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INTRODUCTION

Jews have forever struggled to experience God and to understand the role of God
in the world. From Abraham to Moses to the present, we have longed for regular
intimate divine contact. We have struggled to understand how justice is dispensed and
how forgiveness, mercy and lovingkindness are granted. We wonder about punishment
for evil, in a world created by a benevolent God, a God who, we pray, loves the created
world.

For some, understanding God can only occur through philosophical reflection.
Such reflection and acquisition of metaphysical knowledge does not seek a unitive
experience with God. It is in no way an ecstatic, consciousness-altering endeavor
(philosophy). For others, encountering God is a unitive experience, a merging of self
with God, which involves a departure from a normal state of consciousness. Whether
through the recitation of divine names or the manipulation of letters of Torah, it is
through a rigorous mystical practice that human beings experience intimacy with the
Divine (ecstatic kabbalah).

Finally, for others, God is met through Divine emanations. God’s essence flows
through and into the universe, by means of an organized, and highly symbolic, emanatory
system. For these kabbalists, a proper observance of the mitzvot, the divine
commandments, has a direct effect on God. The natural result of a religious life, of the
actions of each and every one of us, causes God’s abundance to flow, to emanate, into the
material world — or not (theosophic kabbalah).

The great, 13" Century, Spanish kabbalist, Joseph Gikatilla, offers a striking and

novel understanding of these distinct traditions. In a bold theological step, he does not



choose between these three quite different paths. For Gikatilla, one need not make a
choice between them. One does not exclude another. Gikatilla’s work suggests that the
philosophical, mystical and theosophical paths can and should be unified. They can and
should exist in harmony with one another.

Avraham our Father understood that God created multiple paths to Himself: the
philosophical the mystical and the theosophical. According to Maimonides, Abraham
was a philosopher. But according to Gikatilla, Abraham was also a mystic. For along
with his deep study, examination and understanding of God, Abraham planted one Tree
at the ‘Well of Seven,’ (at Be 'er Sheva). With the planting of this Tree, Abraham
implanted the notion of one God, who is intimately involved with humanity.
Furthermore, through the person of Abraham, Gikatilla suggests to us that the single God
has multiple pathways, to and from the Source. This singular Well of Seven beautifully
symbolizes how unity can at the same time give way to a multiplicity, seven in particular.
And the notion of seven, suggests the seven Divine emanations, sefirot, accessible to the
material world.

Gikatilla goes beyond, however, a unifying of the ideas of philosophy and ecstatic
and theosophic kabbalah. Relying further on Abraham, Gikatilla seeks to prove a radical
proposition: that God’s essence is mercy. The deepest core of God, to Gikatilla, consists
of lovingkindness. Like a scientist detailing the biological system of a universe, a living
being, Gikatilla explains the way in which the divine forces bless human beings with
mercy and lovingkindness. For Gikatilla, through Divine emanations, God programmed

the world to offer forgiveness and mercy as a matter of course.




In this thesis, my principle method for exploring these two subjects is an analysis

of the sefirah or middah of Hesed, lovingkindness, in Gikatilla’s book entitled Sha ‘are
‘Orah, Gates of Light (SO). Gikatilla, who lived in Castile, Spain, wrote Sha’are ‘Orah
in around 1290, within a few years of the composition of the Zohar, the most famous
kabbalistic text. Of this work, Gershom Scholem stated the following: “The Gates of
Light, is still the best work on the subject. It gives an excellent description of kabbalistic
symbolism and also analyzes the motives which determine the correlation between the
Sefiroth and their Scriptural symbols.”*

Further, Scholem describes the sefirot and the system they establish in the
following way:

the potencies and modes of action of the living God. . . {Here, God] emerges

from His hiddenness and ineffable being, to stand before us as the Creator. . .

What constitutes the special mythical structure of the Kabbalistic complex of

symbols is the restriction of the infinitely many aspects under which God can be

known to ten fundamental categories [that we call the sefirof].2

As an aide in my task of analyzing the Chapter on Hesed, I seek also to determine
the manner or extent to which the opening Introduction to Sha'are ‘Orah informs
Gikatilla’s vision of the sefirotic system, specifically the seventh sefirah, emanation, that
of Hesed, lovingkindness.

In analyzing Gikatilla’s Introduction and the chapter on Hesed, I will use the
following approach. First and foremost, rather than offering a thematic organization,

divorced from the progression of the text as it was written by Gikatilla, this commentary

simply moves through the chapter on Hesed, from the beginning to the end. Although I

! Scholem, Gershom, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, 212.
? Scholem, Gershom, Kabbalah & Its Symbolism, 100-101
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am not attempting to provide a translation, in many places I offer a literal translation of
the text, in order to give context to the passages that I delve into deeper. As | proceed,
through the text I comment on various issues raised and I focus to a very significant
degree on the proof-texts upon which Gikatilla relies.’

Before beginning the textual analysis itself, however, I first will provide a
discussion of the development of some of the primary ideas that Gikatilla takes up, at
least by implication, in Sha'are ‘Orah. Second, I will discuss the three primary
influences on his life and work: Maimonidean philosophy, Abulafian kabbalah and
theosophic kabbalah. Third, I will offer a brief discussion of the life and literary work of
Gikatilla. Fourth, I will analyze the Introduction and then the chapter on Hesed. Finally,
I will offer a conclusion suggesting the . . .

A. Development of Kabbalistic Ideas and the Language of Sefirot

Gikatilla completed Sha’are ‘Orah at the end of the 13™ century, a time of a great
literary flourishing among Jewish students of kabbalah, the primary area of practice for
Jewish mystics. Rather than jumping directly to a discussion of Sha’are ‘Orah, however,
I first will explore the development of ideas that lead up to Gikatilla and his time.

Any study of Jewish mysticism must touch on the founding Biblical text, which is
found in the first chapter of the Book of Ezekiel. Ezekiel was a prophet who lived before
and after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, which occurred in 586 BCE.* The

Book of Ezekiel opens with the prophet reporting a mystical vision. In his vision, he saw

3 , For translations of passages from the TaNaKh, I have relied upon the JPS translation.

4 Blenkinship, Joseph, A History of Prophecy in Israel, 194-207. Scholars have not
determined the precise dates of Ezekiel’s mystical vision, whether before or after the fall
of the Temple, or where Ezekiel lived when he recorded the vision.
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a fire with a gleam of amber. And even further at the center, he saw the figures of four
creatures. They had the figures of human beings, but each with four faces and four wings
and each one’s wings touched the wings of the other. They had human hands below their
wings. Each had four faces: a human face in the front, a lion on the right, an ox on the
left, an eagle in the back. The fire, with its radiance and lightning, kept moving about
among the creatures. There was a wheel next to each of the four creatures.’

Somehow, Ezekiel sensed that God was in control. “Wherever the spirit impelled
them to go, they went.” “When they moved I could hear the sound of their wings, like
the sound of Shaddai.” And finally: “Above the expanse over their heads was the
semblance of a throne . . . and on top, upon the semblance of throne, there was the
semblance of a human from.” Ezekiel described this human form as “the semblance of
the Presence of the Lord.”®

Here, Ezekiel lays the foundation for the tradition of a chariot. It is a chariot that
carries God, at God’s will. It is a chariot that has four wheels and four humans carrying
or supporting each of the four legs of the throne. The experience of God is defined
largely by the fire, the brilliance of light. Ultimately, the mystical text grows into a body
of literature called Maaseh Merkavah, the Divine Chariot.

From this founding Biblical text, we move to the early rabbinic texts, circa 200
CE, which was approximately 1000-1100 years before Gikatilla began writing. In the

Mishnah, we find a prohibition against speculating about four things: “Whosoever

5 Ezek. 1:1-
¢ Ezek. Ch.

0.
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speculates upon four things, a pity for him! He is as though he had not come into the

world: what is above, what is beneath, what is before, what is after.”’

Despite the prohibition in the Mishnah, we find a clear Jewish interest in
questions of cosmology and cosmogony. For example, in Mashekhet Hagigah, we learn
in the name of Rav that “by ten things was the world created: by wisdom, by
understanding, by reason, by strength, by rebuke, by might, by righteousness, by

judgment, by lovingkindness, and by compassion.”®

We also see in several places a
rabbinic interest in the instruments of creation, those being the spoken word.” In these
two texts the rabbis observe 10 statements of God that formed the creative cosmogony.

Furthermore, we see recorded instances of mystical practice. First and foremost,
we find in Hagigah 14b the Talmudic record of the mystical experience of four famous
rabbis: Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Aher and Akiva. We can see from the painful conclusion
of all but R. Akiva, the Talmudic warning against a mystical search for what is above,

. beneath, before and after. As only Rabbi Akiva survived this experience, we must
assume that the Talmudic tradition thought it important to reinforce the warning of the
Mishnah.

In a famous correspondence, Hai Gaon seeks to define and limit the nature of
mystical practice, called ‘merkavah mysticism.” Hai Gaon, the 13™ century head of the

Babylonian academy in Sura, and the then recognized world-leader of the Jewish

community, wanted to circumscribe the then-current understanding of the purpose and

7 Mishnah Hagigah 2:1. Scholem also began his discussion of kabbalistic ideas with this
Mishnah. See, Kabbalah, 12.
® BT Hagigah 12a.

? Mishnah Avot, ch. V.; Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, ch. III.
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course of the mystical experience. For Hai Gaon, the mystic did not travel any
geographic distance. Rather, the mystic’s journey was of an entirely internal nature. It
was, at best, a journey to the “innermost recesses of the heart.”

“You may perhaps know that many of the Sages hold that when a man is worthy

and blessed with certain qualities and he wishes to gaze at the heavenly chariot

and the halls of the angels on high, he must follow certain exercises. He must fast
for a specified number of days, he must place his head between his knees
whispering softly to himself certain praises of God with his face towards the
ground. As a result he will gaze in the innermost recesses of his heart and it will
seem as if he saw the seven halls with his own eyes, moving from hall to hali to
observe that which is therein to be found.”

Then, ignoring our Mishnah passage, there is Sefer Yetzirah, the Book of
Creation, which seeks explicitly to reveal the mystical origins of the universe. Likely
composed 100-200 years after the Mishnah, in the 4™ century C.E., by an anonymous
author, this is deemed by most to be the first Jewish mystical text.'® According to many,
Sefer Yetzirah was the first text to use the term sefirah.!! In Sefer Yetzirah the word
probably relates to the concept of ‘numeral’ and it is there identified with the number
ten'2. The word sefirah becomes a central idea in the realm of theosophical kabbalah.
“All later theologians undoubtedly drew the term sefirah, as well as many other terms
that became central to Jewish philosophical and mystical speculation in the Middle Ages,

from this short tract.”**

The original meaning of the term sefirah in Sefer Yetzirah, however, is quite

different from the meaning that future kabbalists gave to it. In Sefer Yetzirah the sefirot

19 Saadia Gaon, who wrote a commentary on Sefer Yetzirah, disagreed that this was a
mystical text. He understood it to be a book of cosmology.
: Dan, Joseph, Early Kabbalah, 7.

Id.

==
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are fixed and static elements of cosmogony and cosmology.'* The primary subject of

concern in Sefer Yetzirah is the moment that and the means by which God created the
world. The text begins with the statement that God created the world out of 32 nefivot,
paths of wisdom. This is the subject of the entire first chapter of Sefer Yetzirah. The
number 32 is the sum of the 10 digits from 1-10, plus the 22 Hebrew letters. After
Chapter One, the book explores the mystical and cosmic, creative capacity of the Hebrew
letters, as well as the creative power of the Divine Names. According to Dan and many
others, the cosmology and terminology of Sefer Yetzirah ‘have no prior source in Hebrew
literature.”"

Although Sefer Yetzirah introduces the term sefirah, the term comes to acquire a
very different meaning from what it originaily intended. In the mid to late 12 century,
approximately 100 years before the work of Gikatilla and his peers in Castile and central
Spain, Sefer ha'Bahir (the Bahir, the Book of Brilliance) appeared in France. The Bahir
was the first Jewish text to conceive of God in terms of a set of dynamic sefirot, or
divine, emanated powers.'® With the appearance of this text, we find Jewish thinkers
incorporating and, even moreso, reshaping Neoplatonic thought, which had focused on
the emanation of fixed divine potencies. This Neoplatonic body of thought represents

one of the foundations of the theosophic notion of the sefirot. In this body of thought,

God is understood as ‘an unfolding of ten divine potencies or emanations.” !’

H1d., 14.

15 I_d_., 7

'%1d., 13.

'7 I understand that there is disagreement about the origin of these ideas. Iam in no way
seeking to comment on whether the idea of divine potencies or emanations was originally
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The Bahir made new and important contributions to Jewish ideas of God, in
addition to introducing the idea of dynamic, divine emanations or powers. First, it
offered the idea that the divine world includes both masculine and feminine elements.'®
The Bahir uses the imagery of Queen, Bride, Sister, Wife, Daughter and Matron,
reminiscent of the Gnostic terminology, “the daughter of light.”"? Although the notion of
the Shekhinah had been a part of rabbinic literature for over 1000 years, the feminine
gender of the word itself never inspired an explicitly feminine vision of God, before the
Bahir?®

Second, and also likely from a Gnostic source, the Bahir portrayed the emanated
powers, the divine world, as a living tree — a unity of intertwined limbs, roots, trunks,
leaves, buds and sprouts.?’ Ben-Shlomo, in his Mavo, Introduction to SO, describes the
Godhead of the Bahir as “a system of powers,” an “endless organism of spiritual limbs.
The connections between the limbs form a drama within the divine realm and the results
{of this drama] determine the situation of the world and of history.”?

Third, the Bahir introduces the idea that ‘the evil elements in the universe are no
more than divine emissaries: obedient messengers of the divine command. In such a case

evil is not an independent force; the messengers are not evil in essence, nor is there an

a Jewish idea taken by the Neoplatonists or vice-versa. See Idel, Kabbalah: New
Perspectives, 116-17.

8 Dan, 29.

19 L‘..-

20 1d.; See also, Ben Shlomo, Introduction to Sha’are ‘Orah, 10. Also Idel offers several

glther bases underlying the masculine and feminine aspects of the Divine.
1d., 30.

2 Dan, 9.




independent divine source of evil.’® Finally, as mentioned, is the system of ten divine
powers, sefirot, arranged in a specified sequence. The Bahir creates a whole new way of
thinking about the sefiror. This is the most important influence of the Bahir in that it
changes fundamentally the idea of the emanated powers.

Commenting in essence on Sefer Yetzirah, the Bahir asks the question: why are
these powers called sefiro1? “The heavens declare/mesaprim the glory of God.”?* Here
we have a play on the root of the verb. The root, S,PAh, R contains three different ideas.
First, it relates to the notion of a number and counting. So, the verse could be understood
as the ‘the heavens number/count the glory of God’ as in the counting, SaPar, of a fixed
number as was identified by the Sefer Yetzirah. Second, there is a connection to the word
SaPiR, as in the enormously valuable gem we know as sapphire. The idea is that the
sefirot illuminate our understanding of God like a precious and radiant gem. Third, the
root is suggestive of the dynamic sefirot. The declaration of the heavens is obviously
pointing to the spiritual powers called sefiror.2

B. Kabbalah Moves South — From Narbonne & Provence, France

to Castile, Spain
Living in Narbonne, France, and relying significantly on the Bahir, in around the

year 1200, Isaac the Blind became the preeminent teacher of kabbalah. First, his

;: Ben Shlomo, Introduction to Sha'are ‘Orah, 36-38.
Psalm 19:2.
% For this passage I relied on a number of texts, including Dan’s Early Kabbalah, Idel’s
New Perspectives and Ariel’s The Mystic Quest. In addition, Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan
explains that there are three underlying aspects to this root S,Ph,R. First, there is the
sefer, which relates to the physical form of the letter and pertains to the continuum of
space/universe. Sephar or number relates to sequence and more specifically to time.
Finally, sippur or communication or story/telling, relates to the mind or to the spiritual
realm. The Book of Creation, Translation and Commentary, Aryeh Kaplan, 20-21.

10
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teachings revolved around Chapter 1 of the Book of Genesis. For Rabbi Isaac, this first
chapter of Genesis is the story of theosophy, rather than a history of the creation of the
material world. He believed that the creation of the physical world was a later stage in
the process of creation. Stated differently, the emanation of the sefirot preceded the
appearance of the heavens and the earth.?® Rabbi Isaac also laid out a system of symbols
for the ten sefirof that became the standard for most of the later kabbalists.?” These
symbols, the lower six in particular, were based on a single verse in the Chronicles. They
are gedulah, gevurah, tiferet, netzach, hod and malkhut. “Thine, O Lord, is the
Greatness, and the Strength, and the Beauty, and the Victory, and the Majesty . . . Yours
is the Kingdom.”?® During the 100 or so years following the appearance of the Bahir, its
ideas moved southward, first into Northern Spain, largely through the work of Isaac the
Blind and his disciples.

Beginning in Gerona, Spain, the southward movement of the ideas of the Bahir,
traveled through Catalonia, Aragon and finally into Castile. Two of Isaac the Blind’s
greatest students, Rabbi Ezra and Rabbi Azriel, moved from Provence, France to Gerona,
Spain. Together they turned the Kabbalah into “an active spiritual and intellectual force
within medieval Jewish culture.”?

According to R. Ezra of Gerona, the emergence of the sefirot into existence from

their hiddenness is tantamount to the formation of ‘attributes and instruments which are

finite and can be apprehended.” R. Asher envisioned the six days of creation as six

% Dan, 32.
714, 31,
8 [ Chron. 29:11.

# Dan, Early Kabbalah, 34.
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extremities corresponding to the six sefirot. He described them as ‘instruments of the
inner spirit.” Thus, they accepted and expanded the bahiric idea of sefirot as both
instruments and vessels.*

The penetrating depth of the kabbalistic ideas coming from Gerona, caused them
to move southward throughout the 12" and 13" Centuries, until reaching Castile, the
home of Moshe de Leon, the author of much of the Zohar, and of Joseph Gikatilla, the
author of SO. The town of Castile, in Spain, came to be a place where a diverse and
sophisticated group of kabbalists gathered at the end of the 13% Century. Thus, it was
truly a center of kabbalistic thought and development, reflecting a vast range of Jewish
learning and Jewish mystical practice. And it was Joseph Gikatilla pulled together three
of the major metaphysical/mystical movements of his age: Maimonidean philosophy,
Abulafian ecstatic/prophetic kabbalah and theosophic kabbalah.

CHAPTER ONE

A. Three Influences On Gikatilla: Maimonidean Philosophy; Ecstatic or

Prophetic Kabbalah (Abraham Abulafia); Theosophical Kabbalah

As mentioned above, before moving directly to SO and the work of Joseph
Gikatilla, I will offer a brief background of the three primary influences on Joseph
Gikatilla’s work and kabbalistic, mystical life. These three influences are: Maimonidean

philosophy, Abulafian mystical kabbalah, and theosophic kabbalah.>’

2? Idel, Moshe, New Perspectives, 142.
Maimonides lived from 1135-1204. Abulafia lived from about 1240-1291.

Theosophic kabbalah flourished in France and Spain from 1100 through the life of
Gikatilla and beyond.

12
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1. Philosophy & Maimonides

Although the philosophers took up many issues, I want to briefly touch on 3 of the
questions they faced. 1) What can we say about God’s essence? 2) Can anything be said
of God’s actions? 3) What is the relationship between the Intelligences/emanations and
God?

a) Can anything be said of God’s essence?

The general problem for the philosopher was how to describe God. Stated
differently, a primary goal for the philosopher was to understand the essence of God.
Many resorted to the language of Aristotle. For example, they used terms such as the
First Cause, Pure Form, the Form of Forms, or even The One.3? Absent from their
descriptions of God was any personal quality. God is simply pure and clear form.
Further, God’s connection to the world is expressed only in his existence and not in his
volitional actions.’® This understanding of God is different from both Maimonides and
from the God of the religious Jewish community.

The general problem for the philosopher was whether we could accurately say
anything about God.** According to the philosophers, one can say very little, if anything,
of a positive nature in describing God. To attribute any positive quality to God, would be
to limit God’s infinite and unknowable nature. According to Maimonides, one can say

nothing positive about the essence of God. One can only say what God is not.

22 Ben Shlomo, Introduction to Sha ‘are Orah, 14
Id.

3 Ben Shlomo, Introduction, 14
13




b) Can anythin itive be said of God’s actions?

Maimonides departs from the strict Aristotelian idea that nothing can be said even
about God’s actions. He agrees that we can say nothing about God’s essence, but he
disagrees about whether we can speak of God’s actions.’> Ben-Shlomo describes it this
way: “Indeed, Rambam tries to save the Personal/Imminence of God, by means of
modifiers of action. They are positive descriptions, but they say nothing about the
essence of God Himself. They only point to or indicate God’s connections to the world.”

