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"One from a Town, Two from a 
C l a n " - T h e  Diffusion of Lurianic 
Kabbala and Sabbateanism: 
A Re-Examination 

Moshe Idel 

It is impossible to overestimate the profound influence which the comprehensive 
historical schemes first proposed by Gershom Scholem have had on Jewish 
scholarship in the last two generations. And more than any other of  Scholem's 
theses, it was his novel approach to Sabbateanism that fascinated scholars as well 
as larger audiences. Scholem's conception of  this phenomenon was presented in 
his now classic work, S a b b a t a i  .Sevi - both a detailed chronicle and an elaborate 
analysis of  the affair. In that work, Scholem set out one of  his major assumptions 
concerning the emergence of  the Sabbatean messianic movement: a causal 
relationship between the spread of  Lurianic kabbala and the subsequent 
dissemination of  a new type of  messianism nurtured by that doctrine. Lurianic 
messianism served, according to this thesis, as the fertile background of  
Sabbateanism. 1 This comprehensive theory implies the existence of  three 
different facts, each worthwhile of  a more detailed explication: 

a. Lurianism had substantial and novel messianic components which were 
stronger than those included in earlier kabbalistic systems. Lurianism, as a 
peculiar kabbalistic doctrine, was an influential source of  a novel brand of  Jewish 
messianism. 2 

b. Lurianism was widespread before the activity of  Shabetai .Zvi and Nathan of  
Gaza, and was dominant already about 1630-1640. 3 

c. The alleged existence of  a strong messianic element in Lurianism and the wide 
dissemination of  this sort of  kabbala automatically meant the proliferation of  
what was considered to be Lurianic messianism, and this alone would serve as 
the ideological substratum for the emergence and acceptance of  Sabbatean 
messianism in wider circles. 4 
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The logical relationship between these three assumptions is worthy of closer 
examination. If  the first assumption is proven, then we have, at least in potentia, 
the sine qua non condition for the dissemination of what Scholem considered to 
be a new type of kabbalistic messianism. If  it proves erroneous, the 
dissemination of  Lurianism has nothing to do with the dissemination of 
messianism. However,  even if the first assumption is completely correct, it alone 
does not automatically imply that this peculiar aspect of Lurianism, namely its 
messianic connotation, was disseminated by the diffusion of  Lurianic writings. 
This point must be proven in itself, since it may well be that precisely this aspect 
of  Lurianic thought was neglected, attenuated or rejected by the followers of  
Lurianic doctrines. Only if both assumptions are correct can a major historical 
role be ascribed to Lurianism in the messianic events connected to Shabetai .Zvi. 
In other words, in order to responsibly attribute to Lurianism a crucial role in the 
spiritual constitution of  the Sabbatean phenomenon, the existence of a l l  three 
factors must be demonstrated; only then may Lurianism be conceived as the 
major clue for understanding the emergence and diffusion of Sabbateanism. 

I 

I would like to dwell  upon the last two points by an examination of  the evidence 
adduced by Scholem in order to demonstrate his famous thesis. A detailed 
examination of all these issues is beyond the limited frame of our present 
discussion and of our present intention. I will therefore limit myself  to the most 
salient ponts related to components of Scholem's  thesis. Let me briefly address 
the first point - the treatment of the messianic elements in Lurianism. This topic 
preoccupied Scholem long before the writing of Sabbarai S evi, and he repeats his 
conviction on this point several times in the work. The gist of Scholem'  s view on 
this issue can be summarized as follows: The spiritual crisis involved in the 
expulsion from Spain reverberated later on in the messianic structure of the 
Lurianic system, itself an attempt to explain symbolically the national and 
spiritual quandaries over the history and role of  the people of Israel. 

In an age in which the historical exile of the people was a terrible and 
fundamental reality of life, the old idea of an exile of the Shekhina gained a far 
greater importance than ever before.... To lead the Shekhina back to her Master, 
to unite her with Him, is in one way or other the true pursuit of the Torah. 5 

Consequently, for Luria, 

the appearance of the Messiah is nothing but the consummation of the 
continuous process of Restoration, of Tikkun. The true nature of redemption is 
therefore mystical, and its historical and national aspects are merely ancillary 
symptoms which constitute a visible symbol of its consummation. 6 

The allegedly novel emphasis on tikkun in Luria is understood by Scholem as 
consisting, in principle, of messianic activity, which is the outcome of  an 
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interiorization of  an historical crisis, the situation of Exile in general and the 
expulsion from Spain in particular. 7 In the same context, however, this scholar 
explicitly recognizes that in the case of  mystical prayer, which is, according to 
him, the quintessence of  Lurianism and the major vehicle for the fulfillment of  
the messianic task, Luria is "the heir of  a whole school of  thought in classical 
kabbala which he merely developed further. ''8 Scholem assumes that the Lurianic 
mystical kavanot "represent an application of  Abulafia's theory of  meditation to 
the new kabbala. ''9 What is new seems to be, according to Scholem, the 
restorative nature of  prayer, and of  the commandments in general, which are 
conceived of  as playing a crucial role in the messianic drama. The general 
impression is that Scholem the historiosopher was interested in pinpointing the 
correlation of  kabbala with recent historical events, mostly traumatic ones, 
considered by him to be a disastrous upheaval, whereas Scholem the 
historiographer was aware of the fact that Luria continued some pre-existent 
kabbalistic theories - in this context, classical kabbalistic views of  prayer as a 
theurgic operation, lo 

But notwithstanding the importance of  the historiosophical assumption he had 
expressed here and elsewhere, Scholem never elaborated what precisely was the 
element inherited by Luria and what elements were new and reflected the impact 
of  a catastrophic historical event. For our discussion, it will be sufficient to point 
out the theurgic-eschatological function of  the commandments in some trends of  
theosophical kabbala before the expulsion from Spain as, for example, in the 
Tikkunei Zohar. If  this can be demonstrated, then the innovative nature of  
Lurianic messianism as presented by Scholem will become highly questionable. 

