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       ity of the mystical intention during the performance of the commandments 89  have been drastically marginalized by the ecstatic Kabbalist in the favour of the manipulation of language, that manipulates the soul.

       Elsewhere in the same epistle, Abulafia proposes a three-stage division of speculative knowledge:   philosophy, the Kabbalah of the Sefirot  and the Kabbalah of the divine name.  The relations between these three stages of study are compared by the Kabbalist to the relationship between the vegetal soul to the animal and the human, namely rational soul.   According to the medieval concepts of these three souls, especially in its Aristotelian version of psychology, all the three souls are present in the higher one, while in the lower stages the higher souls are absent.  Consequently, to follow this comparison, a good Kabbalist who believes in  Sefirot  must have passed through the study of philosophy.     Prima facie  such a view may appear as non-representative; indeed the first Kabbalists would hardly accept such a view.   However, during the generation of Abulafia some of the most important Kabbalists, including the two most influential theosophical Kabbalists, R. Moses de Leon and R. Joseph Gikatilla, had started as students of more philosophical types of knowledge, and their earlier Kabbalah  is   deeply   indebted   to  Aristotelian   thought. 90       Other Kabbalists,   like   Abulafia   and   an   anonymous   ecstatic   Kabbalist, underwent a philosophical stage before they became ecstatic Kabbalists.     At  least  one   of Abulafia's   contemporaries,   and  someone acquainted  with  Abulafia 91 ,   R.   Moses  ben  Shimeon  of Burgos, described Kabbalah as standing on the top of philosophy. 92    Therefore Abulafia's description of the hierarchy between the two types of thought reflects a certain historical process of transition from the medieval philosophy to different forms of Kabbalah. The conceptual nexus between the two kinds of lore is the fact that they do provide ways to understand God: philosophy—by the means of his creatures, the Sefirotic Kabbalists —by the means of his attributes. 93  According to another important passage of Abulafia:

       "Kabbalah does not contradict wtot the wisdom reveals because there is no [difference] between wisdom and Kabbalah, but [the fact] that Kabbalah was expressed from the mouth of the Agens Intellect, in a more profound manner than that in what the wisdom was expressed, though both were expressed from its mouth, nevertheless^ [Kabbalah] is more subtle." 94

       VI, Two  Types  of Kabbalah

       However, from our vantage point the description of the relationship between the two different types of Kabbalah is much more important.
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       The Sefirotic one is allegorized as the vegetative soul when compared to the higher, ecstatic Kabbalah, the counterpart of the human soul. Though the medieval psychology would acknowledge a certain continuity between the two souls, the superiority of the human over the animal soul is not only a matter of degree but also of quality. It is a quantum jump that distinguishes the two; nevertheless, it is incumbent upon the ecstatic Kabbalist to study at the beginning of his Kabbalistic career, the Sefirotic one, before embarking upon the study of the higher form of Kabbalah. However, the feeling is that Abulafia assumes that there are no organic links between the two kinds of mystical discipline; while speaking about the  Sefirot  as part of the divine entity, he describes this topic as the lore of the others,  left darkam,  leaving the distinct impression that he does not agree to this stand. 95

       Another simile helps also to understand the relations between the three levels of study: each of these levels is compared, respectively, with the three degrees of the Jewish persons: Israel, Levi and Kohen. This simile may imply again the definitive superiority of the ecstatic Kabbalah. In another, earlier instance, in his  Sefer Shomer Mitzvah Abulafia used the same simile of the Israel, Levi and Kohen in order to exemplify the relations between the three souls and three types of knowledge: that of the plain sense of the Scriptures, that of the philosophers and finally that of the Kabbalists. 96  The absence of the distinction between the two types of Kabbalah demonstrates that the emergence of this distinction is part of a later development, namely a religious struggle, an attempt to show the superiority of his Kabbalah over that of his detractor. Indeed in comparison to the calm tone of the book written in 1287, the epistle we shall analyze below betrays a much more belligerent spirit, which reaches its peak in a sharp critique of the Sefirotic Kabbalah, or at least one of its major forms. According to Abulafia:

