
ASCENSIONS ON HIGH IN JEWISH MYSTICISM

human faculty involved in contact with a supernal power resonates to

the very nature of that power. Thus, somanodia, psychanodia and nou-

sanodia are examples not only of ascent terminology but also of broad-

er religious structures.

2. HEIKHALOT LITERATURE: PRECEDENTS AND OFFSHOOTS

The theme of the ascent to the divine realm is well represented in

Jewish sources of late antiquity: in inter-testamental Jewish literature, in

some rabbinic discussions and in so-called Heikhalot literature, written

some time between the third and the eighth centuries.15 As mentioned

above, the material pertinent to this theme has been analyzed time and

again by many scholars, including Culianu, and I shall not summarize

here the vast literature on the topic. For our discussion it will suffice to

mention that this ascent consists of the elevation of some form of body,

perhaps similar to an astral body, to the supernal realm; hence, the

term psychanodia would be a problematic description of such discus-

sions. In any case, I am not aware of any linguistic terminology that will

allow us to assume that those Jewish authors had in mind the ascension

of the soul devoid of any form, despite the fact that in Midrashic litera-

ture, the soul of man was described as ascending on high every night in

order to give an account of his daily deeds and sometimes to draw

some form of strength.16 This nightly ascent of the soul is in no way es-

chatological, nor does it point to a mystical experience of close contact

with the divine essence.

According to Morton Smith, “We can fairly conclude that one or

more techniques for ascent into heaven were being used in Palestine in

Jesus’ day, and that Jesus himself may well have used one.”17 As this

scholar indicates, Paul attributed an ascent to Jesus, in which he was

brought up to the third heaven, “whether in the body or out of the

body.”18 Therefore, the conception of an ascent of the soul to par-

adise—represented by the phrase “out of the body”—in order to have

an ineffable experience even before death is considered by Smith to

have been current among Jews of the first century.19 This obviously rep-

resents a concept different from the more widespread belief in the pos-

sibility of bodily ascent to heaven, which seems to have been held much

earlier. More recently, Margaret Barker pointed out that in the Odes of

Solomon, a case of ascent on high that culminated in angelization was

attributed to Christ. There, the spirit is described as elevating Jesus:
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Brought me forth before the LORD’s face

And because I was the Son of Man,

I was named the Light, the Son of God;

Because I was the most glorious among the glorious ones,

And the greatest among the great ones

And he anointed me with his perfection

And I became one of those who are near him.20

Elsewhere in the same book, it is said:

I went up into the light of truth as into a chariot,

And the truth led me and caused me to come

And there was no danger for me because 

I constantly walked with him.21

In this context it may be pertinent to mention Rabbi Shimeon bar

Yohai’s statement, preserved in the Babylonian Talmud, concerning the

benei `aliyyah, translated roughly as “those who attended the ascent,”

which implies that bar Yohai’s vision of the few elect in the upper world

was the result of a mystical journey.22

Apocalyptic literature represents a drastic shift from the dominant

biblical point of view. It is the human who takes the initiative for an en-

counter with the divine, and the divine realm itself—not an elevated

mountain—is the scene of the mystical revelation. Apocryphal in its lit-

erary genre, this literature propelled a series of figures into celestial

zones—“out of this world,” to use Culianu’s phrase—in order to allow

them to return with the credential of having had an interview with the

divine monarch. Journeys and books about such journeys have been at-

tributed to Moses, Abraham, Isaiah and Enoch.23 In some cases, deep

transformations of human personality, including some corporeal changes,

are evidenced as a result of their visits to the supernal worlds.24

This motif—the mythical ascent of man—is preserved and even

elaborated upon in Hebrew treatises written after the destruction of the

second temple. In these mystical treatises, referred to under the general

title of Heikhalot literature, the ascent on high is a major subject. Here,

it is the initiative of the mystic that provides the starting point for the

mystical journey. As to the goals of these ascents, there are divergences

among scholarly interpretations. A more mystical reading of the target

views the mystic as experiencing an encounter with God, who is a su-
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pernal anthropomorphic entity of immense size.25 According to other

scholarly views, participation in the heavenly liturgy is the goal of the

ascent.26 More recently, some studies place emphasis upon the ascen-

der’s ability to magically attain access to the higher world.27

In all cases, the protagonists of these heavenly ascents are mainly

post-biblical figures, some of which are the founders of the first phase

of rabbinic literature, known as Tannaite: Rabbi Akiva ben Joseph, Rabbi

Ishmael, Yohanan ben Zakkai, Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh, Rabbi Nehuni-

ah ben ha-Qanah, Shimeon ben Zoma, Shimeon ben Azzai and Elisha

ben Abbuiah. Biblical figures appear from time to time in Heikhalot lit-

erature, but they are not the main protagonists. Enoch and Moses are

mentioned, but their names surface only rarely in more than one of the

writings belonging to this literature.28

These Heikhalot writings were composed between the third and

eighth centuries. In rabbinic literature of this period, the ascent to

heaven plays a much less conspicuous role, though Moses is described

both in the Talmud and in some Midrashic discussions as ascending

through several heavens in order to receive the Torah.29 This difference

can be explained in at least two different and perhaps complementary

ways. First, from the literary point of view, rabbinic literature is more

concerned with legalistic and interpretive matters than with mysticism,

myth and magic. These topics recur in many places in both the Talmud

and Midrash, but they are not the focus of these literary genres.

Second, there are proclivities in this literature to suppress centrifugal

tendencies in order to cultivate a more worldly religiosity. However, all

this said, I wonder if comparison between discussions in rabbinic litera-

ture that deal with the question of the ascent on high and such presen-

tations in Heikhalot literature will disclose a vision of this issue that is

drastically different. In the Talmud, Moses and four Tannaitic figures

are described as ascending on high. It is in this type of literary corpus

that a more magical turn is preserved in at least one version of the as-

cent. The religious capabilities of Rabbi Akiva allowed him to ascend to

the divine world, and when the angels attempted to throw him down,

God intervened and declared that he was worthy of the magical use of

the divine glory—in Hebrew, lehishtamesh bi-khevodi.30 However, in the

version found in Heikhalot literature, the same rabbi is described as

worthy only of looking at or contemplating the divine glory—le-his-

takkel bi-khevodi.31 What is the implication of such a difference to the

30



On Diverse Forms of Living Ascent on High in Jewish Sources

goal of the ascent on high? In my opinion, the rabbinic version of the

ascent is concerned with exercising a certain influence—which can be

described as magical or theurgical—on the divine glory, while the gaz-

ing upon or the contemplation of the glory seems to be the main goal

in Heikhalot literature. In this type of mystical literature, awareness of

the size of the divine body is a crucial part of soteriological knowledge.

I propose that the emphasis upon precise size had certain repercussions

on broader religious attitudes in Heikhalot literature. This is why there

is no hint of a change in the glory or its being put into the service of

man, but rather its static state is contemplated.32 While rabbinic litera-

ture is inclined toward a view that God cannot be seen by mortals,

Heikhalot literature subscribes to a much more positive attitude toward

the contemplation of the divine.33

A third ideal of the ascent, which will concerned us much more

thoroughly in the following discussion, is expressed in Heikhalot litera-

ture: Rabbi Akiva is described as receiving the revelation of a name

while contemplating the vision of the divine chariot.34 This name en-

ables him and his students to accomplish magical operations, which is

hinted at by the verb mishtammesh, which means “to use.” In this in-

stance, bringing down an occult knowledge that confers extraordinary

power is evident. The same is the case in the introduction to a magical

treatise named Shimmushei Torah. Here, Moses is described as ascend-

ing on high and, after a contest with various angels, not only the Torah

is revealed to him but also the way to read it as a magical document

through the transformation of the common sequel of the canonic text

into names that have various magical uses.35 In other words, magic is re-

vealed to Moses through the divine names that are found in a cryptic

manner in the text of the canon. Moreover, Moses is given segullot—

remedies—as a gift.36

Ascending on high and bringing down some form of esoteric knowl-

edge, either in the form of magical names, of remedies or of a magical

reading of the Torah, can be understood as a model that I propose call-

ing mystical–magical. The first action—the ascent on high—represents

the mystical phase of the model, as it allows the religious perfectus con-

tact with the divine or celestial entities. His bringing down of the secret

lore, which in many cases has magical qualities, represents the magical

aspect of this model. In the ancient literature, this mystical journey takes

place either in corpore or, as I propose interpreting some of the Heikhalot
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discussions, in a sort of astral body.37 In other words, in Heikhalot liter-

ature the concomitant presence of the same person in two places seems

to be a crucial issue. So, for example, Rabbi Nehuniyah ben ha-Qanah

is described as sitting in the special posture of Elijah in the lower world,

surrounded by his disciples, apparently in a lethargic state. At the same

time, he is portrayed as sitting and gazing upon the divine chariot on

high. I would like to emphasize the use of the verb sit—Yoshev: the

Rabbi is represented as sitting in two different places at the same time.

