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                    THE following pages are designed to give the
reader a bird's-eye view of the salient features in Jewish
mysticism rather than a solid presentation of the subject as a
whole. The reason for this will be apparent when one thinks of the
many centuries of variegated thought that have had to be packed
within the small number of pages allotted to the book. It is this
very fact, too, that will possibly give the present treatment of
the subject a fragmentary and tentative appearance. Thus Chapter V.
follows immediately upon the contents of Chapter IV., without the
least attempt to show any of the numerous intervening stages of
development. Similarly, Chapter VI., dealing with the Zohar, should
have been preceded by an exposition of the evolution of Jewish
theological thought in the many centuries which divide that chapter
from the matter contained in the previous chapter. But lack of
space made these omissions inevitable. Should the reader be
stimulated to a deeper study of the subject, he will be easily led
to the missing parts by the aid of the bibliography at the end of
the book.
I should add that the translated extracts from the Zohar are only
in some cases made by me from the original Hebrew-Aramaic. I owe
many of them to the French and German translations to be found in
the works of the scholars from whom I have drawn much of my
material.


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                        Second Preface
                    

                    
                    
                        
                    

                    
                

                
                
                    
                    The history of western magic started about 4000
years ago. And since then
it has been adding something to western magic. Originally, the
Latin
word magus nominated the followers of the spiritualist-priest
class,
and later originated to elect ‘clairvoyant, sorcerer’ and in a
judgmental sense also ‘magician, trickster’. Thus, the initial
meaning of the word ‘magic’ was the wisdoms of the Magi, that is
the abilities of attaining supernatural powers and energy, while
later it became practical critically to deceitful wizardry. The
etymological descriptions specify three significant features in the
expansion of the notion ‘magic’: 



1)
Magic as a discipline of celestial natural forces and in the course
of formation

2)
Magic as the exercise of such facts in divinations, visions and
illusion

3)
Fraudulent witchery. The latter belief played a significant part in
the Christian demonization process.

The
growth of the western notion ‘magic’ directed to extensive
assumptions in the demonological and astrophysical argument of the
Neoplatonists. Their tactic was grounded on the philosophy of a
hierarchically ordered outer space, where conferring to Plotinus
(C205–C270 AD) a noetic ingredient was shaped as the outcome of
eternal and countless radiation built on the ultimate opinion; this
in its chance contributed to the rise of psychic constituent, which
formed the basis of the factual world.

Furthermore,
these diverse phases of release came to be measured as convinced
forces, which underneath the impact of innocent and evil views
during
late ancient times were embodied as humans. The hierarchical cosmos
of Iamblichus simply demonstrates the legitimacy of this process.
In
his work, the Neoplatonic cosmology has initiated a channel through
the syncretism distinctive of the late antiquity and in the essence
of Greco-Oriental dualism. Superior productions are taken closer to
inferior ones by various midway creatures. The higher the site of
the
mediators, the further they bear a resemblance to gods and whizzes;
the minor they are, the nearer they stand to the psychic-spiritual
part. The aforementioned group of intermediaries has been settled
in
order of series on the origin of cosmic gravity.

Proclus
(c410–485 AD) has described the system of magic origin conversed
above in better aspect: in the hierarchical shackles of cosmic
rudiments the power and nature of a firm star god disturbs
everything
mediocre, and with growing distance the impact slowly becomes
weaker.
The Humanists approached the Platonic notions from the outlook of
the
bequest of late antiquity, and were thus first familiarized to the
Neoplatonic form of the doctrine.

And
since Ficino’s work has been inscribed in the spirit of emanation
theory, and the author has been persuaded of the existence of the
higher and lower spheres of magic and powers defined in Picatrix,
he
claims that planets and cosmic movements have much to do with power
and magic spirit.

