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An Analysis of Demonology and Magic In Sefer Hasidim 

Summary 

The goal oj this thesis was to identify and aiialyze, ~emonological and 

magical stories in Sefer Hasidim within the context of thE, Middle Ages and 

Jewish tradition. Sefer Hasidim is known more for its guidance on ethical issues 

than for its demonology and magic, even though demons and magic are a 

promfnent characteristic of the work. This thesis analyzes the role of these 

stories 1n Seier Hasidlm as well as 1n the lives of medieval German Jews i wo 

contributions of this thesis are the know1edge ascer1a1ned about medieval 

German Jews from their demonological and maglcal stones, and the recognition 

that demons and magic are major contributors to the history of Jud2lsm 

This \hesls 1s divided into three chapters The fimt chapter gives basic 

background information on Ashkenazi Hasidism and Seifer Hasidim, and also 

summarizes previous scholarship on the literature of the, movement The second 

cl1apter gives a shor1 introduction on demons 1n Je\\lish 'tradition, and then 

identifies aJ\d analyzes the demonological passages in Seier Hasidim. The th1ro 

chapter gives some possible definitions for magic. and Seier Hasldim·s magical 

stories within that context and within the context of Jewi1sti tradition 

The material for this thesis came from the text of Seier Hasi01m. which 

was compiled in two editions, Bologna and Parma. Althougti the two editions are 

somewhat similar, there are some passages that are only included 1n one and not 

the other. Therefore. both editions were used. 
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Introduction 

Sefer Hasidim, the "Book of the Pious,' was complied in the late twelfth 

and early thirteenth century in Gennany. This Hebrew text is. best known for its 

ethical lessons, but it ;ilso contafns the specific 1deology or th,e Ashkenaz1 

Hasidim (Gennan Pietists) who believed in a three-fold reveh3tion on Mt. Sina1-

the Written Torah. the Oral Torah. and a hidden tradition. Th,is tradition was 

passed down to the leaders of the Hasidim and became the IJas,s for the lessons 

in Sefer Hasidim. 

Gershom Scholem, the most notable scholar on Jewish mysticism. 

describes Sefer Hasidim as "the most impor1ant literary docuiment of the 

movement [of Ashkenazi Hasidism] which gives the fullest insight ,nto ,ts ongins 

and its originiilily •1 lr. light of Scholem's statement, r, is inteiresting to note that 

Sefer Hasidim 1s unique in comparison to the rest of the moll'ement's literature 

which is comprised of esoteric texts. In contrast, Sefer Hasi<jim is concerned 

primaril¥ with the problems of practical life. Yitzhak Baer, a professor of history 

at the Hebrew University iii JenJsalem, even went so far as to say ·serer Hasidim 

is the first. and perhaps the only, Hebrew book to deal 1n a fundamental manner 

with the problems of economic and social life • 1 For example, Seier Hasidim 

has specific rules for the hasid to follow wt1en he makes economic. transactions.' 

Seier Hasidim deals with tt,ese economic and social problems by creating a 

' Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New Yor11: Shocken 
Books 1974): 83. (Hereafter, Scholem, Major Trends.) 
2 Yitzhak Baer, "The Socioreligious Orientation of ·serer Hasidim.'" Binah 2 Ed 
Joseph Dan (1989): 72 (Hereafter, Baer, ·socioreligious O1rtentation.') 



formula for the ideal life, supplying a wt,ole series of value judgements for the 

conduct of both individual and communal lilltng. • This formula is arranged 1n a 

collection of brief horntlies. ethical parables and stones. wtiose primary purpose 

is to help the hasid achieve eternal salvation. 5 

There is some debate on the precise authorship of Sefer Has idim. wh,ch I 

will deal wrth in greater detall later But ~ is clear that thE! book came from the 

school of Ashkenaz, Hasldism, a new and ,nnovawe mcwement for rnedreval 

Jews. which developed fn the areas of Northern France and lhe Rhineland 

communrties of Western Germany Thetr most notable leaders, all descendants 

of the ltahan aristocratic Kalonymus famlly, are R. Sam11el ben Kalonymus 

Hehas,d (the Pious) of Speyer (twelfth century) , his son R Judah Hehas,d (ca 

1150-1217). and R. Eleazar ben Judah of Worms (ca 1165-1230) 6 These 

leaders came from the aristocratic center of the Jewish communrty, while 111e,r 

followers were likely from its penphery ' 

The goal of this tl"lesis 1s to identify and analyze the passages rn Seier 

Ha.§idim that deal with magic and demonology. The literature of Ashkenaz, 

Hasldism, especially Sefer Hasidim, Is filled with stones and discussions on 

demonic powers. mag,c, witchcraft, 1ncantat10ns, vampures. werewolves. spmts of 

the dead, and other supernatural phenomena. 111 a book that teaches one how to 

be pious and be perfect ,n loving God, ii seemed odd to me that these items of 

3 Baer, "Sociorel1910us Orientation." n 
• Monford Harris, "The Concept of Love ,n Sepher Has:sldim." Tile Jew,sli 
Quarterly Review 50 (1959):13. 
5 Baer, 'Socloreligious Orientation," 61-62. 
5 lbid,61. 
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the occult would occupy so much space. My cunosity about the role of these 

stories in Seier Hasidim led rne to this thesis topic. 

Since many of the stories relating to magic and demonology do not 

· souno· Jewish. it is important to determine where they c.1me from Scholem 

mdicates the difficulty of tracing their sources, and can only attribute them to a· 

mixture of traditions of what he calls "the most extraordmHry combrnat,ons of 

HeUe n,sbc occultism, early Jewish magic. and ancient German beliefs 1n demons 

and wrtches.~ 

Unsure of where the stories of magic and demons Oflgmated. the nelrt 

questJon to ask is why the Hasidim chose to write about u~em so extensively 

Joseph Dan. the most recent and prolific scholar on Ashkenaz:i Hasidlsm 

recogntled the peculianty of the existence of this literature. b1.1 he explains rt 

through theology. "The unusual interest 1n this field. unparalleled in rts scope 1n 

Hebrew Medieval literature and unusual in European literature of the time, is a 

direct result or R. Judah's attitude toward m1racies .. AcoJrding to Dan. R Judan 

believed that leamtng about these supernatural phenome,na or miracles led to 

understanding God's goodness. Therefore. one should collect stories and details 

about demonic powers, magic. etc. and examine them 

Even with their absolute beliP.f in the existence of powers of evil and 1n the 

existence of the powers of amulets and incantations, the Ashkenazi Hasidim did 

7 Haym Solo11eitchik, "Three Themes in Seier Hasidim • Association of Jewis/J 
Studies Review 1 (1976) 350. (Hereafter, Soloveitchik. "Three Themes.") 
6 Scholem, Major Trend. 86 
9 Joseph Dan, "Myslicism and Ethics ,n the Ashkenazi H<1s1dic Movement • 
Jewish Mysticism and Jewish Ethics (Seattle 1986) 53 (Hereafter. Dan, 
"Mysticism and Ethics 1 
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not develop a Gnostic view of God that attributes these powers !o an ev,I deity or 

source sucti as Satan. They were mlraeles and defied the laws of nature, but 

they were still pan of this wor1d and ruled by the one Goel 10 

The attitude of Seier Hasidim toward magic and d,emonology 1s 

predominantly negative, althougti rt does Identify some p,erm1sslble act1v1t1es. But 

the text is inconsistent. and what may be permissible in one story ,s foltltdden tn 

another. Judah may have been fully convinced of the reality and effectiveness of 

the occult. but he was sharply opposed lo its practice Still. as Sctiolem p,omts 

out, "Judah's perception of the danger dtd not prevent thoe magical elements ,n 

his heritage from gaining the upper hand over his moral Ideal . nowhere else In 

Judaism has man the mag,cal creator been surrounded by such a halo · ' ' 

As mentioned above. Dan believes that the Ashk1mal1 Hasidim collected 

stones about magic and demonology in order to understand God's goodness If 

we agree wrth Dan's theory, rt would follow that R, Judah was interested ,n such 

stories mainly for theological reasons Although theology could have been the 

1111~1\Js for Judah to compile magical and demonological stones 1n Sefer 

Hasidim. their function becomes more practical - as I will demonstrate 

throughout this theS1s Ttie stones also give the h1stona n hints and insights 

about Ashkenat.1 Hasid1sm, about Judaism. and about Christianity in medieval 

Germany 

10 Dan, "Mysticism and Ethics." 53. 
" Scholem, Major Trends, 99. 
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Chllptllr One; Background 

The First Major Scholarship on Aahk.enazl Haaidism 

The scholarship wntten about Sefer Hasidim and Ashkenaz1 Hasld1sm can 

be divided Into three major periods. Alttiough a few articles we,re written about 

Ashkenazl Hasid1sm. the first ma1or work on this form of Juda1~,m was by Montz 

Giidemann, the first sooal h1stonan of German Jewry Gudemann catalogued the 

Hasidim and their belfefs In a three-volume work that he worked on for eight 

years. from 1880 - 1888 1 He focused on the h1stoncal significance of Sefe, 

Hasidim as a rnajor source for the study of rehg1on and folklore· 1n both 

Christianity and Judaism ,n the high Middle Ages 2 

The next scholar of note 1s Abraham Epstein. who wroU! on ~as1d1c 

speculative texts in hls study, "Le-qorot ha-Oabbalah ha-Ashki,nazir rThe 

History of Ashkenazic Kabbalah") (1894) He was also an important contnbutor 

to the" biographical literature of the Kalonymus family and its d1sc,ples espectally 

concerning th1l life of R. Samuel Kalonymus Through his worl<,, he was able to 

distinguish between the thought of Judah the Pious and his disciples. 3 

The last ma1or scholar of this penod was Y N S1mhoni. who holped define the 

unique features of German Hasid1sm in his long essay "Hal-lawdut HaAshkenaz,t 

B1yemei-Habeinayim," which was published in 1917 Gershon, Scholem later 

1 Moritz Gudemann, Geschichte des Erziehungswesens und aler Cultur des 
abendliiJdischen Juden 3 vols (1880-8. repnnted: Amsterdam. Philo Press 
1988). 
2 Ivan Marcus, Piety and Society. The Jewish Pielists of Medioval Germany 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1981)· 3 (Hereafter, Ivan. P1etyand Society) 



described Slmhoni as ·one of the few write!'$ on the subject who ... tned to go 

below the surface." Simhoni identified the qualifications c•f a hasid and • 

elucidated the extreme behavlOf of the HaSldlm in general Simhont did nol 

consider the Hasidim to be a popular movement. He calk?d them an elitist circle . 

based on the evidence in Sefer Hasidim which tells stones of the Has1d1m be,ng 

ridiculed by and separated from their fellow Jews • 

The Middle Period of Major Schola111hlp 

The next group of significant scho4al'$ are best represented by Y1tzhak 

Baer and Gershom Scholem, they were proponents of th•~ "Romantic 

Conception." which. unhke the premise set torth by S1mh<)ni, claimed that 

Ashken.w Hasldism was a popular rehgtOUs and SOCtal movement Baer who 

was bom In Germany ,n 11188, founded the Department c,f History at the Hebrew 

University In Jerusalem and was the teacher of most of tc>day's histonans In 

Israel Hts maior contnoU\Jon to the research of Ashkena;n Hasld1sm 1s hos essay, 

"The Soc~rehgrous Onentallon of Seier Hasidim,· which fil'$t appeared in 

Hebrew in 1938. 5 

In h1s essay, Baer asserts that the lrterature of the Hasidim had a broad 

audience, and that the text of Sefer Hasidim represented all Medieval German 

Jews. He described the purpose of Seier Hasidim as a ~,oc1al and religious 

program which woriled toward personal perfection and instructed Jews on how to 

3 Marcus, Piety and Society, 3. 
• Ibid, 4-5. 
5 Baer, "Soaoreligious Orientation." 57 
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avoid sin in Ofder to receive eternal salvation. Unfortunate,ly. we can never know 

the extent to which thlS program succeeded.6 

Baer was also the first scholar to point out the slmil.ant1es between Jews 

and Christians who lived 1n the same period and geographical region. Baer 

concluded that Christian sources and practices influenced Ashkenazi Has,d,sm 1 

Sefer Has,chm e1Chibits s,gnificant Chnstlan influences in that rt resembles a 

collection of exempla or sermons preached among circles ol Chnslian monks 

from the 13"' century onward a The new ethical and religious message conveyed 

1n Sefer Hasidim is parallel to the doctnne of the society tt,at was founded by the 

Italian monk St. Francis of Ass,si Both groups expected i;tncter standards of 

piety from the broader society,9 and the extreme self-afflic~1on and se"• 

debasement in Seier Hasidim reflects this Christian influence, 

One divergence from the literature of the Chnstiar. monks was Ille lad\ of 

miraculous deeds found 1n Seier Hasidim. 10 Stones of miracles were widespread 

among the monks." While Has1dic modesty prevented the, recounting of such 

stories. Ashkenazi Hastd,sm also differs from its Chnstian contemporanes ,n that 

the hasid did not accept the Christian doctrines of holy poverty or chastity '~ In 

e,<plicit contrast to Chnstran sexual ascet.cism. Sefer Hasidim ass,gned greal 

importance to the establishment and maintenance of a nc,rmal and reasonable 

5 Baer. ·Soc,oreligious Onentabon, • 92-93 
' Marcus, Piety and Society, 5--7. 
a Eli Yasslf, ·Hasippur HBexemplan BeSefer Hasidim · farb1ts 57 (1987 .. 88) 
22◄. 
• Baer. "SocloreHgious Orientation," 61-62. 
,o Ibid, 64. 
11 Caesarius of Heisterbach. The Dialogue on M,racles Tran slated by H von E 
Scott ar,d C.C. Swinton Bland (New Yof11:, 1929). 2 vols. 



manied life. Even in regard to the harsh penances required of a sinner, the 

Hasidim were never forced to abstain from marital rela!ions.11 Baer CQ/1Cluded 

that. like the Christians, AshkenazJ Hasidism had a broacl audience 

Gershom Scholem, who was the first to lay a solid foundation for the study 

of mysticism, left Ber1in In 1923 to become a professor of Jewish Mysticism anCI 

Kabbalah at the Hebrew Unrversity in Jerusalem Although his views on 

Ashkenazi Hasidlsm fall Into the same camp as Baer's, he differed with Baer 1n 

that he thought of the Hasidim as religious and mystical thinkers 1
• Because of 

Scholem's view of Hasidim as mystics. he included a chapter about Ashkenaz, 

Hasidism 1n his groundbreaking book on Jewish Mysticism, MaIor Trends m 

Jewish Mystteism 15 But, even considering this chapter Scholem did not regard 

Ashkenaz1 Hasldlsm as a full-fledged ·trend" 1n Jewish rnystic1sm He descnbed 

their esotenc writings as a ·haphazard collection of half-baked tdeas• lhat could 

not form a cohesive theology Scholem, like Baer and Epstein, dtd not 

differentiate between schools and periods of the Hasidism. he claimed that all the 

people tnjhe movement shared the Ideas found ,n their lrterature •A 

12 Baer. ·Soooreligious Orientation," 64 
13 Scholem, Major Trends, 106 
,. Marcus, Piety and Society. 7 
15 Scholem. Major Trends, 80-118 
16 Joseph Dan. ·Ashkenazi Hasidism, 1941-1991 Was there Really a Hasldlc 
Movement in Medieval Germany?" Gershom Scholem's Ma1or Trends m Jewish 
Mysticism 50 Years Alter: Proceedings of the Sixth lntemational Conference on 
the History of Jewish Mysticism. Ed. Peter Shafer and .loseph Dan (Tiib1ngen 
Mohr. 1993): 88-90. (Hereafter. Dan. "Movement.") 
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The a.o.t Recent Scholarship 

Ivan Marcus, who in his article, "The Devotional Ideals of Ashkenaz,c 

Pietism" published 1n 1986, claims his work to be the mo:u extensille treatment of 

pietism, wrote the maJor work in English on Ashkenaz, Hasidim His book. Piety 

and Society, points out the vast differences 1n thought among Samuel the Pious. 

his son Judah the Pious, and Judah's disciple, Eleazar of Worms He also 

develops a theory on Seier Hasidim, whteh descnbes ft as Judah's ·sectanan 

program · ' 1 

From the social program found 1n Seier Hasidim, Marcus illustrates how 

Judah especially stands out from Eleazar in h,s political 9oals of creating a 

perfect !IOClety of Jews According lo Marcus, JUdah was a radtcal sooal and 

religious innovator who promoted social responsibility and personal re hg1ous 

salllation He was concerned with a community or Hasidim who were separate 

and very cntical of non-Hasidic Jewish society In contrast, Eleazar 1s more 

conservative and rnoderate than his teacher, emphas1z1ng that piety is a personal 

issue, not_a soaetal matter 18 

Over the past 35 years. Joseph Dan has become the most prolific author 

on Ashkenazi Hasidism - as evidel1C8d by his three boot1s and over 50 essays, 

the majority of whicll are written In Hebrew. He first bec.,me interested 1n this 

subject when he tOOk a ciass on Sefer Hasidim with lsafa1h Tishb1, which 

11 
Ivan Marcus. "The Devotional Ideals or Ashkenaz1c Pil!tism," Jewish Sp,nruality 

from the Bible through the Middle Ages Ed A Green (New York 1986) 365 
!Hereafter, Marcus, "Devotional Ideals: 
8 Marcus, Piety and Society. 15. 
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convinced him to write his thesis and dissertation on Ashhenazi Hasldism •• 

Dan, wno is interested primarily in the esoteric theology o,f Ashkenaz1 HasldIsm, 

disagreed with Schofem's conclusion that their speculative theology was eclectic. 

inconsistent and filled with bad writing Although Dan admow1edged the 

Imprecise use of language In the text, he cia1ms that the texts represent several 

different. but related, theological schools of thought He agrees with Marcus that 

the three major leaders of Ashkenaz1 Hasidism llad drffe~ent views, but, unlike 

Marcus. Dan views the Hasidim as theological wnters, no,t social religious 

innovators :o 

Buie Concepts of Aahkenazl Huldlam 

To better understand Sefe1 Hasidim. we must first look at the enwonment 

m which it was conceived The worldv,ew of Ashkenazt Hasld1sm Is based on 

their new understanding of revelation at Sina, Not only did God reveal lhe 

Wmten Torah and the Oral Torah. but He also transmitted a secret and hidden 

tradition which would lead to understanding the Will of lh•e Creator 21 God 

encoded these secrets In laws and prohibitions within the, Torah. 1t 1s the Has,d's 

tllsk to decipher these secrets in order to perceive the WiU of the Creator m ,ts 

fullness, 22 The Kalonymus family believed that they had received this secrel 

tradition, and they brought it with them when they emigra:ted from southern Italy 

to Mainz m the 9"' century. R Eleazar. m tus coq1mentary on the prayers, 

18 Dan, "Movement.· 92-95 
20 Marcus, Piety and Society, 10 
2

' Ibid, 2. 
22 Ibid, 26. 
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explained that the esoteric tradition reached the Kalonymus family ,n Italy in the 

eighth century. R. Aharon ben Shmuel of Baghdad, who w,Is a scholar and a­

magician, brought this tradition with him to Italy, and he tauoht the rabbis the 

esotenc tradition hidden in Scripture. which included the mystical meanings of 

the prayers. 23 

The hasid was obligated to search out the hidden Willi of the Creator, an 

infinite process facilitated by finding new prohibitions to follow and by creating 

fences, or safeguards. around the laws which already ex1ste:d 2
• ,hey were to 

mold their lives according to this Will, which led to a policy o,f systematic; 

stringency.~ In this way, lhe Hasidim were constantly strivir,g forthe perfection 

that would show their love for God. According to Hasidism, love for and devotion 

to God was identical to the pure fear of Him.i 6 This fear should not be based on 

the fear of divine punishment or the fear that God Will not gra~i one what he has 

asked of Him: mstead, one should be afraid of sinning beca1use he Is afraid that 

he will not be perfect in his love for God. This is the highest level of fear." 