This observation of the double presence of the mystic in Heikhalot lit-

erature may be a clue to understanding the whole phenomenon of the

ascent to the Merkavah.38 It is neither an ascent of the soul nor a cor-

poreal ascent; it combines both by the assumption that the spiritual

body of the mystic is the entity that undertakes the celestial journey,

while the corporeal body remains in a special posture in the terrestrial

world. I cannot elaborate here upon the possible implications of such a

proposal for the understanding of Heikhalot literature. For the time

being, it is sufficient to remark that the assumption of a double pres-

ence in a Heikhalot text connected to the term Golem—which in many

cases since the Middle Ages means “an artificial anthropoid”—may

have something to do with the concept of a spiritual body.

Not only the ideal of the ascent—at least in principle—but also its

techniques persisted as part of the reservoir of Jewish culture. In gener-

al, I would say that Scholem’s interpretation that the techniques of

Heikhalot literature degenerated into “mere literature” is a curious view

in light of reports of the ascents of souls throughout the nineteenth

century.39 However, the more dominant method of attaining contact

with divine or semi-divine entities in medieval literature is through

Himmelsreise der Seele. Due to the impact of Greek and Hellenistic psy-

chologies, Jewish authors adopted more spiritual explanations of the

communion of the soul. In lieu of the ascent of the person, the union

or the communion of the soul or the intellect with God or another spir-

itual supernal entity was conceived as the mystical component of the

mystical–magical model.40 This is simply a more “spiritualized” version

of the archaic model found in the Heikhalot. In the ninth century, how-

ever, the descriptions of the Heikhalot masters were interpreted by

some Babylonian Jewish thinkers belonging to an elite group called

Ge’onim in an interiorized manner, as though indicating inner, rather

than external, experiences. The main text to this effect is the report of

Rav Hai Gaon. In one of his responsa, he indicates that:
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Many scholars thought that one who is distinguished by many qual-

ities described in the books, when he seeks to behold the Merkavah

and the palaces of the angels on high, he must follow a certain pro-

cedure. He must fast a number of days and place his head between

his knees and whisper many hymns and songs whose texts are

known from tradition. Then he perceives within himself and in the

chambers [of his heart] as if he saw the seven palaces with his own

eyes, and it is as though he entered one palace after another and saw

what is there. And there are two mishnayot, which the tannaim taught

regarding this topic, called the Greater Heykhalot and the Lesser

Heykhalot, and this matter is well known and widespread. Regarding

these contemplations, the tanna’ taught: “Four entered Pardes”—

those palaces were alluded to by the term Pardes, and they were des-

ignated by this name.... For God...shows to the righteous, in their

interior, the visions of His palaces and the position of His angels.41

The spiritual understanding of Rav Hai’s view of the ancient mystics

drew the attention of Adolph Jellinek, who affirms that Rav Hai was in-

fluenced by Sufi mysticism, a statement that indicates that his interpre-

tation of earlier material is based on new spiritual approaches.42

Scholem’s view is that Rav Hai is describing a “mystical ascent.” His

rendering of “the interiors and the chambers” implies that this phrase

was understood to refer to external entities, presumably parts of the su-

pernal palaces.43 However, this understanding is somewhat problemat-

ic; the form ba-penimi u-va-hedri, which translates as “within himself

and in the chambers,” suggests the subject of the verb, maniah rosho,

thereby referring to the mystic himself. David J. Halperin accepts

Scholem’s understanding of this passage, although he disagrees with

the assumption that it reflects a view occurring in the much earlier trea-

tise, Heikhalot Zutarti. He denies the presence of a reference to a celes-

tial journey in this treatise and argues that Rav Hai misunderstood the

earlier source, translating the phrase “He thus peers into the inner

rooms and chambers” without referring to the possessive form of these

nouns. Thus, Halperin’s opinion is that Rav Hai’s passage indeed re-

flects a heavenly ascension.44 Martin Cohen’s translation is more ade-

quate: “he gazes within himself.” However, his general interpretation is

erroneous: Rav Hai did not imply “a mystic communion with God,”

and his passage does not “have the ring of truth, as well as the support

of the gaon’s unimpeachable authority.”45
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It is my opinion that Rav Hai Gaon misinterpreted the late antiquity

texts by transforming an ecstatic experience that takes place out of the

body into an introversive one. The contemplation of the Merkavah is

compared here to the entrance into Pardes; both activities are, accord-

ing to Rav Hai, allegories for the inner experience attained by mystics.

The mystical flight of the soul to the Merkavah is interpreted allegori-

cally; the supernal palaces can be gazed upon and contemplated not by

referring to an external event, but by concentrating upon one’s own

“chambers.” Thus, the scene of revelation is no longer the supermun-

dane hierarchy of palaces but the human consciousness.46 Rav Hai

Gaon asserts that the mystic may attain visions of palaces and angels,

intentionally ignoring the vision of God. It should be mentioned that

his father, Rabbi Sherira, refused to endorse the anthropomorphic con-

ception of the Godhead found in the book Shi`ur Qomah.47

According to a younger contemporary of Rav Hai, Rabbi Nathan of

Rome, the Gaon’s intention was that the ancient mystics “do not ascend

on high, but that they see and envision in the chambers of their heart,

like a man who sees and envisions something clearly with his eyes, and

they hear and tell and speak by means of a seeing eye, by the divine

spirit.”48 Therefore, the earliest interpretation of Rav Hai’s view empha-

sizes inner vision rather than mystical ascent. This type of mystical

epistemology is congruent with Rav Hai’s view concerning the revela-

tion of the glory of God to the prophets through the “understanding of

the heart”—‘ovanta de-libba’. Far from expounding a mystical ascent of

the soul, the Gaon offers instead a radical reinterpretation of ancient

Jewish mysticism. In the vein of more rationalistic approaches, he ef-

faces the ecstatic or shamanic aspects of Heikhalot experiences in favor

of their psychological interpretation. Though I imagine that this recast-

ing of an earlier religious mentality was motivated by Rav Hai’s adher-

ence to rationalist thinking,49 we cannot ignore the possibility that his

psychological perception may bear some affinities to much earlier views

of the Merkavah.50 However, even if such early understandings of Mer-

kavah mysticism indeed existed, they were seemingly marginal in com-

parison to the bodily and spiritual ascent cultivated by the Heikhalot

mystics. This kind of rationalization consistently reveals a reserved atti-

tude toward the object of interpretation; therefore, Rav Hai Gaon

seems to have been reacting against a relatively common practice, as we

may infer from his remark: “this is a widespread and well-known mat-

ter.” Even the opening statement of the quotation, although formulated
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in the past tense, bears evidence of the recognition of the technique by

“many scholars.”51 We may conclude on the grounds of Rav Hai’s pas-

sage that the use of Elijah’s posture in order to attain paranormal states

of consciousness perceived as visions of the Merkavah was still custom-

ary among Jewish mystics, notwithstanding Rav Hai’s attempt to atten-

uate some of its “uncanny” facets.52 It is plausible that this interpreta-

tion, quite incongruent with Heikhalot material, is the result of the im-

pact of the intellectualistic Greek orientation that penetrated the

Babylonian regions by the mediation of Arabic thinkers, attenuating the

external, more mythical aspects of the journey to the Merkavah. My

scheme assumes that the shift from a literal understanding of the ascent

and the act of enthronement to an allegorical one is basically medieval,

starting with the tenth century, as exemplified by Rav Hai’s interpreta-

tion of the experience of the Heikhalot.53 I assume that in some circles

the literal understanding of the ascent remained active, while in others,

like that of the Gaon, it was internalized.