It goes without saying that Scholem did not seriously intend to see in the effort to 
induce union between the Shekhina and her Master an innovation by Luria. The 
theme of union occurs explicitly, inter alia, in the later layer of  the Zohar, a 
classic kabbalistic text.lJ Even the explicit messianic implication of such a union 
is not new with Luria.~2 Within the framework of a more comprehensive doctrine 
such as Luria's kabbala, we may find, perhaps, a greater emphasis on 
pre-existent theurgic patterns as well as elaborations upon, and transformation of, 
existing themes, but only rarely can we find clear-cut innovations. The present 
writer's more conservative vision of  Lurianic kabbala runs counter to the modern 
academic picture of Luria as primarily a revolutionary kabbalist. I have tried 
elsewhere to supply some examples of  the pre-existence of  what were considered 
to be "Lurianic innovations" in pre-Lurianic kabbala, ~3 and this attempt can be 
expanded. 14 In any case, there can be no question that pre-Lurianc kabbalists had 
already developed theurgic patterns. ~5 It is even more difficult to relate the 
allegedly new emphasis on theurgy to specific historical events. ~6 Thus, when 
speaking about the attribution of  messianic dimensions to the Jewish ritual, Luria 
may have contributed details which scholars can pinpoint and analyze minutely 
in order to prove their novelty. If  the messianic component seems to be more 
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prominent in the Lurianic understanding of  the ritual than in earlier brands of 
kabbala, this may simply reflect the fact that Lurianic kabbala is the most 
detailed kabbalistic literature in existence. It may be, therefore, that it is merely 
expressing earlier ideas more elaborately and that the degree of innovation is 
marginal. Consequently, the "innovative" aspects of  messianism in Lurianism 
and their pervasive nature remain to be proven. Let me start with the problem of 
dissemination. 

I I  

One of  the major components of Scholem's thesis on the impact of  Luria's 
kabbala, in all its versions, on Sabbateanism is the assumption that the former 
was widely diffused in the generation before the appearance of .Zvi. 17 This 
assumption has not yet been proven in detail: no elaborate analysis exists of  what 
diffusion means precisely in this period, what were the sociological layers of this 
diffusion, who were the consumers of  this literature, were and how exacly this 
diffusion took place. Indeed, this question must be carefully addressed because 
the assumption that Lurianism became a widespread lore constitutes a dramatic 
departure from the intention of its generator, Luria, who sought to restrict his 
teachings to a very small elite. This was also the basic strategy of his main 
disciple, R. Hayim Vital. 18 Before anchoring one of the most important of 
Scholem' s historiosophical theses on such a radical development, we should seek 
to document the history of this upheaval in minute detail. 

Scholem attempted to demonstrate his thesis concerning the diffusion of Lurianic 
kabbala by adducing evidence for the proliferation of  kabbala in general since 
the second half of the sixteenth century. A methodological observation is 
necessary before embarking on an inspection of  the relevant texts: it seems to be 
easier to build up a thesis founded upon a selective collection of material 
endorsing it, than to counter such a thesis by discovering material that will 
maintain the opposite. In our case, it is simpler to adduce evidence as to the 
dissemination of  Lurianic kabbala than to collect relevant material dealing with 
the scantness of  its diffusion. Thus, we shall proceed by both the examination of 
Scholem's evidence and by introducing material which was ignored by the 
scholarly discussion on the diffusion of kabbala before the emergence of 
Sabbateanism. 

Let me examine one of the proofs for the alleged dissemination of kabbala in 
Poland, not so much in order to establish the status of  kabbala in this country as 
to show how the evidence was interpreted by Scholem. According to Scholem, 

In its continued advance, the kabbala reached Poland from the second half of the 
sixteenth century. Public enthusiasm reached such proportions that "he who 
raises objections to the science of the kabbala" was considered "liable to 
excommunication. ''19 
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Scholem refers to a famous responsum of  R. Joel Sirkes 2° where indeed such a 
statement is to be found. I am somewhat doubtful, however,  of  the extent to 
which Sirkes '  responsum indicates "public enthusiasm." First and foremost, it 
would be an exaggeration to find a deep appreciation of  kabbala in this statement 
simply because Scholem quoted only a part of  it, and his peculiar  manner of  
quotation is, to a certain extent, misleading. In the original, the context of  the 
sentence reads as follows: 

he laughed at the words of the Sages and blemished the wisdom of kabbala, 
which is the source of the Torah and its essence, being in its entirety God- 
fearing. Therefore it is obvious that he deserves excommunication. 

Thus it was not merely antagonism to kabbala but also opposition to the words of  
the Sages - in this case, concerning the problem of  ritual slaughter - which 
infuriated the great halakhist Sirkes. But be that as it may, Sirkes '  statement 
reflects no more than his own individual attitude to kabbala,  just  as the initial 
questioning of  ritual slaughter and kabbala represent the views of  Abraham or 
David Farrar and not of  the entire Jewish community in Amsterdam. 2~ It is 
therefore strange to see how a "public enthusiasm" was created out of  a single 
phrase. Scholem endeavored to demonstrate the expansion of  kabbala in Poland. 
At  his disposition was a rather Concise remark which he overemphasized in order 
to prove his view. Most  of  the cases marshalled as evidence by Scholem do not 
mention Lurianic kabbala explicitly, and it is an unproven hypothesis tfiat in all 
these cases, or even in most of  them, specifically Lurianic kabbala was involved. 
On the contraaary, it may well be, and this seems to me to be the case, that the 
greatest part of the kabbalistic literature which was disseminated and influential 
at the end of  the sixteenth and the beginning of  the seventeenth centuries was 
derived from Cordoveran sources. 22 Moreover,  even in Italy where R. Menahem 
Azaria  da Fano and his student, R. Aaron Berakhia da Modena accepted Sarug 's  
version of  Lurianism, the influence of  Cordovero was still visible, as I. Tishby 
has recently demonstrated. 23 This finding concurs also with the attitude of  a 
contemporary and friend of  these two kabbalists,  R. Abraham Yagel, who, while 
aware of  the existence of  this sort of  kabbala, did not become a Lurianic 
kabbalist.  24 

A perusal of  the material concerning kabbala in the family of  R. Leon da 
Modena corroborates the impression that Luria ' s  was not the dominant form of 
kabbala in Italy in the first decades of  the seventeenth century. Modena himself, 
the main opponent to kabbala at that time, did not direct his crit icism primarily 
against the doctrines of  Luria, but against those of  Cordovero. Again, there is no 
doubt that he was aware of  the Lurianic brand of  kabbala, as his frequent 
discussions with R. Israel Sarug demonstrate, but it seems that he did not 
consider Lurianism the major form of  kabbala to be combated. Our conclusion is 
strengthened by the analysis of  the defense of  kabbala composed by Modena ' s  
son-in-law, R. Jacob ben Kalonymos,  min ha-Levi'im. Analysis  of  this document 
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shows that R. Jacob did not defend Lurianic kabbala; rather he ignores it, as if it 
did not exist or had not been attacked at a l ly  These conclusions are indirect 
evidence as to the status of Lurianism at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century. 

