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RABBI ISHMAEL'S PRIESTLY GENEALOGY 

IN HEKHALOT LITERATURE 

Ra'allall S. BOllstall 

"He IRabbi Ishmael] is of the nation of Israel, whom the Holy One, blessed be 
He, chose frol11 the seventy nations to be his people. He is of the tribe of Levi, 
(which presents) the priestly offering to His name. He is from the seed of Aaron. 
whom the Holy Onc, blessed be He. chose to be his servant and on whom the 
Holy One, blessed be He. placed the priestly crown at SinaL" At once they {Le., 
the angelic hoslj began to say: "This one is certainly worthy to behold the char­
iot-throne, as it is written, Happ), tile people who have it so; (lJappy tlte people 
whose God is the Lord] (1'5 144:15):' (3 En. 2:3-4), 

Heklwiot literature, the carli est systematic collection of Jewish "mystical" 
and "magical" writings. juxtaposes and combines a bewildering variety of motifs. 
themes. and genres. l How scholars of early Jewish mysticism ought to make use 
of this textual data has long divided the field of early Jewish mysticism-and con­
tinues to do so. It has now been more almost three decades since Peter Schafer 
began to challenge the fundamental methodological assumption that heklwlot lit­
erature. as it has been transmitted to us in the medieval manuscript tradition and 
the surviving fragments from the Cairo Genizah. reflects a unified and internally 
consistent religious system.2 Schafer has instead argued that the various composi­
tions that make up this corpus represent shifting assemblages of smaller or larger 

~ I delivered an earlier version of this paper in the Early Jewish and Myslicism Group at 
the Society of Biblical Literature Annual Meeting in Denver, November 2001. I would like to 
thank the members of the group for their feedback in the early stages of this project. J have 
analyzed many of these same sourccs at considerably greater Icngth and in a different contcxt in 
Rn'anan S. Boustan, From Martyr to Mystic: Uabbillic Martyrology alld the Muki1lg of Merkavah 
Mysticism (TSAJ 112; Tfibingcn: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 245-88. 

1. All citalions of lick/mlot literature refer to Pcter Schiifcr, Margaret Schluter, and Hans 
Georgc von MuUus, cds., Synopse zlir J-Jeklwlot-Utemtur (TSAJ 2; Tubillgen: Mohr Sieheck, 
(981). Alilranslations or heklm/vt literature arc mine unless otherwise noted. 

2. See especially the stuuies collcctcu in Peter Schafer, cd., Haklm/ot-StudiclI (TSAJ 19; 
Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1988). 
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literary units. Schafer has, therefore, argued that a firm textual foundation must 
serve as the starting point for understanding IIck/wlol texts as socially and cultur­
ally meaningful documents. 

Schafer's project has been understood by some as an out and out rejection 
of the possibility of exploring the "lived" dimension of early Jewish mysticism. 
Certainly his paradigm places high value on careful study of textual data. Yet 
in my view the conviction that research on hek/wlo! literature must begin from 
the minutiae of textual archaeology need not jmply a narrow research agenda 
restricted to empirical description of its transmission and reception histories. 
Indeed, only finely tuned attention to compositional history, rhetorical tex­
ture, and narrative structure can ultimately illuminate how religious authority 
and experience arc represented in and thus constructed by IIek/wlot literature. 
Problems oflanguage and textuality are not obstacles to be overcome but oppor­
tunities to analyze early 1ewish mysticism in ways that do not reduce its richness 
and specificity to teleological evolutionary schema or overly facile transcultural 
categories. 

In this paper I survey the highly variable and even contradictory attitudes 
expressed in the different parts of the corpus toward one of its central characters, 
Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha the High Priest: While some sources present R. Ish­
mael's priestly status as an unimpeachable source of power and authority. others 
treat this potential claim to special privilege with considerable suspicion. I argue 
that a positive appraisal of R. Ishmael's priestly genealogy is particularly charac­
teristic of-but not confined to-those Izeklzalot compositions that most closely 
conform to the conventions of the apocalyptic genre, such as the frame narrative 
of 3 E1locfl (Sy"opse, §§ 1-3). By contrast, those fle/e/m/ot compositions that pres­
ent ritual technique taught and performed within a community of initit1;tes as the 
primary means for approaching the divine-cither through heavenly ascent or 
angelic adjuration-tcnd to downplay or, in some cases, reject outright the genea w 

logical principle. In particular, the extensive collection of ascent traditions found 
at the heart of Heklmlot Rabbllti (Sy"opse, §§198-268) challenges the notion that 
R. Ishmael's singular genealogy confers upon him superior-and fundamentally 
inimitable-powers, subordinating priestly status to learning transmitted from 
master to disciple. This passage advocates what I can an "egalitarian" orienta w 

tion toward heavenly ascent: the visionary's ability to undertake successfully a 
heavenly journey depends on proper mastery of esoteric knowledge and practice 
rather than being conferred upon him automatically by birth. 

