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Ackn~w1e dn~nts. 

This thesis was begun with an intuition that a light does 

e..'<ist in the mystical r ealm fer one who desires to find it, but 

I could see no light until this i ntuition was trans fot·med int-:> 

faith. It is difficult to speak of faith, an:!. even pai nful to 

learn to experience it. He \,lho speaks unmitigated prai ses of 

Go:l runs the risk of being ru:a.'1.ded a mystic himself, and y e t 

it is r.ot possible to pres~nt a work of this sort , that concerns 

i t self 'tJith unbounded praise:; of C-od, without ~cknoldP.dging the 

presence of God , and giving thanks to Him ror the illumination 

that 11\ade the difziculty and pain well worthwhile . Thus I 

thank and praise God , the Holy One, blessed i s He, who has en­

abled me to initiate this s tudy . 

I must also acknowledge that ray wife is to a l arge extent 

responsibl e for this work, for she has C';!V er been satisfied with 

my orqinary attempts to answer her questions concerning the na­

ture of prayer, and thus has led me t o seeking extraordinary 

answers. So if the.re 1s any merit 1n this study, it is 1n great: 

measure due to Wallis' perseverance. 

It was the i nspired teaching of Professor Lawrence Hoffman 

that l ed me to suspect that some answers to my wife's persistant 

questions mi.ght be found 1n the Herlcavah literature, and without 
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his steady encouragement and assistance, this work would not have 

been .,.Titten. At the outset i t wns apparent that the t henis 

would t ake In.? beyon<.l r abbinic &cr.1rces into u.r.?as wh~r e I am sti~l 

l ess expert , ar.d Professor Paul St einberg i ntroduced u~ to and 

guided ,r.e t hrough so1r.e o f the necessary psychologica l text s . 

I om also grateful t o Mr . Philip Miller who asni sted dili­

gently in providing~ with c sot ~r i c documents I would r.e~ r 

have dis covered by myself; to Mr . LUdwig r-:uhl fel d~ f or his 

assistance in translating t hose documents wri t ten in German; 

and to Dr . Jorge 5teinherg for the extraordi nary patience which 

supported me through t his confrontation with the mystical realm. 
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Sometimes prayer b more than a light before us; 
it is a light wi thin us. Those who have once been 
r e:::plendent with this light find litt l e meaning in 
s pecula tions about the ef fic~cy of prayer. A story 
is told about a l@bbi who once entered heaven in a 
dream. He was permitted to approach the t emple of 
Par ddi se where the great seges of the Tal mud , the 
Tannair.\, were G~ndi ng their eterna l l i ves. He sa-;, 
tha t they wer e just sitting around t ables studyi ng 
t he Tal mud. The disa;,pointed Rabbi wondered, "I3 
t hi s a ll there i s to Paradise?" Dut sudde.nly he 
heard a voice , ":i'ou are mist aken. T'ne T.annaim are 
not in Paradise. Pc1radise i s in the T,:mnaim." 

- Abraham Joshua Heschel 

Man ' s Quest f or God (New Yock: Otarles Scribner's Sons, 1954), p. 8 . 
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I. 'Ille Conventional Appr oach 

Merkavah mys ticism i s a sys t em of s~'CUl ati on b.:lsed upon 

the vis ion.,; o f Ezekiel. I t is an esoteric t:a cliti:on that has 

not been practice d for many centuries, and a l l tha t remains 0£ 

it 1s a smail body of litera ture which 1:. r ef erred t o as nu.drash 

altho':.lgh it l s not simil ar to either t he aogadk or th~ ha l achic 

modes of that genre. Thi s ru:cane r:ddr,"lsh has been dism.i ssecl as 

nonsense by most schol ar s , t hough i ts profound infl uence upon the 

l lit urgy hao been acknowledged. 

Of the i nner life of t he Merkav.ih mys tics litt l e i s known. 

The rr.y s tical literature does oot yield much to conventional an­

alysis. J ecob Neusner has determin.ed tha t these :,tystic.s exper­

i enced visions in which they sa\1 sights that peopl e do oot regu­

larly see and that they believed tha t 1,1hat they saw was real. 

He finds it likely that these visions were the result of ecstatic 

states, but ther e is little empirical evidence of ho\f such ecs tasy 

was induced. The tools of logic can go oo further, as Neua.ner 

admits: 

Ttie best we can do 1n the end is to speculat.e on what 
the e xternal imagery meant. The ~er quality of the 
visions we shall never COII\Prehend. 
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Yet the purpose of this thesis i s just t his, toga.in sor::e insight 

into the i nner quality of these vi s ions. To do so we mus t use ao 

approach ether than the conv~ntional, but firs t .... e shall r eview 

briefly ~ha t has been accomplished by conventional m:?ans . 

For m.:lny yea rs schol ars have t hought l❖1cx.<1vah mysticis?D to 

be a reaction against t.!12 r igidity ot the h..slachah . 3 Thi s is a 

mi s conception; t he mystical literature itsel f i m.licates th3t know­

ledge and observance of the l aw i n all of its deta:i.ls is a pre­

r equisite for mystical s t udy. 4 
But this misconception stood for 

~ ::my years and thwarted all atteir.pts to penetrat e the J-'.erlcavah 

\.orld. 

To·,··ard the begi.nning of this century Merkav&h mysticism was 

attributed to the gaor.im, as 1s clearly evident from the title of 

Philipp Bloch• s artic le, "The Yorda 1-:erkavah , the Nys t ics of the 

Gaonic Period, and Their I nfluence \.lpon the Llturgy.115 Bl och, 

writing in 1893, was the first to acknowledge t he measure of Ol.LI:' 

indebtednes s to these mystics for their liturgic<!l contributior-.s, 

but he erred in dating this mystical syste1:1 t o the gaon.1.n:. Through 

an examina tion of thi5 liturgy evidence was found to su~g~st that 

6 Merkavah origins were considerably earlier; i.,deed the Herkavah 

tradition was reported in the names of several well Jcno,.,n tannaim, 

7 beginning with Johanan bcn Zaklcai. Yet es l ong as scholars held 

that Kerkavah speculation was a r eaction agni1ist the halachah, 

they could not accept that the tannai.rrl were truly the originators 

of this mysticism. One could ~ot very well attribute the devel­

opment of the law and a r ebellion against it to the aaae source. 
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Ratl,er i t was thought t 11ilt these ~-erk:.. lo'hile a::tri.buted to t he 

t annaim, wer e writ t e n much l ater. But as it w.:in shown t hat t his 

mysticism did not pose a t hreat t o th~ ha l acl:~h , the r esi stance 

agai nst ear l y dating di uappeared . G.!rshorn Schol e~ at f irst dated 

1-i<.>r-kavah origins to the a~r aim; l ater he ventured to e.xtan:i these 

origins back to t he Tanna itic pericd,6 and this is t he vi ew .3r:cepted 

today. Now t hat this i s est ablished , ther e is no lonc;cr any :ba!:'rier 

to the discovery of f.c.ckavah influence t hroughout the Tan~aitic 

period, and i t s influence was pervasive. Even the Christiat.l Paul 

can be seen to have be en educated in the t.erkc,vah tradition. 9 

If not a r eaction against the h'1lachah, ~,hat was the evuree 

of Merkavah specula tion? Neusner sugges ts tha t the destruction of 

the temple was f ollowed by a greatly Jntensi f i eJ cor.~entrati on on 

inwardness. Since the ~ pact of t he event s f roru 70 - 135 C.E. 

resulted in general cor~ern for personal and cosndc salvation, the 

mys tical tradition was able to devel op a longside and even .,.,ithin 

10 the halachic frame~~rk. The mystical tradition, then, served 

as a bulwark to support a co~-:runity that had been shatter ed by 

the loss of its f uuc.lamental institutio n . Yet scholars are divided 

on the extent to which mys ticism sup~or-ted communal solidarity. 

While &0me find that mystical elements "'-ere firs t used in the 

community, 11 others find that mysticism is individualistic 1n 

12 nat ure and ultimately divisive. Scholem notes this conflict 

aod cannot reso1ve it. He concludes that myst1cislll is a systea 

that recogn.1.zes that self-knowledge is the sur:eat way to- God, and 



i s therefore intensely pet:sonal, but in spite of its pcr:;onal 

13 nature , it lt:a<ls to the for nution of new social g:-oupings . 

The r esults of these investigation~ urc ill-def.ined a r.d oft en 

contradictory. Mysticism is someho·, intens~l y p&x aona l but 

communal at the srune· t iroe. 

Such confus ion and even parado:c is often er.counte r ed ~'hen 

one treats mystical materia l i·rith the conventional ilppa~otus of 

schol arship. Ordinary l ogic l s not des i gned to h'Or k in the r~alm 

of the ext.1.-aordinary. The very attei'l})t to def ine rnysticism serves 

as an illus tration of such po.radox, for definit i on is a conventi on­

al tool, and mysti cism does not yie ld to it. The concepts of 

mysticism are so fluid that they r efuse t o he confined by ir:are 

~'Ord:.. \·litness this a tter.ipt by Rufus Jones: 

I shall use the word (~ys ticlsm) to expr e ss the t ype 
o f r e ligion which puts th!:! e.'llphils i s on ilrmediat e aware­
ness of relnt i on with God , on direct and ultimate 
consciousness of the Divin:? Pre:;ence. It i s

1
seligion 

i.n its most acute, inte nse a nd living s tage. 