We are not limited to indirect evidence concerning the status of Lurianism at the 
beginning of the seventeenth century; direct testimonies also show that it was not 
widespread. It seems that only a minute analysis of the whole period - of 
printing, of library lists, of the extent of quotation of kabbalistic works in 
non-kabbalistic works, and so forth - will allow us to determine the precise 
extent of the diffusion and influence of Lurianism before the middle of the 
seventeenth century. Only partial attempts at such minute investigations are 
available as yet. The most important of them is a study by Joseph Avivi, which 
examined the evidence for the dissemination of the classical Lurianic sources in 
Italy before the arrival of R. Israel Sarug. Avivi demonstrated that several 
treatises stemming from the circle of the disciples of Luria reached R. Menal?.em 
Azaria of Fano's circle even before the latter contacted Sarng. Thus, we learn 
about the spreading of authentic Lurianism even earlier than Scholem assumed. 26 
This finding is, in my opinion, well-documented and it constitutes the most 
substantial addition to the evidence brought by Scholem in order to prove his 
point. However, almost all the treatises referred to by Avivi were known by a 
very limited circle of kabbalists who did not publicize the material or promote its 
printing. Thus, the infiltration of Lurianic lore into Italy predates the 1590s. But 
even if more material than we know was at the disposition of the circle of 
Menal?.em Azaria da Fano, Avivi did not demonstrate, nor did he try to 
demonstrate, that Lurianic material was known to a larger public than we had 
assumed. Consequently we must wait for a reliable discussion of the 
dissemination of Lurianism beyond the very limited elite groups in northern Italy 
- that is, to more than four or five kabbalists in a whole country. 

In a recent statement Joseph Dan spoke of Lurianism as "universally accepted" 
by seventeenth-century Judaism. This view is a radicalization of Scholem's 
which, unfortunately, is not corroborated by any fresh evidenceY I would like to 
present some evidence that may point in a different direction than that preferred 
by Scholem and repeated by Dan. 

Our first and most significant evidence for widespread knowledge and 
acceptance of Lurianism is Shabetai .Zvi himself. A kabbalist who spent years 
studying this lore, .Zvi refused to become involved in the study of Lurianic texts, 
and preferred the Zohar, Sefer ha-Peli'a and Sefer ha-Kana. This is a 
well-known fact, and its significance for the understanding of Z. vi's personal 
religion was duly pointed out in a recent study by Y. Liebes. 28 What is 
significant from our point of view, however, is the fact that .Zvi was 
non-Lurianic, not to say anti-Lurianic. In general, it seems that the impact of 
Lurianism in the European and Asia Minor parts of the Ottoman Empire was 
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very limited. This is proven by the absence of Lurianic works in print in this 
a r e a .  

It seems, moreover, that .Zvi was no exception; the paucity of kabbalistic writings 
in circulation and the "neglect" of its study was bewailed by Lurianic kabbalists 
in the generation that preceded the explosion of Sabbateanism. Let me start with 
the testimony of the leading kabbalist in the Orient in the mid-seventeenth 
century, R. Jacob Hayim .Zemala.. Of Marrano extraction, .Zemal3. succeeded in 
becoming one of the most influential exponents of the "orthodox" version of 
Lurianism whose stronghold was the academy of kabbalists in Jerusalem. 29 In the 
introduction to his Kol ba-Rama, he describes a strikingly different situation 
from that percieved by Scholem. While explaining the meaning of the title of his 
work, "A Voice [calling] from the Height," he writes: 

"Rachel bewails her sons," because they do not study this lore [i.e., kabbala] 
which is hastening the end, and this is the reason that the Messiah does not 
arrive .... For the advent of the Messiah depends upon repentance and the study 
of the Zohar and the wisdom of the kabbala. But her [Rachel's[ sons do not 
study it, except for one in a town, two in a clan, 3° since there is no appropriate 
academy in each and every town, as there is for the study of Talmud 31 .... The 
sons do not draw down 32 and hasten the Messiah and it is said in Sefer Kehilat 
Yaakov 33 that "our generation nowadays, is the last generation, and the wisdom 
of the truth [namely kabbala] has to reveal itself, so that the Messiah will come 
and so it is written in R[a'ya] Meheimana], and in the Tikunim, 34 that because of 
the virtue of the Zohar, the King Messiah will come." And in the book Ronu 
le-Yaakov, 35 in the discussion on Nahmanides it is written 36 .... "In the footsteps 
of the Messiah, 37 as in our generation, the lights began to spread and turn to be 
as in the beginning, as they were at the time of the creation of the world, in a 
proper structure, and they began to be mended slightly." Behold how the 
discussions of the Rabbi [i.e., Luria], blessed be his memory, demonstrate that 
he disclosed all the [secrets of] the configurations and the tikunim, and through 
them people can understand and comprehend some [passages of] the Zohar, and 
to bring it [the Zohar] closer [to our understanding]. But, there is no one who 
will pay attention to make an effort and preparations for the academies which 
will study this lore, and everyone draws his bread from the halakha, because of 
the haspaka [supply of money for this study], and the majority of the students of 
this lore [kabbala] are poor, and they cannot afford to study kabbala, since no 
rich man will pay attention to it. 3s 

These short remarks on the status of kabbala in general, and on Lurianic kabbala 
in particular, are very instructive for an accurate understanding of the 
development of this specific stream of kabbala. First and foremost, the study of 
kabbala was presented by the leading kabbalist in Jerusalem as a preoccupation 
of a very few who happen also to be very poor and hence cannot dedicate 
themselves to profound study of this lore. In sharp contrast to the status of the 
Talmud and the support which Talmudists gain from the establishment, the 
kabbalists were economically helpless. Kabbala was considered a secondary 
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topic to be cultivated by people who were personally concerned with it and who 
had no expectation of being assisted by the rich. 