God’s relationship to the material world is as an effluence of divine bounty that
overflows through the Separate Intelligences to the lower orders of creation, the celestial
spheres and the sub-lunar world.*® This unceasing flow is necessary for the continued
existence of the Intelligences. Here, Maimonides could speak of God as the transcendent

and efficient cause of the universe.’’

c) The Emanations and the Problems of: Oneness, Change and
the Personal God
Related to the concern for God’s essence and actions is the question concerning
the relationship between God’s self and the emanations or sefirot. Understanding this
relationship produces the following additional questions: First, if God is one, how can
there be emanations? Wouldn’t the existence of emanating sefirof destroy the unity of
God? Second, if somehow the sefirot do not destroy God’s unity, wouldn’t they at least

violate the principle that God cannot change? For anything that changes, anything that

35
Id., 14-15
36 Guide 1:58, 69, 72, I1:12. Although Maimonides was opposed to theosophic kabbalah,

his notion of Separate Intelligences seems like a fairly close relative, cousin maybe, to the
sefirot.

37 Guide, 1:63-64.
14




has motion, must be temporary. Anything that changes cannot be eternal. Thus, there
can be no change within God and anything that experiences change is necessarily not a
part of God. Finally, if God does not change, how can there be a personal God? As each
individual is different and each individual experiences change throughout life, how can
God be involved with individuals without also involving change in God’s self? Doesn’t a
specific response to the needs of an individual require a change on the part of God?

2. Abulafian Prophetic/Ecstatic/Linguistic Kabbalah
a) Background and technique of Abraham Abulafia

For the philosopher, the sefirot are highly problematic. They violate God’s unity
and God’s unchanging quality. Similarly, the idea that God is a personal God also
violates the notion of an unchanging God. These ideas, although very much in the realm
of the philosopher, become central as well to the theology and mythical practice of
Abraham Abulafia, the second and primary influence on Joseph Gikatilla. Having been a
serious student of Maimonides, he was profoundly shaped by these philosophical ideas.

Abraham Abulafia, who was born in 1240 in Sargasso in the province of Aragon,
was highly indebted to Maimonides. Abulafia describes Maimonides to be an important
influence and he sees himself very much of a disciple of Maimonides.*® In the course of
offering some background about Abulafia’s life, I will try to show how it was the
Maimonides had such an influence on Abulafia.

As a teen, after the death of his father, Abulafia moved to Eretz Yisrael and lived

there for only a few years.* He moved to Capua, Italy, where he studied philosophy and

3 Idel article ON ABU
3 Idel, Moshe, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, 2-3.
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especially Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, with R. Hillel of Verona.*® After some
unknown period of time he returned to Catalonia and began to study the Kabbalah, which
he had earlier opposed. In the early 1270’s, Abulafia went to Castile where he taught the
Guide to Joseph Gikatilla and to R. Moses b. Burgos.*!

Based on a vision he had in 1270, in which he was commanded to meet with the
Pope, he sought on numerous occasions, unsuccessfully, to arrange a meeting with the
Pope.*? This vision produced messianic dreams for Abulafia, which eventually evoked
extreme criticism from the Rashba, the leading rabbinic figure of Spain. Ultimately,
probably in the mid-1280s, Abulafia had no choice but to go into in exile on an island
near Sicily.*> He likely died towards the end of the year in 12914

Abraham Abulafia describes his kabbalistic system with two basic terms:
Prophetic Kabbalah and the Kabbalah of Names. Prophetic Kabbalah refers to the goal
of his mystical practice — the attainment of ‘prophecy or ecstasy.” This means the
experience of revelation, and union with the Divine. The Kabbalah of Names refers to a
primary mystical technique used by Abulafia, to achieve the prophetic or ecstatic goal of
his mystical practice. His Kabbalah of Names explores and utilizes the nature of Divine
Names in order to attain ecstatic mystical experience.*’ The recitation of the Names of
God as a means of attaining ecstasy is a widely known mystical practice, playing a

significant role in techniques from India, Tibet and Japan, in Islam and Orthodox

014, 8-9.

41 .I_.d_-

42 .I.d.'

43 .I-g.

44 Id.

5 1del, Kabbalah of Divine Names, 110-111.
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Christianity.*® Idel offers numerous examples of Jewish texts that understand and
practice this tradition of uttering Divine Names.

“In every place where I will have my Name mentioned, I will come to you and
bless you.”? Based on this verse and others, Abulafia believed that the ultimate mystical
practice was in the recitation of God’s name.*® Through the recitation of Divine Names,
God’s shefa or Intellectual abundance enters into the mystic. This description was
influenced by Maimonides and Ibn Ezra who wrote: “and the angel which is between
man and his God is intellective.”*

There were various practices for reciting the Divine Names, each of which
involved a number of elements. One element or technique involved the breath. Abulafia
was quite clear that proper breathing could bring about a mystical experience, and
through that the survival of the soul.’® In addition, the manner of pronunciation of the
letters was critical for a mystical experience.”’ Proper visualization of the Divine Names
was also an important element to the mystical experience.

One does not find in Abulafia experiences of contemplative mysticism that are
continued over an extended period of time. Instead, his approach is passionate and

intense; and for this reason, the duration of his individual mystical experiences was

‘% Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abulafia, 14.
4T Ex. 20:21.

*® Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abulafia, 87.

9 14., 89. “The angel who advises you of the secret of God is named Gabriel, and he
speaks from the first verse of the holy name mentioned by you, and he shows you the
wonders of prophecy, for that is the secret of: ‘In a vision I will make myself known to
him, in a dream I will speak to him,” for ‘vision,” which is the secret of the verse, equals
Gabriel, and ‘dream,” whose secret is ‘Edo’ is Enoch.” Gabriel has the value of 246. 1d.,
89.

%0 Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abulafia, 27.
3! 1d., 30.
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limited. As Idel understands this phenomenon, it is impossible for the mind to function
on such an intense level for any extended period of time.*? Abulafia’s system directs one
towards short bursts into Eternal Life, followed by a rapid return to the life of this
world. >

The ecstatic, prophetic nature of the God-encounter distinguishes Abulafia’s
kabbalah from other kabbalistic systems, in both its essential purpose as well as the
techniques for its attainment. “Rather, the goal of prophetic qabbalah was to extricate the
soul from the so-called ‘knots’ which bind it to the material world, and thereby allow the
soul to conjoin with certain cosmic, spiritual forces which Abulafia associated with the
Active Intellect. Ostensibly, this would enable the individual soul to experience a state of
prophecy.”>*

For the ecstatic kabbalist, the purpose of religious life was/is to experience
individual union with God and this could be achieved through the recitation or
manipulation of divine names and the letters of Torah. These kabbalists merged the
philosopher’s emphasis on knowledge, with the mystical focus on divine names and
letters. Thus, they came to believe that knowledge of the permutations of the Names of
God was the highest form of comprehension of the divine. Abulafia wrote that

knowledge of Divine Names had three different possibilities. True knowledge: 1) is

~ liable to make one wise; 2) can bring an individual to the level of prophecy, to a mystical

2 1d., 40.
S 1d.
54 Blickstein, 13.
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experience; 3) can change reality by ‘renewal’ of souls. Abulafia wrote that “in the

Name my intellect found a ladder to ascend to the heights of vision.””

b) Ecstatic Kabbalah/Abulafia and Maimonides/Philosophy

Abulafia, following Maimonidean philosophical views, rejected the sefirot, the
divine emanations, or at least believed them to be inferior to prophetic kabbalah.
Abulafia believed that the sefirot created 10 gods and therefore destroyed the unity of
God.*® Furthermore, Abulafia believed that the sefirotic system created a God who
changes, another serious violation of Jewish belief about God.”” Similarly, even if the
desire for a personal God were reasonable, for Abulafia, such a God would involve
change — something that the philosopher in Abulafia could not accept. Thus, Abulafia
believed that the sefirotic system was profoundly flawed.

Instead, Abulafia advocates a theology of intimate, mystical contact with God. In
lieu of kabbalistic theosophy, Abulafia seems to stress the understanding of God as
Intellect/Intelligble Act of Intellection/Active Intellect, a definition allowing for the union
of the actualized human intellect and the divine Intellect.’® Thus, it is apparent that the
language Abulafia chose to explain his theology seems to be drawn from the work of
Maimonides.

I want to point out one final aspect of Abulafia’s kabbalah. Although the
Mishnah states that “One who pronounces the Name in its letters [i.e. as it is written] has

no share in the World to Come,” Abulafia claims the exact opposite. For him, the way to

55 Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abulafia, 18-20.
%1d., 8.

7 1d.
58 I_d-s 8.
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attain the World to Come is precisely, and only, by pronouncing the Ineffable Name.
Further, Abulafia’s system is based upon the performance of acts that constitute definite
halakhic transgressions.>’

In stark contrast to theosophic kabbalists, mitzvor for Abulafia were quite
unrelated to the prophetic or ecstatic experience.®’ Abul'afia teaches that the unitive
experience consists primarily of the pronunciation of Divine Names and a complex
technique involving such components as breathing, singing and movements of the head -

techniques that have nothing whatsoever to do with the traditional commandments of

Judaism.

I suspect that one of the ways to have become accepted as a Jew of significance, a
Jew to be taken seriously, in 13" century Jewish life, was to be a student and proponent
of Maimonides. Thus, it makes sense that Abulafia would have wanted to represent his
work as a natural and small extension of Maimonidean thought and practice. On the
other hand, to be seen as radically departing from Maimonides could have been a more

risky endeavor. For four reasons, I wonder if Abulafia’s kabbalah has been over-

identified with Maimonidean philosophy.

First, the goal of Abulafia’s mystical practice was profoundly different from the

goal of Maimonides’ philosophical/metaphysical endeavor. An ecstatic encounter with

God seems quite different from what Maimonides described in any of his writings.

Second, the nature of the Abulafian mystical experience was profoundly un/ir/rational.

1d. at 41. 1 suspect that one might reasonably argue that the work and thought of #1
Medieval philosophy supported Abulafia’s anti-nomian thought and practice. :
% 1del, Moshe, The Mystical Experience in Abulafia, 8-9, 40.
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The experience described by Abulafia was anything but a rational encounter, grounded in
metaphysical, scientific, mathematical knowledge.®'

Third, the technique used by Abulafia seems radically different from anything
Maimonides ever described in his writings. Neither the manipulation of the letters of
Torah nor the recitations of Divine Names are practices that Maimonides ever promoted.

Fourth, and finally, Abulafia’s mystical practice was profoundly and admittedly anti-

nomian. He knowingly violated halakhic strictures in the course of his mystical work. It
strikes me as quite unlikely that Maimonides would have supported a mystical practice
with such anti-halakhic, anti-nomian implications.

David R. Blumenthal of Emory University has argued that, in fact, Maimonides
was a mystic — an intellectualist mystic, to be precise. According to Blumenthal, through
an examination of Maimonides’ use of various Arabic terms, one can discern the nature
of his mystical [awareness]. Even Blumenthal’s analysis, however, leaves me believing
that whatever mystical practice Maimonides endorsed, none represent a close connection

to the mysticism of Abulafia.

The first example of intellectual mysticism, involves Maimonides’ use of the term

wahy. According to Blumenthal, this refers to the highest level of prophecy, like

Abraham, and to the second degree of prophecy as well. This form of prophecy is
characterized by a prophet who ‘preaches to men by speculation and leaming’ and

‘teaches men and explains to them with speculative proofs.” Id. at 28. Even this,

however, sounds quite different from an Abulafia ecstatic or prophetic mystical

¢! Ide), Infinities of Torah, 149.
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experience. They were quite solitary experiences and he was in no position to offer
sophisticated teachings.5

With the Arabic root wsl, Maimonides also speaks of the conjunction of the
intellects of man and God. Blumenthal explains that this means, “’intellectual contacts
which communicate learned things similar to that which is derived from speculation.’”
Again, I cannot imagine that Abulafia was capable of communicating ‘learned things’
during his mystical ecstasy.

Blumenthal further points out Maimonides’ focus on ‘knowing’ God. “Unto thee

it was shown, that you might know that the Lord . . .” “Know this day, and lay it to thy

heart.” “Know that the Lord is God.”™? According to Blumenthal, Maimonides also lays
a daily schedule of preparation for the devotee.** With this, Maimonides in no way
describes any practices resembling Abulafian kabbalah. Based on my reading of
Blumenthal, I agree that Maimonides had something of a mystical interest. However, I
see little evidence in the Blumenthal’s article suggesting that it sufficiently resembles
Abulafian mystical techniques or goals.

3. Theosophic Kabbalah®®

The kabbalistic system referred to as theosophical kabbalah is defined by two

goals: (1) understanding the nature of the divine system, including both its concealed and

52 Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abulafia, 9.

% Deut, 4:35, Deut. 4:39, Psalm 100:3.

* Blumenthal, David, Maimonidean Intellectualist Mysticism And the Superiority of the
Prophecy of Moses, 33.

6 According to Ben-Shlomo, as between the philosophers and many kabbalists, there was
disdain. For some of the kabbalists explained their feelings like this: “Regarding the
philosophers, whose wisdom you praise, know that in truth the place where their heads
stand, stand our feet.” Introduction, 13.
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revealed aspects; and (2) the role of mitzvoth and their effect upon the Divine world.*
Before discussing these two subjects, however, 1 want to offer what I think is the most
central and compelling point, concerning theosophic kabbalah and its understanding of
the sefirotic system.

For theosophic kabbalists, the sefirot and their number are not philosophical
terms. For such kabbalists, the source of their sefirotic insight is neither logic nor
experimentation. Rather, the source of their insight is divine revelation through mystical
interpretation.’” The sefirot are symbols and so is their number. “The sefirot express ten
extremities or polarities in a three-dimensional world: up, down, east, west, north, south
(spatial dimensions); beginning and end (temporal dimension); and good and bad (the
moral dimension).”®®

“The world of Sefiroth is described as a mystical organism, a symbol which has

the additional advantage of supplying the Kabbalist with a ready justification for

the anthropomorphic mode of Scriptural expression. The two most important
images used in this connection are that of the tree and that of man. . . The ten

Sefiroth constitute the mystical Tree of God or tree of divine power each

representing a branch whose common root is unknown and unknowable. .. And

this tree of God is also, as it were, the skeleton of the universe; it grows
throughout the whole of creation and spreads its branches through all is
ramifications.”®

Symbolism must not be confused with rational or logical analysis. Symbolic
expression hints at a truth. It is very different from the truth itself. Thus, the criticism

that the sefirot create ten gods rather than one is simply a misunderstanding of the

%1d., 41.

67 _I,)ﬂ 9.
6 1d.

69 —gchalem, Major Trends, 214

23



symbolic meaning of the sefiror. Anyone who takes the symbol, the tip, to be the whole
truth is mistake.”

The theosophic symbol is the maximum approximation that can be achieved by
human language, of a hidden, mystical truth that is beyond logic and expression.”’ The
symbol is the only means by which the truth can be communicated. The concept of ten
sefirot, therefore, does not denote ten divine powers; rather, it suggests that the human
word ‘ten’ is the closest approximation to something beyond comprehension.”
Similarly, the terms for emanation are only the closest words in language that symbolize
a mystical process that is utterly hidden. Id. at 10.

It should be understood however that different kabbalists gave the same
terminology and symbolism different meanings. “Thus, the adherence to a system of
symbols came to reflect the Kabbalah’s external conservatism as it conceals an internally

free and revolutionary character.””

a)  Dynamic vs. Static God
Like the philosophers, one of the major challenges faced by the kabbalists was the
problem of a dynamic God, a God that changes. But, the kabbalists came up with a
brilliant solution to this problem. They distinguished between the two sides of God ~ the
Ein Sof and the seﬁrot. Id. at 15. What the philosophers say about God relates to the Ein
Sof. This is the hidden God, the hidden foundation of existence, the Neoplatonic

understanding of the divine. Id. This is the Great Reality, the Root of All Roots, ‘that

™ Dan, Early Kabbalah, 9.

71 L‘.o
2 1d., 9-10.
? Id., 10




which no thought can comprehend.’ This is the hidden side of divinity. This is not the
God spoken of in Torah, by the prophets or in the writings.

The God spoken of in Torah, that is the God revealed in the ten sefirot.”* Ben-
Shlomo explicitly points out that these are not two separate entities. The sefiror, which
describe the actions of God, also are spiritual entities that flow from the Ein Sof, by
means of emanation.”

“The sefirot are the bridge across the abyss, the connective tissue between the

infinite God and the finite world. They are the link that makes it possible to

preserve God’s absolute unity while preserving the relationship between God and
man. . . By differentiating between Eyn Sof and the sefirot, it possible to say that
do is incorporeal, immaterial, and unchangeable while still preserving the
traditional notion of God who spoke at Sinai. All the references to the traditional
notion of an active, personal God refer to the sefirot . . .’

b) Sefirot as Essence Of God, Created by God, or Emanation From God

Idel suggests that there are three (3) different answers to the question concerning
the ultimate essence of the sefirot. First, the sefirot are part of the divine nature and
partake in the divine essence. The first person to propound this idea was R. Isaac the
Blind. In his thought there was an identity between the Godhead and the sefirot. The
sefirot were part of the essence of God. Second, the sefirot are not divine in essence,
although they are closely related to divinity, They serve either as God’s instruments in
creating and governing the world, or as God’s vessels for delivering the divine influx into

the lower worlds. Finally, the sefirot are sometimes understood as the divine emanations

within created reality, constituting, as it were, the imminent element of divinity.”’

" 1d, 16
14, 17.

78 Ariel, The Mystic Quest, 67.
n Idel, New Perspectives, 137.




One of the primary questions for the kabbalists was how God’s presence moves

from the hidden, unknowable realm of Eyn Sof to the revealed realm of the emanated
sefirot. There were two possibilities: first, Eyn Sof could be one of the 10 sefirot, part of
the sefirotic system. In this system then Eyn Sof would be infusing the second sefirah,
that being hochmah. The alternative is that Eyn Sof is totally separate from the sefirotic
realm and thus has to enter into that realm through the sefirah of Keter or Ratzon.” Ben
Shlomo explains that many kabbalists solved this problem in the following manner. Id. at
19. They identified the first sefirah with the quality of Divine Will and the subsequent
sefirot, as well as the essence of the different actions of God, of El. Specifically, these
are the colorful actions of the Divine Will.” The two subsequent sefirot, Hokhmah and
Binah distinguish the thoughtfulness and preparation of E1.% Hokhmah incorporates the
spiritual plan of all existence. It is simply the point from which all existence derives.®*
With the sefirah of Binah, the process of differentiation begins in the world. The seven
lower sefirot are distinct within the sefirah of Binah. 1t is as if binah is pregnant, with the
womb of a mother.*

Ben-Shlomo points out that if Keter is Ayin, then Hokhmah is the Supreme or
Highest Yesh. 1t is the beginning of material existence. The kabbalists formed and
embraced the idea of yetziat ha’yesh, min ha'Ayin.®* This is the emanation of the sefirah

of Hokhmah from the sefirah of Keter and of the seven lower sefirot from the sefirah of

: Ben Shlomo, Introduction, 18-19.
Id.
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Binah. The highest three sefirot, Keter, Hokhmah, and Binah, identify the volitional and

considered actions of God. The next five sefirot, beginning with Hesed, express the
principled and moral-based introduction to the lower sefiror.®

According to Ben-Shlomo, Gikatilla never makes totally clear what he believes
concerning the relationship between Eyn-Sof and Keter and Hokhmah.*® Gikatilla tells
his readers several times that one must further study and learn this subject directly from a
teacher of kabbalah.*® He does explain, however that Keter is the cause of the sefirotic
emanations and He/Keter is the provider of the great shefa, the divine abundance and that
it is to Kefer that we direct our religious prayers and our divine service.’” Keter is the
power or force that unifies the sefirot. The exalted level of Keter enables it to oversee
and understand its dual purpose. Kefer unifies within itself the hidden aspect and the
revealed aspect of divinity.

¢)  Role of Mizzvot

“[T)he process of creation involves the departure of all from the One and its

return to the One, and the crucial turning-point in this cycle takes place within man, at the

moment he begins to develop an awareness of his own true essence and yearns to retrace

the path from multiplicity of his nature to the Oneness from which he originated.”®®
In order to understand the role of mitzvot in theosophic kabbalah, one must
understand the interrelationship between God and the sefirot, the Torah and the human

being. The general progression is as follows: First, as we have already learned above,

84 Id..
8 1d, 30-31.
% 1d., 30.
8 1d., 32.
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God is identified with the sefirot, with the ten Divine emanations. Second, God is

identified with the Torah. The Torah is seen as representing the body of God. Third, the
sefirot are identified with the human being. Just as the sefirot reflect the structure of the
divine, so too do they reflect the structure of man. By means of the sefirot, man acquires
a divine structure.