In his endeavor t o reduce mysticism to 'ra tio nal t erminology, 

Jones Wlwitt ingly oversteps th2 boundaries of the r ati onal and 

begins t o utilize mystical technique itseli. He refers to God 

by a mystical name ("Divine Presence'' ) and r equires an abt::ndanc:e 

of words {"acute, intense and living") to describe something 

that i s numinous and not r eadily expre ssible. 'lhe r esult is not 

so much a definition as it is an example of the material to be 

studied! Definitions s uch as that of Thomas Aquinas , "9?9nito 

15 dei experimentalis" (the knowledge of God through experience), 
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make use only of r ational terminol ogy but arc so va9Ue tha t 

they approach tautology . The nat ure of rr.ysticisr.i c::cnnt.>t be stated 

adequa t e ly 1n ordinary l anguage . 'lne attempt to do so is i n it­

self a psradox, since i t is an a ttempt to expre~s the 1ne>-pr eso-

1ble. 

Conventional tool s such as ordinary l anguage a nd 101;,ic arc 

of little value in the s tudy of my:;ti cism because the mysti..::al 

r ealm i s not subjec t to e:mpirical proof. It i s this inability 

to respond to logic that has subj ected m-1sticlsm (anrl those ml<> 

study it) to the scorn of the scientific schol dr s of this age o£ 

reason. Graetz• s treatment of the mystical is so blistering that 

his words s eem to ooze venom. He attributes the mystical use of 

anthropomorphism to "the creation of an 1rnbec:.ile" •16 And ~ 
17 kavah mysticism he di s misses an "nonsense". Nonethel ess the 

mystical realm r emains, and if we i gnore it for l ack of empirical 

data, it will DOt necessarily ignore us , as earl Jun') rela tes: 

I have more than once been consulted by well-educated 
and inte lligent people who have had peculiar dreams, 
fantas i es, or even vls ion3, which have s hocked them 
deeply. They have assumed tha t no one who i s 1n a 
sound state of mind could suffer from such things , 
and tha t anyone who actually sees a vision must be 
pathologically disturbed. A theologian once told 
1ne that Ezekiel's visions ,-ere nothing lllOre than 
morbid symptoms, a nd that, when Moses and other pro­
phets heard "voices" speaking to them, they were 
suffering from hallucinations. You can i magi ne the 
panic he felt when sorne thing of this ki.nd "spontan­
eously" happened to him. We are so accustomeo to 
the apparently r ational nature of our world that we 
can scarcely imagine anyth1ng1gappen1ng that cannot 
be explained by common sense. 

The illusion that everything can be reduced to elements that 
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can be cxpl-1incd by "co::ir.on ?ense•• creates a bar-ricr to the 

s tudy of materials that f"al l beyond such comprehension . fio•.,.._ 

ever illusory such faJth in common sense may be , the Larrier 

the illusion creat es i s r eal. Even Jung, "ho understood so 

well the need to perietrate that barr ier, i.·as hesitant to p~ 

lish his findings and expose himself to the criticism of con­

ventional scholars. Although he f ornul.a ted t he r.otion of a 

"C--od within," which he t hought to be an unc!eniable concept 

that 1itas forced upot\ the consci ous mind by dre<1ms and vis i ons , 

19 he waited fourteen yeai:s before publishing his ideas. 

But \oie cannot afford to wait. \'le have r ~pressed these 

speculative areas for so long that the r esult , as Jung readily 

acknowledges , can be dangerous: 

J-:odern man does not understand 1:o., much his "ra tional­
i sm" (which he.s destroyed his c apadty to respond 
to nuininous symbols and i d~as) has put him at the 
r,1ercy of t.'le psychi c 111.mderworld." He has freed him­
self from "superstition" (or so he believes), but 1n the 
process he has los t his spiri t ual values to a positively 
dangerous degree. His moral and spiritua l tradition 
has disintegrated, and he i s now paying the price for 
this break-up20n a world-wide disorientation and 
dissociation. 

'.l)us s tudy will explore a sys tem of numinous symbols and 

ideas, and hopefully it will contribute to the process of re­

storing to us what we have lost through our arrogant faith in 

r eason. We will venture into a rea lm not subject to empirical 

proof, and so we will for the rDOst pa.rt have to rely upon tool• 

different from those generally used in Wissenschaft des Juden­

thums. We will find that Jung's psychoanalytic: frame of refer-
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ence is quite useful for our purpose, but before we can venture 

beyond the frame~~rk oi the conventional, w~ have a re~~onsibility 

to explore in some detail th~ conseque.nces of doing s o . 
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II. l-l.unings and ne:;trictions 

At the very outset of the journey i nto the mys tical r ealrl 

one finds warnings and rcs Lrictions, some of whi c ~ \ Jere posted 

as early as the s econd century B.C. E. The following f r om ~ 

Wis dom of Ben Sira reappears 1n t he Ta l mud: 

Do not inquire into \othat i s t oo hard for you, and do 
not search out thir.gs that are h idden. h'h:.tt has 
been pcraitted to you, you may t hink upon, bul you 
have no bus i ness with t h ings that a.re secret. 

The Tosefta further delineates the dangerous areasi 

Whoever l ooks into four matters should never have 
come into the wodd : what i s above~ what is below, 
what was before , and what will be. 

By the ti.me of the tannai n s tudy of mysticism \<as considered 

so dangerous that l egislation was formula ted to protect the com­

munity . Since :1er lcavah speculation is bas ed upon t he visions of 

Ezekiel , an effort was made to r emove the book of ~iel from the 

canon, o s t e nsibly because of discrepencies with the ~ con­

cerning sacrificia l l aw, but, a s Zeitlin indicates, the real 

purpose was to undercut the foundation of mystical s peculation. 3 

4 Due to the efforts of Haonaniah ben Hezekiah the attempt failed. 

But is there a real danger behind the warnings and restric­

tions? One who inclines toward the mystica l world, who studiu 
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phenomena that are beyond th_e scope of verification by empir­

ical data , subjects himself to the scorn 0£ conventional schol­

ars. The loneliness an:% isolation produced by s ue!, criticism 

cannot be ignored and thus r epr esents a r eal danger . But why 

is t here such criticism? There ls the fed.r th~t if o~e ventures 

into these areas of speculation, the ration.~l framework (in this 

ins tance , the hal~ci1a,~) will suffer as a result . ThesP- warni.ngs 

and restrictions then might \-:ell be the product of scholars of 

the rational world, a device to hinder the st1..1dy of t he 17¥stical 

and protect the integrity of their own framework. If so the 

warnings are not real in that they do no't reflect a real danger 

to the health of th~ would-be mystic. 

Yet, as has been shown ilhove , there is no ir.dication that 

the Merlcavah mystics abandon~d the halachah or ,.;ere in any waiy 

a threat to it. And the warnings, although they are posted in 

the rational literature, appeot: also as an integral part of the 

mystical texts in such a way as to deny the possibility that they 

mi<;ht be later insertions from the raUonal school . 5 But still, 

perhaps the aspect of danger was merely a form of aggrandizement, 

to make the material appear roore awesotne than it really was. 

l'his cannot be deter mined without venturln.g into the material 

itself. Since there i s no way of malc.1.ng thi s determination before­

hand, one is obliged to glve careful considecation to the warnings 

and restrictions, and consider them as if they are real. nrl.s is 

simJ.lar to one who Jcnows, for example , almost to a certainty, 
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that there is nothiruJ the matter with a roa.d up ahead and yet 

sees a sign that procl a i m:i "OPEN TRENCH1" Should one depend 

upon reason and r ush headlong, or should one proc~~d with all due 

caut ion? There may indeed be nothing wrong 1t11th the road, but 

on the other hand, the !-.azard a:ay <?Xi.st . Caution i s surely "'-.u-­

ranted. 

The mystical mate.rial i s not of the usual scholarly fare . 

Whi le one may approach i t as data to be examined objectiv2ly at 

a distance, t he numinous nature of it i s t o invite subjective 

involvement. Scholeni draws a distinction bet,,een philosophy and 

mysticism. Philosophy i gnores f ear of death, evil and the stuff 

of myths. But mysticism accepts and struggles with such them.es . 

It is involved with feelings . And there i s a real danger t hat 

6 one nught lose oneself 1n it. 

These then are the warnings and r estrictions concerning such 

study. 

The best known of the warnings is the story of the four who 

entered the orchard (paradise). Of the four, only Ak.iva r e turned 

from th~ orchard a w ol e person. Ben Azzai l ooked and died . Ben 

Zema looked and was stricken insane. Aher l ooked and it is un­

certain what befell him, he "cut the shoots" (kl - t z.aitz bi-nit'iot). 

Surely he was damaged, for only Akiva r e turned \lhole. 'Ibis s tory 

7 
i s f ound in several pl aces . The Babylonian recension contains 

an additional passage. Akiva cautions against proclaia.1.ng •-water& 
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Water?" when one reaches the s tones of pure mat:ble , for it is 

written, "Whoever spcalcs lies will not be estal1:;hed before my 

ey~s." In Hechalot Rabbati there is a simil ar account .8 1bose 

who a.1.·e unworthy of approaching the inner t emples are crushed 

by thousands of bars of iron; those \,:ho err i n reporting 1e1at they 

see are crushed as li t hey had been pounded by w;iv.:s of water . 'Ine 

sensation of being crushed is most explicit. 

Another s tory describes the deat h of a young boy: 

It happened that a child was reading the took of 
Eze..'ciel in his teacher ' s home when he had an i ntuitive 
under s tanding of the hashmal (ma- vin b!.- hashtra.l) 

9 Fire came out from the ha:;nT..:11 and consU!lied h.1:n. 

This was considered an i solated event and it was t hocght uti.likely 

that another so young would gain such intuitive (and dangerous ) 

10 .tr.sight. 

Another r eport concerns the death of the soldiers of Sennach­

erib's army who were destroyed, according to one account, because 

11 their ears were unsealed and they heard the ~ayot. 