The other evidence that knowledge of Lurianic kabbala was limited is supplied 
by R. Naphtali Bacharach. In his Emek ha-Melekh he complains that, 
notwithstanding the fact that the era was the final stage of the process of 
redemption, "because of our sins there is no person who cares and stirs the 
[implementation of] repentance with a wholesome heart, according to the 
Lurianic tikunim. ''39 Elsewhere, Bacharach testifies that Lurianic treatises 
composed by his students spread in a fragmentary way and contradicted each 
other since they were missing the essence. 4° Indubitably, Bacharach was 
referring to the diffusion of fragments of Sarugian kabbala, probably identical 
with the short treatises printed by Joseph del Medigo in his Novlot Hokhma. 

What about the diffusion of Lurianism by del Medigo himself? Assigning him to 
the kabbalistic camp is problematic, but he was certainly well acquainted with 
several Jewish centers in different countries. According to R. Naphtali 
Bacharach, del Medigo was one of his students and had copied and printed 
kabbalistic material stemming from his teacher (i.e., from Bacharach) without 
mentioning the sources of this Lurianic material. Del Medigo did compile 
collections of Sarugian kabbala and was described by Scholerfl as part of the 
process of the propagation of Lurianism. 41 According to R. Samuel, the editor of 
some of del Medigo's works, the latter described Lurianic kabbala as follows: 

R. Isaac Luria did not write any book on the wisdom of the Zohar, but his 
student, the senior servant of his household, R..Hayim Calabrese, who was 
appointed over all his possessions, collected the entire corpus of his master's 
teachings in a book named E.z .Hayim. No eye has seen it outside [the Land of 
Israel] and it is in the hand of his [Vital's] son in Safed. 42 

Thus even a person like del Medigo, whose interest in kabbala was great, and 
who was in the possession of a remarkable kabbalistic library of both 
pre-Lurianic and Lurianic books, did not have the main work of the Lurianic 
circle, E.z .Hayim. Whatever Lurianic fragments he possessed were conceived of 
as "insufficient tracts" which accidentally fell from the bosom of Vital, or 
perhaps Luria. 43 We shall soon see that Bacharach made a similar point a little 
later. Since del Medigo travelled extensively through Europe, we can rely on his 
testimony that the major Lurianic work was still unknown two generations after 
the death of Luria and one generation before the revelation of Shabetai Zvi. In 
summary, Avivi has demonstrated the existence of Lurianic treatises in the hands 
of R. Menahem Azaria da Fano, but a generation later, when del Medigo, as a 
youth, studied in northern Italy, Lurianism had still not spread outside very 
limited kabbalistic circles. The testimony of del Medigo in the mid-thirties of the 
seventeenth century, is confirmed in the middle of the century by another 
statement of his possible teacher in matters of kabbala, Bacharach, who wrote: 
"Also his [Luria's] important disciple, R. Hayim, blessed be his memory, did so 
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[collected and edited], but his book did not spread in th is  coun t ry .  ''44 Though the 
E.z .Hayim was not mentioned by name, I have no doubt that Bacharach was 
alluding to this work, which is indeed similar to the systematic treatment of the 
Sarngian kabbala in Emek ha-Melekh. 45 Before leaving Bacharach, it is important 
for our discussion to note that according to this kabbalist,  with the death of the 
two major figures of kabbalistic lore, R. Simeon bar Yohai and Luria, the keys to 
this science had been lost. 46 

Shortly after Emek ha-Melekh, another kabbalistic text was printed in 
Amsterdam. In 1652, R. Abraham ben Joseph Kalmankes of  Lublin edited a 
short text, Maayan .Hokhma. Though he presented it as his own, the work is, in 
fact, a Sarugian version of an older Lurianic text. 47 In his introduction 
Ka!mankes writes as follows: 

The above-mentioned books [those of Luria] are not found but to one in a town 
and two in a clan, since the persons who were in the possession of those books 
were not interested in spreading them around for two reasons:.., first, in order to 
aggrandize themselves and to have a reputation among those who are experts in 
matters of books unknown by others, and second, being that they build up to 
themselves gods out of their silver and gold, to receive more gratuities and gifts 
and donations of love which are explained as the result of the great cost of the 
copyist for copying the writings, and of all those copyists it is said 48 that the 
wisdom of the copyist will stink and since because of it it is said 49 that the 
wisdom of the sages will be lost, and they go in darkness [ki-ve-ishonim] and do 
not see the light of the kabbala, which is sweet to the eyes. 5° 

As we see from his complaints concerning those who withold this teaching, 
Kalmankes himself  advocated a more exoteric approach to Lurianism. But he 
does bear further witness to the fact that Lurianic treatises were .not widely 
diffused, and only the very few were able to indulge themselves with the 
expensive treatises extant in manuscript. It is i l luminating that copyists were 
accused of  being the reason for the possible disappearance of  kabbala. 

A contemporary of  Zemah and del Medigo,  the renowned R. Isaiah Horowitz 
complains, following earlier sources, that Kabbala was studied by the very few 
and was derided by others. Composed two decades before the appearance of  .Zvi 
as a Messiah, Horowitz '  judgment  reflects the general indifference toward this 
lore. 51 At  the very beginning of  his work, Bacharach insisted that the interest in 
kabbalistic study was diminishing: "The knowers of  the splendid [lore] have 
disappeared, and those who study the secrets of  the Torah are dereasing, and they 
do not heed the heavenly voice [bat kol].'" Instead, the masses were turning to 
money. 52 Another b i t  of  evidence originates from Central Europe, probably not 
later than 1659. It is part of  the correspondence between a kabbalist,  R. Schmaya 
ha-Levi,  who would later convert to Christianity under the name Claudio Mai, 53 
and another kabbalist,  R. Moses ben Solomon ha-Levi. At  the time of the 
correspondence, the former was apparently still a Jew and was trying to publish a 



88 Moshe Idel 

kabbalistic book. R. Moses had already printed his Ilo'el Moshe, a commentary 
to R. Menahem Azaria da Fano's  Asara Maarnarot, 54 and R. Shmaya appealed to 
him for help in publishing his own work, also a commentary on parts of Asara 
Maamarot. I quote from the manuscript of R. Moses' response to R. Shmaya: 

Now, because of our numerous sins there is not even one in a town or two in a 
clan who studies this lore. Moreover, the lands of Poland and Russia are 
devastated. And two years ago I sent my son, may his candle shine, to the city of 
Venice with three hundred books, and he did not sell enough even to make back 
the cost of the printing. [The books] are still stored in the house of the noble 
principal, R. Solomon .Hai, may his candle shine. Such a printing requires a lot 
of money, and it is unreasonable to print any book nowY 

Here we see the plight of a commentator on a book by the leading italian 
kabbalist, R. Menah.em Azaria da Fano. The end result of the printing enterprise 
was financial catastrophe as R. Moses puts it: "and [money] has already gone 
from me. ''56 Nor is there reason to doubt the sincerity of his confession. R. 
Moses was not just putting off a possible competitor; R. Shmaya had proposed 
that they print their commentaries together. We remain therefore with the fact 
that there is no interest in a work like Yo'el Moshe, which tried to interpret R. 
Menah.em's classic of Lurianic kabbala in a relatively popular way. For the ten 
years leading up to the writing of the letter, R. Moses had failed to sell enough 
copies of his book even to make back his investment. 