The diversity of representations of R. Ishmael in heklwlot literature serves an 
index of the heterogeneous character of this fluid corpus of materials. In my view, 
therefore, any reconstruction of the SOcioreligiOUS context that produced the con­
stituent components of hcklwlot literature must take into account the full range of 
ideological perspectives encompassed within it. 11,e radically divergent altitudes 
toward the Levitical priesthood that are articulated in lIck/wiot texts should cau w 

tion against drawing general conclusions about the ideological orientation of the 
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corpus without first considering the shifting literary contexts of the individual 
composition units. 

1. INTERPRETING THE PRIESTLY TRADITIONS IN j-/EKHALOT LITERATURE 

The recent interest in the priestly or cultic background of early 1ewish mysticism 
makes a focused appraisal of the attitude{s) toward R. Ishmael's priestly status 
in hekhalot literature particularly relevant. Indeed, a number of scholars have 
argued that "l1Ierkabtlh mysticism" was profoundly shaped by cui tic traditions 
associated with the 1erusalem temple. 111e greatest proponent of this position, 
Rachel Elior, has written that "it was in reaction to the destruction of the earthly 
temple that the creators of the tradition of the 'descent to the Merkavah' and the 
'ascent to the helelllllot' conceived the heavenly shrines as depicted in the helelzalot 
literature:" Elior views the imaginative depictions of the heavenly temple that fill 
Izekltalot literature as intentional attempts to compensate for the deprivation of 
postdestruction reality. In her most recent formulations she develops this argu­
ment even further, suggesting that these literary representations of the heavenly 
temple and its ritual-liturgical drama reflect the religious orientation and social 
identity of actual priestly groups that played an active and influential role within 
the Jewish community of Byzantine Palestine:' 

Interestingly enough, Ithamar Gruenwald, who was the first to study the alti­
tude of lzeklzalot literature toward cultic and priestly traditions in a systematic 
fashion, offers a diametrically opposed interpretation of the evidence.5 Gru w 

enwald asserts that the helelwlot corpus is in fact aligned with the anlipriestly 
attitudes that characterized the "Pharisaic-rabbinic" movement 111is argument 
is most likely designed to substantiate Gershom Scholem's general thesis that 
mcrkabah mysticism arose in the heart of the rabbinic movement. Gruenwald 
does acknowledge that the Aaronide priesthood is often mentioned favorably in 

3_ Rachel Elior, "From Earthly Temple to Heavenly Shrines;' JSQ <I (1997): 217-67. here 
223. Sec also idem, "The Merkavah Tradition and the Emergence ofJcwish Mysticism:' in SillOw 

Jlldaica: Jews lilld Christians ill Historical Dialogue (cd. A. Oppenheimer: Tel Aviv: Tci Aviv 
University, 1998), 101-58; idem, "From Earthly Temple to Heavenly Shrines; Prayer and Sacred 
Liturgy in the Hekhalot Literature and Hs Relations to Temple Traditions" (Hebrew), Tarbiz 64 
(1995): <121-80. 

4. Rachel Elior, HUck/wlot and Merkavah Literature: 115 Relation to thc Templc. the l-Icav w 

enly Tcmple. and the 'Diminished Temple'" {Hebrew], in COlllitJUity alld nctlclt'til: Jcws Ill"! 
Judaism ill IJyztmtilie-Cilristitm Palestine (cd. L. I. Levinc; Jerusalem: Yad BellwZvi, 2004),107-
42; idem, VIC Vlree Temples: Otl the Emergcuce of lewisii AfysticislII (trans. D. Louvish; Oxford: 
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization. 2004), esp. 201-65. 

5. See especially Ithamar Grucnwald. "The Placc of Pricstly Traditions in the Writings of 
Mcrkavah Mysticism and the Sili'llr Q011ltlh" (Hebrew), Jcrustllelll Studies iu Jewish 'I1lOught 1 
(1981-82): 65-120. 
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lIelelialot texts. But he accounts for this phenomenon with the rather speculative 
claim that the "rabbinic" mystics of lIele/lOlot literature were apparently willing to 
express their admiration for the institution of the priesthood because it no longer 
posed a challenge to their authority. 

Although Elior and Gruenwald have come to opposite conclusions conccrn~ 
ing the significance of the cui tie motifs in heklzalof literature, I think they share 
several problematic assumptions. First, both scholars approach heklll1lot literature 
as if it were a unified body of texts reflecting a single sociohistorical and ideo~ 
logical perspective. This tendency causes them to overlook the protracted and 
complex literary development of the corpus as well as the diversity of its contents. 
Second, both offer a stereotyped and overly general picture of the priesthood; they 
tend to speak of it as if it were a politically and ideologically cohesive social class. 
But as we know, in the literature of the Second Temple period indictments of the 
purity and legitimacy of the priesthood are most often to be found in works that 
were produced in priestly circles and are concerned largely with cuI tie practice.6 

It has come to be widely acknowledged that critique of specific cullie practices 
ought not to be confused with rejection of cui tie practice as such. Consideration 
of the internal rivalries that often plagued the priesthood must necessarily com­
plicate analysis of these "anti priestly" polemics. Finally, both appear to treat the 
sociologicaJ categories that were operative in the Second Temple as if they con­
tinued to be salient for understanding the social context from which helchalot 
literature emerged. 