The Ha~dim viewed the,r lives as a continuous sene,, of trials They 

believed that God put obstacles in front of them every day In order to test their 

level of righteousness. The Hasidim considered these tests as divinely arranged 

opportunities to eichlbit their piety and perfect love for God. Because of this 

mindset, the Hasidim saw only one purpose to the religious and ethical laws: to 

test the human spirit whe:1 it has to choose between the spi,ritual and the 

23 Dan, "Mysticism and Ethics," 46. 
2• Marcus, Piety and Society, 12. 
25 Soloveitchik, "Three Themes," 318. 
26 Scheiern, Major Trends, 95. 

,, 



material, between the body and the soul.28 The reward fair making the correct 

choice was otherworldly salvation, which was the motivation for all acts. becau~e 

the Hasidlm viewed their entire lives as a preparation for Ule afterlife 29 

Since the hasid was faced with a never-ending senies of trials, he had 

plenty of opportunity to fail and therefore to sin. Ashkena:zi Hasidism set up a 

complicated system of atonement and penances in order to punish the hasKf for 

his sin. based on the theory that sin causes pleasure, so nghteousness should 

cause pain Basically, a smner's punishment included a ~·oluntary acceptance of 

suffering and self-torture Pased on this system which I will describe ,n more 

detail later 1n this chapter 

Lastly, there 1s a detail about the Hasldic view of m11racles in relation lo 

their theology, which helps With our understanding of magic and demonology ,., 

Ashkenaz1 Hasidism The Hasidim believed ,n a muit1-leve'.ed deny, which 

included the hidden God and the revealed God The hldolen supreme Godhead 

IS called bore,, or Creator The Creator 1s eternal, unchanged and unchanging. 

and not only.JS He hidden. but also His goodness 1s completely h•dden 30 

Although the Creator 1s not subject to direct sense percep,t1on. His existence 1s 

testified to by the laws of nature 3 ' But the laws of nature do not reflect the 

Creator's goodness. because then creation would be perfect. With no ddficutt,es. 

and righteousriess would lose rts meaning because man would be able to 

achieve it with no effort. Instead, God's goodness IS perce1Ved ltlrough the 

27 Marcus, Piety and Society, 29. 
2
• Dan, "Mysticism and Ethics," 59-61 

29 Marcus, ·Devotional Ideals," 358. 
JO Dan. "Mysticism arid Ethics," 68. 
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revealed God. kavod, or Divine Glory. The Divine GIOl)I is neither eternal nor 

unchanging, and because it is revealed it can assume a form. Therefore, God's 

goodness (I e . the goodness of the Divine Glory) is perceivtid not m the laws of 

nature but in the suspension of those laws. called supernatural phenomena or 

miracles. For the Hasidim, the most obvious miracles were demons and magic. 

and they believed that, through the knowledge of such sup.!matural phenomena 

they could discover God's goodness 3' 

Where 1s the Kalonymus family after I/le 1220'sT ;;,sks Haym 

Soloveitchik in his essay. ' Three Themes 1n Sefer Has1<:hm • Altnough the 

Ashkenaz1 Hasidim produced a plethora of literature the Hi3sldic movement itself 

lived a very short hfe Soloveitch1k explains that ·wnat the 1!ar1y decades of the 

thir1eenth century witnessed was not simply. the d1splacemE!nt of an elite, but the 

passing of an entire -::utture • We can only assume that Judah and Eleazar were 

•mable to find students wor1hy of transm1tt1n9 to them the esotenc traditions of 

Ashkenazi Hasidim in order to prolong their Ideology 33 To truly understand the 

Hasidic worldv_!ew, we have been left a story hidden Within thf'Ologrcal and ethical 

texts. 

S.fer Hasidim 

R. Judah was unique among Jewish scholars in medieval Germany, even 

including his father Samuel and his d1sc1ple Eleazar. because of his interest 1n 

stories. He believed that stories were the manifestations or revelations of divine 

31 
Soloveitchik, "Three Themes: 315 

12 Dan, '.Mysticism and Ethics." 68-70 
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truth. which therefore gave them theological credibility 34 Judah recorded many 

of his stories in Sefer Hasidim, and he spea~s as if he was an authentic prophet, 

who believed in the truthfulness and legrt1macy of those stones_ l$ Since he 

thought the ultimate source of the stories was Div,ne, he clid not invent, edit or 

change a single one. He wrote them as he heard them. e,ven if they did nol 

agree theologically with the argument into which they were incorporated 36 

Although Judah believed that stones were drvmely reveal1:!d. nowhere did the 

Ashl<enazl Hasidim describe an ancient. traditional sourci! for their ethical 

teachings (mostly made up of stones), which was passed down to the Kalonymus 

family, as they did wrth their esoteric tradrt10ns 

Through Its stories and homilies. Seier Has1d1m also gives detailed 

mfonnat10n that provides h1stoncal lus,ghts into the Ashkena2-1 community and 

the practical cond~ions of their life 31 Although the h1stoncal benefit of Seier 

Hasidim Is not argued, scholars quest,011 whether or not the Hasidic community 

descnbed on the text really existed The scholars of the •I~omantic Conception· 

described above, such as Baer and Scholem. said that works ltke Seier Hasidim 

reflecled a popular religious and social movement !Iii Rec:ently, scholars like 

J~ph Dan and Ivan Marcus have disagreed With this theory, and 111stead view 

Seier Hasidim as an unreall2-ed sectanan program Dan calls the text. ·a 

33 Soloveitchik, "Three Themes." 351-352 
34 Joseph Dan, "Rabbi Judah the Pious and Caesarius of Hetsterbach Comroon 
Motifs in their Stories.· Studies in Aggadah and Fo/k-1.JtE•rature 22 (Jerusalem 
Magnes Press 1971).19. (Hereafler, Dan, ·c aesarius ") 
3$ Baer, "Sociorellgious Orientation,· 66. 
:,e Dan, ·caesarius," 19-20 
31 Baer. "Socioreliglous Orientabon." 92 
l8 Marcus, Piety and Society, 5. 
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blueprint for a structure that was never built. •39 and expla1ins that there is no 

external proof that the Hasldic communities ,n Sefer Hasidim actually existed, R. 

Judah's works are the only sources ror a descnplion of this sect as a hfstoncal 

reality Ever, thoUgh there are several vMd passages In Seier Hasidim which 

describe, as factual, a vibrant Hasidic community, no other Ashkenazi literature 

does this Eleazer in particular never wntes about a Hastdic community, he is 

primarily concerned with an md1v1dual's level of piety •0 

Ivan Marcus addresses the issue of h1stonc1ty ,n g1reater depth 1n his 

artide, ·rhe Historical Meaning of Haside, Ashkenaz Fact, Fichon. or Cultural 

Self-Image r Although he does not believe that the communities suggested by 

the literature actually e~1steo he does assign value to the descnpllon of the 

German Jewish communrties that Sefer Has1d11n provides He explains his thesis 

on Seier Hasidim as a "cultural self-image· or a collectiv,e memory - Wh1ci1 Is to 

say that Seier Hasidim has a h1stoncal aspect to rt in the senStl that the stones 

preserve a true cultural stance, a collective memory, of the Ashkenaz1 society" 

Marcus' argument centers on tile passages In Seier Hasidim that descnbe 

the tension between the Hasidic and the non-Has1d1c communiUes. "The stones 

in Sefer Hasidim 11/ustrate that the Ashkenazl society was d1v1deo by gIoups'" 

conflict, often ln the synagogue as well as the rest of th~, community, in which 

3
• Dan, 1-fovement·, 100 

,o Ibid, 96-97 . 
., Ivan Marcus, "The Historical Meaning of Has1de1 Ash11enaz, Fact, Fiction, or 
Cultural Self-Image?" Gershom Scholem's Ma1or Trends in Jewish Mysticism 50 
Years After: Proceedings of the Silllh lntematlonal Conference on the History of 
Jewish Mys/Jcism. Ed Peter Shafer and Joseph Dan n ·ub1ngen Mohr 1993) 
108-109, (Hereafter, Marcus, "Historical Meaning l 
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honor and leadership of the community were being fought over ' 2 Serer Hasidim 

promotes separation between the Hasidim and the ·wid<.ed, • who were defined 

srmply as those who denied the new revelation of Ashkenazi Hasld ism ' 3 The 

widespread presence of the "Wid(ed" evident m the text can only mean erther the 

political end spiritual leadership of the Jewish community 1n the thirteenth century 

was frequently 1n the hands of evil men. or that Sefer Hasidim uses this tenn for 

its own purposes."' Marcus believes that tile overly harsh and sev,ere tone of 

Seier Hasidim cannot reflect h1stoncal reality Rather. these stones are a 

"refraction, if not a reflection, of the social conflicts and tensions that actually 

existed among different groups of Jews in medieval Germany ,n th,~ eleventh 

through ttmteenth centunes· -'S In other words the stones do not n3nect actual 

history, but through them, one can see a d1stortt!d image or Ashke11az1 Judaism 

that still gives insight mto rts society 

As I mentioned earlier, R Judah 1s the only leader of Ashkenaz1 Has101m 

who writes specifically about a Hasod1c community Considering that the stones 

of Seier Hasidim fi1 Into R Judah's image of a perfect Has1d1c society, one could 

easily conclude that R Judah 1s the author of Sefer Hasidim Although all 

scholars have credited R Judah wrth at least parllal authorship. early scholarsh,p 

did not support him as the only author. Scholem describes Seier Hasidim as · an 

edition of the literary testame"'s of the three founders [of AshkenazJ riasidismJ."'6 

In one article, Dan recounts his disagreement with his teacher Isaiah T1shby on 

•
2 Marcus. ·Historical Meaning," 113. 

<l Dan, "Movement,• 98. 
"' Soloveitchik. three Themes," 330-331 
.s Marcus, "Historical Meaning." 113. 
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the subject of authorship. According to Dan, the ma,n point of Tishby's lectures 

on Sefer Hasidim (which were never printed) was "his insistence, following M 

Gudemann (and supported, to some e,ctent by Baer and ScholHm) that Seier 

Hasidim was an enormous anthology, reflecting the wor1< of generations of 

Ashkenazi Hasidic leaders ,., 

More recently, Seier Hasidim has been anributed to one ma1or author 

Dan. Marcus. Soloveichik and Israel Ta-Shema .. all agree that Seier Has1d1m 

was essentially a wor1< wrinen by Judah the Pious alone with a, few selections by 

Samuel and Eleazer•• Since one of the ma1or virtues of Hasld1sm was humility, 

there is no way to prove his or anyone else's authorship of Sef,2r Hasidim the 

author insists that all authors should remain anonymous. so no biographical 

information 1s included But modern scholarship concludes that Judah was most 

probably the author of the majonty o f the Seier Has,d1m, with S.amuel as the 

contributor or the first seci10n of the book called Serer Hay1r'at1 (Parma 1-16) 50 

Basic Concepts in Sefe.r Haaldim 

Sefer Hasidim is filled with advice on how to become pe,rfectly righteous 

this seems to be the major goal of the boolt Righteousness 1s not easily 

attained, especially considenng the temptation of the evil impulse thaJ God 

.. Scholem, Major Trends. 83 
0 Dan. "Movement." 95. 
•• I. Ta-Shema. ·ae·erah she/ Miryam- G1tgula1 M,nhag Tsarft1t Bise udah 
Shlishit she/ Shabbat.· Jerusalem S/udiesm Jewish Thought~, (1985) 151-270 
and "She'elot u 'Tsuvot min Hashamayim Hakovels V'tosafota11 " Tarbils 57 
11988): 51~ 
~9 Dan, "Movement.· 96 
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created with man.
51 

God puts obstacles 1n the path of the t,asid so that he can 

overcome them, and through his success reach the status of righteousness. 

Since the number of obstacles a hasid must face in his llfe is infinite, perfect 

righteousne&S comes to mean the achievement of the impossible '2 

To be a hasid one must develop to the utmost the law that had been 

revealed (Wntten and Oral Law). and to seek out the prohibitions of the div,ne w,11 

that were hidden elsewhere Sl Sefer Hasidim warns that there are things 

permitted In the Torah for which man is still punished sc Allihough the Hasidim 

deeply respected talmudic trad1t1on, the laws of the M1shnah and Talmud were 

not enough 
55 

Once a hasld attained a deeper understanding of the D1v1ne Will 

through dialectic sttJdy, he would be able to detect the new demands made upon 

him by God. and thus increase his relig10us observance 56 Still. one oould be a 

hasid Without the intellectual background in Talmud and M11shnat": even though 

sch'llarship was important 1n Hasidism, morals were a h1glher priority One could 

even becOme a hasid wtth only basic knowledge of the Bible 5• 

Following Je~sh law was an all-consuming task lo r the has1d but for Sefer 

Hasidim the hasid's desire and his intent governing his observance of the 

commandment was more signrficant than the act rtself This focus on internal 

religious spirituality was an original concept created by R Judah., and worked 

so Marcus. Piety and Society, 136 
51 Ibid, 31 
>2 Dan, "Mysticism and Ethics," 64, 
SJ Soloveitchik, "Three Themes." 91 
sc Baer, "Socioreligious Orientation." 66 
55 Ibid, 62-63. 
56 Soloveitchilt. "Three Themes: 344. 
57 Scholem, Major Trends. 91. 
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well for those who had little under.;tanding of the law 54 To lrlelp the on:hnary Jew 

Sefer Hasidim introduced the idea or the sage as the sp1ritu.al and legal advisor to 

the community Anyone who was doubtful of the proper mode of behavior in a 

given situation was required to consult with the sage.50 The• sage must be a 

paragon of piety and a chansmat1c leader who knows the Will of the Creator, H1s 

role in the community required him to interpret the divine demands and help the 

Hasidim follow them;
60 

for those who dtd not follow the Has1dic interpretation of 

the commandments, the sage also administered penances Sefer Hasid,m also 

includes a plan of atonement for those who want to becomE, par1 of the 

community of Has1dim 6
' 

The complicated system of penances and the requirement for a sinner 10 

make an oral confess,on to another Jew was one of the bok!est innovations of 

Sefer Hasidim 112 Although Seier Hasidrm 1s hrigu1st1cally arnb,guous ,n the terms 

rt uses for repentance, Marcus 1s able to identify the four major points of rts 

penitential system The first 1s "ba ·an repentance' whP.n the sinner 1s faced with 

the Identical situation .!_n which he sinned. he ,sable to resis t temptation The 

second, ·gader repentance.' requires avo1d1ng or making s,3feguards around 

actions which might lead to a repetition of the sin already C1:>mm1tted. (The 

Hebrew word gader means fence.) · Gaderrepenlance· can be illustrated by the 

example of a person who commits aduttery. lrJ order to avoid repeating his s,n 

54 Sotoveitchlk, 'Three Themes," 324 
so Ibid, 326 
80 Marcus, Piety and Soctety, 71-72 
11 

Marcus, "Historical Meaning.' 104-105 
82 Marcus , Pi6ty and Society, 82, 
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he does not even look at women This interpretation of ·gilder repentance· 

originates In Sefer Hasidim 

The next two penances are what Eleazar will later call mishqal and l<aluv 

These two words are not found in Seier Hasidim, with one exception that may be 

an interpolation from Eleazar's writing "Mishqa/," the penance for illicit pleasure. 

requires the sinner to undergo the amount of su11enng tt>a( was equal to the 

pleasure experienced 1n lhe sin ·Katuv repentance· refer!; to the Blbhcal penalty 

for the sin, In Samuel's Safar Hayir'ah. we find an exampl•e "1f a fsm earns) forty 

(biblical) lashes and shame he must undergo a penance oquivalent 10 forty 

lashes of pain and stiame 63 The Hasidim beheved that these penances m1ghl 

cancel out the divine punishment one would receive ,n the wortd-to-come.64 

Y-ttzhak Baer 111 his d1scuss1on of Chnst,an parallels 1n Sefer Hasidnn 

says that the concept of penances MIS introduced to the Jews by Chnsttan 

Influences The system of penances descnbed in Seier H.asid1m are guided by 

lhe principle of "measure for measure • wh1Cll ,s absent from both ancient 

Christ1anity and Talmudic Judaism Baer explains thal this system resembles the 

primitive system of criminal JUShce among the "bart>anc G◄~rman peoples," and 

was appropnated first by the Chnstians and later by the A:.hkenaz1 Hastd,m 5s 

Earlier I wrote about the negative attitudes of the H asld1m toward their 

non-Hasidic fellow Jews The Hastd1m also had direct an<l frequent contact with 

their Chnstian neighbors. as evidenced by Seier Hasidim Jews and Chnsbans 

shared mutual concerns. such as commercial matters, the1 defense of the11 cities. 

63 Mara.is, Piety and Society, 48-50. 
&0 Ibid, 14 
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and basic human feelings. As a result. Seier Hasidim was c.:1utious when g,v,ng 

advice concerning relationships with Christians Although the advice was strict 

about everything pertaining to the Chnst1an idol worship like mentIomng the 

name of the Ctmstian Jeny or entenng a church other issues were treated with 

leniency because of the potentially dangerous consequence,s of certain acls <)> 

For example 1n some snuc<Uons co11cern,ng repayme11t of loans 1t 1s preferable 

for a Jew 10 repay a non-Jew before he would repay another Jew 1n the fear of 

what the gentiles might say and lhe ham, they m,ght cause E 1 

Another aspect of ideology in Seier Hasid,rn 1nfluenCEod by Chns11anity was 

the concept of predestination All the details of life poht1caI, social and 

economic, are consequences of a d1v1ne decree Everything a man will do or 

think 1s decided before he 1s born, and God wrote these dec,rees In the stars and 

constellations Every person has a sp1ntua1 or astral double, sometimes called 

memunneh. who directs tnat 1rid1vidual s acts The root of tt,,e Hebrew word 

memunneh means, ·appo1n1ed one." and so memunneh 1s often lranslated as the 

appointed Of deputy angel There 1s a memunnoh 1n chargo of every species 

every place. every person, and every animal - one tor each element in nature u 

The deputy angel plays a maier role 1n the suoerstltlons and beliefs found in 

Sefer Hasidim, arid this top,c 1s dealt wuh extensively in a chapter of Joseph 

65 Baer, ·Socioreligious Orientation." 71 
ee Ibid, 85. 
67 Parma 1425. 
86 Baer, "Soc1orelig1ous Onentatron," 75-76 
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Dan's book. TOfBI Hasod she/ Hasidei Ashkenaz. ( The Esoteric Ideology of 

Germen Piely)1111 

As mentioned earlier. one of the unique features of Sefer Hasidim in 

comparison to the writings of both Samuel and Eleazar is its focus on the 

community. Consideration for the common good was one of the three themes 

Soloveitchik Identified in Seier Hasidim For example. the failure to take a pubhc 

stand against wrongdoing was considered a maior sin. The sense of 

responsibility the Hasidim fett for the outcome of their deeds led to the 

recommendation of performing minor sins to prevent the public from making even 

greater transgressions. 10 Of course. the · pubhc" usually referred to the Hasid1c 

community, excluding non-Has1d1m 

R. Judah knew the community he describes in Seier Hasidim well. He 

was realistic in his approach to practical lrfe and sensnrve to the da,ty troubles 

and worries of his people. 71 Sefer Hasidim was probably the ·most authentic, 

variegated and sincere Jewish document reveahng the life of Jews (and non­

Jews) tn the Rhineland In the H,gh Middle Ages.72 
-

09 Jerusalem. the Bialik Institute ( 1968)· 215-229 
10 Soloveitchik, 'Three Themes: 325-327 
71 Baer, •Socioreligious Orientation: 93 
1i Dan, ·Movement: 100. 