Today’s
occult marketplace also offers, in addition to books, multifarious
paraphernalia for practicing magic: amulets, talismans, pendulums
and
magic rods. Though added with modern essentials and
pseudoscientific
advices to give some weight to the fundamentals, they are nothing
but
the leftovers of the western ethnicities of magic.
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                    IT might strike the average reader as
exceedingly odd that any attempt should be made at writing a book
on Jewish mysticism. The prevailing opinion--among theologians as
well as in the mind of the ordinary man--seems to be that Judaism
and mysticism stand at the opposite poles of thought, and that,
therefore, such a phrase as Jewish mysticism is a glaring and
indefensible contradiction in terms. It is to be hoped that the
contents of this little book will show the utter falsity of this
view.

What is this view, in the main, based upon? It is based upon
the gratuitous assumption that the Old Testament, and all the
theological and religious literature produced by Jews in subsequent
ages, as well as the general synagogue ritual, the public and
private religious worship of the Jew--that all these are grounded
on the unquestioning assumption of an exclusively transcendent God.
The Jews, it is said, never got any higher than the notion of the
old Jehovah whose abode was in the highest of the seven heavens and
whose existence, although very very real to the Jew, was yet of a
kind so immeasurably far away from the scenes of earth that it
could not possibly have that significance for the Jew which the God
of Christianity has for the Christian. The Jew, it is said, could
not possibly have that inward experience of God which was made
possible to the Christian by the life of Jesus and the teaching of
Paul.
This is one erroneous assumption. A second is the following: The
Pauline anti-thesis of law and faith has falsely stamped Judaism as
a religion of unrelieved legalism; and mysticism is the
irreconcileable enemy of legalism. The God of the Jew, it is said,
is a lawgiver pure and simple. The loyal and conscientious Jew is
he who lives in the throes of an uninterrupted obedience to a
string of laws which hedge him round on all sides. Religion is thus
a mere outward mechanical and burdensome routine. It is one long
bondage to a Master whom no one has at any time seen or
experienced. All spirituality is wanting. God is, as it were, a
fixture, static. He never goes out of His impenetrable isolation.
Hence He can have no bond of union with any one here below. Hence,
further, He must be a stranger to the idea of Love. There can be no
such thing as a self-manifestation of a loving God, no movement of
the Divine Spirit towards the human spirit and no return movement
of the human spirit to the Divine Spirit. There can be no
fellowship with God, no opportunity for any immediate experiences
by which the human soul comes to partake of God, no incoming of God
into human life. And where there is none of these, there can be no
mystical element.
A third false factor in the judgment of Christian theologians upon
Judaism is their insistence upon the fact that the intense and
uncompromising national character of Judaism must of necessity be
fatal to the mystical temperament. Mystical religion does, of
course, transcend all the barriers which separate race from race
and religion from religion. The mystic is a cosmopolitan, and, to
him, the differences between the demands and beliefs and
observances of one creed and those of another are entirely
obliterated in his one all-absorbing and all-overshadowing passion
for union with Reality. It is therefore quite true that if Judaism
demands of its devotees that they should shut up their God in one
sequestered, watertight compartment, it cannot at the same time be
favourable to the quest pursued by the mystic.
But as against this, it must be urged that Judaism in its evolution
through the centuries has not been so hopelessly particularist as
is customarily imagined. The message of the Old Testament on this
head must be judged by the condition of things prevailing in the
long epoch of its composition. The message of the Rabbinical
literature and of much of the Jewish mediæval literature must
similarly be judged. The Jew was the butt of the world's scorn. He
was outcast, degraded, incapacitated, denied ever so many of the
innocent joys and advantages which are the rightful heritage of all
the children of men, no matter what their distinctive race or creed
might be. He retaliated by declaring (as a result of conviction),
in his literature and in his liturgy, that his God could not, by
any chance, be the God of the authors of all these acts of
wickedness and treachery. Idolatry, immorality, impurity, murder,
persecution, hatred--the workers of all these must perforce be shut
out from the Divine presence. Hence seeing that, in the sight of
the Jew, the nations were the personification of these detestable
vices, and seeing that the Jew, in all the pride of a long
tradition, looked upon himself as invested with a spirit of
especial sanctity, as entrusted with the mission of a holy and pure
priesthood, one can quite easily understand how he came to regard
the God of Truth and Mercy as first and foremost his God and no one
else's.