Recently a number of Jewish historians and scholars of Hebrew liturgieal 
poetry have suggested that priestly lineage did in fact continue to exert a certain 
degree of concrete social effect on social status and identity in Jewish communities 
throughout late antiquity? Yet, in my view, the stylized portrait of the priesthood 
in heklwlot literature and its highly local rhetorical functions should give us pause 
before we jump to connect literary trope with social reality. It is. therefore. nec­
essary to distinguish carefully between real people who viewed themselves and 
were viewed by others as enjoying priestly privilege. on the one hand. and texts 
that found it productive to "think with" priests to advance their agenda, on the 
other. Especially because hekhalot literature encompasses such contradictory 
attitudes toward the Levitical priesthood, each case must be analyzed within its 
local literary context before we can decide how-and even whether-R. Ishmael's 

6. For analysis ofillnerpriestly polemic in the Second Temple period, see especially Martha 
Himmclfarh, "Levi, Phinclms, 111ld the Problem of Intermarriage at the Time of the Maccabean 
Revolt:' JSQ 6 (1999): 1-2-1. For further cliscussion. sec also idem, "Sexual Relations and Purity 
in the lcmple SemI! and the Book of Jubilees," DSD 6 (1999): 11-36. 

7. See especially Oded Irshai, "The Priesthood in Jewish Society in Late Antiquity" 
(Hebrew), in Levine, COIIUtlUity mId Hetfelwil, 67-106; Joseph Yahalom, Puetry ami Suciety ill 
/ell'isll Gtllilce of Ltltc Allti'll/it)' (Hebrew) (Tel Aviv: Hilkibbutz Hamcuchad. 1999), 107-36. 
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priestly identity can contribute to our understanding of the social profile of the 
creators of helchalot literature. 

2. THE CROWN OF THE PRIESTHOOD AS A SOURCE OF RITUAL POWER 

Perhaps most noteworthy among the passages in the lIek"alot corpus that spe­
cifically thematize priestly lineage as a positive criterion for enabling a person to 
better negotiate the dangerous business of heavenly ascent is the literary frame 
of 3 Elloe" (Sy"opse, §§I-3).' This text describes R. Ishmael's ascent to heaven 
and his reception by the angel Metatron, who in turn recounts to the vision­
ary his human origins as the patriarch Enoch before his elevation to heaven.9 

This introductory passage thus supplies the narrative setting for Metatron's rev­
elations concerning both his own past and a wide variety of heavenly secrets. to 

Upon ascending to the seventh palace. R. Ishmael's first action is to uttcr a prayer 
to God: 

"Master of the Universe, I beg of you that the merit of Aaron ben Amram (ntH 
Oi/)1) P PilN),lover of peace and pursuer of peace, who received the crown of 
priesthood (ill1i1:1 .,n:l) on Mount Sinai in the presence of your glory, may avail 
[or me now, so that Prince Qatspi'cI and the angels with him may not prevail 
over me and cast me from heaven.'" t 

In response to R. Ishmael's plea, God summons Metatron to protect him from 
the rest of the angelic host. Even more provocatively. when the angels do sub­
sequently threaten R. Ishmael, God himself chastises them: "My servants, my 
serapim, my lcel'ubim, my bpatl1lim, cover your eyes from Ishmael My beloved 
son, My favored, and My glory, so that he not shrink and tremble" (§2 = 1:8). 

B.ln the SYllopse. this passage is found both at §§1-3 (MS V228) and at %882-884 (MS 
M40). A different version of the first two units of the passage (§§1-2) is also found in G8/211:2-
16 (Peter Sch1ifer. cd .• Gelliza-Fragmenfe Zllr HekJw/ot-Lileratur tTSAJ 6; Tilbingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1984J, 135-39). 1 use MS V228 as the primary basis for my discussion. 

9. Among the numerous studies of Enoch's angdificalioll as Melatron. sec especially 
Nathaniel Deutsch, GIUlrditlllS of the Gate: Angelic Vice Regency iJl Late Alltiqflily (Leiden: Brill, 
1999),27-77; Elliot R. Wolfson. 71lrouglr tl Spew/lim That Shines: Vision allti l11wglmilioll ill 
Medievtll/ewis/l Mysticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press. 1994),82-85; Christopher 
R. A. Morray-Jones, "Transformational Mysticism in the Apocalyptic·Merkabah Tradition," liS 
43 (1992), 1-3t. 

10. On the redactional function of this passage, sec Annelies Kuyt, Tlte "Descent" to the 

Chariot: TOlVtlrds I' DeScrlJ1tiUlI of the Termillofog>~ Place, Ftmctiotl, Cllld Ntltllre of the l'eridall ill 
I-Iek1wIol Litemtllll! (TSAJ 45; 'Hibingen: Mohr Siebeck. 1995),342-68. esp. 367; lthamar Gruen· 
wald. Apocalyptic lltul MerkClVtlh Mysticism (AGJU 14; Leiden: Brill, 1980). 192. 