The most important Jewish thinkers who continued, mutatis mutan-

dis, the major tendencies of Heikhalot literature were the so-called

Hasidei Ashkenaz. They were a late twelfth- and early thirteenth-centu-

ry group active mainly in some cities in the Rhineland. These authors

reproduced, glossed and perhaps even saved from oblivion some of the

earlier Heikhalot texts and used some of their theologoumena in their

own writings. However, more concrete instances in which psychanodian

legends are related to historical figures were apparent in some regions in

France, an area close to the Ashkenazi figures. Rabbi Ezra of Montcon-

tour is described as a prophet who made an ascent on high.54 Rabbi

Moses Botarel, a late medieval Kabbalist, mentions a tradition received

from his father, Rabbi Isaac, asserting that: “The soul of the prophet

from the city of Montcontour ascended to heaven and heard the living

creatures singing before God a certain song; and when he awoke he re-

membered this song and told his experience as it was, and they wrote

down the song.”55

Therefore, the ascent heavenwards is a technique used to solve a

problem. In the first instance, it is a method by which to bring down

the song of the angels. In other cases, issues difficult to solve by means

of regular speculation, including both halakhic and theological topics,

are viewed as questions to be asked of heavenly instances.56 Rabbi

Ezra’s particular technique of composing verses by ascending on high

and listening to the angelic chorus is not, however, unique. A promi-
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nent early medieval paytan, Rabbi Eleazar ha-Qalir, is also described as

having ascended to heaven and questioning the archangel Michael on

the manner in which the angels sing and how their songs are composed.

Afterwards, he descended and composed a poem according to the al-

phabetical order that he learned from the angelic songs.57 Interestingly

enough, Rabbi Eleazar was imagined to ascend to heaven by the use of

the divine name, an ascent technique attributed by the famous eleventh-

century commentator of the Bible known as Rashi—Rabbi Shlomo

Yitzhaqi—to the four sages who entered Pardes.58 This description of

the poet was no doubt an attempt to include Eleazar among the Mer-

kavah mystics. This also seems to be the tendency of another report

concerning Rabbi Eleazar: a mid-thirteenth century Italian author,

Rabbi Tzedakiah ben Abraham, states in the name of his father, who in

turn heard it from his masters, some unnamed Ashkenazic sages, that

while Rabbi Eleazar was composing his well-known poem, “The Four-

fold Living Creatures,” “fire surrounded him.”59 This latter phrase has

an obvious connection to the mystical study of sacred texts or discus-

sions of topics particular to the Merkavah tradition.60 In a third de-

scription of Rabbi Eleazar, also from a text of Ashkenazi origin, he is

referred to as “the angel of God.”61

Thus, Rabbi Ezra of Montcontour’s study of the celestial academy

through the ascent of his soul and transmission of a poem he heard

there have close parallels to the practices of a much earlier person, por-

trayed with the help of motifs connected to Merkavah traditions. Also

pertinent to our topic is the following report concerning Rabbi Michael

the Angel, a mid-thirteenth-century French figure. He is described as

follows:

[He] asked questions, and his soul ascended to heaven in order to

seek [answers to] his doubts. He shut himself in a room for three

days and ordered that it not be opened. But the men of his house

peered between the gates [!], and they saw that his body was flung

down like a stone. And so he laid for three days, shut in and motion-

less on his bed like a dead man. After three days he came to life and

rose to his feet, and from thence on he was called Rabbi Michael the

Angel.62

Though different from the reports stemming from Heikhalot literature,

this description does not leave any doubt that, like the earlier claims of
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Jewish mystics, the ascent on high is a matter undertaken by a living

person who survives this experience. Unlike their contemporaries in

Provence and Catalunia who attributed the experience of prophecy to

biblical figures, these two individuals from the Ashkenazi and French

regions provide examples of references to historical persons, presum-

ably during their lifetimes, in terms of prophecy. I see no reason on the

basis of this passage to surmise the possibility that an astral body made

the ascent, despite the fact that a passage dealing with an astral body is

known from a text believed to have been written in France in the same

period.63 The term neshamah, or “soul,” seems to indicate an early in-

stance of psychanodia in the strict sense of the word. Thus, on the one

hand, this text reflects a different mentality in comparison to Heikhalot

literature because the soul is expressly mentioned. On the other hand,

in comparison to the internalized vision in Rav Hai’s interpretation

where no ascent is mentioned, here it is referred to explicitly. Though

there can be no doubt that these two bodies of literature were known to

the medieval figures, it seems that they were interested in another un-

derstanding of the ascent.

Unlike more mystically oriented descriptions (to be discussed

below), however, the soul does not encounter or return to an entity that

is its source, or experience some form of lost perfection, but rather is a

mode for obtaining hidden information. Hence, this passage is more in

line with some ancient apocalyptic materials and with Heikhalot litera-

ture than with medieval transformations of psychanodia.

3. NOUSANODIA:
THE NEOARISTOTELIAN SPIRITUALIZATION OF THE ASCENT

The processes of interiorization of mythical modes of thought resorting

to new forms of spirituality are part and parcel of many developments

in religion.64 This is also the case with many descriptions of ascents on

high and of visions of supernal realms. The adoption of and adaptation

from some Greek forms of thought are evident in the elites of the three

monotheistic religions. We already have seen above Rav Hai Gaon’s re-

jection of the external elements of the ascent in Heikhalot literature;

more dramatic, however, are attempts to reinterpret the biblical de-

scriptions of ascent and descent as references to inner states of con-

sciousness or as metaphorical expressions. This is the general propensi-

ty of various Jewish philosophical schools, the major exception being

the thought of Rabbi Yehudah ha-Levi. This mode of metaphorical exe-
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gesis is applied repeatedly to the Bible and some rabbinic dicta in Mai-

monides’s Guide of the Perplexed. The great eagle explains the occur-

rences of the verb “ascend” in connection to God in the Bible as point-

ing to “sublimity and greatness.”65 Developing Maimonides’s semantic

approach, one of his followers, the Kabbalist Rabbi Abraham Abulafia,

wrote in one of his commentaries on the secrets of the Guide:

The matter of the name of “ascent” is homonymous, as in their say-

ing, “Moses ascended to God”: this concerns the third matter,

which is combined with their [allusion] also to the ascent to the tip

of the mountain, upon which there descended the “created light.”

These two matters assist us [in understanding] all similar matters,

and they are [the terms] “place” [maqom] and “ascent” [`aliyah] that,

after they come to the matter of “man,” the two of them are not im-

possible by any means; for Moses ascended to the mountain, and he

also ascended to the Divine level. That ascent is combined with a

revealed matter, and with a matter which is hidden; the revealed

[matter] is the ascent of the mountain, and the hidden [aspect] is

the level of prophecy.66

The hidden sense of the reference to ascent of the mountain is under-

stood as a purely intellectual event that disregards any form of bodily

ascent. Elsewhere, Rabbi Abulafia indicates that the human intellectu-

al faculty gradually ascends to the agent intellect “and will unite with

it after many hard, strong and mighty exercises, until the particular

and personal prophetic [faculty] will turn universal, permanent and

everlasting, similar to the essence of its cause, and he and He will be-

come one entity.”67 No spatial adventure is mentioned here besides

the opening of the human intellect to the cosmic intellectual presence,

thus unifying the two. Ascents or descents found in Rabbi Abulafia’s

writings are metaphors for intellectual activities. Psychanodia is oblit-

erated; there is no interpretation of Heikhalot discussions as under-

taken by Rav Hai Gaon. In lieu of this, we may speak about a figura-

tive nousanodia.

