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Sometimes prayer is more than a light before us;
it is a light within us. Those who have once been
resplendent with this light find little weening in
speculations akbout the efficacy of praycr. A story
is told about a Rabbi who once entered heaven in a
dream. He was pernmitted to approach the temple of
Paradise where the great sages of the Talmud, the
Tannaim, were spending their eternal lives. He saw
that they were just sitting around tables studying
the Talmud. The disappointed Rabbi wendered, “Is
this all there is to Paradise?" But suddenly he
heard a voice, "You are mistaken. Tne Tannaim are
not in Paradise. Paradise is in the Tannain."

— Abraham Joshua Heschel

Man's Quest for God (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1954), p. 8.




I. The Conventional Approach

HMerkavah mysticism is a system of speculation based upon
the visions of Ezekiel. It is an esoteric tradition that has
not been practiced for many ceanturies, and all that remains of
it is a small body of literature which is referred to as midrash
although it is rot similar to either the agoadic or the halachic
modes of that genre. Thls arcane midrash has been dismissed as
nonsense by most scholars, though its profound influence upon the
liturgy has been ackmuledged.l

Of the inner life of the Merkavah mystics little is known.
The mystical literature does not yleld much to conventional an-
alysis. Jaccb Neusner has determined that these mystics exper—
ienced visions in which they saw sights that pecple do mot regu-
larly see and that they believed that what they saw was real.
He finds it likely that these visions were the result of ecstatic
states, but there is little empirical evidence of how such ecstasy
was induced. The tools of logic can go no further, as Neusner
admits:

The best we can do in the end is to speculate on what

the external imagery weant. The isner quality of the
visions we shall never comprehend.

-



Yet the purpose of this thesis is just fhis, to galn somez insight
into the Inner quality of these viszions. To do so we must use an
epproach cther than the conventional, but first we shall review
briefly what has been accomplished by conventional means.

For many years scholars have thought Morkavah mysticism to
be a reaction against the rigidity ot the iulachah.?' This i3 a
misconception; the mystical literature itself indicates that know-
ledge and cbservance of the law in all of its details is a pre-
requisite for mystical study.4 But this misconception stoed for
many years and thwarted all atterpts to penetrate the Merkavah
world.

Toward the beginning of this century Merkavah mysticism was
attributed to the gaonim, as is clearly evident from the title of

Philipp Bloch's article, "The Yords Merkavah, the Mystics of the

Gaonic Period, and Their Influence upcn the L:.i:u.m_:w.."'5 Bloch,
writing in 1893, was the first to acknowledge the measure of our
indebtedness to these mystics for their liturgical contributions,
but he erred in dating this mystical system to the gsonim. Through
an examination of this liturgy evidence was found to suggest that
Merkavah origins were considerably eeu:‘l.*!.e.r:;6 indeed the Herkavah
tradition was reported in the names of several well known tannaim,
beginning with Johanan ben Zokk.ai.? Yet 25 long as scholars held
that Merkavah speculation was a reaction against the halachah,
they could not accept that the tsnnaim were truly the originators
of this mysticism. One could not very well attribute the devel-

opment of the law and a rebellion against it to the same source,



Rather ii was thought that these works, while attributed to the
tannaim, were written much later. But as it was shown that this
mystlcism did not pose a threat to the halachah, the resistance
against early dating disappeared. Gershom Scholem at first dated
Ferkavah origins to the aworaim; later he ventursd to extend these
origins back to the Tannaitic pel:‘if.:{:l.8 and this is the view accepted
today. Now that this is established, there is ro longer any barrier
to the discovery of Feckavah influence throughout the Tannaitic
pericd, and its influence was pervasive. Even the Christlan Paul
can be seen to have becn educated in the lieckavah t.radition.g

If not a reaction against the halachah, what was the source
of Merkavah speculation? Neusner suggests that the destruection of
the temple was followed by a greatly intensified corcentration on
inwardness. Since the impact of the events from 70 - 135 C.E.
resulted in general concern for personal and cosmic salvation, the
mystical tradition was able to develop alongside and even within
the halachic fra.me\mrk.m The mystical tradition, then, served
as a bulwark to support a community that had been shattered by
the loss of its fundamental institution. Yet scholars are divided
on the extent to which mysticism supported communal solidarity.
while some find that mystical elements were first used in the
community, '} others £ind that mysticism is individualistic in
nature and ultimately divisive.l’ Scholem notes this conflict
and cannot resolve it. He concludes that mystlcism is a system

that recognizes that self-knowledge is the surest way to God, and



is therefore intensely perscnal, but in spite of its personal
nature, it lecads to the form.;ation of new social grouplngs.13
The results of these investigaticns are ill-defined and often
contradictory. Mystlcism is somehow intensely personal but
communal at the same time.
Such confusion and even paradox is often encountered when

one treats mystical material with the conventional apparatus of
scholarship., Ordinary logic is not designed to work in the realm
of the extraordinrary. The very attempt to d=fine mysticism serves
as an illustration of such paradox, for definitiocn is a convention-
al tool, and mysticism does not yiecld to it. The concepts of
mysticism are so fluid that they refuse to ke confined by mere
words. Witness this attempt by Rufus Jones:

I shall use the word (mysticism) to express the type

of religion which puts the emphasis on immediate aware-

ness of relation with God, on direct and ultimate

consciousness of the Divine Presence., It islseligion
in its most acute, intense and living stage.

In his endeavor to reduce mysticism to ratioral terminology,
Jones unwittingly oversteps tha boundaries of the rational and
kegins to utilize mystical technique itself. He refers to Ged
by a mystical name ("Divine Presence") and requires an abundance
of words ("acute, intense and living") to describe something
that is numinous and not readily expressibie. The result is not
g0 much a definition as it 1s an example of the material to be
studied! Definitions such as that of Thomas Aquinas, ™Cognito

dei experimentalis" (the knowledge of God through e:q:e.rlencu),ls



make use only of rational terminology but are so vague that

they approach tautology. The nature of mysticism cennot be stated
adequately in ordinary language. The attenpt to do so is in it-
self a paradox, since it is an attempt to express the inerpress—
ible.

