exception of the Therapaeuts, Philo of Alexandria, and
related Alexandrian Jewish phenomena where the importance of contemplation is
more evident*—the experiential element was combined much more with the idea
of learning than it was in the Greek mystery religion ambiance. Because of the
loaded meaning of the term “mystery,” as referring mainly to an experiential event
and less, if at all, to learning, I have decided not to use this term in the following
discussions and to prefer such terms as “secret” and “arcanization.” The latter
term can be understood as referring to both conscious and unconscious efforts to
introduce secrets into the canonical texts, as the result of either a systemic de-
velopment or a crisical situation.>

The systematic use of the term “secret” in the following discussions contends
that the topics it covers are issues that can be understood in themselves and used
in a technical way in order to reach certain magical and mystical effects; unlike the
inexhaustible significance inherent in a mystery, there is an exhaustible feature in
the concept of secret, either by understanding it or by using it. A secret therefore is
something to be kept away from someone, though it be fathomable in itself.

On the other hand, the term “mystery” stands, as I understood it, for a topic, a
state of things or a deep personal experience whose ultimate meaning does not
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invite, or even totally escapes, a discursive explanation. This seems to be the way
the term is used in ancient Greek and Hellenistic mystery religions and sometimes
in Christianity.” So, for example, we learn from Tertullian’s description of the
Christian mystery that “in the old revelation this mystery of the Cross had to be
cloaked in images. For had it been divulged naked and without images, the
outrage would have been even greater. And the more grandiose this mystery of the
Cross was to become, the more it had to remain in the shadow of images, in order
that the difficulty of the understanding should forever impel men to seek the grace
of God.”®

It is a decoding of the earlier in accordance with the later, the fathoming of the
shadows that will reveal their esoteric meaning only by another event, divine
grace, as a condition of understanding, the need to transcend the visible—the
image of the Cross, for example—in order to reach what is called its mystery,
which means a move from the simple to the complex. Or, as Hugo Rahner put it,
“the mystery of the Cross is God’s great wisdom, discernible in the foolish little
symbol.”® A tension between the simple sense of the entity to become a symbol
and the divine is operative in this type of symbolism that creates mystery.** In
pagan mystery religion and, mutatis mutandis, in Christianity this experiencing of
the mystery brings salvation and even instant transformation, as we shall see
below. In this text I would like to point out the occurrence of the term “grace” as
the purpose of the spiritual path. Thus, the religious discipline depends ultimately
on the divine response, which cannot be fathomed. It seems to me that the
concepts of mystery and grace are complementary, because no exhaustive under-
standing of the mystery is possible or even attainable by means of the human
independent ratio. The emphasis on belief and faith in the unique nature of the
fatum of the redeemer creates another attitude toward the core of a religion, which
differs from the emphasis on the importance of the study of a book and the
performance of its commandments—as understood by a particular elite—as in the
case of rabbinic Judaism. The latter form or religion is more connected to a
category that I have proposed to designate as via perfectionis, in comparison to the
gist of Christianity, which I have proposed to call via passionis.** Needless to say,
the terminology for pointing to those two different religious modalities does not
imply any value judgment.

In my opinion, the concept of mystery, so important in both Christianity and
mystery cults, does not play an important role in ancient Jewish texts, including
the mystical ones, composed in Hebrew. Interestingly, the occurrence of the term
mystorin in rabbinic texts—a conspicuous loan from the Hellenistic surround—
often stands for a type of lore that can be explained and argued, such as the
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Mishnah.*? In other cases, when it stands for the divine name, the circumstance
that its precise nature is not known to one is paramount, rather than the fact of its
essential ineffability. In these cases the secretive, not the mysterious, character of
the sacred name is referred to by mystorin.’* Indeed, in one instance mystorin
occurs in a passage paralleling a talmudic discussion where the term “[divine]
name” is found. In a relatively ancient midrash it is written that “the serving
angels had seen that the Holy One, blessed be He, gave the Torah to Moses, [and]
they too gave him mystorin.”** Elsewhere it stands for the sign, or perhaps process
or ritual, of circumcision.?s In all those cases it expresses the esoteric rather than
the ineffable quality. Interestingly, this loan, which recurs several times in rab-
binic texts, is never found in the texts that constitute the bulk of the Heikhalot
literature, despite their frequent resort to secretive terminology. In other words,
while the concept of arcanization as used in this book implies moments of secrecy
or esotericism, the category of mysteriousness, absent from the Hebrew texts
alluded to above, stands for the essentially unexplainable, and therefore the aspect
of esotericism would be much less important, though it is not totally absent.

In line with this observation, I am inclined in most cases to prefer to translate
the terms raz, sod, and seter as “secret” rather than “mystery.”*° This tendency is,
however, applicable in the context of ancient Jewish mystical and nonmystical
texts alone. In the medieval literature these terms reflect a much more complex
situation where the sense of the mysterious is most often appropriate. I shall have
more to say about the concepts of secret and arcanization in the next chapter. Let
us focus in this chapter not so much on the content of the secrets as on the way
they can be reached and expounded.

Though the form of some of the secrets in Heikhalot texts is quite unintelligi-
ble, as they consist in series of nomina barbara, they were used, according to some
texts, as technical means to achieve intelligible goals: they magically facilitated the
understanding of the plain sense and the increasing of the Torah, which may mean
either expanding it or fathoming its content more deeply. It is a nonmysterious, in
fact ordinary goal that is sought by the Heikhalot mystic by means of the secret.
The power inherent in a restricted type of knowledge and practice assists the
enhancement of the mental capacities so that the mystic can operate much more
efficiently. The move is thus from the more complex, unfathomable nomina barbara
to the simple. According to other texts (to be discussed below), a vision of God is
reached by means of study, but also in these cases the mysterious element is
absent. On the one hand, the mystery goal involves not only a transformation of
the initiate but a radical change: a deep alienation from one’s prior personality. So,
for example, we learn from a statement by a participant in an Eleusian mystery rite:
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“I came out of the mystery hall feeling like a stranger to myself.”*” On the other
hand, in the Heikhalot literature the transformation would be more of one’s way of
perceiving the world: the intensification of one’s spiritual faculties or a vision of’
the world as if new.*® Again, while the mysteries invite various types of allegoriza-
tion, mystical or more philosophical, because of their more amorphous content,°
such a move is not part of the early Jewish esoteric literature or its understanding
of the secrets.2° Moreover, whereas in the mysteries the initiates undergo a drama,
in which the already initiated also participate, as the central part of the rite, in the
Heikhalot literature the initiation may start with a much more modest event and
then move toward an internal shift within the mystic. These differences notwith-
standing, it should be emphasized that both the mystery religions, Christianity
and the Heikhalot literature, are Erldsungsreligionen, since by means of both myste-
ries and secrets a salvific state is achieved. They share a great emphasis on the
immediacy either of the spiritual transformation or of the knowledge that the
initiates are saved. These are instant or easy religiosities,** because both the
mystery and the secret serve as a short circuit. The common use of strong tech-
niques by mystery religions and by the Heikhalot mystics or the emphasis on faith
in Christianity is indicative of their instant nature. Again, in both the mystery
religions and the Heikhalot literature, magic is part of the ritual.?

III. ON EXPERIENTIAL STUDY OF TEXTS IN ANCIENT JUDAISM

Though dealing with secrets that can be exhausted and also transmitted I assume
that their discovery in the canonical text and their disclosure of secrets to others
involve an experiential dimension of fathoming the text. This guess is based on
the existence of at least three texts found in the rabbinic and Heikhalot literatures
which point out the possibility of a paranormal experience as the result of in-
tensive study of the Torah. One is the famous dictum in Pereq Qinyan, the last
chapter of the tractate ’Avot, where it is said, in the name of the second-century
Tanna’ R. Meir:

Whoever busies himself in Torah for its own sake merits many things: and
not only so, but he is worthy of the whole world, he is called friend, be-
loved; loves God, loves mankind. And he is clothed with meekness and fear,
and he is fitting of becoming righteous, pious, upright, and faithful; it
removes him from sin and brings him toward the side of merit. And they
enjoy from him counsel and sound wisdom, understanding and strength,
for it is said: “Counsel is mine, and sound wisdom; I have understanding; I
have strength.”* And it gives him dominion and the faculty of judgment.
And they reveal to him the secrets of the Torah. And he is made, as it were, a
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spring that ceases not, and a river that flows on, increasingly. And he
becomes modest and long-suffering and forgiving of insult. And it magni-
fies him and exalts him over all things.>*

The devoted student of the Torah is described here from several points of view
with respect to his achievements: (i) his study contributes to an appreciation by
external factors, as he becomes a friend and a beloved; (ii) the Torah adorns him
with special gifts; (iii) secrets of the Torah are revealed to him by unspecified
agents; and (iv) the student undergoes a transformation as the culmination of the
prior gifts. The question may be raised as to whether these four achievements
occur one after the other or in some way depend on each other—that is, whether
understanding and strength not only precede the revelation of the secrets but also
prepare the student for their reception. If this hierarchical arrangement of the
achievements obtains, then we have a relatively early text testifying to the nexus
between the possession of understanding and the reception of the secrets of the
Torah, a theme that will be dealt with in the next chapter. The special intellectual
faculty sometimes designated Binah has often been related to a very early concept
found in another text of the tractate ’Avot to the effect that intellectual maturity is
reached at the age of forty.?> The higher intellectual faculty, designated by the verb
BYN, is apparently a precondition of the reception of someone’s else expositions of
esoteric topics.?®

According to another text, again found in a midrash, whose precise date is
disputed by scholars, “if someone has read the Torah, the prophets, and the
hagiographia, and studied the Mishnah, the midrash of halakhot and *aggadot, and
studied the Gemara’, and studied [talmudistic] casuistry, for their own sake,
[then] immediately the Holy Spirit dwells on him.”?” A close parallel to this
passage is found in yet another midrash, apparently a fragment that according to
some scholars belongs to the Heikhalot literature. In Midrash Mishlei it is said that
God examines the scholars as to what they studied during their lifetime; after the
whole range of biblical and rabbinic studies have been mentioned, a student who
studied Talmud and still remembers it (mi she-be-yado talmud),?® comes into the
presence of God, who says:

Since you have studied Talmud, did you gaze?° at the chariot, did you gaze at
[my] greatness?*° Since there is no delight in my world but in that hour
when the scholars sit and study the Torah, and peer and look at and see, and
ponder this immense Talmud, how my seat of glory is standing . . . the
Hashmal** how does it stand . . . and more important than all the other
[issues] is how I stand, from my toenail to the top of my head, what is the
size of the palm of my hand, and what is the size of the fingers of my feet. . .
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this is my greatness, this is the splendor of my beauty, that my sons ac-
knowledge my glory, by this manifestation [middah].32

What is crucial from our point of view is the fact that the study of the greatness
of God is not a special form of literature that culminates the rabbinic curriculum
but rather a special mode of study of the whole range of classical texts. Much as in
the midrashic sources, where study for the sake of study opens the student to a
paranormal experience, so here the result of the special form of study opens the
contemplative or even ecstatic vision of the gigantic size of the supernal world,
including the gigantic divinity. Here peculiar topics of Shi‘ur Qomah were seen to be
achieved not by a resort to the special hymns and mystical techniques of the
Heikhalot literature but by an immersion in the study of classical texts. This
combination of textual studies with paranormal experiences, characteristic of the
Heikhalot literature, is reminiscent of the ’Avot passage. I see no way to under-
stand these passages, as well as others not adduced here, as pointing to a kind of
spirituality that cultivates the study of texts as an aim in itself, or as absorb-
ing some forms of information alone, while the mystical experience should be
thought of as standing apart from the textual study. On the basis of this reading of
a theory of mystical study, sometimes referred to as torah li-shemah, I prefer to see
the use of the verb li-derosh in the mishnaic texts as pointing to an intensive
approach to these three esoteric topics, and plausibly also to the texts related to
these topics, which may culminate with an ascent on high.>?

According to the Heikhalot fragment preserved in Midrash Mishlei, the mystic is
able to see the divine glory during his study of the text. This is, however, not the
only nexus between the two topics. In some midrashic texts, and in an important
piyyut (song of praise) written apparently in the sixth century, two additional
affinities between these topics surface. According to the midrashic sources, the
Torah has been written on the divine arm or the divine forehead.>* According to
the piyyut, the Torah is of enormous size, just as that of the divine stature in Shi‘ur
Qomah.?® Thus, the transformation of the classical texts into a certain type of
transparent structure, by means of which it is possible to peer at the divine body, is
not just an idiosyncratic view presented in a marginal fragment but is corrobo-
rated by additional and independent material. In other words, the mystical experi-
ence has been conceived, in some small circles at least, neither as separated from
or alien to the rabbinic studies nor as an alternative to them. Thus, at least in the
cases I have dealt with here, the texts have created a bridge between spiritual
phenomena that modern scholarship considers to be well distinguished from
each other. In my opinion, what is important in this bridge, or in the alternative to
the complete separation, is the fact that literature and experience not only may
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coexist but also may constitute a certain continuum. It starts with the exoteric and
communal but culminates in the esoteric and individual. It commences with the
regular legalistic study but strives to transcend the plain sense by attaining the
hidden structure of the supernal world as a reflection of the structure of the Torah.
It conveys the idea that secrets, far from being alien to the letters of the canonical
texts, are actually experienced by means of an immersion in the study of the
content reflected by those letters. By this emphasis on literacy, the mystic achieves
an aural or visual experience (or both) that infuses him with the secret depths of
the written text. This stand should be compared to the view of the Prince or Angel
of the Torah (Sar ha-Torah), an angelic entity that can be enticed by incantations to
descend and to disclose the secrets of the Torah to the mystic.3® Unlike the texts
mentioned above, where study of the canonical literature is undertaken with
intensity or devotion, in the Sar ha-Torah texts it is by means of a magical and thus
hyposemantic approach to language and texts that the hypersemantic information
is attained. So, for example, in one of the versions of Sar ha-Torah3” it is written:
“Get up and be seated before My throne, the way you sit in the academy. Take the
crown, accept the seal, and learn the secret of the Torah: how you shall perform it,
how you shall inquire into it,3® how you shall use it. Raise the paths of your heart;
let your heart gaze* into the Torah.”+°

I assume that the crown, keter, and the seal, hotam,** reflect the magically
oriented approach to the Torah; they are also referred to in the verb phrases
“perform it” (ta‘asuhu) and “use it” (teshammeshu bo). On the other hand, the phrase
“learn the secret of the Torah” (lamdu seder sod ha-Torah) seems to be paralleled by
“inquire into it” (tidreshuhu). If this conjecture is correct, then the verb DRSh in this
text, as well as another from the same treatise, has a distinct mystical value of
discovering or expounding, perhaps in public, the esoteric meaning of the text.
This enterprise is embedded, however, in a sequence of actions that includes
magical ones. Not the semantic fathoming of the text, but rather some magical
names and seals will accompany the mystical inquiry into the text. As the end of
the above quote indicates, the study of and inquiry into the Torah culminate in a
contemplation of the text, whose significance will concern us later on.

Let us turn now to another important instance where seal and crown are used
in the context of Torah study. According to another Heikhalot text, God says that
“this secret, that is one of the secrets that I have taken out of the house of my
treasures, [and because of it] the voice*? of your yeshivot** will be like calves of the
stall,** without toil and labor, but [solely] by means of the name of this seal and
the recitation of the crown.”* Earlier in the same text it is said that by means of
the seal and crown no ‘am ha-"aretz—literally “people of the earth,” here meaning
the ignorant—will be found among those who use these means.*° These texts have
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been mentioned in modern scholarship in order to characterize the nature of the
Heikhalot literature. David Halperin has proposed to see this resort to magic as an
indication of the lower status of the unknown authors.*” Schaefer, on the other
hand, surmises that the emphasis on magic detracts from the mystical, or more
precisely the ecstatic, nature of the alleged experience that may underlie the Hei-
khalot literature.*® Both scholars mention the easy magical way that circumvents
the ordinary intense and laborious rabbinic study of the Torah.

Indeed, there can be no doubt that a simplification of Torah study is involved in
the Heikhalot texts. Yet this simplification is introduced together with a goal other
than purely legalistic discourse. This issue will be addressed below; suffice it to
say here thatitindicates thatin the last text the magical technique does not replace
study in the yeshivah but only facilitates it. The comparison of students using the
seals and crowns to calves of the stall means, in my opinion, that study no longer
involves great effort but is a rather easy way to attain the understanding and
contemplation of the Torah within the framework of the yeshivah. In other words,
magic does not totally subvert Torah study in all the Sar ha-Torah texts; in some
cases it was conceived of as facilitating study, but without any increase in labor.

The verb tzofin, “gaze into,” used in one of the above texts to convey the
culmination of the study of the Torah, is reminiscent of the verb that occurs in
many Heikhalot texts in the context of the contemplation of the Merkavah (the
chariot in Ezekiel’s vision), but more precisely recalls the passage from Midrash
Mishlei mentioned above, where it is found again in the context of the study of
certain canonical texts. The mystical nature of this last phase of the path can be
extrapolated from a significant parallel found elsewhere in a text pertaining to the
Heikhalot literature of Sar ha-Torah, where it is said that God, compelled by the
protagonists of the Heikhalot literature, “has revealed to them the secret* of the
Torah, how they will perform it, how they will expounds® it, how they will make
use of it. Immediately, the divine spirit appeared.”>*

The verbs in this passage parallel precisely those in the above-quoted passage
from the same treatise. However, in lieu of gazing into the Torah, the appearance
of the divine spirit is mentioned. This appearance is caused by magic but in itself
seems to be a rather mystical experience, a circumstance that helps us better
understand the mystical meaning of gazing in the other text. This is, in my
opinion, not a mere reading but a rather experiential one fraught with revelatory
potential. Again, in yet another passage belonging to Sar ha-Torah, if the merits
of one’s forefathers allow, “he may make use of the majesty of the crown and of
this seal; and they are obliged to him, and he is exalted by the majesty>? of the
Torah.”s* The occurrence of the crown and the seal is reminiscent of the earlier
text; and, as in that passage of Sar ha-Torah, so here a certain achievement, the
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glorification of the contemplator, is attained, apparently by absorbing the glory of
the Torah. We may guess the nature of this gazing from a parallel text from the
Heikhalot literature, where we learn that when R. Nehunya ben ha-Qanah, one of
the main protagonists of the Heikhalot literature, “revealed the secret of the
Torah; immediately my heart was illuminated like the gates of the Orient,>* and
the orbs of my eyes>> gazed into the depths and the paths of the Torah, and
nothing has been forgotten.”s¢

The attainment of the secret of the Torah produces a special approach to the
Torah, which involves both mystical contemplation, the gazing into the inner
structure of the Torah, and magical attainment, the extraordinary memory.>” The
transformation of the inherent power of the eyes to contemplate the “depths and
paths” of the Torah®® into an actual act of contemplation implies a dramatic
corporeal change reminiscent of the deep change involved in Enoch’s transfigura-
tion into an angel, which includes a drastic change in the orbs of the eyes.>® The
transformation of the eye when gazing into the Torah can be understood as the
result of the disclosure of the greatness of God, His form or beauty (which is
reminiscent of the vision of the Merkavah), found within the contemplated text.
Indeed, the Torah is mentioned in many cases in a rather special manner that
recalls the Merkavah: It has “chambers,” hadrei torah, just as the Merkavah pos-
sesses hadrei merkavah. Thus we learn in this literature about the possibility of “the
gazing into the chambers of the Torah.”®® Moreover, in the treatise Ma‘aseh Mer-
kavah, which belongs to this literature, it is written, in a rather awkward formula-
tion, that “when Rabbi Nehunya ben ha-Qanah told me the secret of the chambers
of the palace of the Merkavah, and the Torah as well, I shall not forget one of their
chambers, and I saw the King of the world, sitting on the high and sublime
seat.”®?