11. Synopse, §1 = Alexander 1:3. I have largely followed the translation in Philip S. Alexan­
der. "3 (Hebrew Apocalypse of) Enoch;' OTP 1: 255-57 (1:1-2:4 in his edition). 
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God's assertion of his special relationship with R. Ishmael is reminiscent of the 
depiction of the sage in TIle Story of the Tell Martyrs, although, unlike the mar­
tyrology, this passage does not explicitly attribute the sage's elevated status to his 
miraculous conception and his resulting resemblance to Mctatron,12 Neverthe­
less, both sources link R. Ishmael's ability to ascend to heaven successfully to his 
priestly lineage. 

The emphasis on R. Ishmael's priestly lineage is heightened further in the 
subsequent unit of the text, where the angels challenge the visionary's right to be 
in heaven: 

Then the eagles of the chariot. the flaming vpllImim, and the kerubim of devour­
ing firc asked Melatron, "Youth, why have you alJowed one born of women Lo 
come in and behold the chariot? From what nalion is he? From what tribe is he? 
What is his character (i1l7VJ l:l~" ilO)?,"13 

The interrogatory formula Illllh liu- (-:I'O 111:)) at the end of the angels' challenge 
serves to highlight the fundamental incompatibility of the human and divine 
spheres,l,j In response, Ivletatron defends R. Ishmael's right to be in heaven: 

"He (R. Ishmael) is of the nation of Israel, ~vhom the Holy One, blessed be He, 
chose from the seventy nations to be his people. He is of the tribe of Levi (PJ,\V/:J 
Nlil '1'). (which presents) the priestly offering to His name. IS He is from the 
seed of Aaron (Nlil l1i1N Vim), whom the Holy One, blessed be He. chose to be 
his servant and 011 whom the Holy One, blessed be He. placed the priestly crown 
at SinaL" At once they [i.e., the angelic host] began to say: "This one is certainly 

12. On the conception narrative as the basis of R. Ishmael's :'ipecial power:'i in the post~ 
talmudic martyrology The Story of the Tell Mtlrtyrs, :'iee Ra'anan Ahll~ch, "Rabbi Jslunacl's 
Miraculous Conception: Jewish Salvation History in Anti-Christian Polemic:' in The IVtlys Ilmt 
Nel'er Parted: Jews tllIlI CI,rjstitl1ls ill Late Antiquity 11/1(1 tlte Middle Ages (cd. A. H. Becker and A. 
Y. Reed; TSA195; Tuhingen: Mohr Sieheck, 2003). 307-43. 

13. Synopse. §3 = Alexander 2:2. It should be noted that §3 does not appear in all versions 
of the text, making it difficult to judge whether it is integral to this introductory frame or a later 
redactional addition. See Peter Scharer. "Ein neues Fragment zur Mctoposkopie und Chiroman· 
tik," in idem, [-/ekJwlot·Stutiiell. 84-95; also idem. Jlle I-liddefl !fnd MUllijesl God: Some Major 

7hemes ill Earl)' Jewish Mysticism (trans. A. Pomerance; Albany: Slate University of New York 
I'ress.1992),137-38. 

14. On this phrase, see also Abusch. "Rabbi Ishmael's Miraculous Conception," 329-32; 
Christopher R. A. Morray·Jones, A Transparettt JIIllsioll: 711c Dangerous Visioll of Wafer itt lick· 
Iwlol Mysticislll (JSJSuP 59; Leiden: Brill. 2002).118-23. 

15. The syntax of this phrase in MS V228 is problematic, since it l<;lcks a verb and the jux­
tapmition between "tribe" and "orrering" is unclear. Alexander tmnsl,1tes according to IvIunich 
40, which contains the verb "to offer up, present" (O'iO). as docs MS Horence 44.13. On the 
difficulty of this phrase and the contradictory manuscript evidence, sec Alexander. "3 Enoch," 
1:257 n, e. 
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worthy to behold the chariot~throl1e, as it is written, Happ), ('iWN) tlte people 
who have it so; [happy tile people whose God is tile LorelJ (Ps 144:15).16 
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This unit returns to the motif of "the crown of priesthood" (11)111J in::», which is 
found in R. Ishmael's prayer at the beginning of the narrative in § I, thereby form­
ing a kind of illc/usia. Here, however, Metatron explicitly links R. Ishmael's wish 
that he be protected by the "merit of Aaron" to his genealogical ties to the Leviti­
cal1ine. His successful ascent is thus directly attributed to his priestly lineage. 

Martha Himmelfarb has convincingly argued that 3 EUOc/1 represents a 
hybrid form that integrates an eclectic arrangement of motifs originating in 
hekhalot literature into the type of ascent account that is characteristic of apoca­
lyptic Iiterature. 17 Indeed, similar appeals to the efficacy of R. Ishmael's priestly 
lineage are most often found in the Hebrew apocalyptic compositions that 
circulated alongside (but rarely within) the hekhalot corpus, such as the "Mes­
siah-Aggadah:'18 Here the angel Metatron informs R. Ishmael that he is worthy 
of having the events and chronology of the coming of the Messiah revealed to 
him because "his glory is equal to that of Aaron the priest" (Synapse, §140). 
These apocalyptic sources do not describe or advocate ritual techniques as a 
source of special power or hidden knowledge but instead emphasize the vision­
ary's priestly genealogy as the determining factor in his capacity to gain entrance 
to the heavenly rcalm. The introductory framework of 3 Euach cannot be taken 
as a direct reflection of the priestly interests or identities of the heklzalat authors 
in general. Rather, this reflex belongs to a limited current within heklwlot lit­
erature that is largely governed by the specific conventions of the subgenre of 
heklwlot apocalypses. 