Conventional tools such as ordinary language and lecic are
of little value in the study of mysticism because the mystical
realm is not subject to empirical proof. It 1s this inability
to respond to logic that has subjected mysticism (and those who
study it) to the scorn of the scientific scholars of this age of
reason. Craetz's treatment of the mystical is so blistering that

his words seem to ocoze venom. He attributes the mystical use of

anthropomorphism to "the creation of an imbec;ile".m And Mer-

kavah mysticism he dismisses as "nonsense".l7 Nonetheless the
mystical realm remains, and if we ignore it feor lack of empirical
data, it will not necessarily ignore us, as Carl Jung relates:

I have more than once been consulted by well-educated
and intelligent people who have had peculiar dreams,
fantasies, or even visions, which have shocked them
deeply. They have assumed that no one who is in a
scund state of mind could suffer from such things,
and that anyone who actually sees a vision must be
pathologically disturbed. A theologian once told
me that LEzekiel's visions were nothing more than
morbid symptoms, and that, when Moses and other pro-
phets heard "woices" speaking to them, they were
suffering from hallucinations. You can imagine the
panic he felt when something of this kind "spontan-
eously" happened to him. We are so accustoned to
the apparently rational nature of our world that we
can scarcely imagine anythinglgappening that cannot
be explained by common sense.

The illusion that everything can be reduced to elements that



can be explainod by "common sense" creates a barrier to the
study of materials that fall beyond such comprehension. How—
ever illusory such faith in common sense may ba, the barrier
the illusion creates is real. Even Jung, who understood so
well the need to pedetrate that barrier, was hesitant to pub-
1lish his findings and expose himself to the criticism of con-
ventional scholars. Although he formulated the notion of a
"Ged within," which he thought to be an undeniable concept
that was forcad upon the consciocus mind by dreams and visions,
he walted fourteen years befcre publishing his 1deas-19
But we cannot afford to walt. We have repressed these

speculative areas for so long that the result, as Jung readily
acknowledges, can be dangerous:

Fodern man does not understand how much his "rational-

ism" (which has destroyed his capacity to respond

to numinous symbols and ideas) has put him at the

mercy of the psychic "underworld." He has freed him-

self from "superstition" (or so he believes), but in the

process he has lost his spiritual values to a positively

dangerous degree. His moral and spiritual tradition

has disintegrated, and he is now paying the price for

this break~upzan a world-wide disorientation and

dissociation.

This study will explore a system 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
reason. We will venture into a realm not subject to empirical
proof, and s0 we will for the most part have to rely upon tools .

different from those generally used in Wissenschaft des Juden- }

thums. We will find that Jung's psychoanalytic frame of refer- l



ence is quite useful for our purpose, but before we can venture
beyond the framework of the conventional, we have a respensibility

to explore in some detail the consequences of doing so.




II. Warnings and Restrictions

At the very outset of the journey into the mystical realn
one finds warnings and restrictions, some of which were posted
as early as the second century B.C.E. The following from The

Wisdom of Ben Sira reappears in the Talmud:

Do not inquire into what is too hard for ycu, and do
not search out things that are hidden. uhat has
been pernitted to you, you may think upon, bui you
have no business with things that are secret.

The Tosefta further delineates the dangerous areas:

Whoever looks into four matters should never have
come into the world: what is al::m.-a-2 what is below,
what was before, and what will be.

By the time of the tannaim study of mysticism was considered
so dangerous that legislaticn was formulated to protect the com-
munity. Since Merkavah speculation is based upon the visions of
Ezekiel, an effort was made to remove the book of Ezekiel from the
cancn, ostensibly because of discrepencies with the Torah con-

cerning sacrificial law, but, as Zeitlin indicates, the real
3

purpose was to undercut the foundation of mystical speculation.

Due to the efforts of Hannaniah ben Hezekiah the attempt ﬂl.l.letl.4
But is there a real danger behind the warnings and restric-

tions? One who inclines toward the mystical world, who studies




phenomena that are beyond I:h.e sScope of verification by cmpir-
ical data, subjects himself to the scorn of conventional schol=-
ars. The loneliness and isolation produced by such criticism
cannot be ignored and thus represents a real danger. But why
is there such criticism? There is the fear that if one ventures
into these areas of speculation, the rational framewark (in this
instence, the halachah) will suffer as a result. These warnings
and restrictions then might well be the product of scholars of
the rational world, a device to hinder the study of the mystical
and protect the integrity of their own framework. If so the
warnings are not real in that they do not reflect a real danger
to the health of the would-be mystic.

Yet, as has been shown above, there is no indication that
the Merkavah mystics abandoned the halachah or were in any way
a threat to it. And the warnings, although they are posted in
the rational literature, appear also as an integral part of the
mystical texts in such a way as to denyr the possibility that they
might be later insertions from the raticnal school.” But still,
perhaps the aspect of danger was merely a form of aggrandizement,
to make the material appear more awesome than it really was.
This cannot be determined without wventuring into the material
itself. Since there is no way of making this determination before-
hand, one is obliged to give careful consideration to the warnings
and restrictions, and consider them as if they are real. This is

similar to one who knows, for example, almost to a certainty,
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that there is nothing the watter with a road up zhead and yet
sees a sign that proclaims "OPEN TRENCH!" Should one depend
upon reason and rush headlong, or should one procead with all due
caution? There may indeed be nothing wrong with the road, but
on the other hand, the hazard may exist. Cauticn is surely war-
ranted.

The mystical material is not of the usual scholarly fare,
While one may approach it as data to be examired objectively at
a distance, the numinous nature of it is to invite subjective
involvement. Scholem draws a distinction between philoscphy and
mysticism. Philosophy ignores fear of death, evil and the stuff
of myths. But mysticism accepts and struggles with such themes.
It is involved with feelings. And there is a real danger that
one might lose cneself in :lt:.6

These then are the warnings and restrictions concerning such

Stlﬂy -

The best known of the warnings is the story of the four who
entered the orchard (paradise). Of the four, only Akiva returned
from the orchard a whole person. Ben Azzal looked and died. Ben
Zoma looked and was stricken insane. Aher loocked and it is un-
certain what befell him, he "cut the shoots" (ki-tzaitz bi-nit'iot).
Surely he was damaged, for only Akiva returned whole. This story
is found in several placea.’ The Babylonian recension contains

an additional passage. Akiva cautions against proclaiming *Water!



Water!"™ when one reaches the stones of pure marble, for it is
written, "Whoever speaks lies will not be estalished before my

eyes." In Hechalot Rabbati there is a similar account.a Those

who are unworthy of appreaching the inner temples are crushed
by thousands of bars of iron; those who err in reporting what they
see are crushed as if they had been pounded by waves of water. The
sensation of being crushed is most explicit,
Another story describes the death of a young boy:
It happened that a child was reading the took of
Ezekiel in his teacher's home when he had an intuitive

understanding of the hashmal (ma-vin bi-hashmal)
Fire came cut from thé hashmal and consuiica him.

This was considered an isolated event and it was thought unlikely
that another so young would gain such intuitive (and dangerocus)
insight.m
Another report concerns the death of the soldiers of Scnnach-
erib's army who were destroyed, according to one account, because
their ears were unsealed and they heard the M.n
Do these stories reflect a real danger, a danger so great
that it may even threaten life? There are indications that such
a danger exists. Scholem notes that a flery, consuming transform-
ation is an inherent part of mysticism, and that in the higher
degrees there can be a betrayal of the senses .12 It is conceivable
that one who is not stable enough to withstand such a fiery trans-

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

of water, or a hail of iron bars, and while there is neither water
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nor iron bars in reality, the trauma may still be overwhielming.