Do t hcsl? stories reflect a real danger, a danger so great 

that it may even threaten life? There are indications that such 

a danger exis ts. Scholem notes that a fiery, consuming transform­

ation ls an inherent part of mysticism, and that in the higher 

12 degrees there can be a betrayal of the senses. It i s co.nceivable 

that one who is not stable enough to withstand such a fiery trans­

formation may well feel crushed. The sense. may convey a tumult 

of water, or a hail of iron bars, and ..tiile ther e is neither water 
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nor iron b.lrs in reality, tht! trau.'i\:l ooy still be ovet'\oll1el ming . 

Jung expresses something akin to this. Creat courage is 

13 required of one who risks a confrontation with hims~lf, and 

we sh~ll see that mystical study l ~ads to such a confront~tlon, 

and that it is possible for one ~no does not possess the r.~cescru..'Y 

courage to be overwhelmed. 

David Bakan, '-TIO suspects that Freud devel oped his tlv::ories 

of personality as a res ult of exposure to Jewish mysticism, con­

siders this hazard similar to that involved in bringing repressed 

14 
material to consciousness. 

Morten Smith perceives tha t since these groups practised 

1n secret they were in jeopardy of being discovered by the civil 

authorities, but he r ecognizes another source or peril as well: 

These groups, because of their nature , ,,,.ere in danger 
not only .fro1n the civil authorities, but cilso from 
their own practices, which exposed them to What would be 
called , 1n our terms, serious psychological strains. 
:tn their t erms, anyon~ 1r:'ho attea,pted the ascent 1,tiilc 
unworthy, or who did not know the n3mes of the coor­
keepers or the proper forms of behavior, \>IOUld be 
burned with supernatural fire or crushed beneath a 
myriad of iron bars. Therefore the unworthy and the 
unprepared r:iu:st not be given infomation which would 
permt them to venture into this dangerous territory. 
l'he consequent secrecy which surrour.dcd these teachings 
was comµl etely serious. To c!ismiss it as co:wentional 
theosophical rhetoric '\IJOUl d oo to misundcrstar.d com- 15 pletely the sort of lilatc1:ial with which we have to do. 

Since this materhl is potentially so dangerous it is not 

surprising to find that it was carefully restricted. One was 

not permitted to teach it pUblicly, and if it should be taught 

privately, even then only the chapter headings should be re­

vealect.16 
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On those occasions \</hen 1 t was transmi. t t ed openly, it h.id 

the force of a weapon. Thi s can be seen from the above l eger.d 

concerning Sennacherib ' s army as well as t he following. A 

certain Galilean visited liabyl on and was r equested to lecture 

on the Merkavah. When he .:igreed, a wasp stung hitn anu he died . 

It was said that it was his o ... n f ault . He should n:>t have 

17 
pre sumed to l ecture in public. The mystical literatur~ itself 

concludes that those who have risked the j ourney should on no 

account describe the secrets they have s een. 18 

There was naturally gre-it hesitancy about beginning mysti-

cal study, <!ven one to one, as the following story indicates: 

R. Johanan said to R. Elazar, "Come , I will instruct 
you 1n the \-tork of the Chl:l.riot. 11 He r eplied, ":I am 
not old enough." When he \Jas old enough, R. J ohanan 
died. R. Assi &aid to him, "Come, I will instruct 
you in the Work of the Chariot." He r ~µlied, "~.ad 
I been worthy, I shou}§ have been instructed by R. 
Johanan your master." 

This study was not for everyone . 'l'he student had to be 

endo""ed with the proper qunliUes. The Mishnah teaches that the 

Merkavah may not be expounded to one unless he is hacham ma-vin 

mi-da •ato. 20 Tr.e Tosefta imposes a s iru.lar restriction. 21 The 

Talmud continues in the same vein. One may teach the chapter 

headings, and aft erward, if the student is hacham ma-vin mi-da-

22 ~, one may continue. 

A hacham is one vho has mastered rational studies, specif"i­

cally the halachah. But what is ma-vin ml-da •ato? Joshua Abelson 

renders it as "an original turn of mind."23 Tosefta makes use of 
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the expressi on li-drosh uli-hav:1n, 24 L-aplying that the abiHty 

to disc ern (li -havin) is f o\111d i n one o f an inquisitive nature . 

In Ta l mud r~egilla h R. Judah cor::nent s on t he c;u.-i lities cequu-ed 

to see the Mer kavah. The s ight of the eyes is not necessary. 

2S •.n,at is r equired is "discern.-r.ent of the heart". 

The ability li-havin mi-da •a to r ~fers tc a su!:>j-:ctive quality 

that is somewhat e lusive and goes beyond the qualit-J of being a 

hacham. Whereas a hacharo is one who has gained r a tional knowl ec!ge, 

one who has the ability 11-havi n ::d-da •ato i:. able t o gain know­

l edge of a speculative nature, something beyond the r ational 

realm. But while one who has the ability l i - ha·n.n ri-da 'ato has 

within himself the means of "seei ng the Cha.ri o t," that a.lone does 

not qualify such a per son to begln this esoteric stu~· . The 

child who studied the book of Eze.~iel in his teacher's house had 

the ability 11-havin and gained ins.ight into the Mer kavah world, 

but the insight lcilled hun. vroy? Because he was not a hacham. 

He was me.rely a child and had not developed hi s r ational k cowledge 

to the point where he could confront the non-ra tional and r emain 

stable. Both qualities are mandatory. One must have the ability 

to achieve speculative lcnowledget but one must aiso have a sound 

footing in the rational world. 

There was no wavering in this matter. One's credentials 1n 

the rational world had to be 1.mpeccable before study of the~ 

~ was permitted. One had to ac.'rl.eve eight 1110ral qualities 

before the study could begin, a.nd there was complaint that auch a 

26 state of perfecµon could not be achieved. In addition it ~ 
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thought t hat o ne had to have the qua l i ties of a ki ng , or a 

high priest, or the Sanhedrin, l est such study shorten one ' s 

llfe. 27 Si milarl y, in the Ta l mud, five attributes were r e­

quired of one who would study mystici sm. He had to be a cap­

tai n of f i fty (which i s i n t e rpreted a s or.e who ha s master ed 

the Humash) . He had to be a man of rank (or .e f or whose sake 

favor is shown i n an entire generation) . He had t o be a coun5el­

or (one who knows how to de termine the intercala tion of the 

years) . He had to be a cunning cha..rme.r (so that all bc-corr.e dumb 

when he begins to t each~). And finally he had t o be a 

6killful enchanter (one who is worthy to r eceive the whi spered 

28 ~-ords of~). In short, he not only had, to be well-gr ounded 

in r a tiona l study, he had to be a master of it. Abel son summar­

i zes the prerequisites in this fashion: 

The organic life, the self , conscious and uncon­
s c ious , must be moulded and developed .in certain 
~ays; there must be an ed~-cation, mcra l, physical, 
e~otional ; a psychological adjus t ment, by s t a ges , 
of the ment al states which2§o to the cake-up of the 
full mysti c consci ousness. 

In all likelihood the dangers of study in the mystical 

realm are r eal . Only a person possessing qualities out of the 

or dinary should face them. A sound footing in the rational 

world 1s necessary before going on, for the encounters in the 

non-rational world can r eadily dislodge one who stands on a 

weak founda t i on. 

Of the four who ventured into tha t orchard, only Akiva 

was qualified and emerged whole. It requires some temerity, then, 



to venture through the interface beyond the rational \'iOrld, 

and leave t he warnings behind. 

16 
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IIJ:. The Mystical Fr amework 

'111~ ~'Ocld which we ordinarily perceive is revealed to us 

by our sen.""es and consists of elet:'ients which respo.nd · L"l orderly 

fashion to natural l aw. Specula tion tha t there may exist 

another "world" which obeys a different law would s eem at first 

to fly in the face of conventional scholarship. Yet the mystics 

claim to e..-cperience a real.ID of angel s and dei;ions, streams of 

f ire and fly.1ng chariots, none of which have any place in the 

real world, for all contravene the laws of nature. If these 

ur.natural pheno:r,ena exist at all , they must belong to some 

other realm, and if they are e,q:~ienced, then there must be 

some form of COll'lllunication beb;een that othe r rea lm and this. 

In the ir.Js tical framework two universes exist. One is 

this world (ha-olarn ha-zeh) which God crea ted, and which obeys 

natural law. The other universe existed prior to crea tion and 

1s the world of God, 
1 a realm whicn responds to a different 

order. The other world continues to exist alongside this one, 

and it is called ha-olam ha-ba. The expression ha-olam ha-ba 

i s generally understood to mean "the world to come" after thia 

one ceases to exist, "the next world" in chronological sequence. 
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Cut the mys tical f ramei.or k cnder s t ands "next" not in th~ sense 

of til:le , but r ather 1n its a lte.n1ative rr.eaning of 11adj .;;:c,mt. " 

Ha -olam ha-ba 1s the cdjacent wo::ld which exisf:s a l ongside this 

one but separate from i t and utterly dJ.ft -e r ent . In this ad­

j acent universe the.r.e might \,-ell be angel s and s treall\5 of fire, 

for.e t here na tural l aw does not p1:evail. 

