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NORMAN LAMM SPRING SEMESTER
JUD.ST. 4931A YESHIVA COLLEGE

SEMINAR: HASIDIC THOUGHT
FIRST LECTURE(S): THE KABBALISTIC BACKGROUND OF HASIDISM

1. INTRODUCTION:

Recommended readings:

1. Scholem, Major Trends, chapter 1; chapter 2

(parts 1,2,8,19.11);

2. Wiener, 9 1/2 Mystics, chapters 1-5

Kabbalah and Hasidism: Hasidism 1is in some ways a

break with Kabbalah (esp. Lurianic), and in some ways
a continuation. Buber: "Hasidism 1is Kabbalah as
ethos". Certainly, it wuses much of Kabbalistic
imagery and terminology. Hence, need acquaintance
fundamental elements of Kabbalah in order to understand

Hasidism.

Apologia:

a. Innate difficulty of material - esoteric

b. How halakhically permissible?
*¥only introduction
*already popularized -- especially by Luria,
(especially HaBad), Scholem

c. My method -- eclectic. Use historical - critical

material, but: yirat ha-kavod




2. General Definitions:

Rufus Jones: "The type of religion which puts the emphasis

on the immediate awareness of the divine presence."

Acquinas: "Cognitio Dei Experimentaf?;zm\v (= ‘*“?“s\’°’“;>
Actually, these are not sufficiently different from normative

religion to serve the purpose. Psalms: > ;J/G 'S /)1 /n(.

Apparently, then, every religious experience, even non-mystical,

bestows a feeling of the nearness of the Divine, even though this

may be most poignant in the mystical experience.

Gershom Scholem: The historical religions posit a bipolarity

of God and the world. The abyss between them cannot be bridged
except by "voice" or "word" (logos). Mysticism searches for
the secret or mystery for a direct leap over this abyss. The
scene of this search is the soul of man. The giggg£.1ink-up
between God and man is characteristic of mysticism.

Even though one may make comparisons and discover similarities,
one ought not speak of "mysticism" in general, but only on
specific mysticisms that are characteristic to individual

religions and traditions.

3. The Kabbalah (Sl Sy (feo)
Kabbalah is referred to as: 40D AN S /"/'\ ; /'MOA/- ~

The Oral and Written Laws are the foundations of Judaism in its

way of life; the Kabbalah is the effort to give its Weltanschauung,



A kind of mystical novel and kabbalistic Midrash. Attributed

to R. Simeon bar Yohai, his colleagues and students. Precipitated

and immediate controversy as to the identity of the author and

antiquity of the work. Strange and difficult language.
Parallelism between F/07» _AJ/A and ’h@n NILA

according to R. Haim of Volozhin:

Mishnah -- /(J”arlJf? /eP Do (orally
from Moses at Sinai).

Gemara -- the various parts of the Zohar (R.
Simeon bar Yohai).

ShuThan Arukh -- the works of Luria

Commentary of Gaon on Shulhan Arukh --
commentary of Gaon on i ~/27/5% eOPo.

Distinguishing characteristics of Kabbalah as personal tradition.

Preparedness of the student. Personal shyness and reticence of
Jewish mystics, as contrasted with others.

Major themes: the attributes of God (the World of the Sephirot)
Also referred to as _ANr¢¢ D i ¥on, which is 9 /e. (The
interest of the Kabbalah in creation has practical religious
consequences, such as: the only right way of the service of the
Lord is the reverse of the process of creation. In creation,
the holy effluence goes from above to below in gradation, and
man must reverse the process and attain higher sanctity by the

same gradations. (More on this later).

The symbolic meaning of Torah
w4++—be—read—+ateréi and the Halakhah. ;i-// ) SOSAMY 7
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EIN-SOF AND THE SEPHIROT:
INTRODUCTI

The relation of Ein-Sof and the Sephirot constitutes
the central problem of the Kabbalah.

Classical theism has always wrestled with the problem
of the relationship of God and the world. How can we explain
a corrupt, fragmented world coming from One, Good God?
Indeed, given our definition of God, how can there be a world
at all -- what place is there for the physical, the material
in the face of the Spirit?