3. PRIESTLY LINEAGE AND RITUAL PRAXIS 

In contrast to the frame narrative of 3 Euaelz, with its strong emphasis on R. 
Ishmael's priestly lineage, other passages from he/chalot literature present priestly 
lineage and ritual practice as complementary explanations for R. Ishmael's ability 

16. Synopse, §3 = Alexander 2:3-4. 
17. On the "mixed" form of 3 Elloch, see Martha Himmelfarb. "Heavenly Ascent and the 

Relationship of the Apocalypses and the Hekhalot Literature;' UUCA 59 (I988): 73-100, esp. 
98. On the relationship of 3 Elloch to the other IlCk/wiot apocalypses, sec also Peter Schafer. 
cd., Obersetzulig dcr Ueklllliot·Litcmture (4 vols.; TSAJ 17.22.29.46; Tlibingen: Mohr Sicbeck. 
1995), 1:1-lv; Kuyt, 'nJe "Descellt" to the Chariot, 161-63; Alexander. "3 Enoch:' 1 :223-53. 

18. This passage, which is printed in the Synopse at §§140-145. has been inserted into Hck· 
Jwlot Utlbbati in only one manuscript. the idiosyncratic New York 8128. where it is found in a 
cluster of apocalyptic sources (§§122-145). These sources are more often found independent of 
the lIeklwlot corpus (e.g .• MSS New York jTS ENA 3021. 1 a-b und Jerusalem 80 5226. 16b-17b. 
both of which contain this passage). 
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to ascend to heaven or to summon angels to him on earth. An adjurational text 
found in the macroform Merkabaii Rabbah (§§680-681) provides what is per­
haps the clearest example of a practitioner's priestly identity setting him apart 
from-and above-his nonpriestly colleagues.'9 Adjurations directed to the Sal' 
Tal'llii (the Prince of the Torah), lilce the one found here, claim to confer upon 
the practitioner unfailing ability to acquire and retain knowledge of the Torah,20 
According to the narrative, after R. Ishmael has gotten a first taste of the enor­
mous power of the Sal' Tal'll" ritual, his colleague Rabbi Akiva advises him that 
he still must learn to control and harness this technique. Rabbi Nc1)unya ben 
ha-Qanah then proceeds to teach his star pupil the method for making usc of a 
pra.'Xis that the text explicitly notes is intended for "every disciple of a sage": 

"Go return to R. NetlUnya ben ha-Qanah your teacher and ask your teacher that 
he tell and say and specify for you this praxis (il1'IJ) in detail-how one makes 
use of it, how one adjures by it-lest you err and make usc of it incorrectly. and 
act inappropriately. and they harm you as was the case with so-and-so. whom 
Ihey harmed, and their bile dissolved wHhin them, so that it became like water. 
because they heard it incorrectly and acted improperly:' And when I asked this 
question before R. Ncl.1UJ1ya ben ha-Qanah. he said to me: "My student! What R. 
Al<iva said 10 you I will also say: if it were norfor the covenant (n":1) that was 
made for Aaron and the branch from which you came, they would already have 
harmed you and obliterated you from the world."21 

The technique, described in the subsequent unit (§§682-684), is exacting and 
elaborate, though highly conventional within hekilalat literature.nlt is notewor­
thy, however. that the passage above juxtaposes adjurational technique with the 
authority of the priestly covenant and line. l1ll1s, although R. Islllpael's identity as 
a priest apparently protects him from the violence of the Sar Torall, it is morc a 
stop-gap measure than a primary strategy. R. Ishmael, like all other practitioners, 
is advised to undergo the processes of purification and abstention that are required 
of all practitioners (§683). It seems, then, that proper preparation is a prerequisite 
for interacting with the divine. even jf one is from the branch of Aaron. 

l1,e motif of priestly lineage also appears in a short unit (§§583-585) that is 
embedded in an extended ascent account in the macroform .M£l'aselz lvfer/cabalz 

19. This unit is found in all almost identical form at §§278-280 (I-lcklllliot nabllllti); a par­
allel passage is fotlnd at §§307-314. For detailed analysis of these two versions of this material, 
see Michael D. Swartz, Scholastic Magic: IWtwilHullkl,datirJ/l ill Early lewisII Mysticism (Princ­
eton: Princeton University Press, 1996),63-74. 

20. Of course. "Torah" in this context includes mastery of all aspects of biblical and rab­
binic learning. 

21. Sy/wpsc, §681. I have slightly adapted the translation in Swartz, Sclw/rlstic Magic, 83. 
which follows MS 01531, supplemcnted by N8128. Thc unit is also found in !\IS M40. 