 But with all this, there are, in all branches of Jewish
literature, gleams of a far wider, more tolerant, and universalist
outlook. In-stances will be quoted later. The fact that they
existed shows that the germs of the universalism implied in
mysticism were there, only they were crushed by the dead-weight of
a perverse worldly fate. The Jew certainly did, and could, find God
in his neighbour (a non-Jew) as well as in himself. And this
ability is, and always was, a strong point of the mystics. Further,
even if it be granted that there are in Judaism elements of a
nationalism which can hardly be made to square with a high
spirituality, this is no necessary bar to its possession of abiding
and deeply-ingrained mystical elements. Nationalism is an integral
and vital part of the Judaism of the Old Testament and the
Rabbinical literature. It is bone of its bone, spirit of its
spirit. It is so interfused with religion that it is itself
religion. You cannot take up the old Judaism and break it up into
pieces, saying: Here are its religious elements; there are its
national elements. The two are inextricably combined, warp and woof
of one texture. And thus it came about that--strange as it may
appear to the modern mind--a halo of religious worth and of strong
spirituality was thrown over beliefs and practices which,
considered in and for themselves, are nothing more than national
sentiments, national memories, and national aspirations. Such,
then, being the case, the relation of Judaism to Jewish nationalism
is the relation of a large circle to the smaller circle inscribed
within it. The larger embraces the smaller.
To come now to mysticism; the mystic differs from the ordinary
religionist in that whereas the latter knows God through an
objective revelation whether in nature or as embodied in the Bible
(which is really only second-hand knowledge, mediate, external, the
record of other people's visions and experiences), the mystic knows
God by contact of spirit with spirit; cor ad cor loquitur. He has
the immediate vision; he hears the still small voice speaking
clearly to him in the silence of his soul. In this sense the mystic
stands quite outside the field of all the great religions of the
world. Religion for him is merely his own individual religion, his
own lonely, isolated quest for truth. He is solitary--a soul alone
with God.
But when we examine the lives and works of mystics, what do we
usually find? We usually find that in spite of the intensely
individualistic type of their religion, they are allied with some
one particular religion of the world's religions. Their mystical
experiences are coloured and moulded by some one dominant faith.
The specific forms of their conceptions of God do not come from
their own inner light only, but from the teachings which they
imbibe from the external and traditional religion of their race or
country. Thus, Christian mysticism has characteristics which are
sui generis; so has Mohammedan mysticism; so has Hindu mysticism;
and likewise Jewish mysticism. The method, the temperament, the
spirit are very much the same in all of them. But the influence
wielded over them by the nature and trend of each of the great
dominant religions is a decisive one, and stamps its features on
them in a degree which makes them most easily distinguishable from
one another. Thus Judaism, whatever be its composition or spiritual
outlook, can certainly be a religion of mysticism. Its mysticism
may be of a different order from that which we commonly expect. But
this we shall see into later.
I have thus far dealt with the misconstructions put upon Judaism
and its mysticism by theologians outside the Jewish fold. I must
now say something about the erroneous judgments passed upon the
subject by some Jewish theologians. Jewish mysticism is as old as
the Old Testament--nay, as old as some of the oldest parts of the
Old Testament. It prevailed in varying degrees of intensity
throughout the centuries comprised in the Old Testament history.
The current flowed on, uninterrupted, into the era covered by the