One possible reading of this rather obscure passage is that together with the
secret of the chambers of the Merkavah, R. Ishmael, the recipient of this secret,
was told something about the chambers of the Torah. This initiation had a double
effect: he never forgot these secrets, and he saw God sitting on the seat. The fact
that the two topics are discussed together suggests a certain affinity was existing
between them. The mystical experience of seeing God is found here together with
a more magical one, the extraordinary memory. These two issues do not appear, in
this text, to be exclusive. It should be mentioned that the view that the Torah
possesses chambers seems to be rather ancient; Origen indicates that he heard
from a Jewish scholar a simile comparing the Torah to a house of many cham-
bers.52 Moreover, it seems that in Origen the very term “chambers” may, as
Raphael Loewe has put it, stand for “a deep sense of intimacy.”*

At this stage of our discussion, let us return to the magic of seal and crown.
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There can be no doubt that both terms refer to magical names. Can we, however,
propose a more precise explanation for the use of these two terms when dealing
with the penetration into the recesses of the Torah? In my opinion, the transforma-
tive language that occurs when dealing with the experiential study of the Torah
may corroborate the view that the seal and crown designate special forms of
magical names that are used by the mystic as part of a journey, whether understood
as metaphorical or not, according to the self-perception of the mystic. Like those
who ascended to the Merkavah and attempted to defend themselves from the per-
nicious angels, so too those who invoked the Prince of the Torah had to protect
themselves, by means of seals and crowns.®* Likewise, it is possible to conceive the
use of the crown and seal, in the context of the seat of glory, as a form of enthrone-
ment, a phenomenon apparently paralleled by the ascent of the mystic in other
parts of the Heikhalot literature.®> The seal, the seat, and the crown mentioned in
the Sar ha-Torah texts conspire to allow one to attain both a mystical experience and
magical powers. Their reception by the mystagogue shows that in this type of text,
as in the ascent texts, the mystic has undergone a certain transformation, an
apotheosis that will bring him closer to God, not only spatially but also essentially.
In the Heikhalot literature God too is described as possessing a crown, a seal, and
a seat.%® There is a possible correspondence between the seal and crown on the one
hand, and the phylacteries of the hand and head on the other.%” If this was the
intention of the texts, we may assume that, as in rabbinic passages where God is
described as donning phylacteries, we may speak about a magical understanding
of the ritual which is also fraught with more experiential overtones.

The Heikhalot literature was written in the Near East sometime in the middle
of the first millennium c.E. It was transmitted to European Jewry, and the most
important Jewish community was the small sect of Hasidei Ashkenaz active from
the end of the twelfth century to the middle of the thirteenth century. The mystical
aspects of the study of the Torah were also adopted and elaborated by those
medieval masters. In the same vein as the above passages, we learn from Sefer ha-
Hokhmah, an important thirteenth-century treatise on exegetical methods written
by R. Eleazar of Worms, that the Torah enlightens its devoted students, and that
“whoever darkens himself, day and night, in the light of the Torah,*® [He] will
enlighten his face, and he will have a splendor and ornament of the glory, ‘the
crown of the beloved’ . . . as it is said,” ‘The wisdom of man will enlighten
his face.” 77t

The Torah is expressly viewed by R. Eleazar as tantamount to the face of the
Shekhinah.” Therefore, the study of the Torah—and of the Talmud, according to a
view to be adduced below—enables the student to become more similar to the
supernal, luminous face of the divine presence and glory. An important text from

. 176 -



TORAH STUDY AND MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES

the same book takes us a step forward toward a better understanding of the
affinity between the human and the divine face. Just as Moses, when receiving the
Torah, met God, whose face is conceived of as luminous, so too the medieval
student of the Torah may be conceived of as meeting the light of the face of glory
or of God. Later, in his Commentary on the Torah, R. Eleazar writes: “The [study of]
the Talmud causes an ornament to man, and the ‘countenance of his face’ [gelaster
panav] is bright like the splendor of the radiance of the great light, as it is said by
the sages, ‘Whoever studies the Torah, a thread of mercy is drawn onto him.’ 773

Let me return to an important aspect of the phenomenology of the religious
outlook of the Heikhalot literature. The mixture of mysticism and magic at the
final moment of the path as proposed in those texts is crucial for the more
balanced understanding of the religious goals of many of the Heikhalot texts.
Gershom Scholem has emphasized the mystical goal of the ascent on high as
quintessential for this type of mysticism, and Peter Schaefer, on the other hand,
has emphasized the magical goal, at the same time drastically marginalizing the
role of the mystical goals in the general economy of this literature.”* Although
some scholars have argued against such a drastic reduction in the importance of
the mystical elements, some explicitly taking issue with Schaefer’s views, the
alternative that has been offered is a return to Scholem’s stand as criticized by
Schaefer, namely that the ascent to heaven is still paramount. I am aware of only
one attempt to more carefully examine another possible way of understanding Sar
ha-Torah as combining magic and mysticism.” In fact, one of the main proof texts
for Schaefer’s claim as to the magical nature of this literature has been his solely
magical interpretation of Sar ha-Torah. I have opted, instead, for a mixture between
the two goals.” Only when allowing a more balanced interplay and interface
between the two ideals, the mystical and the magical, will the nature of the
guiding goals of the Heikhalot literature be better approximated. Let me adduce
one more example, regarding the mystical goal of the more magical of the texts in
the Heikhalot literature. In the composition Sar ha-Torah we read:

At the end of the twelve days, he may proceed to any aspect of Torah he
requested: whether scriptures or Mishnah or Talmud,”” or even gazing at
the Merkavah. For he goes forth in a pure state, and from great abstinence
and affliction. For we have in hand a teaching, a decree of the forebears and
a tradition from the ancients, who wrote it down and left it for the genera-
tions, so that the humble ones” could make use of it.” Whoever is worthy is
answered by them.®°

In lieu of using the “secret of the Torah,” an ascetic path is introduced in this
passage in order to open the way for an extraordinarily efficient, actually magical,
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study of the various canonical texts, which culminates in gazing at the Merkavah. I
am inclined to understand the gazing at the divine chariot as the highest possible
religious achievement, the peak of the studies that transcend the classical ones
and attain the vision of God. Here the Merkavah stands, apparently, at the end of a
spiritual path, such that the exposition of this subject is the most restricted one in
the Mishnah and Talmud. At least insofar as the talmudic interpretation of the
Mishnah on Hagigah is concerned, ’Elisha® ben Abuyah has contemplated the
Merkavah, and this is offered as an interpretation of the term sitrei torah. Indeed,
there are elements of magic and ascetics involved as crucial components of the
path, a fact that does not, however, attenuate the contemplative goal of gazing at
the divine chariot; as can be easily seen, this last text constitutes a partial parallel
to the passage from Midrash Mishlei adduced above. I would like to ponder the
relation between the study and the gazing; a possible reading would be that the
verb tzofin means an activity that is restricted to the study of the text related to the
Merkavah. Thus, a continuum between the study of the nonmystical texts and the
reading of the texts dealing with the Merkavah would be ensured. Yet this possible
reading is rather problematic for a variety of reasons. Let me start with a philologi-
cal one: in the Sar ha-Torah text, the term used is tzefiyyat ha-merkavah. Only if we
read this phrase as elliptical, namely as meaning the reading of the texts on the
Merkavah which is designated as the gazing at the Merkavah, is such a proposal
plausible. We would best be cautious with such elliptical readings, however, and
resort to them only when necessary. Even if we allow it, for the sake of discussion,
another stumbling block must be overcome. From the philological point of view,
the verb TzPhH would have to be interpreted rather metaphorically in order to add
to its basic meanings—look, wait, aspire—the meaning of reading or looking at a
certain text. In theory such a significance is possible, but it has yet to be substanti-
ated from the philological point of view, as well as by explaining why in this con-
text such a reading would be more plausible. For the time being, until a different
interpretation is fostered in a philological manner—and I am ignorant of such a
possibility—I would advocate a more mystical interpretation of the Sar ha-Torah
text, one that is consonant with numerous other instances in Heikhalot literature,
where gazing at the Merkavah has scarcely anything to do with an act of reading.
Let me turn to one of the terms used in the Heikhalot literature, which appears
in the quote above: ha-tzenu‘im, the humble or, according to another possible
translation, discreet ones. This term recurs in many sources in the context of
mystical traditions, both ancient and medieval.®* What is important for our dis-
cussion, however, is that this term occurs in a relevant context in the Talmud,
Qiddushin, fol. 71a, where the transmission of the name of forty-two letters is
allowed only to one who has special qualities, among them being that he is a
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humble person, tzanu‘a, or, according to another statement found in the same
passage, only to the humble ones among the priests, ha-tzenu‘im she-ba-kehunah.
This talmudic passage does not contain, in its form in the printed versions of the
Talmud, any paramount magical element. In the Middle Ages, however, there
existed a different version of this passage, as quoted by Maimonides in the Guide of
the Perplexed, 1:62, and R. Todros ben Joseph ha-Levi Abulafia’s *Otzar ha-Kavod:3>

The name having forty-two letters is holy and sanctified and is only trans-
mitted to one who is discreet,®3 has reached the middle of his life, is not
prone to anger or to drunkenness, does not arouse criticism by his ways of
life, and speaks agreeably with people. And he who knows it is heedful
thereof and observes it in purity, is beloved on high and popular below. He
is feared by the people, his learning is preserved by him, and he inherits the
two worlds, this world and the next.3*

The phrase translated by Shlomo Pines as “his learning is preserved by him”
does not appear in the printed Talmud. The Hebrew is talmudo mitqayyiem be-
yado,®> which means that he does not forget what he learned. This seems to be
a magical attainment, related to the extraordinary quality of the divine name,
quite similar to the Heikhalot claims. At least from this important point of view,
the similarity between talmudic and Heikhalot texts is paramount, an issue that
should be remembered when comparing the attitude toward magic in the two cor-
pora. Moreover, the tzenuim mentioned in the Talmud are ostensibly part of the
elite. One may argue, as David Halperin probably would do, that the Heikhalot
literature adoption of the same term, in a similar context, is part of the appro-
priation of the rabbinic elite’s stands. Indeed, this is a possible explanation,
but it may be no less plausible to assume that in the Heikhalot text, too, there
is an effort to speak about an elite. In any case, this talmudic passage is just one
of the many cases that erase sharp distinctions between the rabbinic and the
Heikhalot attitudes to magic. Indeed, a valid comparison between the two types of
literature should concentrate on their respective views of the same concepts and
not resort to comprehensive statements about the nature of the two distinct sorts
of literature.