There is a famous kabbalistic saying: “What is below is above and what is inside
is outside.”®® Thus, if we are below then we are also above. If our actions are below they
also are above. But this statement only captures part of the point. Also crucial to the
power of ritual is something that Scholem calls the magical aspect of the world of sefirot.
“For in the kabbalistic view everything not only is in everything else but also acts upon
everything else.”®® With this view we can more clearly understand the kabbalistic
understanding of mitzvot. Thus, we reach the next major idea. Since man has a divine
structure, man’s actions and attributes naturally can have an impact on the divine.

1) Identity of God and Torah

“God is not something transcending the Torah, the Torah is not outside of God

and He is not outside of the Torah, and that is why the sages of the Kabbalah were

justified in saying that the Holy One, blessed be He, is Himself the Torah.””*! Here, just
as God is infinite, so too is Torah. Like God, Torah contains the secrets of the universe.
ii) Identity of Sefirot and Man
“If the Sefirot in which God reveals Himself assume the form of man, making him

a microcosm in himself — a doctrine which found universal acceptance among the

¥1d., 122.
0 14,

*1 Scholem, Kabbalah & Its Symbolism, 123.
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kabbalists — then man on earth is obviously capable of exerting an influence upon the

macrocosm and upon primordial man above.”®

iii}  Identity of Man and God

The identity of man and God in theosophical kabbalah enabled these kabbalists to
build a critical and a beautiful bridge between halakhah and the well-being of the divine
realm. The deeds performed by a person, not only influence our earthly world, but they
also have an impact on the upper realms. Further, every detail of halakhah and proper
performance of a mitzvah influences the sefirotic system. Ultimately, the oneness of God
depends on the proper actions of mankind — specifically, the proper and thorough
performance of the miftzvor.

iv) The Power of Mitzvot Upon God

Based on this understanding of the relationship of God to Torah, as explained by
R. Menahem Recanati, the theosophical kabbalists believed that ritual observance,
mitzvot, play a central role in the well-being of God and human. Simply put, deriving
from Torah and therefore from God, Jewish ritual takes God into action. Ritual action is

related to divine action. “The richly diversified life of His unity, achieves its symbolic

expression in ritual.”®

Scholem offers another penetrating statement by the brilliant kabbalist R. Isaac
the Blind. “Those who carry out the mitsvah always do two things. They represent in a

concrete symbol its transcendent essence, through which it is rooted in, and partakes of,

:; Scholem, Kabbalah, 153.
Id
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the ineffable. But at the same time they transmit to this transcendent essence an influx of

energy.”94

Recanati and others go so far as to say that not only do our ritual actions have an
impact on the divine realm, God’s well-being itself is dependent upon our actions.
“Those who perform the ritual, ‘lend stability, as it were, to a part of éod Himself, if it is
permissible to speak in this way.’”®® Ultimately, the purpose of ritual is the creation of
unity. This is a unity of the individual him/herself, but also a unity between above and

below, between heaven and earth, the heights and the depths of the cosmos.’®

4. Abulafian Kabbalah vs. Theosophical Kabbalah

a) Physical/spiritual duality

Abulafia’s system is dominated by two major concepts: the intellect and the
imagination. The literal meaning of the Torah is associated with the imagination, while
its esoteric meaning is associated with the intellect.”’ Abulafia and ecstatic kabbalah
rejected the theosophic affinity for symbolism. Ecstatic kabbalah emphasized, more than
theosophical kabbalah, the chasm between the spiritual and the material. With the goal of

attaining liberation from the bonds of corporeality, ecstatic Kabbalah worked on the

* 1d., 124-125.

% 1d., 125.

% Long before the kabbalah, the Talmudists played with the idea of a correspondence
between the commandments of the Torah and the structure of man. The 248
commandments correspond to the 248 members of man, the 365 prohibitions to the days
of the year. Thus, each member of man’s body is made to fulfill a commandment.
Further, the 10 Commandments came to symbolize the 10 sefirof in the body of Adam
Kadmon, which is also the structure of God. Here, we begin to see that the human is a
microcosm for the world and that man’s action restores the structure of Adam Kadmon.
Id., 128.

*7 Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia, 73.
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means of severing the connection between the human soul and its body. As a corporeal
being, the body could not serve as a point of departure for metaphysical meditations.

On the other hand, theosophical Kabbalah conceived the specific structure of the
body as a powerful symbol of the sefirotic realm, and its contemplation as an important
way of fathoming the structure of the Deity. Therefore, despite the profound difference
between the human and the Divine, these two entities shared a common structure, such
that man as symbol permitted the mystic an ascent beyond the material world.*®

b) Role of symbols

Abulafia regarded the literal meaning of the Torah as utterly negative, or even
demonic. On the other hand, the theosophical kabbalist believed that just as the human
body reflects the higher theosophy, so did the plain meaning of the text; neither the body
nor the text needed to be destroyed in order to attain ultimate esoteric knowledge. Both
were starting points for contemplation, material to be penetrated without obliterating its
basic structure. For the theosophist, the basic unit was not the letter, freed of its links to
the Torah text, but the word, which remained generally intact while its esoteric meaning
alluded to a divine hypostasis.”

Ecstatic Kabbalah prescribed mystical techniques for the attainment of the
perfection of the individual, to be used in total isolation. Theosophical Kabbalah
emphasized the role of the community as a unity able to act in an other-oriented way for

the benefit of the Godhead more than for its own welfare.

98 Idel, New Perspectives, 207.
» Id., 208.




CHAPTER TWO

L The Essential Brilliance of Joseph Gikatilla’s Sha ‘are_‘Orah

Gikatilla did not believe that one has to choose between philosophy and Abulafian
and theosophic kabbalah. He taught, although not in philosophical language, that the
three can and should be unified. He created a kabbalah that focused on the philosophical
goals of knowledge and understanding. But, our search for knowledge and
understanding, according to Gikatilla, should focus on the Divine Names, which was a
central object of Abulafian kabbalah. Furthermore, like Abulafia, our knowledge of the
Divine can grow out of esoteric interpretive practices such as gematria.

Finally, Gikatilia systematically places all of this knowledge within the
theosophic system of sefirot. The knowledge that we search for, offers us a deep
understanding of God’s emanatory process. It teaches us how we can seek to influence
the divine; how our religious practice, when directed to the proper Divine Name, can
influence the cosmic forces in the world; and, how we can cause God’s abundant mercy
to flow into our lives.

A. Life And Historical Background Of Joseph Gikatilla

Joseph Gikatilla was born in approximately 1248 in the Spanish Castilian town of
Medinat Celim. Unfortunately, very little is known about Gikatilla’s family background.
He died at about 74 years old, in 1322. He was a prolific writer of kabbalistic texts,
credited with writing dozens of texts during the course of his lifetime.

Two of his most important works were Ginnat Egoz (GE), the Garden of the

Walnut, and Shaarei Orah (SO), Gates of Light. As will be discussed below, these works

are understood as coming out of two very different kabbalistic traditions. GE, the earlier




text, written in his mid-20’s, comes out of the tradition primarily associated with
Abraham Abulafia, a tradition of linguistic kabbalah or prophetic/ecstatic kabbalah.

It is fairly widely agreed that in this first stage of his career Gikatilla was a highly
esteemed peer or colleague of Abraham Abulafia. According to Idel, Abulafia taught
Maimonides’ Guide for the Perplexed, to Gikatilla.'® In 1285, Abulafia spoke of
Gikatilla in the following way: . . . there were two (mystics) in Medinacelli: R. Samuel
the prophet who received some (qabbalah) from me, and R. Joseph Giqatila who was
highly successful in that which he learned with me and advanced on his own. The Lord
was with him.”'"!

What is confusing about this statement is that it was written approximately 10
years after Abulafia left Castile and thus quite a long time after Gikatilla and Abulafia
had worked/studied together.

As stated, this early stage of Gikatilla’s career is most prominently defined by his
work entitled, Ginnat Egoz, Garden of the Nut, which was written in 1273-74. Scholem
stated that “Gikatilla wrote Ginnat Egoz . . . with the purpose of explicating the method
of prophetic qabbalah.”'” Moshe Idel describes GE as a work of linguistic kabbalah.
Other works during this stage of his career include Perush al Shir ha 'Shirim, a poem
entitled Baggashah, Iggare ha'Emunah, Sefer ha’ Niggud and numerous other works
only found in manuscript.

In the second and latter stage of Gikatilla’s career/life, his principal works were

Sha’are Tzedek, Gates of Righteousness, and Sha ‘are Orah, Gates of Light. The most

19 ydel, The Mystical Experience in Abulafia, 3.
10! grickstein, 112.

102 Scholem, Major Trends, 194.
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famous work of this period, and the primary subject of this thesis, is Sha ‘are Orah. SO,
written approximately 20 years after GE, is an analysis of the divine sefirot or middot,
and thus understood as a work of theosophic kabbalah. Idel notes that Gikatilla wrote at
least four (4) texts on the subject of theosophic kabbalah.'® During this period of his
life, Gikatilla was no longer a part of the Abulafian kabbalistic circle. Rather, in this
latter stage, it appears that Gikatilla was something of a colleague and definitely a
contemporary of Moshe de Leon, the likely author of the primary text of the Zohar.

Significantly, Yehuda Liebes has helped us to know that Gikatilla composed a
composition, among others, that is possibly the basis of material that became part of the
Zohar, specifically the Idrot.'® One example, according to Liebes, is relevant to our text.
God’s thirteen attributes of compassion emanating from the highest sefirah, are likely the
same as the esoteric Zoharic text, involving God’s 13 locks on his beard (Tikunnei
DiKena).'®

Virtually every attempt to examine these two works central to Gikatilla’s literary
life, has observed a profound shift in his understanding of God and the world. Moshe
Idel describes this shift as follows: “Indeed, the divergences between the two stages of
Gikatilla’s . . . thought are so stark and substantial that it is hard to believe [he] could
have written such vastly differing works.”'® Thus, in addition to the dearth of
information about his family background and personal life, we are also limited in our

ability to explain the course of his intellectual and literary life.

193 Sha‘are ‘Orah, Historical Introduction by Idel, xxxi.
1041 jebes, Yehuda, Studies in the Zohar, 99.
105 1d.. 100.

19 Sha’are ‘Orah, Historical Introduction, xxiv.
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Despite the difficulty in understanding the course of Gikatilla’s intellectual and

mystical life, we can identify several pivotal influences on his thought and religious life.

I will focus on three of these influences. They are: 1) Abulafian kabbalistic ideas, which
heavily drew on Maimonidean philosophy; 2) Maimonidean rationalist philosophy; and
3) theosophic kabbalah, which is generally not seen to be philosophically oriented.

B. Ginnat Egoz & Potential Similarities To SO

In 1273-74, Gikatilla wrote Ginnat Egoz, Garden of the Nut, his most important
work in the first half of his literary career. He wrote this text in a small Castilian town of
20-30 Jewish families.'®” As I have not read GE, I want only to offer a few ideas based
on the analysis by Blickstein,

1. Ginnat Egoz and its potential relationship to SO

“Scholars have neither determined precisely the central theme and purpose of GE
nor have they identified correctly its proper mystical-literary context.”®® The book has
been variously described as a ‘work dealing with divine names,’ as ‘an introduction to the
mystic symbolism of the alphabet . . . and Divine Names,’ as an attempt to reconcile
philosophy with mysticism, and as a “work of prophetic qabbalah.”'® “Scholem and
others who have described GE as a work of prophetic gabbalah have fundamentally

misinterpreted GE and have placed it within the wrong mystical-literary setting.”!°

197 Blickstein, 3.

1% Blickstein, 21.

914, 22-24,

"% Gikatilla totally rejects any metaphysical similarity between YHVH and the
Intelligences. These Intelligences, which are pure form, are created, according to
Gikatilla and are therefore inferior to YHVH. Thus, they are subject to apprehension by
humans. Id., 44-45.
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According to Blickstein, religious rationalism together with letter and number
symbolism is the distinctive quality of Gikatilla’s Ginnat Egoz.""" He uses letter and
number symbolism to explain the cosmological origins of the universe from the Divine
Name, YHVH. The physical universe is ontologicaily constituted from letters and
numbers.''? Gikatilla saw the Torah as one great repository of esoteric ideas, written in
cryptic fashion or code form. The Torah, then, is ultimately a secret book, and letter and
number symbolism is the key to its secrets.'” I offer these conclusions of Blickstein
because despite the common understanding that GE and SO represent two profoundly
different works, suggesting almost a schizophrenic kind of personality, there seemto be a
number of meaningful similarities between the two texts.

2. Potential similarities between GE and SO

Based largely on Blickstein’s work, I want to suggest the following seven
similarities, between GE and SO: i) the desire to prove that the universe derives from one
core place; ii) the purpose of mystical pursuits is not prophetic or mystical unjon with
God; iii) serious kabbalistic practice can have an impact on the cosmic/divine realm; iv)
the absolute centrality of the divine name, YHVH; v) each divine name emanates from
YHVH; vi) no positive attributes may be predicated of God; vii) the grounding
philosophical-kabbalistic ideas in Torah is the principal technique and purpose of
kabbalistic practice.

In GE, Gikatilla seeks to show that the physical world derives from letters and

numbers. In SO, he seeks to show that the world derives from divine names. In fairness,

14, 46-48.
H2 14, 50.
B 1d., 52.

36




it seems that he is not concerned with the physical world per se, rather he is concerned

with he metaphysics of God’s Middot.

Second, in neither GE nor SO, is Gikatilla interested in ecstatic or prophetic union
with God. Third, in both works, whether through knowledge of numbers and letters or
through knowledge of divine names, humans can influence the divine realm.

Fourth, both works are abundantly explicit about the centrality of YHVH. Fifth,
and similar to number four, both works emphasize that all divine names emanate from
YHVH. “The goal of GE is to show how the entire universe as well as the divine names
and the Torah, ontologically emanated from the four letters.”''* The Divine Name is the
metaphysical origin of all language, the Torah, and the physical universe. It is the source
of all being.”'"®

Sixth, it seems to be the case, based on Blickstein’s analysis of GE, that no
positive attributes may be predicated of God. Finally, Gikatilla’s principal practice in
both texts is to take kabbalistic ideas, whether relating to divine letters, numbers or divine
names, and ground the ideas in Torah. Blickstein makes it clear that this is a central
Gikatilla method in GE.

“We should not view letter and number symbolism in Gikatilla’s writings, as a
technique which he used to produce new philosophical-qabbalistic ideas. Rather, as he
tells us in his introduction to GE, it is a technique by means of which ‘the principles of

our faith may be grounded in the foundations of our Torah.””''

11414, 68.
115 1d.,70 - 71.
16 Ld.
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3. Influence of Maimonides upon — Abulafia and Gikatilla

Maimonidean philosophy, influenced both prophetic and theosophic kabbalah.
Abulafia capitalizes on Maimonides’ idea that contact with God occurs through the
intellect, through the human acquisition of metaphysical knowledge. Humans receive
from the ever-flowing fountain of the Active Intellect. Further, following after
Maimonides, Abulafia was quite concerned that theosophic kabbalah violated the univty
of ‘God created by the 10 divine entities.

In Sha’are ‘Orah, besides the emphasis upon the precise performance of mitzvot,
the emphasis on intellectual understanding and thorough knowledge likely derives from
the influence of Maimonidean philosophy upon Gikatilla. Furthermore, it is even
possible, that the kabbalistic emphasis on mitzvot, also is connected to or raised higher by
Maimonides

Maimonides believed in the importance of harnessing and organizing the vast
array of mitzvoth. He cared so deeply in this mission that he wrote the text that
transformed Jewish life forever, the Mishneh Torah. Theosophic kabbalists believed in
the importance and the power of an organized and systemic religious/ritual observance.
Building upon and benefiting from Maimonides’ monumental work, they came to believe
that the proper practice of the mitzvot must have cosmic implications. They believed that
through the practice of mitzvoth, Jews would come to have a deeper knowledge of God.

Maimonides, most likely, did not believe in or highly value a mystical merging of
human and God. Humans can and do share in the divine shefa, albeit in differing

degrees. But ecstatic and prophetic mystical experience does not seem to be the goal of
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Maimonides’ understanding of the Active Intellect, which was available to humans

through the mastery of metaphysical knowledge.

For Gikatilla, like Maimonides, ecstatic and prophetic experience was not the
goal, in either GE''” or SO. In neither of these texts does he speak of or promote ecstatic
merging with God. Similarly, like Maimonides, he most often speaks the language of
understanding and knowledge. Whether it was the knowledge of the letters and numbers,
or the knowledge of the divine names, for Gikatilla the connection with God was
significantly intellective.

4 Sha’arei ‘Orah

Written by Gikatilla before 1295, Sha’are ‘Orah is a classic of theosophic
kabbalah. In this body of thought, God is understood through His Divine Names. For
Gikatilla, to understand the names of God is to understand: a) that which God expects
from us; b} how human actions affect the divine realm; and c) how the forces of God

naturally respond to the events in the human and earthly realm. g

117 'Ig.
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CHAPTER THREE

A.  Introduction To Sha’are ‘Orah’"

In this chapter I will seek to analyze the Introduction to Joseph Gikatilla’s
Sha’are Orah. My analysis will have two areas of focus. First, I will set forth what
appear to be the goals of this text, as identified by Gikatilla. Second, I will identify the
issues — philosophical, theosophical or otherwise — that Gikatilla raises.

B. Format Of Book — Reply To A Letter

Before setting out on this task, ] want to consider the significance, if any, of the
format of this text. He begins and structures the work, as a response or reply, to a letter
apparently written to him seeking advice. An anonymous person apparently wrote
Gikatiila asking about the retiv, the path, to the names of God. Gikatilla does not tell us
whether the letter-writer asked specifically about the theosophic system of sefiror. 1t also
is unclear if the letter asks about the reciting or uttering of the names of God, or inquires
of the metaphysical truths connected to the names of God. Gikatilla’s description of the
request as having an interest in the nefiv/path in the matter of divine names, might subtly
direct our attention to Sefer Yetzirah, which begins by explaining that the world was
created through 32 netivot of wisdom. These netivot might be distinct from d’rakhim in
that the former generally refer to a path of a personal nature, while the latter suggests just

a path, a way, without any calling upon a personal connection.'

'8 Sha'are ‘Orah was first published in 1560 and recently published in Jerusalem in
1970.) Scholem, Kabbalah, 112.
1% Kaplan, Aryeh, (translation of) Book of Creation,
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C. Goals — Why Seek Understanding Of God’s Names? Why Names? Why

Gates?

Gikatilla’s immediate and introductory reply to the letter is that he feels
compelled to inform the inquirer of “how the light of God is disseminated”. Like so
many kabbalists and so many of their texts, light is a central image. Although the
kabbalah has numerous ways of explaining light imagery, I want to offer one.

Ultimately, the passion for experiencing and knowing God is a passion for truth, for
essence and, on an experiential level, light evokes an experience where there is nothing
hidden. Embraced by light, one is able to fully observe, understand and experience the
deepest essence. When all is transparent, there is nothing concealed, everything is
revealed.'?® Gikatilla’s second goal is to explain the path that God desires from us.
Third, he offers the reasons, five in particular, why one should care to understand the
attributres of God.

The five reasons are as follows: a) only after one calls to God, will God answer; . *
b) after having called to God, such a person will be among those who are close to or in
the midst, the presence, of God; c) such a person will love God with all his soul; d) such a
person will delight in God; and finally e)God will grant the yearnings of the heart of such

a person.

120 [del, The Mystical Experience in Abulafia, 80-81. According to Idel, Abulafia
distinguished between levels of prophecy based on light and speech. Prophecy translated

into speech was of a higher order than prophecy immersed in light. Thus, the title Gates
of Light might have been a way for Gikatilla to disagree with Abulafia’s view of mystical
experience.
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a) Why Ascending Gates?

1 also want to briefly address Gikatilla’s choice of format: an ascent through
Gates. Sha’are ‘Orah begins at the first Gate, the lowest emanation of God and
progressively ascends through the next higher gate, until reaching the top. First, with this
approach, Gikatilla gives the text a mystical quality. We sense that we are moving up
and up, closer and closer to the Divine source. Second, the passage through Gates has a
long history. The ancient Heikhalot literature, adapted by the Merkavah, the Hasidei
Ashkenaz and then Abulafia, used consciousness-altering methods to pass through the
divine gates. So, by choosing the imagery of gates, Gikatilla could again, in the same
way he sought to recast our understanding of Divine Names, seek to recast the notion of
Gates.

b) Why Divine Names?

Interestingly, Gikatilla does not address directly the reason why Divine Names
become the central, defining object of his kabbalistic system. I want to offer one answer
to this question. Divine Names have a colorful and diverse history. In fact, they were
centrally important to the ecstatic kabbalah of Abulafia, who would recite such Names
for the purpose of ecstatic and prophetic God-encounters. As for theosophical kabbalah,
the Torah was understood to be one long name for God and as well, nothing other than a
collection of Divine Names.'?! Furthermore, Maimonides explicitly acknowledged the

significance of Divine Names. “It is well known that ali the names of God occurring in

12 Scholem, Symbolism, 36-38.
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Scripture are derived from His actions, except one, namely, the Tetragrammaton, which
consists of the letters yod, hey, vav and hey.”'?