       "The masters of the Kabbalah of the Sefirot have thought that they will unify the Godhead 97  and evade the faith in Trinity; but [instead] they have caused His Decadization 98 . Just as the gentiles say that He is three and the three are one, so also some of the Kabbalistic masters believe and say that the Godhead is ten Sefirot and the[se] ten are one. Therefore they have multiplied God at its maximum, and they composed Him in the most extreme manner, since there is no multiplicity greater than ten." 99

       It may well be that this is the more extreme critique of the Kabbalistic theosophy coming from the pen of another Kabbalist. 100  The danger of introducing multiple divine powers was conceived as especially pertinent in connection to the Kabbalistic thought represented by Nahmanides' school, whose mair^ exponent was no other
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       than Abulafia's critique: R. Shlomo ibn Adret. The view of the Sefirot  as the essence of God, that was the fundamental theosophy of Nahmanides' school seems to be the major target of the above critique. 101  It is obvious that Abulafia does not attack all the theosophical Kabbalists, since he indicates that only "some of the Kabbalistic masters" are prone to fall into the theological "error"; therefore we may assume that other Kabbalists, I assume those who believed that the  Sefirot  are not the essence of the Divinity but His Instruments, 102  are less endangered by their concept of the divine.

       What are the fundamental differences between the two kinds of Kabbalah as Abulafia defined them? While the Sefirotic Kabbalah is conceived as a preliminary step, necessary for the advance to the higher one, the latter is radically different from the former. The lower, Sefirotic lore is the patrimony of those who are "prophets for themselves" 103  who, like the philosophers, possess a knowledge that is not imparted to the others. Their thoughts are sometimes illuminated by a feeble light, but they do not attain the experience of receiving the speech,  ha-Dibbur. 10 *  It is the achievement of the higher Kabbalah, the ecstatic one, to ensure such an experience, by the means of the recitation of the divine names. Indeed, as Abulafia acknowledges, also the Sefirotic Kabbalists make use of the divine names, in order to point at the divine manifestations, the  Sefirot. However, the ecstatic Kabbalist uses them in order to unite the human thought with the divine one. 105  While according to the first Kabbalah, especially as it was systematically exposed by Abulafia's former student R. Joseph Gikatilla, 106  the divine names are symbols of the divine attributes, hinting at the supernal divine reality and serving as epistemological tools, these names are intended by the ecstatic Kabbalist to bring about an ontic identification between the human and the divine. 107

       Abulafia's emphasis upon the divine names as the core of his Kabbalah recurs also in other instances. 108  However in his writings there are also other attempts to define Kabbalah, in purely linguistic terms, especially those related to the constitutive elements of language. So, for example ne describes the three principles of Kabbalah as follows:

       "The names of those principles are letters, combinations [of letters] and vowels. Their acronym is 'AZN, 109  which can be permuted as Zo'N 110  . . . The combination turns the letters and the vowels turns the combinations and the spirit of man, given by God, turns the vowels until they will cause the emergence and the illumination of the concept 111  that is proper to any intelligent Kabbalist." 112

       In fact, as it becomes clear from the sequel of the above text, it is the regular use of Abulafia's mystical techniques that are portrayed here as the principles of Kabbalah. Though indeed the acquaintance with these three principles of Kabbalah are involved here, there would be very unlikely that a theoretical approach is the main gist of Abulafia's Kabbalah. In fact, in many of his handbooks Abulafia proposes a very practical involvement in those practices. Though the definition of Kabbalah as proposed in the above quote has nothing to do with the experience itself, the latter is expressly mentioned as the result of the use of the techniques described there.