The transition from the sensuous to the intellectual is conceived by

Rabbi Abulafia’s school as a “natural change”—sinnuy tiv`iy. We learn

this from a book entitled Sefer ha-Tzeruf by an anonymous author con-

nected to Rabbi Abulafia’s circle:
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Now when the sphere of the intellect is moved by the Agent

Intellect and the person begins to enter it and to ascend the sphere

which returns, like the image of a ladder, and at the time of the as-

cent his thoughts shall be really transformed and all the visions shall

be changed before him, and there will be nothing left to him of what

he had earlier. Therefore, apart from changing his nature and his

formation, he is as one who was uprooted from the power of feeling

[and was translated to] the power of the intellect.68

Unlike Rabbi Abulafia, the anonymous Kabbalist underemphasizes the

figurative nature of the term ascent. In this book the phrase “sphere of

the intellect” uses a bodily term—sphere—that may indicate an ascent

to an entity mediating between the corporeal and the intellectual. In

any case, the act of ascension is strongly related to the concept of trans-

formation, which affects the human being who is supposed to operate as

an intellectual entity.

In a passage preserved in Rabbi Isaac of Acre’s Me’irat `Einayyim,

there is an extremely interesting discussion cited in the name of Rabbi

Nathan, presumably Rabbi Nathan ben Sa`adya:

I heard from the sage Rabbi Nathan an explanation of this name

[intellect]:You must know that when the Divine Intellect descends,

it reaches the Agent Intellect and is called Agent Intellect; and when

the Agent Intellect descends to the Acquired Intellect it is called

Acquired Intellect; and when the Acquired Intellect descends to the

Passive Intellect, it is called Passive Intellect; and when Passive

Intellect descends to the soul which is in man it is called the soul.

We therefore find that the Divine Intellect, which is within the

human soul, is called the soul. And this is from above to below. And

when you examine this matter from below to above, you shall see

that when man separates himself from the vanities of this world and

cleaves by his thought and soul to the supernal [realms] with great

constancy, his soul will be called according to the level among the

higher degrees, which he has acquired and attached himself to it.

How so? If the soul of the isolated person deserves to apprehend and

to cleave to the Passive Intellect, it is called Passive Intellect, as if it

is Passive Intellect; and likewise when it ascends further and cleaves

to the Acquired Intellect, it becomes the Acquired Intellect; and if it
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is merited to cleave to the Agent Intellect, then it itself [becomes]

Agent Intellect; and if you shall deserve and cleave to the Divine

Intellect, happy are you, because you have returned to your source

and root, which is called, literally, the Divine Intellect. And that per-

son is called the Man of God, that is to say, a Divine man, creating

worlds.69

Let us compare the last passage to one that will be adduced later from

Rabbi Yehudah Albotini, a Kabbalist who was heavily influenced by

Rabbi Nathan’s book. Both resort to the cleaving of thought and soul,

and both conceive the culmination of the ascent with the acquisition of

magical capacities. Both combine Neoaristotelian and Neoplatonic ter-

minology. And, what is more pertinent to our discussion, both describe

a rather easy transition from the lower human capacity to the highest

spiritual level of the divine world. In other words, Rabbi Albotini’s pas-

sage offers a synthesis of theories found in the writings of Rabbi

Abulafia and two of his followers, who belong to what I call the Eastern

group of his disciples. Similarly, we read in the mid-fourteenth-century

Byzantine writings of Rabbi Elnathan ben Moses Qalqish, a prolific au-

thor influenced by ecstatic Kabbalah, that:

This is the distinguished level of the man of God, and this is the

daily and light intellect, the light of which is above the heads of the

creatures inscribed as in the vision, “and upon the image on the

throne was an image like that of a man,” to whom he cleaved and

by whom he ascended. And the prophets who came after him

prophesied by means of the Unclear mirror, and that is the imagi-

nation of night-time, [which is] dark, like the light of the sun upon

the moon, to receive light from the sparks, and from the flame of

his warmth to warm from its extreme cold, like the warmth of the

heart which is extreme in its simplicity, to extinguish the extreme

cold of the spleen.70

There can be no doubt that the human intellect, described as hovering

over or surrounding the head of man and constituting his real “image,”

is described here as the vehicle for man’s ascent on high. This is no

doubt a metaphorical ascent, but nevertheless the concept of ascension

is explicit.

These are just a few examples of cases of ascensio mentis in ecstatic
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Kabbalah, which can easily be multiplied. As we shall see below in the

work of some of the followers of Rabbi Abulafia, there are also exam-

ples of psychanodia that betray the impact of Neoplatonism.

4. NEOPLATONIC CASES OF PSYCHANODIA

In Heikhalot literature it seems that the main protagonist of the ascent

is not the soul, but rather some form of spiritual body. As seen above, it

is only later in the Middle Ages that the term “soul” occurs in an as-

censional context. In most cases, this is part of an ascentional approach

that sees the soul as the main protagonist of the upward journey,

demonstrating the impact of Neoplatonism.71 Explicit mention of the

soul, though not in a literal sense, is found in a highly influential text by

Plotin. Following is a translation of this passage as mediated by the

Theology of Aristotle by Rabbi Shem Tov ibn Falaquera, a Jewish

philosopher active in the second half of the thirteenth century in Spain:

Aristotle has said: Sometimes I become as if self-centered and re-

move my body and I was as if I am a spiritual substance without a

body. And I have seen the beauty and the splendor and I become

amazed and astonished. [Then] I knew that I am part of the parts of

the supernal world, the perfect and the sublime, and I am an active

being [or animal]. When this has become certain to me, I ascended

in my thought from this world to the Divine Cause [ha-`Illah ha-

’Elohit] and I was there as if I were situated within it and united in it

and united with it, and I was higher than the entire intellectual

world and I was seeing myself as if I am standing within the world of

the divine intellect I was as if I was united within it and united with

it, as if I am standing in this supreme and divine state.72

The language of ascent is quite obvious, despite the fact that, conceptu-

ally speaking, nothing similar to psychanodia or nousanodia is surmised

by the Neoplatonic author. This is the reason why the expression “as

if” occurs six times. We may assume that here there is an interiorization

of a psychanodian vision found in Hellenistic sources, understood now

as an inner flight.73 However, in some reverberations of Neoplatonism,

an ascent of the soul to the supernal soul becomes nevertheless obvi-

ous. In a passage authored by the early thirteenth-century Kabbalist,

Rabbi Ezra of Gerona, such a process is well illustrated:
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[T]he righteous causes his unblemished and pure soul to ascend

[until she—the human soul—reaches] the supernal holy soul [and]

she unites with her [the supernal soul] and knows future things. And

this is the manner [in which] the prophet acted, as the evil inclina-

tion did not have any dominion over him, to separate him from the

Supernal Soul. Thus, the soul of the prophet is united with the

Supernal Soul in a complete union.74

The righteous, acting in the present, and the prophets, who are ideals

relevant to the glorious past, use the same comic–psychological struc-

ture: naturally, when the soul is unblemished and unstained by sin, it

can ascend to the source, and by doing so, it can know the future.

Ascent is therefore part of a more complex process that involves a more

practical implication in both the righteous and the prophet.

A mixture of psychanodia and nousanodia is found in an influential

anonymous Kabbalistic writing composed in the early fourteenth cen-

tury in Catalunia. Again, the soul of the righteous is the main subject of

the ascent: “The soul of the righteous one will ascend—while he is yet

alive—higher and higher, to the place where the souls of the righteous

[enjoy their] delight, [an event] that is [called] ‘the cleaving of the

mind.’ The body will [then] remain motionless, as it is said: ‘But you

that cleave unto the Lord your God are alive every one of you this

day.’”75 Interestingly enough, the adherence or the union is the main

purpose of the ascent in these cases, and the mystics are called by the

name “righteous”—Tzaddiqim—a term that does not play a significant

role in Heikhalot literature. It recurs elsewhere, however, in Rabbi

Ezra’s writing; this Kabbalist uses the term to describe those who per-

form an operation in the divine world—namely those who first adhered

to the supernal realm and then acted thereupon.76

The philosophical terminology of these two quotes is obvious. In the

case of Rabbi Ezra, the Neoplatonic terminology of two souls is explic-

it. In the second quote, the cleaving to the place of supernal thought is

mentioned. In any case, neither firmaments, palaces, rings or thrones

nor angelic structures that played such a crucial role in Heikhalot and

other late antiquity types of Jewish literature occur in these cases of as-

censio. The role of the cosmic pillar, a topic that will be addressed later,

is also absent here.