Around the 3" century CE, Divine Names were understood to have something of
a magical power. At that time, there was a mystical literature, called Heikhalot, which
understood that below God were halls, sometimes 7, through which seekers of God had to
pass. At the gate of each palace, the mystic had to show the doorkeeprs the “seals,” which
were secret Names of God.'?® This tradition became important to the Merkavah mystics
and then to the German Hasidei- Ashkenaz, a group of mystically-oriented pietists.'?*
These mystics added to the idea of Sacred Names, the possibility that numerological links
could reveal secret meanings of the Torah.

This tradition of the magical power of Divine Names, from Heikhalot to
Merkavah to Hasidei Ashkenaz, became for Abulafia a defining feature of his mystical
work and Gikatilla encountered this mystical practice, in the time he spent with Abulafia.
Thus, by focusing on Divine Names, we see that Gikatilla could recast this piece of his
formative training. He could remove the magical and ecstatic components of Divine
Names that was so central to Abulafia. He could add a more explicit mystical quality to.
the Maimonidean notion of Divine Names. And finally, he could infuse the theosophical
passion for Divine Names, with a deeply philosophical quality.

Furthermore, seeking to undermine from the outset Abulafia’s view of Names and

Light, Gikatilla proceeds to explain, implicitly, why Abulafia’s primary mystical practice

122 Maimonides, Moses, Guide For The Perplexed, Part I, Chapter 61.
:z: Scholem, Gershom, Kabbalah, 17-20.
Id., 32.
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is misguided. It is misguided, for one, because Jewish law and tradition forbid the

recitation of Divine Names.

D. Issues Raised In The Introduction

1. We may not utter God’s names

It is striking that Gikatilla begins the content of his text with a prohibition against
uttering divine names. As explained above, Gikatilla had a close connection to Abraham
Abulafia, in the first half of his active kabbalistic life. One of Abulafia’s primary
mystical practices was the uttering of divine names. He would seek to achieve an ecstatic
or prophetic mystical experience by means of reciting Divine Names. At the outset,
Gikatilla makes the bold statement that Abulafia’s practice is wrong. It is bold in that he
is, in essence, openly criticizing and rejecting the work of an important former colleague.

Strikingly, however, at the same time Gikatilla affirms Abulafia’s great regard for
the Divine Names. Gikatilla affirms Abulafia’s mystical instinct that the path to God is
primarily through Divine Names. Although he will affirm the central importance of
Divine Names, Gikatilla will change drastically the manner in which Divine Names
enable one to encounter God, as well as endow them with symbolic value.

The key here is the following: Gikatilla is teaching that the Names themselves are
not the source of power and blessing. Rather, it is the attributes associated with the

Names that creates power and blessing. In fact, in the absence of divine attributes,

Divine Names are more likely to be a curse than a blessing.




Gikatilla offers an explicit and extensive analysis of why one is prohibited from
uttering the names of God.'?> The letter-writer does not explicitly refer to the practice of
uttering God’s names, or at least Gikatilla does not say so. Nevertheless, Gikatilla begins
his response with 5 proof texts supporting his warnings against uttering the names of
God.

a) Humility & Fear: Divine Names as Pardes

First, as a matter of our profound duty to live with humility, we should not engage
in the practice of uttering divine names. We should be in great fear of God. We simply
are not worthy of uttering God’s names for our own personal use. Since the upper and
lower divine beings stand with awe and fear of the Divine Name, who are we humans to
think ourselves worthy of uttering the Names. See (Nahum 1:6). “Who can stand before
His wrath? Who can resist His fury? His anger pours out like fire, and rocks are
shattered because of Him.”

Gikatilla wants to discourage if not terminate the practice of uttering the divine
names by creating great fear about the consequences of this mystical practice. The
prophet Nahum offers a scary and painful picture of God — a God who is vengeful, fierce
and a God who does not remit all punishment. All of created life seems to exist in a state
of fear — or at least we should.

Here we have a striking, almost paradoxical opening to Gikatilla’s book. Much of
Sha’are ‘Orah, and for sure the chapter on Hesed, is offered to show a God who is

primarily defined by lovingkindness. Yet, in this Introduction and in the opening of the

\2% Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 45, Line 8 et seq.
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Introduction, Gikatilla starts off with a textual reference painting a very different image

of God. and particularly YHVH.'?

Despite this potential paradox, Gikatilla furthers his point concerning the
prohibition of uttering Divine Names. He seeks to deepen the fear of engaging in such
activity. Specifically, he introduces the imagery of water, which is taken from the
Hekhalot literature. “What then of one loathsome and foul, Man, who drinks wrongdoing

like water!” (Job 15:16.) M1y DM NOW WK MYRN aym D ox.'?

With this text, Gikatilla seeks to appeal to our sense of humility, our
tremendously diminutive quality in relation to God. If the heavenly, celestial forces
quake at God’s power, all the moreso that we humans should feel such fear and humility.
None of us was the first person born. None of us have had the privilege of listening in on
the council of God. Each of us is quite fallible. And much of our talk, many of our
words are useless and of no worth. Thus, he ultimately suggests, how could we possibly
think that we are worthy of uttering divine names!!! ' f
But on a mystical, kabbalistic level, Gikatilla uses this text to remind us of the
famous passage in the Talmud, Hagigah 14b, in which the four rabbis entered Pardes, the
Heavenly Garden. For there, R. Akiva warned, “when you come to the place of pure
marble stones, do not say ‘water, water.””'?® As the Talmud tells us, three of the rabbis
failed to survive this experience. Only R. Akiva, who understood the danger and the

prohibition against uttering names, magical or symbolic words, survived the experience.

126 Throughout 1 will use YHVH as referring to the four-letter Tetragram, yud, key vav,
key.
'Z’VSha ‘are ‘Orah, Page 45, Line 12 et seq.
28 Scholem, Kabbalah, 18.

46




In fact, one who uses the Names of God in such a way is as if he strikes the keter
of malkhut - the crown of the kingdom — a reference to the Shekhinah.'”® Hillel says [in
Aramaic]: A name made great is a name destroyed. . . And the one who uses the crown
passes away.”'>® With this point, Gikatilla might be saying to Abulafia that by reciting
the Divine Name, Abulafia is depriving himself of experiencing even the most accessible
aspect of God. Further, by rejecting knowledge of the Divine Names, in the context of
the sefirotic system, Abulafian mysticism deprived one of true knowledge of God.

b) No Portion In The World To Come

Second, we must accept the teaching of the Sages, who said: “Anyone who utters
the name of God as rendered by its letters has no portion in the world to come.”"®' This
text is fairly explicit as to the absolute prohibition against uttering the name of God.
Gikatilla reasons that if the practice of uttering the names of God deprives us of our
portion in olam ha’ba, then surely we should not be engaged in such a practice.

c) Jewish Law/Text Prohibit Uttering of Divine Names'*?

Third, Gikatilla cites the 10 Commandments. “You shall not raise in vain the

name of YHVH your God.” (Exodus 20). K2 oK i DW nx xen x5.

Here, Gikatilla wants to show that if the Torah meant only to prohibited lying in the name
of God, it would have used the language of /o tishava . .. sheker (do not swear . . .
falsely), rather than “/o tissa . . . b’shav” (do not raise in vain the name of God). Gikatilla

teaches that the Torah must have had a larger agenda. Recitation of Divine Names for

129 Mishnah Avot 1:13.

130 gee also Avot d’Rabbe Natan 12.

131 Sanhedrin 10, Mishnah 1.

132 Sha‘are ‘Orah, Page 45, Line 16 et seq.




the selfish purpose of an ecstatic mystical experience constitutes a ‘raising in vain of the
name” of God. Here, to find authority for this position embedded in the Ten
Commandments, surely strengthens Gikatilla’s case.

Fourth, “For the name of God [ proclaim . . . They [the Israelites] may only give
glory to God.” (emphasis added) (Deuteronomy 32). With this proof-text, Gikatilla
wants to establish that the prohibition includes Moses. First, God delivers the prohibition
in the Ten Commandments. Here Moses throws in his weight of authority to this
prohibition.

Fifth and finally, “Anyone who does not tend to the glorification of his Creator
would be better off not having been created.”* Gikatilla reminds us that the Sages, who
did possess secrets of the Holy Names as received from the prophets, used the Names
only for the glorification of God and only during times of oppression. The practice of
uttering Divine Names is not in the nature of glorifying the Creator. Gikatilla suggests
here that the manipulation and speaking of divine names is primarily a self-serving

practice that does not glorify God, but that seeks to satisfy the appetite of the mystic.

d) Gikatilla — Schizophrenia or Natural Evolution

All of this is in striking contrast to the kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia. One might
see Gikatilla as something of a schizophrenic, in light of his change of heart/mind in the
middle of his life. On the other hand, this clear shift in focus might call on observers to
seek a less critical explanation of Gikatilla’s shift. Is it possible, for example, that in the

earlier stage of his life he was not so assuredly a subscriber of Abulafian kabbalah? After

all, Blickstein points out that even in Ginnat Egoz, in which he fully uses Abulafian

133 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 46, Line 12 et seq.




methods, Gikatilla does not seek the Abulafian goal — the ecstatic/prophetic experience.
In this light, Gikatilla’s shift away from recitation of Divine Names to the knowledge and
understanding of Divine Names, might not represent such a radical shift. Rather, his
attempt to integrate the Divine Names into the realm of theosophical kabbalah, might
have been quite a systematic transition.

Gikatilla continues to build his case against Abulafia’s ecstatic mysticism with

several Biblical citations. “If the sinners tempt you, do not accept.”

XIn OX DRYO PR OX 3. Proverbs 1:10. Here, he virtually declares

Abulafia to be a sinner. In light of the evidence he brought prohibiting the recitation of
Divine Names, Gikatilla likely saw people who ignored the prohibition as sinners.
Further, this Proverb begins with an explicit and emphatic urging for us to pursue
wisdom and knowledge and to realize that this pursuit begins with a fear of God, rather

than a bold and self-involved desire to unite in ecstasy with God.

2. Knowledge of Divine Names Is The Key to Everything In Life

And Leads To A Craving of God

After completing his lengthy argument against the utterance of the Divine Names,

Gikatilla states explicitly that it is permissible to seek to comprehend the intention, the

meaning, of each of God’s names, “/’hasig kavvanat kol shem v’shem” that is in the

Torah."** Here, Gikatilla continues to distinguish between two very different activities:

| the mystical, Abulafian practice of reciting or uttering Divine Names for the purpose of §
achieving prophetic union, versus the acquisition of knowledge and understanding of the

role and interplay of the Divine Names in our world.

134 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 47, Line 5 et seq.
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“I will keep him safe, for he knows My Name. When he calls on Me I will

answer him.”"** (Psalm 91.) ¥YKY MARIP? MW YT 12 WK, Our well-being

is not connected to the utterance of God’s Name but rather to our knowledge and

understanding the significance/meaning of God’s Names. Psalm 91 states explicitly why
and when God will keep us safe: only when/after we have knowledge of His Name. And
only after acquiring this knowledge will our call to God evoke an answer from God.
Utterance of God’s Name(s), not based on an understanding of the divine name, will

neither grant for us safety from God or an answer from God.

Having given his clear warnings against the practice of uttering God’s names, and

his support for understanding the deeper meanings of God’s names, Gikatilla sets out to

list the attributes of God that are connected to each of the Divine Names. Here we see are

introduced to the heart, to Gikatilla’s ultimate point -- Divine Names offer blessing only

R e g

when we understand the divine attributes that are attached to the Divine Names.

3. Knowledge of Divine Names & Fear of God

Knowledge of the Divine Names is the key to everything that a person needs in

the world and will lead a person to fear, to hold in awe, and to crave God. For Gikatilla,
the intersection between and knowledge and fear constitutes ‘being close to, or in the
midst of God.’

When a person arrives at this intersection of knowledge and fear, he will be
worthy of God’s nearness and his prayer will become efficacious. “I will keep him safe i

for he knows My Name.” Psalm 91. 3TJYK) 2X7p' MW vy an;gtpz_s. Again,

it is not the uttering of the Name that matters. Rather, based on Gikatilla, what counts

135 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 47, Line 13 et seq.
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with God is the knowledge, the understanding of the divine attributes associated with
God’s names.
a) Knowledge Allows For Efficacious Prayer

Gikatilla offers three Biblical instances of human prayer, Daniel, Jacob and
Hannah, to extend his point that understanding of the Divine Names makes for
efficacious prayer.'*® Each of these Biblical figures seems to understand the middah or
attribute of specific names of God. Therefore, each was able to connect his/her prayer to
the appropriate Divine Names. I think there are several significant aspects to the prayers
offered by each of these characters.

First, each character recognized YHVH to be the central Divine Name. Second,

each connected the attribute of Rahamim to the Divine Name YHVH. Finally, each
character offered an additional Divine Name in prayer that was appropriate to the
situation. Fourth and finally, these 3 characters used the Divine Name in prayer that
relates to the bottom three sefirot.

As for Daniel, we see a prayer for God’s mercy and compassion for a sinful

people, as well as a sinful Daniel. Daniel, two times in Chapter 9, understands Rahamim

to be a central middah of God. Further, the name by which he addresses God is Adonay
Eloheinu ha’Rahamim.”*’ Daniel prayed to Adonay, *)TN. Adonay, )TN, is a Divine
Name associated with the lowest sefirah of Malchut or Shekhinah. Gikatilla explains, in

the first chapter of Sha’are ‘Orah, that the name “is merciful and from it we are pardoned

for each transgression and sin. . . When this attribute wants to exact judgment on Israel it

136 Sha'are ‘Qrah, Page 47, Line 18 et seq.
137 Daniel 9:9, 9:18.

——
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is filled with lovingkindness and mercy, and sometimes transforms the attribute of stern
judgment into one of mercy.”

As for Jacob, he directs his prayer to El Shaddai, in asking that the ruler of Egypt,
Joseph, show mercy, Rahamim, to the other sons, and specifically to Judah and to
Benjamin. This attribute, according to Gikatilla’s second chapter, is associated with the
second sefirah, from the bottom. After Shekhinah, the sefirah of El Shaddai is the most
accessible. And the Divine Name El Shaddai has the attribute of preventing tribulation
from occurring in the world.

Finally, we reach the prayer of Hannah. Interestingly, we do not see a direct
reference by Hannah to God’s middah of Rahamim. However, Hannah also prays “lifnai
YHVH,” (before God) and after she conceived and gave birth, she again directed her

prayer to YHVH.

! If we ask how Hannah’s prayer is connected to Rahamim, 1 sense two
possibilities. First, the essence of her prayer concerns her own womb, rehem, quite

possibly the most primal, and primary, place of Rahamim. Second, as we see in the

chapter on the seventh middah, Gikatilla might be suggesting that since YHVH is
Rahamim Gemorim, Hannah’s prayer was inherently, and knowingly, a prayer for God’s
highest mercy.

Furthermore, there is an additional reason that Gikatilla offers Hannah’s prayer.
Her prayer was directed to God in the Divine Name of Adonai Tzevaot. This name is
associated with the third lowest sefirah, after Shekhina and El Shaddai. The attribute of
this Divine Name draws from Hesed Elyon, the highest source and form of

lovingkindness.
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We can now see that Gikatilla’s three examples of prayer help us travel up the
first three/four sefirot. By following these three biblical characters, we have passed
through the first three divine gates. Daniel prayed to Adonay, a Divine Name associated
with Shekhina or Malhut, the first sefirah. Jacob prayed to £l Shaddai, a Divine Name
associated with Yesod, the second sefirah. And Hannah prayed to YHVH Tzevaot, a
Divine Name associated with both Netzach and Hod. Thus, by raising these three
moments of prayer, Gikatilla has helped us travel up the first four sefiror. Further, we
now are ready to ascend the remaining six sefirot, which Gikatilla helps us to do."®

i) The Central Role of Abraham — The Earthly Founder of

Hesed
After referring to these biblical characters, Gikatilla takes up his study of
Abraham, who will become the central figure in the study of Hesed. The reason for
Abraham’s central importance is that he was the first Biblical figure who: a) identified
God as master of the universe; and b) associated Hesed with God; and c) recognized that
specific Divine Names apply to specific attributes of God.
Gikatilla points out that Abraham was the first to refer to God as Adon.'*® In

Genesis 15:2 and 15:8, Abraham calls out to God, using the name Adonai YHVH. This

138 Throughout the chapter on Hesed, we will encounter each of the remaining six sefirot,
Tiferet, Din, Hesed, Binah, Hokhmah, and Keter. Subtly imbedded in this method as
well, is the idea that all of the sefirot are contained within each sefirah.

1% See b. Berachot 7b
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name is a reference to the sefirah of Din. The reason that God answered Daniel is
because of the merit of Abraham, for using the same name that Abraham used — Adon.'*

Here, Gikatilla returns to Torah, in part to prove that understanding and
knowledge of Divine Names is the authentic religious endeavor. But also, for Gikatilla
and mainstream theosophical kabbalah, all questions can be answered by Torah. It is the
words of Torah to which we turn in order to encounter God. “Not only does the infinity
of the Torah reflect God’s infinity, but apprehension of this infinity offers now a way to
cleave to Him. ‘Since God has neither beginning nor end, no limit at all, so also His
Perfect Torah, which was transmitted to us, . . . neither limit nor end.”"*' Thus,
Abulafia’s attempt to decontstruct Torah, by letter permutations or by rearranging the
words of Torah, is an unreliable, unauthorized and dangerous activity.

Ironically, the case could be made on behalf of Abulafia: the utterance of Divine
Names by these biblical characters might support the mystical practice of reciting Divine
Names! A likely response to the Abulafia case highlights the importance of the
philosopher-profile attributed to Abraham.

Maimonides goes to great lengths to present Abraham as a self-made

philosopher/metaphysician.'*?

And Gikatilla seems to embrace this understanding of
Abraham as well.'*? Consider the way that Gikatilla describes Abraham’s path to God:

“When Abraham came and looked, peered, researched and understood the secret/essence

9 1d. Interestingly, Gikatilla does not focus explicitly on Abraham’s reference to and
reliance upon the name YHVH, which suggests a balancing of judgment and mercy,
through the middah of lovingkindness, Rahamim.

'4! 1del, Infinities, 147-48 (citing Moshe de Leon and another kabbalist.)

"2 Guide, Part HI, Ch. 29.

143 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 37, Line 21.
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of the Great God and how He created the world from the side of Hesed . . .”'** Based on

this passage, it seems quite clear that Gikatilla adopted Maimonides’ view of Abraham’s
philosophical achievements. Further, it is also significant that nowhere does Maimonides
or Gikatilla point us to a text suggesting that Abraham participated in Abulafian, ecstatic
kabbalistic practices. Rather, Gikatilla sees Abraham using his philosophical
sophistication for one primary purpose — to learn that Hesed was the material, the means
by which God created the world. Furthermore, through Abraham’s philosopher
credentials, the Talmud and Gikatilla can argue/conclude that Jacob, Hannah and
Danie!l’s informed utterance of Divine Names, was based on the philosophical knowledge
that Abraham brought to Israel.

4. YHVH Is The Ultimate Name. Not Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh;

All of Torah Hangs On YHVH/Rahamim!'**

From here, Gikatilla takes up the centrality of the divine name YHVH. He moves
deeply into the theosophic nature of God and thereby undermines the way in which
Abulafia featured the name YHVH. The four-letter Tetragrammaton is the name upon
which all of Torah, and all of life depends. For the kabbalists, YHVH, the trunk,
represents the sefirah of Tiferet and the middah of Rahamim. Here, Gikatilla begins to
build his case that the world, despite its outward appearance, has lovingkindness,
Rahamim, at its essence. Woven into the biology of the universe, Rahamim is like the

founding genetic material. No matter how hidden and tarnished this essential core might

144 1d.
145 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page, 48, Line 3 et seq.

35




be, Gikatilla seeks to enhance and to elevate our vision of the kind of world that we can
create.