Further perusal of the letters leaves the impression that the texts of Lurianic 
kabbala available were still quite limited. R. Moses ben Solomon tells his 
correspondent that "last week I received a certain part of E.z Hayim and some 
parts of the commentary on some texts of the Zohar by R. H ayim Vital. ''57 The 
arrival of these texts was considered to be an important event, to be shared with 
his correspondent. It compensated for the absence of classics of Lurianic 
kabbala, as we learn from the following sentence: 

The seven treatises [of da Fano's Asara Maamarot] are not found, except for the 
treatise Olam Katan which was already printed with the commentary of the 
divine kabbalist, our master R. Leib, the master of kabbala. The treatise Yonat 
Elem is included in the ten treatises, and they are not found, except in the hands 
of one in a city and two in a clan, and five other [treatises] are not [available] for 
the time being in this country. And in Poland they were [available], before the 
persecution, but now who knows where they are. 58 

It seems that the enumeration of the above titles is not part of a bibliographical 
inventory; R. Moses seems to be replying to questions posed by his 
correspondent, R. Shmaya. Thus, from a correspondence between two 
commentators of Asara Maamarot  we learn that they did not have a substantial 
Lurianic library at their disposal. It is reasonable to assume that they had never 
been able to study even the entire corpus of the text upon which they had 
commented. This is indeed a pathetic testimony which seems to contradict 
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Scholem's  assumption that Lurianic kabbala was the patr imony of  large parts of  
the Jewish public in the middle of  the seventeenth century. 

A precious testimony concerning the status of  Lurianic kabbala in the mid-fifties 
of  the seventeenth century is found in the introduction to R. Meir  Poppers '  
version of  Vi ta l ' s  E.z .Hayim. Poppers, one of the leading kabbalists in Lurianic 
circles in the East, undertook an edition of  the entire corpus of  Lurianic 
literature. It took him time to collect the pertinent material in order to be able to 
compile  a comprehensive text; when he was in possession of  the Lurianic texts, 
he wrote (as if  speaking to himself): 

God found you meritorious so that you have all the writings of the ARI [R. Isaac 
Luria], blessed be his memory, something which others who endeavored to put 
[the Lurianic corpus] in order did not have. They did not merit [possession of 
these writings]. Be strong and courageous, since none is concerned about it [the 
need to edit Luria's works]. 59 

This evidence regarding the lack of  a comprehensive corpus of  "Lurianic" 
writings, combined With the assertion that people were not interested in having a 
complete corpus, or at least that some had been unsuccessful in compil ing such a 
full edition, tells us much about the status of Lurianism. Even in the stronghold 
of  this lore in the East, in the academy of  Jerusalem presided over by Poppers '  
master, R. Jacob .Zemah, it was considered a special "merit" to be able to put 
together a full collection of  Lurianic texts. 6° Moreover,  Poppers '  complaint  that 
people were not concerned with his endeavors concurs with his master 's  
testimony regarding neglect of the study of  Lurianism. 

Let me address now a passage by another Lurianic-Sarugian kabbalist  about the 
status of the study of  Lurianic kabbala toward the end of  the seventeenth century. 
R. Moses ben Menah.em Graf t  of Prague, also known as Prager, indicated in his 
Va-Yakhel Moshe that he had composed the book at the request of  "many of  the 
sons of  the elite [rabim mi-bnei ye.hidei sgula] who love and fear God." Their 
request was motivated by the fact that it was difficult to understand Lurianic 
theory even after studying the texts: 

If we begin to study with the Drushim or with Sefer E.z .Hayim, or Sefer Pri E.z 
Hayim or with Nof E.z Hayim or Sefer Emek ha-Melekh, we still need a direct 
relationship with a teacher [shimush hakhamim] and gi'eat introductory 
discussions in order to understand these treatises [drushim elu]. 61 But we do not 
have these books in our hands, since they are in manuscript [bi-khtav] .... They 
have not been printed, and they are only in the hands of one in a town and two in 
a elan, and those who possess them do not lend them to others, because of their 
expensive high cost, since they are invaluable. 62 

There are two main points which attract our interest. First, according to his 
contemporaries - or Graf t  h imself  - kabbalistic lore was too complicated to be 
studied by oneself, even if  the pertinent texts were available. Since the author 
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refers to the elite and not to popular circles, we may conclude that in his opinion, 
this lore was too complex even for the very few, a very plausible conclusion in 
his time. Secondly, continues Graft or his friends, Lurianic books were very rare 
since they were extant only in expensive and hard-to-find manuscripts. What is 
strange in this evidence is the fact that even a book like Emek ha-Melekh, already 
in print for two generations, was portrayed here as in manuscript. It seems 
impossible to assume that Graff was not aware that this book had already been 
printed. I assume, therefore, that he, or his friends, used manuscripts even of 
books which had been published, an indirect indication that even printing a book 
did not always automatically imply its popular diffusion. 63 It is therefore even 
less obvious that printing a complex kabbalistic book should be considered 
substantial proof for the dissemination of the ideas contained within it. 

An examination of the kabbala of some seventeenth-century Polish kabbalists, 
like R. Arye Leib Pryluq, R. Samson of Ostropol and R. Nathan Neta Shapira of 
Cracow indicates, as Scholem already recognized, the marginality of those 
elements which characterize Lurianic kabbala. 64 Concepts like .zim.zum, shvira, 
tikun, par zufim, adam kadmon and hacala~at ni.zo.zot are only tangentially 
mentioned in the writings of those kabbalists, who preferred another kabbalistic 
Weltanschauung. Though they refer to Luria and Lurianic writings, and from 
time to time quote from Lurianic texts like Yonat Elem and Kanfei Yona, these 
texts do not introduce the key concepts of Luria or Sarug. Thus, Lurianism 
remained only a secondary factor in shaping the mystical and mythical concerns 
which distinguished these very active and creative kabbalistic circles from their 
predecessors. It is only in the case of some other kabbalists, like R. Jacob 
Temerles and R. Yehuda ben Moshe Aaron Samuel of Lublin, that a more 
substantial impact of Lurianism is visible in Central Europe. 