22. The ritual instructions begin with a unit that is also found at §310 in filS V228. 
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(§§579-591).23 According to the passage, immediately following R. Ishmael's 
vivid description of the heavenly liturgy being carried out before the throne of 
God. Zevudi'el. the Angel of the Presence. reprimands the visionary for his care­
less performance of the ritual techniques that he has learned (although exactly 
what his error is we are not told): "Son of the exalted (O'IU P), what merit do 
your father and mother have (10N':>11':JN7 rn::lT <10) that you have deserved to 
endure this mystery (m r, 7)) 110))7 n':J1W)?"24 l1,e sage has apparently sur­
vived precisely because of his lineage. although here again this special attribute 
serves only as a measure of last resort.25 The angel warns him not to exalt himself 
above his colleagues (l"':Jn 7:J0 <1NJnn 7N), nor to say "only I was privileged 
among the others (071:J0 'n':Jr 'IN),, (§584). Indeed, according to the angel, "all 
human beings who possess (this mystery) and recite it every morning in prayer" 
can visit the heavenly throne-world just like R. Ishmael (§584). 

The portrait of R. Ishmael in this passage is thus highly ambivalent: it casts 
him in a critical light for presuming to be superior to his colleagues, while at the 
same time suggesting that his priestly status does in fact confer certain advantages 
on him. The title "son of the exalted" takes on an almost contemptuous lone here: 
in §583 and §584 the root <1NJ, meaning "proud;' appears both in his title and in 
the charge against him.26 He must defend himself against the allegation that he 
considers his elevated rank to set him apart from his colleagues. It is instructive 
that the hitpacl form of this word is also found in a comparable phrase elsewhere 
in "ekhalat literature in a hymn praising God as "the exalted one who exalts him­
self over the exalted [i.e., the angels] (O'NJ 7)) <1NJnOl <1NJ):'27lt seems that R. 
Ishmael has wrongfully adopted a superior attitude toward his colleagues, perhaps 
in a manner suitable only for God. Even when hekhalat authors might accord R. 
Ishmael a comparative advantage over his peers because of his Levitical identity, 

23. I follow the division of the text proposcd in Swart?. Mystical Prayer in Ancicllt 
Judaism: All AlIlllysis oj Ma'aseh Mcrkal'ail (TSAJ 28; TGbingen: Mohr Sicl)cci(, 1992).91-100. 
This macroform encompasses SYllopse, §§S44-596. Aside from Swartz's detailed treatmcnt of 
the macroform's IHcrary history, see also Kuyt, 111e "Descent" to the Chariot, 269-303; Schafer, 
Hidden and Manifest God, 77-95; N. Janowitz., Poetics oj Ascent: 11leories of Language ill R(Jb~ 
billic Ascent (Albany: State University of New York Press. 1989); Gruenwald. Apoc{liyptic alld 
Merktll'rllt Mysticism. 181-87. 

2·1. Synapse. §583. I follow the translation of this passage in Swartz. Mystical Prayer ill 
Auriellt Judaism. 242, which follows MS 01531, supplemented by MSS Na128. M40, and 0436. 

25. But compare SYllopse, §304, in which the "merit" (rn:JT) and "righteousness" (npi:!l) 
of a person's parents help him make effective use of a magical seal and crown (l'n1::tN m:n 
l~ niDUJ Pi~" npi:llj m.u~'olJ). Thc practitioner is sait! to usc the seal and crown in "exalta­
tion" (nlN'J:1). 

26. This same title is used repeatedly throughout thc ~wl'lIrtlh material (e.g .• SYllopse. 
§§200-201, §225, and §239: cr. §§402-403). 

27. The term CPNJ is regularly applied in lIek/llI/ol litcrnture to lhe angels (e.g .. S)'fwpse. 
.1, §98). 
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they were often troubled by the possibility that he would thus be set apart from 
the rest ofIsrae!' 

4. THE "EGALITARIAN" IMPULSE IN HEKHALOT RABDATI 

I have argued thus far that the shifting representations of R. Ishmael in hekha­
lot literature reflect competing conceptions of his power and authority. In some 
sources this central protagonist of heklwlot literature embodies-simply by 
virtue of his priestly lineage-the attributes necessary for a favorable reception in 
heaven. At the same time, another strand within the corpus presents R. Ishmael's 
priestly identity in a critical light. I believe that his latter concern is most fully 
articulated in the often analyzed ascent material in Hekh. Rab. §§198-268." 111is 
passage roundly censures him for lording this advantage over other aspiring initiw 
ates. Indeed, the polemic against priestly privilege in this passage is intended to 
bolster its conviction that any properly trailled Jewish mall can ascend to heaven 
by means of esoteric instruction and ritual practice. The egalitarian rhetoric in 
this passage should not be mistaken for the democratization of religious practice 
in early Jewish mysticism, It should be emphasized that I do not usc the notion 
of egalitarianism in the modern. democratic-sense; Jewish women and a11 non­
Jews are implicitly and, in some cases, explicitly barred from membership in the 
"mystical" fellowship and prohibited from undertaking a heavenly journey or 
otherwise interacting with the divine realm, Instead, in what follows I focus on 
the discursive function of the various models of ascent practice and ritual power 
put forward in hekhalot literature-and contrast these with the representations of 
heavenly ascent in related texts. 

