The Anonymous Chapters of the Elderly Master of Secrets
New Evidence for the Early Activity of the Zoharic Circle
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Anonymity, the Ban on Circulation, and the Keeping of Secrets

In an age of increasing accessibility to archives and libraries, largely due to
advancements in digital technology, we are even more wont to determine the
importance of the written word by quantitative measures. This can be seen in at
least two ways. First, the worth of a text is often gauged from the standpoint of
the number of readers it will command. Even academic publishers of late have
succumbed to the economic pressures of assessing the value of a work by its
potential market appeal. Secondly, the politics of reading is such that the pool
of readers expands or contracts in proportion to the notoriety of the author.
Pragmatically, this is one of the crucial ways that we deal with the surfeit of
material available to us on any given topic. The consequence of this manner of
control, however, can be demoralizing, as the lion’s share of thinkers endure, at
least in the span of their lifetime, the encumbrance of obscurity and the
conspicuity of disregard.

Against this background, it is humbling to present to the academic
community of kabbalah scholars a text that puts these assumptions into sharp
relief, a composition that celebrates anonymity and looks askance at
widespread circulation as a violation of the code of confidentiality suitable to
the diffusion of esoteric wisdom. In a word, the treatise I am herewith making
available after centuries of occlusion may be called a ‘secret scroll’
(2>1no n%°an) in the precise sense that Solomon ben Isaac (Rashi) imparted to
the talmudic idiom: ‘They hid it because it was not permitted to be written, but
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144 The Anonymous Chapters of the Elderly Master of Secrets

when they heard the novel words of an individual that were not studied in the
schoolhouse, they would write them so that they would not be forgotten, and
they would hide the scroll’.! An obvious difference to be noted is that,
according to the rabbinic source commented upon by Rashi, the content of the
hidden scroll, which Rav ostensibly found from the school of R. Hiyya, dealt
with legal matters, whereas the hidden scroll I am here unveiling is concerned
with secrets. If we bracket this divergence, the rest of Rashi’s description is
surely apposite. However, beyond the formal criterion of concealing the
document that contains the inventory of what should not have been registered
in writing, the characteristics of discretion and withholding are proffered as
virtues essential to those to whom the mysteries may be disclosed, referred to
variously as the ‘humble kabbalists’ (2 ¥11%77 D”?:'lp?:.‘l),z those who ‘enter the
chambers of the king’ (9%»7 »17In2 oxan),” the ‘enlightened ones’
(@Y ownn),* members of the fraternity (x™12n)° that coalesced in the academy
(w7 n°3)° of the ‘old master’ (1Pt 297),” also designated as the ‘pious
master of the secrets’ (n1T07 %va Ponn)® or as the ‘elderly kabbalist’
(9apnn ]pm).g It is possible that the group described in this work, which as a
matter of convenience I shall call the ‘Gates of the Elder’ (jp1i1 "ww), is a
fictional ruse on the part of its author, in a manner similar to the imaginary
fellowship of Simeon ben Yohai that figures prominently in the literary
narratives of the zoharic anthology. It is my assumption, conversely, that not
only is this not the case, but the very opposite is true, that is, the treatise of the
zagen preserves the record of an actual group, an embodied community,"

1 Commentary of Rashi to Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 6b, s.v. ©1n0 n%an. See
also ibid., 96b, and Babylonian Talmud, Bava Mesi‘a 92a, and the commentary of
Rashi ad locum: ‘Megillat setarim—a hidden scroll, for it is forbidden to write the
regulations, but when he heard a novel matter, and he was fearful of forgetting it,
he would write it, and conceal it from the eye’.

2 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 11b, 50b. On the designation senu ‘in, see ibid.,
fols. 12b, 13b, 29a, 30a, 58b. The expression sanu‘a maskil, ‘an enlightened
humble one’, is used in a parabolic context on fol. 50b.

3 Ibid,, fol. 2b.

4 Ibid., fols. 2a, 3b, 4b, 7a, 9a, 12a, 14a, 19a, 22a, 22b-23a, 28a, 31b, 37a, 37b, 46a,
50a, 51b, 52a, 52b, 56b, 57a, 57b, 58a, 58b, 62a. 63a.

5 Ibid., fol. 14a. See below at n. 88.

6 Ibid., fols. 11b, 26b. See also the reference to the academy of Moses on fol. 31a.

7 1Ibid., fols. 7a, 14b, 58b.

8  Ibid., fol. 13b.

9 Ibid., fol. 28a.

10 For a helpful discussion of this terminology, which has impacted my own
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which organized itself around the “elderly master of secrets’ (N0 Y¥2 1pT),"”
and that this community, whose social structure was determined primarily by
the ritual of Torah study in its esoteric valence, may have been the one
responsible for the early stages of the production of the microforms that in due
course were braided together into the macroform preserved in manuscripts and
eventually printed as Sefer ha-Zohar.

I surmise, accordingly, that this circle should be situated geographically in
Spain, though either Castile or Aragon are viable locations and there is nothing
in the text that allows one to decide conclusively between these options.12
Furthermore, 1 cannot affix a definitive date to the composition. In some
passages, Nahmanides is referred to with the notation 2”1, ‘may his memory be
a blessing’,”® and since he died circa 1270, it is plausible to assume that it
could not have been written earlier than that date. Another clue may be elicited
from the fact that the citation of the zoharic passages, as I will show in greater
detail below, are directly or indirectly related to the Midrash ha-Ne'‘elam
stratum, and since the earliest known allusions or citations to the latter are
attested in the Meshal ha-Qadmoni of Isaac Ibn Sahula and in the treatises of
Todros ben Joseph ha-Levi Abulafia, which were composed in the 1280°s,'* it

thinking, see Barbara A. Holdrege, Veda and Torah: Transcending the Textuality
of Scripture, Albany 1996, pp. 397-413.

11 Ibid., fol. 3b.

12 Although not determinative of locating the place of composition, it is of interest to
note that the text displays an engagement with Christianity, usually in the guise of
the biblical prism of Esau, but totally ignores Islam. See MS Oxford-Bodleian
2396, fols. 10b, 24b, 40a-b, 46b, 60a. Mention should also be made here of the
interpretation of Psalm 90:10 attributed to ‘the Edomite” (*3197X77) on fol. 22a. See
also fol. 27a, where ‘the Edomite’ (*3157R7) is juxtaposed with ‘the humble one’
(1vi). I assume the latter refers to Moses, and I wonder if the former is a
reference to Jesus.

13 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 6b, 34b, 57a. In the first and last of these
references, Nahmanides is designated as ha-rav ha-nahmani and in the second
instance as ha-rav. See below, nn. 57-58. It should be noted, however, that in
several other passages Nahmanides is referred to as ha-rav ha-nahmani without
the notation %”1. See ibid., fols. 29b, 35b, 36b, 38a, 48b, 50b, 52b. In fol. 50b,
Nahmanides is also referred to as ha-rav without any indication that he is
deceased.

14 Gershom Scholem, ‘Did Rabbi Moses de Leon Compose the Book of the Zohar?’
Madda ‘ei ha-Yahadut 1 (1926), pp. 26-27 [Hebrew]; idem, ‘The First Citation
from the Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam’, Tarbis 3 (1932), pp. 181-183 [Hebrew]; Samuel
M. Stern, ‘Rationalists and Kabbalists in Medieval Allegory’, Journal of Jewish
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seems reasonable that the Sha‘arei ha-Zagen is roughly from this period."
Noteworthy in this regard is the delineation of the ‘great rabbis’ of the Mishnah
that appears at the end of section ninety-two, which includes an explicit
reference to Sefer ha-Zohar: R. Eliezer the Great, R. Joshua, R. Hiyya Rabba,
R. Pinheas, and R. Aqiva.16 No mention is made of Simeon ben Yohai, which
lends support to the surmise that the zagen text was composed at a time before
the imaginary zoharic fraternity with a distinct leader crystallized.

Manuscript Witnesses

Fragments of the zagen text appear in three codices: MS Paris, Bibliothéque
Nationale 806, fols. 227b-228a,'” MS Sassoon 919, fols. 205-206," and MS
New York, Jewish Theological Seminary of America 1848, fols. 5a, 12a-b."”
The sole complete manuscript of the zagen text is MS Reggio 26 in the

Studies 6 (1955), pp. 73-86, esp. 74-75; Arthur Green, ‘Rabbi Isaac Sahula’s
Commentary on the Song of Songs’, Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 6:3-4
(1987), pp. 393-491, esp. 400-401 [Hebrew]; Todros ben Joseph Abulafia, Sha ‘ar
ha-Razim, edited from manuscript with introduction and annotations by Michal
Kushnir-Oron, Jerusalem 1989, p. 35. The connections between this Castilian
kabbalist and the fraternity of the Zohar is underscored by the suggestion of
Liebes that Todros ben Joseph Abulafia may have served as the historical model
for the fictional Simeon ben Yohai of the zoharic narratives. See Yehuda Liebes,
‘How the Zohar Was Written’, Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 8 (1989), pp.
68-71 [Hebrew] (idem, Studies in the Zohar, translated by Arnold Schwartz,
Stephanie Nakache, Penina Peli, Albany 1993, pp. 135-138). See, however, the
modification offered by Liebes, ‘Zohar and Tigqunei Zohar: From Renaissance to
Revolution’, Te ‘uda 21-22 (2007), p. 284 n. 219 [Hebrew].

15 In the fortieth section (MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 26b), an exposition of the
mystery of sacrifices, reference is made to the ‘festival of our master’ (X210 Xn71
11219), a day in which ‘the rabbis were in the study house of our master, blessed
be his memory’ (71 1127 YW XWIIM *32 71337 197). See also fol. 56a, where
reference is made to a ‘great feast’ (779173 77I0) provided by ‘our master, blessed
be his memory” (71 1327). From these passages, it would appear that the treatise
was composed after the demise of the elder.

16 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 51b.

17  Three sections of the text are copied in this codex, the first corresponds to MS
Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 3b-4a, the second to fol. 5a, and the third to fols. 3a-b.

18 Two sections are copied in this codex, the first corresponds to MS Oxford-
Bodleian 2396, fols. 51b-52a, and the second to fols. 52b-53a.

19 Four sections of the text are copied in this codex, the first two correspond to MS
Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 59a-60b, the third to fols. 25b-26b, and the fourth to
fols. 40a-41a.
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Bodleian Library. The codex consists of two treatises written by different
scribes; the first, which is without title, was catalogued by Neubauer (2396) as
She ‘arim, described further as the ‘112 Kabbalistic chapters’, and the second,
the Sefer ha-Orah, which is attributed to Moses de Leén. With regard to the
second treatise, both the name and the attribution are erroneous; the text is the
anonymous Sefer ha-Shem, extant in several manuscripts and included in
Yehiel Ashkenazi’s anthology Heikhal ha-Shem (Venice 1594). The colophon
at the end of the first treatise (fol. 63b) records the name of the scribe, Yahya
bar Shelomo ben al-Dahan, but the exact date and provenance are not given.*’
According to Malachi Beit-Arie, it was copied in Morocco around 1500.%' The
title given to the text by Neubauer is based on the initial statement,
2791 Y% o Inwnn 10120 0w nYR3, ‘Through these gates shall enter
those striving for the vestibule and the shrine’.** The word she ‘arim obviously
has a double connotation, the sections into which the treatise is divided and the
portals through which one must pass to reach the inner chamber where the
mysteries are revealed. It is possible that the opening line was interpolated by the
scribe, though it may also have been original to the composition; I am inclined to
accept the latter explanation as more plausible, but the former cannot be dismissed
as impossible.”> Neubauer’s assumption that there are 112 gates is based on the
enumeration of the sections of the text added by a second hand in the margin of
the manuscript. The fact is, however, that there are 113 sections, as the one that
comes after the twenty-second was not counted independently.”* The theme of
this brief segment is the ‘secret of Ezekiel’ (?Xp1m»T0), a subject that is

20 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 63b.

21 The information was conveyed in an e-mail by Benjamin Richler to Daniel
Abrams, who then forwarded it to me (June 12, 2008).

22 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 1b.

23 While not definitive evidence, it is of interest to recall how Moses Cordovero, Or
Ne‘erav, Tel-Aviv, 1965, pt. 3, ch. 2, p. 23, refers to the text of the zagen to
support the idea that it is customary to sit on the floor when secrets are transmitted
(1IYWI 1T NITI02 1117 D), ‘and thus it is proven in the secrets of the elder and
in his gates’. Ira Robinson, Moses Cordovero’s Introduction to Kabbalah: An
Annotated Translation of His Or Ne‘erav, New York 1994, p. 62, erroneously
translated the reference as ‘the Secret of the Beard and Its Hair’, obviously
misreading zagen as zagan and she‘arav as se‘arav. In the continuation of
Cordovero’s text, he mentions finding collaboration for the custom of sitting down
when engaged in the reception of secrets in the zoharic section on A4/harei Mot.
Robinson similarly pointed to Zohar 3:59b, but for a different reason.

24  MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 11b-12a.
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explicated at much greater length in what is enumerated as section seventy-two,
the secret connected to the opening verse of Ezekiel (7w ow5wa »m 710), and
in section one hundred and two, a fuller exposition of the ‘secret of the matter of
Ezekiel’s chariot’ (9Xp1r> nas s 1ay 110).%

Previous Discussions of the Zagen Text

Although the text I am presenting is extant in its entirety in only one
manuscript, and the identities of its author and leading protagonist are
concealed, it is a work, I submit, that may have major implications for
understanding the socio-anthropological status of kabbalistic fraternities in
Spain in the late-thirteenth and the early-fourteenth centuries, including
especially, as I have already indicated, the circle responsible for the formative
stages of the production of the zoharic anthology. Hithertofore, the treatise has
been mentioned briefly by only a handful of scholars. Gershom Scholem
surmised that the text, to which he refers as She’elot ha-Zagen, ‘Questions of
the Old Man’, was composed by ‘an important anonymous Spanish author of
the early fourteenth century.”” On the basis of a passage in the section on the
‘secret of the permutation’ (1777 70) wherein the title Sefer Yesirah is
connected to Abraham’s having almost reached the level of being able to
produce ‘creations of thought’ (n1awnm N17°¥°), Scholem draws a connection
between the zagen text and the contemplative interpretation of the act of
fashioning a golem enunciated in the ecstatic kabbalah of Abulafia. In a second
publication, Scholem includes this work in the category of pseudepigraphic
texts written as an imitation of the Zohar. In that context, Scholem suggests
again that She’elot ha-Zagen, also assigned the name Sefer ha-She ‘arim, was
written in ‘the first quarter of the fourteenth century’. He offers the following
depiction:

The old man [zaken] who replies to the questions of his disciples is none other than

Moses himself. The bulk of the book is written in Hebrew and only a minor section

in the zoharic style. Also a completely independent work, it relies a great deal on
allusion without fully explaining its ideas.*®

25 Ibid., fols. 42b-43a.

26 Ibid., fols. 56a-57a.

27  Gershom Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, translated by Ralph
Manheim, New York 1965, p. 188.

28  Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah, Jerusalem 1974, p. 61.
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All three topics mentioned by Scholem, the status of Moses, the relationship to
the Zohar, and the rhetorical technique of allusion, which is related to the
larger question of esotericism, will be discussed below. Suffice it here to
underscore that Scholem’s characterization is based on his assumption that the
main part of the zoharic anthology—that is, the earliest stratum, Midrash ha-
Ne‘elam, and the other literary units that constitute what he calls the ‘real
Zohar’,* or, according to the taxonomy used by other scholars, most notably,
Isaiah Tishby’® and Yehuda Liebes,”' the ‘main body of the Zohar’ (371171 q13),
which can be traced to Jacob Emden’s locution ‘the body of the holy book’
(w177 1907 713)*> — was written in the 1280,

Another scholar who has discussed the zagen text is Moshe Idel. In

consonance with Scholem, Idel classifies the work, which he designates

She ‘arim, as a ‘late thirteenth or early fourteenth century kabbalistic text’.”

29  Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, New York 1956, pp. 162-
163.

30 Isaiah Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar: An Anthology of Texts, translated by
David Goldstein, Oxford 1989, vol. 1, pp. 9, 12.

31 Yehuda Liebes, ‘The Messiah of the Zohar’, in The Messianic Idea in Jewish
Thought: A Study Conference in Honour of the Eightieth Birthday of Gershom
Scholem Held 4-5 December 1977, Jerusalem 1982, pp. 106, 170 [Hebrew]
(Studies in the Zohar, p. 48); idem, ‘How the Zohar Was Written’, pp. 3, 4, 6
(Studies in the Zohar, pp. 86, 87, 88); idem, ‘Zohar and Tigqunei Zohar’, pp. 253,
256, 280, 294; idem, ‘The Power of the Word as the Basis for Its Meaning in
Kabbalah’, in A Word Fitly Spoken: Studies in Mediaeval Exegesis of the Hebrew
Bible and the Qur’an Presented to Haggai Ben-Shammai, ed. Meir M. Bar Asher,
Simon Hopkins, Sarah Stroumsa and Bruno Chiesa, Jerusalem 2007, p. 175
[Hebrew]. Finally, let me note that in idem, ‘The Messiah of the Zohar’, p. 89
(Studies in the Zohar, p. 2), Liebes speaks of ‘the main body of the Zohar’
(P°¥n M AI3), the precise idiom found in Elyaqim Milzahagi, Sefer Raviah,
Ofen 1837, 32b. I am indebted for this information to a section on Milzahagi in
Daniel Abrams, ‘The Invention of the Zohar as a Book: On the Assumptions and
Expectations of the Kabbalists and Modern Scholars’, included in this volume. I
thank the author for allowing me to consult the study prior to its publication. On
Milzahagi’s approach to zoharic literature, see also Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohar,
vol. 1, pp. 46-47.