According to Gikatilla, everything hangs upon, depends upon the Tetragram.'*
By implication, therefore, everything hangs on God’s attribute of Rahamim. Rahamim,
lovingkindness, becomes the trunk, the body of the tree. It is lovingkindness that actually
nourishes the branches, the leaves and the fruit. Even the roots of the divine tree, which
wind ever-upward into the heavens, are known by the name Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh and
therefore depend upon the trunk. These roots, also known by the Divine Name Keter, the
divine crown, do not possess the most important name. Rather, it is the trunk, it is
Rahamim, lovingkindness, that possesses the most important Divine Name. For the trunk
is necessary in order to reveal the power of the Divine Roots to the world. All life-
sustaining elements flow through the trunk, through YHVH. Thus, all of Torah and all of
life depend upon YHVH, upon Rahamim

147

The tenth and most inaccessible Divine Name is Ehyeh.®’ This is the name and

T e s e ok b ot S A E A

aspect of God that is totally concealed. Gikatilla enlightens us to the hidden quality of

Ehyeh, by reminding that it refers to the roots of the tree — the part of the tree that is fully
concealed from the human eye. Gikatilla also points us to whatever it is that precedes

even the roots. He points us to the invisible material that allow for roots and the capacity

46 Sha'are ‘Orah, xxx.

'7 Ehyeh, as in Keter, is the activity of Rahamim Gemurim, absolute mercy. This is the
Name that brings goodness and gives mercy not out of judgment but out of absolute
mercy. This is dealt with at more length in the next chapter.

I recognize that there is a disagreement between different kabbalists about
whether Eyn Sof'is part of the sefirotic system and therefore synonymous with Keter, or 5
whether it is totally separate from this system, in which case Kefer becomes an emanated
aspect of the Eyn Sof . Needless to say, I am not seeking to address this question.
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for life itself. Because of the completely hidden nature of EAyeh, Gikatilla emphasizes

that Ehyeh is not the Name upon which all Divine Names depend. For Ehyeh is prior to
all revealed existence. In the realm of Ehyeh, even Divine thought, Hokhmah, has not yet
been revealed to the created universe.

For Gikatilla and other theosophical kabbalists, Torah and all existing life hang on

the core of revealed existence. Torah is about lived life. It is about that which can be

experienced. It is not about the impossible — the self-involved urge to unite with the

unknowable. And this opportunity to create a life, for Gikatilla, is clearly an enormous
gift, an enormous act of Rahamim. Thus, it is the revealed aspect of the divine tree, the
trunk, that sustains us. It is the trunk, YHVH, the attribute of Rahamim that is at the core
of life.

And pointing us to the middle of the divine tree, the trunk, resonates with a
physical image that humans are able to comprehend. The beginning of revealed existence
is where we begin to see the tree. This is the trunk as it rises out of the ground. This

trunk, this carrier of all that sustains life ,is the place of YHVH. No wonder that YHVH

is known by the name Rahamim. Thus, it is Rahamim that unifies all of the Divine
Names. They all meet in the trunk, at the attribute of lovingkindness and in the Divine

Name of YHVH.

a) The Entire Torah is YHVH

Having made his case that both Torah and life hang upon Rahamim, Gikatilla i

continues to build his vision of a world defined primarily by rakamim. Gikatilla has now
created a theology that is a subtle of Abulafian theosophic kabbalah. Like Abulafia,

Gikatilla has made the pursuit of Divine Names the highest religious virtue. Also like |

57




Abulafia, he has placed the Tetragram at the top of the top, in the ranking of Divine

Names. YHVH is the most pivotal and centrally important of all the Divine Names.

At the same time, Gikatilla has drastically departed from Abulafia. Abulafia’s

:
:
3
:
4
14
:
$
!
i
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kabbalah did not offer a new vision of the world. It was not a religious practice that
could shape a communal experience of the world. It could not shape an alternative,
communal vision for the world. This is central piece of Gikatilla’s brilliance. He offers
an alternative vision of how we might understand the world. He might say: “Yes, the
world is terribly flawed. But, because its core is Rahamim, we have a chance to return
the world to its essence and to allow Rahamim to again shape our lives.

The entire Torah is a tapestry of the Divine Names. “ZTorat YHVH temimah.”'*®
(Psalm 19). 7R 7T NOIR. “The Torah of YHVH is complete.” This can be
translated or understood in several similar ways. The theosophic understanding is: ‘The
Torah is completely YHVH.” All the words of Torah are connected to YHVH and every

word is part of YHVH. Even moreso, all of Torah is Rahamim. To think that a word of

Torah is not connected to YHVH would be to reference a Torah that is incomplete.

Similarly, we could focus on the semikhut of Torat-YHVH. ‘The Torah of YHVH is
complete, whole, lacking of nothing.” Torah consists entirely of YHVH, Rahamim.
Perhaps all of Torah equals YHVH. All of Torah is designed to establish rahamim as the

essence of life.

From here, Gikatilla lists the cognomens connected to each of the holy names of
YHVH. Gikatilla wants to show how Rahamim flows into all the other Divine Names. It

does not apply solely to YHVH. He begins with E! and Elohim. Gikatilla’s choice of

148 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 48, Line 19 et seq.
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YHVH, El and Elohim is important in that these three divine names correlate with the

three sefirot of Hesed (lovingkindness), Din (judgment, punishment) and Tiferet (the
balancing of hesed and din, which is rahamim.). These divine names also correlate to the
sefirot associated with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, which Gikatilla will focus on in his
chapter on hesed. For Gikatilla, the knowledge that all of Torah and all of life depends
upon, even hangs on the divine name YHVH, will cause one to yearn for, crave and
cleave to his Name. Furthermore, such knowledge and understanding will cause one to
fear and hold God in awe.

And isn’t this really true! If we truly internalized the notion that YHVH
represents Rahamim, pure lovingkindness, our craving and longing for God, as well as
our desire not to disappoint God, would likely never cease. This is an amazing notion, an
insight that seems elegantly and simply true.

And in essence this is how Gikatilla concludes this idea. Internalizing that God’s
essence is Rahamim, will enable one to also internalize the purpose and inherent value of

Binah, the fear of God. We cannot have love without a fear of disappointment. “Then

you will understand the fear of God, And you will attain a knowledge of God.”
RYDN D’U5§ nyT mim DR PAR K. Proverbs 2:5. Understanding
(Havana/Binah) of YHVH, understanding that God’s essence is rahamim, will and

should evokes a fear/awe of God. Thus, the fear itself can deepen one’s intimate

knowledge (Daar) of God.
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B. Language Is Only A Signpost Or Symbol For Understanding — We Can
Know Nothing Of God’s Essence
I. Abulafian Criticism of Symbol and Anthropomorphism

Abulafia was highly critical of theosophists for numerous reasons, two of which

were: a) the shortcomings of theosophical symbolism; and b) the strong theosophic drive
to anthropomorphize the Divine. In the following section of Gikatilla’s Introduction,
Gikatilla seems to be addressing these Abulafian criticisms. In a subtle way, as well,
Gikatilla seems to highiight that he is closer to Maimonidean thought than is Abulafia.
For Maimonides was explicit that the language of Torah was, in part, a language of
symbolism.'*?

It is a clal gadol that despite the importance of seeking knowledge and
understanding of the Names of God, one should never think that humans can grasp the
true essence of God.'*® The celestial entities do not know God’s place, much less his true

essence. Ezekiel teaches that even the angels recognize God’s distance and their inability

to know God’s place. 1iPEN MM T2 JN3. “Blessed is the glory of God from

His place” — in each place that He exists. And all the moreso that human beings cannot
know the place(s) of God. For the physical places and anthropomorphic appendages
associated with God in Scripture do not teach us anything about God’s essence. Thus,
Gikatilla teaches here that to seek a unitive or ecstatic connection with God is to seek an

experience that is illusory.

9 The Guide, Part I, Ch. 26 et seq.
150 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 49, Line 5 et seq.
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2 God’s limbs are symbols; they are not like the limbs of man

The illusory nature of ecstatic pursuit is highlight be the fact that God’s limbs
have no comparison to and in no way resemble the limbs of man. Although we are
created in God’s image, one should not think that the limbs of God in any way resemble
the limbs of man. Although they teach and they testify to God’s greatness and
truthfulness, no person is able to understand or to contemplate the essence or nature of
God or God’s limbs, which Torah refers to as yad, regel, ozen and other similar body
parts. Further, even though Torah teaches that we are created b '1zelem u’dmut, one
should not think that a human eye resembles a divine eye, or a human hand resembles a
divine hand etc. On this point Gikatilla seems strikingly close to Maimonides.'”!

Although the terms arm, eye, hand etc. do reflect the deepest essence of God and
they are the source of divine abundance that emanates to all that exists under the
dominion of God, the essence of the divine limbs is not the same as the essence or nature
of human limbs. For as Isaiah proclaimed, no one can be compared to God. “To whom
can I be compared?” Isa. 40:25. WK} mIn m 5192

In this Isaiah quote, we see a text that begins by emphasizing the mortality of
man, in contrast to the limitless God. It then seeks to correlate God and knowledge and
wisdom and it highlights the profoundly limited, intellectual capacity of the human,
“Who has plumbed the mind of the Lord? What man could tell Him His plan? Whom
did He consult, and who taught him? Who guided Him knowledge and showed Him the

path of wisdom?” Man can never know what God knows: how God created the world

5! The Guide, Part I, Ch.’s 25-28.

132 gcholem, Major Trends, 221. This, according to Scholem, could be a reference to
Keter.
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from the beginning, and how God will be God for eternity. “He never grows faint or

weary, His wisdom cannot be fathomed.”'*

Here, we also see Gikatilla wanting to weigh in on the philosophical question of
whether humans can know anything about God’s essence. The philosophers state that we
can say and know nothing about God’s essence. The kabbalists agree but also believe
that we can begin to understand God’s attributes. Gikatilla agrees with our ability to
speak of God’s actions, but with the sensitivity of a philosopher, he wants to clarify that
even our ideas about God’s actions/Middot are not truly related to the notion of God’s
doings in the world.'*

Gikatilla is also speaking to Abulafia at this point. The subject is the role of
symbolism and the anthropomorphosis of God. For Abulafia, the highest purpose of
Torah and mysticism is not to understand a divine text.'””> Rather, the text becomes a
pretext for pursuing a mystical experience, and a collection of letters meant to be
rearranged. The text needs to be destroyed in order for it to reach its highest value.'*

This view of Torah is profoundly inconsistent with Gikatilla’s kabbalah.
Theosophists, including Gikatilla, believe that Torah is a manifestation of God."” To
read Torah is to read God. And to rearrange or deconstruct Torah is to rearrange and
deconstruct God — something we are not meant to do! Thus, the great effort that Gikatilla

makes to interpret and reinterpret Torah, and to rely on Torah texts to prove his case, is

133 1saiah 40:13-14, 28.
154 Ben Shlomo, Introduction to Sha‘are ‘Orah, n. 18.

::: Idel, Language, Torah & Hermeneutics, xiv-xv.
Id.

157 Scholem, Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, 124.
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an effort that is implicitly critical of Abulafia and implicitly celebrates the “infinites” of

understanding offered by Torah.

Theosophy understands that not only is the world defined by a God’s sefirot, so is
the single human being. “What is below is above.”'*® Each of us is defined by the
earthly version of the sefiror.'” With a parallel sefirotic system in the human being, the
idea that the lower sefirof support the upper sefirot is only one step away. The upper rest
upon the lower. And that is precisely where Gikatilla goes next.

C. B’tzelem Elohim: God’s Limbs/Attributes and Human

Limbs/Atributes
Gikatilla wonders why we are made with the limbs that we have.'®® He teaches
that the reason we have limbs is because God wanted to grant merit to the human being.
Thus, He created us with limbs. But God created man with hidden and revealed limbs
just as some aspects of God are hidden and some are revealed. Further, as God’s limbs
are symbols, so too with human limbs.'®! They are symbols that hint at the spiritual

powers that are parallel to the divine world. Id. More specifically, our limbs support the

seat of the divine, mystical Merkavah or chariot. The upper limbs, of God, rest upon the
lower limbs, of man. Here, B’tzelem elohim (in the image of God) begins to mean, that
just as God’s limbs are symbolic, so are our limbs symbolic.

One’s ability to become a seat for the Merkavah, however, depends upon the

ability to purify his/her limb(s). Any limb or organ that we purify, that we use in a sacred

%8 14., 122

19 1d., 128

160 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 50, Line 1 et seq.

16! Ben Shlomo, Introduction to Sha’are ‘Orah, 49, n. 19,
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way, becomes a seat for the Divine presence.'®? Thus, if we are careful about what we

look at, then our eyes may become the eyes of the Divine Chariot. If we use our hands
and/or legs in Divine service, then they too can become a seat for the Merkavah. The
Merkavah represents the Shekhinah or Malchut, the most immanent, accessible, aspect of
God. Thus, as the human being purifies his actions, and thereby purifies his limbs, it is as
if our limbs gain the strength to support a piece of the divine chariot. Upon this seat sits
the presence of God, the Shekhinah.

With this highly symbolic use of Divine Names, Gikatilla seems to be
commenting on an important deficiency of Abulafian practice. For Abulafia, the quality
of one’s halakhic life, and even one’s moral life, does not seem relevant to one’s ability
to attain prophetic ecstasy. The sacred work of the community, and even of the
individual, is not being tested, in one’s endeavor into ecstatic kabbalah. Not so, in the
theosophic dream of becoming a limb that supports the Merkavah. The strength to be a
supporting limb depends enormously upon the ritual and ethical behavior of the

individual, upon the positive role one is called to play in the community.

1. The Divine Chariot And The Human Carriers Of The Chariot'®

Gikatilla takes this point further, by applying it directly to our patriarchs. He

utilizes the long-standing tradition that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob represent the earthly

162 Sha'are ‘Orah, 50

163 The Merkavah, Divine Chariot, goes back to a body of literature called ‘Merkavah
mysticism’ and the Heikhalot Rabbati. This literature, based initially on the opening
chapter of Ezekiel, imagines a divine chariot, Merkavah. See Tishby, 1., Wisdom of the
Zohar, 587 et seq. Carrying the Merkavah are various attendants. Resting upon the
Merkavah is a divine throne. Sitting on the divine throne is the divine king. The
attendants dwell in halls, often 7 of them, which are below the divine king. The soul’s '
deepest desire is to reach this highest realm, so that it can contemplate the splendor of the
Shekhinah. But this ascent is highly dangerous.
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carriers of the divine Merkavah.'®* This notion derives primarily from several verses in
Genesis, as interpreted in Bereishit Rabbah 47, which are discussed just below.
However, the kabbalistic insight is that these Biblical characters represent divine sefirot
and the sefirot therefore become the supporters and carriers of the Merkavah.

The first verse Gikatilla relies upon to prove that the patriarchs are carriers of the
Merkavah, is a reporting of God’s promise to Abraham that Sarah shall bear a son whose
name wil] be Isaac. There, God states that His covenant with Abraham “is an everlasting
covenant for his offspring to come.” When God finishes explaining his promise to

Abraham, the text states: (Gen. 17:22) :DiT22K Sy oni9K Syn. “He/God

rose/departed from upon Abraham.” The critical words are ‘rose from upon.” Gikatilla
interprets this to mean that God was resting upon Abraham, as if Abraham was a support
for the seat that God sits upon, a carrier of the Merkavah.

Remarkably, in two other instances, we have a very similar description of God’s
location vis-a-vis Jacob. In the first passage, we learn of the ladder that was the subject
of Jacob’s famous dream. In this dream, Jacob has a vision in which angels are
ascending and descending a ladder that reaches to the sky. God stood next to, or upon
(al’av) Jacob, in this dream. Y2Y 2¥) IMiM TI3M. Gen. 28:13. Second, we look to
the famous wrestling match between Jacob and the human-like angel, in which the angel

changes Jacob’s name to Israel. At the end of this encounter, God again departed from

upon Jacob. Again, since the text tells us that God left ‘from upon’ Jacob, many interpret

184 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 50, Line 9 et seq.
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this to mean that God was resting upon him (va 'vaal mei ‘al‘av), from the spot where He
had spoken to Jacob. 1A 127 WK DipRa DTIOK THyn Syn.

Again, Gikatilla translates these statements to mean that God rose from upon,
mei ‘al’av, Abraham and Jacob. The fact that each of these moments were covenantal in
nature, likely bolsters the mystical reading. That God departed from upon both Abraham
and Jacob, at the conclusion of a covenantal moment, reasonably evokes a bold
interpretative understanding. If nothing else, it justifies, at least to some degree, the
possibility that there was a close, intimate relationship between God and the patriarchs, a
relationship that could call for a literal reading of the language “va’yaal mei'alav.” God
rose from upon Abraham/Jacob.

It also is interesting that the absence of any text making reference to Isaac does
not deter Gikatilla, or others, from including Isaac as part of the seat of the Merkavah.
God’s literal resting upon Abraham and Jacob, gives rise to the idea that the two of them,
as well as Isaac, served as a seat for God. As a result, they became the living entities
upon and through which God’s Presence/Shekhina could flow and enter into the rest of
created existence.

2. The Sefirotic Carriers — Abraham. Isaac and Jacob Supporting the

Merkavah
Beyond identifying the patriarchs as the supporters of the Merkavah, Gikatilla
identifies the specific relationship of each patriarch to the Merkavah. Abraham holds up
the right side of the Chariot, the 1zad yamin. How do we know that it is the right side? In
Parashah Lekh Lekha, God tells Abraham to go, to go out from his homeland. And he

does so. Abraham follows God’s command. He sets out. And the Torah offers a specific
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report of the direction of his journey. 12X VIO E\ral DK Vo', Avram

journeyed by stages to the Negev.” To go toward to the Negev, after traveling east, is to
turn to the south, to the right.
a)  Abraham/Hesed Supports the Right
Furthermore, Gikatilla explains that the sefirah of Hesed is the first holder of the
Merkavah. Here, Gikatilla promotes his vision of a world that is most defined by the

generous quality of lovingkindness. Abraham supports the right side, for he represents

the middah of Hesed (Genesis 12:9). Thus, Abraham’s movement to the right becomes

the starting point for the support of the Merkavah.

As pointed out above, for two reasons the context of this passage offers a poetic
quality to this proof-text. First, in this passage, Abram becomes the first human being to
respond to God’s command. Abram’s fulfillment of God’s command makes him the
natural choice as the one to begin the tradition of supporting the Merkavah. Second, this
passage represents Abram as one who carries God and God’s message with him. After

all, God says “Leh leha”, “Go out . . . Journey to . . .” Thus, Abram’s fulfillment of

God’s command evokes the imagery of Abram’s physical movement, and it connects

quite nicely to the Merkavah, a vehicle in motion, also carrying God and God’s message.

b) Isaac/Pahad/Din Support the Left

Isaac is across from Abraham, holding the rzad smol, the left side, which is the
middah of fear or pahad. (Genesis 31:53). PY? TAR DA 2Py VAESL. The
context of this verse is interesting for its varied connections with judgment and justice.
Lavan asks, “May the God of Abraham and the god of Nahor ‘judge between us.’” Gen.

31:53. And earlier in this passage we see Jacob asking Lavan, “What is my crime, what
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is my guilt that you should pursue me?” In addition, Jacob seeks acknowledgement for
all the good deeds he has done, under difficult conditions, over the 20 years of service to
his father-in-law. The narrative puts forward the idea of a God defined by the values of
justice and mercy.

However, the fact that Isaac is not directly linked to the Merkavah through a verse
of his own, should not go unnoticed. Just as no verse is directly connected to Isaac, so
too he is not directly connected to a middah. Rather, Isaac is connected to his middah
and to the Merkavah through a verse that actually focuses on Jacob. The verse connects
to Isaac only through his middah of Pachad, which is the attribute associated to the
Divine Name of Din/Gevurah. 1 wonder if Isaac’s more tenuous connection to the
Merkavah subtly supports Gikatilla’s view that God ultimately gave priority to Hesed and
Rahamim over Din.

c) Jacob/Emet/Rahamim Support the Middle

Jacob holds the zad kav, the middle path, balancing the two paths of Abraham
and Isaac. Jacob is the symbol of the sefirah of Tiferet. Tiferet is associated with the
divine name YHVH and it is the middle, the trunk of the divine tree. Tiferet comes to
balance the Hesed of Abraham and the Din of Isaac.'®’

“Jacob was a mild man and sat between the tents.” (Genesis 25:27).

O'97K 2 DR WK JpYN. This is understood to mean that Jacob sat between two

specific tents: the tent of Abraham on the right and the tent of Isaac on the left. This

interpretation is interesting for several reasons. First, Abraham died a mere 20 verses

165 1t is not clear, however, how this narrative concerning Esau’s sale of the birthright,
exemplifies Jacob’s role of promoting the sefirah of Tiferet, Rahamim, and balances the
attributes of Hesed and Din.
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before our verse. Thus, to say that one of the two tents was Abraham’s suggests
something other than that this was the tent in which Abraham physically resided. In fact,
it could strengthen Jacob’s connection to Abraham if we interpret it to mean that even
after Abraham’s death, Jacob’s commitment to preserve the tradition of Abraham
remained as strong even after Abraham’s death.

