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search. It is this task which I have set myself, an~ in the following
lectures I should like to 'give some idea of the conclusions to which
I have come in trying to light up this dark ground.

I do not have to point out that what I am going to say can in the
nature of things be no more than a brief outline lof the main struc
ture of mystical thought, as it reveals itself in some of the classics of
Jewish mysticism-more often than not in an obscure guise which
makes it none too easy for modern minds to penetrate into its mean
ing. Obviously it is impossible to give a summary of the subject with
out at the same time attempting to interpret its meaning. It is a
dangerous task to summarize in a few chapters a religious movement
covering many centuries. In trying to explain so intricate a matter' as
Kabbalism the historian, too, must heed Byron's query: "Who will
then explain the explanation?" For the rest, selection and abbrevia
tion themselves constitute a kind of commentary, and to a certain
extent even an appreciation of the subject. In other words, what I
am going to present is a critical appreciation involving a certain
philosophical outlook, as applied to the life texture of Jewish his
tory, which in its fundamentals I believe to be active and alive to
this day.
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Since Jewish mysticism is to be the subject of these lectures, the
first question bound to come up is this: what is Jewish mysticism?
What precisely is meant by this term? Is there such a thing, and if so,
what distinguishes it from other kinds of mystical experience? In
order to be able to give an answer to this question, if only an incom
plete one, it will be necessary to recall what we know about mysti
cism in general. I do not propose to add anything essentially new to
the immense literature which has sprung up around this question
during the past half-century. Some of you may have read the bril
liant books written on this subject by Evelyn Underhill and Dr.
Rufus Jones. I merely propose to rescue what appears to me impor
tant for our purpose from the welter of conflicting historical and
metaphysical arguments which have been advanced and I discussed in
the course of the past century.

It is a curious fact that although doubt hardly exists as to what
constitutes the phenomena to which history and philosophy have
given the name of mysticism, there are almost as many definitions
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of the term as there are writers on the subject. Some of these defini-
I

tions, it is. true, appear to have served more to obscure the nature
of the question than to clarify it. Some idea of the confusion en
gendered by these definitions can be gauged from the interesting
catalogue of "Definitions of Mysticism and Mystical Theology"
compiled by Dr. Inge as an appendix to his lectures on "Christian
Mysticism."

A good starting-point for our investigation can be obtained by
scrutinizing a few of these definitions which have won a certain
authority. Dr. Rufus Jones, in his excellent "Studies in Mystical
Religion" defines his subject as follows: "I shall use the word to
express the type of religion which puts the emphasis on immediate
awareness of relation with God, on direct and intimate conscious
ness of the Divine Presence. It is religion in its most acute, intense
and living stage." Thomas Aquinas briefly defines mysticism as
cognitio dei experimentalis] as the knowledge of God through ex
perience. In using this term he leans heavily, like many mystics be
fore and after him, on the words of the Psalmist (Psalm xxxiv, 9):
"Oh taste and see that the Lord is good." It is this tasting and
seeing, however spiritualized it may become, that the genuine mystic
desires. His attitude is determined by the fundamental experience
of the inner self which enters into immediate contact with God or
the metaphysical Reality. What forms the essence of this experience,
and how it is to be adequately described-that is the great riddle
which the mystics themselves, no less than the historians, have tried
to solve.