32 Jacob Emden, Mitpahat Sefarim, Jerusalem 1995, p. 20. The suggestion that
Emden is the source for the modern scholarly classification ‘body of the Zohar’
(7717 9713) was made by Abrams, ‘The Zohar as a Book’, p. 223. In the English
rendering, Abrams discusses the terminology in greater detail, especially as it
appears in the work of Liebes.

33 Moshe Idel, Golem: Jewish Magical and Mystical Traditions On the Artificial
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Moreover, the passage analyzed by Idel is the same as the one mentioned by
Scholem, though he offers a different interpretation. Leaving aside the details
of Idel’s critique and counter explanation, what is noteworthy for our purposes
is the alternative provenance that he proposes, which is based largely on
comparing the aforementioned passage with a comment of Isaac of Acre.”*
Admittedly, the suggestion is tendered tentatively due to lack of sufficient
textual evidence. Idel does, however, buttress the surmise by noting that in at
least one manuscript (New York, Jewish Theological Seminary of America
1777), which contains material from Isaac of Acre, there is a passage from a
kabbalistic commentary on the beginning to Midrash Konen attributed to Isaac
the Elder. Scholem, and following him Joseph Dan, attributed the text to Isaac
the Blind of Provence,” but Idel suggests that this title may refer to Isaac of
Acre. Additionally, Idel notes that in another manuscript (Sassoon 919), there
is material from Isaac of Acre—specifically, his discussion of the golem—and
some fragments from the zagen text. Stringing together all of these claims, Idel
wonders if the zagen is a veiled allusion to Isaac of Acre in his old age, or,
alternatively, if Isaac of Acre was himself a student in the circle of the zagen.®
As I shall note at a later juncture, there are interesting affinities between the
hermeneutical orientation of the elder and Isaac of Acre, especially as it relates
to the appropriation and modification of the Nahmanidean perspective on the
nature of the kabbalah,”’ as well as the adaptation of the Maimonidean ideal of

Anthropoid, Albany 1990, p. 111. See idem, ‘Introduction’, to The Hebrew
Writings of the Author of Tiqqunei Zohar and Ra‘aya Mehemna, edited and
annotated by Ephraim Gottlieb, Jerusalem 2003, p. 36 [Hebrew].

34 Idel, Golem, pp. 112-113.

35 Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, pp. 48-50; The Early Kabbalah,
Edited and Introduced by Joseph Dan, Texts Translated by Ronald C. Kiener,
Preface by Moshe Idel, New York 1986, pp. 71-79.

36 Idel, Golem, p. 113. The references offered on p. 118 nn. 68-69 should be
inverted, as MS New York, Jewish Theological Seminary of America 1777
supports the claim that there is a manuscript that includes both material of Isaac of
Acre and a passage attributed to Isaac the Elder, whereas MS Sassoon 919
supports the claim that there is a manuscript that includes both a text of Isaac of
Acre and fragments of the zagen text. The material contained in the
aforementioned manuscipt from the Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
including the fragments from Isaac of Acre, is discussed by Moshe Idel,
‘Kabbalistic Material From the School of R. David ben Yehudah he-Hasid’,
Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 2 (1983), p. 170 [Hebrew].

37 Eitan Fishbane, ‘Contemplative Practice and the Transmission of Kabbalah: A
Study of Isaac of Acre’s Me’irat ‘Einayim’, Ph.D. thesis, Brandeis University
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intellectual conjunction to articulate the experiential datum of the wumnio
mystica®® 1 do not think, however, that either of Idel’s suggestions is
defensible, since the text, as I have already intimated, is likely to have been
composed in Spain and in the penultimate decade of the thirteenth century.
Nevertheless, the similarities between Isaac and the zagen are intriguing and
demand further clarification.

In several previous publications, I, too, have had the occasion to mention

the text of the zagen,” focusing especially on the role of orality and the
transmission of secrets promulgated therein.*’ To summarize the main points of

38

39

40

2003, pp. 63-135. See idem, ‘Authority, Tradition, and the Creation of Meaning in
Medieval Kabbalah: Isaac of Acre's Illumination of the Eyes’, Journal of the
American Academy of Religion 72 (2004), pp. 59-95.

Fishbane, ‘Contemplative Practice’, pp. 299-312, esp. p. 310 n. 539. Fishbane (p.
311 n. 540) recalls the passage delineating the unio mystica from Isaac of Acre’s
Osar Hayyim, MS Moscow-Gilinzberg 775, fol. 111a, cited by Idel, Kabbalah:
New Perspectives, New Haven and London 1988, p. 67. Mention should also be
made of Osar Hayyim, MS Moscow-Giinzberg 775, fol.132a, where the mystical
union is applied specifically to Moses, who is designated the ‘man of God’ (¥°X
0°19x). The apotheosis of Moses is also expressed in the same work, fol. 197b,
QWi 7wn 1770, that is, the secret of Moses is his identification as the name, since
7wn and own have the same consonants. Concerning this jeu de mots, see Moshe
Idel, ‘The Writings of Abraham Abulafia and His Teaching’, Ph.d. thesis, Hebrew
University 1976, pp. 93, 115 n. 62 [Hebrew]; idem, Enchanted Chains:
Techniques and Rituals in Jewish Mysticism, Los Angeles 2005, pp. 87-88; idem,
Ben: Sonship and Jewish Mysticism, New York 2007, p. 296. In the extract from
Amos Goldreich, ‘Sefer Me’irat Einayim by R. Isaac of Acre: A Critical Edition’,
Ph.D. thesis, Hebrew University, Jerusalem 1981, pp. 222-223 [Hebrew], cited
and discussed by Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, Albany 1988, pp. 116-118,
and, again, in idem, Ascensions on High in Jewish Mysticism: Pillars, Lines,
Ladders, Budapest 2005, pp. 39-40, the term ‘man of God’ is applied to anyone
that merits to be conjoined to the divine intellect (>mPX7 %owi), which is
positioned on a rung higher than the ‘active intellect’ (7157 %25wn), which is
higher than the ‘acquired intellect’ (73p371 ?3wi). The passage is also analyzed by
Fishbane, ‘Contemplative Practice’, pp. 308-309. Compare the text cited below, n.
214.

Elliot R. Wolfson, Through a Speculum That Shines: Vision and Imagination in
Medieval Jewish Mysticism, Princeton 1994, p. 284 n. 50. In that context, I
referred to the passage of the treatise that deals with the secret of the crown of
Moses, without entering into a discussion about the text or its author.

Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Beyond the Spoken Word: Oral Tradition and Written
Transmission in Medieval Jewish Mysticism’, in Transmitting Jewish Traditions:
Orality, Textuality, and Cultural Diffusion, edited by Yaakov Elman and Israel
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my argument, the anonymous author of this treatise, which purports to transmit
the secrets disclosed by an anonymous master—thus the reader is caught
throughout in a web of double anonymity, at times even in a web of triple
anonymity, when the secret is reported as a matter that the elder received from
his teacher whose name is likewise withheld*'—insists repeatedly that esoteric
knowledge is attained through the reception of an oral tradition,” and, in
consonance with Nahmanides,” he avers that the exercise of reason in these
matters proves to be of no avail.** Why, then, do we have a written record of
the diffusion, however partial, of these secrets? A justification offered at
several points in the text itself is the fear that the traditions would be
forgotten.”” But beyond that rationale, an older trope (as we saw beforehand in
Rashi’s explanation of the talmudic expression megillat setarim) also found in
other sources of roughly the same period, including Moses Maimonides and
Abraham Abulafia,”® the hermenecutic of esotericism sponsored in this
composition revolves about the paradox that the secret is revealed only to the
extent that it remains concealed, for if it were not concealed, it would not be a
secret that is revealed. Typifying the point is the following comment made in
the context of presenting a hint regarding the secret of the cloud in which the
divine glory appeared to Moses (Exod. 34:5): ‘So that the matter will not flee
from the heart, we mention here an allusion from the allusions of its secret in
order that it may be concealed’ (1577 1572 7377 137571 297 11 7DD XY YN

Gershoni, New Haven 2000, pp. 182-184 and the accompanying notes on pp. 214-
216. The ensuing summary and the examples I cite are drawn from the analysis in
that essay, which, to the best of my knowledge, has been ignored by scholars of
kabbalah. For a more recent discussion, see Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Murmuring
Secrets: Eroticism and Esotericism in Medieval Kabbalah’, in Hidden Intercourse:
Eros and Sexuality in the History of Western Esotericism, edited by Jeffrey Kripal
and Wouter Hanegraff, Leiden 2008, pp. 66-67, 90-91.

41  MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 33b, 35a, 50a, 54a.

42 Ibid., fols. 4b, 24b, 26a, 29a, 33b, 52a.

43 Perushei ha-Torah le-Rabbenu Moshe ben Nahman, ed. Hayyim D. Chavel,
Jerusalem 1959, vol. 1, p. 7 (Introduction). For scholarly discussions, see Moshe
Idel, “We Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on This’, in Rabbi Moses Nahmanides
(Ramban): Explorations in His Religious and Literary Virtuosity, edited by
Isadore Twersky, Cambridge, MA 1983, pp. 52-63; Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘By Way
of Truth: Aspects of Nahmanides’ Kabbalistic Hermeneutic’, Association for
Jewish Studies Review 14 (1989), pp. 104-105.

44 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 6b, 35a.

45  Ibid., fols. 7a, 51b, 52a, 62b.

46 Wolfson, ‘Beyond the Spoken Word’, pp. 183-184.
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17°n07 1Y 110).* Insofar as the secret must persist in its secrecy even as it is
exposed, the appropriate manner to disclose the secret is through insinuation,
marked by the word remez, a terminus technicus that appears frequently in the
text. The secret, therefore, is both revealed and concealed, indeed concealed in
the very manner that it is revealed. And yet, the communication of the secret
through intimation presupposes that the recipient possess the exegetical
dexterity to draw out the full implications of what has been transmitted
allusively. I shall return to this topic below, but suffice it here to remark that
the two criteria are blended together in this treatise: the disciple worthy of
entering the chambers of the king must demonstrate both the requisite passivity
to receive the secret communicated orally by the master and the interpretative
acumen to emulate the master by actively extracting more details about the
secret from the biblical verse or the rabbinic aphorism.**

Previously, I surmised that the synthesis of the hermeneutic modalities
demonstrated by the anonymous author of this text is in accord with
Maimonides.* I would add that the affirmation of the dual approach to esoteric
matters, not as competing strategies of reading but as two facets of the
selfsame phenomenon, also displays affinity with Nahmanides. Without
denying the emphasis he placed on the necessity for an oral transmission, his
biblical commentary and other sermons exhibit the prowess to elicit hidden
meaning from the letters of the text.’® If one takes seriously the claim of
Nahmanides that ‘everything is written in Scripture either explicitly or
implicitly’ (1972 3% w17°52 77302 2n331 ¥577)," then it is feasible to assume as

47 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 3b. For analysis of this passage, see Wolfson,
‘Murmuring Secrets’, p. 66. See also MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 6b, where
the author states with respect to the mysteries of the Torah, ‘Perhaps most of them
will be alluded to in this book in several places in order to conceal them’
(]’1’1\0-‘!'7 T2 MIMIPH 12252 177 9902 1277 DT ’51&1).

48  For instance, ibid., fol. 20b.

49 Wolfson, ‘Beyond the Spoken Word’, p. 183, and the reference given on p. 215 n.
83.

50  Wolfson, ‘By Way of Truth’, pp. 103-178; idem, ‘Beyond the Spoken Word’, pp.
202-205. See also Haviva Pedaya, Nahmanides: Cyclical Time and Holy Text, Tel
Aviv 2003, pp. 120-157 [Hebrew]. For a recent study that displays greater affinity
with my own, see Shalem Yahalom, ‘Kabbalah (as Received Tradition) and
Innovation in the Writings of Nahmanides and Related Scholarship: The Cases of
the Joints of the Sinews and the "Killer Wife"’, Kabbalah 17 (2008), pp. 201-231
[Hebrew]. See below, n. 52.

51  Perushei ha-Torah, vol. 1, p. 3; see Wolfson, ‘Beyond the Spoken Word’, p. 203.
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well that he would have affirmed that the task of the exegete is to elicit the
hidden meaning alluded to in the text, and if that is the case, it makes no sense
to assign an ultra-conservative hermeneutic to him, in spite of his own
protestations. There is no point to informing the reader about these hints if
there is no way for the reader to decode them, even if Nahmanides insists that
the hints cannot be properly decoded without relying on an oral tradition that
can be traced back in an uninterrupted way to Sinai.”> Independently, Daniel
Abrams referred to a passage from the zagen text” to show that its author
affirmed that the secrets are either received from a teacher or elicited from
Scripture, a position that Abrams maintains is consonant with Eleazar of
Worms.> The dual hermeneutic linked to the Rhineland Jewish Pietist is in
accord with the orientation that I have attributed to Nahmanides,” though it

52 Perushei ha-Torah, vol. 1, p. 11. Recently, Moshe Halbertal, Concealment and
Revelation: Esotericism in Jewish Thought and Its Philosophical Implications,
translated by Jackie Feldman, Princeton 2007, p. 84, has observed that the concept
of kabbalah as ‘an esoteric tradition transmitted from generation to generation’ is
in tension with the motif of the ‘totalistic nature of the biblical text, a text that
contains everything and whose revealed level is only one interpretive possibility,
the tip of the iceberg of the entire text. ... The concept of the complete semantic
fullness of the Torah seemingly enables an approach to the esoteric which depends
not on tradition, but on the use of an exegetical technique’. Halbertal goes on to
say that Nahmanides ‘blocks the infinite exegetical breadth which would result
from his exegetical approach by determining that not only is the knowledge
transmitted from generation to generation, but the exegetical hints are part of that
tradition’. I do not disagree that, for Nahmanides, the hints are part of the
tradition, and indeed, as I have argued in my previous essays on this figure, the
exegetical innovations, too, are part of the tradition. Halbertal’s attempt to resolve
the tension is subject to the same false binary that has overwhelmed the scholarly
discussion of esotericism in medieval kabbalah. Closer to an accurate account of
the innovative implications of the approach adopted by Nahmanides is given by
Halbertal, op. cit., p. 89: ‘Although Nahmanides was obliged to write down his
hints, he encouraged the instructed one to complete the hint through his own
wisdom and reasoning, even in areas where reasoning is useless or even
dangerous’. For a more extensive discussion, see Moshe Halbertal, By Way of
Truth: Nahmanides and the Creation of Tradition, Jerusalem 2006, pp. 297-333,
esp. 318-321 [Hebrew].

53  MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 51b-52b.

54  Daniel Abrams, ‘The Shekhinah Prays Before the Holy One, blessed be He: A
New Source for the Theosophic Orientation of Hasidei Ashkenaz and Their
Approach in Transmitting Secrets’, Tarbis 63 (1994), pp. 531-532 [Hebrew].

55  Wolfson, ‘Beyond the Spoken Word’, pp. 223-224 n. 184.
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differs from Abrams’s own approach to the latter, which is in greater
agreement with the conservative mindset ascribed to Nahmanides by Idel, the
valorization of a secret based exclusively on its being received orally from a
living master.>®

Sources Mentioned in the Zagen Text

In addition to biblical and rabbinic sources, there are several other authors
and/or compositions that are mentioned in the gates of the elderly sage. The
figure invoked more often than any other is Nahmanides; in the majority of
instances, he is designated as ha-rav ha-nahmani®’ and on occasion simply as
ha-rav,”® the same honorific term applied to the zagen. In two passages, the
author deploys the signature locution of Nahmanides, the ‘way of truth’
(nmR7 777), to demarcate the sphere of esoteric gnosis.” In one passage, he
even makes a point of noting that the explanation that Nahmanides offers on
Exodus 12:12 lends support to the allusion offered by the elderly master
(JPTR 127 W 7% NOPDI NI AT Pava 17 971 annan 29m).% Most of the
references are to the Torah commentary by Nahmanides, but the Torat Adam is
cited on one occasion.’! In at least two contexts, there is a reference to untitled
works, the ‘concealed epistle’ (72101 N7ax),*” which on the face of it does not

56  Abrams, ‘Shekhinah’, p. 531. For a more elaborate discussion, see Daniel Abrams,
‘Orality in the Kabbalistic School of Nahmanides: Preserving and Interpreting
Esoteric Traditions and Texts’, Jewish Studies Quarterly 3 (1996), pp. 85-102.
The view of Idel is expressed in several of his studies, and here I will mention
what I consider to be the main publications relevant to the issue at hand: ‘We
Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on This’; idem, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, pp.
20-22, 253-254; idem, ‘R. Moses ben Nahman: Kabbalah, Halakhah, and Spiritual
Leadership’, Tarbis 64 (1995), pp. 535-580 (English translation in Jewish
Mystical Leaders and Leadership in the 13" Century, ed. Moshe Idel and
Mortimer Ostow, Northvale 1998, pp. 15-96); idem, Absorbing Perfections:
Kabbalah and Interpretation, New Haven and London 2002, pp. 390-396, 400-
402.

