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Course/Module description:

The course is an invitation to a journey into the depths of the unique Kabbalistic
interpretation of the reasons for the commandments, to explore fascinating texts
from the period of Castilian Kabbalah, and to encounter central Kabbalists such as
Rabbi Joseph of Hamadan and Rabbi Moses de Leon, alongside the Zoharic
literature. We will discover the unique genre of the reasons for the commandments,
understand the complex relationship between Halakha (Jewish Law) and Kabbalah,
analyze fascinating Kabbalistic interpretations of the commandments with an
emphasis on the hidden theurgic and mythical dimensions within them. We will
uncover the divine drama that unfolds in the observance of the commandments,
the struggle between the forces of holiness and impurity, and consider the
possibility of an anti-Christian element hidden in some of these mysteries.

Course/Module aims:

The course aims to provide a basic introduction to the unique interpretation that
Kabbalah offers to the reasons for the commandments, focusing on Castilian
Kabbalah. To develop the abilities of reading, analysis and interpretation of
medieval Kabbalistic texts. To present the different theoretical approaches in the
research of Kabbalistic texts that help uncover the hidden layers in these texts.

Learning outcomes - On successful completion of this module, students should be
able to:

By the end of this course, students will be able to:
* Explain the central principles of the Kabbalistic interpretation of the reasons for
the commandments from the period of Castilian Kabbalah.
* Analyze Kabbalistic texts dealing with the reasons for the commandments,
identifying key symbols and motifs, and revealing the theurgic and mythical
dimensions hidden in Kabbalistic interpretations.
* Get to know the central Kabbalists studied in the course.
* Draw conclusions using research literature.

Attendance requirements(%):
100

Teaching arrangement and method of instruction: Lectures, shared reading, and
class discussion.
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Course/Module Content:

The learning will include reading various Kabbalistic texts from the Castilian
Kabbalists and Zoharic literature, while uncovering their sources and the hidden
content within them. We will focus on various examples such as: the mystery of
reciting the Shema, the reason for the prohibition of idolatry and planting an
Asherah tree, the Kabbalistic meaning of the biblical commandment not to eat a kid
in its mother's milk, the symbolism of wine and Kiddush over a cup of blessing, the
mystery of washing hands, and more.

Required Reading:
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* Daniel Abrams, ‘The Virgin Mary as the Moon that Lacks the Sun: A Zoharic
Polemic Against the Veneration of Mary’, Kabbalah. 21 (2010), pp. 7-56.

* Benarroch, Jonatan M. “‘Christum qui est Haedus ludaeis Agnus Nobis”: A
Medieval Kabbalistic Response to the Patristic Exegesis on Exodus 23:19’, Journal of
Religion (2019), pp. 263-287.

* Benarroch, Jonatan M. “'Son of an Israelite Woman and an Egyptian Man”: Jesus as
the Blasphemer (Lev 24:10-23): An Anti-Gospel Polemic in the Zohaf t HTR 110
(2017), pp. 100-124.

* Benarroch, Jonatan M. ““The Mystery of Unity’: Poetic and Mystical Aspects of a
Unique Zoharic Shema Mystery,” AJS Review, 37,2 (2013), 231-256.

* Brody, Seth. ‘Human Hands Dwell in Heavenly Heights: Contemplative Ascent and
Theurgic Power in Thirteenth Century Kabbalah’, Mystics of the Book: Themes,
Topics and Typologies, edited by R. A. Herrera, New York 1993, pp. 123-158.

* Cohen, Gerson. ‘Esau as a Symbol in Early Medieval Thought’, Jewish Medieval
and Renaissance Studies, Cambridge 1967, edited by Alexander Altamann, pp.
19-48.

* Huss, Boaz. ““For the Letter Kills, but the Spirit Gives Life”: Halakha Versus
Kabbalah in the Study of Jewish Mysticism’, Modern Judaism 41 (2021), pp. 1 - 24.

* /del, Moshe. ‘On the Performing Body in Theosophical-Theurgical Kabbalah: Some
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Preliminary Remarks’, The Jewish Body: Corporeality, Society, and Identity in the
Renaissance and Early Modern Period, edited by Maria Diemling and Giuseppe
Veltri, Leiden 2009, pp. 251-271.

» Matt, Daniel C. “The Mystic and the Mizwot-, Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible
Through the Middle Ages, edited by Arthur Green, New York, 1986, pp. 367-404.

* Meier, Menachem. ‘A Critical Edition of the Sefer :190 'myo0 nixn nvwy Ta’amey Ha-
Mizwoth (Book of Reasons of the Commandments) Attributed to Isaac ibn Farhi,
Section | Positive Commandments’, Ph. D dissertation, .Brandeis University 1974

* Nirenberg, David. ‘Conversion, Sex, and Segregation: Jews and Christians in
Medieval Spain’, The American Historical Review 107 (2002), pp. 1065-1093.