Rabbinic period. The religious and philosophical literature,
ritual, worship, of Jewish mediævalism became heirs to it,
developing and ramifying its teachings and implications in ways
which it is the purport of this book partially to tell.
Now, more than one Jewish writer has categorically asserted that
the origins of Jewish mysticism date back not, as is the fact, to
the mists of antiquity, but to the period of European-Jewish
history beginning with the 12th century. The German-Jewish
historian, H. Graetz (1817-1891), one of the best-known upholders
of this view, ascribes the origin of Jewish mysticism to a French
Rabbi of the 12th and 13th centuries, by name Isaac ben Abraham of
Posquières, more generally known as Isaac the Blind. He regards him
as the father 'of the Kabbalah'--the latter term being the general
name in Jewish literature for every kind or school of mystical
interpretation. Isaac is the reputed author of the Hebrew mystical
treatise written in dialogue form and called Bahir
('Brightness')--the book which, more than all its predecessors in
this domain, anticipates the style and contents of the Zohar
('Shining'), which is par excellence the mediæval textbook of
Jewish mysticism, and belongs to the 14th century. Graetz regards
the appearance of this mysticism as some sudden, unexplained
importation from without, a plant of exotic origin, "a false
doctrine which, although new, styled itself a primitive
inspiration; although un-Jewish, called itself a genuine teaching
of Israel" (History of the Jews, English Trans., vol. iii. p. 565).
But a perusal of the Old Testament, the New Testament (much of
which is Hebraic in thought and the work of Jews), and the Rabbinic
records will not, for one moment, lend countenance to such a
theory. It is in these early monuments of Judaism that the origins
will be found. Of course, in saying that the Old Testament holds
elements of mysticism--and in saying the same thing of the New
Testament--it must be understood that the mysticism is of an
implicit and unconscious kind and not the type of religion
historically known as 'mysticism.' It is ever so far removed from
the mysticism of a Plotinus or an Eckhart or an Isaac Luria (Jewish
mystic, 1533-1572). But taking mysticism in its broader connotation
as meaning religion in its most acute, intense, and living stage
(Rufus Jones, Studies in Mystical Religion, p. xv.), an immediate
and first-hand experience of God, then the ascription of mysticism
to the Old and New Testaments is perfectly correct. And, as will be
obvious from our coming pages, the most highly-elaborated mystical
doctrines of Jews in all ages subsequent to the Old Testament are,
after allowing for certain extraneous additions, an offshoot of the
latter's teachings.
Another type of ill-considered and unjust judgment often passed on
Jewish mysticism by Jewish authorities, is to be found in the
sneering and condemnatory attitude they adopt towards it in their
writings. This, of course, is a phenomenon by no means confined to
Jews. One need only think of the hostility of men like Ritschl,
Nordau, and Harnack towards all mysticism, in-discriminately. The
antagonism springs, in all cases, from an inability to appreciate
the subjectivity and individualism of the mystical temperament.
While rationalism attempts to solve the ultimate problems of
existence by the application of the intellect and the imagination,
mysticism takes account of the cravings of the heart and of the
great fact of the soul. Pure philosophy will never avail to give
the final answer to the questions, "what is above, what is below,
what is in front, what is behind" (Mishna, Ḥaggigah, ii. 1). The
world, to man's pure intellect, consists only of that which is seen
and which is temporal. But there is an-other world transcending it,
a world invisible, incomprehensible, but yet both visible and
comprehensible to the soul's craving for communion with the Divine.
No ratiocination, no syllogism of logic, can strip off the veil
from this elusive world.

