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HAVA TIROSH-SAMUELSON

11 Philosophy and kabbalah:
I1200-1600

Philosophy and kabbalah were highly variegated programs for the
interpretation of rabbinic Judaism. Although kabbalah was rooted ip
the esoteric traditions of late antiquity, it became a self-conscigyg
program for the interpretation of Judaism at the end of the twelfth
century, to counter Maimonidean intellectualism. Nonetheless, kab.
balists addressed the theoretical issues of concern to the rational.
ist philosophers and theorized within the conceptual framework of
contemporary philosophy. In the second half of the thirteenth cen-
tury, two types of kabbalah were consolidated: theosophic kabbalah
mythologized philosophical categories while articulating a compre-
hensive alternative to rationalist philosophy. Prophetic (or ecstatic)
kabbalah, by contrast, developed a full-fledged intellectual mysti-
cism on the basis of Maimonides’ theory of knowledge and gave
kabbalistic doctrines a philosophical reading. During the fourteenth
century a few Jewish philosophers, especially those who cultivated
the study of astrology and astral magic, viewed kabbalah and phi-
losophy as compatible schemas that give different names to the
same entities. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the philo-
sophic reading of kabbalah was prevalent in Italy where kabbalah
was viewed by Jews, and even by some Christian humanists, as an-
cient speculative lore necessary for intellectual perfection. In Spain
and in the Spanish diaspora the mythical aspects of kabbalah were
more prominent. While some kabbalists had a very negative view of
philosophy, the dominant attitude toward kabbalah among Iberian
philosophers was quite positive. They considered that kabbalah re-
vealed knowledge that completes and perfects human reason and
went on to recast medieval Aristotelianism in accord with the
teachings of kabbalah. The absorption of kabbalah into philosophy,

218

b the other
'tth]Dgy

philosophy and kabbalah: 1200-1600 219

¢ hand, and the dissolution of medieval Al'is.tutclial'lis.ll‘l,
hand, led to the rise of kabbalah as t?w dominant ).ewu.;h
in the seventeenth century. In ]uwisl.l intellectual history,
and philosophy were closely intertwined.

[hc on

gabbalah

THE RISE AND SPREAD OF KABBALALH

: .wish rationalism emerged in the early tenth century as a

e ini i » personal, highly anthropo-

. rnretation of rabbinie theism. The personal, hig ly anth i
Lo and anthropopathic depictions of God in rabbinic midrash
murphlf]«‘ :uz:sutcric cestatic literature of the hekhalot and merkavah
gnd 18 1fwem pr(;hlunatizcd by Islamic rationalism and by Karaite
liwmf‘uiism | In particular, the detailed descriptions of God’s body
-secml-iihiur bomah (Mecasure of the [Divine| Body) corpus, in which
g th(i'L b of God was given fantastic measurements and linked to the
ca'.:"ilol;:;ial Torah, were regarded as an intellectual cml)arrassmc.nt.
i}[nrl;hhinic Judaism is true, as Jews claimed.in thc.ir dcliafcs w1ltlz
Muslim and Christian theologians, the:*} Jewish philosophers m]:151
explain away what they considered to be 111tulltj‘ctL1a1ly llIilE.l(;‘,CC‘Dtﬂ t]:;
Saadya Gaon defended the rationality of ]udmsn_l h\y 51.1.).pn.](:.tm‘yI he
main beliefs of rabbinic Judaism to a th.f)mugh. p]uln}-.ophuia. d:'ld y 4
and by showing how they are compatible with phllosop1 hic f:;(;;:rm
edge. In the case of Shiur Qomah, for exa.mple, Saad.ya claime e
the text was not rabbinic and that the figure described is not Goc
but a “Created Glory,” namely, an entity created hy‘ God. -

Following Saadya Gaon, Jewish philusgphcrs d!.ll'llllg the elt:lvc.nF h
century continued to intcllectualiz? ]uda1:t;m,.h‘cl|e'v1ng tl1a1t1t'1.c-‘:y {1::1
fact provided a deeper, more sophisticated justif ication for allegiance
to the revealed tradition. Reason, the mark of being ]um*fan,l 11}.“):
vided philosophers with a clear knowledge of truth, therchy'cna h mg{
them to come closer to God. The philnsophcr}% conceptualized (?10-(
in impersonal, abstract terms, privileged the mtclle.ct as the vc.nl-
cle for interaction with God, and equated the wnrshlp. of God w1't h
the knowledge of God. For the philosophcrﬁ, the attainment .of in-
tellectual perfection through the study of philosophy was a religious

r i o
Ob!Il"};’:lctli?lntcllcctualization of rabbinic Judaism rcachgd its zenith in
Moses Maimonides. Yet, for Maimonides, philosophic truths were
not identical with Neoplatonic metaphysics and cosmology, but with
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the teachings of Aristotle, which Maimonides had absorbed primay.
ily from the writings of al-Farabi. Maimonides’ intellectualization
of Judaism was problematic not merely because on crucial issucs,
such as the origin of the universe, Aristotle’s philosophy conflicteq
with rabbinic beliefs, but because Maimonides posited Aristoteliap
philosophy as the inner, hidden meaning of divinely revealed Serip.-
ture. Morcover, in his Mishneh Torah, Maimonides made his philo-
sophic rendering of rabbinic Judaism obligatory for all Jews. The rapid
acceptance of Maimonides’ code of Jewish law in Mediterrancan
communities entailed the dissemination of Maimonides’ negative
theology, his intellectualist conception of God, and his historical and
anthropological rationalization of the commandments (ta ‘amei ha-
mitzvot). Kabbalah cmerged in the late twelfth century in Provence
in order to curb the spread of Maimonides’ intellectualist rendering
of rabbinic Judaism.

That kabbalah emerged in Provence at that time was no acci-
dent. During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the Jewish commu-
nity in Provence witnessed unusual creativity in Halakhah, midrash,
and Aggadah, but after the destruction of Andalusian Jewry in
1148, Provencal Jewry was also exposed to Judeo-Arabic philosophy.
Refugees from Andalusia, such as the Ibn Tibbon and Ibn Kimhi
families, scttled in Provence, translated philosophical texts into
Hebrew, and promoted the philosophic curriculum. The first cri-
tique of Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah came from R. Abraham ben
David of Posquicres (known as Rabad), who spoke as a defender of
the received tradition, from which Maimonides allegedly deviated.
R. Abraham ben David and members of his circle were Jewish mys-
tics who regarded themselves as preservers of the received tradition
(i.c. the literal meaning of kabbalah). They claimed to have received
communications from the prophet Elijah — the symbol of the Jewish
tradition — about the mysterics of God, prayers, and the meaning
of Scripture.! These esoteric teachings were received and transmit-
ted orally from master to disciple (allegedly going back to Sinai) and
were to be divulged only to those who are religiously and intellec-
tually fit to receive them. The historian can reconstruct this orally
transmitted tradition only from references to it in later kabbalistic
texts.

Provencal kabbalah had two main sources: the theological spec-
ulations of Hasidei Ashkenaz (German Pictists), which claborated
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the teachings of hekhalot and merkavah texts,* and Sefer ha-
Bahir (Book of Brightness), a midrash ascribed to a second-century
rabbi, R. Nchunya ben ha-Qanah, onc of the heroes of rab-
pinic csotericism.? Despite the differences between these two
traditions, they both presented a view of God that differed markedly
from Maimonides’ God, or at least the revealed aspect of God, was no
longer a simple unity, but a unity within a plurality of forces. This
conception of a multi-layered deity (i.c. theosophy) had deep sex-
ual overtones, claborating the anthropomorphism of Shiur Qomah
into a dynamic view of a bipolar sexual being. The interplay be-
tween the masculine and feminine aspects of the Godhead was said
to be affccted by extra-deical reality, especially by the deeds of Israel
(i.c. theurgy). Their sins activate Evil whereas their observance of
divine commandments empowers the forces of holiness. By the turn
of the thirteenth century, then, what Maimonides rejected as un-
acceptable interpretation of Judaism asserted itself as the correct,
esoteric meaning of the received tradition.

Both Maimonides and the kabbalists claimed to have fathomed the
inner meaning of divine revelation, designated in rabbinic Judaism
as ma‘asch bereshit (account of creation) and ma‘aseh merkavah
(account of the chariot). Maimonides perpetuated rabbinic esoteri-
cism when he couched his Guide of the Perplexed in a form of a per-
sonal letter to his beloved student, Joseph ben Judah ibn Sham‘un.
But Maimonides also departed from the rabbinic tradition when he
identified ma‘aseh bereshit and ma‘aseh merkavah with the sci-
ences of physics and metaphysics respectively. That meant that the
esoteric meaning of the received tradition is identical with the truths
of philosophy, and that, in principle, the hidden meaning of divine
revelation was accessible to human reason. Any philosopher, Jew or
non-Jew, could know it by virtue of natural human rcason. By con-
trast, the kabbalists claimed that the esoteric dimension of rabbinic
Judaism cannot be known except through divine revelation to those
chosen by God, and that the philosophy of Aristotle, or any other
non-Jew, has nothing to say about it. Morcover, the mysteries of
God, the universe, and the holy life embedded in the revealed Torah
were all disclosed through a unique medium: the Hebrew language.