Sections 238-240 directly addresses the central preoccupation of the larger 
complex of ascent material in Hekh. Rab. §§198-268, namely, what criteria, if any, 
should determine whether a person is worthy to undertflke a heavenly journey. 
The narrative opens as follows: 29 

28. Numerous studies have been dedicated to analyzing the sources and structure (Jf all 
or part of this passage, most notably: Kuyt. Tltc "Descctft" 10 the Chariot, 60-124; Peter Schiifer, 
"Eill neues I-fekllll/o/ Rllblmti-Fragmcnt," in idem, l-Ieklwlo( Studien, 96-103; Joseph Dan, "The 
Gale to the Sixth Palace" (Hebrew), jerusalem Studies ill jewish 'Ilwught 6 (1987): 197-220: 
Margarete Schluter, "Die Erl.iihlung von der Ruckholung des R. Nehunya hen Hnqana aus der 
A1crktll'lI·Schau in ihrem redaktiollellen Hahmen:' FJB 10 (1982): 65-109; Lawrence H. Schiff­
man, "The Recall of Rabbi Nehuniah Ben Ha-Qanah from Ecstasy in Hckhalot Rabbati," A/S 
RCl'iew I (1976): 269-81; Arnold Goldberg, "Einige Bemerkungen zu den Quellen und der 
Redaktiollcllell Einhcitcl1 der grossen Hekhalot:' FjIJ 1 (1973): 1-49; repr. in Mystik lind Theolo· 
gie des nlbbiniscllw jlldentu11fs: Gesll1l1l1lcltc Stlldiell (cd. M. SdlJutcr and P. Sch~ifer; TSAJ 61; 
TGbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997),·19-77. 

29. for Synopse. §§238-240, I follow the version in 1I1S V228, unless otherwise indicated. I 
note only Significant textual variation. This passage is also found ill the Gellizah fragmcnt '1:-S. 
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R. Ishmael said: Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel was angry with me and said to 
me: "ZHPNWRY'Y almost chastised us and crushed us like bran. Why? You 
committed a conscious error against us. in that you consider Yonatan ben UzicI 
to be an insignificant man in Israel (7NiW':l lOP ~iN). What if he were to 
ascend !lit. descend) somewhat haphazardly (OnO ii' ON illJ), and come and 
stand allhe entrance to the seventh palace30 [without a seal? What would have 
happened to him then? He would just barely have enough time to lower his eyes 
before the guardians at the entrance to the seventh palace brought tolal dcstruc· 
tion upon him.]"31 

11,e Patriarch Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel has accused R. Ishmael the High 
Priest of having failed to provide the knowledge required for entering the seventh 
palace safely. 11,e tension captured in this text between one idealized figure who is 
associated with the Davidic monarchy and one linked to the Levitical priesthood 
is an obvious reflex of a deeply entrenched ideological conflict with deep roots 
in both ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism." Hekhalot Rabbati builds on 
this long-standing motif. Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel claims that, if Yonatan 
ben Uziel had mistakenly or carelessly attempted to ascend without having mas­
tered the full technique, he would only just barely have escaped with his life." 
The Patriarch attributes R. Ishmael's negligent disregard to his lowly opinion of 
Yonatan. whom he is accused of considering "an insignificant man in IsraeJ."34 
Indeed, the Patriarch seems to imply that R. Ishmael has omitted this final bit of 
information intelltiollaIly.35 

AS 1'12.94 (G5 in Schafer, Gctlizu·Fragmclllc, 76-81). For comparison of the versions, see the 
jJllrtitllrtc.:d at Schafer, Gelliz,~-Fnlg11lellte, 78-79. 

30. The unit ends here in MSS V228, N8128. 01531, M40. D436. and Florence 44.13. Some 
manuscripts (e.g., M22, B238, Lciden 4730, and G5/1a:15-1b:2) contain a long recension of the 
unit. which extends through the bracketed matcrial. For the bracketcd section. I follow M22. 

31. Synopse, §238. In my view, the material in brackets. which appears only in thc long 
recension of this unit. is a secondary addition to the text. Cf. Kuyt, 111e "Dcsccnt" to tile Clwriot, 
10511.170. 

32. David Goodblatt, 111e MotU/rcMc l'rinciple: Studies in Jewisll Self-Govert/mcllt ill Alltiq­
flity (TSAJ 38; TGbingen: Mohr Siebeck. 1994),57-76. On the conCHct between patriarchal 
and priestly authority in rabbinic literature. see Reuven Kimclman. "The Conflict betwecn the 
Priestly Oligarchy and the Sages in the Talmudic Period (PT Slwbbtlt 2:3, 13c = l-Iorayot 3:5, 
48c)" (Hebrew), Zio1l48 (1983): 135-48. 