 The pathway to it lies through something quite other than
intellectuality or sense-experience. It can be grasped only by
those inward indefinable movements of feeling or emotion which, in
their totality, constitute the soul.
From all this it follows that scholars who, whether congenitally or
by mental training, have no sympathy with the subjectivity of the
emotions, should be incapable of appreciating the paraphernalia of
mysticism.
But in the case of Jewish theologians there is something more to be
said. As will be seen in the course of our coming pages, mystical
speculation among the Jews clustered largely round the cosmological
sections of the Bible. This is true of the earlier as well as of
the later mysticism. It is to be found in the Enoch literature, a
product of the first pre-Christian century (see Charles, The Book
of the Secrets of Enoch, 1896, p. xxv.), as well as in the
Kabbalistic works produced in France, Spain, Germany, and Poland
from the 12th to the 18th century. Combined with this cosmological
speculation--or rather as an outcome of it--there went an
anthropomorphism which cannot be described otherwise than as being
gross. And, in addition to this, a mysterious power was ascribed to
the permutations and combinations of the letters of the Hebrew
alphabet. By some of the most extraordinary feats of verbal
jugglery these letters are made to prove all sorts of things in
heaven and earth. They are purely fantastic, and no one can
possibly take them seriously. The treatment of the question of the
soul, too, gave rise to many curious beliefs about the
transmigration of the soul and the appearance of the soul of the
Messiah.
All these aspects of Jewish mysticism, tainted as they undoubtedly
are by many unlovely characteristics, have been eagerly seized upon
by the critics in order to show the unedifying nature of the whole
teaching. But it is really an unfair criticism, seeing that it
leaves totally out of account the preponderating mass of true
poetry and spirituality which inhere in all parts of Jewish
mystical speculation. We shall have occasion to give many
illustrations of this statement in pages to follow. Nowhere in
Jewish literature is the idea of prayer raised to such a pitch of
sublimity as it is in the lives and writings of the Jewish mystics.
If it is true to say that Judaism here and there suffers from too
large an element of formalism and legalism and externalism, it is
equally true to say that many of these drawbacks are corrected,
toned down, by the contributions of mysticism. And although its
treatment of the soul is in many ways overwrought and far-fetched,
it is good to know that there is a side of Judaism which laid
stress not only on the importance of our securing happiness or
reward in this earthly life but also in the life beyond. Jewish
mysticism can congratulate itself in having, at one momentous epoch
of Jewish history, achieved for Judaism a boon, which Christian
mysticism in quite another way, but in an equally important degree,
achieved for Christianity. Systematic Christian mysticism began in
the late 14th and early 15th centuries. Its foremost exponent was
Meister Eckhart, the Dominican monk. What Eckhart and his followers
achieved may be summarised by saying that they relieved Christendom
of the heavy load of arid scholasticism under which it had for long
been oppressed, and, by introducing ideas of religion at once more
simple, more practical, more social, and more spiritual, paved the
way for the New Learning--for the new discoveries in science and
philosophy which were to revolutionise the world. In other words,
this Christian mysticism was the avenue through which the subtle
dark speculations of an Albertus Magnus and a Thomas Aquinas had
necessarily to pass in order to prepare coming ages for the light
of a Newton, a Kant, and a Darwin. Hence must modern science come
down from the pedestal of her pomp and glory, and bow her
acknowledgments to the services of many a humble Christian mystic.
Jewish mysticism has a similar act of homage to receive at the
hands of every lover of Jewish scholarship. In the 13th century
Judaism was in danger of becoming devitalised through the theology
of Moses Maimonides--the great Spanish-Jewish theologian and author
of the famous Guide of the Perplexed--who looked upon reason as the
final arbiter of the rightness or wrongness of any Jewish dogma.
Judaism for him was a cult of the intellect and the intellect only.
The sole representative of the intellect was Aristotle. Nearly
everything in Judaism had by hook or by crook to be harmonised with
the tenets of Aristotelianism. Thus, Jewish morality must, to have
validity, be shown to be in consonance with Aristotle's four
faculties of the soul and with his theories of 'the mean.'
Judaism's teachings on the unity of God must be brought into line
with the Aristotelian indivisible God, who is the principal of all
essences, the disposer of the world. Just as intellectual
perfection is, to the Greek philosopher, the highest aim of man, so
must the teachings of Judaism be interpreted in such a way as to
show that, according to the Torah, the life of the saint is a life
of the highest intellectuality. Revelation--which is one of the
cornerstones of the Jewish faith--must be in accordance with
reason. All the truths enunciated by Plato and Aristotle are
anticipated in the writings of the Prophets and of some of the
Talmudic sages. The prophets, according to Maimonides, were the
recipients, orally, of a set of philosophical doctrines which were
handed on orally from father to son, from generation to generation,
until the age of the Talmud. Philosophy is an echo of them. What a
fossilising, deteriorating effect the spread of these teachings
must have wielded upon Judaism had they been allowed to go on
without check!
The check came in the shape of mysticism. It corrected the balance.
It showed that Judaism was a religion of the feelings as well as of
the intellect. It showed that the Jew's eternal quest was not to be
right with Aristotle but to be right with God. It showed that
Judaism has a place not only for Reason but for Love too. It showed
that the ideal life of the Jew was, not a life of outward harmony
with rules and prescriptions, but a life of inward attachment to a
Divine Life which is immanent everywhere, and that the crown and
consummation of all effort consists in finding a direct way to the
actual presence of God.
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THE Old Testament is the
fountain-head of Judaism. Hence if it is true, as is contended in a
previous page, that the Old Testament contains mystical elements,
then the starting-point in any treatment of Jewish mysticism on
historical, or even semi-historical, lines must be the Old
Testament. But this course will not be adopted here. The Old
Testament will be omitted. And for a reason which has already been
hinted. The mysticism of the Old Testament is of an elementary,
naïve, and unconscious kind, whereas what this book is intended to
show is the consciously-elaborated, professional mysticism of the
Jews. What we get in the Old Testament are the ground-work and the
scaffolding, the indispensable beginnings of the edifice; but not
the edifice itself.