I f the r eal ms are of such different r.atures, how i s there 

to be any ccm:nunication between tl'ler.i? Angels were thought 

to have th~ ability to travel between the spheres. They be­

longed to the other r e a l m, and \.Jhile they might transmit mess­

ages t o this world, they could t ouch nothing , not even the ground.2 

The angel s who were Abraham's guests had no. need of food or 

drirJc s i nce such substance is neces::1ary only in this world ; 

3 they merely appeared to eat. The slightest contamination of 

one realm with the substance of the ot her was enough to break 

the link of communication. 4 

Mystics, unlike angels, had no wings. How could they dare 

to aspire to the angelic feat of traversing spheres? The trans-

5 iUon t.'as eccol:!plished by means of a secret t echnique; one who 

had mastered it was likened to a man vho had a l adder in his 

house and was able t o c limb to the higher rea.lm whenever he 

6 chose. But the image of a ladde r may be misl eading, for it 

implies an ascent, and although one mj,ght 1Jnag1ne the heavens 

above and the earth below, the Herlcavah mystics did not ascend 

to the other world; they descended. They were known as the 
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yordai rn->....::-lcavnh, those who go down toward God ' s throne . It 

is a paradox, as Scholem notes; t he mys tics do not deny tha t 

the realm of God i s exalted above the realm of man, but t hey 

ins i s t that the ascent to t his heaverily spht.:re i s r eally a 

descents? Morton Smit h and Scholem ~ttem~t to r esolve t he 

paradox by relating this descent t o the practice of "goi."lg down 

l:>efare the ark," since the ark containing the scrolls of the 

law may be likened to the throne of God,8 but the argument is 

tenuous. Bloch was m:>re likely nearer the tr•Jth when he cited 

~n explanation from Sefer Ha- bahir: the descent involves getting 

c!own to the bot.tom of one's opinion. But Bloch, llnd.ted by 

the parame ters of the tools he used, had to reject this, for it 

is not logical to ma.Ice a desce:lt t o something that is abstract. 

:rnstead he prefers the explanation of Hai Gaon who attributed 

the use of the word to t he feeling that results from the mystical 

9 practice of put ting one• s head do·..in be t ween one 's knee:s. 

I 

Wertheimer is not troubled by the abstraction and notes that 

penetration of a mystery requires a descent into the depths 

t hereof. lo Ard, finally, J'ung uses t."le term in a personal sen.:.e, 

not so very different froru that of Wertheimer or Serer Ha-'bahir, 

a descent into one•s own depths, 11 and it is this sense that the 

Me.rkavah mystics intended when they referred to a descent. 

This journey into the depths proceeds through seven temples, 

and although each is contained within the next, each gains in 

scope and majes ty. 'Ibis is another paradox. How can that which 



is contained be gr1:ate1.· than the contai ner1 In tl~ r ~al "-'Orld 

this cannot be, but in the 111ystical world, each temple is more 

awesome than the one left behind, and the dimensions grow until 

they become cosmic. The j ou..'"tley becomes progressively more 

perilous. At the door of each temple stand an ever increasing 

number of guards, and special formulae must be r ecited t o gain 

entrance. Each confrontation i s more terrifying t han the last. 

At any moment one might be overwhelmed completely. 

If the descent involves so many dangers, why risk it? 

'l'tlere are powers to be gained from the process of the descent 

that are of use in this world . The fore.'nost of these i s insight 

into the character of man, an ability to discern the truth about 

others and oneself. As a s melter melts down silver and deter­

mines its essential quality, so the mystical traveler learns to 

12 dete..'il\i.ne the es:.ential quality of men. In addition, one who 

masters these secrets may attain riches; the great 1,/ill seek 

13 out his company. These tangible r ewards were considered as 

logical consequences of such penetrating insight. 

For one who completes the descent and stands ultimately 

opposite God's throne there is a joy so overwhe lming that it 

threatens t o split one open. 14 More than the powers to be 

gained, this joy i s the goal that makes the risks worthwhile. 

These are the basic elements of the mystical framework. 

It encompasses many concepts which have no place in modern 

rational thought. And yet there are those who even todar 

make a siJllilar descent into the depths - the depths of one•• 
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own mind, which is l1Jcened to a maze of passages and chambers.15 

One who makes such a descent· hopes to achieve a union of the 

conscio\ls and unconscious contents of the mind. A journey is 

the symbol that represents ma.n's striving towards this union, 

16 and the reward for ~chieving it is a sense of completeness. 

The journey is fraught with diffi culty. At any moment the 

traveler may be o vercome . l!ut if he is successful, he emerges 

whol e, as Aklva eiuerged whole from th~ orchard. 

The present day descent is t he process of psychoanalysis. 

Ne.rkavah mysticism and psychoanalys is differ ultimate ly 1n their 

goals since one ls not like ly to enter analysis in order to 

stand in the presence of God. And they dif.fer in .framework, 

since free association is not the technique of inducing mystical 

visions. Even so it is remarkable ho~ l'llUch the two disciplines 

have in cominon. J us t as the aspiring mys tic must possess cer­

tain qualities before he can begin the descent, so must the 

aspiring analysand. One who is severe:y imbalanced is not 

quali.fied, nor is one whose powers of discernment are not ad-

equate. 
17 

Psychoanalysis is rare ly successful among psychopaths. 

Jungian analysis is found to work best among middle-aged 

people.18 As in the study of mysticism, .balance and maturity 

are required. Mystical tradition and a nalysis are given to 

only one at a time. One is not likely to acquire either disci­

pline alone; the mystic did not learn to penetrate the other 

19 
world without a companion t o guide him, and so the analyst 
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serves as guide and gu~rd for the patient ~aking a de~cent 

i nto the unconsci ous. Such careful c-bservation 1s necessary, 

for in analysis as in mystical descent, the confrontations 

are of such magnitude that they can easily over.whelm. 

The visionary experience ls not uniGUe to l!lys ticism. It 

is common in psychoanalysis as well, but while the fact of 

20 
such e;(perier.ce i s undeniable, it is difficult to explain. 

'£he problem i s t hat language is insuffici ent t o describe what 

21 is happening . The vision is experienced in syinbols whic,'1 are 

expressions of an intuitive idea that cannot be formulated in 

a hetter way . The vision is an attempt to express that which 

22 transcends the spoken word. The substance of visions does 

r.ot yield to docurnentary analysis. 

The rewards of the psychoanalytic experience a.re similar 

t .o those c f mysticism. One who co.11pletes analysis has achieved 

g.:eat personal insight, and this insight is usef ul in under­

standlng others. One who :nasters the discipline may attain 

23 
riches, and the great may aeek out his company . 

I s it possibl e that the ~erkavah mystics were practicing 

something akin to psychoanalysis some seventeen centuries be­

fore Freud? The systeru~: have different points of focus. Psy­

choanalysis is oriented to,~ard science; mysticistn to religion. 

But the descent into the Herkavah world has much in co111m0n with 

a descent into the unconscious. The evidence is undcnioble • 

••• (the) symbol is an expressible representat ion 
of something which lies beyond the sphere of e~ress­
ion and cooununication, something which comes froia 
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a sphere whose fa2l is, as it were , turned i n~ard 
and away from us. 

The above might well have been written by a psychologist of 

the Jungian school, but these words are those of Gershom 

Scholem who tries to explain how a fll'Jstical symbol operates. 

If properly understood, these symbols may provide a momentary 

insight into a transcendental rea lity. But Schol ern stops 

short of recognizing this i nward sphere as the unconscious . 

Jung does not write of the l•!erkavah mystics, tut he does write 

of their contemporaries, the Christian Gnostics, and finds 

25 
that the idea of the unconscious was not unknc,wn to them. 

It may well be that the Mer kavah mystics achieved an integration 

of personality, a union of their consci ous and unconscious 

minds, through the process of approaching the throne of God. 
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IV. Confrontation, Reconciliation and Tra:1Sforrnation 

Since the material of t he mystical visions does not re­

spond to conventional trP.atment, we must develop other means 

of analysis. Angels, streams of fire, garments of glory and 

fiery snakes do not obey the laws of nature; rather their 

properties are those of the dream \oo'Orl d, wher e transmutations 

and violations of natural law become ordinary. Perhaps these 

mys tical elements will r espond in some meaningful way to one 

of the psychoanalytic sys tems that work upon the fabric of 

dreams. 

In the treatment of dreams one turns firs t to Freud who 

understands the dream to be an expression of an infantile wish. 

The symbols of the dream serve to distort the underl ying de­

sire which ma.y be repr ehensible to the conscious mind. 'Ihe 

source of these symbols is the personal experience of the 

dreamer. 1 But this approach to the dream world w111 be of l 

little assistance 1n penetrating the visions of the JUYStics, 

for the source of mystical symbolism must transcend individual 

experience. As we have noted, mysticism 1s not only personal 

but communal in nature. Many shared these sya,bols. To under-
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s t and the esse nce of mystical symboli sm, one ne<?ds a framework 

th,1t embraces a common soucce of symbolic material, a well 

from which all can draw, one that J.'"l.ln:J deeper t hdn the contents 

of a single conscious mind. Since r'r eud does net go beyond 

the life hist ory of the individual, 2 w~ must l ook e l sewhere. 

!::rich Frorr;zn•s ca tegorization of symbols will assis t us 

in our search. He det ~r.mines tha t there are three classes of 

symbols: conventional, accidenta l and universal . 3 . A national 

flag 1s a conventional symbol. It has 11'.eaning bestowed upon 

it by the community, but it is not this sort of communa l sym­

bol we are s eeking. The oonventlonal symbol exists on a consc­

i ous level ; there is r,othlng e soteric or mystical about it. 

The accidental symbol r e lates to unconscious material, but it 

is personal in nature. If the connection between a symbol and 

what it repre sents depends upon chance experience, then it 1s 

accidental. One must have access to that experience t o under-

stand the symbol . This is Freud 's use of the term. If how­

ever there is an intrinsic relationship between the symbol and 

what it represents, then it is universal. Comprehensi on of 

the universa l symbol 1s not dependent upon knowledge of con­

vention or chance experience. When Jung writes of symbols, he 

4 intends only this last category, and it 1s here that we might 

hope to understand the nature of mystical symbolism. 

