Moshe Idel

Ascensions

on High

in Jewish

Mysticism

Pillars,
Lines,

Ladders

At
2 CE U PRESS
CER)









ASCENSIONS ON HIGH
IN JEWISH MYSTICISM



Pasts Incorporated
CEU Studies in the Humanities

Volume II

Series Editors:
Sorin Antohi and Laszlo Kontler

Pasts Incorporated
CEU STUDIES IN THE HUMANITIES



Ascensions on High
in Jewish Mysticism:
Pillars, Lines, ILadders

Moshe Idel

Central European University Press
Budapest New York



©2005 by Moshe Idel
Published in 2005 by
CENTRAL EUROPEAN UNIVERSITY PRESS

An imprint of the
Central European University Share Company
Nador utca 11, H-1051 Budapest, Hungary
Tel: +36-1-327-3138 or 327-3000
Fax: +36-1-327-3183
E-mail: ceupress@ceu.hu
Website: www.ceupress.com

400 West 59th Street, New York NY 10019, USA
Tel: +1-212-547-6932
Fax: +1-212-548-4607
E-mail: mgreenwald@sorosny.org

Published with the support of Pasts, Inc. Center for Historical Studies

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted,
in any form or by any means, without the permission
of the Publisher.

ISBN 963 7326 02 2 cloth
ISBN 963 7326 03 0 paperback
ISSN 1786-1438
Pasts Incorporated: CEU Studies in the Humanities

Pasts Incorporated
CEU STUDIES IN THE HUMANITIES

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Idel, Moshe, 1947—

Ascensions on high in Jewish mysticism : pillars, lines, ladders / by Moshe Idel.
p. cm.—(Pasts incorporated)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 9637326022 (hardbound)—ISBN 9637326030 (pbk.)

1. Cabala—History. 2. Ascension of the soul. 3. Columns—Religious aspects—

Judaism. 4. Mysticism—]Judaism. 5. Hasidism. I. Title. II. Series.

BM526.1296 2005
296.7'1—dc22

2004028552

Printed in Hungary by
Akadémiai Nyomda, Martonvasar



Table of Contents

Preface ... .. ... ix
Introduction ............ ... 1
1. Studying Religion ............ ... ... ... ... ........ 1
2. Eight Approaches to Religion ............................ 4
3. Perspectivism: An Additional Approach ................ 11
4. Kabbalah as Symbolic Theology according to Modern
Scholarship ................ ... ... .. 13
NOteS oo 19

CHAPTER 1:
On Diverse Forms of Living Ascent on High in Jewish

SOUICES ... 23
1. Introduction .............. ..o 23
2. Heikhalot Literature: Precedents and Offshoots ....... 28
3. Nousanodia: The Neoaristotelian Spiritualization

ofthe Ascent ............ ... i, 37
4. Neoplatonic Cases of Psychanodia ...................... M
5. The Ascent through the Ten Sefirot .................... 47
6. “As If” and Imaginary Ascents .......................... 51
7. Ascension and Angelization .............................. 54
8. Astral Psychanodia in Jewish Sources ................... 56
9. Concluding Remarks ..................................... 57
NoOteS o 58

CHAPTER 2:

On Cosmic Pillars in Jewish Sources ......................... 73
1. The Pillar in the Work of Mircea Eliade and

TIoan P.Culianu .................. ... ... 73
2. The Cosmic Pillar in Rabbinic Texts .................... 74
3. The Pillar in the Book of Bahir .......................... 79

4. The Pillar in Early Kabbalah ............................ 83



vi Table of Contents

5. The Pillar and Enoch-Metatron in Ashkenazi
Esotericism ........ ... ... ...
6. The Zohar and the Luminous Pillar ....................
7. The Human Righteous as a Pillar in the Zohar ........
NoOteS .

CHAPTER 3:
The Eschatological Pillar of the Souls in Zoharic
Literature ......... ... ..
1. The Pillar and the Two Paradises ......................
2. The Eschatological Inter-Paradisiacal Pillar ..........
3. The Pillar in the Pseudo-Midrash Seder Gan "Eden
and Its Zoharic Parallels ................................
.Worship of the Pillar ....................................
.The Pillar asa Vehicle ..................................
. The Pillar as Conductor to the Divine Realm ........
. The Pillar and the Judgment ...........................
. Contemplating a Supernal Secret ......................
9. Later Repercussions of the Zoharic Stances ..........
10. Pillar, Performance and the Righteous ................
11. The Timing of Posthumous Psychanodia .............
12. The Manichean Pillar of Light and Glory ............
13. Symbolic Interpretations of Zoharic Paradisiacal
Architecture ................ ...
14. Concluding Remarks ....................................
NOteS

00 N O Ul W

CHAPTER 4:

Psychanodia and Metamorphoses of Pillars

in Eighteenth-Century Hasidism .............................

. The Besht and the Epistle of the Ascent of the Soul

. The Besht as an Iatromant ...............................

. On Shamanism in the Carpathian Mountains .........

. The Besht and the Eschatological Pillar ................

. The Tzaddiq as the Present Pillar in Hasidism ........

. Hasidic Semantics ........................................

. Some Methodological Issues Related to the Besht’s
Epistle ... .. .. .

NoOteS oo

N O U NN =



Table of Contents vii
CHAPTER 5:
The Neoplatonic Path for Dead Souls: Medieval
Philosophy, Kabbalah and Renaissance ...................... 167
1. The Universal Soul and Median Line in Arabic Texts 167
2. The Median Line in Kabbalah .......................... 171
3. Al-Batalyawsi, Yohanan Alemanno and Pico della
Mirandola ........... ... 181
4. The Ladder, Natura and Aurea Catena ................. 187
5.Some Conclusions ....................ccoiiiiiiiiiiiiii. 192
NoOteS o 194
Concluding Remarks .......................................... 205
1. Pillars, Paradises and Gestalt--Coherence ............... 205
2. Pillars and Some Semantic Observations ............... 209
3. Between Literature and Experience ..................... 214
4. On the Pillar and Mircea Eliade’s Views on Judaism .. 216
5. Organism, Organization and the Spectrum between
Them ... ... 228
6. Time, Ritual, Technique ................................. 231
NOteS o 233
Name Index ............ . . 239
SubjectIndex .......... ... 243



This page intentionally left blank



Preface

When Sorin Antohi kindly invited me to deliver the Ioan P. Culianu
lectures at the Central European University in Budapest, the question
was not whether or not to accept, but rather what would be the best
subject matter. Psychanodia emerged naturally as a topic due to the
centrality of this issue in Culianu’s opus and because it remains on the
margins of the study of Kabbalah and Hasidism. In fact, the first time
I came across Culianu’s name, I was writing a section of a book in
which I addressed the ascent of the soul, and at the last moment, I read
his Psychanodia and quoted it. In one of his last books, Ouz of this
World, he referred to that section of mine, and this instance of inter-
quotation prepared the ground for my choice of topic for the lecture se-
ries. In fact, chapter four of this book was delivered as a lecture at a
conference organized in Paris in 1992 in Culianu’s memory, appears
here in an expanded version in English, and was translated, in a shorter
form, into Romanian several years ago.

There is another dimension implicit in these lectures that goes be-
yond our common Moldavian background, our common interest in
questions concerning experiences of ecstasy and psychanodia, about
which we wrote in parallel in the late 1970s and 1980s, and our interest
in the theories of Mircea Eliade, another scholar who contributed to
some issues discussed in the following pages. The lectures I delivered
represent for me a tribute to the memory of a good friend and of some-
one who dreamed of studying Kabbalah. I imagine that he would have
written about these issues had the terror of history and the wickedness
of man not forced him to pursue another scholarly and geographical di-
rection. I tried to think in accordance with the categories of his thought
and to highlight the potential contributions of his distinctions to a bet-
ter understanding of some aspects of Jewish mysticism. In a way, I hope
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that by rethinking some issues as though through his eyes or mind,
I may introduce him to scholars who would otherwise miss his thought.

After Culianu’s tragic death, I had the pleasure to meet his family in
Bucharest: his mother Elena, his sister Tereza and his brother-in-law
Dan Petrescu. For them Nene was much more than the academic star
abroad, admired now by so many colleagues in Romania and world-
wide; his was also and primarily an immense personal loss. I cherished
very much the nocturnal discussions in their apartment, during which
memories of Ioan mingled with my initiation to the intricacies of post-
Ceausescu Romania and the more recent cultural events in the country.
Their hospitality and friendship meant very much to me.

I would like to thank Sorin Antohi for taking the initiative to estab-
lish this series of lectures, for arranging their publication, and for the
warm friendship and hospitality that both he and Mona extended dur-
ing my stay in Budapest for the lectures. Without his invitation, this
book may never have been written, or alternatively, it would have been
much longer and even less accessible than it is now.



Introduction

1. STUDYING RELIGION

There is no single method with which one can comprehensively ap-
proach “religion.”! All methods generate approximations based on in-
sights, on implied psychologies, sometimes even on explicit theologies
and ideologies. They assist us in understanding one or more aspects of
a complex phenomenon that, in itself, cannot be explained by any single
method. “Religion” is a conglomerate of ideas, cosmologies, beliefs, insti-
tutions, hierarchies, elites and rites that vary with time and place, even
when one “single” religion is concerned. The methodologies available
take one or two of these numerous aspects into consideration, reducing
religion’s complexity to a rather simplistic unity.

The ensuing conclusion is a recommendation for methodological
eclecticism. This recommendation is made not only due to the com-
plexity of an evasive phenomenon (itself to a great extent the result of a
certain definition) but also as a way to correct the mistakes and misun-
derstandings at which someone arrived using only one method. At least
in principle, the inherent shortcomings of one method may be overcome
by resorting to another. Since religion cannot be reified as an entity
standing by itself, it would be wise not to subject it to analyses based on
a single methodology.

This does not mean that I propose the reduction of religion to dis-
parate and unconnected “moments.” But, for example, by emphasizing
the differences between elite and popular religion, it may be assumed
that specific religious ideas are more dominant in one elite than in an-
other, or than in the masses. Sociological tools—sociology of religion or
of knowledge—might help identify the background of the exponents of
a certain set of ideas, which then might be compared to the social back-
ground of another elite. In both cases, there is nevertheless the need to
explore religious ideas, which may lose their original affinity with a cer-
tain elite and migrate socially and geographically to other elites in other
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cultural centers. In such cases, theories on reception, the history of ideas,
intellectual history or cultural history might be more helpful in account-
ing for these developments. Or, to take another example, the emergence
of ideas, concepts or beliefs might be investigated as the result of expe-
riences, calling for the use of psychological theories, but attempts to
study individuals within their changing environmental circumstances
also might help explain these processes. Additionally, cognitive ap-
proaches might elucidate the emergence of a particular set of religious
ideas, beliefs and rituals from the range of human spiritual possibilities.
Religion, however, is also a philosophical system that does not necessar-
ily remain the patrimony of a small number of people or social group.
Much of religion is connected to processes of transmission and recep-
tion, of adaptation, of inclusion and exclusion that take place within
both homogenous and heterogeneous groups. This is the reason why,
for example, methods related to oral and written culture, esotericism and
exotericism, initiation and social regulation of behavior might be help-
ful in describing religion as a social phenomenon. Each approach may
illumine a moment of religious life, while others remain beyond its scope.

This variety of problems and methods is more pertinent, to be sure,
to some forms of religion than to others. Archaic religions, which devel-
oped within homogenous groups in isolated geographical and cultural
areas, without the complexity introduced by interactions with other re-
ligions or cultures and without the specific problems introduced by writ-
ten transmission and the importance of textuality, may require some-
what less complex tools. This is not because such religions are simpler:
some are quite ample bodies of knowledge and deeds. However, fewer
dynamic changes and interactions occur under stable circumstances; if
limited to a certain geographical area, syncretistic processes that com-
plicate analysis might be less pertinent. So, for example, the conceptual
content, history and dissemination of Manichaenism—a world religion
that flourished in diverse places, involving interaction and syncretism,
and the texts of which are written in a dozen languages (Aramaic, Coptic,
Chinese, Turkish, Persian, Greek, Latin, et cetera)—pose problems that
are unknown to students of Puritan Protestantism, Mormonism or
Quakerism. To put it in more general terms, cosmopolitan religions by
the very nature of their expansion and reception are more variegated
than and differ sociologically from the religions of specific tribes. The
linguistic and historical skills necessary to understand a cosmopolitan
religion dramatically diverge from those required for a particularistic
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one, like Mormonism or the Amish. The complexity of cosmopolitan
religions is so great that I wonder to what extent general terms like
Judaism, Christianity and Hinduism, used to denote religions that
spread to so many regions and interacted with so many cultures, are vi-
able. I wonder if it would not be better to parcel them into smaller seg-
ments, like geographical regions, historical periods or specific trends.

These problems, however, touch upon just one set of questions.
Others enter the study of religion due to the characteristics of the scholar
rather than those of the phenomenon. To define this problem blatantly
from the very beginning, scholarship on religion is rarely an innocent
and detached enterprise. Individual scholars, and sometimes entire
schools of scholars, are entities active in history, space and specific so-
cial and political circumstances that affect their approaches and some-
times dictate the direction of research and even its results. This is espe-
cially true in extreme cases, such as under communism or other forms
of dictatorship. It suffices to compare Henry Corbin’s interest in forms
of religious syncretism evident in his studies on Sufism and Ismailiyah
undertaken during the regime of the Iranian Shah to contemporary
Iranian scholarship with its emphasis on puristic Shiite orthodoxy. Even
in less extreme cases, scholars operate within a certain society, or tribe,
in which taboos exist that do not necessarily depend upon the political
regime. Any attempt to question the uniqueness of the Qur’an by a
Muslim university scholar, even in a democratic society like Israel, will
result in the sharp rejection of that scholar by his Muslim religious
group, and this is by no means a theoretical example. Scholarship, es-
pecially historical and critical thought, depends upon societal develop-
ments that allow the emergence of inner critiques that touch upon even
the most sacrosanct values of that society. As such, the evolution of schol-
arship on religion is strongly situated in freer forms of societies, regimes
or religions.

Beyond the various circumstances in which the scholar of religion
operates, individual and often idiosyncratic characteristicss must also
be taken into consideration. Scholars, even when totally free to select a
topic and address it in a non-inhibitive environment, decide which part
of the available material they will analyze and which data are most im-
portant, relevant or representative. Such selective and subjective deci-
sions are crucial to the nature of the picture produced by scholarship.
Even the greatest of scholars identifies a set of questions that reflects his
or her basic concerns. The gamut of issues addressed hence is often quite
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limited, and one can identify many scholars simply by paying attention
to the overall agendas of their analyses of certain phenomena or texts.

Though a scholar’s repertoire is individually determined, it also may
reflect the audience for which the studies are intended. To take a fa-
mous example, the Eranos conference organized under the aegis of Carl
G. Jung in Ascona included a broad range of excellent scholars dealing
with many religions and phenomena. Nevertheless, it would not be an
exaggeration to speak of a certain problematic imposed on the partici-
pants: myths, symbols and archetypes are issues that appear more fre-
quently in the proceedings than sociological or intellectual-historical
topics.? This is also the case in the historical—critical school of research
of Kabbalah founded by Gershom Scholem, in which problems related
to apocalyptic Messianism are more evident than in earlier studies of
this mystical lore. Mircea Eliade’s school is characterized by its defined
set of questions, as are the Cambridge and the Scandinavian schools of
myth and ritual. The agendas of individuals and schools are matters
not only of the nature of the material but also of specific predilections
to certain types of questions.

2. EIGHT APPROACHES TO RELIGION

Here I will attempt to characterize not specific scholars or schools but
rather the major concerns that define the particular styles of their schol-
arship. Or, to rephrase the issue at hand in a more poignant manner,
can we identify the major problems that preoccupy scholars of religion?
I propose that they may be grouped in eight main categories; for the
sake of the discussion that follows, I briefly will enumerate them here.

The first is the theological approach, by which religious texts are an-
alyzed primarily to illuminate the theological aspects upon which other
characteristics of religion are organized. Religion is conceived by pro-
ponents of this approach to be the mirror by means of which one un-
derstands the supreme entity. Or, to put it in different terms, the mate-
rial under investigation may reflect the idiosyncrasies of a certain reli-
gion, experience or group, but it nevertheless reveals something about
the nature of the supernal source or sources. This is the approach
taken, for example, by one of the towering figures of twentieth-century
scholarship on religion, Rudolph Otto. Through analysis of a variety of
religious texts, he draws the conclusion that two main theological ele-
ments are found in varying proportions in all religions: the rational and
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what can be called the irrational. Human experiences, reactions to en-
counters with the transcendental or the immanent divinity, reflect
something of the nature of the supreme being. Otto even judges the na-
ture of a certain religion by the balance between the two.? This type of
theological orientation has had great impact not only on scholars like
Friedrich Heiler, but also on perceptions of religion among non-
Christian scholars like Scholem and some of his followers.*

Another theological orientation is discernible in the erudite studies
on mysticism by the Oxford scholar Robert Zaehner. No doubt a great
connoisseur of many forms of religion, Zaehner’s approach is amazing-
ly orthodox; he assumes that only a Christian type of theology—name-
ly theism—is able to provide a framework for real mystical experiences.
He criticizes pantheistic frameworks of Hinduism and Islam and the
form of theism that he attributes to Judaism as being unable to provide
the conditions for what he considers to be valid mystical experiences.?
On the opposite conceptual pole of Zaehner is Eliade, who does not
subscribe to a theistic religion but rather emphasizes the importance of
a cosmic, somehow pantheistic one. Nevertheless, like Zaehner, he passes
judgment on religions according to their “cosmicity,” an issue to which
I shall return later.®

A third type of theological orientation is based on the assumption
that religious material is deeply concerned with theology, even if the
scholar does not seek information about an external entity in religious
texts. Thus, a secular scholar may belong to this theological approach
due to the centrality of this topic attributed to the systems and texts an-
alyzed. This subcategory shall be explored further later in this essay.

The second major approach is historical, which in its various forms
understands religion, like any other type of human activity, as deter-
mined by and reflecting the historical circumstances of an individual or
a group. Some anthropological and sociological approaches also might
be placed in this category.

Next is the psychological approach, by which religious documents
are analyzed as reflecting a specific form of psychology, such as psycho-
analysis. A reverberation of this approach is feminism, which deals with
male repressive psychology as an issue that informs religious discourses.
These three major approaches overemphasize a few aspects of the study
of religion while minimizing the importance of others.

Quite different is the fourth approach: textual-literary. Developed
since the Renaissance to analyze ancient classical texts, it is important
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to the study of religions that are text oriented. Its philological tools are
quintessential for a serious approach to religious texts. The main em-
phasis is on the linguistic aspects of religious documents, their trans-
mission and their status within the canon of a certain religious structure.
Included in this approach are discussions concerning authorship and
background, but unlike the historical approach, the resort to historical
methods here does not mean that the scholars who adopt these tools
are looking for the reflection of some form of external independent his-
tory within the texts. Other forms of the textual-literary approach are
less historically oriented and emphasize the semantics of religious lan-
guage or problems of translation.

Many major scholars of religion have adopted a comparative ap-
proach, the goal of which, in my way of seeing it, is not to make spo-
radic references to parallel historical influences, but rather to engage in
a sustained effort to compare comprehensive structures found in differ-
ent forms of religion. This approach is evident in some writings by
Otto and Zaehner. Well acquainted with the languages and the texts of
more than one religion, both drew comparisons on the basis of philo-
logical analysis of texts. Some comparative efforts are found in the writ-
ings of Jung, Eliade and Corbin, but their assumptions were based on
some form of homogeneity in the notion of religion. In most cases, com-
parisons are applied with some theological presuppositions in mind,
and in one way or another, triumphalism may be discerned.