Jung expresses something akin to this. Creat courage is

13

required of one who risks a confrontation with himself,”~ and

we shall see that mystical study leads to such a confrontation,
and that it is possible for one who does not possess the nccessary
courage to be overwhelmed.

David Bakan, who suspects that Preud developed his theories
of personality as a result of exposure to Jewish mysticism, con-

siders this hazard similar to that involved in bringing repressed

material to oonm.tmnsness.“

Mortcn Smith perceives that since these groups practised
in secret they were in jeopardy of being discovered by the civil
authorities, but he reccgnizes another scurce of peril as well:

These groups, because of their nature, were in danger
not only from the civil authorities, but also from
thelir own practices, which exposed them to what would be
called, in our terms, serious psychological strains.

In their terms, anyone wio attempted the ascent while
unworthy, or who did not know the names of the door-
keepers or the proper forms of behavior, would be
burned with supernatural fire or crushed beneath a
myriad of iron bars. Therefore the unworthy and the
unprepared nust not be glven information which would
permit them to venture into this dangerous territory.
The consequent secrecy which surrcurded these teachings
was completely seriocus. To dismiss it as conventional
theosophical rhetoric would be to misunderstand coin- 15
pletely the sort of material with which we have to do.

Since this material 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-

vealed. 16
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On those occasions when it was transmitted openly, it had
the force of a weapon. This can be seen from the above legend
concerning Sennacherib's army as well as the following. A
certain Galilean visited Babylon and was requested to lecture
on the rerkavah. WVhen he agreed, a wasp stung him and he died.
It was said that it was his own fault. He should not have
presumed to lecture in public.” The mystlical literature itself
concludes that those who have risked the journey should on no
account describe the secrets they have seen.m

There was naturally great hesitancy about beginning mysti-
cal study, even one to one, as the following story indicates:

R. Johanan said to R. Elazar, "Cone, I will instruct
you in the Vork of the Chariot." He replied, "I am
not old enough.”" ®hen he was old encugh, K. Jochanan
died. R. Assi said to him, "Come, I will instruct
you in the Work of the Chariot." He replied, "Had
I been worthy, I shouig have been instructed by R.
Jchanan your master,."

This study was not for everyone. The student had to be
endowed with the proper qualities. The Mishnah teaches that the
Merkavah may not be expounded to one unless he is hacham ma-vin

mi-da‘ato.zo The Tosefta imposes a similar restrictim.zl

The

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

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

‘ato, one may <:0rﬂ;.'l.x:n.w.-.22

A hacham is one who has mastered rational studies, specifi-
#ﬁ

cally the halachah. But what is ma-vin mi-da'ato? Joshua Abelson

renders it as "an original turn of M.,,B Tosefta makes use of
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the expression li-drosh ul:l-havin,24 implying that the ability

to discern (li-~havin) is found in one of an inquisitive nature.

In Talmud Megillah R. Judah corments on the gqualities required

to see the Merkaveh. The sight of the eyes is not necessary.
What is required is "discernmeat of the heart".25

The ability li-havin mi-da'ato refers to a subjective guality

that 1s somewhat elusive and goes beyond the quality of being a
hacham. Whereas a l'.!acha.m is one who has galned rational knowledge,

one who has the ability li-havin mi-da'ato is able to gain know-

ledge of a speculative nature, something beyond the raticnal

realm. But while one who has the ability li-havin rmi-da'ato has

within himself the means of "seeing the Chariot," that alone does
not qualify such a person to begin this esoteric study. The
child who studied the bock of Ezekiel in his teacher's house had
the ability li-haevin and gained insight into the Merkavah world,
but the insight killed him. Why? Because he was not a Q_aﬁl_g.
He was merely a child and had not developed his rational knowledge
to the point where he could confront the non-rational and remain
stable. Both qualities are mandatory. One must have the ability
to achieve speculative knowledge, but one must alsc have a sound
footing in the rational world.

There was no wavering in this matter. One's credentials in
the rational world had to be impeccable before study of the Mer-
kavah was permitted. One had to achieve eight moral qualities
before the study could begin, and there was complaint that such a

state of perfection could not be achieved.zs In addition it was
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thought that cne had to have the qualities of a king, or a
high priest, or the Sanhedrin, Iest such study shorten one's
].1fe.‘:;!7 Similarly, in the Talmud, five attributes were re-
quired of one who would study mysticism. He had to be a cap-
tain of fifty (which is interpreted as onz who has mastered
the Humssh). He had to be a men of rank (one for whose sake
favor is shown in an entire generation). He had to ke a counsel-
or (one who knows how to determine the intercalztion of the
years). He had to be a cunning charmer (so that all become dumb
when he begins to teach Torah). And finally he had to ke a
skillful enchanter (one who is worthy to receive the whispered
words of Torah).?® In short, he not only had to be well-grounded
in ratlonal study, he had to be a mester of it. Abelson susmar-
izes the prercguisites in this fashion:
The organic life, the self, conscious end uncon-
scious, must be moulded and developed in certain
ways; there must be an education, meral, physical,
emotional; a psychological adjustment, by stages,
of the mental states whichzgo to the make-up of the
full mystic consciousness.

In all likelihood the dangers of study in the mystical
realm are real. Only a person possessing qualities out of the
ordinary should face them. A sound footing in the raticnal
world is necessary before going on, for the encounters in the
non-rational world can readily dislodge one who stands on a
weak foundation.

Of the four who ventured into that orchard, only Akiva

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



to venture through the interface beyond the rational world,

and leave the warnings behind.

16
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IIXI. The Mystical Framework

Th= world which we ordinarily perceive is revealed to us
by our senses and ceonsists of elements which respond in orderly
fashion to natural law. Speculation that there may exist
another "world" which obevs a different law would seem at first
to fly in the face of conventicnal scholarship. Yet the mystics
claim to experience a realm of angels and dermons, streams of

| fire and flying chariots, none of which have any place in the
real world, for all contravene the laws of nature. If these
unnatural phenomena exist at all, they must belong to scne
other realm, and if they are exper:ien:ed, then there must be
some form of communication between that other realm and this.

In the mystical framework two universes exist. One is

this world (ha-olam ha-zch) which God created, and which obeys

natural law. The other universe existed prior to creation and
is the world of Gm!,1 a realm which 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

is generally understood to mean "the world to come" after this

one ceases to exist, "the next world"” in chronological sequence.
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But the mystical framework understands "next" not in the scnse
of time, but rather in its alternative meaning of “adjccont."