Hebrew, the kabbalists maintained contrary to Maimonides, was
not a product of human convention, but rather a unique language
chosen by God to be the very medium of creation. This view was
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articulated in the anonymous Sefer Yetzira (The Book of Creation),
a composition from the early rabbinic period, although, ironically,
it too manifested the impact of Hellenistic Neopythagorcanism ang
perhaps even of Indian philosophy.# On the basis of Sefer Yetzira ang
further elaborations by the German pictists, kabbalists developed g
linguistic theory according to which the Hebrew alphabet itself has o
mystical import: the goal of religious life - clinging to God {devequt) -
is to be attained through knowledge of the Tetragrammaton, the
divine name whose endless permutations constitute the revealed
Torah. Since the Torah is also the blueprint of the cosmos, knowl-
edge of divine names was believed to empower the knower to master
natural processes. Kabbalah was closely aligned with magic.

From Provence, kabbalah spread to Spain during the thirteenth
century, where kabbalistic fraternities in various urban centers in
Catalonia (¢.g. Gerona, Barcelona) and in Castile (e.g. Toledo, Burgos,
Soria, and Guadalajara) claimed to present “the kabbalah.” Kabbal-
istic speculations differed in accord with the personal orientation of
a given kabbalist, the exposure to philosophy, and the geo-cultural
context. Thus the kabbalists of Gerona — R. Ezra ben Solomon,
R. Azriel, and R. Jacob ben Sheshet — revealed a Neoplatonic bent
of mind and delved into the dialectics of singularity and multiplic-
ity by articulating the theosophic meaning of the received tradition
and its theurgic implications.’ The kabbalists active in Barcelona
(such as R. Moses ben Nahman and his disciples R. Meir ibn Sahula,
R. Isaac Todros, and R. Solomon ibn Adret) augmented theosophi-
cal speculations with the theory about recurrent cosmic cycles and
developed the theurgic meaning of Jewish rituals.® The kabbalists
in Toledo and Burgos — R. Isaac and R. Jacob ha-Cohen and their
disciple, R. Moses of Burgos, and Todros ben Joseph Abulafia -
were deeply interested in the problem of evil, and their specu-
lations suggested affinity with Gnostic dualism that flourished
among Christian heretical movements in the carly thirteenth cen-
tury. Another kabbalistic circle — the anonymous author of Sefer
ha-Iyyun (The Book of Contemplation) and its cognate literature —
was primarily concerned with the mysticism of light, most likely
under the influence of certain Ismaili or Sufi traditions.” And fi-
nally there were kabbalists, such as Joseph Gikatilah, who elabo-
rated mysticism of language on the basis of hekhalot and merkavah
literature.
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All these diverse theological interests were manifested in dis-
tinct literary genres. Spanish kabbalists composed commentarics on
the Bible, commentaries on talmudic homilics, commentarics on
ancient mystical texts of the hekhalot and merkavah corpus and
Sefer Yetzira, lists of symbolic codes, systematic expositions of the
commandments, speculations on the Hebrew alphabet and Torah
cantillation, and a manual for the attainment of cestatic and mystical
experiences. By means of exegetical activity, Spanish kabbalah con-
solidated a distinctive worldview that claborated and expanded the
motifs and ideas of rabbinic Judaism. Undoubtedly, the kabbalistic
hermencutical activity was meant to rebut the philosophic read-
ings of Scripture and Aggadah that proliferated during the thirtecenth
century as Maimonides’ hermeneutical principles were put into
practice.

The kabbalists developed their response to Maimonidean rational-
ism while the Jewish community worldwide, especially in Provence
and Spain, was engulfed in a heated debate about the legacy of
Maimonides. The kabbalists tended to side with the anti-Maimonist
camp, even though all kabbalists had deep respect for Maimonides,
and some were intimately familiar with his Guide of the Perplexed.
In the 1280s and 1290s, during the third phase of the Maimonidean
controversy, two main types of Spanish kabbalah were consolidated:
the theosophic kabbalah of Sefer ha-Zohar (The Book of Splendor),
whose main author was Moses de Leon, and the prophetic (or ¢c-
static) kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia.

Modern scholarship has treated these two strands of kabbalah as
two religious orientations:® whereas the former delved into the in-
ner life of the deity, the latter focused on the psychological processes
within the human soul and its striving for intellectual perfection;
whereas the former insisted on the human ability to affect God, the
latter was interested in the mystical union of the human intellect
and God; whereas the former claborated the mythic, anthropomor-
phic, and ethnocentric dimensions of Judaism, the latter was more
open to conversation with non-Jewish modes of thought, and made
kabbalah amenable to philosophic exposition. Whereas the Zohar
saw itself as an alternative to Maimonides’ philosophy, Abulafia de-
veloped his prophetic kabbalah on the basis of Maimonides’ philos-
ophy and claimed to have accomplished its ideal. The distinction
between theosophic and prophetic kabbalah, however, is uscful so
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long as it is not taken too rigidly,® and it will structure my recon-
struction of the interface between philosophy and kabbalah in the
post-Maimonidean period.

THEOSOPHIC KABBALAH AS A RESPONSE
TO MAIMONIDES

Sefer ha-Zohar began to circulate in Spain in the late 1280s and the
person most responsible for it was R. Moses de Leon, the author
of several Hebrew kabbalistic works. The Zohar, however, was most
likely the product of a kabbalistic fraternity in Castile,'® and its origi-
nality lies not in the novelty of its doctrine (almost all of which could
be traced to previous kabbalistic texts), but in its literary structure,
The Zohar presented itself as an ancient, rabbinic midrash on the
Pentateuch, authored by R. Simon bar Yohai, a rabbi of the second
century, who is the main protagonist of the Zohar. Imitating the
spoken speech of ancient rabbis, the Zohar is written in a peculiar
Aramaic, even though it is studded with many idiosyncratic words
and phrases that betray its medieval provenance. Although it is ar-
ranged in accordance with the sequence of the Torah’s weekly por-
tions, the Zohar is not a linear commentary on the Pentateuch, but a
series of claborate and intricate homilics that merely take their point
of departure from the verses of the given Torah portion. With unpar-
alleled spiritual energy, creative imagination, and subtle artistry, the
Zohar interwove biblical, rabbinic, pietistic, philosophic, and kab-
balistic motifs into a colorful fabric, which it presents as the true,
hidden meaning of the divinely revealed, authoritative tradition. In
other words, the Zohar saw itself as the authentic, inner, esoteric
wisdom of Judaism (hokhmat ha-nistar). A comparison of theosophic
kabbalah with Maimonides’ philosophy will clarify how theosophic
kabbalah responded to Maimonides’ philosophy.

The Concealed and Revealed God

Maimonides insisted on the unbridgeable ontological gap between
God and all other existents and, therefore, on the unknowability
of God. Theosophic kabbalah struggled with the same theoretical
problems but it was convinced that some positive knowledge of God
was possible. With Maimonides, theosophic kabbalists held that the
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essence of God is unknowable. This is the Eyn Sof (literally, “without
limit” or “the infinite”) that could not be defined, characterized, or
comprehended conceptually. The Eyn Sof is Nothingness (‘ayin), or
better still, No-Thingness. The Eyn Sof is ncither a this nor a that,
ncither a thing nor the opposite of any particular thing. The Eyn Sof,
however, is not a static entity but a living reality that is the source
of all existents (one of the meanings of ‘wyin in Hebrew is “spring,”
or “source”; many kabbalistic concepts developed on the basis of
Hebrew wordplays). Whatever exists ultimately emanates from the
Eyn Sof but the process of emanation (in Hebrew atzilut) begins not
with spiritual extra-deical entities, such as the Separate Intellects
of medieval Aristotelianism, but with the emanation of God’s own
powers, the ten sefirot.

The term sefirot originated in Sefer Yelzira where it referred to ten
idcal numbers that functioned, along with the twenty-two letters of
the Hebrew alphabet, as the “building blocks” of the universe. Jewish
philosophers prior to Maimonides — Shabbtai Donnolo, Judah Barzilai
of Barcelona, Dunash ibn Tamim, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Abraham ibn
Ezra, and Judah Halevi commented on Sefer Yetzira — understood the
term sefirot mathematically, and their commentarices focused on the
cosmological implications of the ancient text.'* In theosophic kab-
balah, however, the term sefirot was associated either with the divine
light {accordingly, the term was linked to the word sappir, namely,
“sapphire”), or with the disclosure of God’s personal character traits
(in which case the term sefirot was linked to the word le-sapper
[meaning, “to tell”]). The ten dynamic sefirot are the deus revelatus
and the Eyn Sof is the deus obsconditus.

The ontological status of the sefirot and their relationship to the
Eyn Sof was a hotly debated issue among the kabbalists, analogous
to the philosophic debates about the relationship between God and
the Separate Intellects. Generally speaking there were two main ap-
proaches to the ontological status of the sefirot: one viewed the
sefirot as the essence of God (‘atzmut) and the other regarded them
as instruments of God'’s activity (kelim)." The former and dominant
position of theosophic kabbalah was represented in the Zohar and
it manifested the mythical and pantheistic tendencies of kabbalah.
The ten sefirot were viewed as a dynamic reality, cach with its own
distinctive characteristics, whose constant interaction was affected
by non-divine reality, especially by the deeds of human beings. The
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dynamism of the scfirotic world was expressed in organic symbol-
ism, mainly the symbolism of the inverted tree and the symbolism
of the primordial human (adam qadmon).'? Kabbalistic thcosophy
is mainly the hermenecutical development of sefirotic symbolism on
the basis of Scripture and rabbinic Aggadot.’# Kabbalistic symbolism
provided the infrastructure, so to speak, of Jewish ritual life. Each pre-
scribed act was linked symbolically to a particular sefirah, so that
the performance of the act with the proper intention was understood
to sanctify the religious practitioner and facilitate attachment with
God.™s Kabbalistic symbolic hermencutics was intended to counter
the rationalization of the mitzvot by the philosophers.