In the Heikhalot texts there is a discontinuity between the nature of the tech-
nique and the results. Magic, consisting in resorting to seals and crowns, and the
knowledge of the secret of the Torah provoke the revelation of the inner structure
of the Torah, but it bears emphasizing that the study of that structure is not
mentioned. Not always in the Heikhalot texts are magical techniques a surrogate
for conventional Torah study. It seems that the vision of the inner structure of the
Torah, which implies a complex architectonics of chambers, paths, and depths,

. 179 -



TORAH STUDY AND MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES

should also be viewed as a goal of the secret of the Torah.s¢ If we combine this
vision of the architectonics with the resort to the crown and seal, the rite that
assumes the use of the secret or Prince of the Torah is even more reminiscent of
the ascent on high, the enthronement and vision of the Merkavah. In any case,
expressions that parallel those of the architectonics of the Torah are also known
insofar as the Merkavah is concerned: the chambers of the Merkavah®” and the
depths of Merkavah.®® Although I have not found the phrase netivot ha-merkavah, at
least the expression netivot ‘arvot ha-raqia® occurs.®®

In the treatises belonging to the more restricted rabbinic orbit, however, the
understanding of the secrets found in a certain text is attained by immersion in
study of the same text. The rabbinic esoteric move is closer to what I have termed
systemic arcanization, namely it may emerge from an intense preoccupation with
text as a precondition of the attainment of its recondite layer. In other words, there
is a move from the semantic toward the hypersemantic. The Heikhalot type of
arcanization, however, is much closer to the crisical arcanization: it is imposed by
an entity that is external to the recipient of the revelation and does not involve the
prior profound absorption of the content of the text. Moreover, the few hermeneu-
tical devices used to connect the theological stands to the sources, a rare situation
in general, are part of what can be said to represent radical hermeneutics, like
gematria.”® Whereas in the rabbinic passages the studied text becomes trans-
parent, a vehicle enabling the student to reach zones of knowledge and experience
only after he has become familiar with the text, in the Heikhalot literature, which
is less interested in interpretation of the canonical texts, there is a jump beyond
the plain sense of the text to its secrets. The nature of the text, in this type of
approach, remains semantically opaque, although its formal structure, referred to
by the paths and the depths, is mystically attainable. It would be pertinent to
compare these two attitudes toward the text to the Christian understanding of the
Pharisean attitude. Unlike the Paulinian vision of the antagonism between letter
and spirit, the rabbinic approach proposes a synthesis of the two. The mystical
attitude, on the other hand, as represented in the Heikhalot literature, assumes a
certain distance between the text and its secrets. In any case, the Paulinian view of
the sacred text in ancient Judaism does not fit any of the main early postbiblical
corpora: neither Philo nor the early rabbinic literature nor the Heikhalot treatises
produced limited or comprehensive arcanizations. It would be better to assume
that Paul was aware of at least some of the forms of early Jewish arcanization but
attempted to solve the tension between his arcane reading of the Hebrew Bible as
christological and other forms by proclaiming that actually there were no arcane
readings at all.

Why such an arcanization, which operates by the transformation of the studied
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texts—according to the rabbinic sources—into mystical names has been ignored
by modern scholarship is an issue whose detailed analysis transcends the present
discussion. Such an analysis might, however, point to the acceptance of the classi-
cal Christian view of rabbinism as purely legalistic even by Jewish scholars,°* to a
vision of mysticism that disregards the possible mystical value of linguocentric
spirituality,°> and to the adoption of simplistic methodologies that encourage too
stark a distinction between different types of literature that are contemporaneous,
even in cases where I doubt they are helpful.*?

IV. FROM SECRECY TO EXPERIENCE

If, according to some masters, understanding of a canonical text amounts to
receiving secrets, these receptions were nevertheless preceded by a revelation,
namely a certain form of mystical experience. Thus, ancient and some medieval
approaches to the sacred text assume the ascent of the mystic, followed by the
reception of the secrets, which sometimes consist in the magical names concealed
within the biblical text. But whereas the ancient ascending experiences were re-
lated to different forms of body-shape experience, in the medieval Kabbalah the
ascending entities were related to ontic extensions of human activities, like the
voice, or in other cases kavvanah, the spiritual intention that accompanies ritualis-
tic activities. Let me adduce an example that combines the two, from the mid-
sixteenth-century Safedian Kabbalist R. Moses Cordovero:

There is no doubt that the letters that compose each and every pericope of
the pericopes of the Torah, and every gemara’ and chapter®* someone is
studying which concern a certain mitzvah, have a spiritual reality that as-
cends and clings to the branches of this sefirah, namely that [peculiar]
sefirah that hints at that mitzvah, and when the person studies the [corre-
sponding] mitzvah or the chapter or the pericope or the verse, those letters
will move and stir on high, on this reality [metzi’ut], by means of a “voice”
and a “speech,” which are Tiferet and Malkhut and Mahashavah and Re‘uta’
de-Libba™s . . . since Mahashavah and Re‘uta’ de-Libba’ are as a soul to the
“speech” and to the “voice,” which are the [lower] soul [nefesh] and the
spirit [ruah]. And behold, the voices and the realities of the letters [produced
by] the twist of the lips bestow on them a certain act and movement [like
that] of a body. And the reality of the letters ascends, and it is found every-
where on the way of their ascent from one aspect®® to another, following the
way of the [descending] emanation from one stage to another.°’

This Kabbalistic master presents a comprehensive theory that involves the
letters and voices together with their sources in the lower domain of the sefirotic
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realm, Tiferet and Malkhut, and their supernal sources, two higher sefirot, Maha-
shavah and Re‘uta’ de-Libba’. On the psychological level they correspond to the
two lower spiritual functions. This concatenation of the sefirotic, psychological,
and linguistic conceptions explains, according to Cordovero, the possibility that
the ascending letters might affect the higher sefirot. This dynamism of the letters,
consisting in their capacity to ascend and their potential impact on the various
sefirot, stems from the impetus conferred by human thought and will, which
correspond to the divine thought and will. Intentional speech is an ascending
human creation complementing the descending divine speech.

Another passage that embodies the relation between secrecy and experience is
found in R. Hayyim Vital’s influential book on the attainment of prophecy: “All the
prophets followed him [i.e., Moses] by directing the people and by illuminating
their eyes regarding the wisdom of the Torah and its secrets, by means of the
divine spirit that enwrapped him. [Therefore] we conclude that prophecy and
divine spirit must be in existence in the world, and this is an easy thing, provided
that worthy men live.”?s It seems that the spiritual teachers who followed Moses
were inspired and illuminated masters who taught the Jews the secrets of the
Torah, which plausibly stand for the technique to attain prophecy, namely a mysti-
cal experience. On this issue Vital appears to have been influenced by the pro-
phetic Kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia.*

In an early modern form of Jewish mysticism, however, the study of the canoni-
cal text itself has been conceived of as an avenue to a mystical experience. In one of
the versions of the meeting between the Besht, the founder of eighteenth-century
Polish Hasidism, and his most important disciple, the Great Maggid of Mezeritch,
we read:

He*° asked me whether I had studied Kabbalah. I answered that I did. A
book was lying in front of him on the table and he instructed me to read
aloud from the book. The book was written in short paragraphs, each of
which began: “Rabbi Ishmael said: ‘Metatron, the Prince of Presence, told
me.’ 711 | recited a page or half a page to him. The Besht said to me: “It is
not correct. I will read it to you.” He began and read, and while he read he
trembled. He rose and said: “We are dealing with ma‘aseh merkavah and I am
sitting down.” He stood up and continued to read. As he was talking he lay
me down in the shape of a circle on the bed.**2 I was not able to see him
anymore. I only heard voices and saw frightening flashes and torches.*

The passage is based on a certain ambiguity: the Besht asked his future disciple
whether he studied Kabbalah, a question that may be understood as referring to
the absorption of some topics related to the specific Kabbalistic lore. Thus, a fair
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understanding of the question and the answer is the acquaintance with some
form of knowledge, which presupposes mental activity. Immediately afterward,
however, the passage shifts its focus to the ability to recite a certain text, believed
to be Kabbalistic, in a proper manner. Thus, an appropriate recitation of the
mystical text is presented as its study. This shift is of paramount importance for
understanding the new attitude toward the text: it is not so much the source of
secrets as a tool for attaining an experience. Indeed, there is an affinity between
the content of the text and the experience: the ancient text mentioned in the quote
indeed deals with a revelation allegedly received by an ancient figure, R. Ishmael.
This revelation was regarded, however, as much more articulated than what we
learn from the Hasidic story. If the arcana were the purpose of the Heikhalot
literature and the experience was instrumental, in the Hasidic text the arcana
disappeared and the experience remained the main purpose of study.*** This is but
one major example of the process of dearcanization that is characteristic of the
latest phase of Jewish mysticism.

Let me compare this conclusion, based on a rather legendary tradition, to a
quote adduced in the name of the Besht by one of his contemporaries:

Whoever prepares himself for study [of the Torah] for its own sake,°s
without any alien intention, as I was warned by my great teachers in matters
of Torah and Hasidism, including [among them] my friend, the Hasid and
Rabbi, who is the paragon of the generation, our teachers and Rabbi Israel
the Besht, blessed be his memory, let his desirable intention concerning
study for its own sake be to cleave himself in holiness and purity to the
letters, in potentia and in actu, in speech and in thought, [so that he will] link
part of [his] [lower] soul, spirit, [higher] soul, Hayah and Yehidah to the
holiness of the candle of the commandment and Torah, [to] the enlighten-
ing letters, which cause the emanation of the influx of lights and vitality,
which are true and eternal.°°

Obtaining lights and vitality is the great achievement of the appropriate study
of the Torah. Semantically they are rather inarticulate entities, important as they
may be for the Hasidic mystic. The letters of the Torah are conceived of, as we have
seen,'*” as conductors of divine power, and this power is one of the paramount
ideals in Hasidism. Although the claim to adherence concerns quite distinct en-
tities, the achievements are not described as discrete. No revelation is mentioned,
no secrets disclosed.