Jung finds that dreams do other work than express infantile 

5 
de:;.i.res; They are also self- representations of the unconscious. 
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They serve a-3 messages to indicate what is necessa_ry to cw.plete 

n union between the consious and unconsious mind, and they do 

this in symbolic form. The ultimat e source of this symboUom 

i s the collective unconscious . Jung suggests that a psychic 

heritage parallels our biological heritage, and just as man 

has physical r oots that extend bade t o an ultimate common de­

nominator, so our psychological roots extend back to an ultimate 

collective unconscious, and t he r epresentations that may be 

found there are intrinsically available to all r egardless of 

convention or accidental experience.6 

The personal unconscious is only a superficial layer 

which serves to cover an inner cosmos, a collective unconslous 

7 
which is infinite in scope. Jolande Jacobi, a disci ple of Jung, 

de.scr.ibes it in this fashion: 

The collective unco:-iscious as suprapersonal matrix, 
as the unlimited sum of funda!rumt.:i.l psychic conditions 
accumulated over millions of years, is a realm of 
immeasurable breadth and depth. From the very begin­
ning of its developrr.:mt it is the inner e quivalent of 
Creation, afi irmer cosmos as infinite as tlle cosmos 
outside us. 

If the mystics descended into this internal universe, then it 

is conceivable that each of t he seven t emples could t ~conie 

greater in scope and more majestic, even though it ls co.'ltained 

within the previous temple. The cosmos within can be as infinite 

as the cosmos without. The closer one comes to the center o£ 

t .his Inner wiiverse, the greater it seems. And reports from 

this Inner reals\ would encompass cosmic ideas, 1deao such aa 
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those which Jungi,ms find expressed occasionally i n ••big 

9 dreams," or i deas s uch as those the 1".erkavah my:.tics expressed 

in their vis i ons. 

In this internal cosll\Os nuad.nous points of focus are en­

countered which the Jungians r efer t o as comolexes and arche­

~ - Compl exes are feeling-toned manifestation~ of the per­

s onal unconsci ous ; archetypes are found in the coll ective un­

conscious, and arc universal. A compl ex, for example, may 1r.ake 

its presence known to the co nscious mind in the form of a 

phobic object; a boy c.aught up in the oedipal situation r.dght 

develop a phobia to divert his attention from the unco:nfortable 

feelings of ambivalence he has towards his f ather. The phobic 

object is the symbol that represents this personal complex. 

'l'he archetype runs deeper than the complex. Whereas not all 

boys develop a phobia in this fashion, all do have a female 

counterpart t o t heir overt male nature , and this female arche-
' 

type ( the ~) will make itself known to the conscious mind 

by assuming a female symbolic form in dreams. These arche-

types surpass rational comprehension. They can never be vis­

ualized directly, but only indirectly. The symbol is the means 

by which the archetype becornes d.iscernable. Symbols are grounded 

in the unconscious arche type, but their manifest forms are 

· 10 molded by the ideas acquired by the conscious mind. Arche-

types are always present, but without a proper £rameworlc, the 

symbolic representations of the archetypes ere not readily 



apparent . Jungi an a ntllysis i s one such f c-ame1o:ork; Mer kavoh 

mys ticism is another. 
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The purpose of a Jungian ana lys is, or of a mysti cal journey, 

is a reconciliation of the t wo worlds, an int egration of the per­

sonality which results in a dissolution of neuroses, a proce ss 

of hea ling which transforms one into a person of greater capa­

bilities, finer ins i ght, and mor e persona l power. But before 

the reconciliation ther e must be a confront ati .on . The r e l a tion­

s hip between the conscious and the unconscious forms a comple-

11 mentary pair of opposites. Symbols are the n.atural attempts 

to reconcile opposites in the psyche. They are grounded on 

one hand 1.n the conscious and on the other 1n the unconscious, 

and they r epr~~ent a bL·idge be tween the l wo \•K>rlds . They are 

the mediators between the hidden and the manifest.12 They are 

the means of comn:unication bet~en ha-o1am ha- zeh and ha-olam 

ha-ba. The succes:.ful reconciliation of opposites r e l eases 

energy that had been required to control the tension of the 

confrontation. Corning to grips with the archetype r e sults 1.n 

a freeing of psychic energy, and this new-f ound energy leads 

13 
to the development of new personal powers. 

The mystic i s concerned with those archetypes tha t are 

related to the Deity and have the.u- symbolic expression 1n the 

form of angels, chariots, thrones, garment s of God and the like, 

even in the measurements of the body of God. But these are 

only symbols, and the 1110st that symbols can do 1.s to describe 
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the unkno11able esseJ".ce of God.14 . 
The,, present a God-image , but 

they are not God themselves. Jung writes concerning the mysti­

cal use or symbols: 

These utterances on the nature of the Deity e;q>ress 
transformations of the God- irnage which run pat·alle l 
with ch3nges in human consciousnes3, though one 
would be at a loss to say which i s t he cause of the 
othe.r . The God-image is not something in~nte<l , it 
i s an exoerience that comes upon ron spontan.:!ously -
as anyone can see for hirr~el£ unless he i s blinded 
to the truth by theories a nd prejudices . The un­
conscious God-image can therefore alter the state 
of consciousness, just as the l atter ca~51nodify the 
God-image once it has become conscious. 

The mystic ~mbolically constructs a God-i.m3ge ~tu.ch r elate.a 

the archetype of the unconsious to the manifest world. This 

symbol is the means by which a unlon of the two worlds is made. 

It is a process which takes place within the rnind of the mystic. 

Yet reconciliation of the opposites and the resultant trans­

forrr.atlon is not entirely within the ~tic's control. Ultimate­

ly an act of "grace" is required. NcClelland notes th.:>.t the 

patient in. psychoanalysis has a sense of being healed by some­

thing outside of hi::tself, and this power that comes from outside 

16 the self McClelland equ-, tes with God. The mystic also haa 

this sense of a power outside the self. One must struggle to 

reach the gate of the seventh temple, but the final j ourney to 
17 

the throne of God can be accomplished only by an act of grace. 

The transformation cannot take place without the active consent 

of God. 

But though grace is ultimately necessary, one should not 
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s uppose that t he e ntire mysUcal descent , the proce ss of con- . 

fror.tation aud reconcilia tion, can be done wit hout effort. One 

must endure the "torments of Hell" bef ore bec oining worthy of 

such grace. Schol e.m describes the pain and agony in this f a sh ion: 

The da ngers of t he asce nt t hrough the pal aces of the 
Merlciluah sphere are greut , particularl y for t hose 
who unde rtake t he j ourney :>1ithout t he necessary pr ep­
arat i on, l et alone for tho:-;e who are um-rorthy of i t s 
object. As t he j ourney progresses, t re dangers bec ome 
progr essive l y great er. Angel s and archons s t or m 
agains t t he tra ve ller "in order to driv~ him out"; 
a fire which proceeds fror.1 his o;.n bcdy threat ens to 
de .,·our him. In tl1e Hebr ew cook of £ncch ther e i s an 
account of the description given by tt'le Patriarch 
to Rabbi I shmael of his own metamorphosis into the 
angel Metatron, when his flesh turned into " f i e ry 
torches." This transition through the opening stac;;e 
of the process of mystica l transfigur ation i s an in­
eluctable necessity. According to another fragment, 
the 1crystic must be able to stand upd ght j'.tfthout 
hands and feet," both havi.ng been burned. 

It should not be surprising that Jao:,bi finds that fire in dreams 

19 is symbolic of transformation and rebirth. 

Jwtg has provided us with the a pparatus necessary to under­

stand the mystical r ea lm. The cos mos to which the myst ics de­

scend to all intents and purposes parall els Jung ' s collective 

unconscious. The confr ontations the mystics encounter with fiery 

angels, streams of fire, fland.ng snakes and ultimately the blazing 

garment of God, are symbolic repr~sentations of archetypes growxt­

ed in the collective unconsious. These symbols are the means of 

r e lati ng the inexpressible numinosity of that world to the mani­

fest r eality of this. By confr ont ing these archetypes the mystic 

hopes to reconcile the opposition that exists between the two 
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worlds and to free the energy he had used in maintaining t his• 

opposition for more constructive purpose~. However he r i sks 

being overwhelmed and consumed by the i ntensity of the confr ont­

ations. He must ass11me on faith that the struggl e will yeild 

positive r esults and that ultimately an act of grace will grant 

him the transformation which he cannot attain by his own po~ers. 
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V. Qua terni ty 

If Jung's conception of the collective unconsious is cor­

rect, then archetypes are universal, and the symbolic represent­

ations of these archetypes should manifest themselves in the lore 

and literature of all cultures. Establishing such a common de­

nominator 1s the only means of verifying the existence of thia 

unconscious realm, since it lies beyond t he-scope of ~irical 

proof. Much of Jung's work is an examination of the religions 

and cults of the East and West, and he ~oes indeed find a comoon 

thread. One symbolic representation that all cultures seem to 

utilize is the organizing principle or q-;.1aternity. Concerning 

the presence and effect of this principle, Jung writ es: 

•• • of this there can be no ques tion ~hatever. 'lbe 
one and only thing that psychology can establish is 
the presence of pictorial syrnb;)ls , whose i nterpreta­
tion is in no sense fix.ed befor ehand. It can r,lake 
out, with some certainty, that these symbols have the 
character of "wholeness" and therefore presumably 
mean wholeness. As a cule they are "uniting" symbols, 
representing the conjunction of a single or d.ouble 
pair of opposites, the result being either a dyad or 
a quaternion. They ari se from the collision between 
the conscious and the unconscious and from the confus­
ion which this causes (known in a lchemy as .,chaos" or 
"nigredo"). Empirically, this confusion takes the 
form of resUessness and disorientation. The circle 
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and quaternily :;y1nbolism appears at. t.~is poi nt .?S 

a c ompensating rr inciple of order , ,.:-,!.c h depict:; the 
union of \-.rarring opposit~s as al.t:e ..1d)' acco:nplished, 
~nd thus e«ses the way to a he a l u,l er ar.d quieter 
state ("s.:.l'la tlcn"). l·'or the pr ese nt, it i s ne t 
po::.sible for psychol cgy to establisb !rorc than that 
t he S} tnbols of 1-:i,oleness 1,1·~a;1 t he \-:ilolencs:; of the 
i ndividu..11. On the other h.:ind, it has t o at.lnut, most 
e 1T1phatica lly, th;Jt this syw.l.1olisrn usf:!s iJMges or 
schel?ldta "'hich have ah:.-~ys , in all t he r elig i oro , ex­
pressed the u.'1.ive c sal "Grour.d ," the Deity itself. 
Thus the cir cle i s a wi:11-known syl!!bo l for God; and 
so ( in a certain sense) i s the cro::.s , tt:e quaternity 
in illl its forn.s, e .g. Ezekiel' s vis ion, the .ex 
ol oriae with the four evangelists , the Gnost ic l 
l:!arhelo ("God in four") and Kolorbas ("all f our") ••• 