57 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 6b, 29b, 35b, 36b, 38a, 48b, 50b, 52b, 57a.

58  Ibid., fols. 34b, 50b.

59  Ibid., fols. 33b, 55a. The expression ‘sages of truth’ (NMR:I °15m) appears on fol.
26a, and the ‘enlightened ones who comprehend the truth’ (NaR7 *»Wwn 0°9°5wn)
on fol. 37b.

60 Ibid., fol. 6b.

61 Ibid., fol. 38a. The passage corresponds to Kitvei Rabbenu Moshe ben Nahman,
edited by Hayyim D. Chavel, Jerusalem 1964, vol. 2, p. 275.

62 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 54b.
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seem to be dealing with esoteric matters, and the ‘small book’ (jup 150), which
the elder shared with his disciples whence they copied a secret elicited from the
translation of Onkelos to Leviticus 16:1.> The other sources mentioned by
name include Sefer Arukh of Nathaniel ben Yehiel of Rome,** Abraham Ibn
Ezra,”” Maimonides,” Sefer ha-Bahir,"” Sefer Or Navi,*® Sefer ha-Seruf,”’ and
Sefer ha-Zohar.”

Given the importance of this document to the study of the zoharic
literature, I will delineate these references in more detail. The first, which
appears as the thirtieth section, is a lengthy citation from Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam
that is introduced as ‘the section from the book of the Zohar’
(M1 9902 ww).”! The passage is a homiletical reflection on the verse ‘And
Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and gave birth to Cain, saying ‘I
acquired a male child with the Lord’ (Gen. 4:1). The second reference, which
is in the forty-first section, recalls the motif of the battle (7mn%n) that is
mentioned by the ‘rabbis, blessed be their memory, in the book of the Zohar’”
(979777 9902 9719 12 1K), that is, the description of the sages engaged like

63 Ibid., fol. 58a. The Aramaic translation of Onkelos also figures prominently in
several other passages in the text. See ibid., fols. 19a-20a, 24b, 39b, 58b. In the
last context, it is stated explicitly that ‘Onkelos the Proselyte comprehended the
true concepts as an inner tradition that he received from R. Eliezer the Great and
from R. Joshua’.

64 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 33a, 49a-b.

65 Ibid., fol. 50b. Ibn Ezra is referred to as 8”4, that is, R. Abraham.

66  Ibid., fol. 48b. The reference is to Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, 1.36, and
to the criticism made by Nahmanides in his commentary on Exodus 20:3 (ed.
Chavel, 1:391).

67 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 14b, 32a. Neither reference is a direct citation
from the versions of the Bahir with which I am familiar, though the second one
shows some affinity with a section from the received text. See The Book Bahir:
An Edition Based on the Earliest Manuscripts, edited by Daniel Abrams, Los
Angeles 1994, §§ 89-80, pp. 175-177. Apparently, a third passage from the Bahir
(§ 83, p. 169), is cited as a dictum of the rabbis on fol. 15b. It is possible,
however, that the direct source for the last reference was not the bahiric text, since
the idea that the vowels are comparable to the soul circulated widely in medieval
rabbinic literature.

68 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 33a.

69 Ibid., fol. 39a.

70  Ibid., fols. 15b-17b, 28a, 45a, 51b.

71 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 15b-17b. The passage corresponds to Zohar
Hadash, edited by Reuven Margaliot, Jerusalem 1978, 19¢c-d.

72 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 28a.
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warriors in the battle of Torah, a rabbinic theme”* reworked in various parts of
the zoharic anthology,”® including the Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam stratum,” which I
assume is the text alluded to here. The third reference, which occurs in the
seventy-sixth section, is the interpretation of the verse ‘God said, "Let there be
lights in the expanse of the sky" (Gen. 1:14) attributed to Sefer ha-Zohar.”® 1
was not able to find an exact parallel, but it does bear a strong similarity to an
explanation of this verse found in a passage from Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam.”’ The
fourth reference, which is found in the ninety-second section, concerns the
diminution of the moon, which is ‘also hinted at in Sefer ha-Zohar’.”® This
aggadic topos, a favorite amongst the early kabbalists, appears in several
zoharic contexts, but it seems to me probable that in this case as well a passage
from the Midrash ha-Ne‘elam stratum is intended.”” The fifth and final
reference, which occurs in the ninety-third section, is an exegesis of the verse
‘My spirit shall not abide in man forever’ (Gen. 6:3) attributed to R. Abbahu
and supposedly found in Sefer ha-Zohar.®® However, 1 have not located a
corresponding passage in any of the printed versions of the text. In sum, the
explicit zoharic references in the Sha ‘arei ha-Zaqen are most likely limited to
the Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam. 1t is noteworthy that excerpts from this stratum are
labeled as Sefer ha-Zohar, and if my dating of the zagen treatise is correct, then
this may be the earliest source to use this classification, as it predates the others
that make use of the expression, including the various works of Menahem
Recanati,®' the Seror ha-Hayyim of Shemaiah ben Isaac ha-Levi,* the Ra ‘aya

73 Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 63a.

74 Zohar 2:111b, 2: 190b-191a; Liebes, Studies in the Zohar, pp. 21-22, 39.

75  Zohar Hadash, 14a.

76~ MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 45a.

77 Zohar Hadash, 15d.

78  MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 51b.

79  Zohar Hadash, 14a.

80 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 51b.

81  Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohar, vol. 1, p. 22; Boaz Huss, Like the Radiance of the
Sky: Chapters in the Reception History of the Zohar and Construction of Its
Symbolic Value, Jerusalem 2008, p. 62 [Hebrew], and see the convenient
delineation in Zvia Rubin, The Passages from the Book of the Zohar in the
Commentary on the Torah by Menahem Recanafi, Jerusalem 1994 [Hebrew].

82 MS Leiden 24, fols. 191a-b, transcribed by Raphael Kohen, Bundle of Life: A
Critical Edition, Jerusalem 2000, pp. 25-27, and MS Leiden 24, fol. 200a,
transcribed in Kohen, op. cit., p. 61; see discussion in the editor’s introduction, pp.
13-15; Huss, Like the Radiance of the Sky, pp. 62-63 n. 71. Kohen concurs with
the surmise of Idel that this author was active at the end of the thirteenth century;
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Meheimna and Tigqunei Zohar,® the Qupat Rokhlin of Joseph Angelet,** and
the Osar Hayyim of Isaac of Acre.®? 1 note, moreover, that in the zagen text we
find at least one passage with a verbatim parallel in Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam,*
though it is not marked as such, and additionally, there are some extracts that
are composed in zoharic-like Aramaic.®’” Finally, in the beginning of the
twenty-eighth chapter, which comprises the disclosure of the secret connected
to Exodus 15:26, the opening contains the following notable comment in

the relevant sources are cited in the aforementioned note of Huss.

83 Zohar 3:124b (Ra‘aya Meheimna), 153b (Ra‘aya Meheimna); Tigqunei Zohar,
edited by Reuven Margaliot, Jerusalem 1978, Introduction, 3a, 17a; Huss, Like the
Radiance of the Sky, pp. 65-66.

84  Liebes, ‘How the Zohar Was Written’, pp. 64-65 n. 293 (Studies in the Zohar, p.
224 n. 298); Huss, Like the Radiance of the Sky, p. 63 n. 74. See the recent
detailed analysis of Ronit Meroz, ‘R. Joseph Angelet and His ‘Zoharic Writings’,
Te ‘uda 21-22 (2007), pp. 303-404 [Hebrew].

85 MS Moscow, Giinzberg 775, fols. 95a, 183a; Huss, Like the Radiance of the Sky,
p. 63 n. 76. In the first passage from Osar Hayyim, Simeon ben Yohai, Eleazar,
and the ten ‘great ones’ (0’21727 MIWY) were said to have written the book of the
Zohar (777171 990 12n27) when they were in the cave. Isaac emphasizes, moreover,
that they composed it in Aramaic, which is referred to as ‘the language of the
Yerushalmi® (*n%w1 1w%), as opposed to Hebrew, the ‘holy language’
(w1pn 1wY). The designation of Aramaic in this way may be a clue to why some
of the earliest references to zoharic passages (including in the works of Moses de
Leodn) are cited as midrash yerushalmi. On the other hand, this title is also used by
some thirteenth-century kabbalists to refer to Sefer ha-Bahir and to passages from
Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam, both of which were composed in Hebrew. Regarding this
designation, see Gershom Scholem, ‘Chapters in the History of Kabbalistic
Literature’, Qiryat Sefer 6 (1929-30), p. 117 [Hebrew]; idem, Major Trends, p.
185; idem, Kabbalah, pp. 213, 231; The Book of the Pomegranate: Moses de
Leon’s Sefer ha-Rimmon, edited by Elliot R. Wolfson, Atlanta 1988, pp. 6-7 n. 18,
49 n. 199 (Introduction); Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Hai Gaon’s Letter and Commentary
on ‘Aleynu: Further Evidence of R. Moses de Ledn’s Pseudepigraphic Activity’,
Jewish Quarterly Review 81 (1991), pp. 367-368; Green, ‘Rabbi Isaac Sahula’s
Commentary’, p. 400; Charles Mopsik, R. Moses de Leon’s Sefer Shegel ha-
Qodesh: Critically Edited and Introduced, Los Angeles 1996, pp. 42 n. 343, 84 n.
646; Yehuda Liebes, ‘Review Essay, Charles Mopsik, Moses de Leon’s Sefer
Shegel ha-Qodesh’, Kabbalah 2 (1997), p. 277 [Hebrew]; Charles Mopsik, ‘Moise
de Ledn, le Sheqel ha-Qodesh et la rédaction du Zohar: Une réponse a Yehuda
Liebes’, Kabbalah 3 (1998), pp. 203-204; Huss, Like the Radiance of the Sky, pp.
46 n. 17.47 n. 20, 59 n. 61.

86 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 54a.

87 Ibid., fols. 14b-15a, 26b-27a.



Elliot R. Wolfson 159

Aramaic T P23 X20 mp "»»p X120 117, ‘The colleagues, who were standing

. . 588
before the elder, were revealing mysteries’.

Remez, the Hermeneutic of Secrecy, and the Nahmanidean Orientation

Above, | briefly commented on the salient approach of the zagen text to the
question of the propagation of esoteric gnosis. A meticulous policy of secrecy
is endorsed throughout the treatise; in one context, the master even warns the
disciple to make sure that the mystery is handed over only to one who has a
‘storage space in his room to hide it’.* Recurrently, the author affirms the
nexus between secrecy and orality, maintaining that the most fitting way for
the secret to be disclosed is through oral communication. The general
hermeneutical claim is illustrated in each section of the text in which a
particular secret—most often linked to a scriptural verse—is revealed by the
elder to his disciples, or, as it is sometimes emphasized, to an advanced
disciple (p>n1 1n%n),” or in the particularly noteworthy idiom of one passage,
to the student identified as ‘the man in whom is the spirit of God” (1717 WX WK
12 o79x) (Gen. 41:38),”' the ‘lion of the group’ (AManaw »ix)’> who is
deemed worthy to ‘receive the allusions’ (217).” According to a number of
passages, the disclosure of the gnosis occurs by the master whispering it into
the ear of the recipient,”* a technique of transmission attested in older sources;
in some passages, this mode of dissemination is said to occur within the
confines of an inner chamber.”” But there is also ample evidence that the master
would speak about that wisdom before a whole group of students, albeit in a

88 Ibid., fol. 14a.

89 Ibid., fol. 48a.

90 Ibid., fols. 6a, 7b, 8b-9a, 28a, 42b, 43b, 48a, 58b.

91 This scriptural idiom is used by other kabbalists as well. See, for instance,
Alexander Altmann, ‘Moses de Leon’s Sefer Or Zaru‘a: Introduction, Critical
Edition, and Notes’, Kobez al Yad: Minora Manuscripta Hebraica 9 (1980), pp.
248, 282, 290; Abraham Abulafia, Hayyei ha-Olam ha-Ba, Jerusalem 2001, p.
105; idem, Mafteah ha-Ra‘ayon, Jerusalem 2002, p. 4; and the reference to Isaac
of Acre cited below at n. 109.

92  Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 111b, where the expression is applied to R. Hiyya.
On the figurative use of the image of the lion to refer to sages, see also
Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 83a; Bava Qama 117a; Bava Mesi‘a 84b. The image of
a lion is employed in a second passage in MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 11b.

93  Ibid., fol. 5b.

94  Ibid., fols. 6b, 7a, 26b, 30b, 36b, 41a.

95 Ibid., fols. 7a, 11b, 30b, 35a, 40a.
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manner so cryptic that it would be comprehensible only to the student who
possesses the gnosis. To acquire knowledge of the secret, one must have
known the secret, an epistemic doubling affirmed by many masters through
time, including Plato, according to his theory of anamnesis—we can only
acquire what we already possess.

I will cite one passage that sheds light on the hermeneutic of esotericism at
play in this circle. The elder revealed the secret of prayer derived from 2
Chronicles 32:20 to his ‘exceptional student’ (p°n37 37°1%n), but the other
students, even though there were ‘great sages’ amongst them, ‘did not
understand the allusions at all, as this is the way of kabbalists, to speak in a
concealed language, and there is no capacity in the one who hears to
understand their hidden words’ (X2 07173 0°%51 D R2NR IRW2 1AW *7DYXI
0i1°727 WNWw2 12 PRI 0IN0 '[1!2753 02N Ww D"?'.'ﬂi??:ﬂ 7720 555 o172 1°3Pan
n’mnon).% The secrets were committed to writing, at least to some extent, by
one of the students in the master’s academy—a full written exposition is
explicitly ruled out by the master’ —but the primacy of orality is not
compromised entirely, since the written diffusion is highly laconic and requires
the expository power of the recipient to tease out the implications of what is
revealed. As the author puts it in one passage, ‘the intent of this book is to
allude and not to explicate entirely’ (1232 w1p% X% 1117% 115 717 9DOA), and
hence, ‘for the wise a clue is enough and for those who seek the truths a small
hint will suffice” (VY27 15777 DAY PPDO> MNPART WpanY1 7Ivna oonon’ »7).%

The mysteries may be transmitted orally from master to disciple, but their
elucidation is dependent on the exegetical prowess of the recipient.”’ The
hermeneutic of esoteric disclosure affirmed by the elder is well captured in Hai
Gaon’s explication of the maxim attributed to R. Ami that the ‘mysteries of
Torah’ are not transmitted except to one who has five qualities, which are
derived from the verse ‘Captain of fifty, magnate, counselor, skilled artisan,
and expert enchanter’ (Isa. 3:3).'" Concentrating on the last characteristic,
nevon lahash, Hai Gaon remarked that the secrets ‘are whispered in whispers’
to the sage (12 Pwm? mwenva1), ‘the principles are given to him, and he
comprehends them, and from heaven they show him the mysteries of his heart
(1227 *IN02 INIR PRIV DHWT M D2 A KITI 12 PIN MPYI), as it says in

96 Ibid., fol. 6a.

97  Ibid., fols. 4a, 50b.

98  Ibid., fol. 24b.

99 Ibid., fols. 24b, 28a, 39a, 40a, 50a-b.
100 Babylonian Talmud, Hagigah 13a.
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the midrash,'”' the ‘expert enchanter’ (wn® 1123), the ‘expert’ (]123), the one
who understands one thing from another (7927 7307 927 7°2ni), the ‘enchanter’
(wnY), the one to whom it is worthy to transmit the mysteries of Torah, which
are given in a whisper (Wn%3a PINW 7N N0 12 I0RY Mww 1) The
principle expressed in these words can be read as a veritable précis of the
practice that may be educed from the Sha ‘arei ha-Zagen. Thus, in the section
where the secret of Leviticus 2:23 is revealed, the °‘elderly kabbalist’
(9apni 1p1) warns his ‘exceptional student’, ‘Place your heart to understand
what I have given you as a hint, for it is from the mystery of the mysteries, and
guard it like the pupil of your eye,'” and do not contravene to enlighten
someone other than yourself, except for one who has investigated and
scrutinized with regard to the knowledge of the secrets’ (aRw 7 1°27% 727 oW
MY XX NPT 2°0wAY% 01N PRI 1Y 0223 1TINWI 27IN0 *IN0N XITW T2 1110
MINDIT Ny A pIpTY Yoow).'™ The restriction on transmitting the esoteric
knowledge is not open-ended; the secrets may be revealed to someone that has
demonstrated the commitment to comprehend them through analysis (219%p)
and inquiry (17p7). The specification is sometimes expressed in the talmudic
jargon'® as the comprehension of ‘one thing through another thing’
(727 70 127)."% In my judgment, the position staked in the zagen text also
demonstrates perfect affinity with the following remark of Isaac of Acre: ‘The

101 The reference appears to be the explanation of the five qualities derived from
Isaiah 3:3 in Babylonian Talmud, Hagigah 14a. The expression nevon lahash is
explained as follows: 71910 *127 1% 0nY% IR 77 Wb 923 TN 92T P27 371 112N
wna mnw.