Now I turn to a passage found in an anonymous Kabbalistic treatise

belonging to what is known as the circle of the `Yuun book:
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And this attribute [Middah] was transmitted to Enoch, son of Jared,

and he kept it, and would attempt to know the Creator, blessed be

He, with the same attribute. And when he adhered to it, his soul

longed to attract the abundance of the upper [spheres] from the [se-

firah of] wisdom, until his soul ascended to and was bound by the

[sefirah of] discernment, and the two of them became as one thing.

This is the meaning of what is written, “And Enoch walked with

God.” And it is written in the Alpha Beta of Rabbi Akiva that he

transformed his flesh into fiery torches and he became as if he were

one of the spiritual beings.77

This is an important example for the attenuation of the mythical ascent

from Heikhalot literature by a more unitive description that puts the

soul at the center of the experience. The soul’s adherence to and union

with the third sefirah, that of Binah, which is considered in many early

Kabbalistic texts to be the source of the soul, is conceived to be the

“real” meaning of Enoch’s ascent. Though bodily transformation is

mentioned at the end of the excerpt, the reference to Alpha Beta of

Rabbi Akiva serves as a proof text for expounding upon the medieval

theory of mystical union.

Now let us examine the evidence found in the Zohar in a passage

from Midrash ha-Ne`elam on the Song of Songs:

When the Holy One, blessed be He, created Adam, He placed him

in the Garden of Eden, in a garment of glory, out of the light of the

Garden of Eden.... And those garments left him.... And the lumi-

nous soul ascended...and he remained bereft of all...and that lumi-

nosity of the supernal soul which left him ascended upwards, and it

was stored in a certain treasury, that is the body, up to the time that

he begat sons, and Enoch came into the world. Since Enoch came,

the supernal light of the holy soul descended into him, and Enoch

was enwrapped in the supernal soul which had left Adam.78

Unlike the Neoplatonic use of the term “supernal soul” to indicate the

cosmic or universal soul, as seen above and as shall be seen again

below, the Zoharic passage deals with the superior part of the human

soul. Adam’s soul is understood Neoplatonically—that is, as an entity

that descended from a higher sphere of reality and returns thereto—but

this is a soul preserved for the few, and as such, Enoch merits it. In a
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way, the soul that deserted the sinful Adam is also a light that descends

upon meritorious individuals.

The spiritual shift from the individual to the universal soul is exem-

plified in Rabbi Nathan ben Sa`adya’s book Sha`arei Tzedeq. In one

case, Moses is described as having “been transformed into a universal

[being] after being a particular, central point. And this is the matter of

the lower man that ascended and became ‘the man who is on the throne,’

by the virtue of the power of the Name.”79 This description is reminis-

cent of many Neoplatonically-oriented transformations of the particu-

lar soul into the universal soul, a phenomenon I propose calling univer-

salization. This form of expression, which may or may not represent an

experience that is different from others described as involving cleaving

and union, already had a history in Jewish mysticism, and Rabbi

Nathan’s Sha`arei Tzedeq is one link in a longer chain of tradition.

Indeed, some lines further, our author refers explicitly to the “soul of

all.”80 Moses’s transformation was accomplished by means of a name—

in Hebrew, ha-shem, which stands for the Tetragrammaton and the

consonants of which are identical to a permutation of those of Mosheh.

Therefore, resorting to the Kabbalistic technique based on names used

by the author, Moses was able to become a supernal man. The above

transformation from the particular to the general is found elsewhere in

the group of Rabbi Abulafia’s followers related to Sha`arei Tzedeq.

Rabbi Isaac of Acre mentions that “the Nought, that encompasses ev-

erything” and the “soul should cleave to Nought and become universal

and comprehensive after being particular because of her palace when

she was imprisoned in it, [she] will become universal, in the secret of

the essence of the secret of her place from which she was hewn.”81

This common language of universalization does not mean, to be

sure, that the earlier text authored by Rabbi Nathan had an impact on

Rabbi Isaac, who was acquainted with at least some concepts found in

the book. Nevertheless, for an examination of unitive imagery, this ne-

glected passage is of great importance since it includes a syntagm that

is reminiscent of much later Hasidic discussions of union with the di-

vine nought—le-hidabbeq be-’ayin.82 Earlier in his treatise, Rabbi Nathan

reports on a conversation between God and Moses, who is told by the

divine voice that he cannot contemplate the divine glory, despite the

fact that he “ascended to the rank of the supernal man, who is the Liv-

ing.”83 These phrases unequivocally indicate an expansion of the lower
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man, more precisely of his soul, its ascension to its supernal source and

its transformation into that source. The Neoplatonic assumption that

there is only one soul, particularized by matter into individual souls

without fragmenting that of the universal, underpins the above discus-

sions.84 It should be emphasized that, though the vision in the biblical

proof text is that of an anthropos, the interpretation offered by Rabbi

Nathan speaks solely of the transformation of the soul. The ascent of

the soul gained impetus from sixteenth-century Safedian Kabbalah on-

wards. Its main hero, the famous Ashkenazi Rabbi Isaac Luria

(1538–1572), is reported in a hagiographic book as one:

...whose soul ascended nightly to the heavens, and whom the at-

tending angels came to accompany to the celestial academy. They

asked him: “To which academy do you wish to go?” Sometimes he

said that he wished to visit the Academy of Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai,

or the Academy of Rabbi Akiva or that of Rabbi Eliezer the Great or

those of other Tannaim and Amoraim, or of the prophets. And to

whichever of those academies he wished to go, the angels would take

him. The next day, he would disclose to the sages what he received

in that academy.85

This passage describes one of two ways in which the mystic may ac-

quire the supernal secrets of the Kabbalah: he may either ascend to

study the Torah together with ancient figures, as above, or be taught by

Elijah and others who descend to reveal Kabbalistic secrets, as we read

in other texts that describe the manner in which Rabbi Luria obtained

his knowledge.86 The frequency of heavenly ascent is indeed remark-

able: each and every night, Rabbi Luria visited one of the celestial

academies, and thereafter transmitted the teachings to his students.

This perception of Rabbi Luria is no doubt closely connected to the

huge amount of Kabbalistic material that emerged from him and that

produced the extensive Lurianic literature. It should be emphasized

that the description of Rabbi Luria, unlike any of the other masters to

which ascension of the soul has been attributed, mentions nighttime

explicitly as the only occasion on which such ascents take place.

Let me address now a passage preserved by the main disciple of

Rabbi Luria. In the fourth part of his Sha`arei Qedushah, Rabbi Hayyim

Vital quotes passages dealing with hitbodedut—mental concentration or
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solitude—that are not present in any other Kabbalistic source. So, for

example, in a manner reminiscent of Rabbi Abulafia’s recommenda-

tions for solitude, Rabbi Vital’s source recommends that one:

Meditate in a secluded house as above, and wrap yourself in a tal-

lit, and sit and close your eyes and remove yourself from the mate-

rial world, as if your soul had left your body, and ascended into 

the heavens. And after this divestment, read one mishnah, which-

ever one you wish, many times, time after time, and intend that

your soul commune with the soul of the Tanna’ mentioned in that

mishnah.87

From some points of view, this text combines ecstatic Kabbalah with

practices of reciting the Mishnah found among sixteenth-century

Safedian Kabbalists.88 In his mystical diary, Rabbi Vital reported the

dream of one of his acquaintances, Rabbi Isaac Alatif, concerning him-

self, which he described as follows:

Once I fainted deeply for an hour, and a huge number of old men

and many women came to watch me, and the house was completely

full of them, and they all were worried for me. Afterwards the swoon

passed and I opened my eyes and said: “Know that just now my soul

ascended to the Seat of Glory and they sent my soul back to this

world, in order to preach before you and lead you in the way of re-

pentance and charity.”89

It may be assumed that the ascent of the soul to the seat of glory has a

certain mystical implication, perhaps an attempt to contemplate God,

such as Rabbi Vital attempted according to one of his dreams.90

The concept of ascension is important in eighteenth-century

Hasidism, as we shall see in greater detail in chapter four, where some

of the discussion will address the Neoplatonic concept. Here I would

like to draw attention to just one case, which reverberates with many

followers of the master who formulated it, the Great Maggid of

Medzirech. In a manner reminiscent of Rabbi Nathan ben Sa`adya

Harar’s discussion of the two halves in a passage found in his Sha`arei

Tzedeq, Rabbi Dov Baer of Medziretch interprets the biblical verse

“Make thee two trumpets” as follows:
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[T]wo halves of forms, as it is written “on the throne, a likeness in

the appearance of a man above upon it,” as man [that is, ’ADaM] is

but D and M, and the speech dwells upon him. And when he unites

with God, who is the Alpha of the world, he becomes ’ADaM....