Second, to sit evenly, which might mean to judge evenly, between the two tents,
seems fundamentally related to the quality associated with Tiferer. And for Jacob to act
fairly, with Hesed toward Isaac, is a sign of a truly righteous individual, since the Torah
tells us in the verse immediately following our verse, that Isaac favored Esau. Gen.
25:28.

d) The Journey of the Chariot From Magic and Mystery to the

Knowledge of Attributes and Righteous Deeds

It is important to point out that in the kabbalistic literature of his time, there
already existed the idea of two (2) chariots, a higher and a lower chariot.’®® So here,

Gikatilla is describing the lower chariot, which is supported by the patriarchs; but, not

only the patriarchs. For the Merkavah had four wheels, each of which requires an
attendant. Thus, who does Gikatilla understand to be at the fourth wheel? Gikatilla

points us to the tradition that King David, the founder of the kingship, represents the

sefirah of Malkhut or Shekhinah (the “Divine Presence™), which constitutes the fourth leg
of the chariot. Together, David and the Patriarchs represent the ‘four lower legs of the

Throne’ as well as the four sefirot of Malchut, Tiferet, Din and Hesed.'®’

16 Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohar, Account of the Chariot, 588.
167 Scholem, Kabbalah, 111.
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One of the particularly important aspects of this symbolism is the emphasis on

good deeds, on righteous behavior. First, Gikatilla’s focus on the righteousness of the
Patriarchs serves to unify, to bring healing to God. This is a very traditional idea within
the body of theosophic kabbalah.'%® In addition, this emphasis on righteous action over
mystical techniques, serves also to distinguish Gikatilla from Abulafia. Abulafian
mysticism does not emphasize the importance of moral and ethical behavior.

Gikatilla also emphasizes that according to Resh Lakish, Ha'Avot heim
Ha’Merkavah .”**° “The Patriarchs (collectively), they are the Merkavah.” Resh Lakish
and the Sages did not say that the Patriarchs, individually, were the Merkavah, or that any
individual limb could stand without the others. Here, only in their collectivity, only in
providing balance to each other, could they come to represent the Merkavah. This is also
an important theosophic point. Abraham’s Hesed, lovingkindness, must be opposite
Isaac’s Din, strict justice, balancing one another. Both of these must be harmonized by
Jacob’s Emet, truth.

That the Patriarchs collectively can provide the balance necessary to support the

Divine Merkavah, relates to a further theosophic idea. As stated, the divine sefirot exist
within the human being as well. Thus, with a direct tie between God and human,
theosophical kabbalists believe that the work of humans affects the well-being of God.
Through our actions, and particularly through the mifzvor that we perform, we can have

an impact on the divine realm. We can purify ourselves, such that we are able to support

188 Scholem explains that after the sin of Adam and Eve and sins committed by the later
generations, the Shekhinah became exiled from the people. However, the good deeds of
the Patriarchs served to ‘set this fundamental fault in creation aright and to serve as a
?axadigm for those who after.” Id. at 164.

% Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 50, Line 9, 16-18 et seq.
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a leg, a limb, of the Divine Throne. Each of us can purify a limb, or limbs, to such a
degree that any of our limb(s) can become a kiseh for the divine.

In the mystical mind, this is the ultimate experience and purpose of life. We are
here to allow our souls to glimpse the divine, to look onto the Divine Chair. Each of us,
craves to become a resting place for the Divine Presence. Thus, Gikatilla has configured
a theosophical conception of the Divine, into a Merkavah experience. In so doing, the
theosophist, who previously only encountered God through emanations, can now pursue
the Shekhinah, through the imagery of Divine Throne.

Furthermore, this system is starkly different from the mysticism of Abulafia.
There, the focus is not on seeking to unify and bring healing to God. Rather, the focus is
to create a paranormal state of consciousness in the mystic. Under such altered states, the
mystic is able to have an intimate experience with God.'”™ For Abulafia and his mystical
practice, the individual seeks personal, momentary transformation, in uniting with God.
For the theosophists, the individual seeks to bring healing and greater unity to God,
through the wholesome performance of divine mitzvor.

Gikatilla explores further the dependence of God’s well-being upon the limbs of
the human being. He states, “the middot are drawn after the limbs.” In other words, the
deeds of our limbs determine or define the quality and worthiness of our middot, our
personal qualities. This statement also suggests that God’s attributes are defined, in part,
by the deeds committed by our limbs. This points to several radical, albeit mainstream

idea within theosophic kabbalah. First, the idea that God is not whole is fundamentally

17 I del, The Contribution of Abraham Abulafia to the Understanding of Jewish
Mysticismm, 124-125.
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contrary to the monotheistic conception. Second, human beings have the capacity to
cause brokenness within God, and to return God to a state of wholeness.

Through understanding and emulating God’s attributes/middot, we can bring unity
to God. How does Gikatilla prove that this proposition is true? He studies in great depth
what God does in the aftermath of the Israelites’ building of the Golden Calf, the ultimate
sin and the ultimate damage to the relationship between God and human. God cuts a Brit,
a covenant, with the Israelites. This covenant is founded on understanding the 13 Divine
middot. (Exodus 34:6-7). God tells Moses to come up to Mt. Sinai, to seek atonement on
behalf of the Israelites.

Relying on a passage in the Talmud, Gikatilla understands how in the future, God
will exercise His attribute of judgment.'”’ From this passage, Gikatilla discerns the core
material with which God constructed the world — or at the least, the world of punishment
and forgiveness, strict justice and mercy. Here, Gikatilla offers an understanding of the
moral fiber, the biologic material that defines the way in which the world grants mercy
and lovingkindness to highly-fallible human beings.

In the Gemara passage, God takes on the role of shaliach tzibbur, prayer leader,
he dons a rallit, passes before the ark and teaches Moses that “Any time Israel sins let
them perform before Me this procedure and I shall forgive them.” The procedure is the
recitation of the 13 middot, attributes. In the Exodus passage, it is God who recites these
attributes, in the presence of Moses, while he was with God on Mt. Sinai. Ex. 34:6.

The imagery here is beautiful. The verb ya’avor suggests the passing before the

Aron HaKodesh of the shaliach tzibbur, the prayer leader. The performance “before Me

171 b, Rosh HaShanah 17b.
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(God)” is a two-fold reference. First, it refers to our recitation of the 13 middot in a
sanctuary or congregational setting, primarily on Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur.
Passing before the Ark, the Aron HaKodesh, constitutes passing “before Me (God).” For
the Aron HaKodesh, containing the Sefer Torah, symbolically represents the immanent
presence of God, the Shekhinah. Here, Gikatilla relies on the Talmud, to prove and
promote the theosophical idea that our observance of prayer and mifzvoth has divine
implications. We can have an impact on God and God’s exercise of judgment and mercy.

Second, in fulfiiling the procedure that God prescribed in Exodus, we also are
reenacting God’s actions. Originally it was God who recited the attributes. Now,
learning from God’s modeling, we are the ones reciting the Divine attributes. God has
told Moses, in essence: ‘You Jews, utter the words that I/God uttered. Engage in the
same acts as I engage in, and you will have an effect on Me, on the Divine.” That is
exactly the idea that theosophical kabbalah is built upon. Our actions affect God, our
actions are divine actions.'”?

In these verses from Exodus, we encounter two critical ideas, placed in direct

relation to one another. First, we read a direct reference to God’s Middot, God’s
characteristics, attributes. Second, we are introduced to the Divine Names that will
represent the focus of Gikatilla’s chapter on Hesed. These are the two ideas that
ultimately frame the core of Sha‘are ‘Orah. The way to a meaningful and sustained

experience of God is through a deep understanding of the attributes associated with the

12 One additional side-note to this is that the same text could be used to promote the
importance of the recitation of God’s names. In the sugya, it seems that it is the
recitation of these Middot that is the key. The passage makes no mention and does not
appear to emphasize an understanding or knowledge of the divine names. Recitation
before God seems to be what is called for.
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Divine Names. Understanding the workings of the attributes, for Gikatilla, is to be the
primary kabbalistic activity. Such an understanding will refine to the highest degree, our
appreciation for righteous and religious actions. Ultimately, it is our actions, our
religious observance and our ethical behavior, that will enable us to approach and get a
glimpse of the Divine Charict, and to bring healing to the brokenness of the Divine.

This repeated emphasis to pursue understanding fits also with Gikatilla’s
concluding comment to the Introduction. Knowledge and understanding of the source of
the living waters is Gikatilla’s final idea. Here, his reference to water returns us to the
warning with which he began the Introduction. Ultimately, we should know our
limitations. Those who enter Pardes will likely not survive. A serious pursuit of God is
dangerous. Rabbi Akiva warned against speaking: ‘water, water.” With a return to water
imagery, Gikatilla reminds us that the waters are to be embraced through knowledge and
understanding of the attributes associated with the Divine Names. The waters are not to
be embraced through recitation of Divine Names or the permutations of divine letters.

At this point, Gikatilla has laid a very solid foundation for the ideas he takes up in
his chapter on Hesed. He has taught us about the absolute prohibition of reciting or
uttering Divine Name, for the purpose of having a ecstatic, mystical experience. He has
encouraged us to seek understanding about the Divine Names and most importantly, the
attributes associated with them.

The understanding of divine attributes associated with the Divine Names is the
primary mystical activity. Ultimate knowledge and experience with God happens by
means of this kind of knowledge. To pursue such knowledge gives us the possibility of a

Merkavah experience. With the purification of our deeds and religious observances, as
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well as an understanding of the divine attributes, we can become carriers of the
Merkavah. To be a carrier of the Divine Chariot is not a paranormal experience
happening in a private, solitary space. It is an experience that occurs very much within

our daily lives, and very much within our Jewish community.
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CHAPTER IV

HE GATE FO FIRAH SEVEN

A. Introduction — Gikatilla’s Method

In this chapter, Gikatilla focuses on three ideas. First, he transitions from the
subject of the prior chapter of Sha ‘are ‘Orah. In that prior chapter, the subject was the
Divine Name Elohim and the attributes of Din and Gevurah, strict justice and
punishment. Having analyzed these Names and attributes, Gikatilla picks up with a
detailed explanation of how the forces of Hesed and Rahamim ultimately govern the
forces of Din and Gevurah. Stated differently, Gikatilla explains that in a systematic,
predictable way, the agents appointed to execute the judgments of Elohim ultimately
submit themselves and their authority to the attributes of Hesed and Rahamim.

Second, like a scientist who explains the forces of nature, Gikatilla explains how
the Divine Names establish a world whose core essence is mercy and lovingkindness. He
does this by systematically explaining the 13 Divine Attributes, middot. Third and

finally, Gikatilla explains how the Patriarchs cause and enable the Divine structure to

reveal itself in the earthly realm. For they establish a lower world in which Hesed and
Rahamim, mercy and lovingkindness, predominate over strict justice and punishment.

Gikatilla focuses heavily on the Patriarchs. And he prepares us for such a focus

by beginning the chapter with a central and crucial teaching connected to Abraham. With
this text, Abraham becomes for Gikatilla the most important Biblical character. Through
Abraham, Gikatilla builds his entire kabbalistic system, blending philosophy, mysticism

and theosophy, which features a world defined by Hesed and Rahamim.
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B. The Sefiragh of Hesed Is Represented by the Divine N El

Gikatilla identifies E/ as the Divine Name connected to the seventh gate, the gate

of Hesed.'” By understanding this essential teaching, Gikatilla believes that whenever

we read the name EJ, we will understand the secret meaning of the text. The Divine
Name E! governs the forces or attributes of Hesed and Rahamim. This is the secret and

the essence of the middah, attribute, that Abraham inherited. As it is stated: “Abraham

planted a tamarisk at Be ‘er-Sheva, and invoked there the name of the Lord, the
Everlasting God.”'™ “VaYikra sham, b'shaym YHVH, El Olam.”

This is one of the central Biblical proof-texts in Gikatilla’s work. This passage in
the Book of Genesis remarkably supports three of Gikatilla’s goals: to establish Abraham
as a, or the defining character in the Bible and in the future course of human history; to
associate Abraham with the divine name of E/; and, to tie every Divine Name to the
ultimate name, YHVH.

In this Genesis passage, Abraham refers to God as E/ Olam, the Eternal El,

naturally connecting Abraham to this particular Divine Name. Second, as YHVH is part

of the text, Abraham explicitly identifies E! Olam with YHVH. Further, with the

compelling imagery of this Genesis passage, Gikatilla reminds us of seven theosophic

ideas. First, Abraham’s planting of a tree reminds us of the divine tree in the Garden of
Eden. Second, by means of this planting, Abraham represents an ascent to and contact

with the seventh divine gate, that of E/. Thus, it points us to the seven gates or sefirof;

'3 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 31, Line 1 et seq.

17 Gen. 21:33. One aspect of this is the symbolism of water. Gikatilla likely offers this
verse, in part, because of its reminder of danger — “water, water.” Water is oftena
warning to the mystic to beware of the limits of mystical insight and contact with God.
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through which humans access and connect with God. Third, this tree-planting identifies
the moment that humans, Abraham in particular, implanted or introduced YHVH into the

earthly realm. Fourth, Be 'er Sheva represents the immanent presence of God, the

Shekhinah. Fifth, the planting itself occurred at Be ‘er Sheva, which was the place of an

ancient well of water. This well, with its image of water, suggests God’s role in the
world as the source of life - the source of potential, of health and blessing of all kind.
And as well, it suggests danger, pain and loss, for those who feel entitled to know the
deepest essence of God.

Sixth, with the grammatical structure of Be ‘er Sheva, we are brought to a singular
well, containing seven pools. This image subtly reminds us that the seeming plurality of
the sefirotic system, is entirely consistent with the unity of God. Finally, I want to point
out that the narrative content of this scene is of a covenantal nature. It describes two
human beings, Jew and non-Jew in fact, treating each other with trust and respect. Trust
and respect then are the qualities that lead to the oath sworn to by both Abraham and
Abimelech. Is it possible that Gikatilla is teaching that these are the qualities that enable
human beings to reach the seventh sefirah, the highest divine emanation accessible to

human beings?

Remarkably, this transaction, which is grounded in trust and respect, immediately
precedes the moment that God calls to Abraham for the ultimate test — the Akeidat
Yitzhak. 1 do not want to make more out of this than is fair, but it is a striking notion for
Gikatilla to take up. First Abraham identifies God as El, the divine name that oversees
the qualities of Hesed and Rahamim. Then, immediately after the scene at Be 'er Sheva,

we read of God’s test of Abraham, when He tells Abraham “to take up” his son Isaac for
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a sacrifice. This progression of events can surely raise the question — was the test of
Abraham by God a test coming from God’s Hesed and Rahamim? How so? Or maybe

the point is not in trying to psychoanalyze God but to try to connect with and internalize

the experience of Abraham. Only after we have built a relationship with God, deriving

from Hesed and Rahamim, will God seek to test us?

C. Proverb 8 And The Sefirotic Tree and Sexual Imagery

After showing that Abraham implanted for the rest of us, access to the divine tree,
Gikatilla begins 1o explain the manner in which EI, as the overseer of Hesed and
Rahamim, interacts with God’s attribute of judgment. In order to do this Gikatilla
introduces a fascinating verse from Mishlei (the Book of Proverbs). “I endow those who
love me with substance (with yesh), I will fill their treasuries.” Proverb 8:21. This quote
and the Proverb as a whole suggest at least three kabbalistic ideas. Further, it offers an
insight into Gikatilla’s teaching on how Hesed and Rahamim, through the middah of El,
influence the punitive and judgmental qualities of God.

First, one can easily see how this Proverb might refer to the divine sefiror.
Second, we learn about the relationship of intimacy between Hokhmah and Binah. Third,
the functionings within the higher realms of Hokhimah and Binah offer insight into the
humanly-accessible, earthly realms. Further, the Proverb suggests what I might call a
theology of compassion that Gikatilla teaches in this text.

From the outset of Proverb 8, one can see how verse 1 may well be telling us
about the sefirotic system. At the very beginning of the Proverb we see a discussion
between Hokhmah and Binah, the first two sefirot (after Keter). The text suggests to the

reader that it actually is God speaking, although through these qualities of Hokhmah and
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Binah. In essence, through the sefirot we are having an encounter with God even though

it is not God’s essence that is present.

“It is Wisdom (Hokhmah) calling,

Understanding (Birah) raising her voice.

She takes her stand at the topmost heights,

By the wayside (Alay derekh beit netivot), at the crossroads.” Proverb 8:1-2.
The Proverb begins with Hokhmah. Since we can say virtually nothing about the Eyn
Sof, it makes sense that the Proverb begins where it does.'™

Second, Hokhmah and Binah are fully personified, filled with emotions, needs
and values. Initially Hokhmah speaks and then Binah.'”® These Divine Attributes
express their need to communicate with one another. For the kabbalah, the text suggests
a relationship of partners and lovers, male and female. “I (Hokhmah) Wisdom, live with
Prudence.” “Ani Hokhmah, shakhanti armah.” Proverb 8:12. This verse suggests an

intimate relationship between Hokhmah and Binah. In the highly personified

interpretation of this text, Hokhmah obviously has a partner, a lover, with whom He

resides.

First Hokhmah explains his living arrangement, then he articulates the values that

are dear to him, which are: knowledge and insight; fearing the Lord, which means to fear ;

to evil; and, hating pride, arrogance, the evil way and duplicity in speech. Proverb 8:12-

17 Some kabbalists believed that Eyn Sof and Keter were synonymous. Gikatilla was
never clear about his opinion on this subject.

176 «“The Lord created me at the beginning of His course, As the first of His works of old.”
“YHVH kanani reishit . . .” 8:22. This was before the material world existed. (8:22-29).
It is a harkening back to Creation, but also a new insight into Creation. The traditional
kabbalistic interpretation is that Hokhmah created Elohim, which comes to be Binah.
Thus, Genesis 1 is the story explaining God’s creation of the sefirot. In the Proverbs text,
it seems that YHVH is bringing Hokhmah into being, although the identity of Hokhmah

is inferred.
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13. Of course, Binah must represent all that is dear to Hokhmah. The Proverb also tells

us that it is Binah, the female, who seeks relationship, contact, with humanity. “O men, |
call to you; My cry is to you mankind.” Proverbs 8:4. Hokhmah and Binah, like human
beings, are committed to and engaged in a love relationship and in so doing, they nourish
the kabbalistic instinct to understand divine through living, dynamic attributes, sefirot.
Further, in engaging in this relationship of love, they infuse love and relationship
into the organizing fabric of the universe. And their insatiable need for each other
suggests a deeper kabbalistic message. Justice and lovingkindness must both exist. We
cannot survive without both. Each brings out the best of the other. The world cannot

stand in the absence of either.

Following the traditional sefirotic course, and its highly sexual imagery, the
divine path begins with the male on top and the female below. The male, Hokhmah,
descends into the female, Binah, and provides the necessary seminal material, for full
emanation to occur within the womb of Binah.'"”’ Binah thus represents the vessel that

carries and gives birth to all of material existence. She also represents the crossroads, the

junction between the inaccessible divine realm (Binah and Hokhmah) and the material,
earthly realm (Binah and Hesed), the realm of babies, of human beings.

The explicit sexual and birthing imagery here is quite powerful. For anyone who
has ever witnessed the birthing moment, the kabbalistic idea deeply resonates with the
most profound mystery, the most divinely filled moments. Despite the wisdom of

modern science/medicine, the developmental process up to and including birth, is nothing

'"7 The use of the word netivot, paths, might suggest a harkening back to the Sefer
Yetzirah, which begins by stating that the world was created through 32 retivor.
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if not a miracle. The evolution within the womb, from a tiny organism to a human being
with all of the potential for human fulfillment represents the pinnacle of the miraculous,
unknowable, Divine mystery. And then, in a moment, the mystery becomes a living,
breathing, vulnerable child; a soul — to know, to hold, to love and to cherish, with all the
signs of a Divine spark.

D. Yesh Mei’Ayn — Material Existence Derives From Divine Nothingness

[ also wonder whether one of the more elusive kabbalistic ideas underlying
Gikatilla‘s choice of Proverb 8, relates to the idea of Yesh mei’Ayin. This is the idea that
in the beginning there was nothing other than God and that God created the universe, the
Yesh, out of no-thing-ness, Ayin. We see that Proverb 8 is very much about creation.
Beginning with 8:22, the verse immediately following the verse quoted, up through 8:30,
the Proverb teaches about the creation of Hokhmah. “The Lord created me at the
beginning of His course, As the first of His works of old.” Based on what follows in the
verse, it is clear that this is not a reference to God’s creation of the heavens and the earth,
“ha'shamayim v’'ha’aretz,” Thus, to take this verse seriously one must consider that God

created something prior to the heavens and the earth ~ Hokhmah.