102 Otzar ha-Geonim: Thesaurus of the Gaonic Responsa and Commentaries, edited
by Bernard M. Lewin, Jerusalem 1931, vol. 4, p. 12 [Hebrew]. This responsum
has been cited and discussed by a number of scholars. See Gershom Scholem,
Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition, New York
1960, p. 58 n. 10; Moshe Idel, ‘The Concept of Torah in Heikhalot Literature and
Its Metamorphosis in the Kabbalah’, Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 1
(1981), p. 39 n. 41 [Hebrew]; idem, Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics in
Abraham Abulafia, Albany 1989, p. 176 n. 125; idem, ‘Secrecy, Binah and
Derishah’, in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean
and Near Eastern Religions, edited by Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa,
Leiden 1995, pp. 326-327; Wolfson, ‘Beyond the Spoken Word’, p. 215 n. 82;
idem, ‘Murmuring Secrets’, pp. 85-86.

103 Based on the verse ‘Guard me like the apple of your eye’ (Ps. 17:8).

104 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 28a.

105 Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 31a, Hagigah 14a, Sanhedrin 93b.

106 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 33a, 36b.
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reason I mentioned my reasoning here is because in the way of truth it should
not fall upon or rest with supposition but rather with tradition alone, and
whoever produces a supposition in these matters and fabricates things from his
heart, and writes them or speaks them in the language of tradition, his iniquity
is greater than he can bear,'”’ for he proffers a false testimony regarding
himself and desecrates the name of heaven. ... Therefore, whoever has the
spirit of God within himself,'”® with acuity and circumspection, and he
understands one thing from another, it is permissible for him to write or to
speak that matter that he comprehends in his own name, and he is obligated to
do 50’ (792p XPR X720 I X271 210N KD NNRA 7I72W °D? XD N30 Y1057 QVLI
793P W93 0IMIR IR 0INIST 129H 02727 7T IR 01372 RI2D AWIVE 931 7393
M7 WK 95 79°5Y ... DNW aw Y91m1 19XV IpW NITY TYR RIT 0D RIWID MY 2173
IR 312037 1% NI AW 727 INIR 73T IR 127 1M 219D TN 12 OYX
792 X377 27m M3y owa MnrY).'”

Even if one were to argue that the stance articulated in this passage is at
odds with Nahmanides,'"” a perspective that I do not share,''" the fusion of

reception and innovation in the pursuit of the ‘way of truth’ (nnxn ‘p'r)112 is

what is affirmed by the anonymous zagen. Following the Nahmanidean
orientation, tradition (7192p) is upheld as superior to supposition (X720). In the

107 Based on the words ascribed to Cain in Genesis 4:13.

108 Based on Genesis 41:38. The same locution is applied to the worthy disciple in the
zagen text; see reference above, n. 93.

109 Goldreich, ‘Sefer Me’irat Einayim’, p. 90. For analysis of this passage and an
alternative translation, see Fishbane, ‘Contemplative Practice’, pp.129-132; idem,
‘Authority’, pp. 87-89.

110 This is the perspective taken repeatedly by Idel. See references cited above, n. 56.
In Absorbing Perfections, p. 434, Idel includes Isaac of Acre amongst the
‘innovative kabbalists’ from the late thirteenth century and the early fourteenth,
which he describes ‘as belonging to the secondary elite, educated individuals who
were continuously searching for new types of thought and were uneasy with the
authoritative philosophical theology of Maimonides or the perception of Kabbalah
by another great authority, Nahmanides’. For more on this notion of the secondary
elite, see Moshe Idel, ‘Kabbalah and Elites in Thirteenth-Century Spain’,
Mediterranean Historical Review 9 (1994), pp. 5-19.

111 See above, n. 50, and the remark of Halbertal cited at the end of n. 52.

112 On the various permutations of this Nahmanidean locution in the writings of Isaac
of Acre, see Boaz Huss, ‘Nisan—The Wife of the Infinite: The Mystical
Hermeneutics of Rabbi Isaac of Acre’, Kabbalah 5 (2000), pp. 158-160. See also
Fishbane, ‘Contemplative Practice’, pp. 100-101, 120, 130, 215 n. 363; idem,
‘Authority’, pp. 72, 73, 76, 87.
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fifty-seventh gate, the author communicates what is presumably the counsel of
the master, “When I give you hints about these wondrous matters, remember
the great principle that I alerted you to in the beginning when you entered the
chamber, and that is that you should not exert your reason to comprehend these
hints, for reason is not advantageous in relation to them, but only a
tradition’ (1"?37 TPV WK 517a IPYT DT O°XI117 017V 15R7 '['? TINIRWDI
7R 7779207 %0 1PR7 070 '[’3-'!'7 TH720 [”vn XOW X3 700 IR2 nbnna
72% AYap p7 oma a2vm).'"” This warning notwithstanding, the exercise of
deductive reason is not ruled out as an illegitimate enterprise in the quest for
esoteric gnosis; on the contrary, it is avowed as a bona fide facet of the
exegetical acumen that justifies the creative expansion of what has been
received.

Let us recall that Isaac of Acre illustrates the point by the following
exemplum: Simeon ben Yohai requested of his son Eleazar to explicate the
‘secret of the sacrifices’ (13277 710) in accord with what he had received;
after Eleazar expounded the secret of the sacrifices of animals, Simeon ben
Yohai commanded him to converse further about the secret of the sacrifice of
birds, to which Eleazar responded that he knew of the secret of the birds from
what he had received concerning the sacrifice of the animals, but since he did
not receive the former directly from a kabbalist but rather on the basis of his
acuity and circumspection, he did not want to let it out of his mouth until he
received permission from his father (173771 XPX 223N W R *» 123p ROW B
AR TIWAW 7 IMWIAW TV PDH IROXIN? %7 X2 190707). [saac draws the obvious
moral from this story: ‘Therefore, in the way of truth, whoever says matters in
the name of the one who has said them, and that which has been understood in
the name of the one who has understood, he sanctifies the name of
heaven’ (X171 >71 17217 0W2A 129277 0IIR QW2 0727 DART 7772 IDIRT 5 ‘[3’9'71
QY ow W'tp?:).“4 The way of truth can be ascertained through reception of an
oral tradition or through analytic scrutiny—Isaac uses the terms pilpul/ and
hiddud, whereas the author of the zagen text uses the former and, in place of
the latter, digdug''>—on the basis of what is known. What is invalid from

113 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 35a.

114 Goldreich, ‘Me’irat Einayim’, p. 90.

115 Compare MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 12a, where Ezekiel is described as
having scrutinized the unity of God (3727 2w 112 pIpIn 7°7Ww), and fol. 25a
cited below at n. 199. On the use of the term ‘scrutinize’ (p7j7), see also fols. 13b,
42b, 43b, 47a, 52b. And compare the related forumulation in ibid., fol. 6b: ‘All the
allusions alluded to in this book did not come about accidentially but rather after
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Isaac’s perspective is confusing theses two sources of knowledge in the act of
transmission, that is, to proffer something that one has deduced analytically as
if it were a teaching that was simply received. The augmentation of the
tradition through exegesis is not only not deplorable, it is encouraged.'’®

analysis’ (177 IR XX 7pn3a 19D1 XY A7 9002 07NN 07N 2oW). 1 note,
finally, that the expression digdug is used by other medieval biblical
commentaries to denote the exegetical activity of investigating the philological
meaning of the text. For example, see Solomon ben Isaac, Perushei Rashi al ha-
Torah, edited by Hayyim D. Chavel, Jerusalem 1983, pp. 148 (Gen. 42:9), 225
(Exod. 15:13), 544 (Deut. 12:30); Abraham Ibn Ezra, Perushei ha-Torah le-
Rabbenu Avraham Ibn Ezra, edited by Asher Weiser, Jerusalem 1977, vol. 2, p.
115 (Exod. 18:10); Solomon ben Meir, Perush ha-Rashbam, in Torat Hayyim:
Hamishah Humshei Torah, Jerusalem 1986, vol. 2, p. 136 (Gen. 36:24); idem,
Torat Hayyim: Hamishah Humshei Torah, Jerusalem 1988, vol. 4, p. 146 (Exod.
29:9); Bahya ben Asher, Rabbenu Bahya Be 'ur al ha-Torah, edited by Hayyim D.
Chavel, Jerusalem 1981, vol. 2, pp. 177 (Exod. 19:24), 347 (Exod. 33:18), 398
(Lev. 1:7). Compare also Moses de Leon, Book of the Pomegranate, p. 74
(Hebrew section): 17371 7271 0°w1dni. Interestingly, the context in which this
occurs is a discussion about elongating the dalet in the word InX at the end of the
confession of the divine unity in the Shema (Deut. 6:4), which is precisely the
theme in the reference to Ezekiel’s scrutiny of the divine unity in the zagen text.
See also ibid., p. 101, where de Ledn mentions that there are ‘commentators’
(ow1vm) who ‘circumspectly explain’ (2°p7p77) the language ‘consider it in your
hearts’ (Deut. 4:39) as alluding to the ‘secret of the good inclination and the evil
inclination, and the secret of the two of them comprised together, and everything
becomes one’. As I remarked in n. 7 ad locum, what de Ledn attributes to the
‘commentators’ corresponds to the explanation of this verse found in a homily in
Zohar 2:26b, a parallel noted in the margins of MS Oxford, Bodleian 1607, which
I used as the base text for my critical edition. On the use of the term
‘commentators’ (2°wI5M) in conjunction with a zoharic interpretation, see ibid., p.
90 (corresponding to a passage from the Piqqudin stratum in Zohar 3:93a). It
should be noted that de Ledn on occasion uses the same term to allude to Spanish
kabbalists who preceded him, for example, Ezra ben Solomon, Jacob ben Sheshet,
and Moses ben Nahman. See Book of the Pomegranate, pp. 40 nn. 141-143 and 49
n. 200 (Introduction).

116 To mention one of many potential examples from Isaac of Acre’s ‘Me’irat
Einayim’, p. 52, that illustrates the point: ‘I have come to explain (w15%) the
language of daughter and sister ... from what I have received (*n%apw nn Jinn)’.
For more extensive discussion of Isaac of Acre’s hermeneutics, which is attuned
to the complex balance of authoritative tradition and exegetical innovation, see
Fishbane, ‘Contemplative Practice’, pp. 63-135. For alternative approaches, see
Huss, ‘Nisan—The Wife of the Infinite’, pp. 155-181; Idel, Absorbing
Perfections, pp. 449-460.
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Parenthetically, it is worth noting that the narrative mentioned by Isaac of Acre
has the tone of the imaginary world attested in the zoharic anthology, though I
have not been able to locate a source either in the printed versions or in the
manuscripts.'!’

Along these lines, it is of interest to note as well the following comment
found in a section from the zagen text to which I have already referred, the
discourse on the mystical meaning of sacrifices: ‘You, the inquirer, when you
contemplate, look, and gaze through the windows of your tradition
(Jn23p *1om), and you peer through the lattices of your intellect (725w *37m),
you will find in the inner path of the divine wisdom (775171 1 *»°107 272w
nn%x:), why in all of the account of creation there is not written but the name
that is known and why in all of the matter of the sacrifices this name is not
mentioned at all except for the name alluded to above’.'"® Leaving aside the
specifics of the issue being discussed here, what is critical to our analysis is the
claim of the anonymous elder to one of his students that contemplation of the
‘inner path of divine wisdom’ can be attained either by gazing through the
windows of the tradition or by peering though the lattices of the intellect, a
juxtaposition—derived from Song of Songs 2:9—that elevates the act of
textual reasoning to the same status as the gesture of passively receiving. I do
not mean to suggest that authority of the oral tradition is ever fully abandoned
by the author of this text. The following remark connected to the mystical
import of Enoch’s immortality, which is explained in terms of his conjunction
with the divine (*’w2a INIp27), can be taken as emblematic of the overall
commitment to a baseline conservatism: ‘And the elder hinted at in this hint in
accord with what he received” (2apw 13 11 712 1p1a ). However, in

117 On the allusion to zoharic passages in Me irat Einayim, see Scholem, ‘Did Rabbi
Moses de Leon Compose the Book of the Zohar?’ p. 19; Tishby, Wisdom of the
Zohar, vol. 1, p. 16; Huss, Like the Radiance of the Sky, p. 45 n. 7. According to
Goldreich, ‘Sefer Me’irat Einayim’, p. 103 n. 18, the zoharic citations in this work
of Isaac of Acre, as well as passages from the kabbalistic responsa of Moses de
Leon, are taken from an intermediary source. See op. cit., pp. 390-391 n. 21, 414
n. 35, and 415 n. 4. The connection of Isaac of Acre to the Zohar, based primarily
on the passage from his diary cited in Abraham Zacuto’s Sefer Yuhasin, has been
discussed by a number of scholars. For a representative sampling, see Scholem,
Major Trends, pp. 190-192; Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohar, vol. 1, pp. 13-17, 30-
31; Huss, Like the Radiance of the Sky, pp. 65, 285-286, 297-299; Fishbane,
‘Contemplative Practice’, pp. 54-55.

118 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 27b.

119 Ibid., fol. 44b.
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addition to this crucial factor, the exegetical initiative of the recipient is also
affirmed.'® Indeed, the ability to contemplate (17¥%) the exegetical hints is
what justifies the attribution of the title ‘master of the image’ (11871 %¥3) to the
kabbalist,121 that is, discerning the inner meaning of the text is an act of
envisioning the divine; the imaginative faculty is predominantly hermeneutical.

An exemplary illustration of this combination is in the sixteenth section
where the secret linked to the verse ‘That night an angel of the Lord went out
and struck down one hundred and eighty-five thousand in the Assyrian camp,
and the following morning they were all dead corpses’ (2 Kings 19:35) is laid
bare. The sensitivity of the secret, which, as we come to learn, is related to the
name of the destroying angel and the other angels who accompanied him to
execute the Assyrians, is underscored by the fact that a double transmission is
recorded, that is, the master first reveals it to an anonymous ‘wise man’
(71% ©on) in the privacy of a room into which they entered, and then he reveals
it a second time by whispering the esoteric matter into the ear of the author of
the text. Prior to doing so, the master expresses his worry that the secret name
might fall into the hands of a wicked man, who would destroy the world by
availing himself of it, but the disciple relates that he saw fit ‘to write it in a
greatly concealed hint out of the fear of forgetfulness’ (1001 1972 12N3Y N>R
arown nRM). Even so, the author warns future readers that if anyone
considers the matter of the names, he will not understand anything except by
means of a tradition (27n 17°2 7% X2 MKW PIva v2IT? DIX DW DITT OXI
793p »71° Yy ’YX 7mIRM). And yet, after repeating that it is not possible to gain

120 Compare the description of Onkelos cited above at the end of n. 63.

121 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 63a. On the verb 77°%¥% and the noun 7%, see
ibid., fols. 42a-b. Compare also the formulation in ibid., fol. 42b: “The elder said
to his exceptional student, ‘My son, this question needs subtle contemplation, and
I will set its response on three pillars; place your heart on those three, and the one
that settles in your imagination is the one you should appropriate’ (Jp17 IR
T2% D°W1 0TIV 73 HY NN PY TTRYRI PT 11V 7973 1T A9RW Y12 pPmin 1nnY
7% mp ANIR OAR TI1P¥2 AW NN TWRI DLW YY). Mention should also be made of
the fact that in section eighty-seven there is a lengthy citation from the Sefer
Arukh of Nathan ben Yehiel of Rome that deals with the nature of prophecy, and
the author of the zagen text adds ‘there is in the word “imaged” (777X) a great
secret’ (MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 49b). I surmise that the reference is to the
mystical intent of Hosea 12:11, ‘And through the prophets I was imaged’
(MR 0°X°2377 7°27), which entails the configuration of the imaginal body of the
divine in the human imagination. See Wolfson, Through a Speculum, pp. 69-70,
147-148, 152, 154-155, 200, 214, 220, 232-233, 314-315, 323.
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this knowledge without tradition, the author remarks that if the ‘enlightened
one’, who is described as ‘filled with eyes’ (D°1°y X%» X117 WX 2ownn),
searches out the matter in the words of Isaiah detailing the fall of Sennacherib,
he will find allusions to them.'** Precisely in the context of emphasizing that a
tradition is necessary to attain gnosis, encouragement is given to the
enlightened one, described in an idiom that is used in one zoharic passage to
depict the sages (1’?3’3!1),123 to uncover hints to the secret in the biblical text.
Presumably, that effort cannot be achieved unless the enlightened one exercises
a form of textual reasoning. Analogously, in the ninety-fifth section, the author
induces the reader to contemplate the commentary of Nahmanides to Numbers
20:8 with the ‘eye of the intellect’ (23w 1°v), for by so doing, the secret of the
matter will be discerned.'?* This locution is all the more noteworthy in light of
the fact that the term ‘eye of the heart’ appears more frequently in the text,'”
an idiom that likely denotes, as it does for other kabbalists in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, who particularly followed the lead of Judah Halevi, the
faculty of the imagination.'*® Accordingly, it should come as no surprise that
towards the end of section sixty-two, wherein the seven elemental principles
(ny710° Yaw), referred to figuratively as the ‘seven candles’ (N17373 7Yaw), are
delineated,'”’ the elder reportedly vowed by the powers of the ‘roots of the

122 Ibid., fols. 7a-b.

123 Zohar 2:98b. See Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Beautiful Maiden Without Eyes: Peshat and
Sod in Zoharic Hermeneutics’, in The Midrashic Imagination: Jewish Exegesis,
Thought, and History, edited by Michael Fishbane, Albany 1993, pp. 169-170,
185-186 (corrected version in Elliot R. Wolfson, Luminal Darkness: Imaginal
Gleanings from Zoharic Literature, London 2007, pp. 73-74, 93-94); idem,
Through a Speculum, pp. 384-385.