Quite different is the sixth approach: ritualistic—technical. While re-
ligions have important cognitive aspects (beliefs, cosmologies, symbol-
isms), some place greater emphasis on deeds as quintessential elements.
Rituals, pilgrimages, magical practices and mystical techniques may
play a more central role in one religion than in another. Religious expe-
riences, therefore, may be induced in some cases by factors related to
the cognitive aspects of religion, like an external entity or the impact of
theological beliefs, or in other cases by resorting to the bodily exercises
prescribed to attain such experiences. In his two main monographs, Yoga
and Shamanism, Eliade contributed much to the analysis of two forms
of religiosity that resort, in a dramatic manner, to such techniques.
These works represent a major methodological breakthrough in the
study of the history of religion by shifting the center of interest from
theoretical views and beliefs to modes of achieving religious experi-
ences. The importance of technique is also evident in Ioan P. Culianu’s
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Eros and Magic, in which the magical techniques are emphasized as
central to Giordano Bruno’s world view. Ritual also is the subject of
studies in the anthropological domain on the one hand and in various
forms of myth-and-ritual approaches on the other.” Recently, scholars
also are utilizing modern developments in medicine in attempts to
measure the physiological effects of some deeds on the functioning of
the body, especially the brain.® From a more analytical point of view,
Peter Moore contributed to our understanding of mystical experiences
through his interesting observations on the importance of technique.’
Recently, I elaborated on the need for coherence among techniques, ex-
periences induced by such techniques and theological visions found in
certain systems. This is still a novel systemic approach that presupposes
some form of organization of the performative, experiential and theo-
logical aspects of new structures in an attempt to eliminate discrepan-
cies and allow a smooth relationship among these three elements.!°
Phenomenological approaches consist of attempts to extrapolate
from religious documents the specifically religious categories that orga-
nize major religious discourses. Derived to a certain extent from the
philosophical approach of Edmund Husserl, particularly the need to
bracket one’s own presuppositions in order to allow an encounter with
the phenomenon, these are the most non-reductionist of approaches,
since they do not presuppose that a theological, historical or psycholog-
ical structure is reflected in the religious documents. The main repre-
sentative of this school is G. van der Leeuw. To a certain extent, the ef-
fort to isolate categories and introduce an approach specific to religion
also is found in Eliade’s studies. The effort to discern the main cate-
gories found in so many religious texts over the centuries might indeed
provide a general picture of the evasive concept of religion, but simulta-
neously might confuse the understanding of any one specific religion.
The problem unfolds when the scholar confronts a text, a school or a
religion and has to decide what is present and what is absent, what is
more important and what is less so, in an effort to define these main
categories. Indeed, we may speak of basic forms of order or models
found in one religion or another, of appropriations and adaptations, as
reflecting the main characteristics of a certain religion, religious move-
ment or school. Moreover, many of the classical phenomenologies of
religion problematize deeper analyses of specific texts or phenomena by
imposing general categories on the material, which is only rarely sub-
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mitted to serious analysis. Some phenomenologies may be described as
telescopic, since they take general pictures of religion or of some reli-
gions and reify what is understood to be their essence.

Last but not least are the cognitive approaches. In contrast to the as-
sumption that religion is a special type of human experience to be ana-
lyzed by tools specific to this field, cognitive approaches assume that re-
ligion is one of many other human creations, and as such it should be
incorporated into the study of human creativity. Though similar to psy-
choanalytical theories in principle, cognitive theories deal much more
with the manner in which the human mind and imagination, or the
human soul, operate, emphasizing the systemic nature of human cre-
ation. This is the major trend in scholarship related to structuralism, to
imaginaire and to combinatory developments. The first is represented
by the studies of Claude Levi-Strauss, and the second is apparent in
the writings of Corbin, whose influence is discernible in the work of
Gilbert Durand and his school, including historians like Jacques Le
Goff, Jean-Claude Schmidt and Lucian Boia.!! Most of these scholars
are concerned less with ontological structures than with the manner in
which humans construct their realities and sometimes their societies.
Independent of the imaginaire approach and exhibiting some features of
structuralism is Culianu’s vision of religion—and, in principle, of human
creativity—as being based upon different combinations of basic ele-
ments. In a way, some Neokantian approaches also may be envisioned
as cognitive, as they assume that it is possible to identify categories found
in the human mind that condition our understanding of experiences or
revelations. Two examples of this category are Otto’s famous book Idea
of the Holy and the numerous studies of Ernst Cassirer and his follow-
ers. Both Neokantian thinkers assume that there are cognitive cate-
gories that are specific to religion. Last but not least, one of the most
interesting controversies, in my opinion, of the last generation between
the pure-consciousness approach and what has been called the “con-
structivist” approach belongs in the cognitive category.!?

It should be pointed out that we rarely find a case in which a scholar
will subscribe solely to one of these methods. With the exception of the
founders of each method, other scholars, especially outstanding ones,
are less inclined to reduce such complex phenomena to just one of
their dimensions. A scholar must understand that adopting a single ap-
proach too rigorously may produce simplistic results. Rather, important
scholars tend to utilize more than one method in various proportions.
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By inspecting the temporal order in which these approaches emerged,
we may speak of an evolution from transcendental to immanent forms
of explanation. Originating with the theological approach, historical ex-
planations then gave way to sociological and later psychological and
cognitive approaches, the most recent being postmodern explanations
that place priority on the text over the intentions of the human author.
This development from transcendental to immanent, in my opinion, is
neither progressive nor regressive.

As mentioned above, I propose a general, loose approach called
methodological eclecticism, which resorts to different methodologies
when dealing with the various aspects of religion. This proposal does
not differ drastically from Wendy Doniger’s view of the toolbox that a
scholar should bring to his or her analysis of myth or from Culianu’s
proposal to apply many methodologies to the same phenomenon, given
its multidimensional complexity.!®> This is certainly not a new recom-
mendation; many of the scholars mentioned above have utilized such
an approach. However, even major scholars like Eliade and Scholem,
who played complex games rather than subscribing to a single ap-
proach, still explicitly refused to adopt some of the methods described
above. Neither, for example, was interested in psychological approach-
es. Eliade sought grand theories about religion as a universal; Scholem
was unconcerned with such generalizations. Eliade underemphasized
textual analysis, while Otto and Zaehner were interested in detailed tex-
tual analysis and the historical filiation of influences; as comparativists,
they never avoided theological questions, but simultaneously were much
less concerned with techniques and rituals. Given the fact that they
subscribed to one main type of history and to a rather monolithic vi-
sion of phenomena, it was hard for them to accept diverse understand-
ings of the same phenomena, which relativizes their history or phe-
nomenology.!*

Since I am inclined to accept the sensitive—almost postmodern—
view of the illustrious historian Marc Bloch, who once asserted that
“Le vrai realisme en histoire, c’est de savoir que la realité humaine est
multiple,” I cannot work with a monolithic vision of religious phenom-
ena. If this is true for history, it is dramatically more pertinent to the
conglomerate of personal and public aspects of religious events and ex-
periences. Given the fact that many Kabbalists operated with concepts
of infinity concerning the nature of the Bible and of divinity, a multi-
plicity of methods would be a fair approach to inquiry into their views.!>
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Even the more modest Midrashic approach, which had a deep impact
on subsequent Jewish thought, allowed Jewish mystics to bring together
different and even conflicting views concerning the same topic in the
same work. This fact invites theories of organization of knowledge that
may account for the significance of this phenomenon.

Though I am less enthusiastic about the theological approach, reli-
gion deals with the divine, and the different concepts of God should be
taken into consideration when offering a more general picture. More-
over, theology is a matter not only of belief but also, in some cases, of
informing the nature of the religious experience. In some forms of reli-
gion, especially Christianity, the revelation of a certain type of deity is a
matter of grace, which means that the technical aspects are less impor-
tant. In other cases, techniques are used in order to induce such an ex-
perience, which can be interpreted as informed by the nature of both
the technique and concepts about the divine realm. I propose for the
latter example to speak of some forms of consonance or coherence be-
tween the details of the technique and the corresponding type of theol-
0gy.!® Or, to describe another possible combination of approaches, the
ritual-technical might be applied within the confines of a certain reli-
gion alone, but the comparative might supply important insights about
the different structures of various religions.!”

To conclude this section, I would say that the development of differ-
ent approaches certainly is not a matter of evolution. Later approaches
do not provide, in my opinion, a better way of understanding, since
each method pays attention to an aspect that another ignores. However,
accumulatively we may speak of positive development as different ap-
proaches unfold collectively or in combination with one another, pro-
viding more complex accounts of phenomena that earlier were de-
scribed in much more simplistic manners.

My proposal is that it is best not to dismiss any of the above ap-
proaches out of hand, though one should be aware of the limitations of
each. Scholars who are immersed in just one of these methods basical-
ly—and quite superficially—tend to dismiss all others. In most cases,
the repeated critique of one or more approach stems from an unwill-
ingness or inability to change by learning something new. There is great
value in investigating the potential contributions of each approach and
utilizing the careful application of such contributions rather than limit-
ing oneself to subscribing to any single method i rozo.
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3. PERSPECTIVISM: AN ADDITIONAL APPROACH

Here I supplement the above proposal for methodological eclecticism
with another concept: perspectivism. By this concept I designate the
possibility of interrogating a certain religious literature from the per-
spective of acquaintance with another religious literature. This is nei-
ther a matter of comparison between religious figures and systems, as
in the case of Otto’s monograph on the individual ideas of Eckhart and
Shankara, nor a case of historical filiation between two bodies of writ-
ing or thought. It is rather an attempt to better understand the logic of
systems by comparing substantially different ones and learning about
one from the other. Underlying this assumption is the principle that
there are manifold scholarly readings of the same religion that may be
fruitful—though not always equally so. For example, knowledge of rural
religions might raise questions that can be applied to urban religions or
vice versa, and religions in which literacy is dominant might be ap-
proached from the perspective of a religion dominated by orality. This
method might also be applied to different phases of development with-
in the same religion: one phase may be more urban, another more rural;
one may be more literate, the other more oral. Or, from a global per-
spective, a certain religion is not only what its followers accept, believe
and perform, but also the way in which it is perceived by outsiders. To
adopt the theory of reception, a certain religion is differently under-
stood—and from time to time even sharply misunderstood—from dif-
ferent perspectives. The history of misunderstandings is as important
as theories of understanding. Numerous cases of religious anti-Semit-
ism demonstrate that, without taking into account misunderstanding, it
is difficult to comprehend fully not only the history of the Jews but also
the history of Judaism, as both responded to accusations and adjusted
under conditions created by various perspectival (mis)understandings.
To take another example, debates about Spinozism shaped not only the
history of pre-modern and modern European philosophy, but also the
structure of some forms of Judaism, especially in Central Europe, which
reacted to Spinozistic challenges. Spinozism encompasses the principles
outlined in the specific writings of Barukh—or Benedict—Spinoza as
well as the appropriations, misunderstandings and critiques provoked
by them. If for Marxists and secular thinkers Spinoza was the precursor
of secularism, for others, as we shall see later, he influenced the way in
which Kabbalah was perceived, when it was described as expanded
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Spinozism. These are rather conflicting views on Spinoza, but both are
issued by informed readers of his writings, and both are part of the
phenomenon of Spinozism as a whole.

In short, from a scholarly point of view, the complexity of a certain
religion or one of its phases or schools is generated not just by the spe-
cific contents of its writings or the beliefs and practices of its adherents.
Rather, the specificity of a religion is also the result of the particular
manner in which it has been understood by outsiders, problematic and
distorted as such perceptions may be. To be sure, outside perceptions
do not have to be accepted or adopted by insiders; more often, the lat-
ter reject the former for good reasons. To be perfectly clear, I do not as-
sume that the inner understanding of one’s religion automatically
should take into consideration the views of outsiders. However, in seek-
ing a scholarly understanding, the situation is quite different. A serious
scholar should be able to approach a topic from different angles, in-
cluding negative ones, in order to understand the complexity of the
phenomenon at hand, which includes its critiques and its distortions.
Religion is a part of history in which many factors are active. In princi-
ple, each critique and distortion may illumine shadows found in a cer-
tain religious literature or structures ignored or suppressed by insiders;
they must be examined in order to better understand a given religious
phenomenon as it functioned on various historical levels.

Finally, perspectivism may be conceived as part of the need for dis-
tanciation from the phenomenon under investigation, a distanciation
that is achieved, inter alia, by a serious acquaintance with other reli-
gious systems and the possibility to address it from the perspective of
another culture. However, this distanciation should not mean a total
adherence to “alien” structures, as occurs in the application of various
forms of psychology or of feminism to Kabbalah, but rather the use of a
flexible approach that is capable of modifying both the analysis of
Kabbalah and the “method” emerging from acquaintance with and an-
alytical manner applied to different material. As we shall see below, in-
vestigating topics related to Jewish mystical literature by means of ques-
tions and structures evinced by a rural type of religiosity as analyzed by
Eliade strives not to demonstrate that Jewish mysticism is also rural or
archaic, but rather to show the differences between religious categories
active in Jewish mysticism and Eliade’s archaic religion as well as to
suggest the need to revise the latter. Viewing a topic from a certain per-
spective relativizes the way in which the “object” is understood and the
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very perspective itself. Methods—perspectivism included—are no more
absolute than their objects or subjects.

4. KABBALAH AS SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY ACCORDING
TO MODERN SCHOLARSHIP

Since the next chapter will deal mainly with topics found in a vast liter-
ature designated by the umbrella term “Kabbalah,” I will attempt to
describe here an approach to Kabbalah adopted by many modern schol-
ars: the theological. Though Scholem and his followers claim that their
approach is basically historical, and this is indeed true, another more
profound approach nevertheless underlies their investigations of Kab-
balistic sources. We shall be concerned with the nature of modern schol-
arship that, though it does not present the contents of Kabbalah as the-
ological truths, is inclined to emphasize the theological aspects of this lore.

I first turn to a more complex approach to Kabbalah that combines
theological and semiotic methods. Johann Reuchlin’s widespread de-
scription of Kabbalah from the early sixteenth century notes that:
“Kabbalah is simply (to use the Pythagorean vocabulary) symbolic the-
ology, where words and letters are coded things, and such things are
themselves codes for other things. This drew our attention to the fact
that almost all of Pythagoras’s system is derived from the Kabbalists,
and that similarly he brought to Greece the use of symbols as a means
of communication.”!® Writing from the perspective of a theologian who
believed that he unearthed an ancient theology found among the Jews,
which was then adopted by Pythagoras and subsequently lost, Reuchlin
emphasizes both theology and symbolism—an approach used previous-
ly by Pythagoreans in the different phases of this lore—which is under-
standable and consonant to the late fifteenth-century Florentine ap-
proach to religious knowledge known as prisca theologia. In De Verbo
Mirifico, Reuchlin resorts to the syntagm divinitatis symbola, “the sym-
bols of divinity.”!® Elsewhere he speaks about “the symbolic philosophy
of Pythagoras and the wisdom of the Kabbalah.”?° Symbolism is also
evident in another important passage: “Kabbalah is a matter of divine
revelation handed down to [further] the contemplation of God and the
separated forms, contemplations bringing salvation. [Kabbalah] is a
symbolic reception.”?!

Eclectic and artificial as their discussions sometimes may be, we
may assume that Christian Kabbalists did believe in them de facro. It is
important to emphasize the centrality of contemplation in Reuchlin’s
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description and the recurrence of this ideal in the manner in which
Jewish scholars, especially Scholem and Isaiah Tishby, approached
Kabbalah. As I have attempted to show elsewhere, the symbolic inter-
pretation of Kabbalah has remained part and parcel of the modern schol-
arly approach to this lore under the impact of Reuchlin’s book.??

Reuchlin’s stance had an impact on Scholem’s approach before it
became a unified scholarly perception of variegated lore. In a letter to
Zalman Schocken written in 1937, Scholem wrote: “I arrived at the in-
tention of writing not the history but the metaphysics of the Kabbal-
ah.”?> How did he imagine the path to the “metaphysics of Kabbalah™?
In the same letter he wrote that he wanted to decode Kabbalah in order
to “penetrate through the symbolic plain and through the wall of histo-
ry. For the mountain, the corpus of facts, needs no key at all; only the
misty wall of history, which hangs around it, must be penetrated. To
penetrate it was the task I set for myself.”?* The concept of the key, and
of its superfluousity, points to the possibility of having a substantial,
definite understanding of Kabbalah.?

These plans were more than academic aspirations; it is hard to miss
the experiential aspects of the program envisioned by the mature Scholem
for his own academic research. Kabbalah is, according to the above dis-
cussion, more than a literature important to the understanding of Jewish
religion, culture or history; it is a spiritual path for attaining reality by
the scholar. It contains facts (“the mountain”), and it has metaphysics.
Two main components emerge that are reminiscent of Reuchlin’s stance
in the above sentences from the epistle: symbolic and ontological. It is
important to observe Scholem’s resort to the double singular, “meta-
physics of Kabbalah”: it is not a diversified type of literature but one
that consists of a certain type of symbolism that, when decoded cor-
rectly, opens the gate to a vision of a non-symbolic reality.

This private plan of research with such a clear personal pursuit in
1937, expressed in a private letter printed more than forty years later,
became an academic vision of Kabbalah in 1941: “In Kabbalah [Scholem
argues], one is speaking of a reality which cannot be revealed or ex-
pressed at all save through the symbolic allusion. A hidden authentic
reality, which cannot be expressed in itself and according to its own
laws, finds expression in its symbol.”?® According to another revealing
statement, “even the names of God are merely symbolic representations
of an ultimate reality which is unformed, amorphous.”?” In these two
statements, we find an approach to religion that is more consonant with
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Otto’s concept of numinosity and with other approaches, like that of
Ludwig Wittgenstein, which see in religion the “inexpressible.”?® Else-
where, Scholem describes the Kabbalists as symbolists, who express the
ineffable.?® Though indubitably there are elements in Kabbalistic texts
that represent negative theology, like some—though not all—of the dis-
cussions regarding the nature of ’Ein Sof, my a ssumption is that, by and
large, Kabbalists were much less inclined toward negative theology than
Scholem’s school assumes. In some cases, negative theological language
was considered an exoteric strategy hiding an esoteric anthropomor-
phic propensity, which may be viewed as a sort of positive theology.*°

To return to Scholem’s passage, the assumption of a hidden reality
and the importance of the symbol are strongly related. Again, the
singular is quite evident: in “Kabbalah” and in “a reality.” Similar is
Scholem’s later stance, celebrating symbolism not only as a very impor-
tant issue in Kabbalah but also and in fact as the mode of accommoda-
tion of Kabbalah as a certain “living center” to various historical cir-
cumstances.?! Here some form of perennial stance is implied: Kabbalah,
again in the singular, is altered in accordance with changing circum-
stances, but the center remains somehow constant.??> This monochro-
matic vision of Kabbalah as a spiritual phenomenon and of the ultimate
reality as an ontological entity represented by symbols reverberates in
the writings of Scholem’s followers.?* Especially pertinent for our point
is the following passage, which elaborates a symbolic vision of mysti-
cism as a whole:

[W]hat exactly is this “secret” or “hidden” dimension of language,
about whose existence all mystics for all time feel unanimous agree-
ment, from India and the mystics of Islam, right up to the Kabbalists
and Jacob Boehme? The answer is, with virtually no trace of hesita-
tion, the following: it is the symbolic nature of language, which de-
fines this dimension. The linguistic theories of mystics frequently di-
verge when it comes to determining this symbolic nature. But all mys-
tics in quest of the secret of language come to share a common basis,
namely the fact that language is used to communicate something
which goes way beyond the sphere which allows for expression and
formation: the fact also that a certain inexpressible something, which
only manifests itself in symbols, resonated in every manner of ex-
pression.>*
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In short, the Kabbalists were—Ilike “all mystics,” according to Scholem—
symbolists. Elsewhere he declares that the Kabbalists were “the main
symbolists of rabbinic Judaism. For Kabbalah, Judaism in all its aspects
was a system of mystical symbols reflecting the mystery of God and the
universe, and the Kabbalists’ aim was to discover and invent keys to the
understanding of this symbolism.”3>

Again the term “Kabbalah” occurs in the singular, and “the Kabbal-
ists” are described in an unqualified manner. Scholem expresses him-
self in these quotes as a historian of a specific type of literature reflect-
ing “mysteries” dormant at the core of reality, and one should not con-
fuse, in principle, such a description as being a personal conviction.
However, it seems that in some confessions, Scholem reiterates the as-
sumption of a mystery found in reality as part of his own world view.?¢
But is not my intention to deal with Scholem’s personal theology, an
issue that has been addressed elsewhere.?”

The basis of such an understanding of the affinity between symbols
and the symbolized is, ultimately, not only the work of the post-Kantian
German thinkers, but also and primarily the negative theology of
Neoplatonism, which in addition to Gnosticism were conceived as the
formative components of a peculiar blend of theosophy that was em-
braced by most of the Kabbalists.?® In fact, Scholem and Tishby re-
garded the encounter between Neoplatonic negative theology and
Gnostic pleroma that contributed the positive aspects of Kabbalistic
theology as the very birth of the most dominant aspect of Kabbalah—
its theosophy. Thus, not only theological speculations but also the spe-
cific Kabbalistic way of prayer have been conceived as the meeting of
these two non-Jewish theologies. Dealing with the earliest Kabbalistic
texts, Scholem notes that the “gnostic way of seeing things likewise
penetrated their [the first historical Kabbalists, Rabbi Jacob ha-Nazir
and Rabbi Abraham ben David] prayer mysticism without being able to
overcome it entirely.”3® This is an interesting example of the subordina-
tion of the performative component—in this case, prayer—to the theo-
logical, namely the allegedly Gnostic view of the sefirot. Indeed as
Tishby claims, Scholem convincingly demonstrates that:

As far as the doctrine of the sefirot is concerned, it can be estab-
lished without a doubt that there is some reflection here of a definite
gnostic tendency, and that it did in fact emerge and develop from a
historico—literary contact with the remnants of Gnosis, which were
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preserved over a period of many generations in certain Jewish cir-
cles, until they found their way to early kabbalists, who were deeply
affected by them both spiritually and intellectually.*°

Elsewhere, Scholem discusses the Kabbalah’s center of gravity and as-
sumes about the Kabbalists that:

Their ideas proceed from the concepts and values peculiar to
Judaism, that is to say, above all from the belief in the Unity of God
and the meaning of His revelation as laid down in the Torah, the sa-
cred law. Jewish mysticism in its various forms represents an attempt
to interpret the religious values of Judaism in terms of mystical val-
ues. It concentrates upon the idea of the living God who manifests
himself in the acts of Creation, Revelation and Redemption. Pushed
to its extreme, the mystical meditation on this idea gives birth to the
conception of a sphere, a whole realm of divinity, which underlies
the world of our sense-data and which is present and active in all
that exists.!