All fo.rms of quaternity (squared circles, mandal a s tructures) 

have the mea.ning and the f unction of a c enter of the unconscious 

personality.2 
C.Uate rnity is the fundamental organizing principle; 

it draws opposites together toward eventual r econciliation and 

integr ation, and l eads ultima t e ly to a sense of .,,holeness . This 

principle is fundamental to Jung's work, and to the work of his 

disciples. Aniela J a£ f e equates the squared circl e or r:iandala 

with the t otality of the psyche so that it becomes a symbol o£ 

the self. 3 J acobi e.xtends quaternity t o its elevated fornis 

(eight, sixteen, sixty-four, etc.); forty i s a nU!llber of tohlity. 4 

Jung establis hed that the princ iple of quaternity was used 

independe ntly in a wide variety of r e ligions and cults , but the 

Merkavah literature was not available to him. If his theories are 

correct, sure ly a principle as fundamental as this should be evi­

dent in the Merkavah world as well. 

The number four is used many times in the Book of Ezekiel. 
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Four creature s came out of the f ire, and each had four ,-:ing:-. and 

four :faces , tho:.e of a men , an ox , o lion ur.d an eagle. Since 

the Ncrkavah vi s i ons are extrapolations of the v1:;i on of Ezekiel, 

it i s not une~-pected to find t hat this usage of the nu.~oor four is 

continued. The four images insc.cibed upon t he throne cf God arc 

those of a ~~n, an ox, a lion and an eagle.5 But i n addition 

6 thet"e are four aspects of God as King. The ?ayot stand on the 

7 four sides of the throne, and t he angels stand 1n rar.ks e.ccordi.ng 

8 to the four quadrants of God ' s glory. If one chart ed the arrange-

ment of the heavenly hosts, the r esult would be a mandala very 

much in accordance with the principl e of quaternity. 

The very l anguage of the mystical r ealm depends upon the 

number four. The songs and hymns of praise are regularly c lass -

9 ified into f our categories. The "Great seal and crown" which 

mu.st be presented to gain admission to the seventh t en:ple con­

sists of f our words of power, which Morton Smith deciphers as 

~. uranos , ges, despctes (chaos, heaven, earth, Lord), 

10 the f our components of totality. Many of the magical names of 

God Himself derive frcm the number four, :for He is the one of 

the Four Letter Name (e.g. Totoros ia, from~) . 11 

Elevated forms of four are much in use . Eight qualities 

are required of those who desire t o descend. Eight names are 

12 given for the angel Metatron. In one report there are eight 

guards at the gate of the seventh temple, and in another there 

3 4 W are 64 (4 ) • The ~ayot have 256 (4 ) faces and 512 eyes·. 
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The co:::.iic d1incnsions contain a myria J of f>urs a:'ld its 

15 
multipl es. 'l'hroughout Hechalot R':llJbati t he nwr.ber four plays 

an essential part; the emphasis upon quaternity is un.l\.istakable. 

But one might wonder, now that the pr eval ence a nd imr~rtance of 

the number four i s e s t ablished , h O'~ i t is that the most in,port ant 

number in the structure o! the t-:erka vah wcrld is s evan l7 

Only seven t empl es are mentioned in Hech.:il ot Rabbati , e ach 

more awesome than the l ast. But as one progresses through the 

mystical r ealm, l ess may be said ope nly about i t . One My re­

call the namas of the guards of the f irst six gates , but r:ot of 

16 the seventh. Merkavah mysticism is an esoter ic doctrine that 

was transmi tted in its greatest part orall y ; not everything could 

~ put i nto writing . Jung i an e1r.phas l s upon quaternity would vir­

tually demand the existe nce of an eighth templ e . Could i t be 

that t here was a n eighth and final stage to the mystical journey, 

an ultimat e goal that was forbidden to r eveal to one who was not 

initiated i nto the mystery? 

In the last chapter c f Hechalot Rabbati reference is made 

to~ secret name that i s equated with the "Great Seal," which, 

as we have seen above , consists of the four component s of totality. 

The ultin\ate secret name is azbogah ( ;?('f/~//t:; ) , which is 
._,J 

composed of three pairs of consonants, each pair having the nwaer-

ical value of eight. In later manuscripts this name 1s r eferred 

to as Shem ha- Shem.iniyut, and according to Scholem, is parallel 

17 
to the Ogdoas, the secret eighth heaven of the Gnostica. 

■-----
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In all like lihood then the re i s an eighth henven "1ithin the 

Merkavah f r amework, but the existence of t his ultimate goal is 

hidden and cannot be r evealed in writing except by veil ed hints . 

Only one imrler sed in the !,'1nrlcavah disciplir.t:?, or one knowledgable 

in the mechanisms of J ungian archetypal symbol !; , \:.'.ould know to 

search f or thi s secr e t r ealm. 

• 
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VI. The Means of Descent 

Ange ls have wings to travel h'.:?tM:en r eaL~. The ~!erkavah 

itself is a flying chariot, a vehicle t hat can pass from that 

i.;orld to this . But wtat vehicle do the mystics have? W'nat is 

their means of descent? 

Most scholars suggest tha t the visions are the result of 

auto-hypnosis induced by ascetic discipline , esp~i a l ly the 

practice of lo...ering the head behleen the knees. 1 In the l ast 

chapter of Hechalot Rabbati, an ascetic program i s prescribed 

for t hose who desire to l earn the "Secret o.f the Torah." One 

must l aimder one 's clothes, truce a careful bath, and sit twelve 

days a lone in a room, eating and drinking only once a day, and 

even then eat only bread he baked himself and water he drew him­

self; he must t aste no vegetables. During these twelve days he 

observes a schedule of f asting and prayer, calling twelve times 

t o each of the angels and princes, referring to each by its 

secret name. There are twelve such angels and four princes. 

Ultimatel y he makes use of the "Great-Seal and Crown," and 

then all three aspects of Torah are available to him - the written. 

2 the oral and the mystical. 
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The l ast chapter of Hechalot l~W::.:iti 1s part of a l ater 

addition ~~ich constitutes a specia l tract known as Sar Tcrah.3 

It r esembles t he firs t thixty-nine d 1apters in the use of qua­

t crnity a nd secret name~, but differs in that tt is concerned 

in some detail \dth ascetic practice. Of the { \,)rty chapters of 

Hechalot Rabbati, only t his one, a l ater addition, deals with 

asceticism. The other thirty-nine chapters consist in the great­

est part of extraordinary l anguage - repetltioua l)ymns of praise, 

lists of secret names, and passwords (hatl ~ot). So while ascetic 

discilpline · was no doubt used to facilitate descent into the ~ 

kavah world, it would be an error to consider it the only, or 

even the primary means of desce.nt. 

In its early development, psychoanalysis used hypnosis as a 

means of r e vealing the unconscious cont ent of the mind, bttt hyp­

nosis was largely r epl aced by free association in the waking 

state. 4 A "-'eb of "-'Ords provides the f r amework in which the un­

conscious may be explored. This is not ordinary language. The 

words that come up out of the depths are laden with s ignificance 

and are difficult to express. 'l'hey are r epresentations of an 

internal conflic t, a burden tha t requires great effort to raise 

to conscloustn ss, but the very expression of t he confllct in 

symbolic terms 1s the means by which the conflic t can be r e solved. 

As we have seen, the symbol itself is the healing process. Hyp­

nos i .s appears to be a more esoteric technique than the use of 

symbolic l a nguage, but just as it i s not the primary apparatua 
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of psychoanalysis , so hypnosis induced by asce tic p~actlce 1.s 

not the primary technique of mystical tlescent . Tho? mystics de­

pended far more upon the use of l anyua9c than t hey did upon fast­

ing , i sol a tion, and the lowering of the head bt?tween the knees. 

Mystical l anguage 1.s puzzling to conventional scholars . 

Scholem rec09nizes that ordinary speech 1s inadequa te to express 

mystical concepts, yet the mystics see~ t o glory in words, in­

venting new ones when necessary in their attempt ~o express the 

inexpressable.
5 

Bloch does not know wha t to make of the long 

lists that appear to be nothing but r epetition of words, similar 

6 in meaning and sound, that offer nothing to the thought process. 

But this super-abundance of words has both mean!.ng and effect. 