Ha~olam ha-ba is the adjacent world which exists alongside this

one but separate from it and utterly different. In this ad-
Jacent universe there might well be angels and streams of fire,
fore there natural law does not prevall.

If the realms are of such different natures, how is there
to be any communication between them? Angels were thought
to have the ability to travel between the spheres., They be-
longed to the other realm, and uhiie they might transmit mess-
ages to this world, they could touch nothing, not even the ground.z
The angels who were Abraham's guests had no need of food or
drink since such substance is necessary only in this world;
they merely appeared to eat.3 The slightest contamination of
one realm with the substance of the other was enough to break
the link of commication.‘

Mystics, unlike angels, had no wiigs. How could they dare
to aspire to the angelic feat of traversing spheres? The trans-
ition was accomplished by means of a secret technique-,-s one who
had mastered it was likened to a man who had a ladder in his
house and was able to climb to the higher realm whenever he
choae.6 But the image of a ladder may be misleading, for it
implies an ascent, and although one might imagine the heavens
above and the earth below, the Merkavah mystics did not ascend

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

is a paradox, as Scholem notes; the mystics do not deny that
the realm of God is exalted above the realm of man, but they
insist that the ascent to this heavenly sphere is really a
descent!? »Morten Smith and Scholem attempt to resolve the
paradox by relating this cdescent to the practice of "going down
before 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 more likely nearer the truth when he cited

an explanation from Sefer Ha-bahir: the descent involves getting

down to the bottom of ona's opinion. But Blech, limited by
the parameters of the tools he used, had to reject this, for it
is not logical to make a descent to something that is abstract.
Instead he prefers the explanation of Hai Gaon who attributed
the use of the word to the feeling that results from the mystical
practice of putting one's head down between one's knees.g
Wertheimer is not troubled by the abstraction and notes that
penetraticn of a mystery requires a descent into the depths
thereof.l0 Ard, finally, Jung uses the term in a personal sense,
not so very different from that of Wertheimer or Sefer Ha-bahir,
a descent into one's own depths,11 and it is this sense that the
Merkavah 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 majesty. This is another paradox. How can that which



is contained be greater then the container? In the real world
this cannot be, but in the wystical world, each temple is more
awesome than the one left behind, and the dimensions grow until
they become cosmic. The journey becomes progressively more
perilous. At the door of each temple stand an ever increasing
number of guards, and special fornulae must be recited to gain
entrance. Each confrontation is more terrifying than the last.
At any moment one might be overwhelmed completely.

If the descent involves sc many dangers, why risk it?
There are powers to be gained from the process of the descent
that are of use in this world. The foremost of these is insight
into the character of man, an ability to discern the truth about
others and oneself. As a smelter melts down silver and deter=-
mines its essential quality, so the mystical traveler learns to

a2 In addition, one who

determine the essential quality of men.
masters these secrets may attain riches; the great will seek
out his company.13 These tangible rewards 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 overwhelming that it
threatens to split one open.l4 More than the powers to be
gained, this joy is 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 today

make a similar descent into the depths -~ the depths of one's
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own mind, which is likened to a maze of passages and chambers.ls
One who makes such a descent hopes to achieve a union of the
conscious and unconscious contents of the mind. A journey is
the symbol that represents man's striving towards this union,
and the reward for achieving it is a sense of completeness.ls
The journey is fraught with difficulty. At any moment the
traveler may be overcome. Eut if he is successful, he emerges
whole, as Akiva emerged whole from the orchard.

The present day descent is the process of psychoanalysis.
Merkavah mysticism and psychoanalysis differ ultimatcly in their
gocals since one is not likely to enter analysis in order to
stand in the presence of God. And they differ in framework,
since free association is not the technique of inducing mystical
visions. Even so it is remarkable how much the two disciplines
have in common. Just as the aspiring mystic must possess cer-—
tain qualities before he can begin the descent, so must the
aspiring analysand. One who is severely imbalanced is not
qualified, nor is one whose powers of discernment are not ad-
equate. Psychoanalysis is rarely successful among psycmpaths.u
Jungian analysis is found to work best among middle-aged
people.m As in the study of mysticism, balance and maturity
are required. Mystical tradition and analysis 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

world without a companion to guide him, lgand so the analyst
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scrves as quide and guard for the patient making a descent
into the unconscious. Such careful obsex:-vation is necessary,
for in analysis as in mystical descent, the confrentations
are of such magnitude that they can easily overwhelm.

The visionary experience is not unique tc mysticism. It
is common in psychcanalysis as well, but vhile the fact of
such experience is undeniable, it is difficult to explain.zo
The problem is that language is insufficient to describe what
is happening.zl The vision is experienced in symbols which are
expressions of an intuitive idea that cannot be formulated in
a better way. The vision is an attempt to express that which

22 The substance of visions does

transcends the spoken word.
rot yield to decumentary analysis.

The rewards of the psychoanalytic experience are similar
to those of mysticism. One who completes analysis has achieved
great personal insight, and this insight is useful in under-
standing others. One who masters the discipline may attain
riches, and the great may seek out his company.23

Is it possible that the Merkavah mystics were practicing
something akin to psychoanalysis some seventeen centuries be-
fore Freud? The systems have different points of focus. Psy-
choanalysis is oriented toward science; mysticism to religion.
But the descent into the Herkavah world has much in common with
a descent into the unconscious. The evidence is undeniable.

“wes (the) symbol is an expressible representation

of something which lies beyond the sphere of express-
ion and communication, scmething which comes from
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a sphere whose fais is, as it were, turned inward
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 mystical symbol operates.
If properly understood, these symbols may provide a momentary
insight into a transcendental reality. But Scholem stops
short of recognizing this inward sphere as the unconscicus.
Jung does not write of the Merkavah mystics, rut he does write
of their contemporaries, the Christian Gnostics, and finds
that the idea of the unconsciocus was not unknown to them.zs
It may well be that the Merkavah mystics achieved an integration
of personality, a union of their conscious and unconscious

minds, through the process of approaching the throne of Ged.
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IV. Confrontation, Recenciliation and Transformation

Since the material of the mystical visions does not re-
spond to conventional treatment, we must develop other means
of analysis. Angels, streams of fire, garments of glory and
fiery snakes do not cobey the laws of nature; rather their
properties are those of the dream world, where transmutations
and violations of natural law become ordinary. Ferhaps these
mystical elements will respond in some meaningful way to one
of the psychoanalytic systems that work upon the fabric of
dreams.