Thus it has much to say about the Fatherhood of God. Here we
have a basic conception of all mysticism; for the latter in all its
phases and stages assumes the possibility of communion with some
one who, while greater and more powerful than ourselves, is at the
same time loving, and benevolent, and personally interested in us.
You can only pray to one who hears; you can only feel love towards
one who, you know, has loved you first. The Old Testament
scintillates with sublime examples of men whose communion with God
was a thing of intensest reality to them, and whose conviction of
the 'nearness' of the Divine was beyond the slightest cavil. The
sudden and unexpected inrushes of Divine inspiration which seized
the Old Testament prophets; Isaiah's vision of a God 'whose train
filled the Temple'--an emblem of the All-inclusiveness of Deity, of
the presence and the working of an all-embracing Spirit of Life;
the ecstasy of an Ezekiel lifted from off his feet by the Spirit
and removed from one place to another; the fact of prophecy
itself--the possession of a spiritual endowment not vouchsafed to
ordinary men, the endowment of a higher insight into the will of
God;--all these represent a stage of first-hand, living religion to
which the name of mysticism is rightly and properly applied. But
they are no more than the preamble to the explicit, conscious, and
pronouncedly personal type of Jewish mysticism which is the subject
of the present book.
The earliest beginnings of this mysticism are usually accredited,
by modern Jewish scholars, to the Essenes. To say this, is to put
back Jewish mysticism to a very early date, for according to the
theory of Wellhausen (Israëlitische and jüdische Geschichte, 1894,
p. 261), the Essenes as well as the Pharisees were offshoots of the
Ḥasidim (חסידים = 'pious ones') of the pre-Maccabean age. But it is
only a theory, and not an established historical fact, seeing that
the religious tenets of the Jews during the three centuries
immediately preceding the birth of Christianity are veiled in
considerable obscurity, and seeing also that the real meaning of
the name 'Essenes' as well as their exact relations with the
Pharisees are points upon which there is anything but certainty.
'What is certain, however, is that three out-standing literary
sources belonging to the first two or three Christian
centuries--viz. (a) Philo, (b) Josephus, (c) some older portions of
the Babylonian and Palestinian Talmuds--all have stray allusions,
couched in varying phraseology, to certain sects or parties who
differed in their mode of life from the general body of the Jews,
and who were in possession of certain esoteric teachings of which
those outside their ranks were un-informed.
Thus Philo (Quod omnis probes liber, 12) writes of them that they
were "eminently worshippers of God (θεραπευταὶ θεοῦ), not in the
sense that they sacrifice living
animals (like the priests in the Temple), but that they are anxious
to keep their minds in a priestly state of holiness. They prefer to
live in villages, and avoid cities on account of the habitual
wickedness of those who in-habit them, knowing, as they do, that
just as foul air breeds disease, so there is danger of contracting
an incurable disease of the soul from such bad associations."
Again, in another of his works (De Vita contemplativa, ed.
Conybeare, pp. 53, 206), Philo says: "Of natural philosophy . .
they study only that which pertains to the existence of God and the
beginning of all things, otherwise they devote all their attention
to ethics, using as instructors the laws of their fathers, which,
without the outpouring of the Divine Spirit, the human mind could
not have devised . . . for, following their ancient traditions,
they obtain their philosophy by means of allegorical
interpretations. . . . Of the love of God they exhibit myriads of
examples, inasmuch as they strive for a continued uninterrupted
life of purity and holiness; they avoid swearing and falsehood, and
they declare that God causes only good and no evil whatsoever. . .
No one possesses a house absolutely as his own, one which does not
at the same time belong to all; for, in addition to living together
in companies, their houses are open also to their adherents coming
from other quarters. They have one storehouse for all, and the same
diet; their garments belong to all in common, and their meals are
taken in common."
Josephus speaks of the Essenes in similar terms (see Antiquities,
XVIII. i. 2-6; also De Bello Judaico, II. viii. 2-13).