22 



Chaplltr Two: Demon■ 

Oemona In Judaism 

In the numerous passages about magical practices and supernatural 

phenomena In Sefer Hasidim. stories about demons make up the bulk of the 

material This large quantity of text and rts contents lead one to the conclusion 

that Judah the Pious had an absolute belief In the existence of the powers of evll 

and demons His stones show that his world was filed with demons. werewolves 

vampires and other kinds of mJnsters ' Judah was steepe<JI m Rabbm1c 

literature. as exh1b1ted by the frequent references to Talmucl and Midrash in Safer 

Hasidim, and many of his descnpt1ons of demons are rooted in the Rabbinoc 

understanding of demonic powers. To better understand the demons m Seier 

Hasidim, we must f.rst look at the Biblical and Rabbinic matenal on th€ specific 

demons at which we will be looking In this chapter 

For the most part. the lsraelrte religion tned lo destmy any kind of 

relationship between ht/mans and demons This was a radiIcal stance when 

compared to the other rehgIons in the Ancient Near East. 11,lthough there are 

some small traces of what might be considered demons, they have almost no 

role in the Bible. 2 

It is unclear in the Bible whether the words common11'y assoc,ated with 

demons have that connotation The word used most often m Seier Hasidim to 

1 Dan. ·caesarius." 20. 
1 Gershom Scholem. "Demons. Demonology" Encyclopaedia Juda,ca 5 
(Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House Limited. 1972) 1522-3 (Hereafter. 
Encyclopaedia Judaica will be referred to as EJ,) 
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refer to demons is shed or shedim (plural) In the Bible. shed1m appear twtce. in 

Deuteronomy 32:17 end Psalms 106:37, and in context alone might be identified 

with foreign gods or idols who were nvals of Yahwah 3 But other Ancient Near 

Eastern cultures use similar words to refer to demons For example, the 

Akkadian word $kiu. literally means "demon.'"' In Babylonian and Assyrian 

religions, shed,m is a general term for spints, and Chaldean mythology uses 

shedim to refer to seven evil deities. who were sometimes a,,soc,ated with 

storms Lastly, shedim has a possible etymOlog,cal link with the Hebrew root sh­

d-d, which means to devastate. ruin. or deal violently with 

The other word in the Bible most commonly used in context of 

demonology 1s sa'ir. se·,nm Sa'ir. 1n ,ts most simple meaning, 1s a goai 

(Leviticus 17 7) But elsewhere in the Bible. se 1nm are said lo 1nhab1t ruins 

together wrth some i<ind of ntght creature (Isaiah 34 14), and were thought of as 

hairy creatures who haunted ruins Another possible translation for sa 'Ir is satyr 

but the Bible does not give us enough 1nformat10n to definitively identify se'/rim as 

demons. 5 

The night creature referred to above who 1s said to nJn with the se/nm. 

wild beasts. and unclean birds 1s called lil1t and she only appears once 1n the 

Bible (Isaiah 34·14). The word /iiit 1s the feminine form of ttie Sumerian /1/, •wind 

spirit." The Biblical Li/it IS the Mesopotamian demon, L1litu, who assumed female 

3 Jeffrey Perry-Marx, Demonology in Rabbinic Utereture, Thesis submit1ed in 

partial fulfillment of requirements for ordination at Hebrew Union College-Jewish 
lnslltute of Religion (New Yori< 1983) 8 (Hereafter, Perry-Marx. Demonology ) 
' Gershom Scholem, "Demons. Demonology," EJ 5 1523. 



form to have sex with men while they were sleeping. 6 By the eighth oontury, she 

becomes identified with a child-stealing demon.7 

Another Biblical word that becomes significant m later demonology is 

l<etev. which usually appears wrth dever. meaning pestilence or destruction 

(Psalms 91:5-6). The Hebrew word l<etev comes from the root meanmg ·cut off · 

It may be the personification of a storm wind, or more likely, the noori-<1ay heat 

Ketev becomes a distinct demon for lhe rabbis as Ketev Menn. which appears m 

one phrase only in Deuteronomy 32·24 E 

The last B1bhcal word signifiCcJnt for lh1s thesis 1s resnef Res/lei was lhe 

god of the plague in Canaanite religion, and the word with the meaning ·plague" 

appears in Deuteronomy 33·29 and Psalms 78 48 In Habakkuk 3:5 . reshef 1s 

said to follow Yahweh on the warpath. with devar in fron\. Reshef ecin also mean 

"fiery darts of the bow,· found m Psalms 76 4 and Song of Songs 8:fi 

The rabbis of the Talmud took the existence of demons for granted and 

never expressed disapproval for the belief 1n demons or for methodi; of protection 

against them Demons were bl~ed for all the nega!ive random events of the 

world lil.e accidents, disease. and some death, and the rabbi, who was often 

regarded as a master of demons. could use or barush them accord11,g to his 

needs.g 

s Peny-Marx, Demonology, 9. The word se 7nm also appears m I! Chronicles 

11 :15. 
6 Gershom Scholem, "Demons. Demonology." EJ 5.1522-3 
1 Peny-Marx. Demonology. 10. 
a Ibid, 12. Other Biblical references for l<etev are Isaiah 28 2 and H.osea 13 14 
g Ibid, 56-57. 
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Mazildn. the general word used for all harmful spints, •0 is first mentiolned in 

the Mishnah, and it explains that these harmful spirits were created on the e,ve of 

the first Sabbath (Avot 5:6) This is the only reference to demons In the Mii;,hnah. 

and the Jerusalem Talmud also rarely mentions them, but the Babylonian 

Talmud Is overflowing with demonic activity " In connection with their time of 

creation. demons are said to be linked with transn10nal limes - midmghl nco0n. 

and dawn - and often dwell between the sunlight and the shade In all cas,es, 

the rabbis affirm that the ong,n of demons is cormected to God or one of God s 

creations. 12 

The rabbis use the 81bhcal words mentioned above wt,en speaking ,,t 

demons. adding certain features to some of the demons Next to lhe word 

mazlkin, shedim make up the rna1ority of the demons ,n Rabbinic Literature: 

Seirim are satyr-like demons Identified w,th shed,m and they are blamed ro, 

causing sickness lsreel was saKJ to have sacrificed to thrs semm ,n Egypt Ll/111 

Is a demoness with long ha,r and wings and U'le b 'ne1 reshef (children cf the 

reshef). are demons who new, hauntevooftops, and carried out witchcraft 
13 

Ketev Alerin'becomes an ugly demon who wanted to hurt man Playing on the 

word ·menri, • which means ' brttemess, • this demon was said :o embitter U,e lives 

of all it met One who sees this demon will collapse and fall to the ground In an 

epileptic seizure Ketev Menn 1s most known for harming children: it would 

10 Wilton T. Davies, Magio, Divination, and Demonology among the Hebmws end 
/heir Neighbors (New Yon<: Ktav Publishing House 1969): 111. 
" Gershom Scholem, ·Demons, Demonology," EJ 5 1525, 1527 
12 Perry-Marx, Demonology. 19. 
' 3 Ibid, 29, 
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ln1errupt children studying at school during the noon hours.,. Lastly, we find the 

term ma/ache, habalah in rabbinic literature, which means liti~rally 'angels of 

destruction." They are just anolher kind of demon 

Demons in general are descnbed as ' unclean sp1nts· who dwell in places 

of human waste, like pnvles and sewers " One author desc:ribes them as halt 

angel and half human. bound by the three basic laws of human existence 

sustenance, sex, and death Since they both belong and do, no\ belong to the 

material wor1d. they live 1n places considered un,nhab1lable and are aci1Ve mostly 

at night. Lastly, all of the harm ano trouble demons cause It) humans 1s the 

result of their desire to attain that wt,,cn they lack a physical body 16 

Demons In Sefer Hasidim 

Demonic forces 1n Ashkenazi Hasodic literature receive an ent•re ctiapter "' 

Joseph Dan's book. Tora/ Hasod Shel Has1dut Ashkenaz, ( The Esotenc Ideology 

ol Gennsn Pfety), ' 7 and he also wrote an article on the dernonologlcal stones 1n 

Judah's wnt1ngs ,n part19Jlar '" He expands on h,s thl'Of'/ tihat Judah saw 

supernatural phenomena as the mechanism for knowing G•:>d's goodness. and 

lhat this theological concept ,s the pnmary reason for Judat,'s ,nterest in 

•• Perry-Marx. Demonology, 35-37 
'$ Gershom Scholem, ·Demons. Demonology,' EJ 5 1526 
18 Tamar Alexander, "Theme and Genre Relationships between Man and Demon 
in Jewish Folklore." Jewish Folklore and Ethnology Review 14 (1992); 56. 
17 Jerusalem: the Bialik Institute (1968) 184-202. (Hereaft.er Dan. Tora/ Hasod ) 
11 Dan, Joseph • Sippurim OemonoJog/yy1m M1kltval R Yel7uda HaHas1cf' 
(Demonological Studies ,n the Wntings ol R Judah the Pious) Tarbtlz 30 
(1961): 273-289. 
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demonologicat stories. '9 Although I do agree wrth Dan that Judah·s interest was 

probably related to his desire to understand Goo·s goodness, I disagree wijh 

Dan's emphasis of theology as the lesson of these stories in Sefer Hasidim 

While Judah's intention of Including these stories In Sefer HcIsIdIm may have 

been theologK:al, the resulting document comes across as in,struct,onal, given its 

intended audience and the medieval society in wh1Ch rt was presented. 

Dan bases his analysis on the whole body of Ashkenazl Hes1d1c literature 

In general, thus accounting for the fact that he finds so much theological content 

I do not, Dan's concepts do not necessarily apply 10 Sefer Has1d1m - which Is 

only one small part of Ha1sld1c literature Sefer Hasidim. m c:ontrast to the rest of 

Hasidic literature, Is pnmanly concerned with the problems c,r practical life 20 It Is 

probably for this very reason that Sefer Hasidim became an ethical guide for 

future genera!lOns, while the Hasldim's esoteric and lheosophical speculations 

were "displaced almost 1mmedIately by the powerlul mythology of Kabbalah •2
• 

But Dan's chapter on demonic forces Is sttll ,nstructiv,e in analyzing some 

of the theology that undenies the stones in Sefer Haslchm, The pnrnary lheOlogy 

Dan finds is lhe role of supernatural phenomena mentioned above, and this 

concept leads to an understanding of demons as c1eated and controlled by God 

With the belief in demons and evil powers rampant In medif!val society, a Jew 

could easily conclude that U,ere were two deities our God 1"'10 Is good, and an 

evtl power who ,s the leader of the demons Dan shows that this kind of Gnostic 

theology did not exist for the Ashkena:tI Hasidim, and that their writings illustrate 

"Dan, Torat Hasod, 188 
20 Baer, "Socioreligious Orientation," 72 
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God's complete power over all of creation The following paraphrased sections 

from Seier Hasidim will demonstrate Dan's theological findinos. but they 

comprise only a small part of the total number of demonological stories. 

Stories with a Theological Emphasis 

The first story illustrates how God uses demons to punish man for hos sins 

As is common for many of these stones, this one tells of wti21t seems to be an 

extraordinary occurrence followed by the moral of the story 

There once was a man who was walking and got lost 1n a 

forest At night by the ligtit of the moon. the ghos1 of this man's 

fnend appeared The man wanted to escape The ghost said to 

him, "Don't run, for I won't hurt you I am so-and-so" 

"But you died years ago · 

"Since I state someone's field, I'm not allowed to rest, and I am 

constantly chased around the forest " 

There rs a Stmolar story about a Chnstoan whc, dted. and after a 

few days, at noght. his servant found him. The ghost told the 

servant that he had to remaon 1n the forest because he stole 

someone else's 1nhentance. 

He satd to tile servant. "Tell my wife to retum the inheritance • 

The servant replied. "Tne townspeople won't beliuve that I saw your 

ghost" 

2
' Marcus, Piety end Society. 2 , 

29 



"Tell ltlem to go tomorrow to a certain place, and they will see 

me there." 

The servant went and told everything to the townspeople They 

asked if he had gotten some kind of sign from ~~ ghost as proof 

He replied that they would be able to see the ghos,t tomorrow in the 

tree, and then they would beheve him All the townspeople went 10 

this man's grave and looked for him, but he was not there. When 

they went to the tree they saw hrs ghos1 The servant told them 

that the ghost would be able to rest when the ,nhentance was 

returned to its nghtful owner 

Th,s is the story about the Chnstian But ,s rt !he truth or a lie? 

In any case, this ,s a rule for Israel. which describes what will help 

those m the world to come who do not do a panic~lar nghteous act 

dunng their lives But when a person's sons do it for him, rt can go 

erther way for him If a man 1s not worthy, all the, nghteousness m 

the world cannot help him Bui If a mentonoll!; man sms, he 1s 

expelled from the Garden of Eden or is punished 1n GAhlnnom, or ,s 

chased on a road With thorns, or 1s tonumd by angels of 

destruction. But he can still benefit from other pe,ople's prayers and 

good deeds done 1n his name. For the one V11ho is not worthy, 

nothing will help him ?1 

In this story. ma/ache/ habalah (angels of destruction) are used by God to 

punish a Sinner God controls and orders demons 1ust as God does for any non-
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earthly beings (1.e . good and bad angels). There Is no separate power or 

autonomous realm of evil. 

We can infer God's power over demons from the following selection. 

which is mostly concerned with protecting oneself against de,mons When a 

person believes himself to be threatened by demons. appealling to God will keep 

hrm safe 23 This particular passage begins by saying that a person should bow 1n 

front of the demon and act subm1ss1ve ,n order to be protect,3d from ,t But one 

should not nm away from a demon. instead. he should ask the demon. ,n the 

name of God. not to hur1 him And when the person does b1>w to the demon he 

should ask God not to let the demon hur1 h•m. 2' In this story. the author 

acknowledges that God can pre11ent a demOfl from hurting a person One could 

conclude that even the demon is aware of God's ommpoten,ce. because this 

story insinuates that rf you ask the demon not to hur1 you and invoke God's 

name, he will not hun you 

Since God is omnipotent, he Is able to decide the latii of every soul -

when he will h11e and when _tie will die All the details of life are determined by 

divine decrees, ' 5 and e11en demons can not change God's rulings Serer 

Hasidim tells us that wtien the Lord makes a 1udgement that so-and-so will hve 

the announcement informs the demons not to harm this particular person, 

because if they did, God's decree would not be true and dE!mons do not have 

the power to make God a har. The following story illustrate:, hOw God's 

22 Parma 35. 
23 Joshua Trachtenberg. Jewish Magic and Supersllfion, a Study ,n Folk Reilg1on 
~ew Yori\· Atlleneum 1939). 155 (Hereafter Trachtenberg. Jewish Magic ) 

Parma 327 
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declaration of a life-and-<leath judgement 1s discerned, and how A prevents the 

demon from causing harm. 

The moment that It is decreed that a man sh<)uld die. on that 

very nigh: Of day, his appointed angel gets dark 111 its face and its 

mouth and eyes close up. Once the verdict 1s made it 1s as if he Is 

already dead, and then the dedara11on goes out that he has died 

That is why It 1s written, "And Moses died." L1kew1se, when 

someone's hfe 1s ordained for goodness a bnlhant radiance shines 

upon him before God. Ten !Imes 11 1s written. "the, hght of the face 

of the Holy One.' in the book of Psalms Tl1ese ten verses 

correspond to the ten days between Rosh HaShana and Yam 

Kippur. When one hghts a candle ,n a place where there 1s no 

wind, 1f the l19ht Is not e1<1mgu1shed. the person will live for tnat 

y~ar, and it is written, "The Lord will let them live." The declaration 

goes out that so-and-so WIii hve so that no demon will harm him 

until his time 1s ordjltned '" 

Another example of God usfng a demon to punish a person deals with a 

woman who did not completely fast on Yam Kippur 

There was once a woman who got stck on Yam Ktppur and 

wanted to drink SOfne water She did not ask 21 sage :f this was 

permissible, and went and drank a lot One night. almost three 

years later, she was thirsty and she went and dr;ank by herself A 

25 Baer, "Socioreligious Onent.ation," 76 
2e Parma 1516. 
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mal&Ch habalah caught her and started to strangle her. She said to 

her husband that she could not hve anymore bEtcause they [lhe 

demons) caught her throat and started to strangk~ her After two 

days, she dted We learn tn Scnpture, "To g111e to every one 

according to his ways. and according to the fru~ of htS doings· 

(Jeremiah 32 19) 11 

Again, we see that God used demons as messengers to purnsh those who do not 

follow the commandments In this story, It Is also possible lttat the woman was 

punrshed for not consulting a sage which Is cons,deied a su, for the Has1d1m 28 

As I have demonstrated so far, In AshkenazI Has1d1snn. God was in control 

of the demons, not some kind of prince or chief of demons hke Mastema, who 

appears frequently on post-b1bhcal lrterature 29 Aa::ordIng to Dan's understanding 

of Hasid1c ltterature. since God created demol'S. 11 would follow that they must be 

holy, becat:se all of God's creations are holy JC Dan also cli1Ims that demons are 

not necessanly bad or good. but neutral For the most part. Sefer Hasidim sees 

demons as evil. but there are.some cases where their tnher,ent nature Is unclear 

For example, Sefer Hasidim refers to both angels and demons as "the ones who 

accompany man· (Hame/awonm /'adam 31 Demons, as holy creatures, also have 

the ability to say blessings and bless others One story tclli; of a scnbe who read 

out loud every word before he wrote it down When asked why he did this, he 

v Parma 239. 
2
• Soloveitchik . 326. 

29 Gershom Scholem, "Demons. Demonology." EJ 5' 1525 
30 Dan, Tore/ Hasod." 188 
31 Parma 1648. 
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said that he had received a tradition that when a man says things out loud, the 

demons hear and bless the words. 32 

Even consldenng demons· holy status. they are still forbidden to say God's 

name, and, like all creatures. are submissr,e to God Atthough dernons, who are 

completely spiritual beings, have greater ment than corporeal man, 33 they are still 

bound by some of the same rules as man The next story makes this pomt 

explicitly: 

There was a pious man who would srt in the wedding hall and 

hsten to one of the singers at the danc.e The singer would ment,on 

God's name ,n his song So the pious man excommunicated the 

singer Even demons do not ment10n the Name of Heaven 1n va,n 

as we are told 1n tractate Meg1llah (3a) We do know oy way of 

tradition that they do not invoke the Name ,n vain 3' 

The previous 1llustrauons demonstrate the small amount of 'formal 

theology found ,n demon stones from Seier Has1d1m God 1s in control of the 

demons. there 1s no autonomous e~ power ,n control of the evil sp1nts In the 

wo~,d. The concepts found in the above stones correspond with tile theology 

Dan found in the larger body of German Pieust literature 

Expl■lnlng Suffering Through Demons 

Even in light of the previous matenal, the ma;onty of matenal on demons 

in Sefer Hasidim does not focus on teaching the theological concupl of knowing 

32 Parma 733. 
33 Dan, Tora/ Hasod, 188. 



God lhrough supernatural phenomena We might conceivably grant that there 

are other "theological concerns· with which Seier Has,d1m deals, 1f one defines 

"theology· as helping people deal with fears and problems relallng 10 their day-lo 

day lives. Demons. then. become responsible for many or those lears and 

problems - as I will show on this section For example, demo1ns have a lways 

been blamed for causing illness and some demons even ha"e the name of lhe 

specific disease they bnng.3~ Considering our modern knowl,edge of hygiene and 

its relationship to disease. 1t Is interesting to note that demon:. Inhabited places 

which we would consider very unsanitary privies. sewers, deserted houses dirty 

alleys, and fetod atmospheres 36 

One or the most serious of the many fears ,n the middle ages was the 

area of childbirth and rts possible compllcallons Many amuh!ts , incantations. 

and other ·magical cures· were developed to ease the paon c1f ch11db1rth.J1 A 

passage in Seier Hasidim advises midwives to say certam 1ncantatoons or carry 

certain amulets to ward off the demons when they dehver thE• children ,. 