By contrast, the view that the sefirot are the instruments of divine
activity was articulated by kabbalists who had a more philosophic
frame of mind, and who, thercfore, were more reticent about the
panthcistic and mythical implications of kabbalistic theosophy. The
sefirot were understood either as divine attributes of action, as did
R. Menahem Rencanati, ' or identified with the Separate Intellects,
as did Abraham Abulafia, to whom we shall return below. This ap-
proach went hand in hand with the demythologization of kabbalistic
readings of rabbinic Aggadot carried out by the anonymous Sefer
Ma‘arekhet Elohut (The Constellation of the Godhead), a kabbalis-
tic text from the fourtcenth century. The instrumentalist interpre-
tation made possible the attempts to coordinate the kabbalistic and
philosophic schemas.

The confidence of the theosophic kabbalists that some positive
knowledge of God was possible was rooted in their understanding
of Torah. For theosophic kabbalists, the Torah is not a divine law
simply because it could be demonstrated that the Torah secures the
well being of the body and soul on account of the intellectual per-
fection of its recipient, the prophet Moses. Nor is the Torah divine
because it is a perfect expression of philosophic-scientific truths in
human language. Rather, the Torah is a symbolic revelation of God’s
inner life whose surface, literal meaning pertains to the mundane
world (i.c. to the world of nature and of human history), but whose
inner, esoteric meaning pertains to the infinite processes within the
Godhead.'” For the kabbalists, then, creation and revelation were two
sides of the same process: God’s self-disclosure. While the exoteric
aspect of the Torah pertains to events in the physical world and in
human history, the esoteric meaning of these events points to cvents
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within the Godhead. If Maimonides identified the mysteries of the
Torah with the laws that govern the universe, theosophic kabbalists
cquated them with events within the Godhead, which Maimonides
claimed are, in principle, beyond the ken of human knowledge. Kab-
balistic theosophy, then, viewed itself to be epistemically superior
to rationalist philosophy because it pertained to God and not just to
the world created by God.

From the One to the Many: The Great Chain of Being

The Jewish tradition affirms the belief that God created the world,
although the precise meaning of the creative act remains open to
interpretation. In the twelfth century thinkers such as Solomon
ibn Gabirol explained the creative act within the Neoplatonic doc-
trinc of cmanation in an attempt to clarify the relationship between
matter and form and between divine wisdom and will. The theo-
sophic kabbalists, ¢specially the kabbalists of Gerona, struggled with
the same problem when they delved into the process by which the
sefirot came into being out of the singularity of the Eyn Sof with-
out disturbing its unity and simplicity.'® The kabbalists designated
the sefirot’s coming into being as “emanation,” in contradistinction
with the “creation” of everything clse. This was no more than a se-
mantic diffcrence to differentiate between the unity of the Godhead
and the multiplicity of extra-deical reality. On the basis of Neopla-
tonic metaphysics, the theosophic kabbalists envisioned all existents
as part of a hierarchical Great Chain of Being that emanates from the
divine source. All levels of reality are linked to each other, but the
lower a thing is on the ontological ladder, the more remote it is from
the divine source, and, therefore, the more corporeal.

The cosmology of theosophic kabbalah blended medieval Neopla-
tonized Aristotelianism with the language and imagery of hekhalot
and merkavah literature. By the fourteenth century, kabbalists spoke
of four distinct cosmic realms: the realm of the sefirot (atzilut), the
recalm of the Separate Intellects (beriah), the realm of the celestial
bodies (yetzira), and the terrestrial, sublunar world (asiyah). With
Maimonides and his followers, kabbalists identified the ten Sepa-
rate Intellects, the souls and movers of the celestial spheres, with
the angels of the Jewish tradition. But unlike the philosophers, the
kabbalists personified the Separate Intellects in accord with Jewish
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angclology and gave them a distinct identity. Similarly, the kabbal.
ists depicted the celestial spheres not only in accord with medicvy|
astronomy and astrology, but also in line with the descriptions of
the heavens in ancient rabbinic sources. Finally, kabbalists gave the
main focus of medieval cosmology and epistemology — the Active In-
tellect — a new meaning when they incorporated it into the sefirotic
doctrine. Some kabbalists, such as Jacob ben Sheshet, identified it
with the second se¢firah, hokhmah (wisdom)," thereby regarding the
intellect as the abstract paradigm of all cxistence. Other kabbalists
identified the Active Intellect either with the tenth sefirah, malkhug
or with the angelic being Metatron of ancient Jewish esotericism. 20
How a given kabbalist interpreted the Active Intellect depended on
the philosophic sources (Aristotelian or Neoplatonic) at the disposal
of the kabbalist and on his general orientation. Be this as it may,
kabbalistic speculations about the structure of the universe were
embedded in the prevalent cosmological theories.

The terrestrial, sublunar realm too was arranged hicrarchically.
Made of various blends of four clements (air, water, earth, and fire),
the various beings in the terrestrial world (minerals, plants, and an-
imals) also formed a hierarchy whose zenith was the human being,
For the theosophic kabbalists, nature could be known not through
empirical observation, but through the proper decoding of the se-
firotic symbolism, since the sefirot constitute the paradigm of all
things. In other words, nature mirrors the essence of God. The best
way to fathom God and nature is to understand the human being,
the microcosmic reflection of the macrocosm. Therefore, theosophic
kabbalah could be said to be simultancously anthropocentric and
theocentric.

Humans arc particularly susceptible to one aspect of reality —
the existence of evil. Here, too, theosophic kabbalists addressed a
philosophical question while giving it a mythical answer. Whercas
Maimonides denied the metaphysical reality of evil, theosophic kab-
balah, especially the kabbalists of Castile and the Zohar, reified evil
into a full-fledged realm — the sitrah ahrah (the “Other Side”). They
went on to describe its population, an assortment of demons ruled by
Samacl and his female consort Lilith, and detail their mischievous ac-
tivities in accordance with ancient and medicval Jewish demonology
and folklore.?' The kabbalists were fully aware that a stark dualism
of good and evil challenges Jewish monotheism and made efforts to
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tonc it down by saying that the sitrah ahrah lacks vitality and de-
pends on the “negative energy” of external sources. This is provided
by human sins that empower Evil, on the onc hand, while diminish-
ing the powers of the Good, on the other hand. The paradigmatic sin
was Adam’s sin in the Garden of Eden.

The Fall of Adam was not an epistemic change from theoretical
to practical reasoning, as Maimonides had explained, but the activa-
tion of the roots of ¢vil that existed potentially in the deity itself. The
first sin was interpreted either as isolation of the masculine and fem-
inine aspects of the divine, and hence the introduction of fragmenta-
tion into the divine unity, or as an unbalanced relationship between
lovingkindness (the fourth sefirah, hesed) and judgment (the fifth
sefirah, gevurah) within the deity. The result was the reification
of the sitrah ahrah into a scparate domain. In the corporeal world,
humans are the main battleground between the forces of Good and
Evil, and the responsibility for overpowering evil lics with humans.
The task is enormous but not futile, since for kabbalists the revealed
Torah itself is the antidote against cvil. In the drama between good
and evil, Israel played the leading role.

Israel and the Holy Life: From the Many to the One

As much as kabbalistic cosmology reflected the philosophic assump-
tions of the day, so kabbalistic anthropology and psychology were
inseparable from prevalent theories, even though the kabbalists de-
veloped their views in response to Maimonidean philosophy. Like the
philosophers, the kabbalists understood the human mental-physical
complex as a composition of a corporeal body and an incorporeal
soul. In theosophic kabbalah as well as in medieval philosophy the
term “soul” is ambiguous. It is used to refer both to the soul in con-
tradistinction to the body, as well as to the highest functions of the
human soul, the cognitive/spiritual power by which humans can in-
teract with God, as opposed to the lower functions of the soul which
are related more closely to the corporeal body. The highest function
of the soul captures what is most distinctive about humans. The
main difference between Maimonides and the Zohar on this score is
that when the latter speaks of the human soul it has in mind the soul
of one group of people — Israel. For kabbalists, the souls of non-Jews
originate from the realm of the Separate Intellects, whereas the souls
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of Tsracl are divine particles that originate from the sefirotic realim
as a result of the reproductive processes within the Godhead.

The Zohar elaborates the myth of the soul in a manner that resem-
bles the narrative in Plato’s Republic (614c-620d), even though the
description moves within the motifs of rabbinic midrash and Jewish
esotericism. Contrary to Maimonides who, along with Aristotle, de-
fined the soul as the form of the body, in theosophic kabbalah the soul
is an incorporeal, cternal substance that preexists the body and that
is, in principle, capable of surviving the death of the body, provided
the embodied person manages his or her affairs correctly through.-
out life. In great detail and with considerable psychological insight,
the Zohar depicts the coming to be of the soul in terms of concep-
tion, impregnation, and birth, and its sad departure from the supernal
world as it descends into the human body. The various functions of
the soul — the nutritive, appetitive, and rational — are referred to as
nefesh, ruah, and neshamah respectively and are correlated with
specific sefirot. In this way the human being is indeed a reflection
of the primordial man.

While the soul resides in the body it is influenced by its own
innate proclivity to sin, and therefore the soul’s task is to control
the corporeal body. If the body has the upper hand over the holy
soul, the person is doomed to fall prey to the forces of evil, but if
the body is properly managed by the soul, through the performance
of the mitzvot, the commandments, the human being cannot only
suppress the proclivities of the body but also perfect the soul. The
purification of the soul through the performance of the command-
ments is the primary, and most difficult, task of human life. Human
life is thus viewed as an arduous, intentional attempt to attain perfec-
tion, very much as Maimonides and his followers maintained. But,
unlike them, the vehicle for religious perfection was to be found not
in intellectual cognition, through the study of philosophy and its re-
lated sciences, but in the very performance of the holy sacraments of
the Torah. The holiness of the soul could be protected and enhanced
through the performance of the commandments, the prescriptions
that God gave to Israel, the chosen people.