For it must be said that this act of personal experience, the sys
tematic investigation and interpretation of which forms the task of
all mystical speculation, is of a highly contradictory and even para..
doxical nature. Certainly this is true of all attempts to describe it
in words and perhaps, where there are no longer words, of the act
itself. What kind of direct relation can there be between the Creator
and His creature, between the finite and the .infinite: and how can
words express an experience for which there is no adequate simile
in this finite world' of man? Yet it would be wrong and superficial
to conclude that the contradiction implied by the nature of mystical
experience betokens an inherent absurdity. It will be wiser to
assume, as we shall often have occasion to do in the course of these
lectures; that the religiousworld of the mystic can be expressed in
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terms applicable to rational knowledge only with the help of para
dox. Among the psychologists G. Stratton, in his "Psychology of
Religious Life" (1911), has laid particular stress on this essential
conflict in religious life and thought, even in its non-mystical form.
It is well known that the descriptions given by the mystics of their
peculiar experiences and of the God whose presence they experience
are full of paradoxes of every kind. It is not the least baffling of
these paradoxes-to take an instance which is common to Jewish
and Christian mystics-that God is frequently described as the
mystical Nothing. I shall not try now to give an interpretation
of this term, to which we shall have to return; I only want to
stress the fact that the particular reality which the mystic sees or
tastes is of a very unusual kind.

To the general history of religion this fundamental experience
is known under the name of unio mystica, or mystical union with
God. The term, however, has no particular significance. Numerous
mystics, Jews as well as non-Jews, have by no means represented
the essence of their ecstatic experience, the tremendous uprush and
soaring of the soul to its highest plane, as "a union with God. To
take an instance, the earliest Jewish mystics who formed an organ
ized fraternity in Talmudic times and later, describe their experi
ence in terms derived from the. diction characteristic of their age.
They speak of the ascent of the soul to the Celestial Throne where
it obtains an ecstatic view of the majesty of God and the secrets
of His Realm. A great distance separates these old Jewish Gnostics
from the Hasidic mystics one of whom said:" "There are those
who serve God with their human intellect, and others whose gaze
is fixed on Nothing.... He who is granted this supreme experience
loses the realityof his intellect, but when he returns from such con..
templation to the intellect, he finds it full of divine and inflowing
splendor." And yet it is the same experience which both are trying
to express in different ways.

This leads us to a further consideration: it would be. a mistake
to assume that the whole of what we call mysticism is identical with
that personal experience which is realized in the state of ecstasy
or ecstatic meditation. Mysticism, as an historical phenomenon, com
prises much more than this experience, which lies at its root. There
is a danger in relying too much on purely speculative definitions of
the term. The point I should like to make is this-that there is no
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such thing as mysticism in the abstract, that is to say, a phenomenon
or experience which has no particular relation to other religious
phenomena. There! is no mysticism as such, there is only the mysti
cism of a particular religious system, Christian, Islamic, Jewish
mysticism and so on. That there remains a common characteristic
it would be absurd to deny, and it is this element which is brought
out in the comparative analysis of, particular mystical experiences.
But only in our days has the belief gained ground that there is such
a thing as an abstract mystical religion. One reason for this wide
spread belief may be found in the pantheistic trend which, for the
past century, has exercised a much greater influence on religious
thought than ever before. Its influence can be traced in the mani
fold attempts to abandon the fixed forms of dogmatic and institu
tional religion in favour of some sort of universal religion. For the
same reason the various historical aspects of religious mysticism are
often treated as corrupted forms of an, as it were, chemically pure
mysticism which is thought of as not bound to any particular religi
on. As it is our intention to treat of a certain definite kind of
mysticism, namely Jewish, weshould not dwell too much upon such
abstractions. Moreover, as Evelyn Underhill has tightly pointed out,
the prevailing conception of the mystic as a religious anarchist who
owes no allegiance to his religion finds little support in fact. History
rather shows that the great mystics were faithful adherents of the
great religions.

Jewish mysticism, no less than its Greek or Christian counter
parts, presents itself as a totality of concrete historical phenomena.
Let us,' therefore, pause to consider for a moment the conditions and
circumstances under which mysticism arises in the historical deve
lopment of religion 'and particularly in that of the great monothe
istic systems. The definitions of the term mysticism, of which I have
given a few instances, lead only too easily to the conclusion that all
religion in the last resort is based on mysticism; a conclusion which,
as we have seen, is drawn in so many words by Rufus Jones. For
is not religion unthinkable without an "immediate awareness of
relation with God"? That way I lies an interminable dispute about
words. The fact is that nobody seriously thinks of applying the
term mysticism to the classic manifestations of the great religions.
It would be absurd to call Moses, the man of God, a mystic, or to
apply this term to the Prophets, on the strength of their immediate
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religious experience. I, for one,· do not intend to employ a termin
ology which obscures the very real differences that are recognized
by all, and thereby makes it even more difficult to get at the root
of the problem.