In the treatment of dreams one turns first to Freud who
understands the dream to be an expression of an infantile wish,
The symbols of the dream serve to distort the underlying de-
sire which may be reprehensible to the conscious mind. The
source of these symbols is the personal experience of the
dreamer.l But this approach to the dream world will be of 1
little assistance in penetrating the visions of the mystics,
for the source of mystical symbolism must transcend individual
experience. As we have noted, mysticism is not only personal
but communal in nature. Many shared these symbols. To under-
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stand the essence of mystical symbolism, one needs a framwork‘
that embraces a comson source of symbolic material, a well
from which all can draw, one that runs deeper than the contents
of a single conscious mind. Since Freud does nct go beyond
the life histcry of the 1nd1vidua1,2 we must look elsewhere.

Erich Fromn's categorlzation of symbols will assist us
in our search. He determines that there are three classes of

symbols: ccnventional, accidental and universal.a. A mational

flag is a conventional symbol. It has meaning bestowed upon
it by the cemmunity, but it is not this sort of communal sym-
bol we are seeking. The conventional symbol exists on a consc-
ious level; there is rothing esoteric or mystical about it.
The accidental symbol relates to unconscious material, but it
is personal in nature. If the connection between a symbol and
what it represents depends upgon chance experience, then it is
accidental. One must have access to that experience to under-
stand the symtol. 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. Comprehension of
the universal symbol is not dependent upon knowledge of con=-
vention or chance experience. When Jung writes of symbols, he
intends only this last categn:'y,‘ and it is here that we might
hope to understand the nature of mystical symbolism.

Jung finds that dreams do other work than express infantile

desires; They are also self-representations of the mmmcious.s
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They serve as messages to indicate what is necessary to complete
a unicn between the consious and wiconsious mind, and they do
this in symbolic form. The ultimate scurce of this symbolism

is the collective unconscious. Jung suggests that a psychic

heritage parallels our bloleogical heritage, and just as man
has physical roots that extend back to an ultimate common de-
nominator, so our psychological roots extend back to an ultimate
collective unconscious, and the representations that may be
found there are intrinsically available to all regardless of
convention or accidental experience.’
The personal unconscious is only a superficlal layer
which serves to cover an inner cosmos, a collective unconsious
vhich is infinite in scope.7 Jolande Jacobi, a disciple of Jung,
describes it in this fashion:
The collective unconscious as suprapersonal matrix,
as the unlimited sum of fundamental psychic ccnditions
accumulated over millions of years, is a realm of
immeasurable breadth and depth. From the very begin-
ning of its development it is the inner equivalent of
Creation, inner cosmos as infinite as the cosmos
outside us.
If the mystics descended into this internal universe, then it
is conceivable that each of the seven temples could t=come
greater in scope and more majestic, even though it is contained
within the previcus temple. The cosmos within can be as infinite
as the cosmos without. The closer one comes to the center of

this inner universe, the greater it seems. And reports from

this inner realm would encompass cosmic ideas, ideas such as
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those which Junglans find expressed occasionally in "big
e:l.r:e:'ams,“9 or ideas such as those the lMerkavah my:tics expressed
in their visions.

In this internal cosmos numinous points of focus are en-

countered which the ‘Jungians refer to as complexes and arche-
types. Complexes are feeling-toned manifestations of the per-
sonal unconscious; archetypes are found in the collective un-
conscious, and are universal. A complex, for example, may make
its presence known to the consciocus mind in the form of a
phobic object; a boy caught up in the oedipal situation might
develop a phobia to divert his attention from the uncomfortable
feelings of ambivalence he has towards hisl"father. The phobic
object is the symbol that represents this perzsonal complex.

The archetype runs deeper than the complex. Whereas not all
boys develop a phobia in this fashion, all do have a female
counterpart to their overt male mture: and this female arche-
type (the anima) 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-
uvalized directly, but only indirectly. The symbol is the means
by which the archetype becomes discernable. Symbols are grounded
in the unconscious archetype, but their manifest forms are

1°n|

molded by the ideas acquired by the conscious mind.
types are always present, but without a proper framework, the

symbolic representations of the archetypes are not readily
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apparent. Jungian analysis is one such framework; Merkavah
mysticism is another.

The purpose of a Junglan analysis, or of a mystical journey,
is a reconciliation of the two worlds, an integration of the per-
sonality which results in a dissolution of neuroses, a process
of healing which transforms one into a person of greater capa-
bilities, finer insight, and more personal power. But befcre
the reconciliation there must be a confrontation. The relation-
ship between the conscious and the unconscious fo:-ms a comple-
mentary pair of opposites.n Symbols are the natural attempts
to reconcile opposites in the psyche. They are grounded on
one hand in the conscious and on the other in the unconscious,
and they represent a bridge between the iwo worlds. They are
the mediators between the hidden and the manifest.lz They are

the means of communication between ha-olam ha-zeh and ha-olam

ha-ba. The successful reconciliation of opposites releases
energy that had been required to control the tension of the
confrontation. Coming to grips with the archetype results in
a freeing of psychic energy, and this new-found energy leads
to the development of new personal powers.n

The mystic is concerned with those archetypes that are
related to the Deity and have their symbolic expression in the
form of angels, chariots, thrones, garments of God and the like,
even in the measurements of the body of God. But these are

only symbols, and the most that symbols can do is to describe
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the unknowable essence of God..M

They present a God-image, but
they are not God themselves. Jung writes concerning the mysti-
cal use of symbols:

These utterances on the nature of the Deity express

transformations of the God-image which run parallel

with changes in human consciousness, though one

would be at a loss to say which is the cause of the

other. The God-image is not something invented, it

is an expverience that comes upon man spontancously =

as anyone can see for himself unless he is blinded

to the truth by theories and prejudices. The un-

conscious God-image can therefore alter the state

of consciousness, just as the latter caT'Sinodify the

God-image once it has become conscious.
The mystic symbolically constructs a God-image which relates
the archetype of the unconsiocus 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 mind of the mystic.
Yet reconciliation of the opposites and the resultant trans-
formation is not entirely within the ﬂ‘stic's control. Ultimate-
ly an act of "grace" is required. lNcClelland notes that the
patient in psychoanalysis has a sense of being healed by some-
thing outside of himself, and this power that comes from outside
the self lMcClelland equates with ch.16 The mystic also has
this sense of a power cutside the self. One must struggle to
reach the gate of the seventh temple, but the final journey to
the throne of God can be accomplished only by an act of grace.“
The transformation cannot take place withcut the active consent
of God.