124 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 52b.

125 Ibid., fols. 6b, 23a, 25a, 26a, 38b, 41a, 41b, 48a. See the similar elocution in Isaac
of Acre, ‘Me’irat Einayim’, p. 92: ‘Thus it is advisable for every enlightened
kabbalist (92wn Y21pm), who has eyes in his heart (1292 @°1°V), if he wants to
comprehend the truth, he should draw himself with all his power after the words
of the master, Rabbi Moshe ben Nahman, of blessed memory, until he
comprehends them, and he should endeavor after them until he says ‘I have
endeavored and I have found,” and then he will be complete in the way of truth
without any doubt’. For an alternate translation and analysis, see Fishbane,
‘Contemplative Practice’, pp. 106-108.

126 Wolfson, Through a Speculum, pp. 170-171, 178, 294-295.

127 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 37b-38a. The seven principles are: (1) unity of
God; (2) exclusive worship of God; (3) creation of the world; (4) individual
providence; (5) true prophecy; (6) true worship of God through the 613
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truth’ (DnR7 *waw) that God should ensure that ‘every man in Israel will
deserve to comprehend what we have mentioned, so that his name will already
be sealed and engraved in the book of life’’*®—a remarkable statement to
consign to a master committed to uphold a scrupulous code of esotericism.

Particularly revealing is another comment in the zagen text connected to the
secret related to the gesture of Yael covering Sisera with a blanket 1705mM
12°mwa (Judges 4:18). After mentioning the midrashic gloss that decodes
semikhah (7>W) as shemi koh (73 *»w),'”’ the author writes that one can
discern the encoded mystery if one scrutinizes the two words (nw 2y pIpIn
N7 M), or if one receives it from a ‘true kabbalist” (*n*nx Yapn)."*’ The
model for the kabbalistic sage is Moses, who used the technique of allusion
(117) in the Torah to hint at ‘inner matters’ (2°»°1® ©°727), as we find, for
instance, in the account of the Tabernacle.”’! The intimations must be
expounded, the secret uncovered, through hermeneutical recovery. The zagen,
accordingly, speaks of the esoteric wisdom in such a way that what he reveals
are ‘concealed matters’ (2°»IN0 0°727), matters that need further explication by
the disciples who receive them.'* The circularity of this retrieval is epitomized
in a passage where the zagen encourages a disciple to discern the secrets by
contemplating the scriptural text, ‘for the Torah speaks openly and hints
surreptitiously’ (N33 NI 79312 NIMIR AN °9),"*° a locution that is
reminiscent of the exegetical method espoused by Nahmanides."**

We may conclude, therefore, that attested in the text of the zagen is a living
embodiment of a circle that betrays neither a neat distinction between a
conservative and an innovative hermeneutic nor a clearly demarcated shift
from esotericism to exotericism. To appreciate the thrust of my claim, it would
be beneficial to contrast it with the following surmise on the part of Idel:
‘Some of the contemporaries of Nahmanides and of his disciple Rashba,
however, envisaged kabbalah in a very different way; it was seen not only as a
collection of fragments of esoteric lore of hoary antiquity but also as an open

commandments; and (7) immortality.

128 Ibid., fol. 38a.

129  Midrash Wayyikra Rabbah: A Critical Edition Based on Manuscripts and Genizah
Fragments With Variants and Notes, by Mordecai Margulies, New York and
Jerusalem 1993, 23:10, pp. 542-543.

130 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 26a.

131 Ibid., fol. 36b.

132 Ibid., fol. 50b.

133 Ibid., fol. 59b.

134 Wolfson, ‘By Way of Truth’, pp. 110-114.
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science to be furthered by experiences of the individual and his ability
creatively to interpret the Holy Scriptures or other canonic texts. Kabbalah was
regarded no longer as only a single esoteric meaning but as the totality of the
mystical-mythical senses that could be extracted or infused into the
authoritative texts’.'* It is unlikely that the fraternity described in the zagen
text is contemporary with Nahmanides (1194-c. 1270), but there is no reason to
doubt that the members thereof were contemporaries of Solomon ben Aderet
(1235-1310). If we assent to this proposition, then the treatise of the zagen
presents an important exception to the binarian approach enunciated by Idel.
Again and again, the anonymous disciple of the elder affirms the conservative
orientation, insisting that the secret can only be known by one who receives it
orally from the master, but, at the same time, he also affirms a more innovative
orientation, encouraging the enlightened disciple to expound the secrets he has
received by drawing out the further nuances of the relevant scriptural verse.
The contrast that Idel offers between the ‘production of secrets’ and the
‘custodian of secret lore’ cannot be applied effectively to this treatise. The
aphorisms attributed to the elder bespeak the preservation of a secret lore
(9001 nmon) but they also promote the proliferation of secrets (N19003)
through the agency of an inspired exegesis that accords the interpreter an
experience that is phenomenologically on a par with prophecy. The following
prayer offered at the end of section eighty-three, which is focused on the
mysteries that may be mined from Psalm 96, can be considered a pithy
summary of the midrashic condition'*® that informed the Sitz im Leben of the
group: ‘May the Lord in his mercy lead us in a straight way, to find the maters
of his will, and may he illumine the eye of our hearts to contemplate the
mysteries of his Torah and his prophets’ (X1¥1% 79Ww> 7772 11577 A2 QWA
PR3N NN 02 YonoaY wab Py x< gon »127)."Y The plea is to be
enlightened, so that one may be able to gaze on the secrets encoded
in Scripture. The exemplar of the hermeneut is presented in the one hundred
and sixth section, where it is written of the ‘great prophets’ of old that when
they were ‘contemplating’ and ‘meditating’'*® upon the Torah, referred to as

135 Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 254.

136 Regarding this fecund terminology, see Ithamar Gruenwald, ‘The Midrashic
Condition: From Talmudic to Zoharic Homiletics’, Jerusalem Studies in Jewish
Thought 8 (1989), pp. 255-298 [Hebrew]; idem, ‘Midrash and the ‘Midrashic
Condition’: Preliminary Considerations’, in The Midrashic Imagination, pp. 6-22.

137 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 48a-b.

138 pywynwn. Compare MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 30a: 107102 o*ywynwn.
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the ‘book of truth’ (nnR3 900), they ‘would be aroused immediately to
contemplate the true contemplation, and they would prophecy’ (2°X°23m
PWaY 0MIYNn 1P TR 12 PYWIYNWNn 10 710 9900 5% PPwn PAvd 0917
DRI P ek wnn).? Meditation on the text yields a prophetic
experience—a feature that narrows the chasm separating the poles of
interpretation and revelation. The position articulated here, moreover, resonates
with the worldview—both notionally and linguistically—that may be
excavated from the homiletical pericopae that at some stage were framed as the
dicta of Simeon ben Yohai and the members of his fraternity.140 The noetic
eros underlying the exegetical activity in many zoharic homilies is also marked
by the two key terms ‘arousal’ (nM1mwnn)'*! and ‘jouissance’ (v1wyw).'** The
mantic dimension of the hermeneutical is enhanced in another passage
according to which the elder recounts that once his teacher told him that when
they were in a state of ascent (7°%¥) they would ascertain the meaning of a
particular verse. 143

The evidence that can be adduced from the zagen text demonstrates that
there is no need to set in diametric opposition the oral transmission of
kabbalistic secrets and the exegetical extraction of those secrets from the
sacred scriptures. The juxtaposition of the two is a distinctive trait of the circle

139 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 59a.

140 Wolfson, Through a Speculum, pp. 326-392, and more recently, idem, ‘"Sage Is
Preferable to Prophet": Revisioning Midrashic Imagination’, in Scriptural
Exegesis: The Shapes of Culture and the Religious Imagination: A Festschrift in
Honor of Michael Fishbane, edited by Deborah A. Green and Laura S. Lieber,
Oxford, 2008, pp. 186-210. On the prophetic status of Moses de Leodn, see
Mopsik, R. Moses de Leon’s Sefer Shegel ha-Qodesh, pp. 6-8 (Introduction). See
also Roland Goetschel, ‘The Conception of Prophecy in the Works of Moses de
Ledn and Joseph Gikatilla’, Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 8 (1989), pp.
217-238 [Hebrew]; Boaz Huss, ‘A Sage is Preferable to a Prophet: R. Simeon bar
Yohai and Moses in the Zohar’, Kabbalah 4 (1999), pp. 103-139 [Hebrew]; idem,
Like the Radiance of the Sky, pp. 11-42; Melila Hellner-Eshed, A River Issues
Forth From Eden: On the Language of Mystical Experience in the Zohar, Tel
Aviv 2005, pp. 91-99 [Hebrew].

141 Hellner-Eshed, A River Issues Forth, pp. 99-104, 237-279.

142 Yehuda Liebes, ‘Zohar and Eros’, Alpayyim 9 (1994), pp. 67-115, esp. 80-81
[Hebrew]; Wolfson, Language, Eros, Being: Kabbalistic Hermeneutics and the
Poetic Imagination, New York 2005, pp. 271-287; Pinchas Giller, Reading the
Zohar: The Sacred Texts of the Kabbalah, Oxford 2001, pp. 85-86; Hellner-
Eshed, A River Issues Forth, pp. 149-176.

143 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 54a.
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of the elder; indeed, it is this concurrence that shaped the contours of the circle,
which was a textual community in a strict sense;'** the canons of interpretation
that impacted its members were determined by the cultivation of traditions that
were faithfully received and imaginatively expanded.'*” The study of kabbalah
has not been well served by the rigid distinction between innovative and
conservative hermeneutical approaches and the correlative distinction between
orality and writing.'"* On the contrary, as I have argued elsewhere,'*’ the
history of kabbalism as a religious phenomenon illustrates that it is the
presumed immutability of system that occasions novel interpretation. In the
wisdom of the tradition, if a teaching is old, it is because it is new, but it is new
because it is old. The simultaneity of truth as novel and erstwhile is a
fundamental axiom of interpretation—linked to the conception of time in its
most rudimentary form as an instant of diremptive reiteration, the repetition of
the same as different in the renewal of the different as same—Ilegitimated not
by reason but by prophetic experience that confirms in cultural memory the
alleged chain of an unbroken oral tradition."*® The production of something
new—equally for the kabbalist and for the scholar of kabbalah—comes about
through the mechanism of repeating that proceeds from the formlessness of
time’s form; indeed, the absolutely new is nothing but recurrence, albeit the
recurrence of what is yet-to-come. Following the logic of this temporal
comportment, we are led to the conclusion that the distinction between
conservative and innovative orientations, at least if treated in a binary fashion,
is not a reliable translation of the complex hermeneutical interplay that

144 The expression ‘textual community’ is derived from Brian Stock, The
Implications of Literacy: Written Language and Models of Interpretation in the
Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries, Princeton 1983, p. 90. On its application to
medieval kabbalistic fraternities, see Wolfson, ‘Beyond the Spoken Word’, p. 193.

145 I am here responding to Idel, Absorbing Perfections, pp. 395-396, in part using his
own language. Idel’s binarian orientation is embraced as well by Liebes, ‘Zohar
and Tiqqunei Zohar’, p. 259.

146 1 have challenged the rigid dichotomy of orality versus writing in my ‘Beyond the
Spoken Word’, pp. 166-224.

147 1 have here reproduced my argument in Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Structure, Innovation,
and Diremptive Temporality: The Use of Models to Study Continuity and
Discontinuity in Kabbalistic Tradition’, Journal for the Study of Religions and
Ideologies 18 (2007), pp. 156 and 159. The reader interested in the fuller scope of
my thinking is encouraged to consult that essay.

148 Elliot R. Wolfson, Alef, Mem, Tau: Kabbalistic Musings on Time, Truth, and
Death, Berkeley 2005, pp. 64-65.
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characterizes the creativity of the kabbalist. On the face of it, some kabbalists
may have preferred the rhetoric of conservatism to the rhetoric of innovation,
but in the final analysis, one as the other would have maintained that the
expansion of the tradition is itself part of the perpetuation of the tradition, just
as the perpetuation of the tradition is part of its expansion. Kabbalists singled
out as most representative of the conservative slant are apt to conceal the
innovativeness of their thinking in the guise of a received wisdom, whereas
kabbalists singled out as most representative of the innovative slant repeatedly
affirm the antiquity of the ideas they transmit. In the domain of esotericism, it
is especially naive to interpret pronouncements of authorial intent literally—
whether they mask originality as replication or replication as originality—and
not to see them as an integral part of the dissimilitude of secrecy.

Scholars of medieval kabbalah, therefore, would be wise to replace the
reigning dualistic conception with a notion of complentarity.'* According to
this model, the conservative and innovative perspectives would not have to be
set in diametric opposition; on the contrary, the two tendencies may be viewed
as complementary pairs entangled in the sameness of their difference. If we
adopt a heuristic along these lines, there is no compelling reason to presume
that the more inventive pattern chronologically replaced, or polemically
responded to, the more derivative. The linear explanation for the development
of kabbalistic hermeneutics as a transformation ‘from a traditional lore into an
art’’™ is one that is easy to assimilate and, for that reason, it has gained
significant currency in the discipline, but the historical situation, I submit, was
far more intricate, and hence it demands a more nuanced interpretive scheme,
one that would resist positing productivity and receptivity as antinomical
cultural factors.

The Fraternity of the Zagen and the Zoharic Fellowship

As I observed above, in at least one context, Scholem did mention the Zohar in
his account of the anthology of secrets transmitted in the name of the zagen,
but the full importance of the latter for the study of the former has not yet been
appreciated. To put the matter more brashly, the main scholars engaged in
zoharic research have ignored this important resource. As is well known, one

149 My thinking here is indebted to Timothy E. Eastman, ‘Duality Without Dualism’,
in Physics and Whitehead: Quantum, Process, and Experience, edited by Timothy
E. Eastman and Hank Keeton, Albany 2004, p. 14-30.

150 Idel, Absorbing Perfections, p. 402.
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of the more challenging aspects of kabbalah scholarship for the last two
decades has been a reevaluation of the assumptions regarding the contours of
this work. The reigning view in the past century that all parts of the zoharic
corpus with the exclusion of Ra‘aya Meheimna and Tigqunei Zohar were
composed by a single author is no longer taken to be the unassailable truth.'”'
The revivification of the older thesis that a circle of kabbalists was responsible
for the composition of the text'>* has been augmented with a more nuanced
attempt to reconstruct the redactional history from a series of careful textual
and philological analyses, prompting the tentative conjecture that we would be
wise to speak of a multiplicity of zoharic circles and not just one circle with a
multiplicity of authors.'>® A greater appreciation of the textual production has
even led to the view that the literary structure as such is, properly speaking, the
construct of those responsible of preparing zoharic manuscripts for print in the
Mantua and Cremona editions (1558-1560)."**

151 Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 159-163; Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohar, vol. 1, pp. 1-7.

152 Liebes, ‘How the Zohar Was Written’, pp. 1-71 (Studies in the Zohar, pp. 85-
138). For a critical assessment of the thesis put forth by Liebes, see Mopsik, R.
Moses de Leon’s Sefer Shegel ha-Qodesh, pp. 4-5 (Introduction). See Liebes,
‘Review Essay’, pp. 271-285, and the rejoinder by Mopsik, ‘Moise de Ledn’, pp.
177-218. See also Charles Mopsik, ‘Le corpus zoharique, ses titres et ses
amplifications,” in La formation des canons scripturaires, edited by Michel
Tardieu, Paris 1993, pp. 75-105.

153 Ronit Meroz, ‘Zoharic Narratives and Their Adaptations’, Hispania Judaica 3
(2000), pp. 3-63. Meroz has elaborated and refined her thesis in a number of other
studies: ‘The Chariot of Ezekiel—An Unknown Zoharic Commentary’, Te ‘udah
16/17 (2001), pp. 567-616 [Hebrew]; idem, ‘"And I Was Not There?! " The
Complaints of Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai According to an Unknown Zoharic Story’,
Tarbis 71 (2002), pp. 163-193 [Hebrew]; idem, ‘Der Aufbau des Buches Sohar’,
PaRDeS: Zeitschrift der Vereinigung fiir Jiidische Studien 11 (2005), pp. 16-36;
idem, ‘The Weaving of a Myth: An Analysis of Two Stories in the Zohar’, in
Study and Knowledge in Jewish Thought, vol. 2, edited by Howard Kreisel, Beer-
Sheva 2006, pp. 167-205 [Hebrew]; idem, ‘The Middle Eastern Origins of
Kabbalah’, Journal for the Study of Sephardic and Mizrahi Jewry (2007), pp. 39-
56; idem, ‘R. Joseph Angelet and His ‘Zoharic Writings’, pp. 303-404; idem, ‘The
Path of Silence: An Unknown Story from a Zohar Manuscript’, European Journal
of Jewish Studies 1 (2008), pp. 319-342.