Indeed, the phenomenology of Kabbalah in these books reflects this
general statement. The second chapter in Scholem’s Major Trends on
the book of the Zohar is entitled “The Theosophic Doctrine of the Zohar”
and commences with the statement: “the Zohar is chiefly concerned
with the object of meditation, i.e., the mysteries of mundus intelligibilis,”
and the “Zohar represents Jewish theosophy.”*?

In Scholem’s last quote and other discussions dealing with contem-
plation, the issue of meditation gravitates around what is described as
an idea. Out of the idea of and belief in divine unity, the idea of divine
attributes was born, and according to another of Scholem’s texts, the
contemplation of divine attributes, which he calls “theosophical con-
templation,” gave birth to Kabbalistic myths.*> Scholem sees in con-
templation the main type of human attitude toward the divine realm,
which is not theurgical, anchored in Halakhic forms of performance.
Moreover, this mainly eidetic approach to Kabbalah as interpretation
of a theological issue falls short of a vitally mystical experience, and its
prevalence in many recent studies demonstrates the tendency to con-
ceive this mystical lore in more theological rather than experiential
terms.*

Finally, the last quote is based upon a descending vector; the super-
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nal realm reverberates upon the lower worlds and, according to other
texts, this reverberation is decoded by fathoming the symbolic valences
of reality. Scholem indeed speaks about the mystical interpretation of
Jewish values, which is, in my opinion, a better way of understanding
Kabbalah than the theosophical one, but this view on the nature of
Kabbalistic literature is not widely held. The interpretive approach that
generated Kabbalistic theosophy is expressed later in the same book:
“the mystical interpretation of the attributes and the unity of God, in
the so-called doctrine of the Sefiroth, constituted a problem common
to all Kabbalists, while the solution given to it by and in the various
schools differ from one another.”#

Conspicuous in these two last passages is the role played by mental
construction, interpretation and meditation, while explicit descriptions
of practices or performances are absent in Scholem’s analysis of Jewish
mysticism. The meditation mentioned by Scholem and the sphere cre-
ated by the Kabbalists are related to the issue of symbols, and this is
the reason why I propose designating Scholem’s and his school’s ap-
proach as pan-symbolic,* though I believe that this emphasis is exag-
gerated.*” There are some definitions of Kabbalah by Kabbalists that
do not address the concept of symbolism at all.*® However, even when
symbols—and this is indeed a matter of definition—are evident, they
often are related to the modes of activity that accompany modes of cog-
nition. It is the marginalization of such modes of activity—technical,
ritualistic, linguistic—that created an imbalance between the nexus of
the theological and the symbolic on the one hand and the ergetic or
performative aspects of Kabbalah on the other. I see this imbalance to
be the result of the impact of the Christian emphasis on theology and
faith as central to understanding religion on Jewish scholars’ perception
of Jewish mysticism.

An interesting testimony to Scholem’s subordination of many im-
portant issues in Jewish life to the theological dimension of this religion
is found in a passage from the autobiography of one of Scholem’s ac-
quaintances; according to George Steiner’s Errata, “[n]o serious aspect
of the Jewish problem, of the history and life of the Jew, can ever be di-
vorced altogether from theosophical-metaphysical sources (how often
I heard Gershom Scholem hammer at this nerve). It is, in the final
analysis, the theological and the metaphysical which inform the tragic
complication of the facts.”*® The context in which this passage occurs
deals with discrimination against and oppression of Jews in history.
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Nevertheless, I am not sure that this reading of history, which sees the
source of theological problems that influenced attitudes on Judaism
within the context of the emergence of Christianity and Islam, is the
only topic involved in Steiner’s reference to Scholem. In any case, it fits
what may be described as the theologization of Kabbalah in Scholem’s
writings and in those of his followers.>°

Unlike this propensity to Kabbalah as theology, I will try to empha-

size in the following chapters some other, and more experiential, as-
pects of this mystical lore.

(o)
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CHAPTER 1:

On Diverse Forms of Living Ascent
on High in Jewish Sources

1. INTRODUCTION

The practice of any religion oscillates between the poles of routine ritu-
al and inertial faith on the one hand and ecstatic practices on the other.
Differences in the practices of various religions lie not only in the con-
tent of beliefs, ritual structures and the details of techniques used to
reach extreme experiences, but also in the variety of combinations of
and particular emphases on elements found within the wide spectrum
of practices. Moving from the pole of inertia to that of ecstasy consti-
tutes an effort to intensify religious life so that contact with the super-
nal being or beings will be strengthened, increase in frequency or cul-
minate in the identification of some aspect of the mystical being. In
most cases, mystics accentuate the importance of their own transforma-
tion through such practices. Traits of the human character, human con-
dition or particular individual are viewed as obstacles that should be re-
moved by resorting to special forms of religious practices. The primary
intention of such rites, techniques, exercises, methods and processes is
to remove sin, corporeality, lust or imagination so that the pure or puri-
fied core of the aspirant is then capable of touching or being touched
by the divine. Sometimes establishing such contact is a matter not only
of overcoming ontic differences between fallen or impure individuals
and the supreme and sublime beings, but also of bridging the distance
between the mundane place where lower beings live and the realm of
the supernal beings. Sometimes the attempt to strengthen contact with
the divine is a journey. Other times, special holy persons who have as-
similated with the higher being play a pontific role to some extent.

The theme of the ascent to heaven is often mentioned in spiritual
biographies of religious perfecti: mythical figures in the Mesopotamian
religions, the founders of some faiths, Siberian Shamans, apocalyptic
figures, Greek medicine men or Jewish tzaddigim (the righteous). Some
performed or discussed the possibility of a heavenly tour, a topic that
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fascinated Ioan P. Culianu. The attribution of such an adventure in some
cases is connected to a constitutive experience—the initiation of a new
religion or of a new phase in an established one. In more specific terms,
the ascent on high is related to events in the lives of the three founders
of the monotheistic religions. Access to the divine realm, symbolized by
the higher world, was a sign of special distinction, the importance of
which was necessary in order to impose a new message, a new interpre-
tation of the old traditions or a radically novel revelation. However, the
ways in which such events have been described does not relegate them
to what may be defined as psychanodia, namely the ascent of the soul
to higher realms. Moses ascended a mountain. Jesus rose in corpore,
while Paul was taken to the third heaven.! Muhammad resorted to a
ladder.? In those types of mentalities in which the body, the concrete
and the spatial structure played a major role, such ascents contributed
to the validation of new revelations.

A survey of the history of the ascent to heaven in Judaism, however,
reveals a rather interesting difference: in the earliest descriptions, the
founding figures, the patriarchs and Moses are never portrayed as as-
cending to and entering a totally different realm for the sake of a ren-
dez-vous with the divine. In the Bible it is God who reveals himself by
coming down to the recipients of the divine message rather than by bring-
ing the messenger to his realm in order to receive it. In other words, the
biblical apprehension of the revelation is based upon the assumption
that man as a psychosomatic entity cannot transcend his mundane situ-
ation and penetrate the divine realm, while God is able to adapt him-
self, and perhaps also his message, to human capacity. While the way
down is open, the way up is basically closed. The ascents of Elijah and
perhaps of Enoch are presented in the Bible as initiated not by men,
but rather by God. In more concrete terms, Moses is portrayed in bibli-
cal texts as climbing a mountain in order to receive the Torah, while
God, for his part, descends upon the same mountain. The human re-
mains human and is not radically transformed by his reception of the
divine message. Man temporarily may touch the divine who descends
for the sake of revelation, but this does not indicate an ontic transfor-
mation of his personality. Moses remains a man, despite the luminous
face he is attributed, and he remains mortal despite his extraordinary
experience of direct conversation with and gift of the Torah from God.
In other words, the divine theophany—the revelation of the divine per-
sonality, especially the divine will—is the constituting moment of bibli-
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cal Judaism, not an apotheotic experience of an individual mystic. This
does not mean that apotheosis or the ascent on high is unknown to bib-
lical Judaism. In fact, the succinct descriptions of the translations of
Enoch and Elijah constitute forms of apotheosis, but they remain a tiny
minority in the vast biblical literature. My thesis is that one of the major
developments in post-biblical Judaism is the continuous growth of the
apotheotic vector in the general economy of Judaism, a theophanic reli-
gion in its first manifestation, through the emergence and the flowering
of some forms of Jewish mysticism.?

Judaism, like the two other major monotheistic religions, underwent
change over the centuries that introduced new sets of order describing
reality, which qualified—sometimes dramatically—older types of order.*
As such, cases in which ascents of the soul occur do not reflect a simple
imitation of the models found in canonical writings but rather are relat-
ed to major intellectual developments in connection with elite mentali-
ties that place emphasis on more spiritual, mental or mystical forms of
elevation. In saying this, I neither judge the validity or superiority of
such ascents nor assume an evolution that creates higher forms of reli-
gion through transition from the archaic to the mystical. Both are reli-
gious modes that are found in all of the three religions mentioned above,
and there is no reason to phenomenologically prefer one over another.

The two major twentienth-century Rumanian scholars of religion,
Mircea Eliade and Ioan P. Culianu, had many interests in common, and
these parallels already have drawn the attention of scholars. What has
passed rather unnoticed, however, is the fact that both were concerned
particularly with a specific theme in the phenomenology of religion: the
flight or the ascent of the soul. In his two major monographs on Yoga
and Shamanism, Eliade addresses this topic, which plays an important
role in the general economy of his exposition. He not only describes as-
cents of the soul in themselves but also identifies some forms of conver-
gence among them due to their common ancient sources.’ Interestingly
enough, in these two monographs Eliade does not address the theme of
the ascent of the soul in other—namely ancient and late antiquity Near
Eastern, Greek and Hellenistic—traditions, which is the scope of
Culianu’s detailed analyses. In a third study, Eliade addresses the con-
cept of ascension of the soul in ancient religions.®

There are few topics that preoccupied Culianu as much as the as-
cent of the soul. He dedicated three books to this issue: first, the English
Psychanodia, printed in 1983; then a more complex discussion in the
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French book Experiences de I’extase, printed in 1984; and finally, Ouz of
this World, which appeared posthumously in 1991. It is hardly an exag-
geration to state that he started and finished his academic career by
dealing with the same topic, though he addressed many other issues in
between. In his first two books and in the many articles that preceded
them, he dealt primarily with ancient texts and only secondarily with
some of their medieval reverberations.

Two related issues illuminate the major shift contributed by Culia-
nu’s work in comparison to earlier scholarship. One is historical: the
denial of the importance of Iranian sources to later treatments of the
ascent of the soul. The other is morphological: the distinction between
two main types of discussion of this theme—the Jewish, which deals
with ascent into the (three or seven) heavens or palaces, and the Greek
or Hellenistic, which addresses the ascent and descent of the soul
through planetary worlds.” His findings on the bridge for the soul in IV
Ezra introduced a new strand of historiography on this theme. Culianu
traces the Jewish discussion via Arabic sources from the European
Middle Ages up to Dante. This penchant for delegating an important
role to Jewish post-biblical material in the history of religion is part of a
more general development shared by major scholars of Gnosticism, in-
cluding Culianu himself,® and of Christian mysticism, like Culianu’s
colleague in Chicago, Bernard McGinn.° Our of this World, however, is
much more comprehensive and covers, as its subtitle declares, “Other-
worldly Journeys from Gilgamesh to Albert Einstein.” Here Culianu
gives attention to some later Jewish material.!® However, the difference
between his earlier books and his last is much greater than the expand-
ed scope of material under scrutiny. His final work represents a major
methodological shift characteristic of the last years of Culianu’s activity
and demonstrates a vision of religion that is related more to cognitive
studies and to combinatory approaches.!!

Interestingly enough, in Culianu’s earlier two volumes, Eliade’s dis-
cussions of the ascent of the soul, with which Culianu was well ac-
quainted, play only a marginal role. In his third book, these discussions
are almost completely absent, though Eliade is mentioned explicitly in
the context of his understanding of the phenomenon of Shamanism.!2
Thus, though both scholars were interested in the same religious theme
and in the topic of ecstasy in general, they did not work with the same
primary materials, and their analyses did not intersect essentially, but
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rather quite marginally. Eliade was interested chiefly in techniques of
ecstasy, which concern the recurring experiences of living people, while
Culianu was interested mainly in the posthumous journey of the soul to
the other world.

The main concerns of the many scholars who deal with views of as-
cent in late antiquity Judaism are phenomena that are specifically char-
acteristic of that period. This is the case in the studies of Culianu as
well as Morton Smith, David J. Halperin, Annelies Kuyt, Martha Him-
melfarb, James Davila, Elliot R. Wolfson, M. Dean-Otting, Allan Segal,
Margaret Barker and, most recently, Israel Knohl.!> Most of these schol-
ars do not touch upon the vast Jewish material from the medieval period
in any significant manner; however, medievalists in the domain of Jewish
mysticism have not been attracted by this theme until recently.'* Even
the most important Kabbalistic source—the book of the Zohar, in which
there are several discussions of posthumous psychanodia—has not been
analyzed from this point of view.

As mentioned above, I propose that the apotheotic vector, which
presupposes an ascension on high, gradually gained increasing impor-
tance in Jewish mysticism, culminating in eighteenth-century Hasidism.
However, it should be emphasized that this vector does not represent a
unilinear development. Ascents on high took various forms that, though
sometimes related to each other, are phenomenologically different.
Thus, bodily apotheosis, to be referred to below also as somanodia, was
evident in ancient literatures but became less influential in the Middle
Ages. In medieval Jewish literature, types of psychanodia and nousan-
odia—the ascent of the intellect, or the nous—are by far more frequent.
In the following, these different forms will be described and their as-
cent and decline will be reflected upon as features within more compre-
hensive cultural and spiritual processes. To be sure, as distinct as these
three categories seem to be, they sometimes intersect and complicate
simpler descriptions in these literatures. Nevertheless, given the differ-
ent sources of such descriptions, it is useful to adopt these special ter-
minologies. Using each of these terms is not simply a matter of drawing
a specific image or theme from a certain source. As I shall attempt to
elaborate in my concluding remarks, I assume that in some religious
structures we find forms of Gestalt-coherence, which means that several
realms of a system—anthropology, theology and eschatology—are un-
derstood as having a consonant structure. Again, I propose that the
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human faculty involved in contact with a supernal power resonates to
the very nature of that power. Thus, somanodia, psychanodia and nou-
sanodia are examples not only of ascent terminology but also of broad-
er religious structures.

2. HEIKHALOT LITERATURE: PRECEDENTS AND OFFSHOOTS

The theme of the ascent to the divine realm is well represented in
Jewish sources of late antiquity: in inter-testamental Jewish literature, in
some rabbinic discussions and in so-called Heikhalot literature, written
some time between the third and the eighth centuries.!” As mentioned
above, the material pertinent to this theme has been analyzed time and
again by many scholars, including Culianu, and I shall not summarize
here the vast literature on the topic. For our discussion it will suffice to
mention that this ascent consists of the elevation of some form of body,
perhaps similar to an astral body, to the supernal realm; hence, the
term psychanodia would be a problematic description of such discus-
sions. In any case, I am not aware of any linguistic terminology that will
allow us to assume that those Jewish authors had in mind the ascension
of the soul devoid of any form, despite the fact that in Midrashic litera-
ture, the soul of man was described as ascending on high every night in
order to give an account of his daily deeds and sometimes to draw
some form of strength.!® This nightly ascent of the soul is in no way es-
chatological, nor does it point to a mystical experience of close contact
with the divine essence.

According to Morton Smith, “We can fairly conclude that one or
more techniques for ascent into heaven were being used in Palestine in
Jesus’ day, and that Jesus himself may well have used one.”!” As this
scholar indicates, Paul attributed an ascent to Jesus, in which he was
brought up to the third heaven, “whether in the body or out of the
body.”!® Therefore, the conception of an ascent of the soul to par-
adise—represented by the phrase “out of the body”—in order to have
an ineffable experience even before death is considered by Smith to
have been current among Jews of the first century.!® This obviously rep-
resents a concept different from the more widespread belief in the pos-
sibility of bodily ascent to heaven, which seems to have been held much
earlier. More recently, Margaret Barker pointed out that in the Odes of
Solomon, a case of ascent on high that culminated in angelization was
attributed to Christ. There, the spirit is described as elevating Jesus:
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Brought me forth before the LORD’s face

And because I was the Son of Man,

I was named the Light, the Son of God;

Because I was the most glorious among the glorious ones,
And the greatest among the great ones

And he anointed me with his perfection

And I became one of those who are near him.?°

Elsewhere in the same book, it is said:

I went up into the light of truth as into a chariot,
And the truth led me and caused me to come
And there was no danger for me because

I constantly walked with him.?!

In this context it may be pertinent to mention Rabbi Shimeon bar
Yohai’s statement, preserved in the Babylonian Talmud, concerning the
benei ‘aliyyah, translated roughly as “those who attended the ascent,”
which implies that bar Yohai’s vision of the few elect in the upper world
was the result of a mystical journey.??

Apocalyptic literature represents a drastic shift from the dominant
biblical point of view. It is the human who takes the initiative for an en-
counter with the divine, and the divine realm itself—not an elevated
mountain—is the scene of the mystical revelation. Apocryphal in its lit-
erary genre, this literature propelled a series of figures into celestial
zones—“out of this world,” to use Culianu’s phrase—in order to allow
them to return with the credential of having had an interview with the
divine monarch. Journeys and books about such journeys have been at-
tributed to Moses, Abraham, Isaiah and Enoch.?® In some cases, deep
transformations of human personality, including some corporeal changes,
are evidenced as a result of their visits to the supernal worlds.?*

This motif—the mythical ascent of man—is preserved and even
elaborated upon in Hebrew treatises written after the destruction of the
second temple. In these mystical treatises, referred to under the general
title of Heikhalot literature, the ascent on high is a major subject. Here,
it is the initiative of the mystic that provides the starting point for the
mystical journey. As to the goals of these ascents, there are divergences
among scholarly interpretations. A more mystical reading of the target
views the mystic as experiencing an encounter with God, who is a su-



30 ASCENSIONS ON HIGH IN JEWISH MYSTICISM

pernal anthropomorphic entity of immense size.?” According to other
scholarly views, participation in the heavenly liturgy is the goal of the
ascent.?® More recently, some studies place emphasis upon the ascen-
der’s ability to magically attain access to the higher world.?”

In all cases, the protagonists of these heavenly ascents are mainly
post-biblical figures, some of which are the founders of the first phase
of rabbinic literature, known as Tannaite: Rabbi Akiva ben Joseph, Rabbi
Ishmael, Yohanan ben Zakkai, Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh, Rabbi Nehuni-
ah ben ha-Qanah, Shimeon ben Zoma, Shimeon ben Azzai and Elisha
ben Abbuiah. Biblical figures appear from time to time in Heikhalot lit-
erature, but they are not the main protagonists. Enoch and Moses are
mentioned, but their names surface only rarely in more than one of the
writings belonging to this literature.?8

These Heikhalot writings were composed between the third and
eighth centuries. In rabbinic literature of this period, the ascent to
heaven plays a much less conspicuous role, though Moses is described
both in the Talmud and in some Midrashic discussions as ascending
through several heavens in order to receive the Torah.?® This difference
can be explained in at least two different and perhaps complementary
ways. First, from the literary point of view, rabbinic literature is more
concerned with legalistic and interpretive matters than with mysticism,
myth and magic. These topics recur in many places in both the Talmud
and Midrash, but they are not the focus of these literary genres.
Second, there are proclivities in this literature to suppress centrifugal
tendencies in order to cultivate a more worldly religiosity. However, all
this said, I wonder if comparison between discussions in rabbinic litera-
ture that deal with the question of the ascent on high and such presen-
tations in Heikhalot literature will disclose a vision of this issue that is
drastically different. In the Talmud, Moses and four Tannaitic figures
are described as ascending on high. It is in this type of literary corpus
that a more magical turn is preserved in at least one version of the as-
cent. The religious capabilities of Rabbi Akiva allowed him to ascend to
the divine world, and when the angels attempted to throw him down,
God intervened and declared that he was worthy of the magical use of
the divine glory—in Hebrew, lehishtamesh bi-khevodi.>° However, in the
version found in Heikhalot literature, the same rabbi is described as
worthy only of looking at or contemplating the divine glory—Ie-his-
takkel bi-khevodi.?' What is the implication of such a difference to the
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goal of the ascent on high? In my opinion, the rabbinic version of the
ascent is concerned with exercising a certain influence—which can be
described as magical or theurgical—on the divine glory, while the gaz-
ing upon or the contemplation of the glory seems to be the main goal
in Heikhalot literature. In this type of mystical literature, awareness of
the size of the divine body is a crucial part of soteriological knowledge.
I propose that the emphasis upon precise size had certain repercussions
on broader religious attitudes in Heikhalot literature. This is why there
is no hint of a change in the glory or its being put into the service of
man, but rather its static state is contemplated.?? While rabbinic litera-
ture is inclined toward a view that God cannot be seen by mortals,
Heikhalot literature subscribes to a much more positive attitude toward
the contemplation of the divine.3?