Let me attempt to support this observation by pointing to a quote from the son
of one of the earliest followers of the Besht, R. Mordekhai of Chernobyl. Having
described the letters as containers of the divine light, he contends that they are
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“palaces for the revelation of the light of ’Ein Sof, blessed be He and blessed His
name, that is clothed within them. When one studies the Torah and prays, then
they[!] take them out of the secret places and their light is revealed here below. . . .
By the cleaving of man to the letters of the Torah and of the prayer, he draws down
onto himself the revelation of the light of ’Ein Sof.”*°® The light of the infinite is
again an energetic entity that can be caused to descend and have a positive impact
on the mystic, but hardly ever in Hasidic literature would this term stand for a
discrete mental topic. Penetrating to the core of the letters by the act of cleaving
amounts to leaving behind the mental cargo of the word to which that letter
belongs and achieving an encounter with the immanent divine force. The men-
tioning together of prayer and Torah study as conducive to the same result is quite
emblematic. This means that what is crucial is not so much the semantic content
of the texts to which one is adhering but unknown ciphers that organize those
texts, whose efficacy is a matter of belief. The immersion of the student or the
person who prays in the text as compounded of discreet letters enables a form of
approach that is less dependent on the original content of the canonical texts and
more guided by the spiritual propensities of the mystic.

The emphasis on the experiential dimension of the study of sacred texts is not
restricted to the study of the Bible. A contemporary of R. Mordekhai of Chernobyl,
R. Menahem Mendel of Premiszlany, contends that Kabbalistic literature is not a
matter of esotericism but of ineffability stemming from its experiential basis.
Explaining why the Kabbalistic lore has been described as hidden, he argues
as follows:

Nistar is the name given to a matter that one cannot transmit to another
person; just as the taste of [a particular] food cannot be described to a
person who has never tasted this taste, so it is impossible to explain in
words how it is and what it is; such a thing is called seter. Thus is the love and
fear of God, blessed be He—it is impossible to explain to another person the
love [of God] in one’s heart; [therefore] it is called nistar. But the attribution
of the term nistar to the lore of Kabbalah is bizarre, because for one who
wishes to study [Kabbalah] the book is available to him, and if he does not
understand he is an ignoramus, as [indeed] for such a person the Gemara’
and Tosafot are also nistar. But the concealed matters in the Zohar and the
writings of R. Isaac Luria are those based on the cleaving to God, for those
who are worthy of cleaving and of seeing the supernal Merkavah,**° like
Isaac Luria, to whom the paths of the firmaments were obvious, and he
walked on them [seeing his way] with his mental eyes, like the four sages
who entered Pardes.*°
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Such an approach to esotericism is highly emblematic for Hasidism and im-
portant for the point I would like to reinforce: the process of arcanization, so
characteristic of many types of Kabbalah, came to an end in Hasidism and to a
great extent in Kabbalah in general, and the esoteric vision of Kabbalah is ex-
plicitly derided by this Hasidic master. The problems of communication created
by the experiential basis of Kabbalah prevent any serious attempt to speak about
this lore as esoteric. In the second half of the eighteenth century, when so many
Kabbalistic books had been printed (and reprinted) and made almost as available
as any other type of Jewish literature, the esoteric aura of Kabbalah faded, and with
it the importance of secrecy.

Another type of Hasidic dearcanization is found at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century in a very influential writing. R. Qalonimus Qalman Epstein of
Cracow distinguishes between the secrets of the Torah and the secret of God,
mentioned in Psalms 25:14:

It is necessary to understand the meaning of the secrets of the Torah. All
Jews use this term, but what does it mean? It cannot refer to the science of
Kabbalah and the writings of the Ari [Isaac Luria] of blessed memory and
the holy Zohar, for a “secret” is that which cannot be communicated to
others, whereas the Kabbalah, the writings of the Ari, and the Zohar can be
imparted to others and explained very thoroughly to them. Consequently,
these, having been revealed, are no longer secrets. What, then, is the secret
that is impossible to impart? It is the “secret of the Lord,” that is to say
the essence of divinity that He was, is, and will be and that He is the ground
and root of all the worlds. This cannot be imparted to another, but each
man has his own degree of comprehension of the divine in proportion to
his degree of understanding and the manner in which it is assessed in
his heart.11*

In lieu of the objective and communicable secrets of Kabbalah, the more vague
and emotional experiences related to the apprehension and experience of God
come to the fore in Hasidism. Its masters were not, however, content with offer-
ing their mysticism as a better version of Kabbalah but proposed another reading
of Kabbalah consonant with the main propensities of Hasidic mysticism. This
experiential rereading of the major books of Kabbalah, as advanced by R. Mena-
hem Mendel of Premiszlany, is not entirely new or incorrect but addresses this
lore as essentially nonesoteric. The last two quotes, whose main thrust is corrobo-
rated by many Hasidic statements, bear witness to a process of dearcanization that
reached its climax in denying the secret dimension of the most important Kab-
balistic corpora.
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V. BRINGING DOWN INTERPRETATIONS

One of the most remarkable features of rabbinic exegesis was the exclusion of the
divine from the process of interpretation. Allowing human interpretive activity its
autonomy created the avalanche of exegetical literature contained in the Talmud
and Midrash. This tide has been reversed, however, in many of the Jewish specula-
tive corpora of the Middle Ages, as part of introducing more and more secrets as
explanatory schemes.

The process of arcanization is connected, in some cases, with the resort to
access to higher entities, which reveals the secret of the Torah. Rabbinic sources
attempted to operate within the framework of the human, offering a double
horizontal approach to the Bible, allowing the autonomous human intellect the
capacity to penetrate the intricacies of the canonical text and discovering in that
text matters concerning the social life. The process of arcanization, in contrast,
created a twofold verticality related to the supernal nature of the source that
reveals secrets and sometimes also to the projection of the secrets onto the super-
nal worlds. To a certain extent, the supernal entities reveal to the mystic secrets
about themselves, the Torah being a mirror that reflects those revelations.

Let me start with a passage from an anonymous fifteenth-century Kabbalistic
book compiled in Castile:

One cannot comprehend the majority of the subjects of the Torah and its
secrets, and the secrets of the commandments cannot be comprehended,
except by means of the prophetic holy intellect, which was emanated from
God onto the prophets . . . Therefore, it is impossible to comprehend any
subject among the secrets of the Torah and the secrets of performing the
commandments by means of intellect or wisdom or by intellectus acquisitus
except by means of the prophetic intellect . . . by the divine intellect given to
the prophets, which is tantamount to the secret of knowledge of the great
[divine] name. 12

There is an interesting irony in this passage. The introduction of the impor-
tance of the intellect, so characteristic of medieval Jewish philosophy, could have
resulted in a strengthening of the autonomy of human speculative activity even
beyond the rabbinic claim. This is not, however, the case in some forms of
philosophical speculation that assumed there is an emanated or prophetic intel-
lect, or holy intellect, higher than the one acquired by studies and speculations.
This emanated intellect is just another term for the intention of imposing revela-
tion as a superior form of spiritual activity to independent intellection. Thus,
while the human intellect in actu is capable of understanding natural things, in
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matters of religion it is the emanated intellect that is indispensable.** Hence
knowledge of the inner aspects of the Torah is conditioned on the attainment of
the highest intellectual faculty, the prophetic intellect, which is seen as tanta-
mount to a prophetic experience. Understanding the secrets is a function of
blurring the gap between God as intellect and the human intellect; the latter
acquires a divine, holy intellect, which is the sine qua non for fathoming the
secrets of the Torah. The Pentateuch, a text thought to have been written under
divine inspiration, can only be properly understood by re-creating an appropriate
state of consciousness.

Of a totally different nature is the assumption that the Torah is studied in the
celestial academy and that it is possible to obtain access to the results of these
studies, which also contain secrets. To a certain extent this view is similar to that
in the ancient apocalyptic literature and the Heikhalot, as we saw in Chapter 5.
This approach sometimes assumes a pneumatic exegete, and the most interesting
example with which I am acquainted is the vast corpus of Kabbalistic literature—
in its extant form basically a commentary on the Pentateuch, composed in Castile
around 1470—known as Sefer ha-Meshiv:

You should know that the secret causing the descent of the supernal book is
the secret of the descent of the supernal chariot, and when you pronounce
the secret of the great name, immediately the force of the garment will
descend downwards, which is the secret of Elijah, who is mentioned in the
works of the sages . . . And the secret of the garment is the vision of the
garment, in which the angel of God is dressed, with a corporeal eye, and it is
he who is speaking to you . . . And the secret of the garment was given to
those who fear God and meditate upon His name; they have seen it, those
men who are the men of God were worthy of this state . . . and on the
fortieth day,**# [the garment] descended to him and showed him whatever
he wished [to know], and it stayed with him until the completion of the
[study of the] subject he wanted [to know]; and they**s stayed with him day
and night. Thus was it done in the days of Rashi to his master, and the latter
taught him [i.e., Rashi] this secret [of the garment], and by means of it [the
secret] he [Rashi] composed whatever he composed, by the means of his
mentor and instructor. Do not believe that he [Rashi] wrote this down from
his own mind,**¢ for he did it by the secret of the garment of the angel and
the secret of mnemotechnics, to explain the questions one is asking or to
compose a book one wishes to compose, and [thus] were all the sciences
copied, one by one . . . And this happened in the days of the Talmud and in
the days of Rashi’s master and in the days of Rashi too, since his master
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began this [usage], and Rashi ended it, and in their times this science'*” was
transmitted by word of mouth, one man to another, and this is the reason all
the sages of Israel relied upon Rashi, as at that time they knew the secret.
Therefore, do not ever believe that he [Rashi] composed his commentary on
the Talmud and on the plain meaning of the Bible out of his reason, but by
means of this force of the secret of the garment, and that [force] which
dressed it, which is an angel, since by means of it he could know and
compose whatever he wished . . . And those who were able to see it were like
prophets, and in the time of the Talmud many used it.*1®