And man must separate himself from any corporeal thing, to such

an extent that he will ascend through all the worlds and be in union

with God, until [his] existence will be annihilated, and then he will

be called ’ADaM.91

The Maggid bases his homily on the verse: “Make thee two trumpets of

silver, of a whole piece shall thou make them.” 92 The Hebrew word for

trumpets—Hatzotzerot—is interpreted as Hatzi-Tzurah—namely “half

of the form,” which together, since they are two halves, create a perfect

form. Here, we may see this process as the completion of a perfect

structure by the ascent of one of its halves. No hierarchy is implied

here, but rather direct contact between man and God in a manner rem-

iniscent of Rabbi Nathan’s point of view.

5. THE ASCENT THROUGH THE TEN SEFIROT

Ascents on high are more meaningful when detailed hierarchies are in-

volved. This is obvious in the theosophical–theurgical Kabbalah, where

the system of ten sefirot constitutes a median structure between infini-

ty—’Ein Sof—and the created world. To be sure, the understanding of

these powers varies from Kabbalist to Kabbalist, and I use here a sim-

plistic description, which is much more salient for the later, sixteenth-

century understanding of Kabbalah.93 As instruments of the divine

power, which is also immanent within them, the sefirot were and still

are involved in sustaining and governing the created world. In a way,

they play a role reminiscent of the celestial bodies in medieval astrono-

my and astrology. However, while celestial bodies often assumed nega-

tive valences, as Culianu points out, sefirotic powers were conceived of

in a much more positive light.94 There are many forms of upward pro-

cesses, however, that involve the ascension of both the lower sefirot,

who draw on and suck influx from the higher sefirot, and the human

intention or soul.95 This type of ascent is exemplified in an influential

passage by Rabbi Moses Cordovero describing the nature of Kab-

balistic prayer:
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The man whom his Creator has bestowed with the grace of entering

the innerness of occult lore and knows and understands that by

reciting Barekh `Aleinu and Refa’enu the intention is to draw down

the blessing and the influx by each and every blessing to a certain se-

firah, and the blessing of Refa’enu to a certain sefirah, as it is known

to us. Behold, this man is worshiping the Holy One, blessed be He

and his Shekhinah, as a son and as a servant standing before his

master, by means of a perfect worship, out of love, without deriving

any benefit or reward because of that worship...because the wise

man by the quality of his [mystical] intention when he intends dur-

ing his prayer, his soul will be elevated by his [spiritual] arousal from

one degree to another, from one entity to another until she arrives

and is welcome and comes in the presence of the Creator, and

cleaves to her source, to the source of life; and then a great influx

will be emanated upon her from there, and he will become a vessel

[keli] and a place and foundation for [that] influx, and from him it

[the influx] will be distributed to all the world as it is written in the

Zohar, pericope Terumah, until the Shekhinah will cleave to him...

and you will be a seat to Her and [then] the influx will descend onto

you...because you are in lieu of the great pipe instead of the Tzaddiq,

the foundation of the world.96

The Kabbalist is supposed to ascend daily through the sefirotic realm

in order to adhere to the supernal source, from which he demands that

the influx be drawn down. Ascent in this case is not only a matter of

individual attainment but also part of a wider and more complex

model—the mystical–magical, which has already been addressed above.

However, what is much less clear is what exactly ascends on high: the

intention—some form of noetic process focusing upon the content of

the divine map while praying—or some form of energy that is acquired

through concentration during prayer. What is important in this passage

is the fact that the ascent is no longer a rare experience attributed only

to a small elite group but rather is a matter of daily experience that is

accessible to every Kabbalist. The ascendant Kabbalist is not only ca-

pable of triggering the descent of the influx but also becomes a pipeline

for its transmission to the mundane world.

The ascent from one degree to another, which is found before Rabbi

Cordovero, became a standard expression for ascent in the supernal
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world, and it recurs in many texts, especially in Hasidism. It also occurs

in an explicit discussion of the ascent through the sefirot attributed to

an influential messianic figure, Sabbatai Tzevi, by a Yemenite apoca-

lypse, which stems from a rather early period of the Sabbatean move-

ment. In a passage printed and previously analyzed by Gershom

Scholem, the Messiah is described as ascending from “one degree to

another, [all] the degrees of the seven sefirot from Gedullah to

Malkhut...after two years he ascends to the degree that his mother is

there.”97 The sequence of the sefirot is not clear at all: Gedullah in clas-

sical descriptions stands for the fifth sefirot, the sefirah of Hesed, while

Malkhut is a much lower one. Thus it is hard to understand how move-

ment from the former to the latter can be considered an ascent. It is

even harder to characterize the nature of this ascent: which human fac-

ulty is utilized, what is meant by the length of time needed to reach the

highest attainment, and who the “mother” is. Scholem has correctly in-

terpreted this text as referring to the third sefirah, which is commonly

symbolized as the mother. He even proposes, on the basis of this pas-

sage, that a mystical event occurred in the spiritual life of Tzevi in

1650, and again, he correctly intuited that the meaning of this attain-

ment would be the understanding of the “secret of the Divinity.”98 What

Scholem does not specify is the nature of this secret. On the basis of the

above quotes as well as others to be adduced below, I suggest that this

secret should be understood not just as reaching the third sefirah;

rather, this sefirah itself may be the very secret of the divinity, the most

intimate secret of Sabbatean theology, as proposed by Tzevi himself.99

In any case, elsewhere in the same epistle, the nest of the bird, the mys-

tical place of the Messiah, is none other than the third sefirah.100 Thus,

the axis of the sefirot also constitutes the vertical ladder that is climbed

by the mystic when he progresses in both understanding and in discov-

ering experientially the higher levels of the divine structure. I have great

doubt, however, that the above text reflects an experience or a state-

ment stemming from Tzevi himself. It seems that the ascentional lan-

guage related to the sefirot more aptly reflects the views of the anony-

mous Sabbatean author of the so-called Yemenite apocalypse rather

than that of the Messiah, whose views were closer to Rabbi Abulafia’s

stance. In any case, it should be pointed out that the issue of ascent is

related not only to founders of religions, as mentioned at the beginning

of this chapter, but also to Messianic figures like Jesus. As we shall see,
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the ascent occurs in connection to the Messiah in the book of the