* Radford Ruether, Rosemary. Goddess and the Divine Feminine: A Western
Religious History, Berkeley 2005.

» Sachs-Shmueli, Leore. ‘A Castilian Debate about the Aims and Limits of Theurgic
Practice: Rationalizing Incest in the Zohar, the Writing of R. Joseph Hamadan and R.
Moses De Le6bn’, Accounting for the Commandments in Medieval Judaism, edited by
Jeremey Brown & Marc Herman, Leiden 2021, pp. 208-228.

» Sachs-Shmueli, Leore (ed.). ‘The Commandment of Qeduasha in the Zoharic
Piqqudin: A Modular Digital Edition of the Zoharic Text and its Adaptations in Hasidic
Literature’, Mahadurot: Modular Hebrew Digitally Rendered Texts 1 (2021),
URL&eq;http: /mahadurotcom/Piqqudin.

» Sachs-Shmueli, Leore. ‘The Fear of the Feminine: Kabbalistic Theurgy of the
Negative Commandments’, New Paths: Festschrift in honor of Professor Elliot
Wolfson, ed. Glenn Dynner, Susannah Heschel, and Shaul Magid (Purdue University
Press, forthcoming 2024), pp. 307-324.

» Sachs-Shmueli, Leore. ‘The Porous Boundaries of the Zohar in the Age of Print: A
Zoharic Homily on the Sinew of the Thigh as a Signifier of Sexual Threat’, AJS
Review 47 (2023), 368-391.

» Scholem, Gershom. Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, New York 1961.

» Shoham-Steiner, Ephraim. ‘The Virgin Maiy, Miriam, and Jewish Reactions to
Marian Devotion in the High Middle Ages’, AJS Reviews (2013), pp. 75- 91.

* Weiss, Judith. ‘The Shekhina and Other Divine Female Figures in the Late Middle
Ages: A Synchronic Account’, Religions (2022): 1180.
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13121180.

» Weiss, Tzahi. ‘Who is a Beautiful Maiden without Eyes? The Metamorphosis of a
Zohar Midrashic Image from a Christian Allegory to a Kabbalistic Metaphor’, The
Journal of Religion 93 (2013), pp. 60-76.

* Wolfson, Elliot R. ‘Mystical Rationalization of the Commandments in Sefer ha-
Rimmori, Hebrew Union College Annual 5 9 (19 88), pp. 217-251.

» Wolfson, Elliot R. Venturing Beyond: Law and Morality in Kabbalistic Mysticism,
Oxford 2006.

* Yisraeli, Oded. ‘The Mezuzah as an Amulet: Directions and Trends in the Zohar’,
Jewish Studies Quarterly 22 (2015), pp. 137-161.

Additional Reading Material:
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Abrams, Daniel. ‘Oedipal Anxiety in the Fraternal Rivalry between Jacob and Esau: A
Psycho-Sexual Reading ofan Anti-Christian Polemic in a Zoharic Passage’, Kabbalah
22 (2010), pp. 9-32.

Brown, Jeremy. ‘Gazing into Their Hearts: On the Appearance of Kabbalistic Pietism
in Thirteenth-century Castile’, EJJS (2020), 1-38.

Helm, Robert. ‘Azazel in Early Jewish Tradition’, AUSS 32 (1994), pp. 217-226.

Idel, Moshe. ‘Sexual Metaphors and Praxis in the Kabbalah’, The Jewish Family:
Metaphor and Memory, edited by David Kraemer, New York 1989, pp. 197-224.

Koren, Sharon F. Forsaken: The Menstruant in Medieval Jewish Mysticism, Waltham
2011.

Lachter, Hartley. ‘Kabbalah, Philosophy and the Jewish Christian Debate:
Reconsidering the Early Works of Joseph Gikatilla’, Journal of Jewish Thought and
Philosophy 16 (2008), pp. 1-58.

Lachter, Hartley. Kabbalistic Revolution: Reimagining Judaism in Medieval Spain,
New Brunswick 2014.

McGinn, Bernard. ‘The Language of Love in Christian and Jewish Mysticism’,
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Mysticism and Language, edited by Steven T. Katz, New York 1992, pp. 202-235.

Sachs-Shmueli, Leore ~“The Secret of Incest”— Ms. Cambridge, Cambridge
University Library Dd. -4.2.2, Kabbalahs (2019): 49-78.

Wolfson, Elliot R. ‘Beneath the Wings of the Great Eagle: Maimonides and Thirteenth-
Century Kabbalah’, Moses Maimonides (1138-1204): His Religious Scientific and
Philosophical Wirkungsgeschichte in Different Cultural Contexts, edited by Gorge K.
Hasselhoff and Otfried Fraisse, Wurzburg 2004, pp. 209-237.

Grading Scheme:
Essay / Project / Final Assignment / Home Exam / Referat 100 %

Additional information:
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