       VII. Three Sources of Kabbalah

       In  his  Sefer ha-Hesheq, 113   Abulafia adduces the three different channels of receiving Kabbalah, as complementary ways:

       "In order to understand my intention regarding [the meaning of] Qolot [voices] I shall hand down to you the known Qabbalot, some of them having been received from mouth to mouth from the sages of [our] generation, 114  and others that I have received from the books named Sifrei Qabbalah composed by the ancient sages, the Kabbalists, blessed be their memory, concerning the wondrous topics; 1  and other [traditions] bestown on me by God, blessed be He, which came to me from ThY 116  in the form of the Daughter of the Voice, [Bat Qol], these being the higher Qabbalot fEIiyonot]." 117

       Written in 1289, this passage is perhaps the first confession of a Kabbalist to the effect that contents revealed to him are Kabbalistic traditions higher than any others, received orally or extracted from written documents. However, it seems that we can propose a certain scale of authority of these three different channels; they can be arranged in an hierarchical order, the oral traditions being conceived as the lower one, and therefore referred as "known". 118  Apparently, Abulafia was well-aware of the importance of the oral traditions in the circle of Nahmanides' student; the traditions understood from Kabbalistic documents being conceived as higher; and, finally, the direct revelation as the highest source. We can assume that the strong personality of Abulafia comes to the fore by the assumption that  his  own experiences and their contents, rather than the  known mystical traditions, were considered as a higher form of Kabbalah. Apparently, this discussion is part of the confrontation between him and R. Shlomo ibn Adret, the representative of the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah, which he conceived, as we have seen above, as inferior to his own lore, namely the ecstatic Kabbalah. 119     The
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       superiority of the revealed content, which reaches the mystic in a distinct form,  Bat Qpl,  reflects Abulafia's vision of his Kabbalah as conducive to the hearing of a speech,  Dibbur.

       In another, earlier text, Abulafia writes about the "human Kabbalah",  [Qabbalah 'enoshit]  then about the intellectual speculation, and finally about the influx descending from above. 120

       VIIL The  "Easy"  Kabbalah

       A  leitmotif  permeating Abulafia's views of his Kabbalah is the emphasis upon the easy access to extraordinary experience and knowledge that his Kabbalah allows; this peculiar view is worthwhile of a more detailed inspection. The ecstatic Kabbalist indicates that

       "We and all these who follow our intellectual Kabbalah [Qabbalah muskkelet], 121 [attaining] prophecy by the means of the combinations of letters, he will teach us the essence of reality as it is, in an easier way in comparison to all the way in existence in the world, despite the fact that the knowledge of the essence of reality which is apprehended by much thought. What brings about it [the knowledge]  is the combination [of letters] 122 , and this combination induces it [the knowledge] as immediately as a youth studies the Bible, then the Mishnah and Gemara, he will indubitably achieve it quickly, with perseverance, being better than any thought." 123

       Again, in a very concise way, Abulafia defines the goal of the Kabbalah that is based on the Torah  [Qabbalah Toriit]  as follows:

       "to attain by it the knowledge of God. And it is known that Kabbalah is easy to be studied, more than any other intellectual study. God has intended to perfect us in an easy way, which is congenial to human nature." 124

       This emphasis on "easiness" or the accessibility of the experience is related, at least partially, to the medieval conception that transmitted tradition, sometimes referred as  Kabbalah,  is a much easier way to learn some issues, whose study would otherwise take a long time. 125

       The easiness of attaining an experience and its apprehension, the latter being but a result of the encounter with the agent intellect, is to be understood both in itself, as a genuine self-understanding, and as part of a propagandist effort. In itself, the proposal of a mystical technique which short-circuits the lengthy curriculum of the philosophers assumes that the combinations of letters is a higher form of logic, which is congenial to the study of the canonic scriptures, while the logic of the philosophers as being pertinent to the order of nature. 126    Abulafia's conception of Kabbalah was oriented toward
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       contemplation and manipulation of linguistic material, whose results were conceived as been immediate. In comparison to the lengthy way of the Sefirotic Kabbalah, which involves both the study of details of the commandments and both the intricacies of the theosophical system, Abulafia insists that his method is indeed the easy way.