3

The point which I would like to make first of all is this: Mysti
cism is a definite stage in the historical development of religion and
makes its appearance under certain well-defined conditions. It is
connected with, and inseparable from, a certain stage of the religious
consciousness. It .is also incompatible with certain other stages which
leave no room for mysticism in' the sense in which the term is
commonly understood.

The first stage represents the world as being full of gods Wh0111
man encounters at every step and whose presence can be experi
enced without recourse to ecstatic meditation. In other words, there
is no room for mysticism-as long as the abyss between Man and God
has not become a fact of the inner consciousness. That, however,
is the case only while the childhood of mankind, its mythical epoch,
lasts. The immediate consciousness of the interrelation and inter
dependence of things, their essential unity which precedes duality
and in fact knows nothing of it, the truly monistic universe of man's
mythical age, all this is alien to the spirit of mysticism. At the same
time it will become clear why certain elements of this monistic con
sciousness recur on another plane and in different guise in the
mystical consciousness. In this first stage, Nature is the scene of
man's relation to God.

The second period which knows no real mysticism is the creative
epoch in which the emergence, the break-through of religion occurs.
Religion's supreme function is to destroy the dream-harmony of
Man, Universe and God, to isolate man from the other elements
of the dream stage of his mythical and primitive consciousness. For
in its classical form, religion signifies the creation of a vast abyss,
conceived as absolute, between God, the infinite and transcendental
Being, and Man, the finite creature. For this reason alone, the rise
of institutional religion, which is also the classical stage in the his
tory of religion, is more widely removed than any other period from
mysticism and all it implies. Man becomes aware of a fundamental
duality, of a vast gulf which can be crossed by nothing but the voice;
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the voice of God, directing and law-giving in His revelation, and
the voice of man In -prayer. The great monotheistic religions live
and unfold in the ever-present consciousness of this bipolarity, of
the existence of an abyss which can never be bridged. To them the
scene of religion is no longer Nature, but the moral and religious
action of man and the community of men, whose interplay brings
about history as, in a sense, the stage on which the drama of man's
relation to God unfolds.

And only now that religion has received, in history, its classical
expression in a certain communal way of living and believing, only
now do we witness the phenomenon called mysticism; its rise coin..
cides with what may be called the romantic period of religion.
Mysticism does not deny or overlook the abyss; on the contrary, it
begins by realizing its existence, but from there it proceeds to a
quest for the secret that will close it in, the hidden path that will
span it. It strives to piece together the fragments broken by the
religious cataclysm, to bring back the old unity which religion has
destroyed, but on a new plane, where the world of mythology and
that of revelation meet in the soul of man. Thus the soul becomes
its scene and the soul's path through the abysmal multiplicity of
things to the experience of the Divine Reality, now conceived as the
primordial unity of all things, becomes its main preoccupation. To a
certain extent, therefore, mysticism signifies a revival of mythical
thought, although the difference must not be overlooked between
the unity which is there before there is duality, and the unity that
has to be won back in a new upsurge of the religious consciousness.

Historically, this appearance of mystical tendencies is also con
nected with another factor. The religious consciousness is not ex..
hausted with the emergence of the classic systems of institutional
religion. Its creative power endures, although the formative effect
of a given religion may be sufficiently great to encompass all genuine
religious feeling within its orbit for a long period. During this
period the values which such a. religious system has set up retain
their original meaning and their appeal to the feelings of the believ
ers. However, even so new religious impulses may and do arise which
threaten to conflict with the scale of values established by historical
religion. Above all, what encourages the emergence of mysticism
is a situation in which these new impulses do not break through the
shell of the old religious system and create a new one, but tend to
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remain confined within its borders. If and when such a situation
arises, the longing for new- religious values corresponding to the
new religious experience finds its expression in a new interpretation
of the old values which frequently acquire a much more profound
and personal significance, although one which often differs entirely
from the old and transforms their meaning. In this way Creation,
Revelation and Redemption, to mention some of our most impor
tant religious conceptions, are given new and different meanings
reflecting the characteristic feature of mystical experience, the direct
contact between the individual and God.