154 Daniel Abrams, ‘Critical and Post-Critical Textual Scholarship of Jewish Mystical
Literature: Notes on the History and Development of Modern Editing
Techniques’, Kabbalah 1 (1996), pp. 17-71; idem, ‘The Zohar as a Book’, pp.
201-232; Huss, Like the Radiance of the Sky, pp. 43-139. On the formation of the
zoharic canon and the history of the commentarial literature, see also Giller,
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I am inclined to accept the perspective, which has been argued most
vociferously by Abrams, that the notion of a ‘book’ with clearly defined
boundaries is a result of the editing process in the sixteenth century.155 Just as
the field of kabbalah scholars benefited from the suggestion of Liebes to shift
the emphasis from posing the question ‘who wrote the Zohar’ to ‘how the
Zohar was written’, it is time to modify the working assumption that there is a
‘distinct composition’ (2101 M2°1)."*® Indeed, it would be prudent to speak of
zoharic literature, as Liebes himself has argued,15 " but we should do so
without presuming that there is a ‘book’ underlying what I have called the
‘layers that constitute the brocaded weave of the zoharic corpus’."”® Even the
phrase sefer ha-zohar in its earliest appearances, including the Sha ‘arei ha-
Zagen,"” does not necessarily denote a book with a definite literary structure.
If we divest ourselves of the view that there is a ‘primary composition’ ( X712n
nXm7p) that constitutes the main body of the zoharic text,'® then it also

Reading the Zohar, pp. 3-33.

155 To date, the earliest manuscript of zoharic homilies to have survived, which by a
turn of fate happens to have been the Zohar of Sabbatai Sevi, MS University of
Toronto, Friedberg Collection 5-015, indicates clearly the fluid nature of the text.
For a detailed study, see Avraham Elqayam, ‘Sabbatai Sevi’s Manuscript Copy of
the Zohar’, Kabbalah 3 (1998), pp. 345-387 [Hebrew].

156 Liebes, ‘Zohar and Tiqqunei Zohar’, p. 253, uses this expression to describe the
attitude of the anonymous author of the Tigqunim vis-a-vis what he considers to
be the ‘main body’ of the zoharic text.

157 Although not the first to do so, Liebes is to be credited with emphasizing the
notion of ‘zoharic literature’ (77177177 NI7BD or NI N1I2D), which comprises all
the literary strata from Midrash ha-Ne‘elam to Tigqunei ha-Zohar, but he
continues to think of a ‘core’ text or a ‘main’ book. See Liebes, ‘Zohar and
Tigqunei Zohar’, pp. 251, 253. On the shift from thinking of the term zohar as a
denotation of a book (790) to thinking of it as signifying a corpus of ‘literature’
(h1mpD), see Yehuda Liebes, ‘Zohar as Renaissance’, Da‘at 46 (2001), p. 4
[Hebrew].

158 Wolfson, Language, Eros, Being, p. 284. Lamentably, though not surprisingly,
insights regarding the composition and redactional nature of the zoharic material
strewn through my work have been basically ignored by the scholars who have
written on this topic. An exception is Abrams in ‘The Zohar as a Book’, p. 232,
and in greater detail in the revised English version of that study.

159 See above, nn. 81-85.

160 Liebes, ‘Zohar and Tiqqunei Zohar’, pp. 261, 268, 284, 290, 293, 294, 296. The
expression ‘primary composition’ (7X©7p X712n) appears in passages from the
Ra‘aya Meheimna stratum. See Zohar 3:218a, 219a, 219b, 224a , 232a, 238b,
256a. According to Liebes, it refers to the main body of the Zohar (op. cit., p. 252
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becomes irrelevant to ask about its author in any conventional sense, whether
we consider the latter in the singular or in the plural.'®! It would seem more
advantageous to think of the matter in terms of authorship, though even this
term may presume too much with respect to authorial intent. More work
remains to be done in sorting out the paradigm shift from presuming that there
is a definable structure evident in the incipient stages of composition and
redaction to viewing the zoharic phenomenon as a loose aggregate of homilies
that were eventually woven into the fabric of a text. One thing that seems clear
is that the new approaches lend support to the hypothesis, articulated already
by Yitzhak Baer, that cloaked in the fictional fraternity that appears in the
zoharic narrative is the ‘real-life setting’'®® of an actual group of Spanish
kabbalists.'® In an essay on the ritual of midnight study and the ecstatic
experience of visionary ascent attested in a plethora of zoharic homilies, I
concluded by noting that the aforementioned change in focus might result in
scholars both acknowledging more readily the historical group behind the
fictional fellowship of Simeon ben Yohai and appreciating, as a consequence,
the lived experiences underlying the theoretical and exegetical deliberations

n. 3). On the use of the term X7112n, referring ostensibly to the Zohar, see Tigqunei
Zohar, § 6, 24a, § 69, 111b, and compare Liebes, ‘The Messiah of the Zohar’, pp.
104 n. 65 and 106 n. 78.

161 Abrams, ‘The Zohar as a Book’, p. 224.

162 Liebes, ‘How the Zohar Was Written’, p. 7, used a similar expression to describe
the historical situation of the zoharic fraternity, °‘the real existence’
(A°9X*1 NIR>¥M), though he does not credit Baer.

163 Yitzhak Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain, translated by Louis
Schoffman, Philadelphia 1978, vol. 1, p. 267. See also Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 58,
and Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Re/membering the Covenant: Memory, Forgetfulness, and
the Construction of History in the Zohar’, in Jewish History and Jewish Memory:
Essays in Honor of Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, edited by Elisheva Carlebach, John
M. Efron, and David N. Myers, Hanover and London 1998, p. 215, reprinted with
corrections in Wolfson, Luminal Darkness, pp. 186-187. See also idem, ‘Forms of
Visionary Ascent as Ecstatic Experience in the Zoharic Literature’, in Gershom
Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism 50 Years After: Proceedings of the
Sixth International Conference on the History of Jewish Mysticism, edited by
Peter Schifer and Joseph Dan, Tiibingen 1993, pp. 209-235. Meroz, ‘Zoharic
Narratives’, p. 11, cites the passage of Baer in support of the contention that the
fictional fellowship of Simeon ben Yohai alludes to an actual social group, an idea
argued most forcibly in recent decades by Liebes, but regrettably, she makes no
mention of my essay in that study (see especially the critical passage referred to in
the following note). By contrast, see Meroz, ‘Path of Silence’, p. 333 n. 43.
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preserved in the text.'® This is not to say that I am prepared to accept the
proposal of Liebes that the Zohar was produced by a ‘religious-cultural
movement’ (N°N7-n°ma3n avnn),'® which he labels variously as ‘the spiritual
zoharic movement’ (N*II7 NN nyunn),l“ ‘the zoharic movement’
(i avnnn),'®” or “the spiritual and messianic zoharic movement’ (7¥7n0
M s naman). ' This terminology s problematic, in my
judgment, as it presumes too much regarding the sociological dimension of the
phenomenon. So convinced is Liebes of the ‘movement’ that he is able to
pronounce that some kabbalists, who continued the zoharic kabbalah, ‘were not
worthy to be in the fraternity of the Zohar’. The example he gives is Joseph of
Hamadan, who allegedly turned the ‘zoharic erotic myth’ into ‘actual
pornography’.mg I will not here evaluate the merit of the distinction between a
presumably acceptable myth of eros and the illicit pornographic rendition, a
distinction that I find both conceptually anachronistic and unduly moralizing in
tone, but what I wish to underline is that the fictitious notion of a movement
has led the contemporary scholar to render the historical judgment about who
did and did not belong to a circle of kabbalists presumed to have been active in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. In another context, Liebes even goes so
far as to interpret a passage in the zoharic corpus (1:217a) as a chastisement of
a group of kabbalists, who ‘did not belong in truth to the circle of the Zohar’,
but ‘who continued in the zoharic literature’, after the death of the leader
represented by the figure of Simeon ben Yohai.'”® Here, again, we see how the
hypothetical construct of the scholar becomes in his own hands a measuring
rod to ascertain what he reckons to be factual veracity. However, mention
should be made of the elocution ‘spiritual, literary movement’ (N°31117 1¥1IN
n°n11ov) employed by Liebes,'” as well as the related expressions ‘the world
of the literary and spiritual zoharic movement’ (N°In1771 N°NIIDOR AYINT 07
n»™mr)' 72 and ‘the zoharic literary movement’ (n»37317 n°n3Ioos avnung),'”
terminology chosen to reinforce the view that the Zohar consists of a ‘spiritual

164 Wolfson, ‘Forms of Visionary Ascent’, pp. 234-235.

165 Liebes, ‘Zohar and Tiqqunei Zohar’, p. 252.

166 Ibid., p. 251.

167 Ibid., pp. 252, 256, 261, 284, 285, 288, 289, 290, 293, 297.
168 Ibid., p. 260, and see p. 287.

169 Ibid’., p. 296.

170 Liebes, ‘The Power of the Word’, pp. 174-175.

171 Liebes, ‘Zohar as Renaissance’, p. 5.

172 Liebes, ‘Zohar and Tigqunei Zohar’, p. 279.

173 Ibid., p. 297.
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renaissance of the Jewish religion’ (n°7173°1 N7 YW *IM17 01037 K17 A7), that
is, a revival of Judaism in the spirit of the ancient tannaitic figures of the
Mishnah provides the underlying ethos of the engendering myth of the zoharic
narrative, which is connected as well to its messianic impulse.'’* These
expressions are more acceptable to me, though I still think that additional
material evidence would have to be forthcoming to make a credible
ethnographic case for the existence of a movement, let alone the notion of a
secondary or less genuine faction that was in competition with members of a
purportedly original group. In my own work, I have argued for a need to
appreciate the lived experience behind the zoharic homilies, a point
consistently ignored by Liebes, but I find the language of a ‘movement’
dedicated to a national renewal to be too grandiose to name the reality of a
relatively small community responsible for the production of documents that
were compressed into a book with an identifiable structure at a much later
date.'”

The existence of mystical fraternities in thirteenth-century Spain, in the
regions of Catalonia, Castile, and Aragon, is well attested. There is evidence
that kabbalists in all of these areas were routinely referred to as ‘fellows’
(0am) or as belonging to a ‘fellowship’ (7m2m).'” In this regard, a

174 Liebes, ‘Zohar as Renaissance’, p. 6. In the same essay, (p. 9), Liebes uses the
phrase ‘spiritual movement’ (N°3r1717977 7¥1I07) to refer to the German Pietists, but it
is not at all clear that we are justified to infer from the texts attributed to the key
figures of this group anything about an actual social movement. Regarding the
question of the historical facticity and the literary works of the German Pietists,
see Ivan Marcus, ‘The Historical Meaning of Hasidei Ashkenaz: Fact, Fiction, or
Cultural Self-Image?’ in Gershom Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism
50 Years After, pp. 103-114; Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Martyrdom, Eroticism, and
Asceticism in Twelfth-Century Ashkenazi Piety’, in Jews and Christians in
Twelfth-Century Europe, edited by Michael A. Signer and John Van Engen, Notre
Dame 2001, p. 177 and reference to other scholars cited on p. 207 n. 27.
Moreover, in my own work on the Rhineland Jewish Pietists, I have presumed that
we can reconstruct the nature of the mystical experiences underlying the texts
without assuming further that there was an actual social movement. See especially
Wolfson, Through a Speculum That Shines, pp. 188-269, and idem, ‘Sacred Space
and Mental Iconography: Imago Templi and Contemplation in Rhineland Jewish
Pietism’, in Ki Baruch Hu: Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Judaic Studies in
Honor of Baruch A. Levine, edited by Robert Chazan, William Hallo, and
Lawrence H. Schiffman, Winona Lake 1999, pp. 593-634.

175 See above, n. 154.

176 Meroz, ‘Zoharic Narratives’, pp. 15-16.
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particularly important source, already noted by Ronit Meroz, is the Meshal ha-
Qadmoni written in 1281 by Isaac Ibn Abu Sahula, pupil of Moses of Burgos,
fellow townsman of Moses de Ledn, and the author of the kabbalistic
commentary on Song of Songs (1283)."”” To be sure, the connection of this text
to the zoharic literature was established long ago by Scholem, who noted that
this is the first work in which there is citation from Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam.'™
Moreover, Scholem suggested that kabbalah may have been a ‘motivating
force” (¥°1 1) in Ibn Sahula’s waging a battle against non-Hebraic forms of
poesy.m What Meroz has emphasized, however, is that the connection to the
zoharic phenomenon is not merely a literary matter, but it entails a social
dimension. Here it is pertinent to recall the suggestion of Liebes that in Ibn
Sahula’s commentary to Song of Songs 2:12, an interpretation attributed to the
rabbis refers to the custom of nocturnal study, which he relates more
specifically to the aforementioned ritual of midnight study attested in many
zoharic homilies.'®

If we suppose, and I think there is no reason not to do so, that the
descriptions in the Sha ‘arei ha-Zagen are not purely rhetorical, but that they
relate to an existing fellowship, then in this source we have evidence for a
group that looks remarkably close to what is fictionally depicted in the zoharic
narrative. That is, there is a constellation of disciples, who congregate about
the master, an elder that reveals secrets chiefly through the method of allusion.
Rather than attempt to identify the zoharic Simeon ben Yohai with an actual
historical figure, as Liebes attempted to do by suggesting Todros Abulafia, I
would propose that the anonymity of the zagen sheds light on the fact that this
lack of knowledge is intrinsic to the mystical depths of the phenomenon. As is
the case with Nahmanides and the authors of the zoharic homilies, the secrets
are principally connected to biblical verses. Astonishingly, there is virtually no
explicit reference to the sefirot, and only occasionally to terminology that may
be linked to the symbolism cultivated routinely by kabbalists of the time. This

177 Scholem, ‘Chapters in the History of Kabbalistic Literature’, pp. 109-118.

178 See above, n. 14.

179 Scholem, ‘Chapters’, p. 109. The matter of the kabbalistic dimensions of Meshal
ha-Qadmoni has been reexamined more recently by Hartley Lachter, ‘Spreading
Secrets: Kabbalah and Esotericism in Isaac ibn Sahula’s Meshal ha-Qadmoni’. I
thank the author for sharing his work with me prior to its publication.

180 Liebes, ‘How the Zohar Was Written’, p. 5 n. 16 (Studies in the Zohar, p. 196 n.
19). It is interesting to note that the final section of Sha ‘arei ha-Zagen (MS
Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 62b-63b) deals with the phenomenon of midnight,
though no mention is made of the ritual of nocturnal study.
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may come as a surprise; academic study has been lopsidedly dominated by
identifying the sefirot as the key doctrine to determine the content of the
esoteric speculation and mystical practice of what has been called the
theosophic kabbalah. It is worthwhile recalling the following comment of Idel:
‘it may well be that the theosophical content, which serves modern scholarship
as the principal criterion for the definition of mystical lore, did not serve as the
main organizing parameter in Nahmanides’ vision of Kabbalah’.'"®' T would
like to extend this insight to the zagen material, which offers us a different
vantage point from which to consider the nature of kabbalistic esotericism in
the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. To avoid misunderstanding,
let me be clear: I am not suggesting that the sefirotic theosophy does not
underlie many of the secrets clandestinely revealed in the Sha ‘arei ha-Zagen. 1t
is evidently so, but it is also obvious that the ‘vision’ of the kabbalah
comprised herein is not centered on the sefirotic nomenclature; the kabbalah is,
first and foremost, an exegetical enterprise of deciphering the mysteries of
Torah, but in such a way that the mysteries remain occluded.

To provide but one example from many that I could have chosen: in the
fifty-eighth gate, which is a succinct account of a talmudic dictum (attributed
to Rav and transmitted by R. Judah) concerning the Messiah,'™ the author
writes, ‘If you know the secret that is in the name ‘David,” you will merit to
see the kingship of the Messiah, which will be renewed quickly in our days.
And I will give you a hint in this matter and, if you have the power of
discernment, you will comprehend that all the potencies that cause the potency
of kingship to overflow upon David the son of Jesse come forth from one
potency, blessed be he, the potency that does not cease. There is no doubt that
in the repetition of the name ‘David’ two times, there is a very great power’
(1°1°2 [P WINDOW nPwnn N19%m2 NIRTD 791D TIT W2 WO TI07 DY OX)
n19%n7 N2 MYDBWHR 1IN 93 70 1°2n 11273 12 72 W° ORI 17 1°Iva '['7 IR
717 0w D572 %3 OO PRI POID IPRW A5 T12N° AR N5M NI 125 2w 12 71T Yy
TR TRD DITA 12 12 W onwd w).'® To one familiar with the theosophic
symbolism, this passage is not hard to decipher: the messianic rule is connected
to the attribute of Malkhut, the last of the sefirotic emanations, which is linked
to the person of David, and all the potencies are bestowed upon that attribute
through the attribute of Yesod, the phallic potency that does not cease. The
magnified power alluded to in the duplication of the name relates to the secret

181 Idel, Absorbing Perfections, p. 395.
182 Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 98b.
183 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 35a.
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of the hieros gamos, the male donor overflowing to the female vessel. All this
is transparent enough, but one should not lose sight of the fact that the secret is
disclosed in a way that its secrecy is conserved.