But though grace is ultimately necessary, one should not
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suppose that the entire mystical descent, the process of con-.
frontation and reconciliation, can ke done without effort. One
must endure the "torments of Hell" before becoming worthy of

such grace. Scholem describes the pain and ageny in this fashion:

The dangers of the ascent through the palaces of the
Merkabah sphere are great, particularly for those

who undertake the journey without the necessary prep—
aration, let alone for those who are unworthy of its
object. As the journey progresses, thedangers become
progressively greater. Ancgels and archons storm
against the traveller "in order to drive him out";

a fire which proceeds from his own body threatens to
devour him. In the Hebrew ook of Encch there is an
account of the description given by the Patriarch

to Rabbi Ishmael of his own metamorphosis into the
angel Metatron, when his flesh turned into "fiery
torches." This transition through the opening stage
of the process of mystical transfiguration is an in-
eluctable necessity. According to another fragment,
the mystic must be able to stand upright {githout
hands and feet," both having been burned.

It should not be surprising that Jacobi finds that fire in dreams
is symbolic of transformation and :ebirth.19

Jung has provided us with the apparatus necessary to under-
stand the mystical realm. The cosmos to which the mystics de=-
scend to all intents and purposes parallels Jung's collective
unconscious. The confrontations the mystics encounter with fiery
angels, streams of fire, flaming snakes and ultimately the blazing
garment of God, are symbolic repr=sentations of archetypes ground-
ed in the collective unconsious. These symbols are the means of
relating the inexpressible numinosity of that world to the mani-
fest reality of this. By confronting 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 this'®
opposition for more constructive purposes. However he risks
being overwhelmed and consumed by the intensity of the confront-—
ations. He must assume on faith that the struggle will yeild
positive results and that ultimately an act of grace will grant

him the transformation which he cannot attain by his own powers.
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V. OQuaternity

If Jung's conception of the collective unconsious is cor—
rect, then archetypes are universal, and the symbolic represent=-

atlons of these archetypes should manifest themselves in the lore

and literature of all cultures. Establishing such a common de-
nominator is the only means of verifying the existence of this
unconscicus realm, since it lies beyond thé'scope of empirical
proof. Much of Jung's work is an examination of the religions
and cults of the East and West, and he does indeed find a common
thread. One symbolic representaticn that all cultures seem to
utilize is the organizing principle of guaternity. Concerning
the presence and effect of this princiéle, Jung writes:

«es Of this there can be no qguestion whatever. The
one and only thing that psychology can establish is
the presence of pictorial symbols, whose interpreta-
tion is in no sense fixed beforehand. It can nake
out, with some certainty, that these symbols have the
character of "wholeness" and therefore presumably

i mean wholeness. As a cule they are ™uniting” symbols,
representing the conjunction of a single or double
pair of opposites, the result being either a dyad or
a quaternion. They arise from the collision between
the conscious and the unconscious and from the confus-
ion which this causes (known in alchemy as '"chaos" or
"nigredo"™). Empirically, this confusion takes the
form of restlessness and disorientation. The circle
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and quaternity symbolism appears at this point as

a compensating principle of order, which deplicts the

union of warring opposites as already accomplished,

and thus eases the way to a healthier and quieter

state ("salvaticn"). For the present, it is not

possible for psycholcgy to establish more than that

the symbols of wholeness mzan the wholeness of the

irdividual. On the other hand, it has to admit, most

erphatically, that this symbolism uses images or

schemata which have always, in all the religions, ex-

pressed the universal “Ground," the Daity itself.

Thus the circle is a well-known symbol for Cod; and

so (in a certain sense) is the cross, the guaternity

in all its forms, e.g. Ezckiel's vision, the Rex

aloriae with the four evangelists, the Gnostic

Barbelo ("God in four™) and Kolorbas ("all four™)a...
All forms of quaternity (squared circles, mandala structures)
have the meaning and the function of a center of the unconscious
peraonality.z GQuaternity is the fundamcntal organizing principle;
it draws opposites together toward eventual reconciliation and
integration, and leads ultimately to a sense of vholeness. This
principle is fundamental to Jung's work, and to the werk of his
disciples. Aniela Jaife equates the squared circle or mandala
with the totality of the psyche so that it becomes a symbol of
the self.3 Jacobl extends quaternity to its elevated forms
(eight, sixteen, sixty-four, etc.); forty is a number of totality.4

Jung established that the principle of quaternity was used

independently in a wide variety of religions and cults, but the
Merkavah literature was not available to him. If his theories are
correct, surely 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 creatures came out of the fire, and each had four wings and
four faces, those of a man, an ox, a lion and an eagle. Since

the Merkavah visions are extrapolations of the visiocn of Ezekiel,
it is mnot unexpected to find that this usage of the nusber four is
continued. The four images inscribed ugon the throne of God are
those of a man, an ox, a lion and an engle.s But in addition
there are four aspects of Ged as King.a The _r_la_y_t_:_g stand on the
four sides of the tlwone.7 and the angels stand in ranks according
to the four quadrants of God's glm-y.8 If one charted the arrange-
ment of the heavenly hosts, the result would be a mandala very
much in accordance with the principle of quaternity.

The very language of the mystical realm depends upcn the
number four. The songs and hymns of praise are reqularly class-
ified into four categariea.g The "Great Seal and Crown" which
nust be presented to gain admission to the seventh temple con-
sists of fcur words of power, which Morton Smith deciphers as
chaos, uranos, ges, despotes (chaos, heaven, earth, Lord),

the four components of toi:alit:y.m Many of the magical names of

God Himself derive frcm the number four, for He is the cne of
the Four Letter Name (e.g. Totorosia, from tetra) M

Elevated forms of four are much in use. Eight qualities
are required of those who desire to descend. Eight names are
given for the angel Hetatran.lz In one report there are eight
guards at the gate of the seventh temple, and in another there

are 64 (4°). The hayot have 256 (4*) faces and 512 eyes'.u
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The cosnic dimensions contain a wriad of Hurs and its

15
multiples. Throughout Hechalot Rabbati the nuwber four plays

an essential part; the emphasis upon quaternity is unaistakable.
But one might wonder, now that the prevalence and imrortance of
the numbcr four is established, how it is that the most inportant
number in the structure of the Merkavah werld is seveal?

Only seven temples are mentionsd in Hechalot Rabibati, each

more awesome than the last. But as one prograsses through the
mystical realm, less may be said cpenly about it. One may re-
call the names of the guards of the first six gates, but not of
the seventh.16 Merkavah mysticism is an esoteric doctrine that
was transmitted in its greatest part orally; not everytning could
be put into writing. Jungian emphasis upon guaternity would vir-
tually demand the existence of an eighth temple. Could it be
that there was an eighth and final stage to the mystical journey,
an ultimate goal that was forbidden to reveal to one who was not
initiated into the mystery?