The garment, in Hebrew malbush, designates the transformation that every
spiritual entity has to undergo when it descends to the nether worlds in order to
reveal itself to men. This is also the case with the angels, like Elijah, who, accord-
ing to the doctrine of Sefer ha-Meshiv, must use a garment when he descends into
our world. However, if the revelation of Elijah was a commonplace in Jewish
literature, sometimes even in relation to the revelations of doctrinal issues, as we
learn from traditions related to the early Kabbalists, the doctrine of the garment is
more specifically Kabbalistic and has a long history before Sefer ha-Meshiv, occur-
ring, as in Neoplatonic sources, in contexts dealing with the descent of spiritual
entities and their appearances to mortals, and perhaps also in formulations that
are reminiscent of the Muslim view of tanzil.1*°

The precise mechanism of composition is described as copying, and the He-
brew verb stem used for it is “TQ, which points to transmission of the sciences
from their celestial source to our world by means of copying supernal books.2°
Indeed, this seems to be one of the techniques that the anonymous author of Sefer
ha-Meshiv used to compose his own Kabbalistic commentary on the Pentateuch.
Let me give an example of the magical nature of this copying of the books. In a
magical recipe found in some manuscripts and belonging to these circles, three
angels are mentioned by God as assigned to writing:

They are angels and servants from the order of the Tarshishim, and they
consume fire and they will cause the descent of my force and strength. It is
incumbent that they will be three: one in order to copy,'?* [and] he exists!?
in your imaginary faculty in order to copy from the book so that you should
not become tired, and it is Hofni’el, the great prince, whose force is great in
Torah, in order to copy. And this is the meaning of Hofni, it fills the hand of
God.*?®* He brings every hour [or time] you incantate to the book[!]. And
Yikatvi’el, in order to write, and it is His servant and he will write everything
that Yikatvi’el will inscribe. And it [the name] includes two yods, the super-
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nal and the lower, which are inscribed, and it is the [divine] name, and it
will write by the strength of God. And the secret of the third is Yihatmi’el, is
sealing the twenty-two yods.*?*

To be sure, as this recipe claims, the technique of copying should be used in
purity and for the sake of copying sacred books, sifrei gedushah, basically the books
of the Hebrew Bible. The existence of such a technique demonstrates, however,
that in other cases, too, the assumption was that a divine power is made to
descend in order to help the copyist to reproduce the text of the sacred book.
Moreover, some decades later another anonymous Kabbalist belonging to the
same circle composed a series of concise commentaries on other parts of the
Bible, especially a lengthy commentary on Psalms known as Sefer Kaf ha-Qetoret, on
some scrolls, like the Song of Songs and Proverbs, on talmudic legends, and on
liturgical pieces, and he likewise claims that those commentaries were descended
from above.??> The relationship between copying and causing the descent of a
certain book is not clear to me. In any case, this propensity for causing the descent
of supernal entities, including books and angels, culminates in claims that even
the divinity may be drawn down by a certain magical technique.?¢

These passages and discussions should also be viewed from the more general
standpoint of the history of the concepts of individual authorship.*?” If the com-
mentary is an already existing composition, the commentator is not the original
author but a tool or a channel for the apparition of a writing in the mundane
world. No wonder the names of the author of Sefer ha-Meshiv and other members of
this circle, whose Kabbalistic books are extant, remain unknown: they saw their
activity as instrumental in transmission but did not consider themselves innova-
tors. The only counterexample is the notorious R. Joseph della Reina, a Kabbalist
known for his magical Kabbalistic activities, but not as a commentator.

Under the plausible influence of this type of magical Kabbalah, R. Shlomo
Molkho, a fascinating visionary who flourished briefly at the end of the first third
of the sixth century, confessed:

Sometimes in these days I see the celestial academy*?® of sages, and the
books are open before them and they study the Torah and they discuss
[issues concerning Torah], and they comment upon verses and statements
of our sages, blessed be their memory.*>° And from their discussions I hear
and learn something. And since I did not [previously] learn [Hebrew], nor
was accustomed to the Holy language, I did not comprehend all their dis-
cussions. But from what I was taught there in that Holy Academy, I answer
people who ask for interpretations of verses and statements,*>® which are
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seen as difficult to understand to the sages of [our] generation. And who-
ever wishes may ask me whatever he wants, to comment on recondite verses
and statements, [for] with the help of God, I am confident that I may answer
everyone who asks me in a satisfactory manner, sublime things which are
sufficient for any intelligent person, which are not [written] in books [but]
which I was instructed from heaven.*3* But I had never learned science from
the mouth of a mortal master or colleague. And whatever anyone will ask
me, [ am allowed to answer, regarding the twenty four [i.e., books of the
Jewish biblical canon], except the Book of Daniel.**?

As in the quote from Sefer ha-Meshiv, here the oracular and the compository
activities are mentioned together. Indeed, according to a statement adduced by a
disciple of Molkho’s in his name, “whoever studies the Torah for its own sake has
the power to foretell the future.”*33 The fact that Molkho was asked to respond
to questions related to both the biblical verses and rabbinic statements should
be highlighted, because it may betray an oracular attitude toward the rabbinic
sources. The interpretations of this material would also, therefore, depend not
only on the decisions of the rabbis below, but on a celestial academy whose
discussions are caused to descend.

Molkho’s view is coincident with that of his Christian contemporary Martin
Luther, who contends that the understanding of scripture depends on the Holy
Spirit and cannot be known before the revelation of that spirit.»3* Molkho ex-
plicitly acknowledges that his interpretations are not the result of previous stud-
ies, as he confesses his prior ignorance of Hebrew and apparently also of any
substantial Jewish matters.'>> Additional instances of bringing down secrets re-
lated to the Torah and parts of the Zohar in the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries
have been addressed above, and I would like not to repeat them here.**° Let me
turn, then, to some approaches that appear after the end of the eighteenth century.

In the previous section I discussed some Hasidic passages where the reward
for the study of the Torah was not a mental revelation but a descent of power or
light on the mystic. Representative as those passages are for the vast Hasidic
literature, they do not claim that interpretations should and could be offered by
Hasidic masters and communicated to their followers. As we have seen, this was a
desideratum, although at least one Hasidic master contended that the Torah of the
righteous should be interpreted in various manners by his followers.*3” But even
when the question of offering an interpretation was addressed in Hasidic sources,
it was much less a matter of mentalistic activities than of a mystical elevation to
the source of all interpretations that generated the “new” interpretation. So, for
example, we read in the influential book of R. Elimelekh of Lyzhansk that “when a
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tzaddiq wishes to comment upon a certain concept or biblical verse, before he
begins to speak he shakes his [supernal] root, and the interpretation comes down
to him from his root.”*3® Building on Cordoverian and Lurianic psychological and
theosophical views that were in turn influenced by Neoplatonism, R. Elimelekh
assumes that interpretation is found already on high and is available by activating
one’s own spiritual source. This activation is possible because of the ontological
continuum between the particular soul in the mundane world and its source
within the divine one; a rope connects the two, either in order to stir the root or in
order to serve as a channel for transmitting the interpretation.3°

Indeed, the feeling of the Hasidic masters that they are offering interpreta-
tions already in existence beforehand, and that they attain these interpretations
by a mystical discipline, is conspicuous in a relatively early testimony. Shlomo
Maimon, a contemporary of the Great Maggid, describes the early Hasidic self-
perception as follows:

Their sermons and moral teachings were not, as these things commonly
are, thought over and arranged in an orderly manner beforehand. This
method is proper only to the man who regards himself as a being existing
and working for himself apart from God. But the superiors of this sect hold
that their teachings are divine and therefore infallible, only when they are
the result of self-annihilation before God, that is, when they are suggested
to them ex tempore, by the exigence of circumstances, without their contrib-
uting anything themselves.4°

These earlier passages point to concepts that were elaborated later by R. Nah-
man of Braslav, who expressed them in one of the most fascinating passages
dealing with pneumatic exegesis:

Know that there is a soul in the world through which all the interpretations
and the commentaries of the Torah are revealed . . . All the commentators of
Torah receive [their words] from this soul. And the words of this soul are as
hot as the burning coals, for it is impossible to draw forth words of the
Torah except from one whose words are like the burning coals: as Scripture
says, “Are not my words like fire?”*** And when this soul falls from its rung,
and its words become cold, it dies. When it dies, the interpretations that
had come through it also disappear. Then all the interpreters are unable to
find any meaning in the Torah. . . . He who wants to interpret the Torah has
to begin by drawing unto himself words as hot as burning coals. Speech
comes out of the upper heart . . . The interpreter [first] has to pour out his
words to God in prayer, seeking to arouse His mercies, so that the heart will
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open. Speech then flows from the heart, and interpretation of the Torah
flows from that speech . . . On this heart are inscribed all the interpretations
of the Torah.+

I suggest understanding the phrase yesh neshamah ba-‘olam, “there is a soul in
the world,” as a pun on the expression nishmat ha-‘olam, the Neoplatonic view of
the soul of the world, which is the origin of all the particular souls that descended
in the mundane world. The attachment of the particular souls to the universal one
is regarded in Neoplatonism—and this view reverberated in Hasidism'*3—as a
mystical achievement, just as in R. Nahman’s passage “all the interpreters” de-
pend on the soul of the great interpreter, who is none other than the tzaddiq of the
whole generation, namely R. Nahman himself.*+* The supernal heart, upon which
all the interpretations are inscribed, is reminiscent of the universal soul but also of
the Qurlanic concept of a heavenly “guarded table,” al-lawh al-mahfuz (see Qur'an
85:22), upon which a more comprehensive Qur’an was primordially inscribed,
which ibn ‘Arabi has compared to a heart.*> The theme of fire is common to the
Hasidic master and to the passage from R. Moses Hayyim Luzzatto analyzed in
Chapter 3, and it may well be that they draw on a common earlier source, although
a more emotional, in many cases an enthusiastic, turn is evident in the latter form
of mysticism.