Instructive to see Zohar's profound discussions in light
of two tendencies or schools of ancient world: Neo-Platonism
and Gnosticism.

Neo-Platonism begins with Plotinus (a Greek Egyptian,
205-270) who saw himself as the one who continued Platonism.
In an attempt to answer the first question above, he posited
three mystic, transcendent realities which he called hypostases:
the One or the Good; Intelligence; and the Soul. Beneath
these three is the world of nature, including human bodies.
How does the One, who is the Good, arrive at the mundane scene
of division, strife, and evil? Plotinus offers his theory of
"emanations" -- the plenitude of the One was so great that
it overflowed (not as an act of will, but by its very nature)
out of Tove and, without in any way suffering any diminution,
spilled over into the realm of Intelligence ?equiva1ent to
the Ideas or Ideal Forms of Plato), and then on to the realm
of Souls, including our individual souls, and finally into
this natural world of bodies and physical objects. On this
lowest level, we find evil, not as an autonomous entity, but
rather as that which exists by virtue of distance from the
Origin. Body and material nature are not bad in themselves,
merely too far gone from the One.

It will be seen that Neo-Platonism is thus essentially
pantheistic. (M( MWL QMRaSvn = A = QAR V)

Gnosticism, which was declared a heresy by the Church
Fathers but nonetheless seriously influenced Christianity,




was widely espoused in the ancient Mediterranean world. It
has been brought to the attention of the modern West mostly
by Prof. Hans Jonas, in his The Gnostic Religion, Jonas refers

to Gnosticism as, "a dualistic, transcendent religion of
salvation." It is dualistic because it sees reality as
polarized into God vs. creation, spirit vs. matter, good vs.
evil, soul vs, body. The first half of each of these
polarities is conceived as being transmundane, hence transcen-
dentalist. Its method of salvation is by a special gnosis

or knowledge of God -- not a rational knowledge, but a secret,
mystical one.

QAN AN RN €AY A WavalF . Lavisd Aoy Gy -ed ode ) - X Fasaoca et Ay

aGnosticism was both anti-Jewish and anti-Semitic. It
identified the God of the Jews as the demiurge, the creator-
God, whereas they worshipped, through gnosis, the God who
was beyond.

The Sages, in warning against improper speculation in
what is "before" and "after" and "beyond" and "beneath" were
in all probability referring to Gnosticism. Its dualistic
formulations had their influence, but its major doctrines
as such are anathema.

Now the Kabbalah posits the existence of Ein-Sof, of
Whom nothing can be said save that He is. He is attribute-
less, hence called Ayin, Nothing. Ein-Sof is totally impersonal --
so much so that, even though the later Kabbalists ignored this
injunction, Cordovero prohibited referring to the Ein-Sof as
barukh-hu! (Thus, creation yesh me'ayin is taken literally --
God created the world out of Himself, out of the A in.) This
is quite similar to the Neo-Platonic One. How does One now
account for the world? The answer is -- the Ten Sephirot,
which allow us to perceive the Ein-Sof as possessing attributes.
There are, however, important differences here between
Kabbalah and Plotinus. For the latter, the emanations are
from the One to the world. For the Zohar, the Sephirotic

emanations take place within God Himself. <—Sq1QJwR\V¢h-Yl~TZst~$@ 3 S\t?\

The early Kabbalists did not raise the problem of whether
or not our world is created or emanated. Certainly, this
world corresponds to the archetypes in the Sephirotic realm --
but there is no indication if the Tower world is created or
emanated.



Now, the distinction between Ein-Sof and Sephirot
might lead one to assume a similarity to the Gnostics who
were dualists. But that is not so. The Kabbalah emphasizes
again and again that the Ein-Sof and the Sephirot are essentially
the same, and any attempt to sever them objectively or
essentially is the primal sin of all: ketzitzah bi'netiot.
The Sephirot, through which we may know God, the Deus revelatus,
is fully at one with Ein-Sof, the Deus absconditus.
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