And verse 30 states, “I was with Him as a confidant,” before creation of the

material world. Thus, one can reasonably interpret this as suggesting that before God’s

creation of the material world, God created some non-material aspects of existence, i.e.
Hokhmah. Although the identity of the speaker in verse 22 is not made explicit, I believe
that it can legitimately be interpreted as Hokimah, particularly as both 8:1 and 8:12 make

explicit reference to Hokhmah.
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Understanding this Creation story as God’s creation of Hokhmah, serves to
promote the notion of Yesh mei Ayin, which was an important concept for Gikatilla. He
strongly opposed Aristotelian and mystical views suggesting that God created the sefirot
from pre-existent matter. Thus, by citing this Proverb, Gikatilla can offer his philosophic
message about creation without making it the focus of his work.

a) Binah’s Judgment Submits to Hesed and the Role of Yesh

The Proverb 8 also teaches that Binah is associated with strict justice and
punishment. Afier learning about Hokhmah and his values and dreams, we hear from
Binah.'™ The text states: “I am Binah and gevurah is mine.” “Ani Binah, li gevurah.™'"

Binah teaches us that through her, kings reign, rulers decree, princes rule - these are great

men, ail righteous judges. Three verses later, Binah explains that she walks on the path
of tzedek and the paths of justice, the netivot mishpat.

Having been exposed to Binah, we are now ready to explore the agents that i
enforce divine decrees. And to understand the agents of enforcement, one must
understand the relationship between El, Elohim, the Great Sanhedrin, and the 310

encampments. First of all, Gikatilla teaches that all references in Torah to Elohim are

references to the Great Sanhedrin and implicitly relate to the activity of Din, judgment.'®®

Here, Gikatilla offers a fascinating explanation of the divine forces or agents that perform
the work of Elohim. He explains that there are 310 camps or agents, of the middah of din '
or judgment. These camps travel around the world and each camp is responsible to

execute a specific set of judgments, whether for the bad or for the good.

178 proverb 8:12-14.
1 proverb 8:14.
180 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 32, Line 1 et seq.
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b) Yesh & The Camps Of Judgment

Gikatilla utilizes his old handy companion, gematria, to solve a piece of the
Proverb’s puzzle. “I endow those who love me with Yesh.”'®' But what does it mean to
endow one with Yesh? This mysterious statement suggests to Gikatilla that the verse
calls for a mystical reading. So Gikatilla recognizes that Yesh has the numerical value of
310. With this, he makes the leap that there are 310 camps or agents responsible for
enforcing judgments and for depriving the wicked of all the good things.'®?

It seems that Gikatilla reads Proverb 8:21 to mean that, ‘God will fill the
treasuries of the lovers of God with Yesh.” Because lovers of God are surely worthy of

all good things, Gikatilla reasonably assumes that the contents of the treasuries must be

different kinds of goodness — wealth, honor, goodness etc. From this insight Gikatilla

draws another inference. If God fills the righteous with Yesh, then the wicked are likely

deprived of Yesh. .
Gikatilla then goes a step further, in explaining the system by which the righteous

are rewarded of Yesh and the wicked deprived of such reward. He concludes that just as

Hesed and Rahamim are highly personified divine personalities, so is Yesh. Yesh seems

to represent both the contents of the treasury and also the personified agent(s) of Din and
Elohim, who watch over the goods that fill the treasury. By enforcing the judgments

issued by Elohim, Yesh thereby deprives the wicked of wealth, honor, and goodness.

'8! Shaare_‘Orah, Page , Line 21
182 | am unclear about he how draws the inference that since Yesh has a numerical value
of 310, there must be 310 enforcing camps.
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This is how the system works according to Gikatilla.”™ The attributes of
Din/Elohim draw out all kinds of wealth and goodness that they (Din and Elohim) deny to
the wicked, due to the judgments pending against them (the wicked). While for the
righteous, their treasuries are filled with all kinds of goodness, with fov, osher, nekhasim
v'kavod, which together are called Yesh. All of these treasuries are hidden away and
prepared for the righteous for /a ‘atid la'voe,” a time in the future.

In the meantime, when the 310 camps/agents go out from the Great Sanhedrin to

enforce all the judgments, with truth and faithfulness, emet v’emunah, they neither add

nor detract from the decrees issued by the Sanhedrin. This is called Elohim, who in fact
is the True God, “Elohim emet.” In this way, Din/Elohim come to serve the higher cause
of Hesed and Rahamim. Stated differently, this is how Judgment can be used for the
good.

Gikatilla implicitly tells us, by his willingness to utilize the technique of gematria, |
that it is not inherently inconsistent with theosophical kabbalah. Although gematria is
generally associated with an Abulafian kind of mysticism, Gikatilla teaches that so long

as gematria is used to enhance our understanding of divine attributes, it is an entirely

legitimate interpretative tool.

Furthermore, it seems quite possible that Gikatilla’s interest in the creation of
Hokhmah is not purely philosophical. For woven into his discussion of the 310 camps is
the idea that above all of the camps, above the Great Sanhedrin and the middah of

Elohim, is the middah of absolute mercy, Rahamim ha’gemorah. This is the middah of

183 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 30, Line x — Page 31, Line
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Keter."®® 1n this realm, there is not even a trace of Din. Rather, Keter consists entirely of
Rahamim and Hesed and Hemla and Hanina. Id.

We learn in the /drah Rabbah, a part of the mystical text called the Zohar, an
explanation that relates to the ultimate source of lovingkindness in the world. We learn
in the /drah Rabbah that the highest sefirah, Keter, actually consists of pure mercy. He
explains here how this source of mercy can be activated, primarily through the
knowledge and religious practice of the tzaddikim, the most righteous individuals. These
people have the ability to direct their actions and their prayers to the proper Divine Name,
to El, and thereby save the world from many of its problems. Here, we have an explicit
example of how prayer and righteous deeds below, have an impact on the judgments
above.

c) Gematria (Numerology) As Key To Diving Mystery

At this point, Gikatilla utilizes gematria to explore another esoteric connection
between E/ and Kefer.'®® He notes that E! has the numerical value of 31, one-tenth of
Yesh, 310. This could serve several purposes. First, that Yesh has one-tenth the value of
Elohim might reinforce the conclusion that £/ is one of the 10 gates/sefirot. Second,
according to Gikatilla, it suggests that the 310 camps are duty-bound to make a 10%
tithe, a ma ‘aser, to Keter “Ki ha’middah ha'zot, ha'elyonah, sh’hee rahamim gemurim

nikreit El. V'hu ha’ma’aser shel ha’makhanot ha’nikraim Yesh.” “For this highest

18 Ben Shlomo makes this clear in his footnote. See n. 1, p. 32.

185 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 32, Line 8, et seq. Gematria is the practice of attributing
numerical value to Hebrew words, in order to uncover a mystical meaning embedded in
the text. :
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attribute, pure mercy, is called E/. And He/Keter is the tithe of the Camps that are called
Yesh.”

According to Gikatilla, it seems that this tithe is made when there is a tzaddik able
to direct his actions and his prayers, to the middah of El, although Gikatilla does not
explain how this works. The tithe comes in an unusual but fascinating form. When the
310 Camps see E!/ coming out from her Hall, they quickly disperse, run away and hide
from the presence of her, El’s, glory. In this way they are no longer able to execute the
judgments they had set out to enforce. The Camps no longer have the power to exact any
punishment or cause any destruction in the world. At this point, they cannot cause any
evil to befall anyone. Thus, it seems that the 310 camps, in their highly personified form,
offer their tithe by giving up their right to execute judgment to £/. Because of the direct
connection between E/ and Keter, the camps’ sacrifice of their vested authority to execute
judgment constitutes a tithe to Keter. Further, an act of Hesed becomes a new form of
tithe.

Gikatilla is not satisfied, however, with the connection he has established between
El (Hesed and Rahamim) and Keter, pure Rahamim.'®® He seeks additional authority for
the claim that Keter is defined by pure Rahamim. Thus, he relies on a prayer in the
Selichot liturgy that says: “El melekh yosheiv al kiseh rahamim.” The personified king,
El, sits on a throne that concretizes or materializes the human quality of mercy. Mercy,
Rahamim, is the stuff of the throne upon which £/ sits. Furthermore, he takes the
opportunity to utilize the text of the liturgy to assert that prayer must obviously be the

vehicle or activity that can activate God’s mercy and kindness in the world. In fact, he

18 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 32, Line 20, et seq.
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states that the holy and pious people are quick to pray to the sefirah of El, at times of
great trouble.

From here, Gikatilla seeks to further humanize this teaching. He transitions from
the idea of activating Rahamim and Hesed, to the human manifestation of these qualities,
in the persona of Abraham. He teaches about Abraham’s abundant efforts to internalize,
to personify, the values of Rahamim and Hesed, through the many trials that he accepted
upon himself.

For this Gikatilla relies upon the blessing of King Malchitzedik to Avram:
“Baruch Avram I’El Elyon.'*

“Blessed be Avram of God Most High.”'®®

Creator of heaven and earth. (14:19)

And blessed be God Most High,

Who has delivered your foes into your hand.” (14:20)

“Va'yiten lo ma’aser mi’kol.” “And [Abraham] gave him a tenth of everything.”

This is a remarkable passage for several reasons. First, it could be read to show
Abraham as a creator of the world. Verse 19 seems to describe Abraham, while verse 20
appears to describe God. And from Gikatilla’s perspective, Abram was a creator of
worlds. First and foremost, he created a world that recognized YHVH as the one God.
Second, by picking up on the fact that this statement of Melchizedik was offered as a
blessing, it seems to support the notion that prayer/blessing has cosmic implications.
Third, that this blessing is offered by a non-Jew, the king of shalem, wholeness, seems

meaningful (at least to me), although I do not know how Gikatilla might have integrated

this idea.

187 Shaare ‘Orah, Page 32, Line 25 — Page 33
138 Ben Shlomo does not point us to this text but it seems rather clear that this was an
inadvertent omission.
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Fourth, the passage tells us that Avram gave to Melchizedek a tenth, ma ‘aser
mi'kol, of everything. It is striking to understand this text as Abraham giving his tithe to
the sovereign of wholeness. With this proof-text from Torah, Gikatilla is further laying
the foundation for the identification of Abraham and Hesed through his connection to the
divine name El. In other words, how is it that Abraham is connected to Hesed? Here,
Gikatilla establishes the connection through the divine name El. First, Melchizedek
associates Avram with El. The essence of his blessing for Avram is that Avram be “of E/
Elyon,” that Avram be attached to, defined by EIl Elyon. And if we read to the end of this
narrative, we find that Avram was so rigorously honest and righteous in his dealings with
another sovereign ruler, the King of Sodom, that he was unwilling to take “so much as a
thread or a sandal strap” of what was not his.'®

Then, Gikatilla reminds us of the Abraham text we discussed earlier, in which
Abraham himself referred to God as Ef Olam. As a result of these two Torah texts,
Gikatilia teaches that Abraham was entitled to inherit the middah of El. With this
inheritance, no one was able to raise a claim against Abraham, because the middah of El
was available to him. This is essence or the secret of Hesed Avraham.

E. The Divine Attributes — El, Rahum, Hanun, ‘Erekh ‘Apayim , Rav Hesed,

V’Emet

Gikatilla, however, continues to build his case that Abraham inherited the
attribute of Hesed, through the middah of EIl. He asks, what is the essence of EI? His
answer derives largely from the 13 middot or attributes of God, as recited by God to

Moses on Mt. Sinai. “The Lord! The Lord! a God compassionate, and gracious, solow to

189 Gen. 15:23.
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anger, abounding in Kindness and faithfulness, extending kindness to the thousandth
generation, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin; yet He does not remit all
punishment, but visits the iniquity of parents upon children and children’s children, upon
the third and fourth generations.”'*® “YHVH, YHVH, El — Rahum, v’Hanun, ‘Erekh
‘Apayim, Rav Hesed, Ve'Emet . . .” The place to begin with this verse is the very
beginning: “YHVH, YHVH, EI . ..”

a.) The Attribute of £/

Gikatilla teaches that these 13 middot reveal the essence of the middah of El.'*'
To understand the 13 middot, Gikatilla cites a verse from Psalms, which appears to be
King David’s understanding of the middot. “Atah Adonai, El, Rahum, v'Hanun, ‘Erekh
‘Apayim, Rav Hesed, ve 'Emet.” “You Adonai, El . . ”'** Gikatilla seems to understand
this verse in an abbreviated way: ‘You Adonai, are El, and your attributes are the
following: rahum, v'hanun, erekh apayim, rav hesed, v'emet.’

Before analyzing the attributes, Gikatilla seeks to justify his emphasis upon the
merciful quality of the Divine attributes. He offers the stark conclusion that El, or Hesed,
is the essence of the highest middah, which is Rahamim gemurim, pure mercy. Rahamim
gemurim is a reference to Keter.'”® Thus, Gikatilla has shown that the beginning of all
existence, the sefirah of Keter, is defined by pure mercy. And, just as the essence of
divine existence is Hesed and Rahamim, so too is the essence, the foundation of human

existence. Abraham represents the beginning of human existence. For he was the first to

19 Ex. 34:6-7.

191 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 33, Line § et seq.
192 psalm 86:15.

193 Ben-Shlomo, Sha’are ‘Orah, 32, n. 1

90




understand that YHVH was God and he understood that E/ is one of the merciful
attributes qf YHVH.

As all of the Camps of punishment stand before and offer their tithe to Keter, they
are also standing before El, Abraham. Thus, Gikatilla reasons that since Abraham
inherited the middah of El, he naturally received of the assets/nahalot of the 310 Camps
that are called Yesh. This helps to explain the essence of the Proverbs verse “L *hanhil
ohavai Yesh.” “The lovers of me/God, will inherit Yesh.”'%* Gikatilla actually interprets
ohavai as ohavi, the lover, rather than ‘the lovers’ of Me/God. The lover referred to here
is Abraham. For Gikatilla, this verse means that Abraham, the first to love God, will
inherit Yesh.

b) The Attribute of Rahum (Mercy)

At this point, Gikatilla begins to explain Psalm 86:15, beginning with rahum.'*
The essence of rahum is the middah of EI. When rahum sees that the forces (the Camps)
of the Great Sanhedrin have gone out to enforce a judgment, EI causes rahum to be
brought upon the subjects of the punishing verdicts issued by the Great Sanhedrin. This

in turn causes the Camps to disperse and flee, and thereby saves the individual from the

decree of punishment. This is the essence of rahum that is the middah of El, according to

Gikatilla.

194 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 33, Line 18, et seq.
195 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 33, Line 20, et seq.




c) The Attribute of Hanun (Graciousness)

After rahum comes hanun, which serves a very similar function as rahum.'® It

seems that Gikatilla identifies two specific differences between the two. First, hanun
works explicitly with those who are unworthy of mercy. Their receipt of mercy is a
matnat hinam, a free, unearned gift. Although Gikatilla implies that rahum also comes
for the benefit of the unworthy, he does not explicitly describe rahum in this way.
Second, Gikatilla states that hanun comes to save individuals from ha 'onesh ha’gadol,
the great punishment, whereas it appears that rahum saves people from all kinds of
punishments.

d) The Attribute of ‘Erekh ‘Apayim (The Elongated Nose)

Gikatilla then moves onto ‘Erekh ‘Apayim, the elongated nose, which is

symbolism from the Zohar.'” ‘Erekh ‘Apayim comes to assist those who are unworthy
of assistance from either rahum or hanun. ‘Erekh ‘Apayim comes out and demands that
the Court wait to punish the individual. ”Hamteenu!” “Wait and don’t punish Ploni
immediately! Even though he is not worthy of of rahum or hanun, he may do teshuvah.”
And then the Capms abide by the wish of ‘Erekh ‘Apayim and wait to enforce the
punishment.

This is not yet the essence of ‘Erekh ‘Apayim.'®

Gikatilla explains at this point
that he must reveal this Great Secret, Sod ha 'Gadol ha’zeh, concerning ‘Erekh ‘Apayim.
In the Bible, God’s anger is conveyed through the nose, the flaring of nostrils, that often

happens when someone is angry. The, Idra Rabbah, one part of the Zohar, uses the

19 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 33, Line 26, et seq.
17 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 34, Line 1, et seq.
198 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 34, Line 6 et seq.
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feature of the Nose in a related way. Underneath the Zoharic concept, is the idea that a
flaring of nostrils causes a shortening of the Nose. Thus, the Zohar reasons that God’s
anger and the shortening of His nose go together. And implicit in the Zohar is that the
opposite must also be true. If God’s nose grows, then His anger and His need to punish
must be in decline. This is called ‘Erekh ‘Apayim. Inthe Zohar, the Nose oversees the
enforcers of judgment. For example, the Nose has the capacity to influence the timing of
any enforcement. When God’s nose is extended, it contains and prevents the Camps, the
enforcers of judgment, from doing their work. The essence of ‘Erekh ‘Apayim is that
when the middah of El wants to extend Rahamim to an undeserving person, it is able to
extend the great nose of God. By extending God’s nose, £/ prevents the Camps from
executing judgment, since they are still within the length of God’s nose. And so long as
they are within the domain, the length of God’s nose, they are not able to exact
punishment. By preventing the Camps from doing their work, £/ gives unworthy
individuals a longer period to do teshuvah. And this is the great secret of “Erekh
‘Apayim!

The Zohar goes to great lengths to anthropomorphize God! Here, Gikatilla enters
fully into the symbolism and myth of the Zohar. However, we might stop to consider
how Gikatilla-the-Maimonidean fits into the passage about ‘Erekh ‘Apayim. There is one
likely possibility. First is that on this subject, Gikatilla might be as far from the
philosophical Maimonides, as Abulafia was with his recitation of Divine Names and
letters, in search of an ecstatic/prophetic mystical experience. Similarly, it is doubtful
that Maimonides would have agreed that the One God is as responsive to our individual

personal lives, as the attribute of ‘Erekh ‘Apayim suggests.




On the other hand, Gikatilla’s attempt to describe ‘Erekh ‘Apayim has a
metaphysical quality. He seemingly treats this subject, and each of the Divine Attributes,
as subjects of metaphysical inquiry. He inquires of and analyzes them as if they are
entities that bear directly on the nature and foundation of our existence. In this way, I
would say that Gikatilla takes a Maimonides-like method or process and applies it to an
exclusively and explicitly theosophic area of interest.

(i) Binah’s Submission To Hesed, Through the Attribute of
Tehillah (Praise)

To further illuminate the workings of *Erekh ‘Apayim, Gikatilla calls on a verse
from Isaiah.'”® “For the sake of My name I control My wrath (aarikh api); To My own
glory, I am patient with you (ehhetam lakh)*® Based on this verse, he explains that
among the holy hokhamim, scholars of Mishnah and Talmud, were individuals with the
ability and power to extend God’s nose — to cause God to be more patient and more
forgiving. Through their holiness and their prayer they could protect the community of
Israel and prevent for them great suffering. In these circumstances, the Camps assigned

to execute judgment are unable to cause harm to Israel. Rabban Gamlie! was one of

those righteous Jews with such powers.

The Second Century Rabban Gamliel knew that praise of God, Tehillah, was
directly connected to God’s attribute of Binah. Thus, like Binah, Tehillah is the attribute ‘
that governs God’s system of judgment and punishment.?®' Gikatilla calls this insight,

that Tehilla is Binah, another secret of ‘Erekh ‘Apayim. Thus, the verse “U 'tehillati

' Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 34, Line 18 et seq.
299 Isaiah 48:9.
201 Sha’are_‘Orah, Page 34, Line 27
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ehhetam lakh,” now means —~ “And my Binah (rather than my praise) will choose to be
patient with you.”

To flesh out this idea, Gikatilla explains that the sefirah of Binah, that is called
Tehillah, is one middah/attribute deriving from two middot, tied to Rahamim Gemurim,
which is the highest sefirah, Keter. Here, Gikatilla is reminding us of the upper three
sefirot, which are all connected to one another. Binah derives directly from Hokhmah,
which derives from Keter.

Gikatilla, it seems, is seeking to show how Binah is intimately connected to
Rahamim, even though Binah itself is the middah of judgment and punishment. Thus, it
is important here for Gikatilla to explain how the sefirah of Binah, which controls
judgment and punishment, is itself derived from Keter, pure mercy, Rahamim Gemurim.

Binah, which is called Tehillah, gives strength to the heavenly court, which is
called Elohim.*®* However, when Keter (Rahamim Gemorim) flows its abundance upon
Binah, then Binah causes Keter’s Rahamim, lovingkindness, to flow upon the middah of \ 1
Din. This commences the process of the lengthening of God’s nose, also called Arikh

Anpin.

e) The Attribute of Rav Hesed (Abundance of Hesed) !
At this point, Gikatilla returns to the next phrase in the verse from Psalms — Rav
Hesed® There are those who are not worthy of rahum, hanun or ‘Erekh ‘Apayim, and
are worthy of being punished immediately. Gikatilla asks what the middah of El does in

such a situation? To answer this question, Gikatilla locks to the Book of Job. “Truly

202 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 35, Line | et seq.
203 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 35, Lines 11




God does all of these things; Two or three times to a man.”*** In examining the context
of this statement, we can discern what “all of these things” are that God does. The
chapter describes God in the role of a Judge who finds guilt, but also who is seen as One,
as Redeemer who forgives and thereby gives a second or third chance.%® In verse 33:27,
we see this most clearly: “He (a guilty man) says to men, ‘I have sinned; I perverted what
was right; But I was not paid back for it.” The text then tells us that God “redeemed him
from passing into the Pit.” (33:28). And immediately following this verse is our verse.
God does all these things (forgive/redeem), two or three times for a person. It is not that
the prior sins are erased. Rather, after skipping over the first two, they are simply not
included in the punishment. Thus, with Gikatilla’s interpretation, after removing the first
two sins, the rest of the sins and the merits are placed on a balance scale. If the hand of
the scale is untipped, neither pointing to sin nor to merit, E/ causes the scale to tip to the
side of merit. This is Rav Hesed. The abundance of Hesed tips the scale.