A third ideal of the ascent, which will concerned us much more
thoroughly in the following discussion, is expressed in Heikhalot litera-
ture: Rabbi Akiva is described as receiving the revelation of a name
while contemplating the vision of the divine chariot.?* This name en-
ables him and his students to accomplish magical operations, which is
hinted at by the verb mushtammesh, which means “to use.” In this in-
stance, bringing down an occult knowledge that confers extraordinary
power is evident. The same is the case in the introduction to a magical
treatise named Shimmushei Torah. Here, Moses is described as ascend-
ing on high and, after a contest with various angels, not only the Torah
is revealed to him but also the way to read it as a magical document
through the transformation of the common sequel of the canonic text
into names that have various magical uses.? In other words, magic is re-
vealed to Moses through the divine names that are found in a cryptic
manner in the text of the canon. Moreover, Moses is given segullor—
remedies—as a gift.?s

Ascending on high and bringing down some form of esoteric knowl-
edge, either in the form of magical names, of remedies or of a magical
reading of the Torah, can be understood as a model that I propose call-
ing mystical-magical. The first action—the ascent on high—represents
the mystical phase of the model, as it allows the religious perfectus con-
tact with the divine or celestial entities. His bringing down of the secret
lore, which in many cases has magical qualities, represents the magical
aspect of this model. In the ancient literature, this mystical journey takes
place either in corpore or, as I propose interpreting some of the Heikhalot
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discussions, in a sort of astral body.?” In other words, in Heikhalot liter-
ature the concomitant presence of the same person in two places seems
to be a crucial issue. So, for example, Rabbi Nehuniyah ben ha-Qanah
is described as sitting in the special posture of Elijah in the lower world,
surrounded by his disciples, apparently in a lethargic state. At the same
time, he is portrayed as sitting and gazing upon the divine chariot on
high. I would like to emphasize the use of the verb sit—Yoshev: the
Rabbi is represented as sitting in two different places at the same time.
This observation of the double presence of the mystic in Heikhalot lit-
erature may be a clue to understanding the whole phenomenon of the
ascent to the Merkavah.?® It is neither an ascent of the soul nor a cor-
poreal ascent; it combines both by the assumption that the spiritual
body of the mystic is the entity that undertakes the celestial journey,
while the corporeal body remains in a special posture in the terrestrial
world. I cannot elaborate here upon the possible implications of such a
proposal for the understanding of Heikhalot literature. For the time
being, it is sufficient to remark that the assumption of a double pres-
ence in a Heikhalot text connected to the term Golein—which in many
cases since the Middle Ages means “an artificial anthropoid”—may
have something to do with the concept of a spiritual body.

Not only the ideal of the ascent—at least in principle—but also its
techniques persisted as part of the reservoir of Jewish culture. In gener-
al, I would say that Scholem’s interpretation that the techniques of
Heikhalot literature degenerated into “mere literature” is a curious view
in light of reports of the ascents of souls throughout the nineteenth
century.>® However, the more dominant method of attaining contact
with divine or semi-divine entities in medieval literature is through
Himmelsreise der Seele. Due to the impact of Greek and Hellenistic psy-
chologies, Jewish authors adopted more spiritual explanations of the
communion of the soul. In lieu of the ascent of the person, the union
or the communion of the soul or the intellect with God or another spir-
itual supernal entity was conceived as the mystical component of the
mystical-magical model.*° This is simply a more “spiritualized” version
of the archaic model found in the Heikhalot. In the ninth century, how-
ever, the descriptions of the Heikhalot masters were interpreted by
some Babylonian Jewish thinkers belonging to an elite group called
Ge’omim in an interiorized manner, as though indicating inner, rather
than external, experiences. The main text to this effect is the report of
Rav Hai Gaon. In one of his responsa, he indicates that:
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Many scholars thought that one who is distinguished by many qual-
ities described in the books, when he seeks to behold the Merkavah
and the palaces of the angels on high, he must follow a certain pro-
cedure. He must fast a number of days and place his head between
his knees and whisper many hymns and songs whose texts are
known from tradition. Then he perceives within himself and in the
chambers [of his heart] as if he saw the seven palaces with his own
eyes, and it is as though he entered one palace after another and saw
what is there. And there are two mishnayot, which the rannaim taught
regarding this topic, called the Grearer Heykhalot and the Lesser
Heykhalot, and this matter is well known and widespread. Regarding
these contemplations, the zanna’ taught: “Four entered Pardes”—
those palaces were alluded to by the term Pardes, and they were des-
ignated by this name.... For God...shows to the righteous, in their
interior, the visions of His palaces and the position of His angels.*!

The spiritual understanding of Rav Hai’s view of the ancient mystics
drew the attention of Adolph Jellinek, who affirms that Rav Hai was in-
fluenced by Sufi mysticism, a statement that indicates that his interpre-
tation of earlier material is based on new spiritual approaches.*
Scholem’s view is that Rav Hai is describing a “mystical ascent.” His
rendering of “the interiors and the chambers” implies that this phrase
was understood to refer to external entities, presumably parts of the su-
pernal palaces.*> However, this understanding is somewhat problemat-
ic; the form ba-penimi u-va-hedri, which translates as “within himself
and in the chambers,” suggests the subject of the verb, maniah rosho,
thereby referring to the mystic himself. David J. Halperin accepts
Scholem’s understanding of this passage, although he disagrees with
the assumption that it reflects a view occurring in the much earlier trea-
tise, Hetkhalot Zutarti. He denies the presence of a reference to a celes-
tial journey in this treatise and argues that Rav Hai misunderstood the
earlier source, translating the phrase “He thus peers into the inner
rooms and chambers” without referring to the possessive form of these
nouns. Thus, Halperin’s opinion is that Rav Hai’s passage indeed re-
flects a heavenly ascension.* Martin Cohen’s translation is more ade-
quate: “he gazes within himself.” However, his general interpretation is
erroneous: Rav Hai did not imply “a mystic communion with God,”
and his passage does not “have the ring of truth, as well as the support
of the gaon’s unimpeachable authority.”*
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It is my opinion that Rav Hai Gaon misinterpreted the late antiquity
texts by transforming an ecstatic experience that takes place out of the
body into an introversive one. The contemplation of the Merkavah is
compared here to the entrance into Pardes; both activities are, accord-
ing to Rav Hali, allegories for the inner experience attained by mystics.
The mystical flight of the soul to the Merkavah is interpreted allegori-
cally; the supernal palaces can be gazed upon and contemplated not by
referring to an external event, but by concentrating upon one’s own
“chambers.” Thus, the scene of revelation is no longer the supermun-
dane hierarchy of palaces but the human consciousness.*® Rav Hai
Gaon asserts that the mystic may attain visions of palaces and angels,
intentionally ignoring the vision of God. It should be mentioned that
his father, Rabbi Sherira, refused to endorse the anthropomorphic con-
ception of the Godhead found in the book Sk:i'ur Qomah.*’

According to a younger contemporary of Rav Hai, Rabbi Nathan of
Rome, the Gaon’s intention was that the ancient mystics “do not ascend
on high, but that they see and envision in the chambers of their heart,
like a man who sees and envisions something clearly with his eyes, and
they hear and tell and speak by means of a seeing eye, by the divine
spirit.”*® Therefore, the earliest interpretation of Rav Hai’s view empha-
sizes inner vision rather than mystical ascent. This type of mystical
epistemology is congruent with Rav Hai’s view concerning the revela-
tion of the glory of God to the prophets through the “understanding of
the heart”— ‘ovanta de-libba’. Far from expounding a mystical ascent of
the soul, the Gaon offers instead a radical reinterpretation of ancient
Jewish mysticism. In the vein of more rationalistic approaches, he ef-
faces the ecstatic or shamanic aspects of Heikhalot experiences in favor
of their psychological interpretation. Though I imagine that this recast-
ing of an earlier religious mentality was motivated by Rav Hai’s adher-
ence to rationalist thinking,*® we cannot ignore the possibility that his
psychological perception may bear some affinities to much earlier views
of the Merkavah.>® However, even if such early understandings of Mer-
kavah mysticism indeed existed, they were seemingly marginal in com-
parison to the bodily and spiritual ascent cultivated by the Heikhalot
mystics. This kind of rationalization consistently reveals a reserved atti-
tude toward the object of interpretation; therefore, Rav Hai Gaon
seems to have been reacting against a relatively common practice, as we
may infer from his remark: “this is a widespread and well-known mat-
ter.” Even the opening statement of the quotation, although formulated
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in the past tense, bears evidence of the recognition of the technique by
“many scholars.”>! We may conclude on the grounds of Rav Hai’s pas-
sage that the use of Elijah’s posture in order to attain paranormal states
of consciousness perceived as visions of the Merkavah was still custom-
ary among Jewish mystics, notwithstanding Rav Hai’s attempt to atten-
uate some of its “uncanny” facets.>? It is plausible that this interpreta-
tion, quite incongruent with Heikhalot material, is the result of the im-
pact of the intellectualistic Greek orientation that penetrated the
Babylonian regions by the mediation of Arabic thinkers, attenuating the
external, more mythical aspects of the journey to the Merkavah. My
scheme assumes that the shift from a literal understanding of the ascent
and the act of enthronement to an allegorical one is basically medieval,
starting with the tenth century, as exemplified by Rav Hai’s interpreta-
tion of the experience of the Heikhalot.>® I assume that in some circles
the literal understanding of the ascent remained active, while in others,
like that of the Gaon, it was internalized.

The most important Jewish thinkers who continued, mutatis mutan-
dis, the major tendencies of Heikhalot literature were the so-called
Hasidei Ashkenaz. They were a late twelfth- and early thirteenth-centu-
ry group active mainly in some cities in the Rhineland. These authors
reproduced, glossed and perhaps even saved from oblivion some of the
earlier Heikhalot texts and used some of their theologoumena in their
own writings. However, more concrete instances in which psychanodian
legends are related to historical figures were apparent in some regions in
France, an area close to the Ashkenazi figures. Rabbi Ezra of Montcon-
tour is described as a prophet who made an ascent on high.>* Rabbi
Moses Botarel, a late medieval Kabbalist, mentions a tradition received
from his father, Rabbi Isaac, asserting that: “The soul of the prophet
from the city of Montcontour ascended to heaven and heard the living
creatures singing before God a certain song; and when he awoke he re-
membered this song and told his experience as it was, and they wrote
down the song.”>>

Therefore, the ascent heavenwards is a technique used to solve a
problem. In the first instance, it is a method by which to bring down
the song of the angels. In other cases, issues difficult to solve by means
of regular speculation, including both halakhic and theological topics,
are viewed as questions to be asked of heavenly instances.’® Rabbi
Ezra’s particular technique of composing verses by ascending on high
and listening to the angelic chorus is not, however, unique. A promi-
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nent early medieval paytan, Rabbi Eleazar ha-Qalir, is also described as
having ascended to heaven and questioning the archangel Michael on
the manner in which the angels sing and how their songs are composed.
Afterwards, he descended and composed a poem according to the al-
phabetical order that he learned from the angelic songs.>” Interestingly
enough, Rabbi Eleazar was imagined to ascend to heaven by the use of
the divine name, an ascent technique attributed by the famous eleventh-
century commentator of the Bible known as Rashi—Rabbi Shlomo
Yitzhaqi—to the four sages who entered Pardes.’® This description of
the poet was no doubt an attempt to include Eleazar among the Mer-
kavah mystics. This also seems to be the tendency of another report
concerning Rabbi Eleazar: a mid-thirteenth century Italian author,
Rabbi Tzedakiah ben Abraham, states in the name of his father, who in
turn heard it from his masters, some unnamed Ashkenazic sages, that
while Rabbi Eleazar was composing his well-known poem, “The Four-
fold Living Creatures,” “fire surrounded him.”>® This latter phrase has
an obvious connection to the mystical study of sacred texts or discus-
sions of topics particular to the Merkavah tradition.®® In a third de-
scription of Rabbi Eleazar, also from a text of Ashkenazi origin, he is
referred to as “the angel of God.”®!

Thus, Rabbi Ezra of Montcontour’s study of the celestial academy
through the ascent of his soul and transmission of a poem he heard
there have close parallels to the practices of a much earlier person, por-
trayed with the help of motifs connected to Merkavah traditions. Also
pertinent to our topic is the following report concerning Rabbi Michael
the Angel, a mid-thirteenth-century French figure. He is described as
follows:

[He] asked questions, and his soul ascended to heaven in order to
seek [answers to] his doubts. He shut himself in a room for three
days and ordered that it not be opened. But the men of his house
peered between the gates [!], and they saw that his body was flung
down like a stone. And so he laid for three days, shut in and motion-
less on his bed like a dead man. After three days he came to life and
rose to his feet, and from thence on he was called Rabbi Michael the
Angel.5?

Though different from the reports stemming from Heikhalot literature,
this description does not leave any doubt that, like the earlier claims of
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Jewish mystics, the ascent on high is a matter undertaken by a living
person who survives this experience. Unlike their contemporaries in
Provence and Catalunia who attributed the experience of prophecy to
biblical figures, these two individuals from the Ashkenazi and French
regions provide examples of references to historical persons, presum-
ably during their lifetimes, in terms of prophecy. I see no reason on the
basis of this passage to surmise the possibility that an astral body made
the ascent, despite the fact that a passage dealing with an astral body is
known from a text believed to have been written in France in the same
period.®® The term neshamah, or “soul,” seems to indicate an early in-
stance of psychanodia in the strict sense of the word. Thus, on the one
hand, this text reflects a different mentality in comparison to Heikhalot
literature because the soul is expressly mentioned. On the other hand,
in comparison to the internalized vision in Rav Hai’s interpretation
where no ascent is mentioned, here it is referred to explicitly. Though
there can be no doubt that these two bodies of literature were known to
the medieval figures, it seems that they were interested in another un-
derstanding of the ascent.

Unlike more mystically oriented descriptions (to be discussed
below), however, the soul does not encounter or return to an entity that
is its source, or experience some form of lost perfection, but rather is a
mode for obtaining hidden information. Hence, this passage is more in
line with some ancient apocalyptic materials and with Heikhalot litera-
ture than with medieval transformations of psychanodia.

3. NOUSANODIA:
THE NEOARISTOTELIAN SPIRITUALIZATION OF THE ASCENT

The processes of interiorization of mythical modes of thought resorting
to new forms of spirituality are part and parcel of many developments
in religion.%* This is also the case with many descriptions of ascents on
high and of visions of supernal realms. The adoption of and adaptation
from some Greek forms of thought are evident in the elites of the three
monotheistic religions. We already have seen above Rav Hai Gaon’s re-
jection of the external elements of the ascent in Heikhalot literature;
more dramatic, however, are attempts to reinterpret the biblical de-
scriptions of ascent and descent as references to inner states of con-
sciousness or as metaphorical expressions. This is the general propensi-
ty of various Jewish philosophical schools, the major exception being
the thought of RabbiYehudah ha-Levi. This mode of metaphorical exe-
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gesis is applied repeatedly to the Bible and some rabbinic dicta in Mai-
monides’s Guide of the Perplexed. The great eagle explains the occur-
rences of the verb “ascend” in connection to God in the Bible as point-
ing to “sublimity and greatness.”%® Developing Maimonides’s semantic
approach, one of his followers, the Kabbalist Rabbi Abraham Abulafia,
wrote in one of his commentaries on the secrets of the Guide:

The matter of the name of “ascent” is homonymous, as in their say-
ing, “Moses ascended to God”: this concerns the third matter,
which is combined with their [allusion] also to the ascent to the tip
of the mountain, upon which there descended the “created light.”
These two matters assist us [in understanding] all similar matters,
and they are [the terms] “place” [magom] and “ascent” [ ‘aliyah] that,
after they come to the matter of “man,” the two of them are not im-
possible by any means; for Moses ascended to the mountain, and he
also ascended to the Divine level. That ascent is combined with a
revealed matter, and with a matter which is hidden; the revealed
[matter] is the ascent of the mountain, and the hidden [aspect] is
the level of prophecy.5¢

The hidden sense of the reference to ascent of the mountain is under-
stood as a purely intellectual event that disregards any form of bodily
ascent. Elsewhere, Rabbi Abulafia indicates that the human intellectu-
al faculty gradually ascends to the agent intellect “and will unite with
it after many hard, strong and mighty exercises, until the particular
and personal prophetic [faculty] will turn universal, permanent and
everlasting, similar to the essence of its cause, and he and He will be-
come one entity.”®” No spatial adventure is mentioned here besides
the opening of the human intellect to the cosmic intellectual presence,
thus unifying the two. Ascents or descents found in Rabbi Abulafia’s
writings are metaphors for intellectual activities. Psychanodia is oblit-
erated; there is no interpretation of Heikhalot discussions as under-
taken by Rav Hai Gaon. In lieu of this, we may speak about a figura-
tive nousanodia.

The transition from the sensuous to the intellectual is conceived by
Rabbi Abulafia’s school as a “natural change”—sinnuy nv'ty. We learn
this from a book entitled Sefer ha-Tzeruf by an anonymous author con-
nected to Rabbi Abulafia’s circle:
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Now when the sphere of the intellect is moved by the Agent
Intellect and the person begins to enter it and to ascend the sphere
which returns, like the image of a ladder, and at the time of the as-
cent his thoughts shall be really transformed and all the visions shall
be changed before him, and there will be nothing left to him of what
he had earlier. Therefore, apart from changing his nature and his
formation, he is as one who was uprooted from the power of feeling
[and was translated to] the power of the intellect.®®

Unlike Rabbi Abulafia, the anonymous Kabbalist underemphasizes the
figurative nature of the term ascent. In this book the phrase “sphere of
the intellect” uses a bodily term—sphere—that may indicate an ascent
to an entity mediating between the corporeal and the intellectual. In
any case, the act of ascension is strongly related to the concept of trans-
formation, which affects the human being who is supposed to operate as
an intellectual entity.

In a passage preserved in Rabbi Isaac of Acre’s Me’irar "Einayyim,
there is an extremely interesting discussion cited in the name of Rabbi
Nathan, presumably Rabbi Nathan ben Sa'adya:

I heard from the sage Rabbi Nathan an explanation of this name
[intellect]: You must know that when the Divine Intellect descends,
it reaches the Agent Intellect and is called Agent Intellect; and when
the Agent Intellect descends to the Acquired Intellect it is called
Acquired Intellect; and when the Acquired Intellect descends to the
Passive Intellect, it is called Passive Intellect; and when Passive
Intellect descends to the soul which is in man it is called the soul.
We therefore find that the Divine Intellect, which is within the
human soul, is called the soul. And this is from above to below. And
when you examine this matter from below to above, you shall see
that when man separates himself from the vanities of this world and
cleaves by his thought and soul to the supernal [realms] with great
constancy, his soul will be called according to the level among the
higher degrees, which he has acquired and attached himself to it.
How so? If the soul of the isolated person deserves to apprehend and
to cleave to the Passive Intellect, it is called Passive Intellect, as if it
is Passive Intellect; and likewise when it ascends further and cleaves
to the Acquired Intellect, it becomes the Acquired Intellect; and if it
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is merited to cleave to the Agent Intellect, then it itself [becomes]
Agent Intellect; and if you shall deserve and cleave to the Divine
Intellect, happy are you, because you have returned to your source
and root, which is called, literally, the Divine Intellect. And that per-
son is called the Man of God, that is to say, a Divine man, creating
worlds.5°

Let us compare the last passage to one that will be adduced later from
Rabbi Yehudah Albotini, a Kabbalist who was heavily influenced by
Rabbi Nathan’s book. Both resort to the cleaving of thought and soul,
and both conceive the culmination of the ascent with the acquisition of
magical capacities. Both combine Neoaristotelian and Neoplatonic ter-
minology. And, what is more pertinent to our discussion, both describe
a rather easy transition from the lower human capacity to the highest
spiritual level of the divine world. In other words, Rabbi Albotini’s pas-
sage offers a synthesis of theories found in the writings of Rabbi
Abulafia and two of his followers, who belong to what I call the Eastern
group of his disciples. Similarly, we read in the mid-fourteenth-century
Byzantine writings of Rabbi Elnathan ben Moses Qalqish, a prolific au-
thor influenced by ecstatic Kabbalah, that:

This is the distinguished level of the man of God, and this is the
daily and light intellect, the light of which is above the heads of the
creatures inscribed as in the vision, “and upon the image on the
throne was an image like that of a man,” to whom he cleaved and
by whom he ascended. And the prophets who came after him
prophesied by means of the Unclear mirror, and that is the imagi-
nation of night-time, [which is] dark, like the light of the sun upon
the moon, to receive light from the sparks, and from the flame of
his warmth to warm from its extreme cold, like the warmth of the
heart which is extreme in its simplicity, to extinguish the extreme
cold of the spleen.”