As mentioned aoove. n21 ooly was sickness attnbuted to demons. but 

sometimes an entire plague could be blamed on them, One story tells of some 

people who came to repair some houses on a forest (Perhaps these houses had 

34 Bologna 4 
35 Gershom Scholern. "Demons. Demonology,· EJ 5 1522 
36 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic, 198. 
31 Ibid, 137. 188. 
,. Parma 1463. This text was very difficult to understand bel:ause of its poor 
Hebrew grammar and references to some German words. From what I was able 
to asoertaln. the content had something to do with protection dunng ch11db1rth 
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been deserted ) A plague came and killed lhe people because. as the story 

explains. this was the home of demons.39 

Another tragedy which people in any time period often have lo deal with 

and explain is the death of children For a parent. losing a child may be the 

biggest threat to their faith, because how could a merciful and compassionate 

God cause thrs kind of pain? Tt,e solutlO!l provided in Sefer Hasodm Is that 

demons are responsible for the death of children. In one story, a group of little 

children were walking home from school when they saw the demon Ketev Menn 

All the children died except for two. who fa1nled and became sick, and lheir skm 

and hair started falling out Bui these two dId surv1ve •0 

Not only are demons responsible for dealh and stCkness, but they also 

cause lightning and thunder This concept Is not original to Seier Hasidim. it 1s 

almost a universal belief thal a spet:1al connection exists between evil spmts and 

storms." A complicated passage m Seier Huidim describes this connection, 

and relates ii to the words reshef and hits,m by applying lhe connotat,on that lhey 

are some kind of demon to their biblical meanings of "fiery dart~ of the bow· and 

·arrows· respectively." The p~ssa11e begins by using lhe biblical quotes that 

contain the word reshef 

39 Parma 371 
.,, Parma 1512 
•

1 Trachtenberg, Jewish Mag,c. 34 
• 2 In the beginning of this chapter, I explained now reshefwas the name of a 
demon possibly In biblical llterature. and definitely in rabbinic literature The word 
Hets, hitsim in plural, which appears in Job 6 .5. 34:6 and Psalms 91 ·5 , could also 
be the name of a demon In folklore, disease and misfortune are often linked to 
the arrows of demcins. though whether hets Is a demon cannot be clearly 
demonstrated (Perry-Mane. p. 12) 
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It is written in the Bible. ·He gave their beasts over to hail, the,r 

cattle to llghtn111g bolts (resflel). He infhcted His bum,ng anger 

upon them. Wfath. indignation, trouble, and a band of deadly 

angels: (Psalms 78:48-4!:!J And d1rectty after. 11 1s wntten, "He 

cleared a path for His anger. He did not stop short of slaying them. 

but gave them over to pestilence · (Psalms 78 50) In the case of 

reshef. it 1s also written, 'For man 1s born to mischief. Just as sparks 

(b'ne, reshef) fly upward · (Job 5 7) And that rs wt1iat they say about 

demons, and about ttie arrows (hiztm) It ,s wntten, "There He broke 

the fiery arrows of the bow (nshpet keshel} the shield and the 

sword of war" (Psalms 76 4) 

Ha,t ,s also called arrows (hlllm) as rl rs written , "As Vour 

arrows (h1z1m) Oy m bnghtne5s and Your flashing spear 1n 

bnll:ance: (Habakkuk 3 7) and •fire nash1ng 1n the midst of hall· 

(Exodus 9 24) When there 1s thunder or hail, the demons shoot 

arrows at each other .like two bands m a war 

In this passage. the biblical references are supposed to demonstrate the 

connection between demons and bad weather Although the text is very 

convoluted, I will attempt to decipher ti by g1v1ng my own ln::erpretat1on First, the 

quotes from Psalms connect reshefto a band of deadly an11els, 1.e demons 

Then. from the Psalms. Job, and Habakkuk references we can infer that God's 

anger somehow represents storms In all three. the conteX1 has something 10 do 

with bad weather and God's anger. except for the book of ,lob wh,ch says that 
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rain 1s one of God's wonders_ So, if reshef and possibly hlrs,m are, 1n fact. 

demons. the proof ls moderately successful, because the two words are used In 

the conteJ:t of hail (Psalms and Exodus quotes). lightning (Habakkuk and Exodus 

quotes). and storms in general (Psalms and Habakkuk quotes) 

The belief that storms are really demons shooting arrows at each other 

most likely came to the Jews from German folklore_ According to Trachtenberg 

"Thor, the Teutonic god of thunder and storms, was believed to fiin,g wedge­

shaped stones down from the heavens a belief parallul to the classical and 

Oriental conceptions of the gods who ra,n shafts and bo~s upon the earth dunng 

storms •
0 

Demons based on an1:1ent gods often retalfled some of the,r 

charactensllcs and attnbutes in Sefer Has1d,m 

Warnings and Punlahments 

Despite the many stones and details about demons, Serer IHas,d,m does 

not disregard the danger and ,nappropnateness of interacting with these 

creatures_ Demons are mentlOned alangslde of magic, incantations wrth God's 

holy r,ame, conjunng angels, or us,ng amulets in warnings agains'I such activities 

no less than eight t,mes Although Judah was convinced of the effectiveness of 

these activities to meet a person's needs, he still perceived them as dangerous "' 

Because of Judah's need to warn people, we can assume that they were 

indulging m these magical and demonological practices For exa111ple , 

43 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic. ~76-277. n 28 
"Scheiern, Major Trends, 99. 
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when prayers to God did not seem lo help improve a person's life he might 

employ another method, one involving demons. For a misguii:1ed person such as 

this, Sefer Hasidim explains the negative repercussions of pa•rtic1patmg in the 

occult, and reminds the reader that he could only tnJsl God to help him. 

One excerpt is especially outspoken 1n its warnings: 

Anyone who conJures angels or demons or whispers magical 

incantations w,11 come to a bad end. He and his chfldren w,11 have 

misfortune dunng their rives Therefori a person should d1s1ance 

himself from these things. as well as from dream d iv1nat1on ·You 

shall be perfect (faithful) with the lord your God" (Deuteronomy 

18 13) and no: with anything else In the end, there will be no 

remedy (for the misfortune you and your children receive as a 

punishmentJ 

Many people engaged 1n these things and they or their children 

were 1mpovenshed or converted. or died from some Illness You 

might think that 11 ,s good to use dream drvmat•on to determine 

which woman you will marry. but you will not succeed A person 

should pray only to God If you travel, do not try !o con1ure angels 

to protect you: you should just pray to God Man,y prophets were 

kflled and did not use God's holy name for incantations. they prayed 

that God would be wi1h them They reasoned that If God did not 
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hear their prayers, they were not worthy enough t,) be saved All 

they did was pray "'5 

The practice of using magic was so bad that the prophets did not even use 

incantations to save their l,ves. So much the more so for the average person 

whose life 1s not m danger - he Hke the prophets, should refrain from using 

magic 

As we see m the text above conversion was conslden3d a punishment 

and sometimes magrc was the crime This rule 1s re1nlotCed by another passage 

which says that if you see a Jew who has converted either bE!caUse of harlotry 

(he wanted to many a non-Jewish woman) or gluttony (he wanted to eat non­

kosher food) , know that he or hls parents engaged m coniurn,g spmts and 

demons 46 

As a warning. Seier Has1d1m often tells us that demons only attack th,;,se 

who provoke them One passage e~pta,ns that a person can provoke demons by 

practicing sorcery. ,ncantatrons, and dream d1V1nat1on, and therefore should not 

do them. The text continues to $J!Y that even 11 a person wanted to use mag,c to 

Fa11e someone's hie, rt 1s not allowed, because the mag1c1an or his descendants 

would die before their time And one soul does not cancel out another, meanrng 

the lite of the person saved by mag,c 1s not worth more than the lives of the 

magiClan and his children So. instead of using magic. Seier Hasid,m says lo 

uParma 211. 
46 Parma 210. 

40 



only 11ay prayers and laments, and God will guard us and our children from all 

evll, nc,w and forever.47 

Apparently. demons were so dangerous that one sho1ild not even write 

about them. So. Sefer Hasidim gives a special warning to scribes or wise men 

concerning what they wrote· 

·He who guards his mouth and tongue guards himself from 

trouble" (Proverbs 21 ·23) "Tongue· 1s specifically written so that a 

person will not team to he W11h his tongue When a wise man starts to 

wrrte, he should not wnte thing!' that might cause trouble fo1 othe~, 

things about demons. and he should not get 1nvolv1!!d wrth aemons or 

sorcery or incantations. The fault will be found w1tt1 the one who wrote 

these things and copied them as well as the one "mo pan1clpated in 

them•• 

Someumes the punishments for oonjunng demons wme so severe that 

even if one was punii;hed dunng his lifetime. he might still meet with gnef after 

hls death_ Those whom he harmed through conjunng w111 avenge his soul even 

after hrs death ' 9 But involvement wrth demons does not harm 1ust the perwn 

who does the conJur1ng, as we have already seen Hfs chlldlren and many 

generations afterward could be punished for his act10ns '° One oould even 

•7 Bologna 1172. This ,s the last paragraph of the Bologna addition. and tt ends 
with ·amen and amen • 
41 Parma 738. 
•
9 Parma 1455. '° Parma 210 , 211 



cause shame to fall upon the entire world, if he uses demons to predict the 

coming of the Messiah 51 

Many of the previous passages give the warnings and punishments 

outright instead of through a story, which 1s unusual considering the prominence 

of stones 1n Sefer Hasidim But there 1s one story which 1llus'lrates what 

happened to a particular man wtien he employed a sorceress to call up demons 

for his own selfish purposes 

There was once a man whose mother hated h11n At the time of 

her death, he was not near her (1 :i at her deathbud), and she had 

not prepared a will that said where her money was h1dder.. The 

son sought out a sorceress to d1vme the h1d1ng place of the money 

At night. the sorceress dtd something with a knife and went to 

sleep r,Ne do not know exactly what she did ) While she was 

dreaming, a demon came to her with the kmfe thrust in his heart-

The son of the demon went to the sorceress and said, "Why did 

you thrust a knife ,nto m~ father's nean? 

She said, "Because Mr So-and-so wants you to tell htm wtiere 

his mother's money was hidden • 

The demon called up the man's mother and said, ·oon t you 

see that this knife ts in rny heart until you tP.11 me 1>o1here your money 

is hidden?' 

She replied to the demon, "While I was ahve, vou ruled over my 

home, but now that I am dead you do not rule O'Ver me I will not 

" Panna 212. 
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tell you where the mooey rs Had ij been my desire to inform my 

son, I would have done so while I was alive: but tt ,s not my desire: 

She told the demon the same thing for two more nights The 

demon then begged her, ·1 cannot stand having this knife 1n my 

heart· 

She replied "Even though 1t is not the law nor rny des,re to tell 

I will tell you where my money 1s on account of your suffenng It 1s 

locked up well in a box ' 

Her son looked ,n lots of boxes He eventually found the 

money in a box between two other boxes, but whlle he was looking, 

his mother came to horn on a dream She said ·u has caused me so 

much suffering to give you rh,s lnformat:on. and that's how much 

misery wtll come to you because you used magic 11> coniure me up 

to tell you where my money was hidden ~, 

By consulting a sorceress, he provoked the demons a1nd his mother. 

whose spint was raised after shey,as dead, so she put a cur:.e on him. Seier 

Hasidirr. uses this story to say to the reader look what happened to th,s guy If 

you use magic or provoke demons. you wlll be punished just like him 

Protaction, Healing and E~pulsion 

The number of selections 1n Sefer HasKhm which talk about protec\lon 

illustrate that Jews were in constant fear of demons and wanited to learn how to 

protect themselves As Trachtenberg wntes. "The most compelling evidence 
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that no place. no time. and no man was exempt from the fear and the danger of 

spirit attack ... is fn the countless devices that were empl,oyed to ward off this 

danger.~ Certain devices or techniques were used to clnve demons away, 

render them powerless, or prevent any possible future d,3mage that the demons 

might cause.sc 

Some possible methods of protection are 

One shou1d not tell anyone if he sees a dennon 55 

2 If a person 1s harmed by a demon, and he tells someone about ,1 

within nine days, he will bt harmed even w,orse 56 

3 After a person sees a demon, he should be,nd his thumb Inside his 

other fingers and touch burmng coals before he speaks 51 

4 The method of putting one's thumb 1ns1de t11s other fingers will also 

prevent a demon lrom harming him ,n his sleep (Sometimes. a 

demon WIii appear In a dream in 1tie form of a man or an animal. like 

a cal,58 who wants to bite or somehow harm the person who 1s 

sleeping ) In lhis_srtuauon, the person should also quote scnpture 

52 Parma 1456. 
53 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic. 44 
sc Ibid 153. 
55 Parma 325. 
56 Bologna 1146. 
57 Parma 327. 
58 Angels and demons can take the form ol a human or any kind of animal 
(Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic, 31) A stnya once appeared to a man as a cat 
(Bologna 465). and another demon appeared to a queen in the image of her 
husband, wearing a crown. 1n order to trick her to have sex wrth h,m (Parma 
379). 
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and say, "The (angel of the) lord said to Satan. !tie lord rebuke you, 

Satan ... this 1s a brand plucked from the fire: (Zachariah 3:2)59 

5 . One should bow before demons.60 

6 If a demon kisses a person. the person should not klSS h•rn back 6' 

7 A person should be careful If he is cutting down a tree, because 

certain female demons. called /..Jliot (plural ot UM). convene in 

trees.
62 

especially ones that have drops that lool~ like wax or candle 

dnpp1ngs 63 

8 As wrth other demons one should not provoke l.1/iot An example of 

somethmg that would probably anger them is a IJerson who leaves 

excrement by lhe demons tree .. 

9 Do not sleep under a nut tree especially one that has nme leaves 

on its branches, because demons c.ongregate around these trees &! 

10.A person who Is harmed by demons can hang n11ne bits of wood 

around his neck that are called stilleti or navim in German 56 The 

wood should be collected from mne bndges at nme clfy gates v 

11 Another cure for someone who 1s harmed by de,mons 1s to eat from 

the breatl and salt of the demon 68 

59 Parma 327 
60 Parma 327 
81 Parma 327 
u The belief that demons congregate or inhabit trees was strongly held among 
the Germans (Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic 276, n 25) 
6
' Parma 1462. 

94 Parma 1462. 
65 Bologna 1153. 
115 See Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic. 120 for the word •s11llet1 
er Bologna 1153. 



12.Anyone who is seized by fear that he might enter a1 place which 

demons frequent should move four cubits away 69 

To expel a demon. the most popular method is to spit on hirn and say, 

· rsei tame, mikan uv'rach /'cha" (Get out of here profane one. and escape). '0 

Some people will spit on the demon a second time, This forrnu,la also works if a 

person 1s not sure whether 11 1s a demoo or someone who has died that appears 

in front of him, In this situation. he should also say ·1 make an oath upon you 

demon. so you will not narrn me or any cf my loved ones·" 

The folt0wtng text descnbes a more complicated method to expel multiple 

demons from a certain place A sage explains the process 

You should choose a plot of land measure out a square, and 

put rope around ,ts penmeter Take a seler Torah and ten men, 

68 Bologna 464, 465, 466, a demon who ts harmed by a human1 can also be cured 
by eatrng the bread 3nd salt of the human who hurt ,t. The reason for this cure is 
better 1.mderstood by looking at the role of bread and san in Je,Nlsh trad1t1on 
Bread was considered man's ·staff of life • the basic staple food It symbolized 
an entire meal or one's hvelihood It was used extensively as ~1n accompaniment 
to vanous types of sacn;fices and offerings Salt was used m biblical times 1n the 
sacnfietal ritual. m medicine and as a-preservative for food Every sacnfice was 
sprinkled with salt. Newborn ,nlanrs were rubbed with salt, appa1enUy as a 
health measure The lasting effect of salt probably accounts Im its use by the 
prophet Elisha as a means for punfying the waters of Jencho Jewish law 
requires that a little salt oe spnnkled on the bread eaten al the beginning of a 
meal before a benediction 1s recrted over 11. This Is explained ;is a symbolic act. 
because a person's table m post-Temple times served as a substitute for the 
alter where sacrifices were salted. (Geoffrey Wigoder . ed The Encyclopedia of 
Judersm Jerusalem: The Jerusalem Publishing House Ltd 1089) 135, 619) 
Another explanation comes from Genes•s 3 19, which says, ·ey the sweat of your 
brow, shall you get bread lo eat· Satt is representative of swe,at. Lastly, bread 
and salt are regarded as a natural pair because the Hebrew words lecllern and 
me/sch are both spelled with the same three letters (Source. From a queslton 
asked on the mailing list "HUCALUM" on the ,memet ) 
59 Bologna 1146 
70 Parma 327. 
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and stretch a rope along the length of the square on the ground 

The sefer Torah should lead on the rope in a straight path with the 

ten men following This is how you begin. After you finish walking 

along, that line , take the rope and arrange it directly along the 

footprints from the first line and follow this second line. Do this until 

you have covered the entire ground of the plo: of land with the serer 

Torah always leading lhe way. 

While you are walking, recite the Priestly Blessing, the psalms 

against evil spirits. and certain Biblical verses This is what you 

should say while walking along each line. and you should not rest 

until you have covered the entrre area And 1n the end, ~ will be 

said that by the consent of God and Torah. Israel and those who 

observe the Torah. ti ts forbidden for any demon to come to this 

place from this day forward . And ther. the demons will leave that 

place."72 

Some people are JUSt born lucky and are protected by evil spmts from 

birth. Those who are born with a 01ul - the inner fetal membrane that covers the 

head at birth - are advised le keep rt on their person as a protectJon from the 

demons who battle during a storm. 13 Vanous peoole observe this custom of 

1
' Parma 326. 

n Parma 371. 
73 Trachtenberg, Jawish Magic, 134 
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preserving the caul, because the child who 1s born wrth rt. is considered lucky 1• 

Seier Hasidim describes the caul as a kind of armor that prot1!Cts the person 15• 

Incantations are also used to protect one from demon~:. Although many 

incantations are prohft>hed. 1ncantat1ons that are used to prot,: ct one from 

demons are allowed. For instance. an incantation can be uSE!d to control 

demons in some si1uat10ns This incantation prevents a demc,n flom leaving a 

particular place But if the person falls asleep. he might relea,se the demon ,n h,s 

dreams and leave himself vulnerable to danger 76 

An incantation can also be said to relea:;e someone who 1s possessed by 

a demon,77 and saying an Incantation nine limes is espec,all11 l1elpful to those 

who have been harmed by demons Seier Hasrd1m tells us that this method 

came from the Germans (presumably non-Jews) 76 Anott1er passage explain! 

that an 1ncantat10n can be said which will help deti,rmme wh!!U1er an appantion 1s 

the spirit of a dead person or a demon What makes this passage special 1s that 

it specifically states thal this 1s an acceptable use ot an incantation 711 

Storjes as Exempla 

Two of the stories already ment10ned in this chapter 2,re examples of 

stones about demons that are used for instruction Smee th,: ·sinners· in the 

stories are punished by demons, the reader 1s warned that hie too could be 

7• Patai. Raphael, On Jewish Folklore (Michigan Wayne State University Press 
1983): 393. 
75 Parma 1463. 
1' Parma 327 
77 Bologna 467. 
7l Bologna 1153. 
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harmed by demons if he sins 1n these ways The woman Who d rank water on 

Yorn Kippur was killed by a demon,'° and the man Who stole someClne's field wa.s 

chased and tortured by destructive angels even after hfs death 11 T'he stones 

Illustrate that stealing and breaking the laws of fasting on Yorn K1ppur are sins 

with severe penalties 

The other stones that are used to teacn lessons are mainly concerned 

with ethics One story ~xplains that even demons deserve compassion in certain 

srt.uations A stnya, which 1s either a female demon or a kind of w,t1;h82• harmed 

another woman. But the stnya allowed the woman to eat from her loread and 

salt, wh1cn 1s the cure for harm caused by a stnya In this case. we are told we 

can have mercy for the striya u Ever, though she harmed someon,e. she 

compensated for her act by heating the woman If this story 1s useij as an 

analogy for everyday life. 1t teaches th.;l even lhe worst people in the communrty 

deserve mercy We can infer from tn1s story that a person Who doc~s many bad 

deeds and only a few good deeds should still receive mercy from c,thers. 