The extent of the spread of kabbala, and especially of Lurianic kabbala, should 
be investigated not only through its speculative and systematic literature (which 
was our main focus until now) but also through its ethical and moralistic texts. 
This was recently done in a paper by Ze'ev Gries who, in minute detail, 
described the various editions and compendia of all the kabbalistic conduct 
(hanhagot) literature from the end of the sixteenth to the beginning of the 
eighteenth centuries. In his research, he expatiated also on the LurianiC conduct 
literature, and concluded that the massive influence of this type of Lurianic 
literature is to be dated only to the second half of the seventeenth and the early 
eighteenth centuriesY He also concluded, in. my opinion correctly, that the 
diffusion of the more popular writings, including Lurianic material, may be the 
result, rather than the cause, of Sabbateanism. 66 These findings, based upon 
detailed studies of the material, corroborate what we have suggested concerning 
the more speculative Lurianic writings. If this relatively popular literature 67 was 
not so widespread, afortiori the more complex, elitist part of this kabbalistic 
literary corpus must have remained within limited circles. 
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What is the cumulative impact of the above evidence concerning the paucity of 
Lurianic study in the first half of the seventeenth century? A sceptical reader 
might argue that it proves nothing more than that these kabbalists were familiar 
with only limited circles and did not know what was going on elsewhere. The 
argument could be made that our evidence tells us more about the relationship of 
these authors with their surroundings than about what actually happened. 
Moreover, we can argue that at least some of the evidence testifies not to the real 
status of kabbalistic studies but to the discontent of kabbalists with that status. In 
other words, if kabbalists like .Zemah. and Poppers were not content with the 
diffusion of kabbala as compared with the interest in halakha, this does not 
necessarily mean that kabbala was not propagated at all. These and other 
methodological reflections may contribute to a more cautious examination and 
evaluation of the evidence we have cited. 

Still, even after such a careful re-examination, and it has not yet been undertaken 
by scholars who faithfully followed Scholem, we can still state that Scholem's 
thesis is exaggerated. It needs to be proven through weighty counter-evidence, or 
different interpretations of the above evidence. Scholem did not present the 
whole range of the extant relevant evidence before he decided in favor of his 
particular thesis. This selective manner of reconstructing the history of the 
diffusion of Lurianism suggests a degree of subjectivity in his approach. An 
unbiased and more exhaustive presentation of the pertinent material is required 
so that we may formulate a more balanced picture of the status of Lurianic 
kabbala in the first part of the seventeenth century. Without denying the fact that 
a few kabbalists in the East and in Europe were deeply influenced by Lurianism, 
it is necessary to qualify the exaggerated description of the "proliferation" of 
Lurianic kabbala, espoused by modern scholarship. 

I I I  

For Scholem, dissemination of Lurianism was tantamount to a proliferation of 
messianism: "the dissemination of the Lurianic doctrine - a doctrine more likely 
than any other to increase messianic tension among the people. ''68 Thus, the 
assumption is that the spread of Luria's views affected the messianic interests not 
only of the Jewish elite and, as Jacob Katz proposed, the second-rank 
intelligentsia, but also of the masses 69 How were the messianic messages 
inherent, according to Scholem, in Lurianism, spread to larger audiences? 
Scholem tried to answer this question by enumerating the Lurianic treatises 
printed before the emergence of Sabbateanism. In this context he mentioned the 
following writings: Shnei Lu.hot ha-Brit of R. Isaiah Horowitz, some of the 
writings of R. Joseph del Med{go, the books of R. Abraham Cohen Herrera, R. 
Menal?em Azaria da Fano's Yonat Elem, the treatises of R. Nathan Shapira of 
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Jerusalem, and a treatise by R. Hayim ha-Kohen of Allepo, a disciple of R. 
Hayim Vital. These writings were considered by Scholem to be a "small, though 
perhaps the most representative and influential, selection of Lurianic 
literature. ''7° For Scholem these texts were "representative" of the fact that 
"wherever Lurianism came it produced messianic tension; and everywhere there 
were smaller or larger groups responding to it. ''v~ In any case, according to 
Scholem, Lurianism was a doctrine fraught with messianic elements, and these 
he regarded as representative of the specific ethos of this particular type of 
kabbala. However, when Scholem passed to a discussion of the messianic 
statements found in the Lurianic printed texts, he referred only to three texts: one 
mentioned in the above list and two others. The most important passages quoted 
in this context are found in R. Naphtali Hertz Bacharach's classic Emek 
ha-Melekh. 72 

Bacharach was described as an author who "does not miss an opportunity to 
stress the messianic function of the [Lurianic] doctrine. ''73 However, in the 
passages quoted by Scholem, there is no direct reference to the immediacy of the 
messianic era. Whereas Luria's lifetime had constituted, according to this 
kabbalist, a period of relative relief for the people of Israel, the power of the 
klippot had since been attenuated. In his own days, Bacharach states, "there is 
none to comfort us. ''74 This statement contradicts the Lurianic vie w that each 
generation contains a messianic spark, an idea which occurs also in Emek 
ha-Melekh. 75 Moreover, since the death of Vital in 1620, "a partition of iron now 
separates Israel from their father in heaven. ''76 The author refers to the 
tribulations caused by recent events, without attributing, according to the texts 
quoted by Scholem, any specific messianic significance to his time. Thus, the 
most important texts which discuss, according to Scholem, Lurianism and 
messianism, can actually be understood to imply the opposite: for Bacharach, 
despite the coming of Luria and the messianic opportunity he had opened, the 
present age did not differ from those which had preceded Luria. 