       To a certain extent, we can compare these two types of Kabbalah, and their respective mystical practices, to what Eliade and Staal designated as easy and difficult ways. 127  The Sefirotic way, with its nomian techniques, is a perfect example of a difficult path, in the manner that this type of mysticism was described by these two scholars. However, despite Abulafia's own use of the term "easy", in fact he proposes an anomian technique which is very complex, indeed one of the most complex mystical techniques I am acquainted with. 128  In lieu of the assumption proposed by Eliade, that the easy ways are vulgarizations or decadences of the difficult ways, in the case of Kabbalah the two ways stem from differently historical and phenomenological religious phenomena. In order to avoid prejudices of moral or religious kind, which apparently have affected Eliade's evaluation of the easy ways, like the drugs for example, 129  I propose to regard Abulafia's Kabbalah as an attempt to force the regular psychosomatic system of the mystic by the means of intensive and complex exercises which are indifferent towards the common Jewish way of life.

       In conclusion, let me draw attention to what may be one of the implications of the above discussions. The emphasis on another content of the core of Kabbalah, the divine names and the permutations of their letters instead of the  Sefirot,  changes the more onto-theologically oriented vision of Kabbalah in modern scholarship, relying as it is solely on the theosophical Kabbalah. The turn toward language, that is so conspicuous in many of the above quotes, is reminiscent of the modern linguistic turn. 130  However, though this is somehow indeed implicit in the above discussions, we shall not be oblivious of the fact that the divine name, a linguistic entity indeed, is nevertheless conceived as being instrumental in revealing, or helping to reach a revelatory experience of its signified, God.

       Notes

       * This study is part of a much more comprehensive survey of the various definitions of Kabbalah in the writings of medieval Kabbalists, Renaissance thinkers and modern scholars. This project evolved from an attempt to delineate the differences between Abraham Abulafia's Kabbalah and that of the theosophical-theurgi-cal Kabbalah found in my  Ph. D.  thesis,  Abrafiam Abulafia*s Works and Doctrines [Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 1976] pp. 434-449. [Hebrew]
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Defining Kabbalah: The Kabbalah
of the Divine Names*

Moshe Idel

I Kabbalah as Theosophy in Modern Scholarship

‘The medieval form of mystical Judaism known as Kabbalah! is known
mainly as a theosophical docirine related to the ten sefirot. This
theologically oriented description recurs often in modern scholarship,
as we can learn from several scholarly discussions regarding the
nature of this lore, mainly those following the lead of G. Scholem.
The prevailing assumption in the academic field is that a relatively
homogenuous mystical phenomenon, more theoretical than practical,
underlies the entire range of Kabbalistic literature, as it has already
been proposed by the late Prof. Gershom Scholem. Let me start with
one of his more explicit descriptions of Kabbalah;

“the mystical interpreation of theatrbutes and the uniy of God,in the so-called
doctine of the Sefroth, constituted a problem common o all Kabbalsts, while
the solution given ta it by and i the various schools diffr from one snother.”*

Despite this scholarly attempt to propose the existence of a
common core-question for all the Kabbalistic schools, which
responded to it in various ways, we may safely assert that it would be
much more cautious to see the theasophical question as one of the
important ones, addressed by many, though not by all the Kabbalists.
However, the absence of the theurgical element in this description
may leave the impression, that is corroborated by the reading of the
opus of this scholar, that theosophy is not only a central issuc shared
by “all” the Kabbalists, but it is also the single most important ques-
tion in medicval Jewish mysticism. In other words, the gnosis of the
divine auributes, rather than the experiential involvement in
processes connected with them, by the means of theurgical, and some-
times mystical-theurgical performance of the commandments, was
preferred by the abovementioned description.

Let us adduce another instance of Scholem's description of Jewish
mysticism, which is, indecd, very representative of his vision of
Kabbalah; just before the above quote, afier indicating that Jewish
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