The difference between theosophic kabbalah and Maimonidean
philosophy is most evident in regard to the rationale of the com-
mandments (ta ‘amei ha-mitzvot). Maimonides believed that the spe-
cific reasons for the commandments could be known rationally in
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reference to the particular state of intellectual development of Isracl
at a given time in history. The theosophic kabbalists, by contrast,
viewed the commandments as mysterics whose meaning could be re-
duced to arational explanation. How the mitzvot arc to be performed
and how they sanctify Isracl by linking the religious practitioner to
God could be known only through received tradition. Morcover, the
primary purpose of the commandments is not the betterment of hu-
man social order, as the philosophers held, but the restoration of
the imbalance within the Godhead. This metaphysical imbalance is
manifested historically in the exile of the Jewish people and their
subordination to the gentiles. Therefore, when Israel performs the
commandments correctly, linking cach one to the scfirotic world,
Isracl could correct the imbalance in the life of the individual, the
community, the cosmos, and the Godhead. According to kabbalah,
then, the observance of God’s prescribed commandments is a re-
demptive activity.

Kabbalistic eschatology manifests similarity to and differences
from the Maimonidean approach. Maimonides naturalized the mes-
sianic age and diminished the apocalyptic elements of rabbinic spec-
ulations about the end of time. Maimonides, instead, focused on the
world-to-come that he interpreted to mean a perfect cognitive state
that consists in immortal life by the perfected intellect. In princi-
ple, those who live in the parameters of the divine law and devote
their lives to the cultivation of philosophy have a chance of experi-
encing the immortality of the intellect. Like Maimonides, the theo-
sophic kabbalists were interested in the salvation of the individual
soul and believed that it could be achieved by those who possess the
knowledge of kabbalah. But if Maimonides, in principle, could not
provide a description of the bliss of immortal life, the Zohar was
replete with descriptions of the blissful, postmortem world, presum-
ably encountered by the author (or his protagonist) through ecstatic,
mystical experiences. Likewise, whereas in most of the Zohar there
is little overt interest in messianism, in the most obtuse sections
of the Zohar, as Yehuda Liebes has shown,?* R. Shimon bar Yohai
is depicted as a mystic whose religious perfection at the moment
of death heralds the coming of the messianic age. The messianic
import of the Zohar was fully understood by an anonymous author
who imitated the style of the Zohar in two compositions Tigquney
Zohar (The Elaborations of the Zohar) and the Ra‘aya Mehmna
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(The Faithful Shepherd), even though his own views about the sefiror
varied markedly from the Zohar's. The imitation was sufficiently
successful that these texts were considered part of the Zoharic an-
thology and were printed together.

Soon after its circulation, the Zohar itself quickly attracted the
respect of other kabbalists, who composed dictionarics to it, im-
itated its style, and attempted to fathom its meaning. While the
Zohar was gaining acceptance among a small group of kabbalists,
the kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia, by contrast, was rejected as non-
authoritative. The halakhic leader of Aragonese Jewry, R. Solomon
ben Adret (known as Rashba), who was himself a theosophic kab-
balist and a student of R. Moses ben Nahman, banned the study of
Abulafia’s work. Not coincidentally, this is the same person who in
1305 imposed a ban on the study of philosophy for students under
twenty-five years of age, and who opposed the usc of astral magic for
medical purposes. The opposition to Abulafia and the reservations
about philosophy were closely related, since Abulafia developed his
own interpretation of kabbalah on the basis of Maimonides’ philoso-
phy, thereby deviating from what Rashba considered the authentic,
esoteric tradition.

PHILOSOPHIC APPROACHES TO KABBALAH

Abraham Abulafia’s Prophetic Kabbalah

Abraham Abulafia’s “prophetic kabbalah” was a creative blend of an-
cient Jewish esotericism, German Pietism, theosophic kabbalah, and
Maimonides’ rationalist philosophy. For Abulafia, kabbalah meant
first and foremost an uninterrupted transmission of the innermost
truths of Judaism from ancient times.>> Along with Maimonides
he believed that the Jews on account of their exile have forgotten
these ancient truths and therefore their redemption tarries. There-
fore, to bring about redemption, it was necessary to disclose the
hidden truths of the Torah so as to enlighten the Jewish people, an
urgency shared by rationalist philosophers and theosophic kabbalists
as well. Abulafia understood mystical enlightenment preciscly as did
Maimonides: it is a state of cognitive perfection in which the human
intellect unites with the Active Intellect and receives from it divine
overflow. This was intellectual mysticism par excellence, which the
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prophet Moses has attained, and apparently Abulafia believed that
he too had reached the exalted state, thus giving his opponents good
reason to suspect him.,

Within the received tradition, Abulafia distinguished between two
sets of teachings: the kabbalah of the sefirot and the kabbalah of
divine names. In several works Abulafia spoke quite harshly and
critically against those who believed that the sefirot are hypostatic
potencies that do not compromise the unity of God.** Abulafia ad-
hered to the philosophic conception of divine simplicity and regarded
the theosophic position as tantamount to heresy and analogous to the
Christian doctrine of the Trinity. Nonetheless, Abulafia studied the
works of the theosophic kabbalists “and in some cases appropri-
ated their symbolism and mode of disclosure.”?s But if the sefirot
are not the essence of God, what are they? Abulafia held that the
sefirot are identical with the Separate Intellects and contain the
ideal, intelligible forms. The ten sefirot are the “conduits that chan-
nel the divine overflow and thus act as the forces that unify God’s
energy in the universe.”?¢ In accord with the cosmological doctrine
of Maimonides, in which a lower intellect contains the knowledge
of the intellect above it, Abulafia could reasonably claim that the
Active Intellect contains all ten sefirot (similarly, the theosophic
kabbalists held that malkhut, the last, tenth sefirah, contains all the
sefirot above it). Accordingly, Abulafia found the word kol (meaning
“all”} the most appropriate symbol of the Active Intellect, the Intel-
lect in charge of all processes in the sublunar world and the source
of all knowledge. This identification would play a role in the at-
tempts to coordinate philosophy and kabbalah during the fourteenth
century.

The identification of the sefirot with the Separate Intellects, all
contained within the Active Intellect, was the key to Abulafia’s an-
thropocentric interpretation of the doctrine, on the one hand, and to
his intellectual mysticism, on the other hand. For the Aristotelian
philosophers, the Separate Intellects were the rational souls of the
living, celestial bodies. They presumably explained the perfect cir-
cular motion of celestial spheres as well as motion and change in the
terrestrial, sublunar world. Abulafia took this cosmological doctrine
and gave it an anthropological or psychological interpretation.?” For
Abulafia, the sefirot are internal states of human experiences, they
arc part of the human psyche, since the human is a microcosm of
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the macrocosm. Knowledge of the sefirot is a form of self-knowledge,
a process that requires the acquisition of moral and intellec-
tual virtues and that culminates in the conjunction between the
human intellect and the Active Intellect. This cognitive union
is prophecy, a reception of divine efflux from God through the
Active Intellect, precisely as Maimonides and his Muslim sources
explained. The kabbalah of the sefirot, anthropologically or psycho-
logically interpreted, is thus the highest example of the philosophic
maxim “Know Thyself.”

The main obstacle to self-knowledge is the corporeal body itself,
especially the power of imagination. However, the Jewish tradition
itself, according to Abulafia, also reveals the way to break through
human embodiment and to free oneself from the errors of human
imagination. This is the highest form of kabbalah, “the path of the
|divine] names” (derekh ha-shemot), which is religiously superior to
knowledge of the sefirot. Building on the linguistic theory of Sefer
Yetzira and the mystical practices of the German Pictists, Abulafia
articulated exegetical, meditative and contemplative techniques that
purportedly result in a mystical union with God. However, with
the theosophic kabbalists Abulafia rooted the mystical path in the
Hebrew language itself, which he regarded as the “mother of all lan-
guages” because it is “in accord with nature.”2® God chose Hebrew
to be the language for the creation of the universe because of the
unique, perfect properties of Hebrew.

To know how Hebrew serves as the medium of creation the
practitioner of kabbalah had to break down the sacred language
into its atomic components — the Hebrew letters — and recombine
their numerical value according to a particular code, a code that
Abulafia derived from the principles of Maimonides’ philosophy.
This contemplative human activity, one can surmise, was proba-
bly one of the reasons why Ibn Adret opposed Abulafia’s kabbalah,
because Abulafia gave the human exegete an activist role in the ex-
egetical process. For Abulafia, however, there was no contradiction
between reception of tradition and the creative, intcllectual activity.
In fact, the contemplative activity of letter combination (in Hebrew,
harkavah) was the deepest meaning of ma‘useh merkavah, as far
as Abulafia was concerned. Abulafia was decply convinced that his
letter combination as well as the visualization of letters was the
practice that broke through the limits of human embodiment and
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brought about the liberation of the rational soul from the shackles
of the body. Abulafia defined this cognitive state as prophecy.

Abulafia’s kabbalah was not merely a theoretical endeavor but
a full-fledged, experiential program to achicve paranormal psychic
states that culminate in a mystical union with the Active Intel-
lect. As a result, the human intellect attains immortality, preciscly
as Maimonides taught. In addition to the performance of the com-
mandments and rigorous learning of philosophy and its sciences
Abulafia’s program included scclusion, breathing, physical p()sturcsl
recitation of the divine names, visualization of letters, and lcttu"
combination.?® Most of these techniques were developed on the ba-
sis of existing Jewish practices, but some have analogues in other
mystical systems, mainly Sufism, and perhaps were influenced by
the contact Abulafia had with Sufis during his travels in Palestine
and in the Balkans.