Decause words are conventional symbols that apply to this 

world , they are not intended to describe the ineffable points of 

numinosity that exist in the other. The only way one night hope 

to express the experience of such a numinous archetype is to sur­

ro\.lnd it with every pertinent word, so that the sum total of the 

words night produce an extraordinary sense. In some instances 

the list may convey exaggeration; the fear one experi ences as a 

result of the confrontation with an archetype from the other ~'Orld 

is not"'-" ordinary fear, for example, but all of this: 

~ ~&// /iyt ~I d:!P7N/ 

a 0✓#.,J 

:Vl'.!Jta 
On other occasions the word list attempts to des­

cribe the nature of the archetype itself, to define what is beyond 

definition, and what emerges i s not a n iJnage of the archetype, but 

·-------
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the feeling one experiences when confronting it . 'lhis i s n i..'01.'d 

list associat ed wi th the "Thro,ne of Glory": 

~, ·:,!) -.,:,~ l-\::;:,· ~-,,:,• ""'. ~·.x, r:r,~~ ~~,::, ~;,~ ' JP' iCl;:~· Jl':l .H 

nl'i ,rn r.,u, t ~7,";i ';~;;, r;: ::·, :"7J'\: ~ 9\::t~ ~,,::, ;.1:"i:ti ~~'1 c,, ~~= 
,-.::~ ~i l r:~:-:J n~,:; c :;~J r.·;:-. r~·:,1 :"' r.t:V ;-r;.--;:; ~~'l i~"'Jtt i~'l ~,~l 
- •- •• - - ••J '"'~" , .. , .. , ,,c.,. "'J'-'" () ' 1"1 , ,,,.. I I - c , • .., _ ., \ - ••• .... .... , ..... , . ......... .,, .. . ,l ' / ; l ., ,, :., . :it • ••• ..-.. . ~.l 1-1.:) 

~:i•,, ---n, ·r. -«-r.1 '-> --,-• --·---· -·,"" •· '-.•••t c:,c-- .,..-....... __ •. .,, 
-♦ ♦- 'I t t J -, U f l - Ill f t - h ,_ 1 I - - 1• •'\ I I V, '--r- •l tl t l t ,J 

: ,l:: -.:~ i1,l:l , :c•:: ::z;:;i r.i~T r.1~1 ; ~,r l'i r,-;~;-. ( i) ';111 :.·1c;: -::-1:, 

~::!J ~~ n1~·,:: r,,-,,,:: n,-.,-.x ,~~~ ii~~~~ ~F~, ;:~·, n~~;~ :,~;=, 

;;::,i,i' (\! .1,m i1"'.::.1: i:r:: j1' :ill <:;> ~o:n 'n.-.1 i"~:--, i1':t:.'!!:l r:n ... ,~,, 
•:, ' 'N'1.J'iii';, t'm, !:rll ,i=::, (I),,;, fij~';~l ;i';J1J rm,:J i''vJi ;,•,;;;,:1 

8 4;~-...ct1 ':-;7~ 

carercul r ecitation of such lists conveys a sense of something 

beyond the ordinary. Repetition of such lists has the effect of 

a ;r.antra and can alter the state of consciousness, even to the 

point of inducing a trance. one means of descent given in Hech­

alot Rabba t i is the r epetition of the long magical name of~' 

one of the ministering angels, 112 times! Scholem finds that 

this kind of r ecitation, though it is "curiously bare of meaning," 

may yet have a profound 1.mprcssion and create a state of ecstasy. 

Repetitious hymns such as the following have a ••mechanism CO!llparable 

to the motion of an enormous fly-wheel." 
9 

:,,v, ,,:x, :l!u')'i) r::,n'i1 ,,,=::, He:,, ,,:th ,o~c'i cJ:,J u';!):, 1Ni,•.:-t••::, .:-· 
: ,"'~ 1::JN1) C:'i.) ii:Xi i i:N ~:::,~ (J) -r,;, •;::~X';I ":~'\~ ::•v,:, ht\ t°l.,~ q,~ 
C'~r ~ c·::5N 'ltl .;:,::, 1MN1 , ;;~ -,:::, •;:)') r.o~:!'u1 ~~l~l ::-n:, c•~:,:!) q,K 

::,1:::, c•~:::l c•:,-;~ 'JC'l i t:.'N"l:l jn:J 1r:N1 ,nx , : , , 1::, ,:;-,:,5 ,ci,p 
,:::;p C'i,'i:) C'~';X C':l::~ n::t':ICI ,}:'i::) ,r.:--, "iii~ '}:, •;::i, n~n~::i, ,!)m 

':cm vi,:, c·o::~ c•:i-;N nc•,c,1 il::iX1::l 1,,:) ,~i-., 1r.l( ,.:>, ~,;n n~•n, 
,-, -.:~ ;,,m5 11'' jl C'in:, c•~5l( nvC' ,Fi::l r.;,~~ liri~ , ., •:~, r.~n~, 

c'::::::i C'!l'~ ;.e,,c, o'"ln:, b:il n1::i:-1 ,: ,, :r,, c·~~~ '!:':N c·~,N rm:::1,1 
,, ~,-, --•••:, C"' .._._ ~ •:,"-u ,,.,,. ~ \•"• r-"' "\"'" ,..,c r.••n"''°'1 C:,•)1 .... , ., t , .. - tW •r 1♦ 1_. ._ _ , ,, v, &..: ., ,,.,, . ,1...,r •••"' , .,. / • ._ h,1'- • - • JI ti 

Ii~::-: ll~::t--: .. :,, ':'1 '.)11 :,-: ~\~•x 't~K '!:~~ :-,•t-t :_~N ~;:,•:,• ile'Cl~I 

,r.~1 imc , .:> •J~, n~ • .,:,~, ~~~., ;i~:, C'::l::t o·~-:x ,1:.1, o•J:, c ,,r.:, 

10 .ho1jr.:l 

-
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,,~iMn "l':;:ol .,.,,;~ }?l'I~~ 1n•J1::, ·,1:. ,l C:1!"1"\ _ .. _ (11',i O'''"l""' _, .... .. , .. - . -· , , ··· -·· .. 
b::l j;"l"l::m (it,l '}::, '5:: i,::\r,:, ,-;:::, N::>::l (~) '}:J .: ~n;i;, lc',l ; •~ ; ;::: 

';"'!J:-.n m, n:-,n -;:,~ ?~ii, in n,r.-1.:·rn .. _ ... r .. - ... ~ r.· .. , .,,_ '"'"'--n 
- • - - • - • • W.t ••J4 -- -- '-' • ,'· • .,~=~ lJ•yl 'C<1::l ' ti .~N-.::,, 'i.4::{ •;; , .. ~ .. -·-;· ...... , . , •··· , ... ~ .. "-~ ,., .. ~r r. p,.,..,_.~ .... c: 

- I ¥ I.... ~ I •,' I .., ,.. I I,,_ .... ; • .;, / 

(10) ';.,,c,, \,~~ ,:, , •• "':1-;t!"·' -,~ r.·,•,-J ~-·~ .._ ... ~ ... ", ,-~'". ·- ""''"·"-·-·, ... , 
• •- i 1 4 - , , _ 1 1'\ • V It . •' , 1 ,, '- • ~ -

, ~ t::::.:~, ,, ~,-:m\ 11 n'i:-r.;~ 1::: rt"'·., r .• ~, -;:,, 7" -,-.- .. ,..._., ""-· 
- , .. • • I 1• -- \'- - '• ' i:.~:.,,, r ,~D' , , ,c:::r , 1., ,r.-r.·· _., 1-, ,-, - <1 ,-,-✓, ,~ , ·•-· .. ,. ....... , 

I • - , , .., ._ • • • • • • • ,1,J t I ' ,.,; h • 

~:--.~:'\ :,,,~ .. c,~~,.,~., ->v··,-, -11 '•:i·~I"-.:- , - , 1~\:-, .,..; ----,-'- .,-c-,, .. , - - l - r' l r ._.. .. ,.. I , , , • 
1 

• •' 11 .,,. l 
r.:;J., 11,,~:::•1 fi ·;,l er;:,,·~ , , li't:"1 'i' t:'"".n::i r,· r,::,, •i\r,- :;·~ ~l-:-,ty, 

.. ,. ,,;-i .,, .. 1 "~~•••\ ,,-"'•· ... :,n•· '" ., .. , - ·, .. " --,, •·--r.· c'n"'l 
- • - • ' "' • • •' • t a ' •' -' ,- ._. ,,.,. I tf "' ,, (" •• t ..;> 

h •pl C'l1i1 c:,n_ •;, ;,nx 1:,:l ·1t::;i'..'01 t:: n 7n~t·t:::., c:::r: ~~ ::·!.!::ii, 
11.(,:-;,1 J~Xl l~X C';r.:;,1 }\ iXl 

Repetition of word l i s ts and montra-like hymns ~~Y induce 

a trance and prepar e the mystic to encounter the nu.ininoUG points 

of focus 1n t he other world, to stand in confrontation with the 

symbolic personifi cations of thes e archet:,1pes . Recitation 0£ 

the~ of these symbolic personHications i s the mechanism 

used to establish the confrontation. 

These are not ordinary names, but rather names of great 

power. Even in this world, one who knows a name has some power 

over the person to whom the name belongs. Voicing a nar...e can 

draw someone out of a crowd, andt even 1n the absence of the sub­

ject, express ing the name can bring the image of the person 

to consciousness. So he who ma_sters the names of these arche­

typal personifications l earns to focus his attention upon them 

and confront them. 

There is no shortage of names in the mystical literature. 

Just the lis t of the guards to the t emple gates provides a sub­

stantial num.ber.12 These names are not those 1n cOllltlC>n usage. 
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As r-:orton Smith notes, t he narr.ecs arc t:o:n.r-:>u..-,ds of ab.:.tract nou.'lS 

plu::; a divine ns.me .
13 

Thus Dw11i~l i s t he per;;onl.fication of 

"Divine Silence, " a nd Hadrlel is the personif i cation of "Divine 

Maj es ty." 'l'here i s no 1oor+,! appropri.ite way to re fer to t he 

ine ffabl e numinos ities of t h~ other i.-odd! 