VI. STUDY OF THE TORAH AS RETURNING TO THE ORIGIN

The resort to the concept of the cosmic soul in order to explain the generation of
the interpretations is part of a broader adoption of Neoplatonic cosmology and its
mystical implication. Here we are concerned not with the various ramifications of
the introduction of Neoplatonism for the transformations of the rabbinic ideals of
perfection, but solely with the hermeneutical aspects of Kabbalah and Hasidism.
So, for example, we learn from the medieval interpretations of a verse from
Psalms regarding the perfect Torah, torat ha-Shem temimah, meshivat nafesh,*+¢ that
the Torah is not only complete or integral but also causes the return of the soul,
implicitly to its supernal source.**” Whereas the biblical verse intends to point out
that the Torah gladdens the soul of a man, or of man in general, and hence is a
this-worldly experience, some of the medieval interpretations influenced by Neo-
platonism introduced an other-worldly orientation, transforming study into an
escapist enterprise. Thus, Torah study becomes to a certain extent a technique for
personal redemption rather than a mental activity that strives toward an accumu-
lation of knowledge. This is part of the vertical shift to which I have previously
referred.

Let us inspect such an example, from the writings of a late-thirteenth-century
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Castilian Kabbalist: “[King] David said that the Torah of God is perfect, etc.,**
because just as God, blessed be He, returns+° the soul to the body, so the Torah is
emanated from Him and causes man to gain the life of the world to come, and this
is meshivat nafesh . . . because the Torah is united with God, blessed be He.”*s° The
Torah is conceived of as offering an antidote to God’s having caused the immer-
sion of the soul within the body. Whereas God initiated the descent of the soul, the
Torah causes its return to a place close to God: the next world. Neoplatonic
themes are evident: the Torah is emanated and, I surmise, may function as a
cosmic soul.

Let me turn to three sixteenth-century examples. R. Shlomo Algabetz, an im-
portant Safedian figure, asserts that the Torah “brings us to a state of devequt with
Him, may He be exalted, because when we cleave to her [the Torah], we also cleave
to our Creator, since He and His wisdom are one.”*s* Even more influential was
the description of Torah study found in an important Lurianic book: “Concerning
the study of Torah . . . all his intention must be to link his soul and bind her to her
supernal source by means of the Torah. And his intention must be to achieve
thereby the restoration of the supernal anthropos, which is the ultimate intention
of the creation of man and the goal of the commandment to study Torah . . . As
when studying Torah man must intend to link his soul and to unite her and make
her cleave to her source above . . . and he must intend thereby to perfect the
supernal tree [of sefirot] and the holy anthropos.”>2

Although explicitly antagonistic to philosophical thought, this Lurianic Kab-
balist adopted a classical philosophical topos and envisions it as one of the peaks
of the religious activity. Indeed, cleaving of the soul to its source is not the ultimate
goal, as the return to the primordial source is portrayed as contributing to the
reconstruction of the structure of the ’Adam Qadmon, namely a theurgical opera-
tion that strives for a more comprehensive perfection than the personal one. The
supernal anthropos plays, at least in part, the role of the cosmic soul to which the
individual returns.

This mystical interpretation of the study of the Torah becomes part of the
Christian Kabbalah, as we learn from an influential book written in the middle of
the sixteenth century by Sixtus of Siena. Sixtus defines Kabbalah as “a more secret
exposition of the divine law, received by Moses from the mouth of God, and
from the mouth of Moses by the fathers in continuous succession, received not
in written form but orally. This [Kabbalah] returns us from the earthly to the
heavenly.”53

Let me now call attention to a few examples from Hasidic sources where the
return of the student to the source by Torah study become a topos. R. Mordekhai
of Chernobyl, a late-eighteenth-century Hasidic master active in Ukraine, asserts:
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“If a man sanctifies each of his members and cleaves to the Torah, a cleaving of
spirit to spirit, and he himself becomes a complete Torah, [then] ‘this is the Torah
of Man,’*5* because the man himself becomes Torah, and ‘the Torah of God*ss is
perfect,’ [because] it has no imperfection, and it causes the return of the human
soul to her source, and her source is restored in the supernal place.”*>¢ The perfect
man not only becomes a perfect Torah, but this perfect Torah is viewed as the
divine Torah, clearing the way for the return of the human soul to her source
within the divine realm. Here the Torah is deemed to achieve what the Neo-
platonic philosophers strove for: the reversion of the particular soul to the source.

R. Moses Hayyim Ephrayyim of Sudylkov, a contemporary of R. Mordekhai of
Chernobyl and the grandson of the Besht, wrote that “by study and involvement
with the Torah for its own sake [or name], he can vivify his soul and amend his
248 limbs and 365 sinews, [and] cleave them to their root, and to the root of their
root, which are the Torah and the Tetragrammaton, blessed be He, . . . all of this is
[achieved] by the study of Torah for its own sake [or name] and for the sake of
asking from the letters themselves, and I heard the interpretation of the Besht. . .
from ‘the secret of God’ which is in them, which will help them [the students of
Torah] to utter the letters with a firm utterance®s” ‘for its own sake.’ ”*5# In this
instance, unlike the earlier ones adduced from the Hasidic literature, the term
“secret” does appear. However, it should be understood not in a mentalistic
manner but as the presence of the divine energy within each and every letter, in the
way that has been discussed already in Chapter 2. This energy will strengthen the
student of the Torah, but nothing related to his becoming an expert transpires
from this passage. Searching for an experience that is not intellectual in essence,
the Hasidic masters strove to accentuate the sonorous aspect of the study in lieu of
its visual one.

Let me turn now to some examples of the ascent of the products of the study of
the Torah, or of the voiced Torah, which were deemed able to reach and cleave to
the supernal realms. The founder of Hasidism, the Besht, was reported to have
recommended that “during your prayer and your study [of the Torah] you shall
comprehend and unify each and every speech and utterance of your lips, since in
each and every [pronounced] letter there are worlds and souls and divinity, and
they ascend and combine and unify with each other and with the Godhead, and
afterwards they [the sounds] combine and unify in a perfect union with the
Godhead, and the soul [i.e., your soul] will be integrated*>° with them.”1¢°

R. Shne’or Zalman of Liady, the influential Hasidic master active at the end of
the eighteenth century, emphasized the importance of the vocal performance of
Torah study as part of an experiential approach to the biblical text. In a passage
already adduced and analyzed above,** this author presents a threefold hierarchy
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of human acts, which emphasizes the importance of the performative over the
mental preoccupation with the miqra’, the read Bible. Reading is, according to this
text, bringing down divine powers within this world.

Another case of experiential study involves an explicit instance of union with
the cosmic soul. In Toledot ’Aharon R. Aharon of Zhitomir, an early-nineteenth-
century Hasidic author, when expounding the topic of the white letters,¢> de-
scribes the righteous as follows: “When someone recites'®® the speeches of the
Torah and of the prayer out of love and fear, then they fly above and those letters
cleave to the letters of the soul of the world, which are the light of the Infinite,
blessed be He . . . and he** unites his speeches to the letters of the soul of the
worlds, and he is united to the light of the Infinite, blessed be He, and there the
letters are white, and there is no combination there, and this is the reason why the
Torah is written black fire on white fire.”1%> Again the study of the Torah is
explicated in terms of recitation, in a manner reminiscent of the Besht’s views.
The pronounced words, however, are described as ascending on high and joining
the supernal white letters, which are described explicitly as the letters of the soul
of all the worlds. Thus, the letters vocalized by the student of the Torah may be
conceived of as representing the human soul, which ascends and is united to the
cosmic soul by means of Torah study. This study should be performed with
emotion and dedication, in a manner reminiscent of the views discussed in Chap-
ter 2 related to the view of R. Aharon’s master in the context of the achievement of
the messianic experience of reading the white letters.

R. Aharon of Zhitomir was a precise contemporary of R. Nahman of Braslav; in
fact, R. Levi Isaac of Berditchev, R. Aharon’s spiritual master, was a close friend of
the young R. Nahman. R. Aharon’s vision is that letters are the soul of every-
thinge¢ and so perforce the soul of the world. A proper study of the Torah is
therefore an encounter with a spiritual power that permeates the text. When the
student approaches the text after restraining his instincts, the letters of the Torah
become prominent and are recombined,*¢” and the student is thought of as “do-
ing and building the letters of the Torah, and he merits hearing the voice of the
Torah from above.”*%® In fact, the genuine study of the Torah is intended to
transform the student into a channel by which the supernal voice of the Torah is
made available to others. However, this transformation of the student also in-
volves a transformation of the order of the letters of the Torah. This is an interest-
ing example of the strong reader becoming an author.**°

An even more unitive experience related to the study of the Torah, reflecting the
highly original nature of R. Nahman’s mystical thought, is described as follows:
“When one finally is integrated in *Ein Sof, his Torah is the Torah of God Himself,
and his prayer is the prayer of God Himself . . . there exists a Torah of God and a
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prayer of God. When a person merits being integrated in ’Ein Sof, his Torah and
prayer are those of God Himself.”*7° Mystical union, the integration of one’s soul
within the infinite, will change the status of the human verbal activities so that
they become divine activities. This view is in line with the assumption concerning
the experience of the Shekhinah speaking from the mouth of the mystic.*”* Mysti-
cal experiences are therefore one of the reasons for the claim of the divine status of
Hasidic creativity. Torah here means the interpretations offered by a Hasidic mas-
ter on religious topics, a terminology that will be dealt with below.1”2

This authority is described above as stemming from the contact with the di-
vine, which implies a return to the primordial source. Another version of this
theory concerning the Torah as return occurs elsewhere in R. Nahman’s teach-
ings, when he asserts:

The quintessence of return depends upon the Torah. Behold, everything
sacred comprises three things: impregnation, sucking, [and] mohin. As
long as the thing is in potentia it is called impregnation, birth, and suck-
ing. And when it is actualized in order to perform the necessary act it is
called mohin. And when one studies the Torah the three things are also
necessary. When one studies and concentrates his thought and heart on the
Torah this is called impregnation, because he hides himselfin it, just like an
embryo in the entrails of his mother. And when he studies the Torah and
understands it, this is called birth and sucking . . . And when he under-
stands one thing from another, and he wants to innovate concerning it, this
is called mohin . . . Thus, the understanding of one thing from another is
called mohin, namely Hokhmah, and when he studies in such a manner,
this is called return. And he returns the letters and the combinations which
are his from all the worlds to their [proper] source and place, and he
becomes a new creature.'”3

R. Nahman resorts to the term teshuvah, which can mean both return and
repentance. In the above context, return is the intended meaning. How does this
return take place? First, someone starts to study the text without really under-
standing it. This act is tantamount to immersion within the text, like an embryo.
Indubitably, this stage is related to the theory of anamnesis, of Platonic origin,
which entered Jewish sources in late antiquity. In its Jewish version, the embryo
studies the Torah and forgets it at birth.”* According to this passage, the Torah
plays the role of the mother, within whose entrails the embryo begins his life. To
describe the immersion, the Hasidic author resorts to the verb hit‘allem, which I
have translated as “hides himself.” I assume that this occultation has a double
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meaning: it points to the fact that the embryo is not visible from outside and
thereby alludes to the disappearance of the meaning of the text under study.