This, I submit, is another indication of the link between the group described
in the zagen text and the zoharic fraternity. Not only are there explicit
references in this treatise to the Zohar, as well as several passages written in an
Aramaic idiom that is zoharic in tone,'®* but the manner of concealing the
theosophic doctrine is comparable. I would go so far as to say that the
technique of withholding by exposing provides a key to comprehending the
esotericism that is operative in both the homilies that have been organized in
the redactional process around the sections of the Pentateuch and in the other
strata of what is considered to be the main body of the zoharic anthology.
Given the propensity to decode the language of the Zohar in terms of the
sefirot, a bias that is attested in the traditional kabbalistic commentaries on the
Zohar and continued in modern critical scholarship, it is easy to lose sight of
the fact that those responsible for these texts consciously decided to conceal
the intent of their words by not referring directly to the theosophic intent. In
speaking by not-speaking, or speaking indirectly, the zoharic kabbalists were
emulating what they believed to be the esoteric nature of Scripture, to hide the
secrets in the cloak of the text — according to an oft-cited remark in the Sabba
de-Mishpatim stratum,'®® the wise ones, who are ‘full of eyes’,186 can see the
secret radiating through the garment of the letters, mi-go levusha, through the

184 For three relatively recent discussions of this topic, see Ada Rapoport-Albert and
Theodore Kwasman, ‘Late Aramaic: The Literary and Linguistic Context of the
Zohar’, Aramaic Studies 4 (2006), pp. 5-19, Charles Mopsik, ‘Late Judeo-
Aramaic: The Language of Theosophic Kabbalah’, op. cit., pp. 21-33; Yehuda
Liebes, ‘Hebrew and Aramaic as Languages of the Zohar’, op. cit., pp. 35-52.

185 A number of scholars have examined this literary stratum. For a representative
sampling, see Wolfson, ‘Beautiful Maiden’, pp. 155-203; Michal Oron, ‘"Place
Me As a Seal Upon Your Heart": Reflections on the Poetics of the Author of the
Zohar in the Section Sabba de-Mishpatim’, Massu’ot: Studies in Kabbalistic
Literature and Jewish Philosophy in Memory of Prof. Ephraim Gottlieb, edited by
Michal Oron and Amos Goldreich, Jerusalem 1994, pp. 1-24 [Hebrew]; Giller,
Reading the Zohar, pp. 35-68; Daniel Abrams, ‘Knowing the Maiden Without
Eyes: Reading the Sexual Reconstruction of the Jewish Mystic in a Zoharic
Parable’, Da ‘at 50/52 (2003), pp. lix-Ixxxiii; Oded Yisraeli, The Interpretation of
Secrets and the Secret of Interpretation: Midrashic and Hermeneutic Strategies in
Sabba de-Mishpatim of the Zohar, Los Angeles 2005 [Hebrew].

186 See above, n. 123.
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garment and not by removing the garment.'®” If the secret can be seen only
through the garment, this must imply that every disclosure is perforce a
concealment.

What strikes me as a rather extreme denial of this elemental feature of the
zoharic kabbalah has been articulated by Liebes. In contrast to an earlier study
in which he acknowledged the dialectic between concealment and disclosure
that characterizes the Zohar, and especially the figure of Simeon ben Yohai,
who stands symbolically for the phallic attribute of Yesod,'®® he has, more
recently, argued that not only should the very term gabbalah not be applied to
the Zohar, but that the latter displays an ‘anti-kabbalistic orientation’
(n"92ap~>vIX AMAn), ‘since the zoharic literature opposes ... the foundation of
the kabbalistic method, according to which the task of the kabbalist is to
conceal, to preserve and to transmit in secret what he has received of the arcane
and ancient tradition. The matter of the Zohar is precisely innovation (W17°1),
it is entirely the innovation of novelties (2°w17°n *w17°n), and it is wholly
known for its originality (\n1win)’.'® Liebes goes on to suggest that the
pseudepigraphic attribution of the ‘book’ to Simeon ben Yohai and his
fraternity was meant to affirm this creative element for this group and to
exclude thereby others with a weaker sense of innovation. Only in the ‘final’
stratum of zoharic literature, viz., Tigqunei Zohar and Ra ‘aya Meheimna, is the
term gabbalah used because, at this stage, ‘the innovative tendency of the
Zohar itself was also transformed into convention and tradition’."”

Needless to say, I have grave doubts about this assessment and the standing
of the messenger should not obscure the fallacy of the message. In effect,
Liebes has accepted the binarian distinction between the innovative and
conservative that has shaped Idel’s approach as well, but there are serious
flaws in the argument. The allegation that the term gabbalah does not appear in
most of the strata of zoharic literature is irrelevant, as it reflects the mistake of
assuming that the primary and determinative substantiation of a phenomenon is

187 See Wolfson, Language, Eros, Being, pp. 222-224.

188 Liebes, ‘The Messiah of the Zohar’, pp. 138-145 (Studies in the Zohar, pp. 26-30).
See also idem, ‘Zohar and Eros’, p. 71 n. 22. In that context, Liebes contrasts the
innovative approach of zoharic kabbalah with that of Nahmanides, but he also
notes (referring to his previous essay) that the zoharic attitude towards disclosure
and concealment of secrets is ‘ambivalent’. I venture to say that his earlier
position is more balanced and tenable.

189 Liebes, ‘Zohar as Renaissance’, p. 6.

190 Ibid.
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lexicographic—the logic of Liebes’s argument is equivalent, therefore, to those
who would contend that zoharic kabbalah (or perhaps even kabbalah more
generally) is not to be studied under the rubric of mysticism, since the latter
term is not indigenous to the kabbalistic lexicon; as it happens, Liebes is not
adverse to using the term ‘mystical’ to describe the zoharic corpus, though,
logically, he should refrain from doing so.'”' More importantly, the claim that
zoharic literature is not kabbalistic because it rejects the fundamental principle
of concealment profoundly fails in understanding the duplicitous role of
secrecy in this material. This can be seen through multiple prisms, and much of
my work has been dedicated to articulating the paradox that undergirds the
hermeneutic of esotericism,'”* but here I will just mention two.

First, if it is agreed that a common current that runs through the zoharic
landscape (with the possible exception of Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam, though 1 am
not convinced that even this caveat is necessary) is that the Torah is the name,
and the name is the expression of the inexpressible, then it must follow that the
secret meaning of the text is a disclosure of what is inherently concealed, and if
this is so, then it makes no sense to say that the suspected members of the
zoharic circle utterly rejected the kabbalistic principle of concealing the secret.
Secondly, characteristic of the zoharic homily is the uncovering of the secret
by recovering the secret, which is to say, endemic to the hermeneutic embraced
by the kabbalists camouflaged in the mythic personae of the Zohar is the
paradox of exposing by hiding. Invariably, what these kabbalists produced
were written texts that still required oral exposition, and hence the seal of
esotericism was not entirely broken. In principle, this is not in conflict with the
so-called conservative approach of Nahmanides, as Idel’s typological

191 Joseph Dan, ‘In Quest of a Historical Definition of Mysticism: The Contingental
Approach’, in Jewish Mysticism: The Modern Period, Northvale 1999, pp. 1-46,
esp. 6-7, and, more recently, Boaz Huss, ‘The Mystification of Kabbalah and the
Myth of Jewish Mysticism’, Pe‘amim 110 (2007), pp. 9-30 [Hebrew]; idem,
‘Jewish Mysticism in the University: Academic Study or Theological Practice?’
Zeek (December 2007), and Shaul Magid, ‘Is Kabbalah Mysticism? Another
View’, published together with the rejoinder of Boaz Huss, ‘"Paying Extra": A
Response to Shaul Magid’, Zeek (March 2008).

192 The paradox is already operative in my early studies on circumcision and served
as the general framework for the argument in Through a Speculum That Shines,
especially in the chapter on the revelatory nature of the interpretative enterprise of
the zoharic fraternity, pp. 326-392. In this matter, too, Liebes has virtually ignored
my work. For an independent discussion, see Hellner-Eshed, A4 River Issues
Forth,187-221.
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distinction would suggest. The recommendation of Idel has even fostered the
view, which is argued most strongly by Huss but echoed in other scholars,'”
that the zoharic literature was created as an attempt to subvert the conservative
and elitist school of the disciples of Nahmanides.'** At the very least, this way
of construing the history of kabbalah in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth
centuries is problematized by the Sha ‘arei ha-Zagen. In this text, we find a
hybrid of the innovative and conservative, the very amalgam that is essential to
understanding the hermeneutic at play in many of the homilies that are
contained within the textual topography of what was eventually produced as
Sefer ha-Zohar."” Moreover, in the zagen text, the challenge for the
enlightened likewise is to discern the secret within the secret.'®® It is hardly
insignificant that this tract presents us as well with the closest account of what
looks like the fraternity of Simeon ben Yohai, which provided the narrative
framework at a crucial stage in the evolution of the zoharic literature.

Sons of Seth: Ascesis and the Circle of the Old Master

I conclude with a discussion of a hint concerning the identity of the members
of the elder’s fellowship given in the opening paragraph of the treatise: the
enlightened one is impelled to consider that prior to the birth of Seth, Adam
and Eve had the twins, Cain and Abel. Echoing the biblical narrative, the
descendants of Cain, the offspring of Adah and Zillah, the wives of Lamech,
are described as tent-dwellers and shepherds, or as craftsmen, who forged
implements of iron and copper, and musicians, who played the lyre and the
pipe (Gen. 4:19-22). Collectively, the offspring of Cain ‘instruct about the
physical matters that are necessary for corporeal beings’. In contrast to them is
Seth, the ‘other seed’ (X ¥97) that issued from Adam to take the place of

193 Mopsik, R. Moses de Leon’s Sefer Sheqel ha-Qodesh, p. 6 (Introduction);
Halbertal, Concealment and Revelation, pp. 94-96; Arthur Green, A Guide to the
Zohar, Stanford 2004, p. 168.

194 Huss, Like the Radiance of the Sky, pp. 40-42, 75-77. The thesis proffered by Huss
is predicated on the tension in zoharic texts between the creative exegetical
posture of Simeon ben Yohai set in opposition to the more conservative stance of
Moses. See also Liebes, ‘Zohar and Tiqqunei Zohar’, p. 288.

195 This insight also figures prominently in Daniel C. Matt, ‘New-Ancient Words’:
The Aura of Secrecy in the Zohar’, in Gershom Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish
Mpysticism 50 Years After, pp. 181-207.

196 Compare MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 3b, where reference is made to ‘the
enlightened who comprehend the secret from within the secret’ (2°1°2n73 0°%°5wnn
770 T 7I0).
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Abel (ibid., 4:25), and concerning whom it is written that he was begotten in
the likeness and the image of Adam, who was created in the likeness of God
(ibid., 5:2-3). Though not stated explicitly, we may further presume that the
progeny of Seth represent the spirituality that complements the marked
corporeality of the lineage of Cain. The matter is not belabored in the text; on
the contrary, the section ends abruptly with the statement, ‘This intimation is
sufficient for those who are the sons of Seth’ (°32 gaw MRS AIWYAR 712 N
nw)."" It is plausible that this name was chosen to serve as a coded reference
to the circle of kabbalists led by the elder, since they adopted an austere
lifestyle, rejecting carnal enfleshment for a spiritual incarnality that turned
around the axis of a textual embodiment, a characteristic that I have argued is
endemic to the ascetic eroticism that informed the teachings of the zoharic
fraternity."”® The following passage from the thirty-eighth section, an
exposition of the verse ‘wisdom sustains the life of those who master it’
(Eccles. 7:12), is offered as internal evidence to substantiate the point: ‘When a
person scrutinizes the Torah of the blessed holy One and his commandments,
and he has no will for any physical matter and no desire for any love in the
world, but only for the love of the blessed holy One, he is a sage amongst
sages’ (N'?'l 1933 771Y 0w 1IX9 "% °RY 1PNI%™Y 77aR SW IN7IN2 0IXT PIPINW %2
D'AOMAW 05N X 1727 YW Inanxa Yax ovwa nank owa pwn).'” According
to a second passage, which is found in the fortieth section, the disciple is
instructed that he should not ‘rush to see’, if he has not already ascended the
‘ladder of the tradition’ (722p7 0202 1>7v MYy XY O MIRIY y*IA0 XYW), and
he should not request to enter the ‘holy tent’—that is, the dwelling where the
secrets are revealed— until the ‘one who has eyes in his head’, that is, the
sage,”” ‘is summoned’ to him, and with him he ‘begins to enter provided that
this man is conjoined to the name and he fears God’ (7782 01372 Wpan X7
WORT TOTPW NIn YY1 010770 2ORNN 1MYY WK PIYY On '['7 1RITW TY 710 WIIpn
Q%X X7 QW32 a7 XIA7), and ‘all of his thoughts and actions are to flee this

197 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 1b. See also the reference to Seth in section
seventy-five (fol. 44b), which is an explication of the secret in the verse ‘Enoch
walked with God’ (Gen. 5:24).

198 Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Eunuchs Who Keep the Sabbath: Becoming Male and the
Ascetic Ideal in Thirteenth-Century Jewish Mysticism’, in Becoming Male in the
Middle Ages, edited by Jeremy J. Cohen and Bonnie Wheeler, New York 1997,
pp. 151-185; idem, Language, Eros, Being, pp. 307-332, 345-356, 363-371.

199 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 25a.

200 Based on the verse ‘A wise man has his eyes in his head’ (Eccles. 2:14).
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illusory world’ (71771 7m0 09197 19 YA PWYN Y31 PMIAWNN 93), and thus
he ‘despises the world of desires’ (NMMXN7 0212 ox1).*°! The section whence
this comment is elicited appears is the explication of the ‘secret of the hint of
the sacrifices’ (N1127p7 17 710), the first part of which is composed in
Aramaic. The mystical intent of the sacrificial rite alludes to the denunciation
of physical pleasures, a spiritualized interpretation attested in other kabbalistic
sources, including the various strata of the zoharic compilation.””* The lofty
matters revealed by the elder cannot be divulged except to one in whom there
is no more ‘filth and stain of desires’, the one ‘who has no engagement with
corporeal matters’, except in the measure of what is necessary for the sentient
soul to exist. Just as the desiccated piece of wood burns most easily, so it is
when the enlightened man grows old and he is purified of the muck of carnal
passions that the ‘luminous desires of the intellect’ radiate, the ‘fire of wisdom’
is lit in his heart, and he sees the ‘candles glowing to every side’, instructing
him in the ways of God ‘until his will is completely bound to do the will of his
Creator’.*”

The quietistic ideal,”®™ which is indebted to the via contemplativa
enunciated by Maimonides and appropriated by other kabbalists in the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, including those responsible for the homilies
that in due course were assembled as the corpus of zoharic literature, is worded
very strongly and without any ambiguity: one’s total focus must be on
comprehending the will of the divine—a stipulation that elsewhere is offered as
the mark of the level of the perfect ones (2°>wi)*—and this can be
achieved only if one casts off the pleasures of the animal soul and discards the
vanities of the physical world. As we read in the eighty-first section, which is
dedicated to an explication of the notion of the evil inclination, ‘There is no
doubt that the hearts of the pious ones, who are conjoined to God, all of their
thoughts and all of their imaginings are only with respect to the love of their
Creator and to his will’ (31 Dawnn 93 owa °pa77 ©*7°0N7 NI2Y °3 PO PXI
¥ DR NAARD KOX 0K 011%).2% In a third passage from the one

201 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 27b.

202 Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohar, vol. 3, pp. 897-898.

203 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 27b-28a.

204 Ibid., fol. 27b: ‘all the wills were created to comprehend the will concerning
which there is no will that is desirable but the comprehension of his will’
(M%7 pawna ROX 1137 7989 PR IWR 11897 PWnY IRI21 02130 Y73!27).

205 Ibid., fol. 52b. On the term 0°1"%W, see ibid., fol. 51a.

206 Ibid., fol. 47a.
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hundred and first section, which is an explication of the verse ‘O Throne of
Glory exalted from of old’ (Jer. 17:12), the author forewarns the reader that
this secret will only be apprehended by one ‘who has given his soul for the
love of God’ (772n° oW NAAR Yy MWwo3 N3 XYW "nY 717 7102 AYM RY °2).%"

In this matter, as is the case with other features of the circle’s demeanor, the
prototype is Moses, the prophetic figure that served as the ideal of the
contemplative ascetic consumed with erotic craving for the divine.*”® Thus, in
the third section, the author urges the unnamed recipient of his text, which we
may assume initially applied to another member of the elder’s fraternity,
though across time it is extended to all potential readers, to contemplate
(9onwn) the ‘great matter’ insinuated in the verse, ‘But you remain here with
me’ (Deut. 5:27). When the scriptural matter is examined through the prism of
contemplation (M%3nwi), God’s charge to Moses, the ‘most honorable of all
mortals’ (7211 951 72351) and the ‘master of the prophets’ (2°X°217 717X),
distinguishes him from the rest of the Israelites, referred to as the ‘honorable
faction’ (n72237 N2). The men of Isracl were commanded to return to their
tents, that is, they resumed carnal relations with their wives,209 whereas Moses
continued to exercise celibate renunciation, since he was erotically bound to
God. It is emphasized, therefore, that the decree ‘But you remain here with me’
can only be understood by one who knows the secret (710) of the verse ‘You
have made him a little less than divine’ (Ps. 8:6), which served as the prooftext
to ground the rabbinic dictum that forty-nine of the fifty gates of understanding
(732 "yw) were revealed to Moses.”'” Standing with God, therefore, signifies
the philosophical ideal of the conjunction (dibbug) of intellect with intellect.
The mystical explanation of the biblical description of Moses offered here is in
accord with what may be considered the esoteric perspective of Maimonides
regarding the uniqueness of Mosaic prophecy and the implied assumption that
Moses attained the status of the angels — an interpretation enhanced by the
much older idea that the typical posture of the angels is to stand and not to

sit?!! — by becoming pure intellect,”' an idea affirmed as well by Abraham

207 Ibid., fol. 56a.

208 Ibid., fols. 21b-22a, 54a.

209 Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 87a, Yevamot 62a.