Following Maimonides, Abulafia understood prophecy as a mys-
tical union between the human intellect and the Active Intellect. At
that moment of union the intellectually perfect human receives the
“Word of God” that contains the ten sefirot, which are, in turn, con-
tained in the Active Intellect.3® Knowledge of the Active Intz—:llcct
thus amounts to knowledge of the mysteries of the Torah, the pri-
mordial paradigm that God consulted in the creation of the world.
It follows that the prophet, who is the intellectually perfect man
also possesses the knowledge of the created world. Though Abulafie;
himself was not interested in the operation of the natural world, his
philosophy could lead one to a keen interest in nature as well e{s to
the desire to manipulate nature, that is to engage in magic. This was
made clear during the fourteenth century among philosophers who
engaged in astrology and in astral magic and who interpreted the
Torah as a scientific-astrological text, even though they developed
their views independently of Abulafia,

Since Abulafia believed that he actually attained ultimate cog-
pitive perfection and possessed the inner meaning of the Torah, it
is no surprise that he viewed himself both as a prophet (along the
lines of Maimonides’ theory of prophecy) and as a messiah (also in
gccord with Maimonides’ naturalist and intellectualist understand-
ing of messianism). In Sicily during the early 1290s Abulafia was
actively engaged in messianic propaganda. With Maimonides, how-
ever, he interpreted redemption in radical spiritual terms: he shifted
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redemption from the historical to the psychological realm, mini-
mized the catastrophic elements of popular Jewish eschatology, and
did not advocate the departure of the Jews from the diaspora. Al-
though his messianism was highly individual, his political activism
was rebuffed by the papal authority.?* While Ibn Adret’s opposition to
Abulafia limited the dissemination of his works in Spain, Abulafia’s
works were preserved in Sicily and southern Italy and would be the
main source for knowledge of kabbalah during the fiftcenth century.
Morcover, Abulafia’s notion that the sefirot are identical with the
Scparate Intellect became the basis of attempts to coordinate phi-
losophy and kabbalah in Spain and Provence during the fourteenth
century. These attempts were fused with a renewed interest in the
philosophy of Abraham ibn Ezra and the cultivation of astrology and
astral magic.

Coordinating Philosophy and Kabbalah

During the fourteenth century, Jewish philosophy in Spain and
Provence was dominated by the legacy of Maimonides; all Jewish
philosophers saw themselves as interpreters of Maimonides. How-
cver, by this time Aristotle’s philosophy was better understood,
because Aristotle was now studied through the commentaries of
Averroes. Averroes’ metaphysics differed from Maimonides’ in that
Averroes explicitly identified God with the First Intellect and thus
softencd the radical Otherness of God. In the Long Commentary on
Metaphysics and in the Tuhafut al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the
Incoherence) Averroes explained that each of the Separate Intellects
cognizes God and that by thinking himself God thinks all existents
in the most perfect and noblest way. God could thus be viewed as the
principle and cause of the hierarchy of existents and the intelligible
order of the universe.

The Averroean position became the standard exposition of Aris-
totle in the fourtcenth century and it facilitated the attempts to
coordinate kabbalah and philosophy. If the Active Intellect is the
intelligible order of the universe (siddur ha-nimtza’ot), knowledge
of the Active Intellect, namely, scientific knowledge, consisted of
knowledge of the sublunar world. Hence it was appropriate to speak
about the Active Intellect as the “All,” the abstract paradigm of the
sublunar world. This understanding of the word “All,” however,
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could be found already in the twelfth century in the writings of
Abraham ibn Ezra, the biblical exegete, grammarian, Ncoplatonic
phil()sophcr, mathematician, astronomer, astrologer, and poet.3> His
terse and cryptic commentaries on the Torah became the focus of
intense scrutiny during the fourteenth century by Jewish philoso-
phers who considered him a superb metaphysician. Thirty super-
commentarics on Ibn Ezra’s biblical commentaries were composed
in the fourteenth century,3? illustrating how Ibn Ezra’s religious
naturalism and interest in astrology is compatible with Averroes’
philosophy.34

One cryptic comment in Ibn Ezra’s biblical commentary became
crucial to the attempts to read kabbalah into Aristotelian philos-
ophy. In his commentary on Numbers 20:8 Ibn Ezra said: “Know
that when the ‘part’ knows the All [kol], it conjoins with the All,
and through the All it creates signs and wonders.” This comment,
cited as a support of the notion of conjunction between the human
intcllect and the Active Intellect, enables the human to know the
natural order and to manipulate it. If humans can know the pattern
of the sublunar world, as it is known to the Active Intellect, humans
can know how nature works and they can intervene or manipulate
natural processes by virtue of the spiritual power they possess. This
view went hand in hand with Ibn Ezra’s claim that the intellectually
perfect man, that is the prophet, can perform miracles as much as
it was in accord with Ibn Ezra’s keen interest in astrology.3s Unlike
Maimonides, who rejected the scientific validity of astrology,3¢ Ibn
Ezra saw it as a valid science that has practical benefits if the spiritual
efflux that originates from the celestial sphere can be harnessed. One
way to harness the spiritual energy of the stars was to create icons
that presumably captured the energy and applied it to healing in-
flicted people. This practice became disputed in the last phase of the
Maimonidean controversy, and Abba Mari, who asked Ibn Adret to
place philosophy and science under a ban, agitated primarily against
the use of astral magic in medicine.37

Among the Jewish philosophers who composed super-
commentarics on Abraham ibn Ezra the attitude toward kabbalah
was not uniform. Some of them - such as Solomon al-Kostantini,
Samuel ibn Zarza, and Shem Tov ibn Shaprut — were cither indif-
ferent to kabbalah or even opposed it. Al-Kostantini, for example,
regarded kabbalah as a form of fideism antithetical to rational




238 Medicval Jewish philosophy

inquiry. Likewise, Ibn Zarza rarcly mentioned kabbalists and
definitely did not take their teachings seriously.?® But others — such
as Joseph ibn Wagqar, Moses Narboni, and Samuel ibn Motot (or ibn
Matut), who were influenced by Judah ben Nissim ibn Malka,3v
were much more open to kabbalah and attempted to reconcile
philosophy and kabbalah within a hicrarchy of being and a hierarchy
of knowledge. Thus, according to Ibn Wagar, astrology pertains
to the events in the sublunar world, philosophy (i.c. physics and
metaphysics) provides information about the supralunar world of
the Separate Intellects, and kabbalah consists of gnosis of the divine
world that could not be known without divine assistance.*°

A typical example of someone who attempts to fit kabbalistic ter-
minology into the philosophic schema is Moses ben Joshua Narboni
(d. 1362). He illustrates how an Aristotclian philosopher, steeped
in Averroes’ commentaries on Aristotle, could coordinate philoso-
phy and kabbalah on the basis of the cryptic comments of Abraham
ibn Bzra.#' Narboni wrote a commentary on Averrocs’ Epistle on
the Possibility of Conjunction between the Human and the Divine
Intellect, in which he detailed the theory that intellectual perfection
is possible in this life. This is precisely the view of Abulafia, except
that Narboni proceeded to prove it within the contours of Averroes’
theory of knowledge.4> Narboni’s optimism about the capacity of the
human intellect is also evident in his commentary on Ibn Tufayl’s
Hayy ibn Yaqzan, a philosophical novel that illustrated how intel-
lectual perfection could be attained even by a person who grows up
in total isolation from human society or by a person who lives in
an imperfect political regime. In that commentary Narboni coordi-
nated the ten sefirot and the ten Separate Intellects, following Ibn
Wagqar, cven though the details of Narboni are quite idiosyncratic.#3
The sefirot are correlated to the celestial spheres as follows: the first
sefirah, keter, is correlated to the all-encompassing, starless sphere;
the sccond sefirah, hokhmah, is correlated with the sphere of the
fixed stars; and the third sefirah, binah, is correlated with Saturn. It
is not clear whether keter is identified with Eyn Sof or not, but since
at one point Narboni does refer to God as keter it stands to reason
that he was a consistent Averroean and understood God (or Eyn Sof)
to be identical with the First Intellect, and hence the First Mover.
The lower seven sefirot do not correspond exactly to the terminol-
ogy of theosophic kabbalah, but it is obvious that they are based on
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some version of it. The fourth sefirah, hesed, is also called tiferet and
corresponds to Jupiter; netzah corresponds to Mars; hod to the sun;
mualkhut to Venus; and me‘on zedek to Mercury. Yesod corresponds
to the moon, and the tenth sefirah is called kalluh or knesset Israel,
the collective symbol of Isracl, which Narboni identifies with the
Active Intellect, the intelligible order of the sublunar world. This
corrclation of the Separate Intellect with the sefirot indicates that
for Narboni philosophy and kabbalah were two systems that had
diffcrent names for the same spiritual entities.