The points to be noted in both the fore-mentioned authors are: (a)
the great stress laid on fellowship, amounting to a kind of
communism; (b) their removal from the general people by reason of
their higher sanctity; (c) their devotion to the knowledge of the
existence of God and the beginning of all things; (d) their love of
allegorical interpretation.
Although it is exceedingly difficult to know what the Rabbinic term
equivalent to 'Essene' is, it is not hard to deduce, from names and
phrases scattered throughout the Rabbinic records, a theory that
there existed as early as the first Christian centuries either a
distinct sect of Jews, or individual Jews here and there, who
combined mystical speculation with an ascetic mode of life.
A similar phenomenon is observable in the history of the early
Christian Church. There was a life of primitive and austere
fellowship. A group here, a group there, gathered together with no
other motive than that of gaining a greater hold on the spiritual
life than was prevalent in the ordinary circles of the people: "And
the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and soul; and
not one of them said that aught of the things which he possessed
was his own; but they had all things common. . . . For neither were
there among them any that lacked: for as many as were possessors of
lands or houses sold them . . . and distribution was made unto each
according as any one had need" (Acts, iv. 32--35).
They seem to have lived on the borderland of an unusual ecstasy,
experiencing extraordinary invasions of the Divine, hearing mystic
sounds and seeing mystic visions which, to them, were the direct
and immediate revelations of the deepest and most sacred truths.
Illustrations of similar experiences in the bosom of the early
synagogue, as presented in the Rabbinic records, are the following:
There are several heterogeneous passages which speak of the
existence within the ancient Temple at Jerusalem of a special
apartment, called the lishkât ḥashāīm ('chamber of the silent [or
secret] ones'). According to the statement of Tosefta Shekalim, ii.
16, there were to be found in some cities of Palestine and Babylon
men known as Ḥashāīm, who reserved a special room in their house
for depositing in it a charity-box into which money for the poor
could be put and withdrawn with the utmost silence. It was
collected and distributed by men appointed for the purpose by the
Ḥashāīm, and, as it was all done with the strictest secrecy, it
looks as though there was a kind of communism among the members of
the order. The special chamber in the Temple, as mentioned above,
was also a place where gifts for the poor were deposited in secret
and withdrawn for distribution in secret.
Two facts seem to demonstrate that these Ḥashāīm were a small
mystical sect.
Firstly, they are given the special appellation of yirē-ḥēt, i.e.
'fearers of sin.' They were thus marked off by an extra sanctity
from the body of the people--and the student of the Rabbinic
literature knows that whenever a special title is accorded to a
group or sect on the grounds of special holiness, this holiness is
always of an exceptionally high order. It is the holiness of men in
touch with the Divine. And, as has just been remarked, their
enthusiasm for doing good seems to have been grounded on a kind of
austere fellowship that reigned among them, impelling them to do
their work unseen by the madding crowd.
Secondly, the idea of silence or secrecy was frequently employed by
the early Rabbis in their mystical exegesis of Scripture. A typical
illustration is the following passage from the Midrash Rabba on
Genesisiii.: "R. Simeon son of Jehozedek asked R. Samuel son of
Naḥman (two Palestinian teachers of the beginning of the 3rd
century A.D.) and said unto him, Seeing that I have heard
concerning thee that thou art an adept in the Haggadah 1, tell me
whence the light was created. He replied, It [i.e. the Haggadah]
tells us that the Holy One (blessed be He) enwrapped Himself in a
garment, and the brightness of His splendour lit up the universe
from end to end. He [i.e. the sage who just replied] said this in a
whisper, upon which the other sage retorted, Why dost thou tell
this in a whisper, seeing that it is taught clearly in a scriptural
verse--'who coverest thyself with light as with a garment'? (Psalm,
civ. 2). Just as I have myself had it whispered unto me, replied
he, even so have I whispered it unto thee."