Revelation, for instance, is to the mystic not only a definite
historical occurrence which, at a given moment in history, puts an
end to any further direct relation between mankind and God. With
no thought of denying Revelation as a fact of history, the mystic still
conceives the source of religious knowledge and experience which
bursts forth from his own heart as being of equal importance for
the conception of religious truth. In other words, instead of the
one act of Revelation, there is a constant repetition of this act. This
new Revelation, to himself or to his spiritual master, the mystic
tries to link up with the sacred texts of the old; hence the new inter
pretation given to the canonical texts and sacred books of the great
religions. To the mystic, the original act of Revelation to the com
munity-the, as it were, public revelation of Mount Sinai, to take
one instance-appears as something whose true meaning has yet
to unfold itself; the secret revelation is to him the real and decisive
one. And thus the substance of the canonical texts, like that of all
other religious values, is melted down and given another form as it
passes through the fiery stream of the mystical consciousness. It
is hardly surprising that, hard as the mystic may try to remain within
the confines of his religion, he often consciously or unconsciously
approaches, or even transgresses, its limits.

It is not necessary for me to say anything further at this point
about the reasons which have often transformed mystics into
heretics. Such heresy does not always have' to be fought with fire
and sword by the religious community: it may even happen that
its heretical nature is not understood and recognized. Particularly
is this the case where the mystic succeeds in adapting himself to the
'orthodox' vocabulary and uses it as a wing or vehicle for his
thoughts. As a matter of fact, this is what many Kabbalists have
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done. While Christianity and Islam, which had at their disposal
more extensive means of repression and the apparatus of the State,
have frequently and drastically suppressed the more extreme forms
of mystical movements, few analogous events are to be found in
the history of Judaism. Nevertheless, in the lectures on Sabbatianism
and Hasidism, we shall have occasion to note that instances of this
kind are not entirely .Iacking,

4

We have seen that mystical religion seeks to transform the God
whom it encounters in the peculiar religious consciousness of its
own social environment from an object of dogmatic knowledge into
a novel and living experience and intuition. In addition, it also
seeks to interpret this experience in a new way. Its practical side,
the realization of God and the doctrine of the Quest for God, are
therefore frequently, particularly in the more developed forms of
the mystical consciousness, connected with a certain ideology. This
ideology, this theory of mysticism, is a theory both of the mystical
cognition of God and His revelation, and of the path which leads
to Him.

It should now be clear why the outward forms of mystical religion
within the orbit of a given religion are to a large extent shaped
by the positive content and values recognized and glorified in that
religion. We cannot, therefore, expect the physiognomy of Jewish
mysticism to be the same as that of Catholic mysticism, Anabaptism
or Moslem Sufism. The particular aspects of Christian mysticism,
which are connected with the person of the Saviour and mediator
between God and man, the mystical interpretation of the Passion
of Christ, which is repeated in the personal experience of the in
dividual-all this is foreign to Judaism, and also to its mystics.
Their ideas proceed from the concepts and values peculiar to Juda
ism, that is to say, above all from the belief in the Unity of God and
the meaning of His revelation as laid down in the Torah, the
sacred law.

Jewish mysticism in its various forms represents an attempt to
interpret the religious values of Judaism in terms of mystical values.
It concentrates upon the idea of the living God who manifests
himself in the acts of Creation, Revelation and Redemption. Pushed
to its extreme, the mystical meditation on this idea gives birth to