The next story addresses tne 1SSue of how people should tmat each other. 

especially ~eoplc who are in a position of power over others, The story of 

Balaam .. and his donkey is used as a metaphor for a relationship •Nl\h an 

imbalance of power 

" Parma 324. 
110 Parma 239 
8
' Parma 35. 

12 It is unclear to which category this creature belorigs See Trachtenberg, 
Jewish Magic, 38. I w,11 discuss the matter 1n more detail later in tl11s chapte, 
113 Bologna 466. 
94 Seier Hasidim uses the story of Balaam often in its texts about (lemons 
Balaam was a prophet called by an evil king to make a curse on ttie Israelites 
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' And lhe angel of the Lord said to him. Why did you strike your 

donkey these three times?" (Numbers 22:32, frc,m the story of 

Balaam.) You might think that a person can hit a pack animal When 

his burden IS hght and he will not move forward. for ,t says. 'these 

three IJmes.' But even In this case. you are punished for hitting 11 

S ince the animal usually follows orders to walk. an.d rt did not this 

time, you should have been worried that the anima1I might be sick, 

and II 1s a s,n to cause a sick animal to labor S11ndar1y at night. 

when the animal starts snorting, know that it has seen a spirit or 

demon. and II does not want to move forward Do r.ot hit rt 1n th,s 

situation: it 1s afraid of the spmt or demon, and also afraid on behalf 

of Its nder Do not be ur.grateful and beat rt 

This Is even truer concerning a wife A person 11hould think h.:iw 

he would want to be treated If he were under someone's oontrol, 

and that 1s how he should behave toward those who are under his 

control 115 

Anotl>e1 issue concerning people's rela11onshIps wrth uach other 1s gossip 

'n a few places In Sefer Hasidim, as mentioned elsewtiere in this chapter we are 

told not to tell anyone ifwe have had en expenence wi!ti demons. Perhaps this 

warning is symbohc for discouraging people to tell stones which could lead tc> 

(Numbers, chapter 22) On the way to tne king, Salaam's dc,nkey 1s stopped by 
an angel, but Sefer Hasidim explains that, i n fact. a demon s1ands in the way of 
Salaam's donkey. not necessarily an angel With this interpl'etation. the story of 
Salaam's donkey proves that animals can see sp,rrts and demons (Pamia 140 
Bologna 1146), 
115 Parma 140. 
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gossip. Another passage that tells about animals that can si!e angels and 

demons proves this connection even better If a person chai;es cows away from 

a fire and they run back lo i1. know the! they are afraid that ma/ache/ habalah 

(angels of destruction) are coming 10 the city The passage then gives the moral 

of the story, which says that 1f only people did not talk about everything they see 

they would be able lo see more things, 10s1 hke anvnals who see th1ng.s but 

cannot talk about them. 16 

If these previous stones have not taught the reader to stnve to be a moral 

person. there 1s one more statement that may wort\ We lea,rn that the spirits of 

wicked people become demons when they die, hke the genmalJOns or Cain . who 

became demons when they died This passage 1s also the ,only place 1n Sefer 

Hasidim where we team a lmle about the origin of defllon& 

This next story also teaches a lesson and 11 may nave the tone of tongue 

in-cheek. humor The story begins by telling the readers "0<) not be overly 

righteous" (Ecclesiastes 7 16) This biblical quotation ,n us.ed ln reference to an 

incident where a slriya appeared to II Jew as a cat. and the Jew hit the cat The 

hun striya asked the Jew to heal her and he wanted to But an old man said to 

him. "Do not be overly righteous." The old man told the Jew that when one ,s 

obligated to others, he ,s unable to exhibit extreme piety If the Jew healed the 

striya, she would live and be able to hun other humans 57 The Jew was so 

concerned about being pious that he lost all perspective He was wllhng to 

sacrifice the safety of his community to increase his own level of p,ety 

M Bologna 1146 . 
17 Bologna 465. 
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The final stOf)' m this section wams the readers about the dangers of 

obsession. A man was so obsessed wrth his son's death that he cc,ntmued his 

routine as if his son was still alive A demon paid him a visit and jolted him out of 

htS obsession: 

There was a case with a schOlar who had a son, ancl he would 

teach his son Torah The son died wrthoU1 any children. and the 

father would cry desperately, "My son, R Joseph, come 13nd study 

When rt was tome for the father to eat he would cry, "My son R 

Joseph, come and eat • One ·,me the father 1ose early ,n the 

morning and cned, ' My son, R Joseph come and study," as he 

used to do when his son was hv1119 Th,s tJme a demon came ,n 

the image of the son and stood ,n front of the father !rnmed1ately, 

the father knew that this was not his son but a demon iinstead He 

spit upon !he der,,on and said. ·Get out of here, profane one and 

flee.' and the demon fled Therefore. a person should only mourn 

as much as tS the stanoard .. 

Demc-ns, Witches or Monsters·, 

Some creatures descnbed 1n Seier Hasidim are not clearl)' identified as 

demons_ Sometimes they have charactenshcs associated with demons: ot11er 

times they are descnbed as Witches or some k:nd of monster For example. one 

story describes demons who look 111\e soldiers 

88 PalTT'la 327. 



Once. a prayer leader left his place and met a great solider He 

saw the leader of the soldiers riding on a hon. witln its bndle 1n ,ts 

mouth, and the bridle was really e long snake. Immediately, the 

wise man knew that these soldiers were demons.119 

Sefer Hasidl!Tl 1mroduces us to a variety ot witches an,d monsters, There 

are a number of stories about a slnya which IS often identified as a wrtch In 

some non-Jewish thirteenth century stones, wnches with disheveled hatr Oy 

around at night. feed on tne blood and flesh of infants and adults and are 

accompanied and aided by evil spints 90 In some sources the stnya IS described 

as a demon and as a witch but mos1 commonly she appeam as a nesh-and• 

blood woman or an evil splnl that takes a woman's fOfTTl 9
' Trachtenberg 

translates stnya as an estne, while other authors call her sings 
91 Joseph Dan 

explains that the slnya ,s the Hebrew equ,valent of the Latm stnga which Is the 

name of a cann1balistIc witch who eats babies and sucks blood 93 

One particular story ,n Sefer Has1dIm gives us the most ,nformalion about 

this creature. the striya 

There are some wome11 who are slnyas, mares and werewolves 

(these are drfferenl names lor witches) They wrne created on the 

89 Parma 1871, 
90 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic, 13 
9

' Ibid, 38. 
92 Flint. The Rise of Magic, p 124. 
113 Joseph Dan ·S/ppurim Demonolog1yy1m • Has1ppur Ha 7vn 81yemei­
Habeineyim. J~rusalem· Kater, 1974 170 (Hereafter, Dan, "S,ppunm ") 
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eve of the first Sabbath94 and they can transfonn themselves onio 

different creatures. 

Once. a woman who was a slriya was very siok. Two women 

stayed wrth her, and one slept while the other stayed awake 

During the night the striya stood up before the woman who was 

awake and nung her ha,r wildly about her head 95 The stnya 

wanted to escape and suck lhe blood or the sleepin,g woman 96 So 

the one woman woke up th~ other. and they caught lhe stnya 

Afterwards. one woman went back to steep and the other 

remamed awake This happened twice If the slriya had been able 

to kill one of the women she would have lived But she was not 

able lo kill the woman. and so she died, becausE, stnyas need to 

eat the blood and flesh or humans Werewolves. mares and stnyas 

need to fti"9 their hair wildly about their heads before they can 

escape. Therefore, one should chant an incantation that catches 

these creatures while they an: f1,ng1ng their hair. and then they will 

not be allowed to leave e~cept by permission of th<? chanter 
97 

The mare. which 1s lranslrterated 1n Hebrew as maras or marash, rece,ves 

its only menuon 1n Seier Hasidim ,n the passage above. along with werewolves 

94 In Avot, 5.6 . we team · Ten things were created on the e11•e or Sabbath ,n the 
twihght .. . some say also the destructive spmts (maz1k1n)" were created then Th,s 
reference leads us to beheve that these creatures might be demons. because 
ma1ikin is a general term for demons 
95 The Hebrew menatsafat 1s unclear 1n mean111g: lh1s transl,atlon comes from 

Trachtenberg. Jewish Magic. 38-39 
"' This is usually ass0e1ated with vampires 
97 Bologna 464. 



(transliterated as vervulsh) Seter Hasidim tells us that these are three names of 

different kinds of wrtches (the werewolf being a male wrtch). but the story 1s only 

about a slriya.114 A different source says thal mares are creatures that hang out 

1n forests 1n groups of nine, but they do not harm humans The m.ost accepted 

understanding is that the mare 1s a be,ng tnat rests upon man while he steeps 

and depnves him of the power of speech by grasping hrs tongue ,3nd tips and 

chol\ing off his breath. so that he cnes out 19 It ls the mare tt1a1 ,s respons,ble for 

nightmares.100 

Tt,e next monster listed m the list ,s a werewolf, usually de,scribed as a 

sorcerer or demon who 1nhab1ts the earth ,n man's form. bu! wlll somehmes lake 

the shape of a wolf and attack and eat men However, m Seier Hastdtrn. 

werewolves are i(jentof,ed as male wrtches ·o-

The other Hebrew word used to refer 10 a witch is michas,efah. which has 

another, very different rne.1nmg 1n med1e11al ltterature The form•!r refers to a 

ce"ain abnormal creature wh,le the latter 1s a person who poss1?sses a secret 

knowledge 1n magic which he uses for hts ~n profit or to help others He rs 

98 Bologna 464, The Hebrew root most commcnly used for ma11te. with the root 
ks,hf. is used 1n its feminine flOUn as both witch or sorceress w,Uh no consistency 
In the following chapter on magic. I most commonly translate rt as · sorceress • 
99 A similar monster appeared in an episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. a 
drama series on the Warner Brothers television networi<. The monster, called 
Der Kindestod- German for "chtld death," feeds on children by sucking out all 
their breath, making them thrash around as if in a nightmare. and he eventuall~ 
kills them. ("Killed by Death" was first a,red on March 3, 1998 ) 
•00 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic. 39. 
101 Bologna 464; Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic. 39 



considered a professional, and is paid for his services. '0, Th,? only way lo 

identify which meaning m,chashefah has 1s through the context of the story 

For example, one story talks about michashefot in a cxmtext that clearly 

Identifies them as witches 

A few scholars say that women wl1O are sus1Pected of eating 

children are analogous to the case of the wild an,d rebelhous son 

{ben sorer u'moreh) (Sanhedrin 70a) He was killed because he 

might have killed someone 111 the future A wise n,an said to them 

"Israel 1s not ,n her own land • [Jews do nol have control over 

capital punishment outside of the land of Israel ) fhere are some 

women who do this against 1he1r w,11. and there are some who are 

witches 

Concerning the witches an announcement 1s made when they 

are present 1n the synagogue that ij any of I he ch0dren were 

hanned. th.e teen, of these women would be ground mio the stones 

surrounding the well. and tne guilty ones wo~11d die within the 

hour ,a, 

One of the most prominent differences between Jewish witches and 

Chnst1an wrtches ,s that, from a religious perspective JeWl!;h witches are not 

connected to Satan or ev,I forces Despite lhe supematura1I character of these 

creatures. they are rnerely reallst1c and natural phenomena. and their danger 1s 

102 Joseph Dan, "Magic." EJ 11 707-708 
Hll Panna 172. 
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given strength by this and nothing else '°' This connectlOll 1s found 1n the 

following story: 

A child was bom with teeth and a tail People said that smce 

one day he would eat humans, they should kill him Th-a sa9e said 

to ihem. ·someone needs to take out his teeth and cu t off his ta1I 

until h1S body 1s like everyone e1se·s. and then he will not be able to 

cause demonic harm ,a~ 

The last unusual creature mentioned 111 Sefer Has1d1m ,s the dragon 

The dragon 1s included ,n only one story. where he ,s a demon \vtth unusual 

attributes. The dragon 1s viewed as two possible creatures in medieval 

folklore the more familiar fire-spitting serpent (which 1s afraid of thunder) 

and as a demon who may enter a horse in the shape of a man 1'"' The story 

about this dragon 1s so unusual thal the story Is retold here in rts ,entirety 

There was once a ceru11n k1n<l of demon called dragon ,n 

Greek If one were lo slnke him with a sword. ne would not be 

harmed Once. tne dragon had seJ< with a pnncess 
10

' and she 

gave birth to a son, who was also a demon The father dragon was 

afraid of his son. because orily his son could kill him. 

Once. when the father had sex with the queen. the king freed 

the dragon's son. who happened to be in jail. so that the son woulu 

1°' Dan. ·s;ppunm: 170-171 
105 Parma 171. 
106 Trachtenberg. Jewish Magic, 280. n 47 
101 Toe Hebrew "bat melech" means pnncess 1n English. but Bal Melech 1s also 
the name of a demoness who caused diseases of the eye (Perry-Marx. 
Demonology. 38). In this context, bat melech probably means pnncess 



kill his father When the son left the 1a1I, he took his father's swcird. 

and hid under the queen's bed. Immediately, the father cJrar10n 

smelled something He said, ' I smell something that frightens me. 

Nevertheless. I'm not going to stop having sex · So he went 13nd 

had sex with the queen 

Then the son got out from under the bed in order to kill his 

father When the father fell off the bed, the son wounded him The 

demon said, · stnke me a second t,me If I am only wounded 011ce, 

I will die. but the second time will keep me afive " The son ~,aid. 

"My mother gave birth to me only once so t will not strike you 

another time • The king's wife got up and saw the demon whom 

she had had sex wrth The demon was dead. and hrs nesh had 

puffed up so that he filled the entire room No 011e could get to the 

door So the king had th~ roof destroyed m order to get Into the 

house Then the demon was cut up piece by piece, the p11!Q!S of 

his flesh were loaded Into many carnages until they were full , and 

he was take., away 

The queen did not say that she had sex with the dn1gon 

because then tht! king would have died. She would have become 

1mpovenshed. and would not have had success at anything In her 

11fe. Instead, she said that a demon appeared 1n the tmagu of a 

king, wearing the crown on his head Tt1is is the general way that 
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demons behave - when they first appear to a wom an, it is in the 

image of her husband 

When a dragon 1s inside a house, he does not cause harm But 

the moment he leaves the house, the house will catc:h fire and burn 

down.106 

These kinds of creatures were usually thought to be non-Jews •~ But 

Seier Hasidim gives proof that Jews. too, could be such mons,ters For example 

if a cantor prays for the heanh of wrtches. no one should say ' amen· after him 
110 

Also, coocemmg the wnches accused of canmtiahsm ma pre,nous story, since 

the verdict of their guilt or innocence 1s given m the synagogue, we can infer that 

the witches were Jewrsh - for they went 10 synagogue 111 

Some Final Details 

Sefer Hasidim tells u5 aboul many of the details and attnbutes of demons 

In stories that seem to have no other purpose For example. one story e>Cplams 

why sheep are used for the Passover offe~ng, and ,n the process. rt also teaches 

us where. the word se 'irim as a name for demons came from, that se irim are 

da~ng demons. and that male demons have hair. bul female demons do not 

The Egyptians used to say incantations into the ear of a sheep. 

so that a demon would come -,ut of the ear and predict the future 

Because of this, God commanded the lsraehtes to take sheep as 

101 Parma 379 
•09 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic 14 
110 Bologna 467 
111 Parma 172. 
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the Passover offering to atone for the sheep's degradat10n The 

Egyptians would also plant one tree at a specific time, which they 

knew through sorcery After a year, they would chop 11 down ,n a 

partrcular way, wl11ch they also knew by sorcery, until the demons 

would come and sit on top of the tree and leap and dance upon rt 

like semm and predtet the future 

Why call demons seirim? So that one will mmember that 

demons have harr on their heads 112 But female d,~mons do not 

have hair on thetr 11eads That Is why Boaz put his hand on Ruth's 

head When he saw lhat she had hair t11en he asl<ed, "Who are 

you •113 (He did not want 10 meet her untrl he determined that she 

was not a demon ) 

Another s1ory explains to us the palh of .:lemons. and hc,w they can go to 

certain places This Is onP. or the stones that uses Salaam's c1,,nkey as a bas,s 

for therr eXlrapolatJon about the charactensUcs of demons m g,~neral The story 

begms by telling us that animals can see SP!_nlS because they. unlike humans 

will not (or rannot) tell anyone about what they saw Tt11s Is a perfect segue for 

Balaam 

. Just as Salaam's donkey saw what Balaam could not see (the 

angeVdemon) Why didn't the &ngel tum to the ll!l ht or left or fty 

away In the arr (instead of stand,ng tn front of the donkey)? 

Because. as ScnptUre says, "the path was blocked from me" 

' 12 The Hebrew word se inm has the same root as the word se, 'ar. which means 

hair. 
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(Numbers 22:32). But from this we learn that it is dan,gerous to shut 

doors and windows because maybe It has been decreed for the 

demons to go through that very same pathway which we have 1ust 

blocked. You cause tnem troui:>le by making them go a different 

way. That's why, "(the angel! crushed Salaam's fl:>ot agaInsI the 

wau: (Numbers 22·25) ,n order to go the way that was prescnbed 

And how do we know that demons cannot go anywhere except 

the place that Is prescribed to them? Because we are told ,n the 

Talmudic tractate Hulin that the demon would slIand under the 

gutter and break barrels because he could not leave It also says in 

traotate Pesach,m that the only path on wt1Ich a d,emon can go is 

on the side of the publtc doma,n 

. And you should know tt>at when a Clog sees the Angel of 

Death blocking ,ts way, n cannot go that way and nnust turn around 

until he walks out of the path of the Angel of Death If someone 

pushes the dog into the path of the Angel of Death the dog will die 

or sometimes even the man who pushed him w,11 dre. My cousin 

Ya'ako11 tried to push a dog and the dog died 1mmediately'
14 

From this very complicated and confusing passage we leam that demons car. go 

10 only certain places, and we had better not block their way 

Three last random details about demons are: 

"' Bologna 1155 
114 Bologna 1146 
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1. Demons come out at night."~ 

2. Many demons have the letter pey in their names. a114j therefore you 

cannot find the letter pey 111 the names of prayers. e>:cept musaf • •~ 

3. The number nine Is somehow retated 10 demons 

The last detail deserves some e~planation. although we have already 

seen that demons congregate in trees wrth branches that have• nine leaves on 

them, and they congregate in groups of nine "' Also. to heal ,someone who was 

harmed by demons. one ·must recite the exorosm mne times as they do ,n 

Germany. where they count nme knots or they heal h,m with nine bits of wood 

called stilleli •11
• The Impartance of the number nme comes from the 

surrounding German culture "[The phrase) 'as they do ,n Ge1many ,s the ket to 

this novel Jewish enthusiasm for nine for natr1e Teutonic maq,c was 

characterized by the doctrine of nines, and In medieval Germ13n magic nme 

occurs very frequently Along with other German folk-beliefs, the potent nine 

wormed its way mto Jew,st, superstition "
119 

Conclusi9ns 

The demonolog1cal stones ,n Seier HasI0,m help us learn about the lives 

of the Ashkenazi Hasidim Atthough the stones may h,nt at c:oncepts that could 

be considered "theological · theology Is not the main purpos13 of the stones In 

n 5 Parma 939 
" 6 Bologna 115"'. 
"

1 Bologna 1153 . 
111 This ttanslat10n of a section of Bologna 1153 ,s by Trachtenberg, Jewish 

Magic. 120 
119 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic, 120. 
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some ways, we learn "theology• only as a by-product of the stones. which talk 

about everyday life for German Jews In the Middle Ages Judaism was their way 

of life, so thoughts about God and the meaning of life were common 

In general, most of the literature ot Ashkenai1 Hasidism takes pll!ty to the 

extreme . But this Is not true for most of the stories about dernons In fact, in 

many cases certain levels of magical formola and demonology interactions are 

permitted - practices which contradict our standard notions 1Jf ·piety · Even 

considering the importance place upon atonement and penances In Sefer 

Hasidim, none are mentioned m these stones Instead of gI•11ng specific detailed 

penances for interacting with demons, the reader only receives a general 

warning Iha! he or his descendants will somehow be punished In the future Also 

omitted Is any mention of how demons could be placeo befc,re a hasid as a test 

If the Hasidim believe that life is made up of continuous trials to test a person's 

level of nghteousness Sefer Hasidim could have illustrated this concep: through 

stories about the temptation of interacting with demons. Those who avoided 

contact wrth demons would have passed this particular test , leading to possible 

salvation_ and those who did not avo,d contact would fail These two concepts 

perances and life as a series of tnals. are major concepts In the ideology of 

Seier Has1d1rr, Yet, the demonolog1cal stones do not directly refer to either of 

these ideas. 