1) The Attribute of Ve 'Emet (Truth)

Finally, Gikatilla turns to the last word of the statement — V'emet — and he asks,

What is V’emet? Even when a person’s sins so outweigh his merits that he cannot benefit

from the middah of Hesed, still El brings forth Hesed and Rahamim in two ways.”%

First, if the person is liable to kareit, to be cut off from the community, Hesed counts
every little merit, including every good conversation engaged in by the person, in order to
lighten the punishment so that the person’s suffering will not be too great. Second, for

the person whose punishment is lighter than kareit, at the end of the imposition of the

204 Job 33:29.
205 Job 33:18-30.
206 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 36, Line 1 et seq.
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punishment, the middah of Rahamim is very precise in counting even the smallest
conversation that will happen in the future, after the punishment has been completed. For
Gikatilla, this is the meaning of V’emet.

Gikatilla has concluded his explication of the Divine Attributes. He has
systematically explained how all of God’s qualities promote and seek to ensure that
mercy and lovingkindness will prevail in the world. He has explained how we are given
the opportunity to do teshuvah, repentance, and how our first two sins are ignored for the
purpose of granting us mercy. For Gikatilla, these processes represent the defining fabric
of the Divine Plan and the Divine system of punishment, justice and mercy.

Every time we see in the Torah the name E/, we must include in it the middot of
Hesed and Rahamim*”’ Often times the Torah uses E/ when it is referring to Hesed.
Gikatilla wants us to understand how this works.>*® Hesed is the act of bringing goodness
to an individual when, according to the side of Din, goodness is not necessary.
Unnecessary acts of kindness have their source in Hesed. And the reason for such acts of
Hesed is because Hesed preceded the world. Hesed was the material with which God
created the world. To prove this proposition, Gikatilla points us to Psalm 89:3 and
beautifully misreads the passage. “¥V’amarti, Olam Hesed yibanei.”*®® “I said that Hesed
will build the world.”

Gikatilla takes the idea very seriously that the world was created with the
material, the stuff of Hesed. “Ki b’hesed elyon’ nivra ha’olam.” Ben-Shlomo explains

that this is a reference to Keter. Keter made creation possible through the attribute of

27 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 36, Line et seq.
208 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 37, Line 1 et seq.
% Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 37, Line 6 et seq.
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Hesed. Gikatilla also offers the verse “Kol orkhot Hashem Hesed.” *“All the pathways

to/of God are Hesed.” Finally, God begins and ends the Torah with acts of kindness.?"’
God granted Hesed to Adam Ha'Rishon by providing coats of skin to Adam and Eve, and
He granted Hesed to Moses by burying him at the end of his life. All of these texts
bolster Gikatilla’s case that Hesed is the primary building material of the world.
5. Divine Sefirot and Human Sefirot
a) Abraham As Hesed

After focusing on Adam and Moses, and reinforced the idea that God created the

world with Hesed, Gikatilla returns to Abraham.?!' When Abraham searched, examined
and understood the great secret of God, and how He created the world with Hesed,
Abraham stood and held the middah of Hesed in his hand. Abraham saw that at that
time, all the children of the world practiced idolatry, so he stood before the people of the

world and announced to them: “All the gods of the peoples are mere idols, for the Lord

made the heavens.”?'2

Based on this verse, Gikatilla emphasizes that Abraham’s God was the creator of
all worlds, the One who brings death and life, takes us down to Sheol and raises us up.

And this is exactly the issue that Gikatilla addresses. He points us to the midrashic |

profile of Abraham’s life. As we learn in Tanna D’Bei Eliyyahu (Rabba), Abraham
taught Nimrod and the Chaldeans about the folly of their idol worship and survived King

Nimrod’s attempt to Kill him by smoke or fire. After he was saved from the great fire of

210, Sotah 14a. ,
2! Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 37, Line 21 et seq. i
212 psalm 96:5 o
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Nimrod, Abraham, Sarah and all of his party were exiled from the land of Ur, which the

midrash understands as the land of fire.?'?

Gikatilla asks implicitly: how did Abraham escape Nimrod’s horrible attempt to

kill him?*!* The answer he offers is that the middah of Hesed concentrated upon

Abraham and said from above: “Ani kadamti l'olam b’midat hesed, v 'hayiti yihida

ba’olam.” This can be translated as God making the following statement: “I preceded the

world with Hesed. (Prior to my creation of Hesed) I/God/Keter was alone, I was the
unity, of the world.”?'> However, I understand this statement differently. I sense that
there are two parties speaking. It is not only God speaking. First, God says: “I preceded
the world with the middah of Hesed.” Then Hesed says: “As the essence of Keter, | was
alone in the world.”

For Gikatilla, this does not only inform us of the divine sefiror. It must also be
teaching about the relationship between God and human. Gikatilla imagines God making
the following remarkable statement: “V’hinei Avraham yehid ba’olam, v'makdeem oti ‘ }”
b’middat hesed.” “{Originally], Abraham was alone in the world. He/Abraham gave
Me/God priority, by means of his attribute of hesed.”

For at least 3 reasons, this is a profoundly meaningful and deeply theological

statement. First, it makes sense that if Abraham functioned through the attribute of

Hesed, just as Hesed was first in the world, so too was Abraham. Second, Gikatilla

understands God as longing to be given priority. God has vested human beings with the

213 Gen. 15:7.

214 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 38, Line 7 et seq.

215 Sha’are ‘Orah, Page 38, Line 7. This is the translation of Avi Weinstein. It seems,
however, that Weinstein was working with a different text. He does not translate the
second part of the quote.
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power to make God - God. Third, Abraham did precisely this ~ not primarily through
acts of pious prayer and mitzvah doing, but by his acts of Hesed. Acting in the world
with Hesed is what it apparently means to give God priority.

Surprisingly, these statements that Gikatilla attributes to God and Hesed, as far as
I can tell, are not found among our corpus of rabbinic texts.?'® Thus, as he often does,
Gikatilla is eager to tie these beautiful ideas to a text. He calls on a verse from the
prophet Micah. *Titen emet |'Yaakov, hesed I’Avraham.” Give Emet/truth to Jacob and
Hesed to Abraham.”

b) Isaac As Din/Pahad

After this, Gikatilla focuses on the role of [saac. Isaac came to proclaim the
attribute of fear.2'” If one does not serve God, he will be punished as one who rebels
against his master. Thus, Isaac sought to instill fear. With this fear, we will be brought
under the wings of the Shekhinah. This is the essence of Pahad Yitzhak and the
inheritance of Isaac. With this attribute, Isaac would warn and rebuke people that they

uphold the Great Sanhedrin, which judges the wicked with the middah of Pahad (strict

justice). To prove the validity of this deep message, Gikatilla cites Isaiah 33:14. “Pahdu

b'tzion hata’im.” “Sinners in Zion are frightened (Pahad).”

At this point, we now understand that Abraham rebuked people from the aspect
and with the middah of Hesed, while Isaac did so from the aspect of Pahad.>'® Each
offered rebuke in the way that was natural for him; one with Hesed, the other with Pahad

and onesh; one with a positive mitzvah, the other with a negative mitzvah.

216 Neither Ben-Shlomo nor Weinstein indicate a prior source for these statements. '
27 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 38, Line 22 et seq.
218 Sha'are_‘Orah, Page 39, Line 1 et seq.
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c) Jacob as Tiferer: The Seal of God — From Magic to Truth

Finally, we reach the point of Jacob.2'® He did not adopt a third and different
middah. Rather, as was already discussed, he held and upheld the attributes of Abraham
and Isaac. He held the middah of Hesed with the middah of Pahad. He announced to all,
the greatness of their truthfulness — to the emet, the truthfulness, of these two middot. He
held them in truth, with a lev shalem, a whole, unified heart/mind.

Here, Gikatilla offers what he calls the sealed and hidden secret “sod hatum
v'satum.” Jacob was the middle line, the kav ha’emiza’i. This is the essence of the date
palm.**® Jacob held the central branch between the two middot and entered between
them. This symbolizes the middah adopted by Jacob. He took the middah of Abraham,
the positive mitzvah, which is Hesed and the middah of Isaac, the negative mitzvah,
which is Pahad. He held them equally, not tilting to the right or to the left. This is the
middah of Emet, of truth, This is the name given to Jacob, ish emet. Here, Gikatilla
returns to the verse about Jacob offered earlier. “V’Yaakov ish tam, yoshev ohalim.” o
“Jacob was a pure man, a dweller of tents.” When God saw that Jacob took these two

middot equally, He gave to Jacob the Seal of God, which is Emet.

Gikatilla furthers his point that Jacob represents the middah of Emet, with a !
reference in the Talmud. God gave to Jacob His seal, which is Emet.*' The relationship f

between God and Jacob is compared to a king who finds a faithful servant and says to

him: “Harei hotam'i masur b’yadekha, kakh masar Hashem I’Yaakov hotamo sh’hu

219 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 39, Line 10 et seq.

220 According to Weinstein’s translation, this is a reference to the ritual waving during
Succot. P.279.

221 Sha'are ‘Orah, Page 39, Line 23 et seq. Shabbat 55a
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emet.” “Behold, My seal is transmitted into your hand. Thus, God delivered to Jacob his
seal, which is Emet/truth.” From this we can derive the following proposition: the seal of
Hesed and the seal of Pahad are like one seal.

It is quite possible that Gikatilla wants to again take an old idea and remind us of
its reinterpreted meaning. The predecessors to Abraham Abulafia, the Hasidei Ashkenaz,
adopted practices involving seals of God. These in essence were magical seals. In their
attempt to ascend further into the heavens, these mystics needed to pass through gates. In
order to pass some gates, they needed to provide a magic seal. As this kind of idea
certainly came down to Abulafia, it is possible that Gikatilla wanted to subtly comment
on one of the Abulafia mystical techniques: the use of words and letters as magic seals.
Thus, Gikatilla chose to turn our attention to a seal that represents Truth, Emer and turn
our focus to the Talmud, which teaches explicitly that God’s seal is Emet. This is a seal
that is not meant to satisfy the individual and solitary desire for ecstatic contact with God.
Rather it is a seal that might affect our daily lives and inform our ritualized religious
practice. And Gikatilla offers even further proof of the fact that God’s seal is Truth?
From Jeremiah, who states: “V’Hashem Elohim emet.” “YHVH our God is Truth.”
Gikatilla reasons: if YHVH is identified with Truth and Truth is identified with Jacob,

YHVH must be associated with Jacob.?2?

22 Jer. 10:10. JPS translation is: “But the Lord is truly God.” This seems like a very
reasonable translation in the context of the Jeremiah passage. However, I think that
Gikatilla was trying to capture the aspect of God’s seal that is truth.

223 Citing several proof-texts, Gikatilla tried to further prove that Jacob inherited the seal
of YHVH, with which the world was created and with which every creature is sustained.
By means of the seal of YHVH all children of the world are judged with the justice of
truth/Emet. Here Gikatilla helps us understand how Jacob’s holding of YHVH, the
middah of Abraham, Hesed, also represents his holding of Emet. To hold one, YHVH, is
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Jacob stood in the place of each of the patriarchs and held on with the attribute of
all three of them. He was the one who connected all three and he was the Middle Line,
even though the one who carried attribute first, Abraham, is above the one who carries it
last (Jacob).”* The patriarchs came to the world to represent the human manifestations
of the divine attributes.”?® Together, they represent the essence of the statement of the
Shema. Hashem is our God, Hashem is One. Each of them came to represent the essence
of a divine attribute: Abraham with the middah of Hesed, 1saac with the middah of
Pahad, and Jacob with the middah of Emet. And they knew that the secret is to unify the
individual sefirof to a unity of One.??® Further, YHVH, Rahamim, is the attribute that
balances Abraham’s Hesed and Isaac’s Din. That is what we mean when we recite the
Shema.

For the last piece of this chapter, Gikatilla emphasizes his two principal Biblical
characters, Abraham, who represents £/ and Hesed and Jacob who represents YHVH and

Rahamim, He points us to the verse from Micah: “Titen emet 1’Yaakov, hesed

to hold the other, Emet. This is the essence of' “V’Hashem Elohim emet.” “Mishpatei
Hashem emet.” “The judgments of God are truth.” Psalms 19:10. And also the prophet
Malachi who said: “Torat emet hayta b'pi’hu..” “The Torah of truth was on his lips.”
224 Gikatilla also furthers his concern for perfecting our limbs, and our actions with a cite
to Jacob’s sons. Just as the Tetragram, YHVH, stands in the middle, so too does Jacob
stand in the middle, for he represents Tiferet. Since Jacob merited the right to have the
name YHVH upon him, he also merited to father the 12 tribes of Israel. For the number
12 is also the number of letter combinations that can be made from the Tetragram. And
just as Hashem is called Emet, so too Jacob’s sons “zera emet,” the “seed of offspring of
truth.” They are the offspring that came from Emet, from Jacob. This should be
understood as a statement of fact. They were the offspring of Jacob, who is called Emet.
With this, Gikatilla reminds us that although we were originally provided with the best
seeds, we have tainted our truthful and righteous beginnings.

225 Ben Shlomo, 40, n. 16.

20 Id.,n. 17.
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I’Avraham.” “Give truth to Jacob, lovingkindness to Abraham.”””’ He asks how it is that

God can act toward the Jews with two attributes —~ Hesed and Emet, rather than one? He
offers the following answer. There are times when we are lacking and not worthy of
goodness or Rahamim, Thus, when we are judged, middat Avraham, which is the middah
of Hesed, appears at the court as our advocate. And Hesed says: “What is my son’s
justice/punishment?” If He/Din insists on imposing punishment, Hesed offers the
following argument. If the individual is not worthy of good favor under the strictures of
law, then grant him goodness based on Hesed/Me. Hesed explains: “Ani aviheim, v'heim
yorsheem oti.” “l am their father and they will inherit Me.” Just as Abraham served God
from the aspect of Hesed, so too is it appropriate that God grant kindness to His children
(either God’s or Abraham’s) from the aspect of their father’s Hesed.

So, in the chapter on Hesed, we have seen Gikatilla take us on a remarkable

mystical journey. Particularly if we include the references in the Introduction of the

Sha'are ‘Orah, to Daniel, Jacob and Hannah, we have had the privilege of traveling . ﬂ
through all ten sefirot. Moreover we have made our journey with many of the most |

important and celebrated Biblical characters. With the prayers of Daniel, Jacob and ||

Hannah, we ascended through the bottom four sefirot, as Hannah’s prayer to YHVH
Tzevaot, enabled us to pass through both Netzah and Hod. We then ascended through the
Fifth, Sixth and Seventh sefirot with Jacob in Tiferet, Isaac in Din and then Abrahaim in
Hesed. Furthermore, Gikatilla explained the biology, if you will, of the top three sefirot.

He described in great detail how Din’s attribute of judgment submits to the pure mercy of

the highest sefirah Keter, which comes down to it/Din through the sefirah of Hokhmah.

227 Sha'are_‘Orah, Page 40, Line 22 - Page 41
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CONCLUSION

To recite Divine Names is strictly and profoundly prohibited. We are unworthy
of such recitations. It is dangerous for us to engage in such recitations. God forbids it in
the Ten Commandments. Moses has forbidden it as well. And because we could never
really speak accurately of God, to recite God’s names would in essence be an abuse of
and cause injury to the Divine Names and the Divine essence.

What we can do is to acquire understanding and knowledge about the Divine
Names, and in so doing we will learn about the attributes of God, the functionings of the
Divine ways. In Gikatilla’s chapter on Hesed, we encounter the incredible notion that
God created the world with the fabric of Hesed. Hesed and Rahamim are the defining,
formative material with which God created the world. The highest aspect of God, Keter,
is nothing other than pure mercy, Rahamim Gemurim.

Even the agents of God who have the job of enforcing punishment and strict
justice, ultimately serve the God of Hesed. Even they submit themselves to God’s . i‘
attribute of Hesed. Our praise, our Tehillah of God is in fact our praise of Binah, the |
attribute of justice. But in our praise of justice, we inspire the attributes of mercy, of ’
Rahamim and Hesed. This is the way the world works. Gikatilla suggests that it can be
studied as one would study the metaphysics of the universe.

The metaphysics of lovingkindness, of Hesed, is a profound and inspiring idea.
To teach human beings that God in fact is Hesed, seems quite bold. It pushes us to
internalize the idea that we are the ones who prevent Hesed from governing the world.
We are responsible for the absence of God, the absence of Hesed, in the world. If and

when we commit ourselves to a world of God, we will be able to produce and experience
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a world of Hesed. In essence, although we think we understand the world, although we
think we understand the truth and the reality of existence, we are wrong. The truth, the
ultimate reality of the world is profoundly different from what we generally see and
experience.

And here, Gikatilla makes another radical point. He seeks to turn on its head, our
understanding of truth. In three places, Gikatilla seeks to define for us the notion of truth,
Emet. We think we understand the meaning of truth. Gikatilla would likely tell us that
we're mistaken. In his chapter on Hesed, Gikatilla offers us Elohim Emet, (the God of
truth) and the God who grants Emet, one last act of Hesed, after having granted Rahum,
Hanun, ‘Erekh ‘Apayim and Rav Hesed. Truth in both of these instances is defined by a
granting of Hesed.

Third and finally, Gikatilla offers the role of God’s seal that he gives to Jacob.
This is the seal of Emet, which is the seal and sefirah of Rahamim, the quality of mercy.
In a beautiful way, Gikatilla seeks to shape our understanding of truth so that it is
integrally and intimately bound to Hesed, lovingkindness. Ha I’vai!

In my opinion, Gikatilla achieved a great deal in Sha’are ‘Orah. He taught that
one need not and should not choose between philosophy and mystical and theosophical
kabbalah. A full life of Divine worship requires components of all three. However, he
made it quite clear that we are forbidden and we take great risks, if we seek to have
mystical experiences that we are simply not created to have. God did not create us to
unite with God. God created us to use our Godly powers TO LIVE FULLY here in the

human realm.
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As stated at the outset, Gikatilla did not believe that one has to choose between
philosophy and Abulafian and theosophic kabbalah. He taught, although not in
philosophical language, that the three can and should be unified. He created a kabbalah
that focused on the philosophical goals of knowledge and understanding. But, our search
for knowledge and understanding, according to Gikatilla, is not devoid of deep spiritual
passion and an insatiable thirst for Divine awareness. Everything we do can and should
be seen as having Divine significance, Divine power. We have the power to reveal God
and to heal God’s brokenness.

For several reasons, both Gikatilla’s method and message resonate with me. First,
regarding his method, Gikatilla engages in a beautiful and eternal Jewish practice. He
takes old and established Jewish ideas, and with great loyalty he seeks to renew them.
Through a reshaping of the old ideas, Gikatilla seeks to transform the old into the new,
without ignoring and neglecting the tradition of the past. In fact, through his novel and
innovative reshaping of philosophical, mystical and theosophical ideas, he has reinforced,
if not enhanced, the traditional communal activity - the performance of mitzvoth. This is
a religious endeavor from which liberal Jews can learn much. We are talented and
successful at attending to the modern time and speaking the contemporary language. We
are less talented and successful at holding on, with love and loyalty, to the old communal
practices that have played so important a role in the survival of our people.

As a liberal Jew, I sometimes find that we create lives that are defined by little
boxes, boxes that are mostly closed to one another. We have our box of ‘academic’
learning. We pursue knowledge of history and science and seek to uncover the original

meanings of our tradition’s texts. And filling that box represents a major chunk of our
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energy. And we have boxes filled with the spiritual activities of life. We often do
poorly, however, at connecting the two boxes, enabling them to inform and enrich one
another.

As for the message that Gikatilla offers, I also am quite moved. If only the rest of
us could understand the spiritual metaphysics of the world in the way that Gikatilla
teaches it. How might the world be different, if we truly believed that the core, the
essence of creation is Hesed? What could we accomplish if we believed this in the
depths of our being?

The fabric of the world is lovingkindness, mercy. Truth is inherently a loving and
merciful quality and an inherently loving and merciful deed. In fact, there is no truth, in
the absence of lovingkindness. How might we know when truth exists in the world?
When we see, experience and share from within ourselves, lovingkindness, mercy, and

compassion, to all the other living creatures - then we will know that truth exists in the

world.
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