210 Babylonian Talmud, Rosh ha-Shanah 21b, Nedarim 38a. The aggadic tradition is
paraphrased in the twenty-ninth section of the zagen text, MS Oxford-Bodleian
2396, fol. 15a.

211 For references, see Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Yeridah la-Merkavah: Typology of Ecstasy
and Enthronement in Ancient Jewish Mysticism’, in Mystics of the Book: Themes,
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Abulafia in his explicit identification of Moses and the Active Intellect’” and
by other kabbalists, such as Isaac of Acre, who betrayed his influence.”'* The

212

213

214

Topics, and Typologies, edited and with an introduction by Robert A. Herrera,
New York 1993, p. 37 n. 70.

See especially Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Yesodei Torah, 7:6; idem, The Guide
of the Perplexed, Translated with an Introduction and Notes by Shlomo Pines,
with an Introductory Essay by Leo Strauss, Chicago 1963, Introduction, p. 7; 1.13,
p- 40; II1.51, p. 623. On the question of the divine/angelic versus human status of
Moses in Maimonides, see Alfred L. Ivry, ‘Isma‘1li Theology and Maimonides’
Philosophy’, in The Jews of Medieval Islam: Community, Society, and Identity,
edited by Daniel Frank, Leiden 1995, pp. 288-291; idem, ‘The Image of Moses in
Maimonides’ Thought’, in Maimonides After 800 Years: Essays on Maimonides
and His Influence, edited by Jay M. Harris, Cambridge, MA 2007, pp.113-134,
esp. 129-133. See also Kalman P. Bland, ‘Moses and the Law According to
Maimonides’, in Mystics, Philosophers, and Politicians: Essays in Jewish
Intellectual History in Honor of Alexander Altmann, edited by Jehuda Reinharz
and Daniel Swetschinski, with the collaboration of Kalman P. Bland, Durham
1982, pp. 49-66, esp. 50-53; Howard Kriesel, Prophecy: The History of an Idea in
Medieval Jewish Philosophy, Dordrecht 2001, pp. 172-174, 189-190. On the
Maimonidean depiction of Mosaic prophecy as the model of intellectual
conjunction, see Alvin Reines, ‘Maimonides’ Concept of Mosaic Prophecy’,
Hebrew Union College Annual 40-41 (1969-70), pp. 325-362.

Idel, ‘The Writings of Abraham Abulafia, p. 93. See also Liebes, ‘The Messiah of
the Zohar’, p. 107. On the transfiguration of Moses in Abulafia’s teaching, see
Idel, Studies in the Ecstatic Kabbalah, p. 8. See also the tradition in Abulafia
concerning the divine name, the son of God, Moses, and Elijah discussed in idem,
Messianic Mystics, New Haven and London 1998, pp. 91-92; idem, Ben: Sonship
and Jewish Mysticism, pp. 295-296.

Isaac of Acre, Osar Hayyim, MS Moscow-Gilinzberg 775, fol. 163a: ‘This spirit
comes to all the prophets on occasion in accord with the divine will, however,
with respect to the master of all the prophets, Moses our master, peace be upon
him, the holy spirit endured permanently, it was not removed from him for even
one hour, except when his soul was immersed in the sensible of the sensibles, to
hear the words of the Israelites, to guide them and to instruct them in the demands
of the hour or in the demands of the generations. And thus it was necessary to say
‘Stand by, and let me hear [what instructions the Lord gives about you]’ (Num.
9:8), he stood and separated from them, isolating himself, and separating his soul
from this sensible matter in which he was garbed on their behalf, and the spirit
dwelt upon him and spoke through him. It was in his hands to achieve this
constantly, and this is alluded to in ‘But you remain here with me’ (Deut. 5:27), I
am prepared and ready for you in every hour that you desire’ (X120 ©°X*23771 9291
AWITP 117 7IMYN 77¥In XI7 0°KR°217 5 79782 DINR Ehb i 19897 °D2 oonyb 11 Am
5727 YINWY NIWANINTN WATIN2 WD) YPWN ITIVA PI /R AYW DR 11010 710N X% 0
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divinization of Moses is rendered unequivocally by the author of the zagen text
as well: ‘In truth, there is nothing separating the two intellects, for this is the cause
and this is the effect” (%1% 711 79y AT 099w *3w P2 2>7am PRWD 2 nax1).” In
several other passages, the asceticism of Moses is emphasized®'® as is his erotic
conjunction with the divine.”'” We may infer that in these matters, Moses, who
is described in the sixty-first section as the ‘central point’ (*129171 NTIPI)
whence all the lines emerge and to which they return,®'® served as the
prototype for the members of the elder’s group, and indeed they may have
thought of him as an avatar of Moses, in a manner similar to the relationship of

1TRY /119 JIRIT 19 YW NIT DRI IR AVY DRTT 0AY DR oRn Rraw 212
5Y nwabni WX RITT WANNAD WD DX 0WOHI TTIANNT A% WY I IYHRwRI
7D FNRY 1A TPW TR0 A1 WYL X9 17021 92 1927001 7190 1Y DY 12 o7
7¥INW AYW 93 9% 10377 1930 231X Y TInY). For an alternative translation and
analysis of this passage, see Moshe Idel, The Mystical Experience of Abraham
Abulafia, Albany 1988, pp. 92-94. Idel duly notes the Abulafian influence in Isaac
of Acre’s text, though the final portion is not translated and the indebtedness to
Maimonides is not acknowledged. The messianic and prophetic implications of
Abulafia’s relationship to Moses are discussed by Idel, op. cit., pp. 140-141. See
idem, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, pp. 50-51. The superiority of the Messiah to
Moses in the writings of Abulafia and Isaac of Acre are noted by Idel, Messianic
Mpystics, p. 116. On the detachment from physicality as the religious ideal in Isaac
of Acre, see Fishbane, ‘Contemplative Practice’, pp. 313-324. See above, n. 38.

215 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 1b-2a. Compare the description of the
relationship of the divine and the angel in Abraham Abulafia, Hayyei Olam ha-Ba,
third edition, Jerusalem 2001, p. 40: ‘God accomplishes naught but the will of the
angel, and the angel accomplishes naught but the will of God. It is almost as if
God and the angel were one thing except that the one is the cause and the other is
the effect” (1%y M 7%y MW *21% INR 937 XYM 0°YKRT LYNDY). Abulafia
invokes this philosophical principle to elucidate the relationship of the master to
the disciple. It is also worth recalling that similar expressions regarding the cause
and the effect are used by other kabbalists, for example, David ben Yehudah he-
Hasid and Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi, to mark the identity and difference
between the Infinite (Ein Sof) and the first of the emanations (Keter). See David
ben Yehudah he-Hasid, The Book of Mirrors: Sefer Mar ot ha-Sove ot, edited by
Daniel C. Matt, Chico 1982, p. 22 (Introduction).

216 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 21b-22a.

217 1Ibid., fols. 30a, 34b.

218 Ibid., fol. 53a. It is possible that underlying the attribution of the image of the
‘central point’ to Moses is the symbolic understanding of the point as a reference
to the Active Intellect. See Idel, ‘The Writings of Abraham Abulafia’, pp. 94-95.
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the zoharic portrayal of Simeon ben Yohai and the Mosaic figure,””” though I
do not agree with Scholem that the identity of the zagen is Moses.”’

The depiction of Moses as an erotic ascetic, I would argue, is related to the
demarcation ‘sons of Seth’. It is of interest to recall the link between Seth and
Moses established in a passage from Tigqunei Zohar on the basis that the name
of the former (nW) is connected to the verse regarding the derivation of the
name of the latter, ‘I drew him out of the water’ (yn wn o°'»i3 11 *3) (Exod.
2:10), an exegesis that bolsters the notion that Seth was the transmigration of
Abel, and Moses the transmigration of Seth,221 an idea that in Lurianic sources
is encoded acrostically in the name of Moses, that is, 7w stands for nw nwn
5371.7? In light of this thematic nexus, it is significant to note that in another
passage, which deals with the mysteries connected to Amaleq, the elderly
master is described as choosing two of his greatest students, ushering them into
a ‘room within a room’, and transmitting to them the ‘chapter headings’. The
author of the text adds, ‘some of their allusions are hinted at here, and the one
who is from the disciples of Moses our master, peace be upon him, will
understand’ (77¥7% PPN RITW » D12 DAMAY NEpn M 0Ta).>> The

219 A number of scholars have opined on the relationship of Moses and Simeon ben
Yohai in the various strata of the zoharic corpus. See Liebes, ‘The Messiah of the
Zohar’, pp. 105-107, 112-113, 122-123, 125-126, 132, 144-145, 200, 205 (Studies
in the Zohar, pp. 15, 17, 21, 30, 43-44, 69, 73); idem, ‘Zohar and Tigqunei
Zohar’, pp. 256-264; Wolfson, Through a Speculum That Shines, pp. 386-392;
idem, ‘"Sage Is Preferable to Prophet"’, pp. 198-204; Boaz Huss, ‘A Sage is
Preferable to a Prophet: R. Simeon bar Yohai and Moses in the Zohar’, Kabbalah
4 (1999), pp. 103-139 [Hebrew]; idem, Like the Radiance of the Sky, pp. 11-42,
202-203; Hellner-Eshed, 4 River Issues Forth From Eden, pp. 48-54. On the
figure of Moses and the author of the Tigqunim and the Ra ‘aya Meheimna, see
also Amos Goldreich, ‘Clarifications of the Self-Understanding of the Author of
Tigqunei ha-Zohar’, in Massu’ot: Studies in Kabbalistic Literature and Jewish
Philosophy in Memory of Prof. Ephraim Gottlieb, pp. 459-496 [Hebrew].

220 Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 61.

221 Tigqunei Zohar, § 69, 117b, and § 70, 119b. See ibid., § 69, 110b and 114a. For
later reverberations of this motif, see Sefer ha-Qanah, Korets 1776, 99b; Hayyim
Vital, Sha‘ar ha-Kawwanot, Jerusalem 1963, 79b; idem, Sha‘ar ha-Gilgulim,
Jerusalem 1903, Introduction, § 29, 29b; compare Liebes, ‘How the Zohar Was
Written’, p. 66 (Studies in the Zohar, p. 134).

222 Hayyim Vital, Es Hayyim, Jerusalem 1910, 32:7, 39b.; idem, Sha ‘ar ha-Pesugim,
Jerusalem 1912, 21b. See also Sha ‘ar ha-Kelalim, 10, printed in Es Hayyim, 9a.

223 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fol. 40a. I have transcribed the text in accord with the
version extant in MS New York, Jewish Theological Seminary of America 1848,
fol. 12b, cited in the apparatus ad locum as well as in the appendix to the critical



190 The Anonymous Chapters of the Elderly Master of Secrets

asceticism promoted by the adepts who participated in the elder’s fellowship is
in emulation of Moses but it also was an integral component to their
identifying themselves as the pedigree of Seth, the progenitor of the spiritual
race.

I am here deliberating avoiding the question of whether there is any
historical link between these medieval kabbalists and the group identified by
ancient heresiologists and modern scholars as Sethian gnostics, the pure and
spiritual stock that stood in opposition to the corruptible and carnal Cainites.
Even if we grant that there was an identifiable social sect to which this label
refers, a point not conceded by all scholars, I think it unlikely, at least not
likely to be demonstrable, that there is any connection between the kabbalists
and the figures from Late Antiquity.”>* A more plausible explanation is that the

edition.

224 Regarding the not altogether unproblematic term ‘Sethian gnosticism’, much has
been written, and here I will mention only few representative studies: A. F. J.
Klijn, Seth in Jewish, Christian and Gnostic Literature, Leiden 1977, pp. 81-117,
Birger A. Pearson, ‘The Figure of Seth in Gnostic Literature’, in The Rediscovery
of Gnosticism: Proceedings of the International Conference on Gnosticism at Yale
New Haven, Connecticut, March 28-21, 1978, volume two, edited by Bentley
Layton, Leiden 1982, pp. 472-504; Frederik Wisse, ‘Stalking Those Elusive
Sethians’, op. cit., pp. 563-576; Hans-Martin Schenke, ‘The Phenomenon and
Significance of Gnostic Sethianism’, op. cit., pp. 588-616; Gedaliahu A. G.
Stroumsa, Another Seed: Studies in Gnostic Mythology, Leiden, 1984; John D.
Turner, ‘Sethian Gnosticism: A Literary History’, in Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism,
and Early Christianity, edited by Charles W. Hedrick and Robert Hodgson, Jr.,
Peabody 1986, pp. 55-86; idem, ‘Typologies of the Sethian Gnostic Treatises from
Nag Hammadi’, in Les textes de Nag Hammadi et le probleme de leur
classification: actes du colloque tenu a Québec du 15 au 22 septembre, 1993,
edited by Louis Painchaud and Anne Pasquier, Laval, 1995, pp. 169-217. For a
more critical assessment of this taxonomy, see Michael A. Williams, Rethinking
‘Gnosticism’: An Argument for Dismantling A Dubious Category, Princeton 1996,
pp- 90-93, 198-199. On the descendants of Seth as bearers of the divine image, see
also Karen L. King, The Secret Revelation of John, Cambridge, MA and London
2006, pp. 120-121. Finally, I note that another characteristic associated with the
Sethians, the ascent of mind or spirit, is also attested in one passage; see above, n.
143. Regarding this theme in Sethian literature, see John D. Turner, ‘The Gnostic
Threefold Path to Enlightenment: The Ascent of Mind and the Descent of
Wisdom’, Novum Testamentum 22 (1980), pp. 324-351. This affinity, however, is
not decisive, as the visionary ascent is attested in other literary genre. On the
techniques of ascension in medieval Jewish mystical sources, see Idel, Enchanted
Chains, pp. 64-69; idem, Ascensions on High, pp. 37-56.
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glorification of Seth expressed in this text, and the parallel we find in zoharic
passages as well as in other contemporary kabbalistic sources,” develops
exegetically out of a number of midrashic dicta.”® The important point is the
utilization of this taxon by the disciples of the elder to name the social identity
of the members of their own secret community, and the various conceptual
affinities implied thereby. Further support to corroborate this conjecture is the
fact that the longest citation from the zoharic literature found in the treatise, as
I have already noted, is the homily on the biblical section delineating the birth
of Cain and Abel, though the critical part of the Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam passage
that deals with Seth is not copied.”*” It would defy reason to assume that it is a
mere coincidence that the most extensive and direct citation from the book of
the Zohar is focused on the very part of Scripture that provoked the distinction
between the Cainites and the Sethians. In this scribal gesture, I detect a telltale
sign that the disciples who considered themselves worthy of receiving the
secrets from the elder harbored a sectarian mentality that set them apart from
other Jews, including other masters of esoteric lore, believing, as they did, that
they alone were capable of divulging the mysteries of the Torah by keeping
them undercover. | submit that one can fathom the same hermeneutic resolve at
work in the homilies of the zoharic compilation.

225 The dualistic distinction between Cain and Abel, representative respectively of
the forces of evil and good, is a motif affirmed in the later strata of zoharic
literature as well as in other kabbalistic sources, largely based on an earlier
aggadic tradition to the effect that Cain issued from the seed of the serpent with
which Eve was inseminated. See Zohar 1:36b; Zohar Hadash, 83b (Midrash
Ruth); Tiqqunei Zohar, § 69, 118a; Menahem Recanati, Perush al ha-Torah,
Jerusalem 1961, 15c-d; Joseph Angelet, Livnat ha-Sappir, Jerusalem 1913, 7b-d.

226 Pirgei Rabbi Eliezer, Jerusalem 1970, ch. 22, 50a-b. On the implied messianic
status of Seth, see Midrash Bereshit Rabba, critical edition with notes and
commentary by Julius Theodor and Chanoch Albeck, Jerusalem 1965, 23:5, p.
226. Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, Philadelphia 1968, vol. 5, p. 149 n.
5, surmised that both of these sources exerted a possible influence on medieval
kabbalistic writings. On the binarian distinction between Abel/Seth and Cain, see
also Judah Halevi, Sefer ha-Kuzari, translated by Yehudah Even Shmuel, Tel
Aviv 1972, 1.95, p. 32. In that context, Halevi uses the imagery of the seed and the
shells to depict the dichotomy.

227 MS Oxford-Bodleian 2396, fols. 15b-17b. The passage from Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam
appears in Zohar Hadash, 19d.
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