There can be no doubt that the human intellect, described as hovering
over or surrounding the head of man and constituting his real “image,”
is described here as the vehicle for man’s ascent on high. This is no
doubt a metaphorical ascent, but nevertheless the concept of ascension
is explicit.

These are just a few examples of cases of ascensio mentis in ecstatic
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Kabbalah, which can easily be multiplied. As we shall see below in the
work of some of the followers of Rabbi Abulafia, there are also exam-
ples of psychanodia that betray the impact of Neoplatonism.

4. NEOPLATONIC CASES OF PSYCHANODIA

In Heikhalot literature it seems that the main protagonist of the ascent
is not the soul, but rather some form of spiritual body. As seen above, it
is only later in the Middle Ages that the term “soul” occurs in an as-
censional context. In most cases, this is part of an ascentional approach
that sees the soul as the main protagonist of the upward journey,
demonstrating the impact of Neoplatonism.”! Explicit mention of the
soul, though not in a literal sense, is found in a highly influential text by
Plotin. Following is a translation of this passage as mediated by the
Theology of Aristotle by Rabbi Shem Tov ibn Falaquera, a Jewish
philosopher active in the second half of the thirteenth century in Spain:

Aristotle has said: Sometimes I become as if self-centered and re-
move my body and I was as if I am a spiritual substance without a
body. And I have seen the beauty and the splendor and I become
amazed and astonished. [Then] I knew that I am part of the parts of
the supernal world, the perfect and the sublime, and I am an active
being [or animal]. When this has become certain to me, I ascended
in my thought from this world to the Divine Cause [ka-Illah ha-
’Elohit] and I was there as if I were situated within it and united in it
and united with it, and I was higher than the entire intellectual
world and I was seeing myself as if I am standing within the world of
the divine intellect I was as if I was united within it and united with
it, as if I am standing in this supreme and divine state.”

The language of ascent is quite obvious, despite the fact that, conceptu-
ally speaking, nothing similar to psychanodia or nousanodia is surmised
by the Neoplatonic author. This is the reason why the expression “as
if” occurs six times. We may assume that here there is an interiorization
of a psychanodian vision found in Hellenistic sources, understood now
as an inner flight.”> However, in some reverberations of Neoplatonism,
an ascent of the soul to the supernal soul becomes nevertheless obvi-
ous. In a passage authored by the early thirteenth-century Kabbalist,
Rabbi Ezra of Gerona, such a process is well illustrated:
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[T]he righteous causes his unblemished and pure soul to ascend
[until she—the human soul—reaches] the supernal holy soul [and]
she unites with her [the supernal soul] and knows future things. And
this is the manner [in which] the prophet acted, as the evil inclina-
tion did not have any dominion over him, to separate him from the
Supernal Soul. Thus, the soul of the prophet is united with the
Supernal Soul in a complete union.”™

The righteous, acting in the present, and the prophets, who are ideals
relevant to the glorious past, use the same comic—psychological struc-
ture: naturally, when the soul is unblemished and unstained by sin, it
can ascend to the source, and by doing so, it can know the future.
Ascent is therefore part of a more complex process that involves a more
practical implication in both the righteous and the prophet.

A mixture of psychanodia and nousanodia is found in an influential
anonymous Kabbalistic writing composed in the early fourteenth cen-
tury in Catalunia. Again, the soul of the righteous is the main subject of
the ascent: “The soul of the righteous one will ascend—while he is yet
alive—higher and higher, to the place where the souls of the righteous
[enjoy their] delight, [an event] that is [called] ‘the cleaving of the
mind.” The body will [then] remain motionless, as it is said: ‘But you
that cleave unto the Lord your God are alive every one of you this
day.’”” Interestingly enough, the adherence or the union is the main
purpose of the ascent in these cases, and the mystics are called by the
name “righteous”—7zaddigim—a term that does not play a significant
role in Heikhalot literature. It recurs elsewhere, however, in Rabbi
Ezra’s writing; this Kabbalist uses the term to describe those who per-
form an operation in the divine world—namely those who first adhered
to the supernal realm and then acted thereupon.”

The philosophical terminology of these two quotes is obvious. In the
case of Rabbi Ezra, the Neoplatonic terminology of two souls is explic-
it. In the second quote, the cleaving to the place of supernal thought is
mentioned. In any case, neither firmaments, palaces, rings or thrones
nor angelic structures that played such a crucial role in Heikhalot and
other late antiquity types of Jewish literature occur in these cases of as-
censio. The role of the cosmic pillar, a topic that will be addressed later,
is also absent here.

Now I turn to a passage found in an anonymous Kabbalistic treatise
belonging to what is known as the circle of the "Yuun book:
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And this attribute [Middah] was transmitted to Enoch, son of Jared,
and he kept it, and would attempt to know the Creator, blessed be
He, with the same attribute. And when he adhered to it, his soul
longed to attract the abundance of the upper [spheres] from the [se-
firah of] wisdom, until his soul ascended to and was bound by the
[sefirah of] discernment, and the two of them became as one thing.
This is the meaning of what is written, “And Enoch walked with
God.” And it is written in the Alpha Beta of Rabbi Akiva that he
transformed his flesh into fiery torches and he became as if he were
one of the spiritual beings.””

This is an important example for the attenuation of the mythical ascent
from Heikhalot literature by a more unitive description that puts the
soul at the center of the experience. The soul’s adherence to and union
with the third sefirah, that of Binah, which is considered in many early
Kabbalistic texts to be the source of the soul, is conceived to be the
“real” meaning of Enoch’s ascent. Though bodily transformation is
mentioned at the end of the excerpt, the reference to Alpha Beta of
Rabbi Akiva serves as a proof text for expounding upon the medieval
theory of mystical union.

Now let us examine the evidence found in the Zohar in a passage
from Midrash ha-Ne elam on the Song of Songs:

When the Holy One, blessed be He, created Adam, He placed him
in the Garden of Eden, in a garment of glory, out of the light of the
Garden of Eden.... And those garments left him.... And the lumi-
nous soul ascended...and he remained bereft of all...and that lumi-
nosity of the supernal soul which left him ascended upwards, and it
was stored in a certain treasury, that is the body, up to the time that
he begat sons, and Enoch came into the world. Since Enoch came,
the supernal light of the holy soul descended into him, and Enoch
was enwrapped in the supernal soul which had left Adam.”®

Unlike the Neoplatonic use of the term “supernal soul” to indicate the
cosmic or universal soul, as seen above and as shall be seen again
below, the Zoharic passage deals with the superior part of the human
soul. Adam’s soul is understood Neoplatonically—that is, as an entity
that descended from a higher sphere of reality and returns thereto—but
this is a soul preserved for the few, and as such, Enoch merits it. In a
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way, the soul that deserted the sinful Adam is also a light that descends
upon meritorious individuals.

The spiritual shift from the individual to the universal soul is exem-
plified in Rabbi Nathan ben Sa‘adya’s book Sha'arer Tzedeq. In one
case, Moses is described as having “been transformed into a universal
[being] after being a particular, central point. And this is the matter of
the lower man that ascended and became ‘the man who is on the throne,’
by the virtue of the power of the Name.”” This description is reminis-
cent of many Neoplatonically-oriented transformations of the particu-
lar soul into the universal soul, a phenomenon I propose calling univer-
salization. This form of expression, which may or may not represent an
experience that is different from others described as involving cleaving
and union, already had a history in Jewish mysticism, and Rabbi
Nathan’s Sha'arei Tzedeq is one link in a longer chain of tradition.
Indeed, some lines further, our author refers explicitly to the “soul of
all.”8° Moses’s transformation was accomplished by means of a name—
in Hebrew, ha-shem, which stands for the Tetragrammaton and the
consonants of which are identical to a permutation of those of Mosheh.
Therefore, resorting to the Kabbalistic technique based on names used
by the author, Moses was able to become a supernal man. The above
transformation from the particular to the general is found elsewhere in
the group of Rabbi Abulafia’s followers related to Sha'arei Tzedeq.
Rabbi Isaac of Acre mentions that “the Nought, that encompasses ev-
erything” and the “soul should cleave to Nought and become universal
and comprehensive after being particular because of her palace when
she was imprisoned in it, [she] will become universal, in the secret of
the essence of the secret of her place from which she was hewn.”8!

This common language of universalization does not mean, to be
sure, that the earlier text authored by Rabbi Nathan had an impact on
Rabbi Isaac, who was acquainted with at least some concepts found in
the book. Nevertheless, for an examination of unitive imagery, this ne-
glected passage is of great importance since it includes a syntagm that
is reminiscent of much later Hasidic discussions of union with the di-
vine nought—I/e-hidabbeq be-’ayin.?? Earlier in his treatise, Rabbi Nathan
reports on a conversation between God and Moses, who is told by the
divine voice that he cannot contemplate the divine glory, despite the
fact that he “ascended to the rank of the supernal man, who is the Liv-
ing.”8 These phrases unequivocally indicate an expansion of the lower
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man, more precisely of his soul, its ascension to its supernal source and
its transformation into that source. The Neoplatonic assumption that
there is only one soul, particularized by matter into individual souls
without fragmenting that of the universal, underpins the above discus-
sions.?* It should be emphasized that, though the vision in the biblical
proof text is that of an anthropos, the interpretation offered by Rabbi
Nathan speaks solely of the transformation of the soul. The ascent of
the soul gained impetus from sixteenth-century Safedian Kabbalah on-
wards. Its main hero, the famous Ashkenazi Rabbi Isaac Luria
(1538-1572), is reported in a hagiographic book as one:

...whose soul ascended nightly to the heavens, and whom the at-
tending angels came to accompany to the celestial academy. They
asked him: “To which academy do you wish to go?” Sometimes he
said that he wished to visit the Academy of Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai,
or the Academy of Rabbi Akiva or that of Rabbi Eliezer the Great or
those of other Tannaim and Amoraim, or of the prophets. And to
whichever of those academies he wished to go, the angels would take
him. The next day, he would disclose to the sages what he received
in that academy.®

This passage describes one of two ways in which the mystic may ac-
quire the supernal secrets of the Kabbalah: he may either ascend to
study the Torah together with ancient figures, as above, or be taught by
Elijah and others who descend to reveal Kabbalistic secrets, as we read
in other texts that describe the manner in which Rabbi Luria obtained
his knowledge.8¢ The frequency of heavenly ascent is indeed remark-
able: each and every night, Rabbi Luria visited one of the celestial
academies, and thereafter transmitted the teachings to his students.
This perception of Rabbi Luria is no doubt closely connected to the
huge amount of Kabbalistic material that emerged from him and that
produced the extensive Lurianic literature. It should be emphasized
that the description of Rabbi Luria, unlike any of the other masters to
which ascension of the soul has been attributed, mentions nighttime
explicitly as the only occasion on which such ascents take place.

Let me address now a passage preserved by the main disciple of
Rabbi Luria. In the fourth part of his Sha arei Qedushah, Rabbi Hayyim
Vital quotes passages dealing with Aitbodedut—mental concentration or
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solitude—that are not present in any other Kabbalistic source. So, for
example, in a manner reminiscent of Rabbi Abulafia’s recommenda-
tions for solitude, Rabbi Vital’s source recommends that one:

Meditate in a secluded house as above, and wrap yourself in a zal-
liz, and sit and close your eyes and remove yourself from the mate-
rial world, as if your soul had left your body, and ascended into
the heavens. And after this divestment, read one mishnah, which-
ever one you wish, many times, time after time, and intend that
your soul commune with the soul of the 7anna’ mentioned in that
mishnah.8

From some points of view, this text combines ecstatic Kabbalah with
practices of reciting the Mishnah found among sixteenth-century
Safedian Kabbalists.®® In his mystical diary, Rabbi Vital reported the
dream of one of his acquaintances, Rabbi Isaac Alatif, concerning him-
self, which he described as follows:

Once I fainted deeply for an hour, and a huge number of old men
and many women came to watch me, and the house was completely
full of them, and they all were worried for me. Afterwards the swoon
passed and I opened my eyes and said: “Know that just now my soul
ascended to the Seat of Glory and they sent my soul back to this
world, in order to preach before you and lead you in the way of re-
pentance and charity.”®

It may be assumed that the ascent of the soul to the seat of glory has a
certain mystical implication, perhaps an attempt to contemplate God,
such as Rabbi Vital attempted according to one of his dreams.*®

The concept of ascension is important in eighteenth-century
Hasidism, as we shall see in greater detail in chapter four, where some
of the discussion will address the Neoplatonic concept. Here I would
like to draw attention to just one case, which reverberates with many
followers of the master who formulated it, the Great Maggid of
Medzirech. In a manner reminiscent of Rabbi Nathan ben Sa‘adya
Harar’s discussion of the two halves in a passage found in his SZa are:
Tzedeq, Rabbi Dov Baer of Medziretch interprets the biblical verse
“Make thee two trumpets” as follows:
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[T]wo halves of forms, as it is written “on the throne, a likeness in
the appearance of a man above upon it,” as man [that is, ADaM] is
but D and M, and the speech dwells upon him. And when he unites
with God, who is the Alpha of the world, he becomes ADall....
And man must separate himself from any corporeal thing, to such
an extent that he will ascend through all the worlds and be in union
with God, until [his] existence will be annihilated, and then he will
be called ADaM.°!

The Maggid bases his homily on the verse: “Make thee two trumpets of
silver, of a whole piece shall thou make them.” *2 The Hebrew word for
trumpets—Hatzotzerot—is interpreted as Harzi-Tzurah—namely “half
of the form,” which together, since they are two halves, create a perfect
form. Here, we may see this process as the completion of a perfect
structure by the ascent of one of its halves. No hierarchy is implied
here, but rather direct contact between man and God in a manner rem-
iniscent of Rabbi Nathan’s point of view.

5. THE ASCENT THROUGH THE TEN SEFIROT

Ascents on high are more meaningful when detailed hierarchies are in-
volved. This is obvious in the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah, where
the system of ten sefirot constitutes a median structure between infini-
ty—’Ein Sof—and the created world. To be sure, the understanding of
these powers varies from Kabbalist to Kabbalist, and I use here a sim-
plistic description, which is much more salient for the later, sixteenth-
century understanding of Kabbalah.??> As instruments of the divine
power, which is also immanent within them, the sefirot were and still
are involved in sustaining and governing the created world. In a way,
they play a role reminiscent of the celestial bodies in medieval astrono-
my and astrology. However, while celestial bodies often assumed nega-
tive valences, as Culianu points out, sefirotic powers were conceived of
in a much more positive light.* There are many forms of upward pro-
cesses, however, that involve the ascension of both the lower sefirot,
who draw on and suck influx from the higher sefirot, and the human
intention or soul.?”® This type of ascent is exemplified in an influential
passage by Rabbi Moses Cordovero describing the nature of Kab-
balistic prayer:
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The man whom his Creator has bestowed with the grace of entering
the innerness of occult lore and knows and understands that by
reciting Barekh "Aleinu and Refa’enu the intention is to draw down
the blessing and the influx by each and every blessing to a certain se-
firah, and the blessing of Refa’enu to a certain sefirah, as it is known
to us. Behold, this man is worshiping the Holy One, blessed be He
and his Shekhinah, as a son and as a servant standing before his
master, by means of a perfect worship, out of love, without deriving
any benefit or reward because of that worship...because the wise
man by the quality of his [mystical] intention when he intends dur-
ing his prayer, his soul will be elevated by his [spiritual] arousal from
one degree to another, from one entity to another until she arrives
and is welcome and comes in the presence of the Creator, and
cleaves to her source, to the source of life; and then a great influx
will be emanated upon her from there, and he will become a vessel
[keli] and a place and foundation for [that] influx, and from him it
[the influx] will be distributed to all the world as it is written in the
Zohar, pericope Terumah, until the Shekhinah will cleave to him...
and you will be a seat to Her and [then] the influx will descend onto
you...because you are in lieu of the great pipe instead of the Tzaddigq,
the foundation of the world.*¢

The Kabbalist is supposed to ascend daily through the sefirotic realm
in order to adhere to the supernal source, from which he demands that
the influx be drawn down. Ascent in this case is not only a matter of
individual attainment but also part of a wider and more complex
model—the mystical-magical, which has already been addressed above.
However, what is much less clear is what exactly ascends on high: the
intention—some form of noetic process focusing upon the content of
the divine map while praying—or some form of energy that is acquired
through concentration during prayer. What is important in this passage
is the fact that the ascent is no longer a rare experience attributed only
to a small elite group but rather is a matter of daily experience that is
accessible to every Kabbalist. The ascendant Kabbalist is not only ca-
pable of triggering the descent of the influx but also becomes a pipeline
for its transmission to the mundane world.

The ascent from one degree to another, which is found before Rabbi
Cordovero, became a standard expression for ascent in the supernal
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world, and it recurs in many texts, especially in Hasidism. It also occurs
in an explicit discussion of the ascent through the sefirot attributed to
an influential messianic figure, Sabbatai Tzevi, by a Yemenite apoca-
lypse, which stems from a rather early period of the Sabbatean move-
ment. In a passage printed and previously analyzed by Gershom
Scholem, the Messiah is described as ascending from “one degree to
another, [all] the degrees of the seven sefirot from Gedullah to
Malkhut...after two years he ascends to the degree that his mother is
there.”®” The sequence of the sefirot is not clear at all: Gedullah in clas-
sical descriptions stands for the fifth sefirot, the sefirah of Hesed, while
Malkhut is a much lower one. Thus it is hard to understand how move-
ment from the former to the latter can be considered an ascent. It is
even harder to characterize the nature of this ascent: which human fac-
ulty is utilized, what is meant by the length of time needed to reach the
highest attainment, and who the “mother” is. Scholem has correctly in-
terpreted this text as referring to the third sefirah, which is commonly
symbolized as the mother. He even proposes, on the basis of this pas-
sage, that a mystical event occurred in the spiritual life of Tzevi in
1650, and again, he correctly intuited that the meaning of this attain-
ment would be the understanding of the “secret of the Divinity.”*® What
Scholem does not specify is the nature of this secret. On the basis of the
above quotes as well as others to be adduced below, I suggest that this
secret should be understood not just as reaching the third sefirah;
rather, this sefirah itself may be the very secret of the divinity, the most
intimate secret of Sabbatean theology, as proposed by Tzevi himself.?°
In any case, elsewhere in the same epistle, the nest of the bird, the mys-
tical place of the Messiah, is none other than the third sefirah.!? Thus,
the axis of the sefirot also constitutes the vertical ladder that is climbed
by the mystic when he progresses in both understanding and in discov-
ering experientially the higher levels of the divine structure. I have great
doubt, however, that the above text reflects an experience or a state-
ment stemming from Tzevi himself. It seems that the ascentional lan-
guage related to the sefirot more aptly reflects the views of the anony-
mous Sabbatean author of the so-called Yemenite apocalypse rather
than that of the Messiah, whose views were closer to Rabbi Abulafia’s
stance. In any case, it should be pointed out that the issue of ascent is
related not only to founders of religions, as mentioned at the beginning
of this chapter, but also to Messianic figures like Jesus. As we shall see,
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the ascent occurs in connection to the Messiah in the book of the
Zohar and in relation to the activity of the Besht in his encounter with
the Messiah.!%!

Eighteenth-century Hasidism is even more concerned with ascen-
sion. In a passage written by an important Ukrainian author, Rabbi
Menahem Nahum of Chernobyl, we find a stance that may reflect a
view of the founder of Hasidism, the Besht:1°?

By means of the Torah, the union between the bridegroom and the
bride, the Assembly of Israel and the Holy One, blessed be He, takes
place... And just as the bridegroom and the bride will delight in joy,
so the Holy One, blessed be He, and the Assembly of Israel are [en-
joying] “like the joy of the bridegroom for/on his bride”... He com-
pared us to a bridegroom and a bride, since the permanent delight
is not a delight, only the union of the bridegroom and the bride,
which is a new union, because they did not previously have an inter-
course. So has someone to unify the Holy One, blessed be He, a
new union every day, as if this day it has been given, as the sages,
blessed be their memory, said: “Let the words of the Torah be new,
et cetera.” And the reason is that the Holy One, blessed be He, is re-
newing every day the creation of the world and the Torah is called
“creation of the world” because by means of it [the Torah] all the
worlds have been created, as it is well known. And God is continu-
ously innovating and there is no one [single] day that is similar to
the other one, and every day there is a new adherence and coming
closer to the Torah, since the day has been created by it in a manner
different from “yesterday that passed.” This is the reason why Israel
is called a virgin...because every day its youth is renewed and the
union of that day never existed [beforehand] since the creation of
the world, and from this point of view it is called a virgin. Whoever
is worshiping in such a manner is called the walker from one degree
to another always and from one aspect to another aspect, and he
unifies every day a new union... And the Torah is called an aspect of
the fiancée that is an aspect of the bride, so that always a new union
will be achieved as at the time of the wedding. This is the meaning
of [the story about] Moses that he was studying and forgetting,
namely that he is forgetting the delight, because “a permanent de-
light is not delight,” until the Torah has been given to him as a bride
to a bridegroom. This means that he received the power to go every
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day from one degree to another, and every new degree and ascent
was for him an aspect of a bride, a new union, and this is the great
delight like that of the bridegroom and the bride.!%?