Another instance of what looks like a sect of esoteric teachers
among the Jews of the first centuries is the Vatīkīn, i.e. 'men of
firm principles.' Their mysticism seems to have clustered mostly
round the sentiments and outward conduct governing prayer. Indeed,
throughout Rabbinical literature the true suppliant before God is
in many cases a mystic. Only the mystic mood is the true prayerful
mood. There is a discussion in the Mishna of Berachoth, i. 2, as to
what is the earliest moment in the dawn at which the Shema’ (the
technical name for Deuteronomy, vi. 4-9) may be read. Upon this the
comment is made, in T.B. Berachoth, 9b, that "the Vatīkīn arranged
the time for prayer in such a way as to enable them to finish the
reading of the Shema’ at the exact moment of sunrise." According to
the great Rabbinic commentator R. Solomon b. Isaac (11th century),
the Vatīkīn were "men who were meek and carried out the commandment
from pure love." It must be borne in mind that throughout Jewish
theology, 'meekness' (’anavah) stands for something immensely
higher than the moral connotation which we customarily attribute to
the virtue. It signifies a level of religious devoutness which it
is not given to every one to reach. To carry out a commandment from
pure love, means, in Jewish theology of all ages, to attain a high
stage of mystic elation which can only be arrived at as the result
of a long preliminary series of arduous efforts in the upward path.
To recite the Shema’ is, as the Rabbis frequently say, "to take
upon one's self the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven," and the phrase
'Kingdom of Heaven' has decidedly mystical associations, as we
shall see later. Hence one may plausibly conclude that the Vatīkīn
were a brotherhood whose dominant feature was a simplicity of
living combined with a degree of earnest scrupulousness in prayer
amounting to an adoration, a love, of the Divine such as is
experienced by the mystics of all nations and all times.
And a similar description might be applied to the members of what
apparently was another esoteric order of those days--the Zenūim,
i.e. 'lowly, chaste ones.' As a matter of fact the Rabbinic records
are too vague and disconnected to enable scholars to say with any
certainty whether these Zenūim were an independent sect or whether
the word is merely another term denoting either or both of the
other fellowships already alluded to. They bear the hall-mark of
all ancient and mediæval Jewish mysticism in respect of the
emphasis laid by them on the importance of the letters comprising
the Divine Name in Hebrew as well as upon certain manipulations of
the Hebrew alphabet generally. The following passage occurs in T.B.
Ḳiddushin, 71a:
"R. Judah said in the name of Rab [i.e. R. Abba Arika, a Babylonian
teacher of the 3rd century A.D.] the Name of forty-two letters can
only be entrusted by us to him who is modest [i.e. zenūa’] and
meek, in the midway of life, not easily provoked to anger,
temperate, and free from vengeful feelings. He who understands it,
is cautious with it and keeps it in purity, is loved above and is
liked here below. He is revered by his fellow-men; he is heir to
two worlds--this world and the world to come."
It is interesting to quote here the comment on this Rabbinic
passage made by the Spanish-Hebrew philosopher Moses Maimonides
(1135-1204) in his great work The Guide of the Perplexed. He says
(part i. ch. lxii. Eng. Trans. by M. Friedlander, Routledge, 1906):
"There was also a name of forty-two letters known among them. Every
intelligent person knows that one word of forty-two letters is
impossible. But it was a phrase of several words which had together
forty-two letters. There is no doubt that the words had such a
meaning as to convey a correct notion of the essence of God, in the
way we have stated. . . . Many believe that the forty-two letters
are merely to be pronounced mechanically; that by the knowledge of
these, without any further interpretation, they can attain to those
exalted ends. . . . On the contrary it is evident that all this
exalted preparation aims at a knowledge of metaphysics and includes
ideas which constitute 'the secrets of the Law' as we have
explained."
Maimonides, it should be remembered, was a rationalist and
anti-mystic; and much of the old Rabbinic cosmological mysticism
which was looked upon as serious mystical speculation by many of
his literary contemporaries, was dubbed by him as metaphysics or
physics.
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