Ultimately, the mmn purpose of the demonologlcal Mones in Sefer 

Hasidim 1s to give instruction to the Hasidim to help \hem live their lives wrth as 

much piety as possible Smee demons were part of their e,veryday hves. and rt Is 



clear that the author accepts demons as a reality. the Ashkenazi Hasidim needed 

instruction on how to deal with and interact with demons. This instruction comes 

in the form of stones. which not only descnbe the danger of demons and how to 

protect oneself from them. but they also teach lessons. and help the average Jew 

to understand why evil exists. and why bad things happen to gocid people 

From thts selection of lrterature. rt 1s clear that demons were a large part of 

the culture of Ashkenazl Has1d1sm · Hardly a murmur of doubt do we hear of the 

existence and realtty of the evd splrits:•2ll Jemons ex.isled an<l were a part of 

everyday life This reality created the fasc,nahng and reveal,ng 1jemonolog,cal 

stories found in Seier Hasidim 

110 Ibid, 26. 



Chapt.r Thnie: Magic 

Background 

For centunes, people have had a fascination with mag IC Belief or wonder 

about the plausibility of magic is pervasive because fear and desire are 

permanent. fear of sickness, of an enemy. of the dangers of ct111db1rth of death In 

battle, etc and the desire to know the future , to w,n the favor of a woman or of 

kings, to consuh stars or ghosts or sp1n1s to ~now the mean,~g of creams, and 

more. ' Even for Jews, magic has been an ancient and honorable 1radItIon 1 But 

the word ·magic· is ,nherently ambiguous In classical antiquity. the word · mag,c 

applied to the arts of Zoroastnan pnests. called the Mag, Whal the Magi did was 

by definition "the arts or the Magi" or · tne magical arts· or smnply ' mag,c • Over 

time. the definition of mag1e lost any direct connec11on to the Mag,. and became 

an art or craft connected to all relig10ns, not iust ZoroastnanIsm l 

In order to have any kind of d,scuss,on on mag,c, we need to discuss 

some of rts defiM10ns Encyclopedia J~aica approaches magic from an 

anthroptilog,cal perspect,ve. defining ,t as actions taken in o,rder to ,nnuence the 

mysterious forces of the world • Another author defines magic as "the attempt on 

man's par1 to have intercourse with sp.,I1uaI and supernatural be,ngs. and 10 

1 Judah Goldin, "The Magic of Magic and Superstition • Aspecrs of Re/,g,ous 
Propaganda ,n Judaism and Ea,ty Chnst,anity (Indiana University of Notre Dame 
Press 1976)· 117 (Hereafter, Goldin. "The Magic of Magic. ") 
2 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic. 11 
l Richard Kieckhefer, Magic ,n the Middle Ages (University of Cambridge 1989) 

10. (Hereafter. Kieckhefer Magic ) 
• Joseph Dan. "Magic," EJ 11 .703 
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Influence them for his benefrl ~ Specifically concerning magic in the Middle 

Ages, another scholar defines magic as "the exercise of a prIetemalural control 

over nature by hurr,an beings with the assistance of forces more powerful than 

they. "6 These three defr11rt1ons all share the idea that humans use magic to 

influence something. but only the last two acknowledge that the humans need 

help from or interaction with some ~ind of spirit or force 

The d1st1nd1on between an act by a human alone andl an act w1t'1 the help 

of higher power is imponant The former Indicates that the rnag1c1an has a 

special power himself and the later aclmowledge, that magic 1s a skill not a 

power. because he needs supernatural help. Richard Kieck hefer, a leader In the 

field of study on magic 1n the Middle Ages claims that medie11a1 mtelleduals 

recogn,zed these definitions as two separate and different k1'lds of magic 

Natural magic was a branch of medteval si:1ence ttiat dea/1 with the occult -

hidden powers - within nature. Oemon,c magic was a perv.ers10n of reh91on 11 

was a religion that tt.1med away from God and toward demc,ns for their help 1n 

human affairs 1 

The occult power comes from either an internal source, meamng from the 

ptiysicat form of an ob1ect or from an external source, hke the emanations that 

come from !!tars and planets • According to this v,ew of m,1gic., all things are 

endowed w~h occuh vinues and power and they possess ·mutually sympathetic 

s Davies. Magic, Oillinat,on and Demonology, 1 
1 Valerie Flint. Tha Rise of Magic ,n Early Medieval Eurnpo(New Jersey 
University of Pnnceton Press 1991) 3 (Hereafter. Fl,nt /i1,se of Magic ) 
7 Kieckhefer. Magic, 9 
' Kieckhefer, Magic. 12-13 
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or antipathetic qualities." One could manipulate natural objects 1n order to 

harness the magical currents within ror a specific purpose • 

For many wnters in medieval Europe. all maglc was by definition demonic 

They believed that magical effect of even a natural ob1ect came from demons 

This notion rests on ·amm1slic" principles, namely that thongs througriout nature 

have spints or personalities dwelling Within. and the magician worils to innuer,ce 

these spirits.10 Seier Hasidim could probably be included 1n the group that views 

all magic as "demonic magic· because of its belief in appointed angels As 

mentioned in chapter one. every person has a spintual or astral double. called 

memunneh . ..mo directs that 1nd111lduars acts There 1&a memunneh 1n charge of 

every species, every place. every person. and every animal - one for each 

element in nature '' The magician tnes to manipulate these angels 1n order to 

do his will. The appointed angel concept probabty originated from a non-Jewish 

source, which has an appo1oled demon over evRry plot of land, and the demon 

knows everything that 1s done 1n that plot of land '
1 

K1eckhefer 1dentif1es another definlt10n for magic which relies on 1n1ended 

force of action rather than on the type of power 1nvol\ed In !his definrt1on, magic 

coerces spintual beings or forces. while religion focuses on the supplication of 

God. From this perspective. the borders between religion and magic become 

even more difficult to discern. But this defin1t1on does not always wor11 because 

there were those Who thought tt,ey could coerce demons - but only because they 

9 Trachtenberg, Jewish Mag,c. 21 
1° Kied<hefer, Magic, 10. 13 
" Baer, "Socioreligious Orientation." 75-76 
12 Dan, "Slppurim: 172 
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had previously supphcated God a'ld thus obtamed d111ine power over the 

demons, K1eckhefer ends his discussion with a most basic ,jefinrt,on of magic 

an attempt to coerce '3 

In the Bible. the most common term for magic 1s the root ksf-sl11n-pey 

which comes from Akkadran In the Akkadlan, thrs root always indicates black 

magic. but rt 1s not so clear 1n the Bible Black magic ,s mis,;h1evous illegal 

magic. while white mag re 1s beneficent and legal mag,c The blurring of the 

distinction between black and white magic ,n the Bible may be due to the Bibles 

opposmon to all mag,c " The mos1 comprehensive hst of various kinds of 

practitioners of mag,c appears in Deuteronomy 18 10 which ,s a complete 

condemnation ol these practices There are three types of practitioners 

One who predicts the future 1nclud1ng the soothmiyer (me onen). the 

augurer (kosem kesam,m) and the d,11mer imenw;:hesh) 

2 Those who engage In actual magic specifically the sorcerer 

(mechashef) and one who casts spells (hover Mver) 

3 Those Who engage m both p~edrctJon and ,n actual magic by ra,srng 

the spirits of the dead 15 

Still, Deuteronomy 1s conscious of the needs that cause tt,e Israelites to lurn to 

divrnat,on, c1nd therefore adds that the prophet will furnish rn a legitimate manner 

the guidance which others seek by augury 

13 K'ieckhefer, Magic, pp 14-16. 
"Joseph Dan, "Magrc: EJ 11 .703 
1& I was unable to address selections in Seier Hasidim that deal with this type ol 

practitioner. 
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In its condemnation of magic, the Bible regards the vanous magical acts 

as equivalent to idola try and false prophecy (Isaiah 3:2-3 and Jeremiah 27·9), To 

further emphasize the connection between magic and idolatry, the Bible dendes 

the flOO-lsraelites, espee1ally the Babylonians, who rely on niag,c (Isaiah 43 9) 

Overall, the citations 1n the Bible about magic are opposed to 11, and the Bible 

strives to eradicate the tendency of lhe Israelites 10 resort to various magical 

practices. 16 

The strict proh1bn,on against magic in U,e Bible 1s reinforced m the 

Talmud, and especially 1n the M1shnah which also eQuates mag,c With idolatry 

(Sanhedrin 7 7\ For example. the B1bl1cal command lo ext,!rm,nate w1iches 1s 

broadened to include male sorcerers (Sanhednn 67a) MafJ,cal remedoeE were 

denounced as being Amonte customs and magic was punishable by death when 

a magical act was performed (Shabbal 6 10. Sanhednn 67a)" In :;p1te of all 

this. the rabbis of the Talmud are considerably preocoupiecl with magic they 

rabbis of the Talmud considered tile knowledge of magic tc, be vital. not just for 

rts refutation. but also to understand its ~ axis One passage "' the Talmud stales 

that in 9rder to sit as a judge on the Sanhednn. one needs to be a person ul 

sl3ture. wisdom. and a master of magic (ba al keshafim) ' 1 

,e Joseph Dan, "Mag,c." EJ 11 704-705 
17 Ibid. 706. 
,e Jonathan Seidel, "Charming Cnmmals Class1fica1Jon of Magic ,n the 
Babylonian Talmud." Ancient Magic and Ritual Power Ed Marvin Meyer and 
Paul M irecki (Leiden E J Bnll lgg51 145 (Hereafter, Seidel. ·Magic 1n the 

Talmud.) 
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As with demons. the Talmud d1ssec1s magic and tnes to ,put 11 into neat 

categories of forbidden and permitted mag1cal acts.19 The auth,orrt1es of a 

community determine what Is magic and what is not what is forbidden and what 

is legitimate, based on what has come down as commanded or approved from 

the past.10 The rabbis lh Talmud did exactly this by breaking up the all-inclusive 

categ0r1 of sorcery mto several d1V1s1ons and desc11b1ng the va ry1ng degrees of 

guilt. Two types of forbidden magic are that which produces a matenal effeci by 

the performance of an act and that which only creates the 1llus1on of such an act 

or rts effect One type of magic which 1s permitted involves the use of the 

mystical names of God and the angels 2' 

In general. Hebrew lnerature on mag1e draws extensively on non-Jewish 

sources Mecheval magical terms and formula come from Arabic. Gerrna!l . 

French. Slavic and other languages_ Even tt,ough the bas1c te rmmology and 

methods of magic are s1r:1llar lo tttose found ,n non-Jewish sources, Jewish 

magic 1s disttngu1shable because the spmts and demons are r,ever seen as 

autonomous derties_n Also, most mag1caljexts w111 authenticate themselves 

through ttn ·chain of tradition • Even If the mag,c resembles that of another 

=IY, the authors of these texts often claim that the magical practice. book. or 

' 9 For a longer discussion of this, see Seidel. · Magic in the Talmud " 148-154 
20 Goldin. "The Magic of Magic."122 
" Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic, 19 
,i Joseph Dan. ' Magic." EJ 11 -709, Goldin. "Magic of Magic," 135 
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secret name had been 1/ansmitted from Biblical heroes through a succession of 

historical figures.2'' 

Magic in Sefer Hasidim 

At first, Seier Hastd1m seems to fortnd all k-.nds of m119rc in general, with 

sweeping statements that try to cover every aspect of both occult and demon,c 

activities: 

With acis of sorcery, one will eventually meet wrth gnef The 

same 1s true for acis involving demons or the use of Holy names 

(1ncantat1ons) ti someone were to say. I will wrrte an amulet for 

you.' he should not carry ,1 w,th him on Shabbat or the weekday, 

because he shOuld not believe in nonsensical thongs ,. 

Demons only bother those who provoke tlnem. hke someone 

who Who himself or whose .incestor made amulets. or pract,ced 

sorcery. ,ncantat1ons or dream d1v1nallon. Therefore, a person 

should not do these thmgs 2~ 

A wise man should not wnte things (like thongs aooul 

demons) that might cause trouble for others ancl cause them tc get 

involved wrth demons or magic er 1ncantabons 111 

23 Michael D Swartz "Magical Piety 1n Ancient and Med1uval Judaism • Anc1enr 
Magic and Ritual Po~er Ed Marvin Meyer and Paul Mlri!cki (Leiden E.J Brill 

1995): 172. 
2' Parma 145S. 
25 Bologna 1172, Parma 379_ 
:ie Parma 738. 
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Know that a man will get severe punishment for pan1c1pating in 

magic or demonic activities 17 

Anyor,e who con1ures angels or demons or ·whispers magical 

incantat10ns will come to a bad end_,. 

According to these statements, any kind of magical aotlVlty 1s forbidden 

Yet, in some of the passages about magic. Sefer Hasochm does permit Its use 

/;'Ne have already seen 1n the previous chapter where incantations were used as 

protection against demons ) Gershom Scholem points out tihat all the literalure of 

the Ashkenaz1 Hasidim 1s 1ncons1sten1 not Just Sefer Hasidim and not Just the 

pas.sages concerning magic He accuses the Hasld1c authc,rs of a "failure to 

establish doctr1nal unity or rattier the lap< of any serious attempt to bnng ,t abo.it 

[because of] all their manrfold contrad1ct1ons and mcons1st!!nc1es ""' 

Overall. the ma1onty of the selections !dentlfied here do por1ray a negative 

attitude about magic In fact, in many srtuat1ons Seier Hasidim even forbids the 

use of magic for good purposes A person 1s not allowed t•J make amulets or say 

mcantauons even to save someone else s life Consldenng that almost any1h1ng 

1s allowed to save a person's rite, even profaning Shabbat, Seier Hasidim needed 

to explain this proh1b1t1on The logte depends upon the belief that rf a person 

makes amulets or says 1ncantat1ons. he 1s r.skrng his lrfe and the lives of his 

descendants, and ' one soul does not cancel out another " In other words. a 

17 Parma 1456-
19 Parma 211 
,. Scholem. MaJOr Trends. 87. 
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person should not do magic to save someone's lrfe. for in doing so he is nskIng 

his own.30 

Most often. a person ask:s a sage if tt Is permitted to u1se different forms of 

magic in order to make people God-feanng or tum the Wld<.e-d into nghteous 1' 

The sages respond that even the prophets, who were knowl•edgeable ,n the arts 

of magic, did not use rt ror any purpose. they depended on prayer 32 In one case 

a sage bnngs examples or two Biblical figures who could have used magic for 

good purposes. but did not Abshalom, K,ng David's son. could have preventeo 

himself from sinning by using magic but he did not " Abistta, who was one or 

King David's bodyguardli, helped crush Abshalom's rebellion against David 

Even though Ab1shaI knew the arts ol magic . he did not use rt to change !he 11ea,1 

of Abshalom and the other Israelite rebels toward goodness and loyalty to 

David.,.. 

Another passage?' :Jescnbes a case where a man n.:>t only wants 10 make 

people God-feanng by doing magic w,lh God's name, he also wants to use ii to 

kill his enemies The sage tells him that as long as the ma•~ioan k.nows that no 

righteous person would be a descendant of the man killed. he could use magic 

ard k.ill his enemies, Ius1 a~ Moses did Here Seier Hasidim refers to a well­

known rnidrash on the verse. ' And he [Moses] turned this way and that, and saw 

no man. • (Exodus 2 21) The context of this verse is the incident where Moses 

30 Bologna 1172. 
3' Parma 1444, 1448. 1449. 
32 Parma 1448, Parma 1449 
» Seier Hasidim does not specify which sm Abshalom oould have prevented and 
Abshalom committed many sins See II Samuel. chapter 13ft 
34 Parma 1449. 
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killed the Egyptian guard Who was beallng a Hebrew slave. The Sages explain 

that Moses saw that there was no hope that nghteous people would anse from 

the guard or from the guard's offspnng (Moses could predict the future ) When 

Moses saw this., he took counsel with the angels and said to them, "This man 

deserves death." They agreed. hence It says, "And when he saw there was no 

man· to say a good word for him. "he smote the Egyptian · (Exodus 2·12):16 

As mentioned ean,er, even the prophets did not partIcIpate m mag,c, 

although they had know1edge ol the skill. especially of divination Sefer Has1d1m 

explains that the prophets were given to the people ,n order to prevent the people 

from sinning by pract,cmg d1vinahon Instead of consulttng stars, the sun·s 

shadow and different sorcerers, and instead of studying man's blood, hvef and 

bones lo predict the future , the people should consult with the prophets ., 

Aslfologers, sorcerers and demons cannot measure uo to the skill of the 

prophets 31 Even though. In our 1,mes, there are r,o prophets, all of these things 

are -;till forbidden, which is similar to the case of the pnest (kohen). Even though 

today kohamm do not serve a funct10n ,n tne temple (because ther~ tS no 

temple), they are still forbidden frQm be,ng near dead bodies or marrying 

widows l9 

Vet, the prophets themselves were still forbidden from doing certain 

activities Even :he prophets were not allowed to make a new interpretation or 

commandment, because a false prophet might come. change a commandment, 

3~ Parma 1444. 
:l6 Shemol Rabah 1 29 
37 Parma 1450 
38 Parma 1983. 
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and do miracles and make omens with sorcery.'° To avoid doing magic. the 

prophets even allowed themselves to be killed when they co,uld have saved tt,eir 

lives by using God's name 1n Incantahor1s All they did was pray, because41 the 

prophets reasoned that tf God did not hear their prayers. the,n they were not 

worthy enough to be saved 

One of the main reasons for the proh1bnlon of magic was its connectJOll to 

idolatry and false prophecy. as explained in the section about magic ,n the Bible 

Many of the seleciions reinforce 1h1s connection, and claim 'Iha! magic is the way 

of those ·other natJons • One select,on bases this Ioea on ~1 verse in Exodus 

•For how shall 11 be known that Your people have gained YCJur favo, unless You 

go with us. so that we may be d1stingu1shed, Your people and I, from every 

people on the face of the earth?' (Exodus 33 161 

·1 and Your people" (Exodus 33 16) If God's people go to 

war. they sho·,ld ask the prophets, and the prophets will tell them 

when to fight or they should consult the unm a!'ld turim 41 ' He 

issued Hts commands to Jaco!)_, His statutes and rules to Israel" 

(Psalms 147 19) ' So that we may be d1shrtgu1shed
0 

(Exodus 

3316) 

-------------
39 Parma 1450 
'° Parma 1983. 
" Parma 211 • 
., A priestly device for obtaining oracles By means cf the unm, the priest 
inquired of YHWH on behalf of the ruler (Num. 27:21 . cf Voma 7:5, ·only for the 
king. the high oourt, or someone serving a need of the community") They we,e 
one of the three legitimate means of obtaining orar.les ,n uar1y Israel (Unm 
dreams. prophets. I Sam 28 SJ ·oivination." EJ 5-113 

75 



Most nations depend on their soldiers and officers or the 

carnages and horses, and do not depend on anything else A few 

depend on astrologers, and some depend on sort:ery and demons. 

and in opposrt,on to all of them n says, · so that we may be 

distinguished • None of them measure up against the prophets and 

the unm and tunm Thus, 11 1s wnrten ·For the teraph1m'3 spoke 

delusions, the dIv1ners predicted falsely, and dmamers speak lies 

and consutt with ,llusions" (~chanah 10 2) BLtt God said. · 1 will 

also do this thing that you have asked 1E~odu~. 33 17) .. 