In the last chapter of Hechalot Rabbati reference is made

to a secret name that is equated with the "Great Seal,"™ which,

as we have seen above, consists of the four components of totality.
The ultimate secret name is azbogzh ( :'?_é (;—"‘@, ), which is
composed of three pairs of consonants, each pair having the numer-
ical value of eight. In later manuscripts this name is referred
to as Shem ha-Sheminiyut, and according to Scholem, 1s parallel

to the Ogdoas, the secret eighth heaven of the Gnosticc.n
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In all likelihood then there is an eighth heaven within the
Merkavah framework, but the existence of this ultimate goal is
hidden and cannot be revealed in writing except by veiled hints.
Only one immersed in the Morkavah discipline, or one knowledgable
in the mechanisms of Junglan archetypal symbols, would know to
search for this secret realm.
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VI. 7The Means of Descent

Angels have wings to travel between realms. The Merkavah
itself 1s a flying chariot, a vehicle that can pass from that
world to this. But what vehicle do the mystics have? What is
thelr means of descent?

Most scholars suggest that the visions are the result of
auto-hypnosis induced by ascetic discipline, eszpecially the
practice of lowering the head between the knees.l In the last

chapter of Hechalot Rabbati, an ascetic program is prescribed

for those who desire to learn the "Secret of the Torah." One

must launder one's clothes, take a careful bath, and sit twelve
days alone 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 taste no vegetables. During these twelve days he
cbhserves a schedule of fasting and prayer, calling twelve times

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

secret name. There are twelve such angels and four princes.
Ultimately he makes use of the "Great-Seal and Crown,™ and

then all three aspects of Tcrah are available to him - the written,

the oral and the llystical.z



38

The last chapter of Hechalot Rabbati is part of a later

addition which constitutes a special tract known as Sar Tbrah.3
It resembles the first thirty-nine chapters in the use of qua-
ternity and secret names, but differs in that {t is concerned

in some detail with ascetic practice. Of the forty chapters of

Hechalot Rabbati, only this one, a later addition, deals with

asceticism. The other thirty-nine chapters consist in the great-
est part of extracrdinary language - repetitious hymns of praise,
lists of secret names, and passwords (hatimot). So while ascetic
discilpline-was no doubt used to facilitate descent into the Mer-
kavah world, it would be an error to consider it the only, or
even the primary means of descent.

In its early development, psychoanalysis used hypnosis as a
means of revealing the unconscious content of the mind, but hyp=-
nosis was largely replaced by free association in the waking
state.? A web of words provides the framework 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 significance
and are difficult to express. They are representations of an
internal conflict, a burden that requires great effort to raise
to consciousn=ss, but the very expression of the conflict in
symbolic terms is the means by which the conflict can be resolved.
As we have seen, the symbol itself is the healing process. Hyp-
nosis appears to be a more esoteric technique than the use of

symbolic language, but just as it is not the primary apparatus
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of psychoanalysis, so hypnosls induced by ascetic practice 15.
not the primary technique of wmystical descent. The mystics de-
pended far more upon the use of language than they did upon fast-
ing, isolation, and the lowering of the head betwcen the knees.
Mystical language is puzzling to conventional scholars.
Scholem recognizes that ordinary speech is inadequate to express
mystical concepts, yet the mystics seem to glery in words, in-
venting new ones when necessary in their attempt to express the
inexpresseble.s Bloch does not know what to make of the long
lists that appear to be nothing but repetition of words, similar
in meaning and scund, that offer nothing to the thought process.6
But this super-abundance of words has both meaning and effect.
Because 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 might hope
to express the experience of such a numinous archetype is to sur-
round it with every pertinent word, so that the sum total of the
words might produce an extraordinary sense. In some instances
the list may convey exaggeration; the fear one experiences as a

result of the confrontation with an archetype from the other world

is not an ordinary fear, for example, but all of this: z-/‘ ( &c))
"y 23 2 7, 227
ZZ 2M£ .7 on other occasions the word 1ist attempts to des-

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

definition, and what emerges is not an image of the archetype, but
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Careful recitation of such lists conveys a sense of something
beyond the ordinary. Repetition of such lists has the effect of
a mantra and can alter the state of consciousness, even to the
point of inducing a trance. Orie means of descent given in Hech-
alot Rabbati is the repetition of the long magical —name of Suria,
one of the ministering angels, 112 times! Scholem finds that
this kind of recitation, though it is “curiocusly bare of meaning,"
may yet have a profound impression and create a state of ecstasy.

Repetitious hymns such as the following have a "mechanism comparable

to the motion of an enormous fly-wheel."g -
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Repetition of word lists and mantra-like hymns may induce

a trance and prepare the mystic to encounter the numinous points

of focus in the other world, to stand in confrontation with the
symbolic perscnifications of these archetypes. Recitation of
the names of these symbolic perscnifications is the mechanism
used to establish the confrontation.

These are not ordinary names, but rather names of great
power. Even in this world, cne who knows a name has some power
over the person to whom the name belongs. Voicing a name can
draw someone out of a crowd, and, even in the absence of the sub=-
ject, expressing the name can bring the image of the person
to consciousness. So he who masters the names of these arche-
typal personifications learns to focus his attention upon them
and confront them.

There is no shortage of names in the mystical literature,
Just the list of the guards to the temple gates provides a sub-

stantial m.:m!::»e::..""2 These names are not those in common usage.
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As Morton Smith notes, the names are comnpounds of abstract nouns

plus a divine name.13

Thus Dumiel is the personification of
“Divine Silence," and Hadriel is the perscnification of "Divine
Majesty."” There is no more appropriate way to refer to the
ineffable numinosities of the other world!

Recitation of hymns may zlter the state of censciousness
to permit these symbolic manifestatlons to be summoned by name,
but once the confrontation is established, it must be resolved,
and there are words that have the power to effect a reconcilia-
tion of these warring opposites of different worlds. The names
of power are not used lightly, for they involve one in a struggle
of epic proportions. At first the mystic is on the verge of
being overwhelmed, but as he repeats thg confrontation again and
again, he finds that he can stand in the presence of the arche-
type more and more easily, until finally the conflict is resolved,
and the archetype can be accepted without a struggle., At this
poeint the mystic pronounces a hatimah, a seal, a series of words
which sums up the struggle and seals it. The confrontation no
longer exists; it is reconciled, and the mystic is ready to pro=-
ceed to the next gate, and the next confrontation. The word
batimah is used in the liturgy for that which comes at the end
of a blessing. It is a brlef recapitulation of the blessing, a
recitation of its essence, and it serves as a final seal. In
psychoanalysis, the confrontation with the traumatic experience

that has caused the neurosis must be worked through again and
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again untll it is finally resolved. The initial confrcntatior;
is an enormous struggle, but each succeeding one is less diffi-
cult, and eventually the patient can stand against this experi-
ence without any struggle at all. At that point he can refer
to the confrontation using just a few token words. The cncounter
has been stripped of its tension, and he is rcady to move on to
the next point of unresolved conflict.