The emergence of the infant is a metaphor for the study of the text that involves
understanding. By this point the infant is sucking from the Torah. The third mode
of relation to the text is regarded not only as more advanced but also as more
intriguing. Although the general terms of discussion involve the study of the
Torah, now it is a second-order learning that is intended, one that is more self-
sufficient, as it is grounded in the results of the second stage. The student is
assumed to draw conclusions from the results of his prior understanding of the
Torah.*7> T assume that this sort of study is related to esoteric understanding of the
Torah. In any case, the study process is described as a spiritual renewal, for the
student becomes a new creature.

Let me compare this passage to Paul Ricoeur’s description of the relation
between the reader and the text.?”® According to the French philosopher, loosing
oneself is part of the capacity to enrich one’s own self in front of a text, which
impregnates the reader, thus enlarging his self. This seems to be the case where
the occultation is concerned in the first stage. A return to an inchoate state is the
reason for the possibility of rebirth, which is envisaged as causing the return of
the self to the source. This self is enlarged by a certain manipulation of the text,
which allows the emergence of letters and combinations, which he is required to
return to the divine root.

The entire enterprise of the student, namely the different stages, starting with
impregnation and culminating in mohin, represents an anthropocentric inter-
pretation of the processes taking place, according to Lurianic Kabbalah, within
the divine realm of partzufim, or configurations.”” This means that the growth
taking place cyclically within the theosophical realm is replicated by human re-
birth taking place during the process of study, and the Torah is thus conceived of
as nourishing the student’s spiritual development.

VII. SEXUAL AND EROTIC UNDERSTANDINGS OF
TORAH STUDY IN HASIDISM

In one of the most fascinating instances of personalizing the Torah in Midrash,
the Torah is described as the daughter of the king, enclosed in a palace; whoever
wants to approach the king is asked first to approach the daughter.*”® It is fol-
lowed by another of the most famous passages in Kabbalistic literature, the para-
ble of the beautiful maiden in the Zohar, which treats the study of the Torah in
terms of erotic and sexual rapprochements between the student and the Torah,
which is personified as a maiden living in a palace.?”® This experiential approach
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remained rather constant in a variety of later Kabbalistic, Sabbatean, and Hasidic
texts, and it is naturally related to the feminine perceptions of the Torah.s°

I would like to adduce two examples of this understanding of the eroticism of
the approach to the Torah. The first is given in the name of the founder of
Hasidism, the Besht, whose faithful student R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye wrote
as follows:

There is an aspect of blessing and curse not from the side of revenge
because he had rebelled against the king but solely from the aspect of his
not being in union with*#* the inner aspect of the Torah and the command-
ments but by the intermediary of the adorned woman with the pertinent
issues, for each and every one of Israel according to his aspect and desire, as
it is written in the name of my teacher [the Besht] in the pericope Re’eh, see
there, and it seems that it concerns another issue, as it is written in R[eshit]
H[okhmah], the gate of love, chapter 4, in the account of de-min ‘Acco,*32 that
out of the desire of the lust of women®3 he was separated from the cor-
poreality and turned to unite with the intelligibilia because of that separa-
tion, so that he united himself to Him, blessed be He. See there and she is
she. Because of it, it will be understood that the arrival of the blessing and
the curse to you, namely the blessing being the lust of this world, He will
give him from the aspect of the above-mentioned adorned woman, because
his soul did not yet desire the intelligibilia. And then comes the curse.s*

The founder of Hasidism interprets an earlier Kabbalistic story concerning the
possibility of achieving direct contact with God by the elevation of an ignoramus’s
thought from lust for the body of a princess to cleaving to the intelligibilia and
finally to the divine, in a manner reminiscent of the Platonic elevatio mentis.*s> The
Platonic source of this story notwithstanding, it has been related, by the Safedian
Kabbalist who preserved R. Isaac of Acre’s story, to the study of the Torah by
means of an a fortiori argument—if an ignoramus is able to cleave to God, so
much more may someone who studies the Torah***—but he combines the two
members of the argument in a rather complex manner. I assume that there are two
main possibilities in the passage: one may cleave to the inner aspect of the Torah,
a term that occurs frequently in Kabbalah and recurs in R. Jacob Joseph of Polon-
noye’s book as the study of the elite,**” and thereby transcend the influence of
curse or blessing. However, for those who study the external aspect of the Torah,
the possibility of being under the aegis of blessing or curse remains. This less
mystical manner of Torah study is conceived of as related to an affinity to the
world or the corporeal—in contradistinction to the intelligibilia—and it is alle-
gorized as a woman, resorting to the starting point of the story of R. Isaac of Acre.
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Here the assumption is that the initial type of Torah study starts with the more
mundane, concrete impulse, namely an adorned woman, but unlike the famous
parable in the Zohar, where the study of the spiritual aspects of the Torah is still
related to the princess, the founder of Hasidism is much more Platonically ori-
ented, assuming that the erotic aspect of the study represents a lower type of
relationship. In general, this discussion is reminiscent of the more widespread
view in Hasidism, which contends that contemplation of the external aspect of a
beautiful woman is conducive to contemplation of God.*s#

Let me compare this analysis of the Besht’s view to a passage from one of the
early Hasidic masters, R. Meshullam Phoebus Heller of Zbaraz, who distinguishes
between two forms of love: the love of a man for a woman and the love of brother
and sister. The former is described as transient, the latter as constant. It is possi-
ble, he asserts,

to love the Torah because of the pleasure enjoyed by the student of wisdom
who is accustomed to it always and has delight in its beauty, and this is
similar to the pleasure a man has from a beautiful woman, and it is depen-
dent upon a transient matter. However, the true love of wisdom is to be
connected to the fact that the Torah is the vapor [stemming] from the
mouth of God, blessed be He and His name, and it is a bone out of His
bones®® . . . and we are His sons, emanated from His will, blessed be He,
and this means that we are brothers to His will and wisdom, and it is
impossible to separate ourselves from it, and for this love study is neces-
sary . . . We should return and cleave to God, blessed be He, by the brother-
hood between us and wisdom, and by its means we shall come to our father
in heaven.°

As in the earlier text attributed to the Besht, the love of the Torah may contain
the pleasure that is reminiscent of sexual intercourse, though it may elevate to a
more spiritual love, the brotherhood that unifies the entities that stem from the
same root. In fact, I would suggest seeing in this passage another formulation of
the identity between God, Torah, and Israel so recurrent in Hasidism.*** Here,
however, we find a formulation whose theological presuppositions are quite inter-
esting. God is portrayed as possessing two different attributes: Hokhmah, wis-
dom, embodied in and by the Torah,*°? and will, which extends to human souls,
understood as being emanated from the divinity. The idea is that like understands
like, by virtue of their primordial organic unity. Understanding is therefore based
on attraction, similar to Plato’s view of the erotic attraction between the two parts
of one body, a view that also reverberated in Hasidic mysticism.*3

It seems that according to these two examples, which far from exhaust the
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variety of Hasidic approaches to the topic,*** sexual impulses were regarded as
involved in the initial stages of the study of the Torah, but a more advanced
attainment was considered to be closer to Platonic eroticism. A starker differ-
entiation between the initial and ultimate stages of study is involved in these
two passages. The initial stages, related apparently to the more external aspects,
should be transcended by cleaving to the divine as found within the Torah. Does
such an approach assume the need of transcending textuality by seeking a trans-
textual entity to which to cleave? Is Torah just an instrument for reaching higher
forms of nontextual experience? Or is the innermost aspect of the materiality of
the text tantamount to the divine, to which the Hasidic masters recommended
cleaving? Those questions may be answered in more than one way, and the impor-
tance of one answer or another may have deeper repercussions for a follower of
Jacques Derrida, who rejects the importance of “presence” within the text. In this
context what seems most important is that a plenitude of experience was thought
to be achievable by means of the different forms of study of the canonical texts.°
Unlike Martin Buber’s claims as to the importance of concreteness in Hasidism,
the above examples point to an attempt to attain an experience that is much more
reminiscent of the Platonic and Plotinian disentanglement from corporeality. In-
deed, in one of the most fascinating treatments of the study of the Torah, an
ecstatic death is envisioned as the apex of the experience of study. R. Yehudah Leib
of Yanov, an early-nineteenth-century Hasidic master, testifies that “the fire of
desire to cleave to His Torah is burning in him so strongly that [only] death will
separate, as we heard and our fathers told us about some righteous, that when
they comprehended the grandeur of the splendor of the Torah and the sweetness
of'its right hand, their soul cleaved to it and their [higher] soul departed, and they
died. Happy is he who merits it.”1°°

Indeed, I wonder if the much earlier formulation of Ramhal, who wrote that
the “entire delight of the soul is nothing but the comprehension of the Torah,”°’
does not summarize both the more erotic ethos of mystical study and the experi-
ence of plenitude attained by this kind of study of the Torah.

VIII. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The above examples and discussions suffice, in my opinion, to make the claim
that in many circles of Jewish mystics, from late antiquity to modern times, the
study of the Torah was regarded as having strong experiential aspects. Those
treatments, however, were much more prescriptive than descriptive, and one may
argue that they constitute efforts to construct a certain attitu