One passage ,n Serer Hasidim snows how non-lsraE1l11es combined the 

use of magic and idolatry to cause Israel to s,n 

The prophets of Be el would create for Israel an idol and 

bewitch Israel and they would fashoon 1he idol in the ,mage of the 

lsraelltes 1n t:-te way that one forms wax And they would punish 

Israel with agony, and when Israel would come 'lo mag,c1ans to get 

healed, the magicians would say · 11 you wo~,h1p such-and-such 

Idol, you will be healed • So, when the Israelites would bow to lhe 

idol, they would cause the form that had been fash,o:'led from them 

to break. 

• 3 Although teraphim can refer to household gods or idols (see Genesis 31 34, I 
Samuel 19:13). in this context they refer to something employed ,n divination 1n 
the period of Judges (see Judges 17 15. 18.17) In add~oon to the above Quote 
from Zachariah, the use of 1eraph1m was also condemned in I Samuel 15 23 and 

II Kings 23:24 
44 Parma 1983. 
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And rf you were to say, why was Israel punished? Thus, if tt 

was decreed above for man 10 commit idolatry. why are they 

exacting punishment from tnem, as 1t is written, "Your wife shall 

play the harlot ,n town· (Amos 7 17\ •5 Similar is the case of 

Abshalom wi1h his father's concubmes But this i,s the way 11 is. the 

guilt Is according to the one Who deserves it [Go<l decrees a s•nlul 

outcome for someone who is inherently sinful ) But anyone whose 

heart Is pure there will be no deaee upon them. because God 

does not bnng an obs1acle even th,ough I he cattle of the 

nghteous"" 

Sefef Has1d1m also refers to ma91Cal practices as "the ways of the 

Amontes ... 7 and tells stones about mag,c related to the Egyptians For lnstanc~ 

we are !old thal the Egyptians used to say ,ncantat,ons 11110, the ear of a sheep 111 

order 10 coniure a demon to pred1C1 the Mure Also. Sefer Hasidim tells a slory 

wtuch takes place In a neighborhood of sorcerers found m Egypt"' The 

connection beiween mag,c and lhe ·other_ na110ns· lranslat•~s lo the Middle Ages 

through yhnsttans Most medieval Jewish writers made It clear that for the mos! 

par', Jews are not the ones who parhetpate In magic "The,re are men and 

women· who do these 1h,ngs bu1 not Jews spectfically •• 

• S Idolatry 1s often compared 10 har1otry. because Israel 1s ·seduced by other 
QodS. 
~ Parma 1159. The way that the prophets of Ba 'al (a Canaanite god) crealed an 

image of the lsraelrtes sounds ltke voodoo 
• 7 Bologna 59 
"' Parma 1515. 
• 9 Trac.htenberg. Jewish Magic. 14 
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One example that clearly mustrates the connectton bE,tween magic and 

Christians ,s a warning agamst debating with al, different types of people wno 

might try to convert you 

If a priest, mOl'lk, or W15e casuIsttC ne1etic or ImpIous scholar 

who is looking for glory, wants to debate wi1h an unlearned 

nghteous person. he sf'oulo not pursue It Or If a sorcerer wants to 

debate with a wise man over Torah, he should not 10m on on the 

debate, because the sorcerer might divert the wise man's hear1 

[from God and Juda,sm) with hos words '>O 

wit is an easy thing to cast spells.''s, 

Many of the stones In Seier Hasidim mention peoplH who have been 

"bewitched" (mechusha()" for one reason or another Although Seier Hasidim 

rarely tells us who cast l'le spell. how It was done or why many people are 

"bewitched • For instance. a man or woman falls In love t:><ecause he or she has 

been "bewrtched . .&3 Of a couple ,s unable to conce,ve t>ecause they have been 

"bewitched."~ Both love potions and impotence spells were common ,n the 

Middle Ages. and ~ was often convenient to blame lust or impotence on magic 

rather than on an 1nd1111dual 5' 

10 Parma 811 
51 Parma 380 
52 Whenever Sefer Has1d1m refers to someone who has b•een "bewitched' or 
someone who ·casts spells: the Hebrew word used always has lhe same root 

kaf, shin, pey. 
" Parma 43, 1136 
.. Parma 1162. 1566 
55 Flint, The Rise of Magic, 233. 
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In one passage, Seier Hasidim descnbes through an mvenbve 

interpretation the three levels of evil inclinations that cause man to want women 

At tile end of the passage. Sefer Has,chm acknowledges tllat sorcery could be 

responsible for those inclinations 

There are three evil inclinations lhat can compel a man 

concerning women. as n ,s written •They a1e all adulterers, like a 

heated baker's oven For they have made ready ·their heart like an 

oven, while they lte 111 wait. their baker steeps alll the nighl. 1n the 

morning rt bums as a naming fire They are all hot as an oven· 

(Hosea 7 4,5,6) "Oven" 1s wntten threP. times in th1& portion, 

meaning ttiere are three ev,t inchnat10ns concern,ng women the 

mchnat1on to see and oe seen, the 1nchnat1on of desirous thoughts 

and passionate lust arid the inchnat,on of a bu rn1ng heart which 

cannot be ext1'1gu1shed 

Because of the tnird mcllnatlon. the hea1rt thinks about a 

partteular woman every momen!:_ and goes crazy about her until he 

s neXI to her, and this 1s the most difficult lnchnat,on of all There 

are times when this level of lust 1s done to a person by sorcery 

even if he has never seen the woman The sages said, "The 

1nclinat1on of desire lust and passion only rules over that which the 

eye can see. out the 1ncJ1nat10n where the !'lean bums after a 

woman does not need to see her." (Sanhednn 4,5a) 
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This is smilar to a story about a crazy man, or a pregnant 

woman who wanted to eat a particular food. Day and night she 

thought about rt and forgot about everything else but the food 

Similarly, all day long, a woman was in the heart of a lusl1ng man 

And even if he only heard something about her ,or saw one of her 

servants he was happy Sorcery ,s responsible for this 

Sometimes. 1t even happens Without sorcery~ 

If lust 1s caused by sorcery as indicated 1n the above story there 1s no remedy '' 

Concerning women who cannot concui,e because of sorcery Sefer 

Hasidim tells a story of an entire town of women who have this problem 

There was once a town where only a small number at women 

got pregnant while 1n a d1tterent town all the wo,men were 

pregnant They asked a w,se man about lhis pmblem, and he said 

·1 have resea:ched tn1s matter In the town where the women are 

pregnant. the midwives go with the women to ttu~ m1kvah and the 

m1dW111es are happy wtlen the "!omen become pregnant But in the 

town where most of the women are not pregnant, those who go 

with the women tc the m1kvah are not modw,ves and they cast 

spells on the women so they will not get pregna nt. Instead the 

women are constantly menstruating and constantly going to the 

m1kvah. and paymg a fee (to the super111s1ng women at the m,kvah) 

Therefore, you need to choose a fa1tnlul and traditional woman (to 

se Parma 43. 
51 Parma 1136 
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supeMse the mikvah and) to tell the women whether or not they 

have immersed according to the law, She should be a nghteous 

woman who will not cast spells so the women WIii become 

pregnant"'" 

Another passage in Sefer Has1d1m tells the story of a couple who could not 

conceive· 

The husband visited a pious man who was near death, and told 

him that he and his wife had been "bewitched· and could not 

conceive. The husband then reque.~ted from the pious man that 

when he went before God (after h,s death). ,f he would ask God to 

let his Wife conceive The pious man agreed. and the year that he 

died. the spell was lifted and the woman conceived.'" 

Sorcery can also keep a man from hav,ng sexual mtercourse with h1s 

wife.00 Sefer Hasidim describes a couple who were bPw1tched and were not able 

to have sexual Intercourse They rried to solve the1r problem through sorcery 

during the cou~ of three years Because these r.-,o people could not h~ve 

manta! relations and thus conceive, 11 v;;is a s1r1 for them to be together. At the 

end of this passage we are told lhal anyone who •s bewitched and cannot have 

sex with his wife for three years should divorce her and marry someone else 
61 

Casting spells can also cause someone to get sick 

.. Parma 380 
59 Parma 1566 
00 Kieckhefer, Mag,c, 50 
81 Parma 1162. 



A baby was crymg in the night, and his mother sensed that a 

Jewish woman had done this 10 him The mother of the baby said to a 

wise man, "Look, my son Is crying because a woman p,It a spell on him 

I know how to heal him (through magic) so he w,tl not cry anymore. and 

the sickness will return to the child whO had rt in the firsI1 place 

(Presumably. the s1clmess would ;eturn to the son of the Jewish woman 

who had onginally cast the spell ) He said lo her. ·Even though the 

molher sinned the cn,ld is stlll innocent • 

In other words. do not make the child sick. even thOugh his moth,er sinned by 

transfemng the s1clmess to anottier cnI1d because the child 1s innocent o! 

sinning. 

Many illnesses were c.Jred by I1ansfemng the s1clmesses to ;;n animal an 

inanimate object, or to another person •• There 1s an odd passaI9e about two 

men who transfer their deaths to someone else by selling their illnesses 

Once. ttiere was a Ct,nst1an who was slumped ov,er In sadness 

His fnend said to him, "Why are you so sullen?" The Chnst1an 

repli,;ld t/13I he had had a dream where he was ndIn1~ a red horse, 

and tile horse was hllched to an unclean animal His fnend told 

him that the dream meant that he was going to dte soon The 

friend offered ro buy the dream for a dnnk. and the Chnst1an 

agreed The fnend dred twO days later 

There was another case of a man who was ~nortally 111, and 

another 
1
okingty said to him. · 1·11 buy your illness from you for such-
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and-such a sum • The invalid promptly responded. "It's a bargain." 

lmme<11ately, he arose cured, and the other marii got soek and 

died.63 

The Danger of Sorcerers 

A common picture of the sorcerer Is of a dark. evil creature who shuns tile 

ways of men. haunts the night, pores over disgusting brews, c:onsorts with 

demons and spInts. and plots mischief and destrucuon .. In Sefer Has1d,m. we 

often see a "professional" sorcerer wno stslls hIs magical and dIvlnatIon services 

to others 65 In erther case sorcerers can be dangerous and unpredictable and 

one should be very careful In relations with them Some sorc:erers are so 

powerful that they can control tile memunn,m lhe angels appointed to every 

person and thing, and make thei;e angels do the sorcerers· t11dd1ng 
66 

Sefer Hasidim g1vps some warnings about dealing with sorcerers. As 

mentioned earher. one should AOt get into a debate with a sorcerer. because thal 

sorcerer WIii twist the words and possibly turn the person against God 
67 

Also 1f 

a slave or maidservant threatens someone. he should free the slave, because 

the s:ave could be a sorcerer .vt,o will cast a spell on his ma,ster and put his life ,n 

Jeopardy.se Most of all. orte should never pick a fight wrth a sorcerer 1t 1s as 

dangerous as walking on 1hIn ice where you might fall and drown. or going into a 

62 Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic. 204 
63 Bologna 445 
6' Trachtenberg. Jewish Magic, 13 
65 Parma 1456 . 
.. Parma 1453. 
67 Parma 811 
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crumbling ruined house. or when a small army fights wrth a much larger one 

These are all cases of suicide .69 

Lastly. to emphasue the dangerous and wicked nature of sorcerers, Seier 

Hasidim tells a story of a man who gets bewrtched by an entJre neighborhood of 

sorcerers· 

In Egypt, a nch man was warned by h,s landlord not to go to the 

sorcerers' neighborhood He ignored the warning, and took a bag 

filled with silver The sorcerers gave h1m something to dnnk and 

he thought he was a duke who hacJ marned a pnncess (The dnnk 

confused him afld made him hallucinate ) He though he had been 

detained there for many years and that he had many sons and rt 

also seemed to him that he was very old and ahou·t to d.e The 

llme for his release from the sorcerers came, ancJ the nch man 

bequeathed an area of land to one son and another tcJ another son 

And one of the sorcerers said, · 1 am your younger son Everyone 

has a port10n so gr.e me the bag of si~er • 

When the friends of the rich man waited for tum and he did 

,101 come [because he was en the sorcerer's nerg'hbomood) the 

landlord went with his friends and found horn The nch man had 

bequeathed things lo sorcerers as if they were his sons, because 

he thought he was oy1ng. So the landlord asked for the bag of 

silver from them so that he could return it to his friend and give him 

61 Parma 381 
69 Parma 163. 



back some of the silver. And this is what happened He had only 

been gone one hour. but he felt as if he had hved there many yea I'll 

and had many sons 10 

Amulets 

From earliest IJITles people have used holy or mag,cally potent obJecis to 

protect themselves against spirits or other dangers One way of doing t1l1s was 

to keep the obJect close to hlS body, often wearing ,t as an a111cte of clothing or as 

an ornament so that the evil sp,nts would not anack him The Hebrew word for 

amulet, kem1'ah. means. · that which 1s bound •11 

Often, an mscnpt,on was wrmen on the amulet to mcrease ,ts protective 

power. because rt was beheved that words were especially powerful Different 

combinations of the letters of tlle different names of God vie,re commonly used m 

these lnscnpt,ons. as well ijS lhe names of certatn angels 1=rom the tJITie of the 

Talmud through lhe Middle Ages, the rabbis were 1ncons1sMnt in deciding 1fthe 

use of amulets was forbidden n There was no legal prohibrtKll'I against their use 

but rules Wfll'e set up to d1stmgu1sh between proper and improper amulets, which 

gave !hem a certain degree of ·acceptance '
3 

Seier Has1d1m 1s also 1ncons1stent m its treatment of amulets In most 

cases. making amulets 1s a sin. but someHmes 1t 1s permrtt1ed Sefer Hasidim 

makes a much stronger statement o,an the Talmud ,n reference to the making 

10 Parma 1515. 
71 Raphael Posner. "Amulet • EJ 2 906 
72 Ibid 907 
13 Traciltenberg, Jewish Magic, 132 
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amulets as a sin- As mentioned ear1rer, amulets are lumped wrth sorcery. 

incantations. conjunng sprnts and practicing divination as p1•oh1brted activ,t,es·that 

provoke demons " 

Twice In Sefer Hasidim. we are told that makor,g an amulet os a sm In 

both stories, some people asked a certain man 10 make an amulet for tnem He 

was afraid . either of the people (ttiey may nave been Chris trans) or of the 

punishment he might rece,ve from making an amulet. so hi~ referred them to 

another person In both cases_ a sage rebukes the man One sage sa,d that he 

should not have done tnIs because he caused the other person to srn The other 

sage made his point Indirectly through two sayings ' That wh,ch ,s hateful to you 

do not do to your neighbor · (Shabbat 31a) and ·You should love your ne,ght,or 

like yourself (Lev1tIcus 19"18) 7~ That 1s to_say. ,f one pe~son did not want to 

make an amulel he should not put a colleague ,r, the posI11on of having to make 

an amulet 

Yet, from the above passages 11 is clear that cenain people knew how lo 

make amulets. wt11ch 1ndIcates that at ~ ume they mtfJht have been 

pe~itted. or that cer1aIn uses of amulets were pemi1tted Another selecuon 

reo,1fofces this conclusion 

A w,se Jew or a wise non✓ew might sa,y to a person · 1 will 

wn1e an amulet for you for protection or so th,at your words will be 

acceptable to royalty. and I will give you one to cany so that you 

will become nch." There's no question that th,s ,s forbr<!den on 

1• Bologna 1172, Pamia 379 
7! Bologna 470, Pamia 1457 
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Shabbat, because canying som&thing profanes 8habbal But e11en 

If 11 is a weekday, he should n-:>t carry 11 because he should not 

believe m nonsensical things 75 

Like the earber passages on amulets. this selection assumes that certain 

people. in this case wise people. know how to make amule,ts Also. the 

prohibrt1on given here does not really deal wrth amulets. the proh1brt10n says that 

one cannot carry anything on Shabbat and th1s inch.Ides an amulet We are not 

tOld here that n 1s fortlidden to make an amulet. or even lo have one only that we 

should not carry one on Shabbat or weekdays And callin•~ amulets 

·nonsensical" seemingly contradicts the first line. Where we learn that wise 

people know how to make amulets In 111Is passage however. the pe~n does 

not ·make" amulets. he writes them Th•s Is connected tc, the practice of w1111ng 

Incanta1tons on amulets. or that an ob1ecl only becomes am amulet when certain 

words are engraved or 11 

Only two cases In Seier HasId1m show permitted usages of amulets One 

case was ment10ned ,n the previous cha~ter on demons. wllere an amulet 1s 

used fot protection during ch1ldb111h n The other case re'fers lo situations when 

!he children d,e after 1ney are born If a person gives birth and the child dies m 

the same town where he was born. then the family should move to a dJfferent 

town After they move 11 the children eunlinue lo die. ttmn they need an 

amulet.71 

76 Parma 1455 
n Parma 1463. 
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Optical Illusions 

Two passages in Sofer Hasidim refer to something called ahizat emay,m 

which lrterally means. ·captunng the eyesight: bul Is understood as an cpUcal 

illusion. Ahizat einayim is one of thP. two types of magic forbidden by the 

Talmuo.'11 One selectton only oriefly ment10ns arnza: emay,m . a person can do 

an optical illusion and make water 1everse the direction of rts flow The other 

passage quotes a Talr,udic story about an optical illusion that savP.d a man's ltfe 

There was on£. Who was overcome by a sickness with chills 

They asked a sage. "So-and-so wants to cure the sick man by 

telhng him that his loved one has died and (the shock will] cure h•m 

from lhP. ch1"s The sage responded, "Keep far from speaking 

falsely" (Exodus 23 71 One should not respond to an evil action 

but you can do th,s In a case where a lrte is 1n danger hke one 

Whose intestines were coming out. This case appears ,n Hulin 56b 

- 57a· A genttle once saw a man fall from the roof to the ground so 

that his belly burst open and his entrails protruded [The genlllel 

\hereupon brought the son (of the ·;ict1m) and by an optical illusion 

made out as 11 he slaughtered him m the presence of the father 

The father became faint, sighed oeeply and drew 1n his entrails. 

whereupon his belly was immediately stitched up ., 

73 Panna 367 
79 Trachtenberg. Jew,sh Magic. 19 
80 Parma 153. 
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Although there 1s nc other reference to ah,zat einayim in Sefer Hasid,m. 

another passage 111 the Talmud connects magicians to this !;kill 

R. Eleaze1 said, ·A magician can not creat1; a creature less 

than the size of a bar1ey-«>rn (This 1s denved from the plague ol 

rice wt11ch the Egyptian mag1c1ar.s could not imrtat.e I R Papa said, 

· He cannot even produce somethmg as large as a camel but the 

larger ones he can (mag1cally] collect (and so produce the illusion 

that he has magically created them] but the other,; he cannot • Rab 

said to R H1ya I myself saw an Arab,an traveler tak~ a sword and 

cut up a camel Then he rang a bell, at which th,~ camel arose, bul 

rt was merely an op11cal dlus1on _., 

Divination 

Those who predict the future do -t ,n many ways. dn~am divination, raising 

the spirits of the dead, and interpreting omens For the mt>st part, divination 1& 

forbidden 1n the Bible although there are some exceptions and the rabbis tned 

to dfstingujsh between forbidden and permitted d1v1na11on nahash, d1v1nat1on 

prOpP.r. 1s forbidden. while s1manim or u1terpret1ng omens, 1s permitted But tt>e 

lme between these two types of prediction is unclear Seier Hasidim also 

struggles with this distinction, and has mostly a negative attitude toward any 

divination The following pas&age gives the most detail at>out how Sefe1 Hasidim 

views divination: 

a, Sanhednn 67b 
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"There Is no d1vtnat1011 m Jacob• (Numbers 23:23) OtJr 