Zohar and in relation to the activity of the Besht in his encounter with

the Messiah.101

Eighteenth-century Hasidism is even more concerned with ascen-

sion. In a passage written by an important Ukrainian author, Rabbi

Menahem Nahum of Chernobyl, we find a stance that may reflect a

view of the founder of Hasidism, the Besht:102

By means of the Torah, the union between the bridegroom and the

bride, the Assembly of Israel and the Holy One, blessed be He, takes

place… And just as the bridegroom and the bride will delight in joy,

so the Holy One, blessed be He, and the Assembly of Israel are [en-

joying] “like the joy of the bridegroom for/on his bride”.... He com-

pared us to a bridegroom and a bride, since the permanent delight

is not a delight, only the union of the bridegroom and the bride,

which is a new union, because they did not previously have an inter-

course. So has someone to unify the Holy One, blessed be He, a

new union every day, as if this day it has been given, as the sages,

blessed be their memory, said: “Let the words of the Torah be new,

et cetera.” And the reason is that the Holy One, blessed be He, is re-

newing every day the creation of the world and the Torah is called

“creation of the world” because by means of it [the Torah] all the

worlds have been created, as it is well known. And God is continu-

ously innovating and there is no one [single] day that is similar to

the other one, and every day there is a new adherence and coming

closer to the Torah, since the day has been created by it in a manner

different from “yesterday that passed.” This is the reason why Israel

is called a virgin...because every day its youth is renewed and the

union of that day never existed [beforehand] since the creation of

the world, and from this point of view it is called a virgin. Whoever

is worshiping in such a manner is called the walker from one degree

to another always and from one aspect to another aspect, and he

unifies every day a new union… And the Torah is called an aspect of

the fiancée that is an aspect of the bride, so that always a new union

will be achieved as at the time of the wedding. This is the meaning

of [the story about] Moses that he was studying and forgetting,

namely that he is forgetting the delight, because “a permanent de-

light is not delight,” until the Torah has been given to him as a bride

to a bridegroom. This means that he received the power to go every
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day from one degree to another, and every new degree and ascent

was for him an aspect of a bride, a new union, and this is the great

delight like that of the bridegroom and the bride.103

Unlike the daily ascent on the sefirotic axis, as we saw in Rabbi Cor-

dovero’s passage, here the ascent is not connected explicitly to an artic-

ulated hierarchy, but such progress is assumed. Moreover, again unlike

the Safedian Kabbalist, the Hasidic master does not mention the ex-

pert—the Kabbalist—in matters of esotericism, but Jews in general. It

seems that the importance of the process is so great that attainment is

underemphasized; rather, the event of gradual ascent from one degree

to another is the purpose of the exercise. The Hasidic master recom-

mends an ascent for the sake of the pleasure of doing so.

6. “AS IF” AND IMAGINARY ASCENTS

The language “as if” is obvious in the passage by Plotin adduced above

and in its numerous reverberations in medieval material. It may be con-

cluded, therefore, that ascent language is figurative, but it does not in-

dicate an imaginary process that resorts to a specific spiritual faculty

like the imagination. Following are some examples in which Kabbalists

used “as if” to describe their ascents on high.104 Found as early as the

classic book of Neoplatonism, its occurrence is part of Hellenistic

thought attenuated by the earlier somanodia phenomena. In a book by

Rabbi Yehudah Albotini, an early sixteenth-century author belonging to

ecstatic Kabbalah and active in Jerusalem, the “as if” language is quite

obvious. Departing from Rabbi Abraham Abulafia’s discourse, which

does not resort to the word ke-‘Illu—translated as “as if”—to describe a

figurative ascent, he suggests to the Kabbalist that:

…he should prepare his true thought [mahshavto] to visualize in his

heart and mind as if he sits on high, in the heavens of heavens, in

front of the Holy One, blessed be He, within the splendor and the

radiance of His Shekhinah. And it is as if he sees the Holy One.

blessed be He, sitting as a king.... And he should ascend and link

and cleave his soul and thought [mahshavto] then from one rank to

another insofar as spiritual issues are concerned [and] as far as his

power affords, to cause her to cleave and to cause her to ascend on

high, higher than the world of the spheres, and the world of the sep-
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arate intellects and to the supernal and hidden world of emanation,

so as to be then as if it is an intellect in actu and it has no sense for

the sensibilia because it [already] exited from the human dominion

and entered then into the divine dominion, and he said [command-

ed] and his will is done.105

We witness again a combination of nousanodia and psychanodia in the

same passage. Not only are the soul and the intellect mentioned, but I

also assume that the two organs—the heart and the mind—indicate a

dual understanding of the ascension. However, the language of ascent

is much more concrete here, as an entire hierarchy of worlds is explicit-

ly mentioned. Steeped as he was in the language of Neoaristotelianism,

as mediated by Maimonides and Rabbi Abulafia, Rabbi Albotini de-

scribes the result of ascent as the actualization of the intellect. The

theosophical structure of the ten sefirot, therefore, is conceived not only

as the place from which the soul descended and to which it should re-

turn, but also as the locus of the actualization of the intellect.

The introvertive experience that calls for the “as if” language recurs

in a text by Rabbi Hayyim Vital that describes the technical prepara-

tions necessary for the imaginary ascent:

Behold, when someone prepares himself to cleave to the supernal

root, he will be able to cleave to it. However, despite the fact that he

is worthy to achieve this [achievement] he should divest his soul in a

complete manner, and separate it from all matters of matter, and

then you should be able to cleave to her spiritual root. And, behold,

the issue of divestment that is found written in all the books dealing

with issues of prophecy and divine spirit, a real divestment that the

soul exits from his body really, as it happens in sleep, because if it is

so this is not a prophecy but a dream like all the dreams. However,

the dwelling of the Holy Spirit upon man takes place while his soul

is within him, in a state of awakenedess, and she will not exit from

him. But the matter of divestment is that he should remove all his

thoughts whatsoever, and the imaginative power...will cease to imag-

ine and think and ruminate about any matters of this world as if his

soul exited from it. Then the imaginative power transforms his

thought so as to imagine and conceptualize, as if he ascends to the

supernal worlds, to the roots of his soul that are there, from one

[root] to another, until the concept of his imagination [Tziyyur dimy-
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ono] arrives to his supernal source… All this is the divestment of the

power of imagination from all the thoughts of matter in a complete

manner.106

Elsewhere in the same book we read that one should:

…remove his thoughts from all matters of this world, as if his soul

had departed from him, like a person from whom the soul departed

and who feels nothing.... And he should imagine that his soul has

departed and ascended, and he should envision the upper worlds, as

though he stands in them. And if he performed some unification—

he should think about it, to bring down by this light and abundance

into all the worlds, and he should intend to receive also his portion

at the end. And he should concentrate in his thought, as though the

spirit had rested upon him, until he awakens somewhat...and after a

few days he should return to meditate in the same manner, until he

merits that the spirit rest upon him.107

Dealing with Rabbi Vital’s mystical thought, R. J. Z. Werblowsky duly

points out that the imaginary nature of the references to the ascent 

diminish its ecstatic nature. He attributes this attenuation to Mai-

monides’s theory of imagination that detracts from the importance of

the ascent in favor of the language “as if.”108 There can be no doubt

that Rabbi Vital was indeed acquainted with Maimonides, and there is

no historical problem in assuming such an influence. On the one hand,

as seen above, the language “as if” in the specific context of ascents on

high is found in some texts before Rabbi Vital, and on the other, those

mystics drawing more directly from Maimonides, like Rabbi Abulafia,

did not use this language in order to describe their ascents. Thus, it

would be much more pertinent to attribute the occurrence of this lan-

guage to the Neoplatonic influence.

Rabbi Vital combines this language with a certain theory of imagi-

nation that is not, however, entirely Aristotelian. His approach to this

faculty is much more positive than that of Maimonides, possibly due to

the impact of a theory found in the Middle Ages in Sufi and Kabbalistic

texts regarding the world of imagination. Due to the influence of some

forms of Sufism, the role of the imaginary faculty is highlighted. Events

are described as taking place in the imagination and in a place de-

scribed as the “world of images,” `alam al-mithal—in Hebrew, `olam ha-
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demut, and translated by Henry Corbin in Latin as mundus imaginalis.109

One of the few Kabbalists to adopt this vision of imagination was

Rabbi Nathan of Sa`adyah Harar, who has been mentioned above.110

Rabbi Vital, however, was acquainted with theories concerning the vi-

sualization of letters of divine names in different colors—letters that

were imagined to ascend to the sefirotic realm. In a text presumably

written some time in the fourteenth century in Spain, we read that:

…when you shall think upon something which points to the [sefirah

of] Keter and pronounce it with your mouth, you shall direct [your

thought] to and visualize the name YHWH between your eyes with

this vocalization, which is the Qammaz [vowel pronounced as a long

a] under all the consonants, its visualization being white as snow.