Scholem may, however, have been impressed by another passage in Bacharach, 
one which he did not, in the end, cite directly. Bacharach provided a lengthy 
discussion of the imminent coming of the Messiah in t648, that is, shortly after 
the composition of Emek ha-Melekh. 77 We must remember, however, that this 
date was not a new one in the history of messianic speculation; it occurs already 
in the Zohar and in quasi-Zoharic texts] 8 Thus, the question of the Lurianic 
contribution towards this acute type of messianism remains problematic. In this 
context, Bacharach complains about the neglect of the Lurianic tikkunim, which, 
he felt, could soften the sufferings associated with the "birth-pangs of the 
messianic era." These tikkunim were intended to relieve the pangs of the 
eschaton but not to contribute directly to the advent of the Messiah. The thrust of 
these tikkunim was to induce a state of repentance, as Bacharach explicitly 
indicated, and not t 0 uplift divine sparks or to unite divine powers. Thus, a 
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relationship was established between an already existing and well-known 
eschatological date, 1648, and the function of the Lurianic tikkunim to induce 
repentance; nothing more is specifically Lurianic, since the relationship between 
repentance and redemption is a locus classicus of Jewish prophetic 
eschatology. 79 

The two other examples cited by Scholem are even less convincing. For instance, 
he quotes a text by R. Nathan Shapira of Jerusalem about the unique status of the 
Jews living in the Land of Israel at the time of the redemption. 8° But this 
eschatological text does not mean that there was any strong feeling that the 
messianic era was imminent. It testifies only to the feeling of superiority felt by 
the inhabitants of the Land of Israel, among whom R. Natha n Shapira had lived 
for some years. Notwithstanding the view quoted by Shapira - from a 
non-Lurianic source 81 - this kabbalist chose to end his life in Reggio, Italy, 
without any expression of special messianic concerns and without adhering to 
Sabbateanism. 82 

Last, but not least, Scholem opend his series of Lurianic prooftexts with a very 
impressive passage which indeed indicates explicitly a messianic effervescence 
at the beginning of the second third of the seventeenth century. Scholem quotes a 
passage from R. Moses Prager's Va-Yakhe! Moshe, a Sarugian treatise which 
describes the messianic possibilities opening in 1630. 83 This impportant text is 
indeed the single conclusive bit of evidence for Scholem's picture of messianic 
tension spread by the dissemination of Lurianism. However, it seems to be a 
unique document, and one which was written, moreover, at the end of the 
seventeenth century. If the evidence of R. Moses Prager as to the messianic 
import of the year 1630 is authentic, it is a lonely, and obviously a later, voice 
which cannot be used on its own to prove a phenomenon on which all earlier 
literature was silent. It is plausible, moreover, that the Sabbatean upheaval which 
intervened between 1630 and the end of the seventeenth century, moulded 
Prager's view. Scholem, trying to respond in advance to such an argument, 
asserted that this kabbalist was not a Sabbatean; this is possible, though I. 
Tishby, for example, disagreed on this point. 84 

The fact that Scholem began his list of texts with the later passage of Graff is not 
an accident; only this passage could create the impression that the other, much 
earlier texts, concurred with the view which Scholem was attempting to prove. 
The texts by Bacharach and Shapira do not, in themselves, support Scholem's 
thesis beyond the fact that they mention messianic issues. Moreover, and this 
must be emphasized, their discussions do not bear any specific messianic mark. 

The fact that Scholem resorted to these texts, which are either problematic as to 
their messianic significance or, if more explicit, chronologically late, testifies to 
the lack of more conclusive evidence in the large Lurianic literature. Scholem 
did not adduce more material simply because it is difficult to detect pertinent 
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proofs for his thesis. Indeed, an examination of the list of Lurianic works printed 
before the period of Shabetai .Zvi, which Scholem compiled, corroborates this 
impression. The kabbalistic writings of Abraham Herrera and Joseph del Medigo 
contain strong Lurianic elements. But since these authors were immersed in 
Renaissance culture before they commenced the study of Lurianism, they chose 
to ignore even those elements in Lurianism which may have had moderate 
messianic import, such as the theurgic meaning of the commandments. It is 
precisely the attenuation of the importance of the human ritual activity, perceived 
in Luria's doctrine as influencing the higher world, which characterizes their 
kabbala as presented in the available printed sources. The doctrine of tikkun is 
hardly mentioned in the philosophical versions of Lurianism formulated by these 
two authors. 85 In the case of R. Isaiah Horowitz's book, Shnei Lu.hot ha-Brit, the 
dominant element is not Lurianic kabbala but, as has been recently demonstrated, 
the Cordoveran system. 86 It seems that even a full-fledged Lurianic kabbalist 
such as R. Menah. em Azaria da Fano and his circle missed the special messianic 
overtones attributed by Scholem to Lurianic doctrine. 

A methodological observation is pertinent at this point. I do not assume that the 
diffusion of Luria's views did not contribute in any way to a certain diffusion of 
messianism. Since his thought was grounded in Zoharic theosophy, Luria 
inevitably elaborated upon this type of theosophy. Hence there were also 
messianic issues present in Luria's doctrine and they were diffused as it were, in 
however limited fashion. However, it is important to recall that those elements 
did not constitute an acute and fervent messianism which could pave the way for 
the acceptance of Shabetai .Zvi as Messiah. Only if someone can prove a peculiar 
contribution of Lurianism to the shaping and motivating of an acute messianism 
can we regard Scholem's thesis about the fateful, historical role of this brand of 
kabbala as proven. 

In fact, what is strange is the ostensible absence of messianic concerns in 
writings composed in the period between the death of Vital and the revelation of 
Shabetai Zvi. If Scholem's picture of the diffusion of kabbala is indeed correct, 
then it is strange that only the Sabbatean type of Lurianic messianism appeared, 
without any other sort of messianic precedents. If the Jewish masses were as 
immersed in messianic speculations as Scholem would have us believe, why was 
Zvi the only messianic figure that played an eschatological role on the historical 
stage? We could expect the arrival of other figures, even if marginal, who would 
try to embody the messianic aspirations of the masses, supposedly nourished by 
the Lurianic doctrine. Since no such figure is known, it may well be that Zvi did 
not fulfill a popular expectation generated by the dispersion of Lurianic kabbala, 
but provided different answers to different people, motivated by different 
expectations in different geographic areas. Indeed, a perusal of Nathan of Gaza's 
presentation of Zvi as Messiah combines complex Lurianic doctrines with 
elements of popular Jewish eschatology. This combination alone could strike a 
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sensitive chord in the hearts of the uncultivated audiences. It seems that .Zvi's 
appeal to larger audiences than those of any previous Messiah did not derive 
from a monolithic messianism of putative Lurianic extraction. The combination 
of popular eschatological themes with theosophical concepts could somehow 
have contributed to a greater sensitivity towards messianism, but this remains to 
be proven by detailed analysis. 87 By overemphasizing the importance of the 
allegedly acute messianic elements in Lurianism, Scholem underestimated the 
influence of classical popular Jewish messianism as an important factor in the 
spread of Sabbateanism. 88 