Similarly Narboni advanced a philosophical reading of the Shiur
Qomah, grafting Averrocan metaphysics onto Ibn Ezra’s comment
about Shiur Qomah in Exodus 22:13 and in Yesod Mora. According
to Narboni, Shiur Qomah is but a figurative expression for Averroes’
idea that God is the “Form of the World,” in which all things exist
in a perfect and noble way. In other words, whereas the theosophic
kabbalists understood the Shiur Qomah to refer to the sefirotic struc-
turc within the Godhead, Narboni understood it to refer to the in-
telligible order of the world that includes both corporeal and spir-
itual dimensions. Since most philosophers agreed that the human
being is a microcosm of the macrocosm, the anthropomorphism of
the Shiur Qomah was not problematic theologically. The human
being is but a prism in which the structure of reality is reflected.
For Narboni, kabbalah and philosophy were parallel speculative sys-
tems that gave different names to the same cosmic or metaphysical
entitices,

The return to pre-Maimonidean philosophers involved not only
Abraham ibn Ezra but also Judah Halevi, whose Kuzari included a
long discussion of Sefer Yetzira. In Provence at the turn of the fif-
teenth century a group of scholars — Isaac de Lates, Prat Maimon
(Solomon ben Menahem), and his students Jacob Farisol, Nethanel
Kaspi, and Solomon ben Judah of Lunel — composed commentaries
on Halevi’s Kuzari and advanced a new Jewish theology that was
deeply steeped in astrology. The Provengal scholars were all admir-
ers of Levi ben Abraham of Villefranche, the cause célebre of the final
phase of the Maimonidean controversy. That scholar advocated the
scientific validity of astrology, the effectiveness of drawing spiritual
energy for human needs, and the permissibility of astral magic on ha-
lakhic grounds. For him, the stars do influence human physical well
being as manifested in human health and sickness, and they even
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determine the forms for corporcal things. Hence the use of talis.
mans and other icons of the stars to draw spiritual energy downwarg
is beneficial and halakhically permissible.44

Following Levi ben Abraham, Prat Maimon, for example, regarded
the spiritual energy of the sun to be the source of religious and intel-
lectual virtues, including the attainment of prophecy. To absorb the
spiritual energy, proper preparation is nccessary; a special place and
an icon should be used for the purpose of attaining prophetic over-
flow. Thus the sacrifices of ancient Isracl were explained as mediums
that enabled Isracl’s priests to focus their imagination as they en-
gaged in the prognostication of the future, in their attempts to draw
spiritual energy from the supernal world for the benefit of Isracl.
This view was shared by Moses Narboni and Nissim of Marseilles as
well as by Prat Maimon and his student Nethanel Kaspi. The latter
two scholars regarded the ancient Temple as an elaborate talisman to
draw the heavenly energy to earth, and they believed that certain lo-
cations were more apt to receive the supernal overflow than others.
This notion, however, was not endorsed by Levi ben Abraham; for
whom the Temple was not a talisman, but strictly a symbol of cter-
nal truths about the heavenly spheres that should be contemplated
rather than used for any benefit.

Interpreting the biblical past in light of astrology and astrological
magic was just another expression of the rationalist assumption that
Scripture is a scientific text, an assumption that was shared both by
followers of Maimonides and by Abulafia. Since Scripture is neces-
sarily true and astrology is a true science, the Torah must be read
in light of the science of astrology. Writing super-commentarics on
Abraham ibn Ezra’s biblical commentaries was the most cffective
way to prove that congruence. Out of this astrological reading of
the Torah a full-fledged astral theology emerged, whose main tencts
are the following themes: the Torah was given at Sinai on the basis
of astrological calculations; biblical events reflect the influences of
the stars, and biblical personalities and rabbinic sages were expert as-
trologers; prophecy is predicated on knowledge of astrology; miracles
are understood to be the results of the prophet’s intellectual perfec-
tion. Further, Moses was able to overcome the Egyptian magicians,
because he was a superior astrologer. His intellectual perfection in-
cluded the knowledge of astrology, culminating in the conjunction
between his intellect and the Active Intellect. He was a practicing
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magician who correctly understood the causal link between carthly
and celestial powers. The knowledge of astrology enables the intel-
lectually perfect to extricate themselves from astral causality. More-
over, the uniqueness of the people of Israel is explained by its ability
to transcend the impact of astral causality through mastery of the
astrological sciences. Most importantly, the commandments them-
selves function as tools in the manipulation of astral forces. The
commandments ¢ither manifest the influence of a given celestial
body or are given as techniques to draw spiritual energy from the ce-
lestial spheres into the corporeal world. In this regard the command-
ments mitigate the destructive forces of the corporecal world that are
regulated by the celestial bodies. Observance of the commandments
thus has an instrumental value, for the more consistently one per-
forms them, the more one can extricate oneself from the impact of
the stars.

In short, by the turn of the fifteenth century philosopher-scientists
proposed a strictly naturalistic interpretation for the Torah on the ba-
sis of astral determinism. Given this theology, it is casy to understand
how philosopher-scientists could also be interested in kabbalah not
only as a speculative system, but also as a praxis that included use of
talismans, amulets, incantations, and divinations. The best example
of such a thinker is Yohanan Alemanno in Italy.

Intellectual Perfection, Kabbalah, and Magic

The philosophic approach to kabbalah was most characteristic of
Jewish intellectual activity in Italy during the late fifteenth century
and throughout the sixteenth century. The best example is Yohanan
Alemanno, who fused Halakhah, biblical exegesis, philosophy, sci-
ence, kabbalah, and magic into a coherent system, illustrating the
Renaissance ideal of comprehensive learning. Alemanno was a stu-
dent of Judah ben Yehiel Messer Leon, an outstanding Aristotelian
Jewish philosopher, whose philosophic and medical expertise was
recognized by Christian socicty. He was awarded a medical degree
by Emperor Frederick III in the 1450s, along with the unusual priv-
ilege to grant degrees to Jewish students. Alemanno received the
honorary degree from his Jewish teacher, though Alemanno’s own
social standing derived not from it but from the patronage of the
wealthiest Jewish banker in Florence, R. Yehicl Nissim of Pisa.
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Alemanno also departed from his revered teacher in regard to the
study of kabbalah.

In the 1470s kabbalah was beginning to attract the interest of
Christian humanists, who revived the Platonic tradition in their
scarch for the ancient prisca theologica that they believed culmi-
nated in the truths of Christianity. Because Christian humanists
maintained that kabbalah was part of this knowledge, they treated
kabbalah with deep respect, regarded it as the only true insight of
Judaism, and had kabbalistic texts translated into Latin. Flavius
Mithridates, the most prolific translator of kabbalistic texts into
Latin, also added his own forgeries of kabbalistic texts and finally
converted to Christianity. The translated texts included primarily
the works of Abulafia and of the Italian kabbalist R, Menahem
Rencanati.*s The Zohar, by contrast, was relatively unknown in Italy
until the last decade of the fifteenth century, when copies of it were
brought to Italy with refugees of the expulsion.4® Judah Messer Leon
was very concerned about the interest of non-Jews in kabbalah and
their missionizing successes, and attempted to ban the study of kab-
balah in Italy, but to no avail. Judah Messer Leon’s own son, David,
and the father’s best students, Yohanan Alemanno and Abraham de
Balmes, were all interested in kabbalah and studied it despite their
master’s disapproval,

In Italy, kabbalah was viewed as a type of speculative lore. It was
studied auto-didactically from extant texts without the supervision
of authoritative mentors. The absence of authoritative traditions,
and the limited knowledge of the Zohar, facilitated a degree of
hermeneutical freedom that was not common in Spain. A scholar
interested in kabbalah could rely on his own intellectual powers in
the interpretation of kabbalistic texts and articulate his own pecu-
liar reading of kabbalah on the basis of his philosophic knowledge,
precisely as Abraham Abulafia had done. This, in turn, further en-
hanced the image of kabbalah as an ancient, theoretical science with
a universal appeal, rather than as a set of practices for the proper
observance of Jewish law. It is no surprisc that in Italy Christian hu-
manists could view kabbalah as an integral part of universal, ancient
wisdom and would desire to learn it from Jewish masters. Yohanan
Alemanno and David Messer Leon are examples of philosophic ap-
proaches to kabbalah common among Jewish intellectuals in Italy.
About the sefirot, however, there was no agreement among them.
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whereas Alemanno held that the sefirot were the instruments of
divine activity, David Messer Leon viewed them as the essence of
God that exists in God in the most perfect manner, as Thomas
Aquinas understood divine perfections.4? During the sixteenth cen-
tury Alemanno’s fusion of philosophy, kabbalah, and magic prevailed
inItaly, whereas David Messer Leon fled Italy to the Ottoman Empire
in 1494. Although his view of the sefirot as the essence of God
was in accord with the prevalent Zoharic position, his philosophic
exposition of the doctrine was rejected by Iberian kabbalists.

Alemanno mastered the entire scope of Jewish biblical, halakhic,
and philosophic learning. In addition he also studied alchemy, as-
trology, astral medicine, physiognomy, dream interpretation, and
talismanic magic from a vast array of sources including the re-
cently published Hermetic corpus, the works of Arabic Neoplatonic
philosophers (c.g. Batalyawsi), the Jewish Neoplatonic philosophers
(c.g. Ibn Ezra, Ibn Zarza, Ibn Motot), medicval magical and astrologi-
cal manuals (e.g. the Ghayat al-Hakim and Book of the Palm-Date),
and kabbalah. From these highly diverse sources, Alemanno devel-
oped an organic view of nature in which there is no meaningful dis-
tinction between the animate and the inanimate, and in which bodies
exert influences on cach other through sympathies and antipathies.
Projecting mind into nature, Alemanno endowed all existing things
with spirit, which served as the locus and carrier of active life and
perception. In this organically ordered universe the spiritual could
penetrate the physical or, more precisely, a spiritual energy assumed
material forms.