And he [!] will direct [your thought] so that the letters will move

and fly in the air, and the whole secret is hinted at in the verse, “I

have set the Divine Name always before me.”111

According to this passage, the colored letters visualized are meant to

ascend. Thus, human imagination is ontologically creative, its products

being able to ascend to the supernal realm of the Merkavah. Following

this trend in theosophical–theurgical Kabbalah, Rabbi Hayyim Vital

adduces elsewhere in his Sha`arei Qedushah a text ending with the as-

cent of thought to the highest firmament, the `Aravot, where “he shall

visualize that above the firmament of `Aravot there is a very great white

curtain, upon which the Tetragrammaton is inscribed in [color] white

as snow, in Assyrian writing in a certain color.”112 The issue is quite ob-

vious here: the Kabbalist does not see what is inscribed objectively on the

firmament but imagines what is written there. The ascent is therefore

some form of induced imaginary vision of ascent and contemplation.

7. ASCENSION AND ANGELIZATION

In some cases of late antiquity Christianity the ascension is connected

to forms of transformation that culminate in the phenomena of ange-

lization, apotheosis or theosis.113 In a hierarchical society, the very act of

ascending means acquiring a higher status and coming closer to entities

that are more sublime, powerful, knowledgeable or even divine.

Processes of angelization are reported in the Odes of Solomon adduced

above, particularly in Enoch’s case, according to the different versions
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of books dealing with this figure. However, as previously noted, exam-

ples of an ascent of some form of bodily entity are few in the Middle

Ages. The emphasis is on phenomena that may be described as psy-

chanodia and nousanodia. However, in some cases it is assumed that

not only the soul or the intellect but also some other aspect of the human

psyche might ascend. Nevertheless, even instances in which the ascent

of the soul is expressly mentioned, as is the case for Rabbi Michael

from France, one nevertheless may acquire the attribute “angel.”

The human intention—known in Hebrew as kavvanah—is some-

times understood as ascending on high as part of the theurgical effort

to impact processes taking place within the divine sphere. So, for exam-

ple, we read about “those who abandon the affairs of this world and

pay no regard to this world at all, as though they were not corporeal be-

ings, but all their intent and purpose is fixed on their creator alone, as

in the case of Elijah and Enoch, who lived on forever in body and soul,

after having attained union of their souls with the Great Name.”114

In addition to the process of angelization attributed to Enoch, it is

the figure of Elijah who assumes the role of an angel-like entity, who as-

cends on high and continues to reveal himself at various occasions by

descending to this world. So, for example, in a late fifteenth-century

Kabbalistic book written in Spain, we read:

When he [Elijah] has ascended on high, he has acquired the power

of spirituality as an angel indeed, to ascend and to become [after-

wards] corporeal and descend to this lower world where you are ex-

isting. This in order to perform miracles or to disclose My power

and My dynamis in the world. And he [Elijah] is causing the de-

scent of My power in the world, forcefully and compelling, from My

great name, that is an integral part of him. And because of this great

secret he did not have the taste of death, so that he will be able to

cause the descent of My power and disclose My secret by the power

of My precious names. And he is called “The bird of heaven will

bring the voice” and no one should have any doubt of it. He was re-

vealing himself to the ancient pious one, factually in a spiritual

body, which was enclosed and embodied in matter, and they were

speaking with him, by the virtue of their piety, and he was revealing

himself in corpore et in spiritu. This is the reason why those dreaming

a dream are causing the descent of My power, by his mediation,

within you, without speech and voice, and this is the secret of [the
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verse] “for this is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight

of the nations.” And My power is bound to him and he is bound to

your souls and discloses to you the secrets of My Torah, without

speech. And a time will come, very soon, that he will reveal himself

to you in corpore et in spiritu and this will be a sign for the coming of

the Messiah. And by his descending to earth together with him then

will he reveal in corpore et in spiritu, and many other will see him.115

Thus, though Elijah’s ascent is an apotheosis, his descent is not a re-

turn of the deified person to a human existence, but in fact a case of

theophany, since the divine power descends with him. It is in this liter-

ary body of Kabbalistic writing, which fiercely opposes both Greek and

Jewish philosophy, that a more concrete vision of the ascent and de-

scent may be found.116 On the other hand, what is conspicuous in this

passage is the continuum among the divine, the angelic and the human.

The ascent is a motion taking place between planes of existence that

are not separated by ontic gaps but that are different forms of manifes-

tations of a Protean and more comprehensive being.117

8. ASTRAL PSYCHANODIA IN JEWISH SOURCES

As pointed out by Culianu, the rather widespread ascent of the soul

through the seven planets found in Hellenistic and early Christian

sources was alien to late antiquity Jewish sources, which provide a

separate and independent model of psychanodia.118 I believe that this

phenomenological remark is an important insight and holds not only

for the ancient Jewish texts but also for vast majority of medieval and

premodern Jewish texts. Despite the impact of astrology and of her-

metic sources on various Jewish literatures, discussions of the ascent

through the planetary system are few and explicitly literary; in fact, I

am aware of only two examples. Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra, the influen-

tial twelfth-century thinker, produced a literary composition entitled

Hay ben Meqitz under the influence of Avicenna.119 Another composi-

tion was authored by Rabbi Abraham Yagel, a Kabbalist in the second

half of the sixteenth century, that is entitled Gei Hizzayon, which fol-

lows Italian models.120 It should be mentioned, however, that unlike

late antiquity cases of psychanodia in which some negative aspects are

attributed to the planets, in these two Jewish sources, as well as in

Avicenna, this is not so.
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9. CONCLUDING REMARKS

It may be said that the heavenly journey depicted as an act of leaving

the body in order to explore the higher realms and then returning to it,

as found in Heikhalot literature, is missing in the vast Kabbalistic liter-

ature written on the Iberian Peninsula. In lieu of this, as we shall see in

chapter three, we have the elaboration of a tradition of the ascent of

dead souls—post-mortem—on a cosmic pillar, from the lower to the

higher paradise.

Whether the astral body is involved or not, ascents of the soul as

part of an initiated endeavor do not occur in Spanish Jewish literature

known as Kabbalah; Heikhalot literature had no impact. Here, we may

find many instances of ascent and adhesion of the human soul, thought

or intellect to higher spiritual entities, be they God, the agent intellect

or the cosmic soul. Such forms of ascent are influenced by Neoaris-

totelian and Neoplatonic sources as mediated by Arabic, Jewish and—

more rarely—Christian philosophical writings that address the ideal of

cleaving to the source of the human’s spiritual faculties. At least within

the topic of the spiritual ascent, a major shift in the phenomenology of

Jewish mysticism can be discerned. While the bodily forms of ascent of

mortals are dominant in late antiquity Jewish mysticism, such phenom-

ena remain on the margin of its medieval forms and lingered only in in-

stances in which Greek–Hellenistic theories were not influential. In all

other cases—the vast majority of Jewish mysticism—Greek–Hellenistic

theories prevailed and obliterated earlier forms of Jewish ascent. These

forms remained active in one way or another in corpora that were much

less interested in noetic processes, like the posthumous ascents in the

book of the Zohar that will be analyzed in chapter three and in some

Hasidic cases that will be discussed in chapter four. Though the theme

of ascent on high remained in medieval European literature, as is evi-

dent from Dante’s Divina Commedia and other cases mentioned in sec-

tion eight, they are literary, not experiential, treatments. In the mystical

literature of Muslims, Christians and Jews in the Middle Ages, the as-

cent lost most of the centrality it had in late antiquity due to the accu-

mulative impact of the noetic valences of both Neoplatonism and

Neoaristotelianism. It is only in the posthumous journey of the soul

that the ascent remained important in the three monotheistic religions

in the Middle Ages.121

To return to Culianu’s distinction between ancient Jewish ascents
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through the heavens and Greek ascents involving a system of planets or

spheres, both forms were marginalized in most medieval forms of

Kabbalah. Other Greek and Hellenistic theories of psychanodia and

nousanodia were adopted and transformed the late antiquity Jewish

form of ascent via the heavens. Helpful as Culianu’s distinction is for

the period he investigated—namely late antiquity—it becomes less rele-

vant for other periods in Jewish mysticism. Nevertheless—and this

should be emphasized—there was a reticence in Jewish sources to

adopt celestial spheres and planets as ladders for the ascent of the soul.
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