I V  

The messianic self-perception Scholem attributed to the kabbalists' view of 
Lurianism is a biased and selective presentation, because it took into 
consideration only one specific type of self-conciousness as expressed by those 
kabbalists. The assumption that the significance of Lurianism for kabbalists who 
accepted it was exclusively, or even primarily, messianic, is misleading. We 
must carefully distinguish between the theurgic meaning of the. performance of 
the commandments, namely that type of activity which focuses on the restoration 
of the divine harmony above, without any acute, or direct, messianic 
significance, and the meaning attached by those kabbalists who emphasized 
more the messianic implications of such an activity. At most, the theurgic 
activity is messianic "at remote." We cannot elaborate here on the more complex 
treatment the concept of tikkun requires, in opposition to the simplistic 
presentation of this concept in modem scholarship centered as it is on the 
messianic implications of Lurianism. In the Lurianic works themselves, this 
concept has much snore than one meaning; the eschatological one, around which 
all the scholarly discussions rotate, is not, in my opinion, the crucial one. This 
complex concept cannot be exhausted by the selective focusing upon its 
messianic implications, and the complexity of the significances of tikkun must be 
dealt with in a more elaborate treatment. I would like, however, to emphasize 
that some important Lurianic masters stressed another dimension of the Lurianic 
kabbala which had little, if anything, in common with the messianic 
understanding of this lore. 

The disclosure of Lurianism at this peculiar time was conceived not so much as 
part of an eschatological scheme but as an antidote to the dissemination of the 
evil. Provided an awareness that evil was more active because of the sins of the 
last generations, the emergence of Lurianic mysticism was presented as an 
attempt to counteract the pernicious influence of the "other side." Thus a totally 
different task, ostensibly diverging from the messianic one, was atributed to the 
recent revelation of the Lurianic corpus. This preventive and preservative aspect 
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of Lurianism was probably exposed already in a version of R. H. ayim Vital 's  
introduction to E.z .I-_layim: 

He [Luria] was sent by the celestial academy in order to revive the remnant of 
Israel in the "world of life." He received [revelations] from the mouth of Elijah 
and he was granted the permission to disclose the hidden and occult secrets of 
tikkunim and of the Zohar, in order to safeguard us in this bitter exile. And by 
the virtue of the study of the Zohar, according to this wondrous lore we, the sons 
of Israel, will merit leaving this bitter exile, from darkness to light. 89 

Vital envisioned two basic purposes for the disclosure of secrets of kabbala: their 
study would help Israel survive the tribulations of the exile and ensure Israel's 
ultimate redemption. Though a scholar interested in enhancing the importance of 
messianism could discerff an eschatological tone in this, we can hardly claim to 
have discovered a distinct messianic attitude. An emphasis on the apotropaic role 
of Lurianic secrets is evident in R. Jacon Zemal)'s introduction to Ronu 
le- Yaakov: 

It seems that the disclosure of this lore nowadays, in these bad generations, is to 
safeguard us by its means.i, because in those [earlier] generations, most [people] 
were men of deeds and pious, and even scanty [parts of kabbala] saved them 
from all the opponents [mekatregim]. But now, when we are far removed from 
the supernal source, like yeast at the bottom of a barrel, who will safeguard us if 
not our reading this wondrous and profound lore? Especially as our Rabbi 
[Luria] said: "The secrets have become exoteric [knowledge], because in this 
generation prostitution and delatory and slander and hate in the heart are rnling 
and the klipa became widespread to such an extent that persons are ashamed to 
behave piously; may God safeguard us and forgive our sins. ''9° 

This apotropaic conception of Lurianism, which does not emphasize the furore 
eschatological events but much more the present, normative and conservative 
function of kabbala, has to be understood as a basic component of the 
self-perception of Lurianism. Modem scholarship has molded the complex 
phenomenon of Lurianism in such a fashion that it seems to rotate around a 
messianic center of gravity. We must allow a more complex understanding, 
perhaps an elliptical one, which will take two, or maybe even more, crucial foci. 
Only such a view will do justice to the complicated Lurianic type of literature. 
Subsequently, the role of messianism in the spiritual configuration of Lurianism 
will be substantially reduced. 

Let me suggest two possible implications of the preceding discussion. Scholem's 
effort to overemphasize the role of Lurianic kabbala and its messianism in the 
spread of Sabbateanism was pursued in a very selective and biased way. Since it 
was accepted without serious examination, it deterred the emergence of different 
historical and sociological explanations of various facets of the problems 
connected to the Sabbatean movement. 9f I propose that any future discussion of 
the origins of the Sabbatean phenomenon should reconsider the sources as they 
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appear in manuscripts and printed books, before repeating Scholem's  
conclusions as irrefutable axioms. Such a methodological  suggestion seems, 
pr ima facie ,  to be superfluous. It is however prompted by a reading of  a whole 
range of material published by scholars who neglected to examine any of  
Scholem's  sources related to the above topic, much less investigated the possible 
impact of  new material, before they espoused the accepted theory or founded 
their speculations on it. 

The weakening of  the centrality of  Lurianic kabbala in the historical scene, as 
required by the previous discussions demands a re-examination of  Scholem's  
thesis as to the reasons for the success of  Sabbateanism. We shall now be able to 
develop a more historical and sociological understanding of  the dominant factors 
which contributed to the emergence of  a widespread messianic movement.  The 
contribution of  the historical and sociological studies will be central for a more 
responsible explanation of  the emergence of  a mass -movement  A resort to 
mystical  theories as a clue for the understanding of  mass-phenomena is plausible 
only when it follows close examination of  all the pertinent factors, a study which 
must involve serious historical analysis of  socio-economic processes as well as 
spiritual ideologies. 

In Scholem's  classic presentation of  the background of  Sabbateanism, those 
factors were not given their due place. Eager to expose "one main line" of  "the 
development of  Jewish mysticism from the time of  the Spanish exodus onwards" 
which is "singularly uniform and free from cross-currents, ''92 Scholem 
overemphasized the role of  Lurianism as a unifying ideology and as the major 
clue for the understanding of  a crucial shift in Jewish history. 
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