Alemanno’s interest in the manipulation of nature was related
to the views of his fourtecenth-century philosophic sources and
Abulafia’s mysticism of language. For Alemanno (who was an ar-
dent student of Abulafia’s writings), the mastery of nature and the
mystical union with God were possible through the manipulation of
the Hebrew letters, the “building blocks” of the universe. Whoever
breaks the limits of human embodiment through various contem-
plative and meditative techniques and proper exegesis of the exo-
teric Torah can “tap into” the spiritual energy of the Godhead and
channel the divine efflux into the corporcal world, cither into his
own body or into material objects. Through self-spiritualization, the
magician-philosopher may control natural substances, prognosticate
future events, heal the physically and mentally afflicted, attain a
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temporary union with God in this life, and enjoy the bliss of in.
mortality in the afterlife. The prototype of the perfect man was King
Solomon. To his Commentary on Song of Songs, entitled Heshek
Shlomo {The Desire of Solomon), which Alemanno had composeq
in 1488 for his student Pico della Mirandola, Alemanno appended 3
biography of King Solomon, entitled Shir ha-Ma‘alot (The Song of
Solomon’s Virtues).4?

King Solomon was the highest example of the Renaissance ma-
gus: a person who acquired all the virtues and apprehended all the
arts and the sciences that Alemanno presented in an architectonic
order. Like Abulafia, Alemanno composed his book as a practical
manual for religio-intellectual perfection to be attained in this life,
culminating in the conjunction of the human intellect with God,
or, more precisely, with tiferet, the sixth sefirah and center of the
serifotic realm. Presumably the one who follows the detailed recipe
for perfection provided by Alemanno would experience perfection in
this life, as did Solomon. The perfect man, as Idel has put it, is “an
accomplished philosopher, a magician and theurgian, and finally a
mystic.”4 Alemanno’s view that the perfect man was indeed an in-
termediary between the corporeal and the spiritual levels of reality
became a prominent theme of Renaissance philosophy when it was
adopted by his disciple, Pico della Mirandola. And Alemanno’s lin-
guistic approach to nature would influence Pico’s nephew, Alberto
Pio, as well as Yohannes Reuchlin.

Whereas Christian humanists were impressed by Alemanno,
his fusion of philosophy and kabbalah raised the ire of his own
Jewish contemporarics. Aristotelian philosophers, such as Elijah
del Medigo, found it intellectually unacceptable, and the recent
refugees from Spain who accepted the authority of the Zohar and its
theosophic-theurgic doctrines did not regard Alemanno’s fusion of
philosophy and kabbalah as authoritative. In the first half of the six-
teenth century, Jewish intellectuals such as Jacob Mantino, Obadia
Sforno, Moses Provenzzalo, and Azariah Figo continued to perpetuate
the Aristotelian tradition in Italy’s universities and were instrumen-
tal in the printing of Averroes’ commentaries on the Aristotelian
corpus. Yet, the involvement of Jewish scholars with Renaissance
Aristotelianism was overshadowed by the popularity of Platonism,
which also found a responsive chord among Jewish thinkers. For ¢x-
ample, Judah Moscato composed a commentary on Yehuda Halevi’s
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Kuzari, entitled Qol Yehuduh (The Voice of Judah) that treated
the long discourse on Sefer Yetzira in light of the non-Aristotelian
philosophies of nature prevalent in the sixteenth century. Display-
ing an impressive command of Aristotelian and Neoplatonic philos-
ophy, kabbalah, Renaissance humanism, and Hermeticism, Moscato
poscd a hicrarchical relationship between human knowledge and di-
vinely revealed knowledge.s© All branches of natural philosophy are
now deemed to be but finite, imperfect approximations of the in-
finite, divine wisdom revealed in the Torah and interpreted by the
authoritative tradition. The same mindset is evident also in Abraham
Yagel, who followed in the footsteps of Alemanno. Going beyond the
parameters of Aristotle’s natural philosophy, he was immersed in the
new scientific discoveries in astronomy, human physiology, botany,
zoology, and mineralogy, while also wishing to capture the occult
powers of nature through the study of kabbalah, alchemy, astrology,
and magic.%’

KABBALAH AS AUTHORITATIVE JEWISH THEOLOGY

Whereas in Italy the fusion of philosophy and kabbalah reflected the
distinctive intellectual climate of the Renaissance, in Spain the inter-
play of the two programs was shaped by the tragic events of 1391. The
year-long persccution destroyed thousands of Jewish communities
and brought about the unprecedented event of collective apostasy to
Christianity. These events led the Jewish intelligentsia to a thorough
sclf-examination of their cultural orientation. Since philosophy was
the hallmark of Judeo-Hispanic culture, philosophy, the philosophic
paideia, and the philosophers were all placed on the defensive as the
cause of the failure of Jews to uphold the ancestral faith. These ac-
cusations were advanced by moralists such as Solomon Al‘ami, who
railed against the moral breakdown of Hispano-Jewish society in gen-
cral, as well as by Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov, a trained philosopher who
despaired of Jewish Aristotclianism and was to embrace kabbalah as
the correct interpretation of rabbinic Judaism. His Sefer ha-Emunot
(Book of Beliefs) is a summary of kabbalistic teachings that were
culled from extant texts rather than from a living teacher. The in-
fluence of kabbalah on philosophy was also evident in the case of
Hasdai Crescas (d. 1410/11), the most severe critic of Maimonidean
philosophy. Crescas’ own analysis of divine attributes as essential
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attributes was directly indebted to the kabbalistic doctrine of sefiror
and the kabbalistic conception of infinity.s?

Despite growing skepticism about philosophy, educated Jews con-
tinued to cultivate the study of philosophy and regard it as necessary
for the attainment of religious perfection. Furthermore, philosophy
entered the curriculum of certain yeshivot in Castile and helped to
shape halakhic discourse. Aristotelian logic was employed to under-
stand God’s revealed word with scientific precision. It is very plausi-
ble that the penetration of philosophy into the very heart of rabbinic
training in academies of higher Jewish learning prompted the de-
monization of philosophy by a group of anonymous kabbalists in
Castile who composed Sefer ha-Meshiv (The Book of the Answering
Angel).53 They regarded philosophy not only as alien to Judaism, but
also asinherently evil, a manifestation of the sitrah ahrah. According
to Sefer ha-Meshiv, the mysteries of the infinite Torah could not be
known through the inquirics of the philosophers and their astrolog-
ical manipulations, but from direct revelations by an angelic bciyng.
Using specific techniques for conjuring angels or through methods of
dream interpretation, these anonymous kabbalists claimed to have
disclosed the eschatological meaning of Scripture, promising immi-
nent redemption.

Among the intellectual elite in Iberian Jewry there was no sharp
dichotomy between philosophy and kabbalah. The same scholars
who preserved the Aristotelian tradition also had a positive attitude
toward kabbalah and regarded the Zohar as an authentic, ancient
midrash. Kabbalah was now regarded an integral part of the authori-
tative, revealed tradition that transcends the limits of natural human
reason. In fact, the philosophers themselves accentuated the inabil-
ity of philosophy alone to bring about human salvation, a view that
was developed in the context of the intense polemics with Chris-
tianity. As Jewish philosophers became more familiar with Christian
Scholasticism, they realized that Christianity could no longer be dis-
missed as intellectually inferior to Judaism. Under the influence of
Scholasticism, Jewish thinkers adopted the formal distinction be-
tween philosophy and theology as articulated by Thomas Aquinas.

During the second half of the fifteenth century Jewish philoso-
phers differentiated between rationalist, empirical philosophy
(derekh ha-haqirah; derekh ha-hipus) and traditional, received faith
(derekh ha-emunah ve-ha-qabbalah), which parallels the distinction
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between philosophy (or natural theology) and theology (or sacred doc-
trine) respectively. Philosophy and theology differed from cach other
in terms of origin, scope, and aim. Whercas philosophy consists of
truths that natural human reason can demonstratc without divine
assistance, theology contains true propositions that exceed the ken
of natural human reason. Whereas philosophy proceeds from knowl-
edge of the effect to knowledge of the cause, theology proceeds from
knowledge of the cause to knowledge of the effects. Whereas philoso-
phy encompasses knowledge extracted from sensible, created things,
theology contains revealed knowledge about the supernatural realm
of divine things. Whercas philosophy is prone to errors, mistakes,
and uncertainty, theology is certain, reliable, and complete. Whereas
philosophical wisdom is a cognitive activity of the intellect, theol-
ogy involves the assent of the will through faith. Whereas philos-
ophy alone falls short of securing personal immortality and can at
best guarantee earthly happiness, the sacred doctrines of theology
are salvific, securing transcendent happiness in the world to come.

The distinction between “the path of investigation” and “the path
of faith” paralleled the distinction between the natural and supernat-
ural orders of reality. According to Isaac Abravanel, Abraham Bibago,
Abraham Shalom, and Isaac Arama, Israel (both collectively and in-
dividually) belongs simultaneously to the natural and supernatural
orders. As created human beings, the affairs of Isracl fall under the
laws of nature, whose regularity and stability manifest God’s wis-
dom and general, providential care for the created universe. On this
level, all events can be known scientifically, especially by employing
the science of astrology. Yet Israel also benefits from special, direct,
and particular providence that transcends natural determinism and
is not transparent to human reason. God'’s revelation at Sinai was a
miraculous event, expressing God’s free will and divine intervention
in nature. As such the revelation from God was not predicated on
perfection of the natural human intellect and therefore encompassed
all of Israel, regardless of its degree of intellectual perfection. With
the giving of the Torah, Israel was governed directly by the will of
God. Israel’s affairs therefore manifested the believers’ faith in God
and willingness to observe the Torah’s commandments.