Creator commanded us, "You shall not practice divination· 

(Leviticus 1 ij 26) Because of our transgress,ons which nave 

become numEorous on our day, there are d,vtners in Israel One 

should be very careful concerning transgressions related 10 

d1i11na11on hke not eatmg eggs on motza ·e $habbat (SaIurday 

mght),8' or not la~ing fire tw,ce from the hernth when there Is 

someone sick in 1he house or someone who has given birth wIlhIn 

none days 13 Furthermore there ,s d1V1nat1on and ,t ,s plenty and 11 

occurs between men They look al fire anci burning coals whlle 

star1chng and say -We w,II have a guest ' If one puts out the fire 

with waler hos gues1 will fall tnlo the water And there 1s nol greater 

dIvtnalloo than this 

True an<1 sure ,s 1h15 thong, many men Mve tried 11 Bui 111s 

the Satan 1hat leads them astray When 1he Satan sees that 

someone ,s divining and says that the guest will fall tnlo water then 

Satan says. ·1 will go and push the guest into the water lo lead 

astray the man [who did div1nat1on) as a sign 1ha1 he can dov1ne 

forever Woe 10 them who do this, because they transgress many 

negative commandments "Do not do d1v1nalion,· (Leviticus 19 26), 

82 Eating eggs was associated in folklore and custom With mourning 
/Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic, 213). 
b The Hebrew here Is very unciear, so I used Trachtenberg's translation This 
statement relatss 10 the supersh\loo that pairs of things invite demonic attack 
Medieval wntings contain many warnings against doing J;wo things at one time or 
repeating an action (Trachtenberg. Jewish Magic, 118). 
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"Let no one be found among you wtio 1s a dMner • 

(Deuteronomy 18 10), "Nor shall you follow their taws (Canaanites]" 

(Leviticus 18 3) 

Funhermore, some d1Ston the message of the Torah, "For 

there Is no d1v111ation m Jacob" (Numbers 23:23) Those who vow 

when they have a headache to no longer eat from the head of a 

cow, or when they are sick ,n their 1ntest1nes, they vow lo no longer 

eat mtes11nes - !hey are lollowmg the ways of the Amorltes 

Instead. trust 1n God and He will heal you Th~• only lime we use 

div1natio11 rt ,s an omen (srmanl as In the case where they say that 

on Rosh Hashana. we should eat the head of a ram so that we will 

be al the head of things (I e. prominent) This is also lor the case of 

eating sweets m order to have a swoot year 

Some people wM need to do a milzvah. like begin to 

educate the children 01 to introduce 11'\em to a particular rn1tzvah 

say that they should wait for the ~ew Moon "' Even though this 1s 

rat d1vma11on , It Is not a good way Because who knows 1! he w,11 

hve or die dunng the month Do not put off doing a motzvah 
65 

The previous passage ,s very outspoken against d1vInat10n. even 

dMnation from omens (s,mamm), which are permitted el~:ewhere. espec,ally 1n 

the Talmud Although 111Is passage g,ves two examples ,of omens wh1ct1 are 

forbidden, eating eggs and taking fire. it also gives two e:xamples of permitted 

84 n me was very ,mportanl for prae1,cmg magoc. and there were superstrt,ons 
especially about the end of Shabbat (motza ·e Shabbat) ,ind the New Moon 
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omens - eating the head of a ram and sweets on Rosh Hashana Also 

interesting is the connection to the Sstan: he is the one who fulfills the pred1ct,on 

and causes people to oontmue to sin through practtcmg diw1atlon 

Seier Hasidim brings a couple of examples to illustrate that wn1ch Is 

forbidden d1vmatlon and that which 1s permitted, i e omens Anything that Is 

done three omes 1s an example of ;in omen. and not necessanly dlllinatton In 

the story of Tamar. two brothers die while marned to her.,; Judah. the t>oys 

father. 1s worned that his last son Shelah Wlll also die 11 he marnes T a!Tlar So 

Judah decides to postpone the mamage until Shelah has grown op ·1est he too 

die like his brothers· (Genesis 38 11) 
11 

The second exa!Tlple concerns how many steps a rnan walks. which 

seems to be a euphemism fer the lentith 0f a man's life We are told that the 

number of steps 1s deCteed from at:.ove and that one who learns of this decree ,s 

not part1cIpattng 1n d1v,n'lt1on, rather he 1s only 1nterpreti~,g an omen Stoll ,t ,s 

forbidden to tell others of this omen, beca1.1se they might progress trom 

interpreting omens 10 oractJC•ng drvmation_ .. 

A more subtle warning aga,nst d1vina11on 1s found in a story about a man 

whc. predicts that a certa,n nghteous man w,II ma~ a be,autlful woman 

A person knew how to whisper rncantallon:s (lechashot) 1n order 

to tell the future This man approached a righteous person and 

as Bologna 59. 
116 The second and third brothers must ma~ Tamar according to the law of the 
Levlrite marnage 11 a man dies witho1.1t children then hi•s brother must marry h:s 
wife and raise the resulting children as rf they were the sons of the first husband 
87 Parma 377 
aa Panna 14. 
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said to him. "You will be able to bless God concerning that which 

He ordained for you. because I have seen (through di111nat1on) that 

you will marry a beaulrful woman • 

The nghteous man responded, "Who is she?· 

·so-and-so, the daughter of so-and-so " 

' But she 1s a mamed woman • 

"It Is clear to me that you will marry her · 

"Today Is nol a day of good tid1r,gs. I cannot bless God 

concerning a man who might die because of me. and vmo knows 1f 

I am better than him • 

They said to h,m · 11 so then how can a man e ..er marry a 

widow?" 

He said, "That 1s not the same because the man is already dead 

But you tell me this whole he 1s h111ng, and for his sake I w,11 pray for 

h,s life S1m11ar1y, a man who hates his wife and she Is sick. he 

should pray fo, her sake even though in his heart he would be 

happy about her death -a<1 

In 111,s story, the man who does the d,vonat1on 1s Indirectly rebuked. 

because the nghteou5 man refuses to act upon the ,nfonnation He w,II not be an 

accomplice to the diviner's actNittes. which leads us lo believe that divination 

was a sinful practJce 

In a final attempt to d1st1nguish between forbidden and permitted d1vmat,on. 

Seier Hasidim compares two cases. 
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Once, a man asked the elders, ·If someone Is walking ,n. the 

desert, and he has forgotten what day It Is, whether rt Is Shabb,at or 

nol, and he meets someone who is a wizard, can he ask that non­

Jew to make him remember whether It Is Shabbal or notr 

So. one elder brought proof that this form of divination was 

permitted from the case of bnngIng a (snake-charmer) to take IJut a 

loaf of bread from a snake's mouth 90 And they said, "What 1<I·~d of 

proof Is that? A magioan did ,t on his own (no one else asked him 

to do 1t). After the fact, they gave h,m a reward. but not 1n the 

beginning. because he had broken the following commandment 

·0o not put a stumbling b!ock before the blind" (LevI1tcus 19:14) • • 

The second case does not work as a proof to permit d111matIon m l,he first 

case, because ,n the second case the dI11,natIon had happened before the rabbis 

could make a ruling Althoogh no one was punished for sinning tn tt,e second 

case. it does not prove that divmahon ,s permitted 

Throughout Seier Hastd1m. there are many stones and examples of 

particular omens and their Ir1terpretat1ons. o,11matIon was chosen as a focus 

instead of omens. because of the amount of r:netenal, and also becaus1: 

d1vmatIon Is more ·ma91caI· than ,nterpretmg omens This 1s especially true for 

dream divtnal1on, which Is descnbed al length In Seier Hasidim 
91 
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Incantation• 

As for other forms of magic. Incantations are usually forbidden The word 

most commonly used "' Sefer Hasidim for ·mcantation is hashb8 ah or 

hashba ot (plural) The difficulty asscx:,ated with this word ,s that sometImus 11 

refers lo conJurtng spInts and somettmes 11 refers to incantations - words c,r 

phrases tn a certain formula which cause a certain act to happen magically 

E1thel way, both conIunng demons and angels and saying IncantatIons are 

grouped with the forbidden types of magic manlloned earher ,n this chapte,• ' 1 

In Seier Has1d1m one can conjure up angels demons, and spI11ts ol the 

dead In order to force them to do one's b1ddIng For example m a story fc und 

previously In this thesis a sorceress coniures a demon by thrusting a kmfe into 

him so that he will tell her where a certain woman's money Is burted .. Alim 

previously mentioned ,s the story of lhe Egyptians who whisper mcantattons 1n a 

sheep's ear to conjure a demon. Another person. who ,s chased by a de,1d sp1nt 

goes to the cemetery and s;iys an incantation over the dead person's gra,;e m 

order to conjure the sp,nt 10 tell 11 not to chase him 
05 

In order to coniure !'Pints especially angels one needs to know ih·etr 

names. By knowtng an angel's name, one can dominate the entire province over 

wh1cn that angel presides Therefore, the spmts guarded their names carefully ,lE 

Two passages 11, Seier Hasidim illustrate this point tn one story. the ang,?ls hid 

91 See article by Hams Monford on ·Dreams In Sepher Hassid1m • Proceed,ngs of 
the American Academy of Jewish Research 31 (1963) 51-80 
ll Parma 211, 738. 1455, Bologna 1172 
94 Parma 1456 
95 Parma 329 
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ll1e1r names. and in other stoiy, the Torah does not reveal their names to Jacob 

Joshua, and Manoah, who all 1nterad wrth them."' 

Even though the names of the angels and other spirits were kepi hKlden 

medieval Jews inherited a vast mystic lore of names, wtuch tt1ey e~panded for 

thetr own magical purposes Sefer Hasidim warns those who1 have a "book of 

names· not to leave rt lying around their houses. 

One who has sons or sons-in-law or studeInts. and he 21s0 

has a "book of names: he should not leave n lying around t,,s 

house, lest t!iey do magic w,rh II wrthout his knowledge He should 

find a place to hide things and bury them 1n a plac,i that they do not 

know about so that they wdl nor take them and do mag,c and bnng 

punishment upon themselves and upon him. since he was ;;,bie to 

hide them and did not .. 

Seier Has1dIm also gives a warning to those wtio own "books of secrets 

If a man has evil sons. and he has booiks of secrets he 

should not give tnem to h,s sons, h~ should only ~11ve them to those 

wt>~ fear God as 11 1s written , · The secret of ttie Lord 1s for those 

wtio fear H1m· (Psalms 25 14) But If he has good grandchildren 

he can grve the books to them 
90 

Another passage emphasizes the need to teach the ·secre'ts of the Torah" only to 

those wtio are worthy· 

116 Trachtenberg, Jew,sh Mag,c, 79-80 
97 Bologna 192. 1150 
116 Parma 1819. 
119 Parma 1459. 
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"If you find honey, eat only what you neild, lesl surfeiting 

yourself, you throw it up· (Proverbs 25·16) If a man finds a teacher 

Who teaches him Torah and the teacher knows the secrets of the 

Torah. things that shculd only be revealed to humble Torah 

scholars (reputable rabbis who are heads of Je,wish courts), The 

student wants (to learn! all of this but maybe he Is not worthy or 

maybe he Is worthy but he wants to go w,lcl with [the use of] 

incantations so that he can know more. In the end this will be an 

obstacle for him. as lh!· case of Aher (This Is the name of Elisha b 

Abu)'a after his apostasy) •00 

One permitted use ot incantations was for protecti<,n from demons. tti1s 

topic is addressed m the previous chapter Another penrntted 1,;se of 

incantations, at least according to the Talmud. ;s the use of 1ncantat1ons with the 

mystical names of God wt,,ch was ·permitted from the start .,o, AlthOugh Seier 

Hasidim proh1brts almost 211 mcantattons, agam rt Is mcons1stent tn a 

complicated passage about magic. we are told not to us•~ God's name In 

Inc-.antalI<>ns, ye! Judah describes in detail which lncanta,t,on techniqur,s work ano 

how If we are not allowed to do mcantat,ons then why ,s he spending so mueh 

t,me discussing them and explaining to the reader how they are done? Seier 

,oo Ehsha ben Abuya was the third member of the group of four wtio penetrated 
the knowledge of mysteries (Pardes) Because of his unusual tdeas regarding 
Judaism, which were held to be harmful to the faith , he came to be called "Aher" 
- the one who is different It is said that delving into th(~ mysteries of the faith 
confused him to such a degree that he finally came to oppose 1t Some say that 
he hOvered between Judaisrn and Gnostic sects (Gershom Bader The Jew,sh 
St,iritusl Heroes. vol. 1, New York. Pardes Publishing House. 1940. 335) 

' 'Trachtenberg. Jewish Magic. 19 
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Hasidim asks lh1s very question in a differt!nl passage, artd ,de•nufies certain 

incantations which are allowed. 

If a person can use ,ncantat10ns with God's name to hurt 

another soul who does not deserve rt, or to save someone wt,o 

does dese1ve II, or to save himself from Geh1nnom, then why does 

scnpture say, "None can save excep1 from My hand' (1 e only God 

can save, Deuteronomy 32·39) If a person s.i,d incantahons with 

God's name so that t-e would not die or go to Gehinnom 11 w,11 not 

help him because It Is wntten "None can save except from My 

hand " (Ibid l 

An evil rr,an cannot use these 1ncanta1tons to 1;et h,m mto the 

world-to-come without good deeds, as 11 Is written. "Such things had 

never been heard or noted No eye has seen them O God but 

You, who act for those who trust In You· (Isaiah 64 3) It 1s also 

written, "You shall return and see the difference between the 

nghteous and the wicked, between tum who has served the Lord 

him who has not served the Lord· (Malachi 3 1<1). and "The Lord 

alone did guide h,m· (Deuteronomy 32 12) 

If u,,s ,s true for 1ncantat10ns that use the name of God then 11 ,s 

even truer for conIuring demons and participating In sorcery which do 

not help a person in fact. one said an mcantatJon so that no tree would 

hold his weight when they hung him. Why did not he say an 1ncanta11on 

so that he would no! die or so that they would noli hang him 01 so that 
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his enemies would fall? Because it does not work. as it Is written. "And 

none shaH save her excepl Me • (Hosea 2 12) 

And some would say incantations . but God knew that through 

these ,ncantat,ons tney wanted to cancel heaven,ly deuees and 

overthrow their enemies So God would switch around the appointed 

angels wrth,n the incantation '°' 
The rest of the passage Is convoluted and poorly written, but rts message 1s that 

using God's name does provide a oerta,n amount of force and power But on the 

end , one cannot say that 111s God's name that causes Gcod to do h,s will. a 

person who uses incanta\Jons wrth God's name cannot ct>mpel God because He 

Is the Creator who creates everything 

Conclusions 

Overall. Seier Has1dm prohIbIts magical activItIes even d It 1s for a good 

purpose Even the prophets. Wllo understood magic and never would have 

abused 11, avoided usmg magic Like the Bible. Seier HI3sid1m o~en compares 

magic to ,~olatiy, and constantly charges the ·other nations· or Chnstians with 

part•-.;1pat,ng ,n these activities 

Yet, Sefiir Has1d1m is very 1nconsIstent •nits disapproval of magic From 

the statement ' it 1s easy to cast spells" alone, one coulcl conciude that Seier 

Hasidim had a more posrt:ve attitude abOut magic Stones descnbe sorcerers 

and people who take advantage of the magical properties of amulets. optical 

illusions. omens. and 1ncantahons. and who also practice d1vinat1on Even 
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though we are constantly tola lhat we should not depend on these things or use 

them and that we should only depend on and pray to God, ttie large quantity !)f 

matenal m Seier Hasidim on the subsect of magic belles those prohib~ions 

Especially In the case of mcanratIons, where at one momeI,t Judati forbids their 

use, and at the next moment he explains in detail how to use them 

One passage In Seier Hasidim might alleviate our difficulty wdh lhese 

1nconsistenc1es It explains that m the world-to-come. we will finally be taught all 

the secrets arid mystenes (1 e magic), and therefore be allowed to use them 

All the secre!S tnat are initiated ,n the heavens they ~eep 1n 

reserve for the hereafter for those who are completely righteous 

Concerrung all the puzzles and problems 
10

' Eh1ah and the Mess,at­

will clanfy them. as ~ Is written. "He shall not break eve;-, a bru1se'1 

reed. or snuff out even a dim wick He shall br1ng tonh the true way 

He shall not grow dim nor be discouraged. and the coastlands shall 

awa,t hfs teachings' (Isaiah 42 3-4) The Mesi;iah will have 10 snitt 

out the secrets and mystenes. and r,e will SOIV!! tnem 

The people who try to solve mysteries m this world are h~e 

infants who have just been recent!y weaned It 1s the Messiah who 

will sniff out know1edge, and who W111 be able to smell the difference 

between one who Is nghteous and o"e who rs wicked 
1°' 

102 Panna 1452 '°' The Hebrew word wnnen here tS t,ku - an ac1ost1c f,or ·T1shb1 y;rarets kush,ol 
u 'ba 'ayol, • which means that onty Elijah could solve suich puzzles and problems 

'°' Panna 1056. 
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The above passage explains that those "who try to solve mystenes ,n this 

world ,• ,.e diviners and magicians, have limits: their skills are minor ,n 

comparison to the intuitive knowledge of the Messiah For the Messiah the 

knowledge of the mystenes of the wor1d 1s as natural and msbnctual as smelling 

and breathing 
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Postscript 

The only modem Engllsh translation of Seier Hasidim basically ignores the 

passages on magic and demonology except for a short d,apter on angels and 

demons.' Even in that chapter, sections of each passage, are omitted, and the 

stories are not given a full treatment Magic Is probably ,gnored by this 

translahori because Seier Has,d,m Is considered to be a book about eth«:S and 

not a book of stones about demons and magIc1ans 

In the twelfth and thirteen centuries in Europe the setting 111 which Seier 

Hasidim was wntten magic and demonology were an unportant part of the 

cultural landscape People believed In the existence of demons and the efficacy 

of magic anc they viewed triese beheis as part of their ireltgton and day-to.oay 

lives Although we cannot discount as another source the ancient tradtt1on :if 

magic ,n Judaism this belief system seems to be the reason that such a large 

amount of n,ater,al on demons and magic in Sefer Hasidim 

Just as the ethteal stones of Seier Hasidim sel'll•e as a guide for life so. 

too. do the stones about demons and magic Although some aspects of theology 

car, be mferred from a small portion of this matenal, the main funct,on of these 

stones seems 10 be the 9IvIng of practteal advice for d-ealtng with everyday hie m 

the Middle Ages Along with warnings related to lhe dangers of demor.s 

wrtches. sorcerers and magic 111 general Seier Hasidim also tnes (with great 

inconsistency) to establish whIcl1 act1V1ties in these areas are forbidden arid 

which are permltted Also. by making evil sptnts and occult practices convenient 
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scapegoats for tragedies such as death. infertility, and plagues. these stones 

help to explain the great sutfenng that a Jew expenenced every day ,n rned,eval 

Germany. 

While the demonological and magical stones In Seier Hasid,m teach us 

much about the lives of Germa-n Jews in the Middle Age,s, they also have 

relevance for today's society As magic and mysocIsm come back 1n popula11ty 

Seier Hasidim allows us to acknowledge their rote 1n th•! history of Judaism not 

Iust ,n the Middle Ages. but even back ,n 81bhcal times And although most 

modem Jews do not believe ,n spirits and the occult , they can at the very least 

be eoterta1ned by reading :he fascinating and bizarre stones found in Seier 

Has1d1m 

1 Avraham Yaakov Finkel, SeferChastd1m, The Boel~ of the Pious by Raot,, 
Yehuda HeChasld (New Jersey: Jason Aronson, Inc. 1997) 
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