Unlike the daily ascent on the sefirotic axis, as we saw in Rabbi Cor-
dovero’s passage, here the ascent is not connected explicitly to an artic-
ulated hierarchy, but such progress is assumed. Moreover, again unlike
the Safedian Kabbalist, the Hasidic master does not mention the ex-
pert—the Kabbalist—in matters of esotericism, but Jews in general. It
seems that the importance of the process is so great that attainment is
underemphasized; rather, the event of gradual ascent from one degree
to another is the purpose of the exercise. The Hasidic master recom-
mends an ascent for the sake of the pleasure of doing so.

6. “As Ir” AND IMAGINARY ASCENTS

The language “as if” is obvious in the passage by Plotin adduced above
and in its numerous reverberations in medieval material. It may be con-
cluded, therefore, that ascent language is figurative, but it does not in-
dicate an imaginary process that resorts to a specific spiritual faculty
like the imagination. Following are some examples in which Kabbalists
used “as if” to describe their ascents on high.!%* Found as early as the
classic book of Neoplatonism, its occurrence is part of Hellenistic
thought attenuated by the earlier somanodia phenomena. In a book by
Rabbi Yehudah Albotini, an early sixteenth-century author belonging to
ecstatic Kabbalah and active in Jerusalem, the “as if” language is quite
obvious. Departing from Rabbi Abraham Abulafia’s discourse, which
does not resort to the word ke- Tllu—translated as “as if”—to describe a
figurative ascent, he suggests to the Kabbalist that:

...he should prepare his true thought [mahshavto] to visualize in his
heart and mind as if he sits on high, in the heavens of heavens, in
front of the Holy One, blessed be He, within the splendor and the
radiance of His Shekhinah. And it is as if he sees the Holy One.
blessed be He, sitting as a king.... And he should ascend and link
and cleave his soul and thought [mahshavto] then from one rank to
another insofar as spiritual issues are concerned [and] as far as his
power affords, to cause her to cleave and to cause her to ascend on
high, higher than the world of the spheres, and the world of the sep-
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arate intellects and to the supernal and hidden world of emanation,
so as to be then as if it is an intellect 7z actu and it has no sense for
the sensibilia because it [already] exited from the human dominion
and entered then into the divine dominion, and he said [command-
ed] and his will is done.1%

We witness again a combination of nousanodia and psychanodia in the
same passage. Not only are the soul and the intellect mentioned, but I
also assume that the two organs—the heart and the mind—indicate a
dual understanding of the ascension. However, the language of ascent
is much more concrete here, as an entire hierarchy of worlds is explicit-
ly mentioned. Steeped as he was in the language of Neoaristotelianism,
as mediated by Maimonides and Rabbi Abulafia, Rabbi Albotini de-
scribes the result of ascent as the actualization of the intellect. The
theosophical structure of the ten sefirot, therefore, is conceived not only
as the place from which the soul descended and to which it should re-
turn, but also as the locus of the actualization of the intellect.

The introvertive experience that calls for the “as if” language recurs
in a text by Rabbi Hayyim Vital that describes the technical prepara-
tions necessary for the imaginary ascent:

Behold, when someone prepares himself to cleave to the supernal
root, he will be able to cleave to it. However, despite the fact that he
is worthy to achieve this [achievement] he should divest his soul in a
complete manner, and separate it from all matters of matter, and
then you should be able to cleave to her spiritual root. And, behold,
the issue of divestment that is found written in all the books dealing
with issues of prophecy and divine spirit, a real divestment that the
soul exits from his body really, as it happens in sleep, because if it is
so this is not a prophecy but a dream like all the dreams. However,
the dwelling of the Holy Spirit upon man takes place while his soul
is within him, in a state of awakenedess, and she will not exit from
him. But the matter of divestment is that he should remove all his
thoughts whatsoever, and the imaginative power...will cease to imag-
ine and think and ruminate about any matters of this world as if his
soul exited from it. Then the imaginative power transforms his
thought so as to imagine and conceptualize, as if he ascends to the
supernal worlds, to the roots of his soul that are there, from one
[root] to another, until the concept of his imagination [7ziyyur dimy-
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ono] arrives to his supernal source... All this is the divestment of the
power of imagination from all the thoughts of matter in a complete
manner. !0

Elsewhere in the same book we read that one should:

...remove his thoughts from all matters of this world, as if his soul
had departed from him, like a person from whom the soul departed
and who feels nothing.... And he should imagine that his soul has
departed and ascended, and he should envision the upper worlds, as
though he stands in them. And if he performed some unification—
he should think about it, to bring down by this light and abundance
into all the worlds, and he should intend to receive also his portion
at the end. And he should concentrate in his thought, as though the
spirit had rested upon him, until he awakens somewhat...and after a
few days he should return to meditate in the same manner, until he
merits that the spirit rest upon him.!%?

Dealing with Rabbi Vital’s mystical thought, R. J. Z. Werblowsky duly
points out that the imaginary nature of the references to the ascent
diminish its ecstatic nature. He attributes this attenuation to Mai-
monides’s theory of imagination that detracts from the importance of
the ascent in favor of the language “as if.”1°® There can be no doubt
that Rabbi Vital was indeed acquainted with Maimonides, and there is
no historical problem in assuming such an influence. On the one hand,
as seen above, the language “as if” in the specific context of ascents on
high is found in some texts before Rabbi Vital, and on the other, those
mystics drawing more directly from Maimonides, like Rabbi Abulafia,
did not use this language in order to describe their ascents. Thus, it
would be much more pertinent to attribute the occurrence of this lan-
guage to the Neoplatonic influence.

Rabbi Vital combines this language with a certain theory of imagi-
nation that is not, however, entirely Aristotelian. His approach to this
faculty is much more positive than that of Maimonides, possibly due to
the impact of a theory found in the Middle Ages in Sufi and Kabbalistic
texts regarding the world of imagination. Due to the influence of some
forms of Sufism, the role of the imaginary faculty is highlighted. Events
are described as taking place in the imagination and in a place de-
scribed as the “world of images,” “alam al-mithal—in Hebrew, ‘olam ha-
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demut, and translated by Henry Corbin in Latin as mundus imaginalis.'*®
One of the few Kabbalists to adopt this vision of imagination was
Rabbi Nathan of Sa‘adyah Harar, who has been mentioned above.!1°
Rabbi Vital, however, was acquainted with theories concerning the vi-
sualization of letters of divine names in different colors—Iletters that
were imagined to ascend to the sefirotic realm. In a text presumably
written some time in the fourteenth century in Spain, we read that:

...when you shall think upon something which points to the [sefirah
of] Keter and pronounce it with your mouth, you shall direct [your
thought] to and visualize the name YHWH between your eyes with
this vocalization, which is the Qammaz [vowel pronounced as a long
a] under all the consonants, its visualization being white as snow.
And he [!] will direct [your thought] so that the letters will move
and fly in the air, and the whole secret is hinted at in the verse, “I
have set the Divine Name always before me.”!!!

According to this passage, the colored letters visualized are meant to
ascend. Thus, human imagination is ontologically creative, its products
being able to ascend to the supernal realm of the Merkavah. Following
this trend in theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah, Rabbi Hayyim Vital
adduces elsewhere in his Sha arei Qedushah a text ending with the as-
cent of thought to the highest firmament, the 'Aravot, where “he shall
visualize that above the firmament of "Aravot there is a very great white
curtain, upon which the Tetragrammaton is inscribed in [color] white
as snow, in Assyrian writing in a certain color.”!!? The issue is quite ob-
vious here: the Kabbalist does not see what is inscribed objectively on the
firmament but imagines what is written there. The ascent is therefore
some form of induced imaginary vision of ascent and contemplation.

7. ASCENSION AND ANGELIZATION

In some cases of late antiquity Christianity the ascension is connected
to forms of transformation that culminate in the phenomena of ange-
lization, apotheosis or theosis.!!? In a hierarchical society, the very act of
ascending means acquiring a higher status and coming closer to entities
that are more sublime, powerful, knowledgeable or even divine.
Processes of angelization are reported in the Odes of Solomon adduced
above, particularly in Enoch’s case, according to the different versions
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of books dealing with this figure. However, as previously noted, exam-
ples of an ascent of some form of bodily entity are few in the Middle
Ages. The emphasis is on phenomena that may be described as psy-
chanodia and nousanodia. However, in some cases it is assumed that
not only the soul or the intellect but also some other aspect of the human
psyche might ascend. Nevertheless, even instances in which the ascent
of the soul is expressly mentioned, as is the case for Rabbi Michael
from France, one nevertheless may acquire the attribute “angel.”

The human intention—known in Hebrew as kavvanah—is some-
times understood as ascending on high as part of the theurgical effort
to impact processes taking place within the divine sphere. So, for exam-
ple, we read about “those who abandon the affairs of this world and
pay no regard to this world at all, as though they were not corporeal be-
ings, but all their intent and purpose is fixed on their creator alone, as
in the case of Elijjah and Enoch, who lived on forever in body and soul,
after having attained union of their souls with the Great Name.”!14

In addition to the process of angelization attributed to Enoch, it is
the figure of Elijah who assumes the role of an angel-like entity, who as-
cends on high and continues to reveal himself at various occasions by
descending to this world. So, for example, in a late fifteenth-century
Kabbalistic book written in Spain, we read:

When he [Elijah] has ascended on high, he has acquired the power
of spirituality as an angel indeed, to ascend and to become [after-
wards] corporeal and descend to this lower world where you are ex-
isting. This in order to perform miracles or to disclose My power
and My dynamis in the world. And he [Elijah] is causing the de-
scent of My power in the world, forcefully and compelling, from My
great name, that is an integral part of him. And because of this great
secret he did not have the taste of death, so that he will be able to
cause the descent of My power and disclose My secret by the power
of My precious names. And he is called “The bird of heaven will
bring the voice” and no one should have any doubt of it. He was re-
vealing himself to the ancient pious one, factually in a spiritual
body, which was enclosed and embodied in matter, and they were
speaking with him, by the virtue of their piety, and he was revealing
himself 2 corpore et in spiritu. This is the reason why those dreaming
a dream are causing the descent of My power, by his mediation,
within you, without speech and voice, and this is the secret of [the
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verse] “for this is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight
of the nations.” And My power is bound to him and he is bound to
your souls and discloses to you the secrets of My Torah, without
speech. And a time will come, very soon, that he will reveal himself
to you in corpore et in spiritu and this will be a sign for the coming of
the Messiah. And by his descending to earth together with him then
will he reveal in corpore et in spiritu, and many other will see him.!!>

Thus, though Elijah’s ascent is an apotheosis, his descent is not a re-
turn of the deified person to a human existence, but in fact a case of
theophany, since the divine power descends with him. It is in this liter-
ary body of Kabbalistic writing, which fiercely opposes both Greek and
Jewish philosophy, that a more concrete vision of the ascent and de-
scent may be found.!'® On the other hand, what is conspicuous in this
passage is the continuum among the divine, the angelic and the human.
The ascent is a motion taking place between planes of existence that
are not separated by ontic gaps but that are different forms of manifes-
tations of a Protean and more comprehensive being.!!”

8. ASTRAL PSYCHANODIA IN JEWISH SOURCES

As pointed out by Culianu, the rather widespread ascent of the soul
through the seven planets found in Hellenistic and early Christian
sources was alien to late antiquity Jewish sources, which provide a
separate and independent model of psychanodia.!!® I believe that this
phenomenological remark is an important insight and holds not only
for the ancient Jewish texts but also for vast majority of medieval and
premodern Jewish texts. Despite the impact of astrology and of her-
metic sources on various Jewish literatures, discussions of the ascent
through the planetary system are few and explicitly literary; in fact, I
am aware of only two examples. Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra, the influen-
tial twelfth-century thinker, produced a literary composition entitled
Hay ben Megitz under the influence of Avicenna.!!® Another composi-
tion was authored by Rabbi Abraham Yagel, a Kabbalist in the second
half of the sixteenth century, that is entitled Gei Hizzayon, which fol-
lows Italian models.'?° It should be mentioned, however, that unlike
late antiquity cases of psychanodia in which some negative aspects are
attributed to the planets, in these two Jewish sources, as well as in
Avicenna, this is not so.
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9. CONCLUDING REMARKS

It may be said that the heavenly journey depicted as an act of leaving
the body in order to explore the higher realms and then returning to it,
as found in Heikhalot literature, is missing in the vast Kabbalistic liter-
ature written on the Iberian Peninsula. In lieu of this, as we shall see in
chapter three, we have the elaboration of a tradition of the ascent of
dead souls—post-mortem—on a cosmic pillar, from the lower to the
higher paradise.

Whether the astral body is involved or not, ascents of the soul as
part of an initiated endeavor do not occur in Spanish Jewish literature
known as Kabbalah; Heikhalot literature had no impact. Here, we may
find many instances of ascent and adhesion of the human soul, thought
or intellect to higher spiritual entities, be they God, the agent intellect
or the cosmic soul. Such forms of ascent are influenced by Neoaris-
totelian and Neoplatonic sources as mediated by Arabic, Jewish and—
more rarely—Christian philosophical writings that address the ideal of
cleaving to the source of the human’s spiritual faculties. At least within
the topic of the spiritual ascent, a major shift in the phenomenology of
Jewish mysticism can be discerned. While the bodily forms of ascent of
mortals are dominant in late antiquity Jewish mysticism, such phenom-
ena remain on the margin of its medieval forms and lingered only in in-
stances in which Greek—Hellenistic theories were not influential. In all
other cases—the vast majority of Jewish mysticism—Greek—Hellenistic
theories prevailed and obliterated earlier forms of Jewish ascent. These
forms remained active in one way or another iz corpora that were much
less interested in noetic processes, like the posthumous ascents in the
book of the Zohar that will be analyzed in chapter three and in some
Hasidic cases that will be discussed in chapter four. Though the theme
of ascent on high remained in medieval European literature, as is evi-
dent from Dante’s Divina Commedia and other cases mentioned in sec-
tion eight, they are literary, not experiential, treatments. In the mystical
literature of Muslims, Christians and Jews in the Middle Ages, the as-
cent lost most of the centrality it had in late antiquity due to the accu-
mulative impact of the noetic valences of both Neoplatonism and
Neoaristotelianism. It is only in the posthumous journey of the soul
that the ascent remained important in the three monotheistic religions
in the Middle Ages.!?!

To return to Culianu’s distinction between ancient Jewish ascents
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through the heavens and Greek ascents involving a system of planets or
spheres, both forms were marginalized in most medieval forms of
Kabbalah. Other Greek and Hellenistic theories of psychanodia and
nousanodia were adopted and transformed the late antiquity Jewish
form of ascent via the heavens. Helpful as Culianu’s distinction is for
the period he investigated—namely late antiquity—it becomes less rele-
vant for other periods in Jewish mysticism. Nevertheless—and this
should be emphasized—there was a reticence in Jewish sources to
adopt celestial spheres and planets as ladders for the ascent of the soul.
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to Coptic Sources,” in Studies in Manichaean Literature and Art, eds.
Manferd Heuser and Hans-Joachim Klimkeit (Leiden: Brill, 1998), pp.
42-43. On luminous garments in early Kabbalah, see Gershom Scholem,
“Levush ha-Neshamot ve-Haluga’ de-Rabbanan” (in Hebrew), Tarbiz 24
(1955): pp. 290-306; Elliot Wolfson, “The Secret of the Garment in
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Sefer ha-Heziyonot, p. 112; Morris M. Faierstein, ed., Fewish Mystical
Autobiographies (New York: Paulist Press, 1999), p. 136.
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stanic Idea in Fudaism (New York: Schocken Books, 1972), pp. 226-27;
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ah and Eros (forthcoming). For a description of the theosophical-theurgical
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tion,” pp. 28-33. On the pericope Terumah, see Zohar II, fol. 169a. The
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because, in my opinion, it is not the actual source of this view. See, however,
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and the Qelippoth: On the Mental Illness of Sabbatai Sevi,” Journal of
Psychology and Fudaism 7:1 (1982): pp. 25-26. For another psychoanalyti-
cal interpretation of Sabbateanism, see Siegmund Hurwitz, “Sabbatai
Zwi, Zur Psychologie der haeretischen Kabbala,” Studien zur analytischen
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Studies in Fewish Myth and Fewish Messianism (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1993), pp. 107-13.

This suggestion invites a more detailed investigation, which may find that
the Sabbatean secret of the divinity changed as part of a development
alongside the vector of time and of the ontic hierarchy of the sefirot. This
means that the closer the messianic drama comes to the final stage, the
higher the divine power that is appointed upon Sabbatai and constitutes
the “secret of divinity.”

Scholem, Researches in Sabbateanism, p. 222.

See Charles H. Talbet, “The Myth of a Descending-Ascending Redeemer
in Mediterranean Antiquity,” New Testament Studies 22 (1976): pp. 418-39.
See the citation adduced in the name of his grandfather by Rabbi Moshe
Hayyim Efrayyim of Sudylkov, Degel Mahaneh °Efrayyim (Jerusalem,
1995), p. 214.

Menahem Nahum of Chernobyl, Me’or "Einayyim (Jerusalem, 1975) p.
123. See also Elliot R. Wolfson, Circle in the Square (Albany: State Univer-
sity of New York Press, 1995), p. 25. For more on the views of this master
regarding the righteous and his task, see chapter 4.

The “Assembly of Israel” is translated from Knesset Yisrael. This is a
cognomen for the last sefirah, which is commonly understood as the bride
of God, and the union between them is conceived of as the main task of
the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah. The first quote in this passage is
Isaiah 62:5. “Delight of all delights” is a recurring dictum in Hasidism
since its very beginning, which was influenced by the anti-Maimonidean
stance of the early fifteenth-century Catalan thinker, Rabbi Hasdai
Crescas. Rabbi Menahem Nahum and his son Mordekhai were very fond
of this formula. Interestingly enough, to the best of my knowledge, only
Rabbi Menahem Nahum describes God by the term “the delight of all
delights.” See Menahem Nahum, Me’or "Emnayyim, p. 27. The Besht has
been attributed a passage in which this dictum appears by Rabbi Aharon
ha-Kohen of Apta, an early collector of the Besht’s dicta; see his book,
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teenth century.

On the history of the interpretations of the dictum, “let the words of
the Torah be new,” see Idel, Absorbing Perfections, pp. 370-89. “The cre-
ation of the world” is translated from Ma aseh bereshit. “Yesterday that
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1998), pp. 126— 31, 137-42, 144-46 and 148-50; and idem, The Kiss of
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Washington Press, 1994), p. 45.
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See, for example, Henry Corbin, Alone with the Alone (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 1998); and William Chittick, Imaginal Worlds
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994).

Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, pp. 73-89.
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and S. Rosenberg (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1994), p. 5. On this
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Psalms 16:8.
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CHAPTER 2:

On Cosmic Pillars in Jewish Sources

1. THE PILLAR IN THE WORK OF MIRCEA ELIADE
AND IoaN P. CULIANU

In the following chapters, I will address a topic that has been neglected
in the study of Judaism in general and of Kabbalah in particular. Pillars
are mentioned in a variety of contexts in the Bible. Most conspicuous
are the two pillars of fire and smoke that led the people of Israel out of
Egypt, the two pillars of the temple in Jerusalem named Yakhin and
Bo'az, and others found in rabbinic and Kabbalistic literature to be an-
alyzed below. The vast interpretive literature on the Bible and rabbinic
discussions supply numerous treatments on this theme, but there is no
comprehensive monograph on the topic. In Kabbalistic writings, the
term “pillar” occurs thousands of times in descriptions of the architec-
ture of the divine world, but again, no academic analysis of this issue is
available. Though the study of Judaism, and even more so of Kabbalah,
is relatively new, this absence is too conspicuous to be attributed simply
to the desiderata that await scholarly engagement. My assumption is
that the concreteness of these figures is conceived—perhaps uncon-
sciously—as unsuitable to the basic picture of Jewish thought that is
imagined by scholars as being more “spiritual” or “intellectual.” This
bias can be discerned in other cases as well, such as the marginalization
of the study of Jewish magic. Here I will use a perspectivistic approach,
as discussed in the introduction, to address a few aspects of the pillar
primarily in Jewish mysticism, which has been inspired by my acquain-
tance with analyses of this topic in Romanian folklore.