Within this schema Jewish philosophers viewed the specific doc-
trines of kabbalah as an integral part of Jewish sacred doctrine, or the-
ology, even though their knowledge of kabbalah was quite limited.
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The gradual acceptance of kabbalah as authoritative interpretatigy,
went hand in hand with the gradual veneration of the Zohar among
Scphardic intellectuals and the portrayal of R. Shimon bar Yohai, the
presumed author of the Zohar, as an example of the perfect humgy,
being. The antiquity of the Zohar was cited as evidence for the ap.
tiquity and authority of kabbalah, for example by Judah Abravane
himself an Aristotelian thinker who was also fully immersed 11{
Renaissance humanism.4

The expulsion from Spain and the horrendous suffering it inflicteq
on Iberian Jews further contributed to the gradual acceptance of kal.
balah as the authoritative interpretation of the revealed tradition,
After the expulsion there was both growing opposition to philosophy
and even a renewal of the debate about Maimonides, as well as the
consolidation and systematization of five centuries of philosophical
activity. Criticism of philosophy was voiced by Joseph Ya‘abetz, one
of the exiles, who found his way to Italy. Ya‘abetz was schooled in
Aristotelianism and continued to reflect on Judaism in the frame-
work of Maimonidean rationalism. But Ya‘abetz opposed a certain
(possible) interpretation of Maimonides according to which philos-
ophy alone is salvific and the Torah is but the socio-political con-
text in which one could attain philosophical perfection. Instead,
Ya‘abetz highlighted the qualitative difference between philosophic,
discursive knowledge and prophetic knowledge, and demanded the
subordination of philosophy to the revealed tradition. So long as phi-
losophy was properly employed to articulate the meaning of divine
revealed propositions, it was permissible for Jews to engage in phi-
losophy. This view was common even among Sephardic exiles, who
expressly asserted the superiority of kabbalah over philosophy and
who were creative kabbalists, such as Solomon Alkabetz and Moses
Cordovero.

Whether or not the expulsion from Spain was the direct cause of
the proliferation of kabbalah in the sixtcenth century is still debated.
Idel has argued that there was no causal connection between the ex-
pulsion and the rise of sixteenth-century messianism or the dissem-
ination of kabbalah. Other factors, such as the impulse to preserve
kabbalistic oral traditions and the encounter between the Sephardic
kabbalists and kabbalists in Italy and in Greece, were no less impor-
tant. Howecver, it secms that expulsion itself did inspire the need for
consolidation and systematization of kabbalistic traditions, giving
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rise to systematic “summa kabbalistica,” so to speak, by Meir ibn
Gabbai and by Moses Cordovero. Although both presenters of kab-
palah werc steeped in philosophy, their consolidation of kabbalah
actually claborated the mythical dimensions of the received tradi-
¢ion. The very exposure of Sephardic kabbalists to other forms of
lcabbalah itsclf necessitated rethinking and reformulating kabbalah.

Onc feature of the postexpulsion period was the rise of the Zohar
as a canonic, sacred text in certain Jewish communities.’S An im-
portant impetus to the dissemination of kabbalah in the sixteenth
century was the printing of the Zohar in Italy by two Christian pub-
Jishing houses in Mantua and in Cremona {1558 and 1559). Although
this event was accompanied by a heated public controversy about the
propricty of publicizing sccret, oral traditions, there was no doubt
that the interest of Christian scholars in the Zohar and its publica-
tion, five years after the burning of the Talmud, added to its prestige.
In some communities, especially in North Africa, the Zohar was also
regarded as a holy book that had to be treated as a sacred object be-
causc it contains occult powers that can heal or bring other concrete
benefits. And in Safed the study of the Zohar was the main activity
of the kabbalistic fraternity that modeled itself after the kabbalistic
fraternity depicted in the Zohar. Under the leadership of Isaac Luria,
the kabbalists of Safed claborated the mythical and anthropomorphic
aspects of Zoharic theosophy and its concomitant sacramental un-
derstanding of Jewish rituals. In Safed, the Zohar was also regarded
as an authoritative source in terms of Jewish law, and several rituals
entered Jewish practice solely on the authority of the Zohar when
Joseph Karo codified them into his code of Jewish law, the Shulhan
Arukh (Prepared Table).s

The acceptance of the Zohar as a canonic text influenced Jewish
philosophy in the Ottoman Empire during the sixteenth century. The
Scphardic exiles recovered from their trauma by devoting their ener-
gics to consolidating their Judeo-Hispanic cultural legacy, including
philosophy. The exiles and their descendants composed philosophi-
cal encyclopacdias and digests, continued to comment on Aristotle,
and treated Maimonides with utmost respect. However, especially
in Salonica, philosophic knowledge was viewed as the handmaiden
of the hermencutics of sacred texts. Creatively weaving philosophy
with midrash and kabbalah, thinkers such as Me¢ir Arama, Joseph
Taitatzak, Meir Aderbi, Isaac Arroyo, Moses Almosnino, and Moses
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Alsheikh claborated their excgetical and homiletical activities i
their pursuit of holiness.?

The impact of kabbalah on philosophy is most cvident in the ¢op.
ception of Torah. Philosophers identificd the Torah with the essence
of God, and accordingly viewed the revealed Torah as the manifes.
tation of the transcendent, supernal, primordial Torah, which they
then identified with the infinite wisdom of God. Under the influence
of kabbalah, thosec who cultivated philosophy now asscrted that the
Torah comprised the name of God. Still loyal to an Aristotclian hiey.
archical cosmology, the philosophers located the supernal Toral
above the realm of immaterial beings that are not governed by the
laws of motion and temporal change. Identified with God’s wis-
dom, the supernal Torah is the intelligible order of the universe,
the paradigm that God consulted when he brought the universe into
existence. By cleaving to the revealed Torah (through Torah study
and the performance of the commandments), the religious devotee
could attain a spiritual perfection, overcome the limits of human
corporcality and particularity, and enjoy the spiritual reward of the
world to come, a mystical union with God.

This view led to paradoxical results. On the one hand, the au-
tonomy of philosophy was curtailed as the philosopher became pri-
marily an interpreter of sacred texts, whose infinite meaning was
never fully exhausted. On the other hand, philosophical vocabu-
lary and reasoning became more widely known among the educated
classes, and philosophical esotericism reached its end. Philosophy
was now viewed as a useful method for the exposition of the ex-
oteric meaning of the sacred tradition; the esoteric dimension was
reserved to kabbalah. The fact that the very people who studied phi-
losophy also recognized the limitations of philosophy and subordi-
nated it to kabbalah went hand in hand with the gradual dissolution
of Aristotelianism. With the rise of new observational data and new
physical theories, the Neoplatonized Aristotelianism that character-
ized Jewish rationalism reached an end by the turn of the seventeenth
century.

The interface between philosophy and kabbalah continued in
the carly seventeenth century, especially among former conversos.
For Abraham Cohen Herrera, for example, the claborate myths
of Lurianic kabbalah were totally compatible with Renaissance
Platonism, even though kabbalah was not reducible to Platonism.*®

Philosophy and kabbalah: 1200-1600 251

gxposed to Lurianic kabbalah through the teachings of Israel Sarug,
Herrera diminished the messianic orientation of Luria as he inter-
prets the stark anthropomorphism of Lurianic kabbalah philosophi-
cally. By the mid-seventeenth century, however, Spinoza, the child
of former conversos, dealt the most serious blow to the interface be-
tween philosophy and kabbalah, when he debunked the foundational
jewish belief that the Torah teaches scientific truths in the language
of humans. Viewing the Torah only as a political-moral text, Spinoza
regarded it as the product of prophetic imagination rather than as a
revelation from God, thus undermining the entire medicval exeget-
ical endecavor, shared by both philosophers and kabbalists. Spinoza
paved the path for modern Jewish secularism, for which science is
the exclusive domain of truth.

CONCLUSION

The interplay of philosophy and kabbalah characterized Jewish
thought in the post-Maimonidean era. Although kabbalah emerged
to curb Maimonideanism, rationalist philosophy and kabbalah had
much in common. Both were theoretical inquiries about God, the ori-
gin and structure of the universe, and the place of humans in the order
of things. Both wrestled with the same questions within the same
conceptual framework of medieval Neoplatonized Aristotelianism.
As metaphysicians, both groups of thinkers dealt with the paradoxes
of singularity and multiplicity and approached them cither ontolog-
ically and cosmologically or psychologically and epistemologically.
Because both philosophers and kabbalists presupposed the existence
of non-corporeal reality, they were deeply aware of the inherent lim-
itations of the embodied human mind and maintained that humans
require divine assistance in the form of revelation in order to know
that which is beyond the ken of natural human reason. The dis-
puted questions between philosophers and kabbalists, and within
cach camp, pertained to the boundary of human knowledge, the na-
turc of revelatory experience, and the precise meaning of the received
tradition.

As Jewish theologians who lived within the strictures of
Halakhah, philosophers and kabbalists took for granted that Scrip-
ture was divinely revealed, and their primary intellectual task was
hermeneutical — to penctrate the deep, hidden meaning of the
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sacred text. Both philosophy and kabbalah were esoteric endeavyg
whose privileged knowledge was accessible only to the sclect feyy
who were intellectually and spiritually suitable. The difference |ye.
tween them concerned the precise content of the esoteric meaning of
the revealed tradition and the proper way of transmitting it. As egq-
teric and elitist programs, both philosophy and kabbalah were deter-
mined to protect their privileged knowledge from misinterpretation
or misapplication. Hence they employed complex rhetorical deviceg
to conceal the very secrets they set out to reveal. Finally, both pro.-
grams regarded their privileged knowledge to be the exclusive pathy
toward religious perfection, culminating in the bliss of immortality
in the afterlife. Thus both philosophy and kabbalah contributed tq
the interiorization of Jewish religious life by shifting the focus of
Jewish messianism from collective, political redemption to personal
salvation of the individual soul.
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