These confrontations, whether in analysis or.in a mystical
descent, are worked through aloud; verbalization is necessary.
The deeper one descends, the greater the encounters become. Be=-
ginning in the personal unconscious, they continue down into the
collective unconscious, and there they become cosmic in nature.
The hatimot: that seal these confrontations also become more signi-
ficant, and this broadening process of confrentation and reconcil-
iation continues until the "Great Seal and Crown" is expressed,
the combination of four words which represents the four aspects
of totality, and this is the ultimate reonciliation, for it is

a statement of completion, of wholems.ls




VII. The Liturgy

Ordinary recitation of the Herkavah lanquage acccmplishes
little, for this language is not ordinary, but laden with numin- i
osity. Vhen correctly expressed, however, these words become
symbols of enormous weight that emerge from the depth of one's
being. They are unmasked only by a conmplete humility, such that
the slightest vestige of pride becomes an insurmountable barrier.
Among the means of achieving the necessary humility are hymns of
praise, since recognition of cosmic greatncss renders one small
in comparison, and has the effect of stripping one of pride.

The liturgy of the Merkavah mystics is liturgy of unicunded
praise and of the utrost awe. It is liturgy of such power that
it has been incorporated even into the most rational of sidducrim.
It is liturgy that scours the soul.

Hechalot Rabbati begins with a question: ™"what is unusual

about the hymns of one who desires to gaze upon the Merkavah, to
make a safe descent and a safe return?™ Philipp Bloch finds that
these hymns are unusual in that they are heaps of meaningless
praise, seemingly in violation of Talmudic law which forbids such

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

7
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provided in the text that the praise is neither meaningless nor
excessive; abundant praise is necessary to achieve a safe descent
and a safe return.

That the opening statement of the text touches upon the 1it-
urgy rather than any other aspect of the Merkavah world testifies
to the importance of the litucgy as a means of descent. These
hymns differ from conventional liturgy in that they are ascribed
to sources in the other world. These are the hymns of the min-
istering angels, those who serve God every day,z and while these
songs may appear to be overelaborate according to the rules of this
world, they are a natural manifestation of the other realm where
different criteria apply. The Talmudic warning that whoever heaps
too much praise on God will be destroyed3 applies to this world
only. In the other world it is quite the reverse; he who does not
heap praise upon God will be destroyed.

The language of these angelic hymns is extraordinary; it
speaks to the emotions with an implicit certainty. There is no-
thing hidden in these words to one who is receptive to their
sense.d Ordinary language consists of conventional symbols which
have meaning only because societies assign special meaning to them.
The language of these hymns, however, consists of universal sym-
bols, which emanate not from the convention of societies, but from
the collective unconscious. There are no gradations of meaning
in symbolic language of this sort; understanding is intuitive and

certain, or there is no understanding at all. If one cannot learn
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to tell the praises of God ip this clear language, then one can-
not make a successful descent.s

There are various degrees of hymns for the variocus stages
in the mystical journey. The question is asked, "What is the dif-
ference between the hymns of those crowned in glory and the still
higher songs?" Distinctions are made between the hymns of those
vwho stand in the inner chambers, the hymns of those who serve the
chariot, and the hymns of marl.6 At the final stage of descent,
vhen the mystic stands before the throne of God, he has no choice
but to sing, for every element abouit the throne resounds the
praises of God.7

It is the notion that every element must sing that leads to
the abundance of acrostics in the mystical writings. Words when
used as universal symbols are not dumb renderings of assigned
meanings; each springs alive with a numinosity of its own, and
each of the letters which constitute the elements of these sym-

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

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

was taken whole from the Hechalot into the Yom Kippur lj.i:l.l.r:g)r.G
Several of the important acrostics of the daily service are attri-
buted to Merkavah sources, and many other of the mystical acrostic
hymns convey such grace and power that they too might well be in-
corporated into the 11tu|:gy.1°

Idelsohn notes that in addition to the acrostic nature of

these hymns there is also a peculiar meter, a four beat signature.

11
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It is this rhythm which produces the mantra-like effect. Scholem
£inds that this rhythmic structure is used in the alenu, and by
reason of this and several Merkavah expressions, he attributes

it to Merkavah sources.lz By the same token emct vi-vatziv may

be found to have its crigins in the Merkavah.13
Idelsohn also notes that those passages indulging in the
glory of God are likely to have their origins in this early myst-

icism, and he adds yishtabach and baruch she-amar to the list of

Merkavah c:uuﬂtri.l'mtiva1'13yl In a similar vein, the responses to the

_@ddishls and ayn kelohaymlls can be traced back to Merkavah

sources.

It is remarkable how great our debt is to the Merkavah 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 frame-
work, they still convey a numinosity which attracts and holds the
attention of the most rational among u:':, even among those who do
not understand the meaning of the Hebrew words. The rhyme, the
assonance and the rhythm suffice. But when these hymns are re-
cited within the proper framework, their numinosity and power are
greatly amplified, for the conventional words become weighty sym-
bols that are not confined by a synagogue's walls, but resound
throughout the heavens. The most important of the Merkavah re-
sponses, and the most significant element of their liturgical

legacy, is the gedushah, and its use in the Merkavah world serves ‘

I
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as a good example of the force such liturgy can convey.
Scholars are unanimous in attributing the gedushah to the

-
Merkavah mystics.l Blech shows that the gedushat ha-shem is

the high point of the amidah, There are many more variations
of the gedushah than thers are of the other blessings. There
are special forms for private and public worship, for weekdays,
sabbaths and holidays, for the morning and musaf serv.tces.m
Wnat purpose does this most significent prayer in our liturgy
serve?

The gedushah is one of the elements that spans the distance
between the two worlds. When Israel recites the gedushah in this
world, the angels recite it in the other world.)’ The ministering
angels may not begin to sing the praises of God in heaven until
Israel has sung the praises of God on earth.zo when all of Israel
sings the gedushah, then Metatron and his entire angelic company
join in, and the two worlds are in I‘la.:'mor:y.21 As a symbol of

1]

this ultimate integration, God kisses the image of Jacob inscribed

on his throne.zz It is a moment of union, of reconciliation of

the two realns.23

But this is not a gedushah that is recited casually. No
mere recltation of words will effect such a union. This gedushah
comes as an eruption with enocugh explosive force to bridge the
gap between the two worlds. If follows a hymn of praise that
builds to a fever pitch and then bursts forth like a spontanecus

I'uzll.ll.ell;lxl.tl'n.2‘t The mystic recites long acrostics, mantra-like
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redundancies until every element of his being is attuned to the
glory of God, and, then, when his soul is scoured and bare, he
voices the charged words, and the spark of the geduchah leaps
across to touch the throne of God, if not God Himself; and if
the tradition is to be trusted, at that instant, by an act of

grace, God touches back!
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