In his monograph on Shamanism, Mircea Eliade describes at length
the importance of the theme of the pillar in the cosmology and ecstatic
experiences of archaic religions, especially that of Siberian and North-
ern American tribes.! In 1970 Eliade wrote a play entitled Coloana nes-
firsita, “The Endless Column,” that deals with Constantin Brancusi’s
famous sculpture Coloana infinita. In his diary, Eliade elaborates upon
the similarity between Brancusi’s sculpture and megalithic concepts.?
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Eliade distinguishes between the cosmological aspect of the pillar as
axis mundi, on the one hand, and its function as a means to ascend to
supernal worlds, on the other, in archaic societies’ world views. While
the cosmic structure of the world implies that the pillar is accessible to
the entire archaic society, it is only a few elite, or the shamans, who re-
sort to it de facto for their otherworldly journeys.? The practices of the
elite led to a transformation of the “cosmo-theological concept into a
concrete mystical experience.”* Later, Eliade describes such experi-
ences as “personal and ecstatic” as a result of the interiorization of trib-
al ideologies or mythologies.> More recently, the theme of the cosmic
pillar or column has attracted the attention of two other Romanian
scholars: Sergiu Al-George and Romulus Vulcanescu.® In the next
chapter, I shall concern myself with the theme of the journey on the
posthumous eschatological pillar, which is reminiscent of Eliade’s de-
scriptions of features of archaic religions, though never—insofar as I am
acquainted with his writings—of his depictions of Judaism.

The post-mortem ascent by a pillar from one world to another is ab-
sent in Ioan P. Culianu’s discussions of Jewish sources dealing with the
ascent of the soul. Interested more in planes, heavens or bridges as de-
scribed by Jewish literature of late antiquity, Culianu almost complete-
ly ignores the importance of the pillar, which is so cardinal in Eliade’s
analyses. The divergence between the two scholars may reflect an es-
sential difference in their understanding of religion: more rural in the
case of Eliade, and more urban in the case of Culianu. Why Eliade ig-
nored the pillar in Jewish sources is a much more complex story, a suc-
cinct survey of which will be offered below.

Though I am more concerned with the ascensional understanding
of the pillar in Jewish mysticism, as elaborated in the next two chapters,
I will first survey other interpretations of the pillar as a cosmic entity in
Jewish sources. Only this version of the pillar can explain its purpose as
the means for ascent from one world to another.

2. THE CosMicC PiLLAR IN RABBINIC TEXTS

Many of the following discussions refer to Proverbs 10:25 as a proof
text for the cosmic understanding of the pillar. In this verse, the righ-
teous are described as lasting as long as the world—or forever—in con-
tradistinction to the wicked, who perish after a storm. This exemplifies
the Bible’s emphasis on abundance and vitality in characterizing the
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righteous, particularly notable in Psalm 1. The Hebrew form Yesod
‘Olam found in Proverbs 10 describing the righteous can be read in two
ways: as the foundation of the world or as the foundation forever. The
former understanding the word ‘Olam is consonant with rabbinic
Hebrew; the latter, with biblical Hebrew.” It is, therefore, only accord-
ing to a rabbinic understanding of the biblical phrase that the righteous
may be interpreted as identical to the foundation that supports the
world, and only in conjunction with the interpretation of ‘Olam as
world does Yesod indicate an architectural construct underlying the
phrase, giving the righteous a cosmic dimension.

The image of a cosmic pillar is found in early rabbinic Judaism as
the column— ‘amud—upon which the earth stands, which is referred to
as the righteous, Tzaddig. A tradition in the name of Rabbi Eleazar ben
Shamo'a is found to this effect in two late antiquity sources.® While the
biblical verse in Proverbs deals with the righteous lasting in time, and
the word “foundation” describes his durability, in the two rabbinic
sources, the pillar is the main topic of discussion. This is gleaned from
the context, in which seven pillars are invoked in discussions on the
way the earth stands. As a side note, the theory of the seven firmaments
is mentioned in these discussions, though there is no explicit connec-
tion between the two topics. As we shall see below, they are united in
the Slavonic Book of Enoch and in several medieval accounts. Thus, the
term Yesod in the biblical verse is understood as “pillar,” and the righ-
teous is identified with both pillar and foundation. The term 7Tzaddig
does not designate a human righteousness, but a cosmic pillar. The
meaning of this passage is that the existence of a relatively stable col-
umn plays a major role in the architecture of the world. In other words,
the Hagigah, a short but highly influential passage, is a part of mythical
cosmology rather than a mode of making sense of religious behavior.
To be clear, the basic context of the discussion is cosmology, and its in-
fluence on the way in which the righteous should be understood is only
an aside. It seems therefore that the relationship between the righteous
and the world reflects the role relegated to Atlas in myth.°

In other rabbinic sources, however, we find a view according to
which the good deeds of exceptional human beings sustain the world,
which has been created for the sake of the righteous.!° This ethical un-
derstanding differs from the temporal-biblical and other rabbinic—ar-
chitectural interpretations, as it allows a dynamic affinity between the
righteous and the existence of the world. An interesting parallel to these
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stances is found in a late midrashic compilation entitled Aggadar Bereshit,
in which the righteous is described as causing the world to stand upon
its foundation—ma ‘amid ‘et ha-"olam ‘al yesodo—no doubt a reworking
of the verse from Proverbs.!! What is particularly interesting in this ex-
ample is the use of the term ma amid—the hiphil active form of the verb
"MD, which is the root of ‘amud, or pillar—together with the expres-
sion Yesod ‘Olam. This formulation ascribes a more active role to the
pillar: the world does not just rest upon but rather is sustained by it. In
this context, there is a clear parallel in the Midrash on Psalms 1:15 be-
tween the righteous and pillars, and though the cosmic dimension of
this parallelism is probably missing, the proper names of tzaddiqim are
mentioned.!? Thus, the nexus between the righteous and the pillar is a
matter not only of a generic parallelism but also of specific persons. It
should be mentioned that the manner in which the righteous is pre-
sented in these cases is reminiscent of the way in which the Torah and
its commandments are envisioned as a cosmic entity by rabbinic au-
thors.!? It seems that this similarity reflects a hidden ancient debate be-
tween one view, in which the Torah is the center, and another, in which
the performance of the commandments by the righteous and the spe-
cial status acquired by them are concerned.

At least in some cases, the cosmic function of the righteous should
be read not in a metaphorical but rather in a more dynamic manner,
due to views found elsewhere in the Talmud. A passage that had wide-
spread repercussions states that: “Rava said: If the righteous wished,
they could create a world, for it is written: “Your iniquities have separat-
ed you from your God.” For Rava created a man [gavra’] and sent him
to Rabbi Zeira. The Rabbi spoke to him but he did not answer. Then
he said: ‘You are [coming] from the pietists: Return to your dust.’”!4
Such texts assume that the tzaddiq is not only a societal actor but also a
holy man whose deeds have cosmic dimensions. Indeed, according to
some statements found in rabbinic literature, it is plausible that the
tzaddigim reflect some form of the cosmic function of the thirty-six
deans according to late-antiquity Hellenistic astrology.!> As Gershom
Scholem points out, the concept of the supernal righteous as an instru-
ment of creation also is found in a source of Jewish extraction, the
apocryphal Slavonic Book of Enoch, the date of which is still unclear.!®
Scholem brings this text into his analysis of a passage in Sefer ha-Bahir.
In chapter eleven of the former work, God—the speaker in the follow-
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ing passage—reveals to Enoch an account of the secrets of the acts of
creation:

Before all visible things were, the light opened and I, in the middle
of the light, was traveling like one of the invisible things, as the sun
goes from East to West, and from West to East. The sun found re-
pose, but I did not find repose because everything was formless.
Having thought to create the foundation for visible creation, I or-
dered that from the depths that were mounting up, one of the invisi-
ble things should become visible. Adonil went out, being extraordi-
narily big. I looked at it, and behold, it had in his belly the Great
Aion. I told him: “Adoil, give birth and what you deliver will be visi-
ble!” It delivered and from it the Great Aion was born, and it sus-
tains all the creation that I wanted to create. “And I saw that it is
good” and I made my throne and sat on it. To the light I said:
“Ascend higher, and fix thyself and become the foundation of all the
things on high!”!”

Later in chapter seventeen, the connection between the Great Aion and
the righteous is discussed in the context of the end of days: “And all the
righteous that will escape the Great Judgment of the Lord will join the
Great Aion, and at the same time the Aion will join the righteous, and
they will be eternal... They will have for always a great light and an in-
destructible wall, and they will have a great Paradise, the shelter of an
eternal habitation. Happy are the righteous who will escape the Great
Judgment. For their faces will shine like the Sun.”!8

Let us start with the observation that three of the main concepts
found in the verse from Proverbs—righteous, foundation and world—
play major roles in these two passages. The second deals with this verse
not in an exegetical manner, but by freely appropriating these concepts.
The first passage reflects the manner in which God explains to Enoch
the details of the act of creation in the first chapter of Genesis, particu-
larly verse three, dealing with light.

Let me attempt to elucidate the manner in which light is understood
in the above passages. It is first split into two, God being in the center.
Then he commanded the light to ascend on high. In the eschaton, the
light, as the Great Aion, becomes available to the righteous who, on the
one hand, are described as united with this Aion and, on the other
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hand, have their faces illuminated by it. This account is reminiscent of
the myth found in BT, Hagigah, fol. 12a, about the light of creation that
has been stored and is reserved for the righteous at the end of days.
The rabbinic storing of light parallels the ascent of the light in the
Slavonic Enoch.!’® Similar to rabbinic personal eschatology, in the
Slavonic Enoch the righteous obtain some form of luminosity.2° What
seems to be missing in rabbinic literature is the view that the righteous
become the Great Aion, which “passes for the righteous.” If we assume
that this Aion is the foundation, as portrayed in chapter eleven of the
Slavonic Enoch, the righteous become part of the foundation in some
way, and they ascend to the status of being within the supernal realm.
In other words, the righteous become the foundation described in the
account of the creation of the world. It is as if the ancient Jewish author
of the Slavonic Enoch read the words zzaddig and yesod, from the verse
of Proverbs, as “the righteous become the foundation.” In this context,
the third word in the verse, ‘olam, understood as time, may be reflected
by the term Aion. Or, to formulate it in a different manner, light, which
is the first creation in Genesis, is understood not just as the first of
many discrete acts of creation, but also as the beginning of a gradual
process that is grounded in the basic importance of light as the founda-
tion of what evolves later.

If my conjuncture is correct, then the discussion in chapter seven-
teen of the Slavonic Enoch may be considered as a sort of early
Midrash on the verse from Proverbs, attributing a cosmic dimension to
it, just as the passage from chapter eleven constitutes some form of
Midrash on Genesis 1:3. As Scholem points out, additional details of
the account of creation, such as the resort to stones as the foundation
for subsequent creations, are connected to another discussion in Hagi-
gah, fol. 12a.2! Thus, it seems that there are parallels between the Slav-
onic Enoch and three different treatments of topics related to cosmolo-
gy found in two excerpts of BT, Hagigah. However, while in Talmudic
discussions the three excerpts are not considered to be a unified narra-
tive, this is the case in the apocryphal book. Interestingly enough, in
chapter eleven God tells Enoch that the account described is a secret
unknown even to the angels, and in rabbinic literature, too, the creation
of light is treated as though a secret topic.??

Let me highlight what seems to be an important dimension of
these discussions. I have presented interpretations of the terms Yzsod
and "Olam as semantic shifts that allow the insertion of new dimen-
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sions into biblical verse. In my opinion, these semantic shifts do not
introduce new concepts into but rather facilitate the anchoring of
these concepts in the verse that serves as proof text. Only because
these already existed does the semantic shift become instrumental in
conveying them. The implication of this statement is that the archaic
vision of the pillar as axis mundi did not emerge in Judaism as the re-
sult of a systemic development based upon linguistic changes. It is
more reasonable to assume that it reflects the stance introduced in
this discussion related to the term ‘amud found in Hagigah. The basic
carrier of the cosmic dimension is, in this case, a term that does not
occur in the biblical verse but organizes the cosmic reinterpretation of
that verse.

A certain modest beginning of a cosmic vision of the pillar unrelated
to the righteous is found in Genesis Rabba’, where the pillar of cloud is
understood explicitly as the angel of God.?*> This type of apotheosis of
the righteous and the assumption that he exists on a supernal plane of
existence is nevertheless reminiscent of a tradition known in the Middle
Ages; Philo of Alexandria describes the pillar of fire as an angel.?*

According to medieval ha-Midrash ha-Gadol on Genesis 5:24, a
verse that deals with Enoch, three persons are described as ascending
on high—Enoch, Moses and Elijjah—and in this context it is said that
“all the righteous ascend and serve on high.”?> Interestingly enough,
the verse adduced as a proof text, Zekharia 3:7, is: “I shall give you ac-
cess among these who stand by [ha- omedim]”’—namely the angels, ac-
cording to rabbinic tradition.?® Thus the affinity between angelic pow-
ers and the concept of standing—from which the noun ‘amud stems—
is well known in rabbinic sources and could allow for the development
of angels as pillars.

3. THE PILLAR IN THE BOOK OF BAHIR

Synthesis between the architectural-static and the ritualistic—dynamic
understandings of the terms pillar and righteous is found in an influen-
tial passage of the Book of Bahir, an important Kabbalistic work edited
in the late twelfth or very early thirteenth century, presumably in
Provence. As pointed out by other scholars, this treatise is a collection
of various traditions that draw from Oriental-—namely, Near Eastern—
sources that reached Europe and were edited, integrating some specu-
lative traditions found in Provence.?” The passage conveys that:
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There is a pillar from earth to heaven, and its name is Tzaddiq, ac-
cording to the name of righteous men. And when there are righ-
teous men in the world, then the pillar is strengthened, but if not—it
becomes weak. And it supports the entire world, as it is written: “the
righteous are the foundation of the world.” But if it is weakened, it
cannot support the world. This is the reason why even if there is
only one righteous [in the world], he maintains the world.?®

First and foremost, unlike the rabbinic vision of the pillar that sustains
the world, here the pillar starts from the world and reaches heaven, pre-
sumably sustaining the latter, in a manner reminiscent of Atlas. Thus, it
seems that this may be the first formulation of an axis mundi, which
deals not only with cosmology, but also with a structure that brings to-
gether different planes of reality. It is only later in the Bahir passage
that the Talmudic theme of sustaining the world occurs. The focus of
this passage is the ‘amud: unlike the short occurrence in the Talmudic
text, it stands at the center of a more elaborate discussion. Furthermore,
there is clear justification for the use of the epitheton 7Tzaddig to indi-
cate the cosmic pillar. The static, architectural, cosmic device of the
Hagigah passage now becomes dependent upon the deeds of the righ-
teous human, as is the case in the Yuma’ fol. 38b passage, to be dis-
cussed below. In other words, the pillar of the world depends upon what
happens within the world: if there are righteous humans, it is strength-
ened. Within the context of the Bahir, this affinity is not dependent
upon a certain theology or theosophy, because it only reaches heaven.
Though different from the rabbinic sources, the above passage does not
transcend the intellectual horizon of what is found in rabbinic sources
or in the Slavonic Enoch. Rather, it binds loose ends and rounds out
different tendencies found in divergent approaches, which is character-
istic of rabbinic conciseness in discussions on non-Halakhic topics.
What seems to be new in this passage is the assumption of a dual
status of the righteous: there are righteous men in the world, but there
is also a cosmic righteous; the former depend on the latter, and it is
called by its name. The question is: what is the meaning of this affinity?
Do the two entities share a generic term, or does the cosmic pillar adopt
the name of the righteous through generations? The former possibility
seems to be much more plausible and is consonant with the passage
from chapter seventeen of the Slavonic Enoch adduced above, accord-
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ing to which the Great Aion, which is identical to the foundation, pass-
es for the righteous. Though this is a rather vague statement, there can
be no doubt that an identity exists between the righteous and the su-
pernal entity. And if this reading it correct, then we may suppose a
common source for the Bahir statement and the apocryphal book.

According to Scholem, the above Bahir passage may have two pos-
sible meanings: cosmic and sexual.?® There is little doubt concerning
the validity of the cosmic dimension of the pillar. The sexual, howev-
er, is more problematic, judging on the basis of this specific passage
alone. The formulation that the pillar extends from earth to heaven
problematizes the phallic aspect but reinforces the cosmic one. The
process of the strengthening and weakening of the pillar, which is ad-
duced by Scholem in order to make this claim, is a typical rabbinic
approach, connecting religious deeds below to the divine powers on
high, an approach I call theurgical.>® The cosmic, non-sexual descrip-
tion of the pillar is carried through to another paragraph found in the
same book. When dealing with the theosophical system, consisting of
ten powers, an anonymous Kabbalist describes the eighth of these
powers as follows:

The Holy One, blessed be He, has the righteous in His world, and
he is fond of him because he maintains the entire world. He [the
righteous] is its foundation and he provides for it, and lets it grow
and cultivates it and guards it. He is loved and treasured above,
loved and treasured below; feared and sublime above, feared and
sublime below. He is comely and accepted above, comely and ac-
cepted below. And he is the foundation of all souls.>!

Here, the righteous is less plausibly the mortal and thus transient
human righteous, as Scholem assumes,>? or even the cosmic righteous,
as in the passage from the same book discussed earlier, but rather an
entity that is part of the divine sphere—it is a name for a divine-like
power. I take the phrase “His world” to indicate not the world created
by God in general, but the specific intra-divine world, the realm of the
ten divine powers. The formulation used here is reminiscent of another
in the same book: “The Holy One, blessed be He, has a tree.”>® Here
the tree constitutes a theosophical structure. In both cases, there is dif-
ferentiation between the mundane righteous and the tree, and those
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found on another plane of existence. This supernal existence is the rea-
son why the righteous is glorified. The world is both sustained and sus-
pended by the pillar. In Talmudic discussions, the emphasis is on the
mundane activity that sustains and the supporting activity that is simi-
lar to the relationship between Atlas and the world. Here, however, the
higher power holds what is beneath it, in a manner characteristic of ear-
lier Heikhalot literature.

My assumption is that the passage deals with two different sorts of
activity: the first is the material impact of the eighth power in this
world, and the second deals with the provision of souls. In both cases,
the supernal righteous provide the lower world with whatever neces-
sary, which indicates not only some form of static cosmology, but also
an on-going process of providing for the lower world by a higher power.
A vertical and downward vector is involved that does not resort to the
image of the pillar, unlike the upward vector found in rabbinic discus-
sions of the righteous as a cosmic pillar.

The final sentence in this passage deals with the foundation of souls
and has an important parallel to the theosophical tree: “from there the
souls are floating [emerging].”** Here again, the tree and the intra-di-
vine pillar function in the same manner. However, both the image of
the foundation of the souls and that of the source of their emergence
are part of the descending vector, related to cosmogony. To the best of
my knowledge, in these passages of the Bahir neither the tree nor the
pillar serves as a vehicle by which one returns to the source, or what
shall be described in the next chapter as the eschatological pillar; hence
Scholem’s parallel between the Bahir and the Manichaean “column of
splendor,” interesting as it is for later forms of Kabbalah, does not as-
sist us with a better understanding of the Bahir.?®

There can be no doubt that mention of the souls in the Bahir has
sexual connotations, since the paragraph that immediately precedes it
deals with the descent of semen. The seventh divine power is described
as the spinal column, while the eighth is portrayed as the membrum vir-
1le.?¢ Last but not least, the identity between the concept of the pillar
and of the cosmic tree, which in later Kabbalistic texts is related to the
souls as well, is explicitly found elsewhere in the Bahir.?’

To summarize the distinctions proposed above, in the Bahir there
are two different concepts of the pillar: one cosmological, dealing with
a column that stretches from earth to heaven, and the other theosophi-
cal, describing an active entity that is part of the divine world. The dif-



On Cosmic Pillars in Fewish Sources 83

ferent types of pillars are not juxtaposed, and no attempt is made to
offer a unified vision providing a continuum from one pillar to the
other. This should not be surprising, since the Bahir also does not pro-
vide a coherent picture of the higher or lower world.