Recitation of hymns may ~lter the state o f consci ousn~ss 

t o permit these symbol ic 111anifestat1ons to ha su::-moncd by nar.ie, 

but once the confrontation is established, it mus t be r esol ved, 

and there are words that have the power to effect a reconcilia ­

tion of these warring opposites of diff erent worlds. The names 

of power are not used lightly, for they involve one in a struggle 

of epic propor tions. At f irst the mystic i s on the verge of 

being overwhelmed, but as he repeats the confrontation again and 

aqai n , he finds tha t he can stand i n the presence of t he arche­

t ype more and mor e easily, until finally the conflict is r esolved, 

and the archetype can be accepted without a struggle. At this 

point the mystic pronounces a ~a timah, a seal, a Sf'.ries of worda 

which sums up the struggle and s eals it. The confrontation ra 

longer exis ts; i t i s reconciled, and the mystic is ready to pro­

ceed to the next gate, and the next confrontation. The word 

hatimah is used in the liturgy for that which comes at the end 

of a blessing. It is a brief recapitulation of the bless ing, a 

recitation of its essence, and i t serves as a final seal . In 

psychoana lysis, the confrontation with the traumatic experience 

that has caused the neuros is must be worked through again and 
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again Wltil it 1s finally r esol ved . The initial confrontation 

i s an enormous struggl e , but each s ucceeding one is l es s diffi­

cult, and eventually the patient can s t and against this experi­

ence without any s truggl e at all. At that point he can refer 

to the confront ation using just a f ew t oken words. 'l'hc en.counter 

has been stripped of its t ension, and he 1s r eady to move on to 

the next point of unresolved conflict. 

'l'hese confrontations, whether in analysis or .in a r.r1stical 

descent, are worked t h.rough aloud; verbalizati on i s necessary. 

The deeper one descends , the greater t he ellcounters become . Be­

ginning in the persona l unconsci ous, they continue down into the 

coll ective unconscious , and there thay become cosmic in nature. 

The hatimot that sea l these confrontations also become more signi­

ficant, and this broadening process of confrontation and reconcil­

iation continues until the "Great Seal and Crown" is expressed, 

the combination of four words which r epresents the f our aspects 

of totality, and this is the ultimate reonciliation, for it ia 

15 
a statement of completion, o.f whol eness. 
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Vll. The Llturgy 

Ordinary recitation of thP. i·l•:?rlcavah language acccr.i,plishes 

l ittle, for this l anguage is not ordinary, but l aden with nurllin­

osity. When correctly expressed, ho\o'ever, these words become 

symbols of enormous weight t hat emerge from the depth of one•s 

being. They are unmasked only by a compl ete humility, such that 

the s light est vestige of pride J::iecor.ies an insurmountable barrier. 

P.mong the means of achieving the necessary humility are hymns of 

praise, since recognition of cosmic greatness renders one Sir.all 

in comparison, and has the effect of stripping one of pride. 

The liturgy of the Merkavah mystics 1s liturgy of unbounded 

praise and of the utrnost awe . It is liturgy of such pow& that 

it has been incorporated even i nto the mos t rational of s iddurim. 

It is liturgy that scours the :aoul. 

Hechulot Rabbati begins with a question: "What is unusual 

about the hymns of one who desires to gaze upon the l".erkavah, to 

make a safe descent and a &afe r eturn?" Philipp Bloch finds that 

these hymns are unusual in that they are heaps of meaningless 

praise, seemingly in violation of Talmudic lav which forbids such 

l excessiveness. Yet we will find when we examine the answers 

I 
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provided in the text that the prai se is nei ther meaningless nor 

excessive ; a.1.>undant praise i s neCc!ssary to achieve a safe descent 

and a safe r eturn. 

That the opening statement 0£ the text touches upon the lit~ 

ur')Y r ather t han any. other aspect of the Ne.rkavah world testlii es 

to the illlporta.nce of the li tu.cgy as .i ~ans of descent. Thes e 

hYlt'ns differ from conventional liturgy in that they arc a scribed 

to sources in the other world. These are the hya-.r1s of the mir.-

2 i stering angels, those who serve God every day , and while thes e 

songs may appear to be overelaborate according to the r ules of this 

~-ror l d , they a r e a n.itural manifestation of t he other reaL'll where 

different criteria apply. The Tal mudic warnir.g that "'t;oever heaps 

3 too much praise on God will be destroyed applies to this world 

only. In the other world it is quite the r everse; he who does not 

heap praise u.pon God will be destroyed. 

The language of these angelic hymns is extraordinary; it 

speaks to the emotions with an i mplicit certainty. There i s no­

t hing hidde n in these words t o one who i s receptive to their 

4 sense. Ordinary language consists of conventional symbols which 

ha ve meaning only because societies assign special rreaning to ths. 

l 'he language of these hymns , however, consists of universal sym­

bols, which emanate not from the convention of societies, but from 

the collective unc:onsc.ious. Tt,ere ~ no gradations of meaning 

in symbolic language of this sort; understanding is intuitive and 

certain, or there is no Wlderstanding at all. If one caMot learn 
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t o tell the pra ises of God i n thi s cleai.· language, then one can­

not r.lake a successful de~cent . 5 

There are various degrees of hymns for the various stages 

1n the mystical journey. The question is aslced, ' 'Wh3t 1s the dif­

f'C?rence between the 'hymns of those cro11med in glory and the s till 

higher oongs7" Dist i nctions are made between the hymns of those 

who stand in t he i nner charabers, the hymns of those who serve the 

chariot, and the hymns of man. 6 At the final stage of descent, 

11ihen the rrr1stic stands before the throne of C-od, he has no choice 

but to sing, for eve ry e l ement abo,1t the throne r esounds the 

7 praises of God. 

It i s the notion that every element 111ust sing that leads to 

the abundance of acrostics in the mys tical writings. Words when 

used as universal symbols are not dumb r enderings of assi gned 

meanings ; each springs alive with a nurn.i.nosity of its own, and 

each of the letters which constitute the ele.~ents of these sym-

bols must sing the praises of God. So in Hechalot Rabbati we 

find a multitude of alphabetic acrostics . Ha-ade.ret vi -ha-emunah 

8 was taken whole from the Hechalot into the Yorn Kippur liturgy. 

Several of the important acrostics of the daily service are attri­

buted to Merkavah sources, and many other 0£ the mystical acrostic 

hymns convey such grace and power that they too ndght well be in-

10 
corporated into the liturgy. 

Idelsohn notes that in addition to the acrostic nature of 

11 these hymna there is also a peculiar meter, a four beat signature. 
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It i s this rhythm which produces the mantra-like ef£ect. Scholem 

finds th~t this rhy thmic struct uce is used ,in t he a lenu and by _, 
r eason of this and several Mcrko1vah expressions, he attributes 

12 B.. it to Me r lcav.:th sources. -y the same token emt:t v1.-yatziv may 

be found to have its crigins i n the Me.rkavah.13 

Ide l sohn also notes that thos~ passages indulgi':'lg in the 

glory of God are like ly to have their origins i n this early myst­

icism, and he adds yishtabach and baruch she-ati'.ar to the Ust of 

1".erkavah contribut1ons~4 In a similar vein, the r esponses to the 

15 16 qaddish and ayn kelohaynu ca n be traced back to Merkavah 

sources. 

It is remarkable how great our debt i.s· to the Merkilvah mystics. 

It is especially remarkable that so many of these hymns, devoid of 

rational content, are so firmly established even in the Reform 

liturgy. Although they are recited outside of their intended £rame­

worlc, they still cawey a numinosity which attracts and holds the 

I 

attention of the most rational among us, even among those who do 

not understand the meaning of the Hebrew words. The rhyme, the 

assonance and the rhythm su£f1.ce. But when these hymns are re­

cited within the proper framework, their nundnosity and power are 

greatly amplified, for the conventional words become weighty sym­

bols that are not confined try a synagogue•s walls, but resound 

throughout the heavena. The 1110st important of the Merkavah .re­

sponses, and the most significant element of their liturgical 

legacy, 1s the qedushah, and its use in the Merkavah world serves 

I 

• 
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as a good ex.imple of the for~e such lit urgy can convey. 

Schol ars are un:inimo,,s in attrilittting the o~u:;hah t o the 

17 
Merkav.ih mystics . Dlcch shows that the qedush.it Im-sher;, is 

the high point of the ami.dah . There are many more variations 

of the qedushah than there are 0£ the other blessings. There 

are special forms for private and public worship, for weekdays , 

sabbaths and holidays, foe the rrlO.t"ning and musaf se rvices. 18 

Wi'lil t purpose does this rrost signific~nt prayer in our liturgy 

serve? 

The qedushah i s one of the elesnents tha t spans the distance 

betwee n the two worlds . When Israel recites the qed.ushah i.n thia 

· 19 world, the angels cecite it in t he other wocld. The minist ering 

angels may not begin to sing the praises of C-od in heave n until 

20 Israel has sung t he praises of God on earth. When all of Israel 

$ings the 5edushah, then Metatron a nd his entire angelic company 

21 
join in, and the two worlds ace in harmony. As a syi:ibol of 

this ultitnate integr a tion, God kisses the image of Jacob inscribed 

on his throne . 22 It is a moment of union, of r econciliation of 

23 the two r ealms. 

But this is not a qedushah that is recited casually. No 

mere r«:lta t.ion of words will effect such a union. This qedushah 

comes as an eruption with e nough explosive force to bridge the 

gap between the two worlds. If follows a hymn of praise that 

build.a to a fever pitch and then bursts forth lUce a spontaneoua 

halleluyah.24 The mystic recites long acrostics, mantra-llJce 

I 
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redundancies until every element of his being i s attuned to the 

glory of God, c1nd, then, whc:n his soul i s scoured and bare, he 

voice s the charged words, and the spark of the qcdu5hah leaps 

across to t ouch the throne of God , if not God Hi mse lf; and if 

the traditi on is to ·be trusted, at that instant, uy an act of 

grace , God touches back! 

.. -
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