4. THE PILLAR IN EARLY KABBALAH

From two early Kabbalistic documents, we find similar attempts to har-
monize the two different traditions found in BT, Hagigah about one or
all of the seven pillars upon which the world stands. Rabbi Isaac Sagi
Nahor, the dominant Provencal Kabbalist, identifies the seven great pil-
lars mentioned in Sefer Yerzirah 2:5 with the seven sefirot, one of which
is “Yesod "Olam, a power which belongs to the six extremities, which is
set in judgment.”?® In my opinion, the affinity between one of the pil-
lars and the phrase from Proverbs 10:25 demonstrates the fact that the
Talmudic view underlies the discussion. More explicit is the stance of a
contemporary of Rabbi Isaac, the Barcelonese Rabbi Yehudah ben
Yaqar, originally from Provence, who proposes a harmonistic approach
and introduces the topic of Sabbath as Yesod and the six days of the
week.?> Thus, early in the history of Kabbalistic theosophy, three differ-
ent Kabbalists believed that the one single pillar pointed to the ninth
sefirah, understood also as the righteous. Let me highlight the fact that
in the Provencal and Geronese texts adduced above, the term “pillar”
does not occur in the sense used in the Bahir. I assume that in this par-
ticular case, as in many others, the Kabbalah of the Bahir and that of
Rabbi Isaac Sagi Nahor represent different and basically independent
types of theosophy. In the work of two followers of Rabbi Isaac’s theo-
sophical Kabbalah, there are discussions in which theosophical under-
standings of the tzaddiq are present, though without the sexual conno-
tations of the pillar concept portrayed in the Bahir. So, for example,
Rabbi Ezra of Gerona describes the flow of water from paradise as a
symbol of the sefirotic realm as follows:

All these are supplied by that spring which proceeds from Wisdom’s
paradise, within which souls flower in joy. It flows forth without
ceasing either day or night; on its account the world is sustained. As
our sages said in the tractate Yuma’ “On account of the righteous
one is the world created and sustained,” as it says: “The righteous
one is the world’s foundation.” Our sages also said concerning this:
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“The circumference of the tree of life is a journey of five hundred
years, and all of the waters are divided forth from it.”4°

Rabbi Ezra looks for proof texts in Yuma’ and in Genesis Rabba, but he
does not refer to more theosophical sources, such as the book of Bahir.
And despite the garden imagery and the topic of water, he does not
refer to the theme of the pillar. In his Commentary on the Account of
Creation, however, he describes three pillars: the first two are viewed as
the pillars of heaven, which correspond to the sefirot of Netzah and
Hod, and a third, the righteous one that is the pillar that sustains the
world, which corresponds to the sefirah of Yesod.* Probably due to the
impact of Rabbi Ezra, the short reference by Rabbi Jacob ben Sheshet
to three pillars that are parallel to the daily recitation of the eighteen
benedictions—known as ‘amidah (the last being parallel to the ninth se-
firah, the righteous as the foundation of the world)—also has nothing
to do with the Bahir.#? Interestingly enough, in their commentaries on
the Talmudic ‘Aggador, Rabbi Ezra and his companion in Gerona,
Rabbi Azriel, skip the Hagigah statement. Therefore, in the first gener-
ation of theosophical Kabbalists, those of Provencal and Gerona do not
adopt the view of the pillar as elaborated by the Bahir, even where they
interpret rabbinic statements on the topic. This is also the case in con-
temporary Jewish esotericism composed in Germany, where a different
type of treatment of the pillar is discerned, as we shall see in the next
section. To the best of my knowledge, and according to Scholem’s list
of those who were acquainted with this paragraph of the Bahir, no thir-
teenth-century Kabbalist cited it verbatim.*?

The image of the pillar occurs in a short Kabbalistic prayer belong-
ing to a group of writings related to an enigmatic book entitled Sefer
ha-"Iyyun, the Book of Contemplation, the date and place of composi-
tion of which are still uncertain.** When dealing with the sefirah of
Tiferet, the anonymous author uses the terms ‘Amud ha-Ne’eman, the
faithful pillar, and "Amud ha-Tavekh, the central pillar. The second des-
ignation is expressly related to the tree of life and to paradise.® It is
reasonable to assume that this sefirotic identification had an impact on
the later layer of the Zohar, where the median pillar is identified with
the sefirah of Tiferet.46

To address a question posed above concerning the possibility that,
according to the passage from the Bahir, the pillar has a proper name
related to the living righteous, I assume that a personal name is trans-
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ferred to the pillar, and in my opinion, such a view is corroborated by
an anonymous tradition preserved by a presumably Geronese Kabbal-
ist. In a text reprinted by Scholem, it is said that:

[a] I heard that about him it is hinted at [in the verse] “and the righ-
teous is the foundation of the world.” For [the sake of] one [single]
righteous the world is maintained and it is Enoch the son of Yared.
[b] And there are those that intend to him in their prayer. And they
gave a rationale for their words, saying that because they are impure
and abject, how they may think to pray to Causa Causarum. And
since there is a minister that is appointed over the issues of [this]
world, we should pray to him.*’

The conciseness of this tradition prevents an unequivocal understand-
ing of this dense passage. It is hard to determine if Enoch is conceived
in sentence (a) as a human righteous, in accordance with the source
that undeniably underlies this sentence, Yuma’, fol. 38b, or if the vision
of Enoch as a minister, sar, or as an angel found in (b) also reflects the
meaning of (a). If the second understanding is adopted, then the minis-
ter is presumably the prince of the world and thus the righteous upon
which it stands. More material on this topic will be presented in the
next section.

There is a theological issue that is more evident in the above testi-
mony than in other cases: this passage reflects an interesting case of
what Culianu describes as ditheism, Hurtado calls binitarianism, Segal
refers to as two powers in heaven, and Stroumsa, as hierarchical duali-
ty.*® As Culianu has pointed out, the term “dualism” does not fit the
assumption that there is no polarity of a good and a bad deity involved
in some ancient Jewish sources, but it is more a matter of attempting to
transfer some anthropomorphic expressions from the supreme deity to
a lower divine entity, or an angel, which assumes the status of creator or
revelator or becomes the object of profound religious reverence. In any
case, I propose combining Culianu’s and Stroumsa’s proposals in order
to better illuminate the phenomenon described below: hierarchical
ditheism. This assumes the existence of a high divinity and an
archangel, which is conceived in basically positive terms and fulfills
some roles attributed in the Hebrew Bible to God. In late antiquity,
there are several testimonies to the concept of a great angel in sectarian
Judaism, that may allow this hierarchical ditheism.*
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5. THE PILLAR AND ENOCH-METATRON IN
ASHKENAZI ESOTERICISM

The cosmic stance of the pillar—it holds the world—parallels some dis-
cussions of Metatron. In some sources, while Enoch is ascending, the
size of the archangel is enhanced until it reaches the dimensions of the
entire world.>° To be sure, there is no explicit affinity between the two
topics in late antiquity texts, but in some sources contemporary to the
anonymous Kabbalist cited above, the nexus between the two is quite
explicit.

According to a tradition found in a thirteenth-century Ashkenazi
passage, the term “pillar” in the Hagigah text, which is understood as
the righteous, is identified as an angel that shakes the world once every
seventy years.’! The identity of the angel is not explicit. But in another
Ashkenazi treatise belonging to a circle other than that of Rabbi
Eleazar, a nexus between the pillar as the righteous and Metatron seems
to be quite possible. In the Commentary on the Haftarah, authored in
my opinion by Rabbi Nehemiah ben Shlomo ha-Navi’, the Ashkenazi
figure writes on one of the names of Metatron as follows: “12-Tzaddig—
because a pillar seizes the world and its name is Tzaddig, and it is seiz-
ing the world by the right hand, as it is said: ‘And the righteous is the
foundation of the world.””>? A few lines before this passage, the identity
of the entity that seizes the world is revealed in a somewhat more ex-
plicit manner: “ve-'Akhy’el in gematria [amounts to] ’Ofan, and in gema-
tria Yuppiy’el and this is the name of the angel of the countenance, and
this is the meaning of the statement that there is an ’Ofan on high and
the arm of Metatron is linked to the ’Ofan, and it seizes the world. And
the storm is going from the ’Ofan to the arm of the Holy one, blessed
be He, as it is said: ‘and under the arms, the world [is found].’”>?

The significance attributed by the anonymous author to the string
of numerical equivalences of these words is not totally clear. They may
indicate the identity among the three terms, which I find difficult in the
hierarchy explicit in the passage, or they may refer to the relationship
among them, which I find more plausible. According to the latter read-
ing, the name of the angel of presence is equivalent to the term ’Ofan
because it is dependent on, or linked to, that angelic figure. Likewise, I
would read the first name, ve- ' Akhy’el, as referring to God, in a manner
reminiscent of what is written in precisely this context, “ve-’Ay’el
amounts in gematria ka-Gadol, because God is great.””* According to
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another statement, ve- ' Akhy’el is the mystical name of the right hand of
God.”® The remaining question to be resolved is what the specific
meaning of the arm is. According to this passage, the world is held by
the arm, and the arm, which is also a pillar, is linked to the ’Ofan. I am
not sure that I can provide a visual representation of the relationship
among the four factors mentioned above: God, ’Ofan, Metatron and
the world. Given the prominence of the verb TPS, to seize, in connec-
tion to an arm, I am inclined to relate this passage to a misunderstood
Heikhalot passage describing another angel, Anafiel, as holding the
world in his hand in a manner reminiscent of Apollo in some mosaics
from the Hellenistic period.’®* However, for our purposes, it will suffice
to point out that Metatron, or his right hand, is identified as the cosmic
pillar. Later on in this treatise, it is written that “the pillar of the world
is called Tzaddig, the foundation of the world, [and] it is linked to the
cherub, and Adaneyah is the pillar, as it is written ‘whereupon are its
foundations [Adaneyah] fastened.’”>”

The plural form of 'Eden, or foundation stone—4daneiah—has been
understood as a proper name for the pillar. Like in the earlier sentence,
this entity is linked to a supernal entity, a cherub, quite reminiscent of
the ’Ofan. We witness here a specific hierarchy constituted by three be-
ings: God, an angelic figure (’Ofan or, alternatively, a cherub) and the
lower cosmic entity designated as Metatron, which is also the pillar and
the righteous. Unlike the rabbinic text, which does not create any spe-
cific link between the pillar and God, in this case, a certain continuum
and similarity between them has been articulated. They are connected
by an angelic median figure, and both are described anthropomorphi-
cally. This cosmic pillar-righteous is obviously connected to the world,
and I assume that in a way, Metatron is understood as the angel ap-
pointed to and also sustaining the world. However, in this medieval
text, the strong linkage of the angel to God has been emphasized by de-
scribing it as depending upon the arm of God. In a way, Metatron is a
reverberation on a lower plane of a part of the divine structure. Else-
where in the same treatise, there is a parallelism between the divine
form and the angelic world.>® In the immediate vicinity of the discus-
sions about the pillar and the angels, the anonymous author makes an-
other comment on the affinity between the two: since the angels are
portrayed in some places in rabbinic literature as standing, having no
knees and thus being inflexible, the Ashkenazi writer describes them as
being like “pillar[s] of iron.”>°
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Some interesting parallels to these passages are found in an anony-
mous manuscript related to Heikhalot literature that eliminates the
cherub as an intermediary between God’s arm and that of Metatron. In
this fragment Yuppiel is identified with Metatron.®®

In another Ashkenazi treatise called The Seventy Names of Metatron,
authored by the same Rabbi Nehemiah, a view of Metatron understood
as the righteous is accompanied by the view that this angel and God
seize the world in their hands.%! Especially interesting is the formulation
according to which one of these names amounts to the numerical value
of the following Hebrew phrase: ““The righteous, that is the foundation
of the world, comes to me.” Because it supports the pillar whose name
is righteous, and the entire world it supports with it.”%? Closer to the
Commentary on the Haftarah is a version found in a manuscript of the
Commentary on the Seventy Names of Metatron, where Yuppiel is de-
scribed as amounting in gematria to “’Ofan...since the entire world
stands upon a pillar named righteous...and Yuppiel is linked to the fin-
ger of the Holy One, blessed be He.”%* My assumption is that this is a
powerful parallel to the Ashkenazi texts adduced above, and we may as-
sume that in one of the groups of Ashkenazi esoteric authors, a hierar-
chy based on three supernal entities connected among themselves and
related to the concept of cosmic pillar was articulated. A subordination
of the angel of the countenance to the cherub also is found in a late
thirteenth-century Ashkenazi text, which demonstrates acquaintance
with theosophical Kabbalah.%

6. THE ZOHAR AND THE LUMINOUS PILLAR

Among works that demonstrate fascination with the theme of the cos-
mic pillar, the Zohar is indubitably the most prominent. Various terms
related to the pillar are found in this vast body of Kabbalistic literature,
and I will not even attempt to exhaust them here. There are hundreds
of discussions gravitating around this concept, but I shall address here
only its cosmic understanding, leaving the eschatological for the next
chapter.

Following the lead of two early thirteenth-century Kabbalists, Rabbi
Isaac Sagi Nahor and RabbiYehudah ben Yaqar, the former of whom
has been discussed above, both the Zohar and de LLeon’s Hebrew writ-
ings suggest a solution to the discrepancy between two rabbinic stances.
One view believes the world is sustained by seven pillars; the other,
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which will concern us in this chapter, that the world stands on a single
pillar. According to the theosophical code, the single pillar is believed
to point to the sefirah of Yesod, while the six others are related to the
six lower sefirot that are thought to be grounded in the sefirah of
Yesod.% The sefirotic understanding reflects an intra-divine appropria-
tion of cosmological theories stemming from the different Talmudic
discussions in Hagigah, upon which some forms of coherence have
been imposed by means of the theosophical code. It is plausible to en-
vision the relationship between the single pillar and the other six as one
between the center and six extremities that are part of the circumfer-
ence of a circle.

According to its medieval significance, by the second half of the thir-
teenth century the term ‘amud refered to the center of a circle.®” Like
the pillar sustaining the world, the pillar as the center sustains the cir-
cle. Designs reflecting the geometrical relationship among the seven
lower sefirot are known from late thirteenth-century Castile in the very
circle of the Zohar.%® In the so-called Midrash ha-Ne'elam on the Song
of Songs, there is a passage dealing with the seat of glory that rests on
four pillars, each of which is held up by twelve supporting pillars. For
our purposes, it should be noted that one of them is called the “median
pillar,” “amuda’ de-’emiza‘ita’.%® Interestingly enough, letters of the
Hebrew alphabet are inscribed on each of these pillars.

In other Zoharic discussions, the concept of the pillar is interpreted
symbolically as pointing to the ninth divine manifestation or power,
identified with the divine phallus and with the concept of righteous-
ness. This is especially evident in many discussions in the Zohar, the
most explicit of which is found in Zohar, 1, fol. 45a, where Joseph, the
prototype of righteousness, is described as the pillar of the world,
‘amuda’ de-"alma’. This propensity for emphasizing the phallic nature
of the ninth sefirah is also evident in Rabbi Moses de Leon’s writings.”®

In the last layer of Zoharic literature, in a composition called
Tiqqunei Zohar, the median pillar is described as a structure emerging
from the union of the seven lower sefirot: “The son is the union of fa-
ther and mother, he is a pillar that supports everything like heaven and
earth, as it is said that the world stands on a pillar, as it is said ‘the righ-
teous is the foundation of the world,” so [too] are father and mother
standing on the median pillar, which is the union of mother and daugh-
ter, as in HWH.”"! This transposition of the organic vision of the pillar
as a son to the cosmic sustaining function translates the rabbinic type
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of discourse into a theosophical one, pointing to the relationship be-
tween various levels of sefirot in the supernal world. As we shall see
below, this process of transposing discussions dealing with lower levels
of reality to higher ones is part of the semantic strategy characteristic of
the last layer of the Zohar.

In another composition belonging to this layer called Ra'aya’
Meheimna’, there is a clear affinity between the median pillar and the
angel Metatron. The pillar is described as the sefirah of Tiferet, the
center of the lower seven sefirot (as seen above in some earlier
Kabbalistic writings), but connected to the sefirah of Yesod. This
nexus between the median pillar and the six other sefirot is linked to a
view found in some Kabbalistic writings that describe Metatron as
sometimes being spelled with six consonants, and in other instances,
with seven—Mytatron.”? This twofold affinity suggests an analogy be-
tween the angel Metatron and the median pillar; its name is in the
name of its master,” and this master is Tiferet, the king and Adam.
Likewise, Metatron is described in this context as being created in the
image of its master. This is the reason why Metatron exists as the me-
dian pillar in the non-sefirotic realm, where it needs protection against
the evil powers described as shells. In this context, the angel is associ-
ated with the divine throne,” while later in the discussion, Metatron is
described as the “horse of Tiferer” and its garment.” Either way, an
affinity is created between the median pillar and Metatron: they are
not only similar but also intertwined. Though I have not found a
clear-cut statement referring to Metatron as the cosmic pillar, as in
Hasidei Ashkenaz, I believe that the later layer of the Zohar comes
very close to suggesting this.

Another interesting connection found in the Zohar is among light,
the foundation and the righteous, which occurs in the first layer, the
Midrash ha-Ne'elam, where an anonymous Kabbalist explains an ex-
egetical action that creates this series of identifications: he mentions the
verse from Psalms 93:11, in which the righteous is related expressly to
light. Moreover, the term Yesod—foundation—is interpreted as “ele-
ment,” and light is described as such.”® In the main layer of the Zohar,
this affinity is elaborated as follows: “‘And God says that the light is
good.”—This is the median pillar [ ‘amuda’ de-’emtza’ita’], because it is
good, it illumines on high and below, and to all other sides according to
the secret of YHWH, the name that holds all the sides.””” What is perti-
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nent to our purpose is what seems to me explicit: the identification of
the term light in the biblical verse with the median pillar. I assume that
this passage should be read as pointing symbolically to the sefirah of
Yesod. The nexus between the median pillar and light is also quite evi-
dent from a discussion found some lines later in the same Zoharic trea-
tise, where it is identified with the sefirah of Yesod.”® I believe that this
understanding of the verse from Genesis is related to the Midrashic in-
terpretation of the deeds of the righteous.” Pillars of light are men-
tioned in many other instances in this literature,®® and discussions as-
signing the pillars the role of maintaining the world, apparently as sym-
bols for the seven lower sefirot, are reflected in turn by the study of the
Torah by Israel.8!

A similar interpretation of the pillar as light is found in the writings
of Rabbi Todros ben Joseph ha-Levi Abulafia, a contemporary of the
circle of Kabbalists from which the book of the Zohar emerged and one
of the first authors who ever quoted it.%? In his ‘Ozzar ha-Kavod, a com-
mentary on the Talmudic ‘Aggador, he interprets the dictum from
Hagigah about the pillar as follows: “I had already spoken about it in
several places. Know that it is the light, about which it has been said, ‘It is
good’ and it stands [ ‘omed] between heaven and earth...and from there
the souls are emerging as it is said, “The righteous lives by his faith.’
And about him it has been said, ‘If not for my covenant day and night,
I would not promulgate the orders of heaven and earth.” This means
that it is the foundation of the world.”® This is no doubt a theosophical
presentation of the pillar that combines elements found in the Bahir.
However, unlike that earlier book and closer to the Zohar, the pillar is
related by Rabbi Todros Abulafia to light and to goodness, as if in evi-
dent understanding of Genesis 1:3. Interestingly enough, he under-
stands the view of Hagigah as referring not to the pillar that holds the
world, but as standing between heaven and earth, apparently as an enti-
ty descending from heaven. The world or earth is, so it seems, suspend-
ed from the descending pillar, as is the case in the second passage ad-
duced above from Sefer ha-Bahir. However, both earth and heaven here
are symbols for Tiferet and Malkhut, and the righteous stands for
Yesod, which is the median power between the two sefirot. The cosmic
stance of the Bahir has been interpreted theosophically—again follow-
ing the views of the Bahir in other discussions—changing the cosmic
dimension into an intra-divine function.
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7. THE HUMAN RIGHTEOUS AS A PILLAR IN THE ZOHAR

In several instances not necessarily related to Jewish mysticism, impor-
tant figures like the patriarchs have been described as the pillars of the
world, ‘amudei “olam.3* This expression reverberates later in many schools
of Jewish literature, including in Rabbi Moses de Leon’s writings and in
the Zohar.®> In some parts of the Zohar, however, especially in that
called the Idra’, the pillar theme recurs. The main protagonist of the
Zohar, Rabbi Shimeon bar Yohai, the second century legalistic and
mystical-magical figure to whom the book has been ascribed, is de-
scribed as “the pillar of the world,” gayyema’ de-'alma’. This stance
emerges in the Midrash ha-Ne'elam, the earliest layer of the Zohar,8°
and he describes himself as “standing on a pillar.”’®” My colleague,
Yehuda Liebes, has dedicated an important and original study to this
theme, in which he suggests, inzer alia, an affinity between this Shimeon
and the pillar on the one hand and the much earlier and famous phe-
nomenon of Simeon the Stylist, a saintly figure sitting upon a column,
on the other.®® In any case, according to other statements, Shimeon ex-
pressly describes himself as identical to the pillar that sustains the
world in contexts that have phallic valences.®® In another discussion in
the Zohar, the appearance of a pillar of cloud is mentioned as a follow up
to Rabbi Shimeon’s exposition on the Torah: “We have seen a pillar of
cloud fixed from above to low, and splendor is shining within the pillar.”*°

Whether in the form of descending or sustaining pillars, it is the
world that benefits from the role played by the pillar according to the
above sources. Souls are indeed mentioned sometimes, but only as em-
anating from the descending pillar, the sefirah of Yesod, and never as
ascending either of the two. I also assume that succinct references to
the soul are part of cosmological treatments and are not concerned
with descriptions of mystical experiences in any way. Such descriptions
are part of the much more elaborate concern with a cosmic picture of
the world that emerged in the Middle Ages in both South and North
European Jewish cultures.

It may be said that the Zohar adduced different Kabbalistic under-
standings of already existing cosmological and theosophical pillars.
Thus, it constitutes a compendium of some earlier Kabbalistic views
that are not always concordant with one another. By and large, the
schemes within which the pillar occurs in the above discussions reflect
cosmological and theogonic pictures. They are concerned with two major
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topics: how the pillar sustains or if it suspends. They are elements of
larger maps of higher worlds, which can be described as the cosmologi-
cal and the theosophical imaginaire. These maps may or may not be
used by Kabbalists in their search for spiritual experiences, and we shall
explore this issue in the following two chapters.
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