33. The specific connotation of the word one (Slam), which I have rendered "somewhat 
haphazardly:' is not certain. Nevertheless, the phrase as a whole plainly refers to the fact that 
Yonatnn is not prepared for the dangers posed by the guardians of the "seventh palace:' 

34. C( Synopse, §305; G8/2a:12-23 and 2b: 21-24 (Schafer. GClliza-Fmglllenlc, 103-5). I 
discuss these passages and their relationship to the !Iflvumh material below. Pl'. 138-40. 

35. It is worth noting that the relevant phrase "a conscious error" (slwgagat zadoll) is virtu­
ally an oxymoron: whercas the firsllerm lypically denotes an II1linlcllti01wl sin, the second term 
refcrs to an illtcntional transgression. 
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Whether or not R. Ishmael had intended to harm his colleague, he does 
not contest the legitimacy of the Patriarch's charges. Instead, he seeks out his 
teacher R. Nel)unya ben ha-Qanah in great distress (§§239-240). Rabbi Nel.1Unya 
acknowledges to his pupil that the key to completing the heavenly journey suc­
cessfully remains to be taught. He seems to imply that he has waited to reveal 
the names of the guardians of the seventh palace because their similarity to the 
divine name renders them especially potent. But now that R. Ishmael has explic­
itly demanded access to this as-yet-undisclosed information, the master agrees 
to reconvene his disciples so that it can be transmitted to the whole fellowship 
«wvl/mll)-and even recorded for posterity. 

11le background of the passage is obscure. In carlier rabbinic literature Yonatan 
ben Uziel is said himself to have been chastised by God for having revealed to 
human beings the secrets of the Torah through his Aramaic translation (Targum) 
of the prophetic books. The charge against him implies that he has undertaken to 
do so specifically for the purpose of self-glorification. In the version of this tradi­
tion found in the Babylonian Talmud, Yonatan defends himself to God, saying: "It 
is surely known to You that I did this neither for my own honor nor for the honor 
of my father's house (N:JN n'J i':J:J' N" 'n'WlJ 'IlJ:J, N'), but for I did it for 
Your honor ('n'WlJ 11lJ:J' N'N), so that disputes will not proliferate in Israel" 
(b. Meg. 3a). More interesting still, the formulation of his denial is echoed closely 
elsewhere in ltekltalot literature in a passage that critiques R. Ishmael's motives for 
revealing the secret names of the angels who guard the heavenly palace: "Not for 
my own glorification did I do it ('n'WlJ 'O~lJ o,,'p, N'), but for the praise of the 
King of the World (O"lJ 'W 1:J'O mw, N'N)" (Synopse, §586). Apparently, for 
the author of this unit the figure of Yon at an ben UzicI represented a suitable foil 
for R. Ishmael. 11,e irony could hardly have been lost on an educated reader. 11,e 
text is clearly suggesting that in withholding divine secrets from his colleagues, 
R. Ishmael has acted in an even more self-aggrandizing fashion than did Yonatan 
ben Uzicl when he made his translation of the prophets available to the public. 
Within the context of Hekllalot Rllbbati §~238-240, the figure of Yonatan ben 
Uziel thus functions as an emblematic example of the universal efficacy of ritual 
practice.36 

The controversy concerning Yonatan ben Uziel establishes the thematic 
framework for the remainder of the ascent account in Hekhalot Rabbati, which 
consists of esoteric instructions that must be mastered by the visionary before 
he embarks on his journey. This theme is most poignantly encapsulated in the 
"water vision" episode that is placed at the culmination of the instructional mate­
rial (§§258-259), in which the visionary must demonstrate his worthiness to 
enter the sixth palace by passing two separate tests. First he must wait at the gate 

36. Comparable passages. which emphasize the universal efficacy of lIeklmlot ascent prac­
tices, can also be found at SYIIOPSC, §305; G8/2b: 21-24 (Scharer. GClIiza-/:ragmclltc, 105). 
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to the palace until the angels have invited him to enter twice; if he enters at their 
first summons, they "throw iron bars at him;' and he perishes. Second, he must 
refrain from asking the angels concerning the nature of the waves of water that he 
sees rushing at him. I cite the description of this "water test" in full: 

Because the guaroians of the entrance to the sixth palace throw and cast thou­
sands upon thousanos ofwuvcs ofwulcr upon him-although there is not even 
a single orop there-if he says: "What is the nature of this water?" they inune­
diatcly run after him in order to stone him, saying: "Good-for-nothing, perhaps 
you arc from the seed of those who kissed the calf, so that you arc not worthy to 
sec the king and his throne?" If that is the case, a heavenly voice goes forth from 
the 'arm'ot raqia' and says: "You have spoken well! He is from the seed of those 
who kissed the calf and is not worthy to see the king and his throne!" He docs 
not move from there until they throw thousands upon thousands of iron burs 

upon him.37 (SYllopse, §259) 

This puzzling test appears in a number of different forms in the hekhalot corpUS.
38 

It is not my intention here to enter into the enormously complicated question of 
the interrelationship of these sources or to analyze the rich symbolic background 
of the image of heavenly water in heklzalot literature-questions to which many 
studies have been dedicated.39 Rather, I wish to set the "water test" in the context 
of the notion of worthiness in Heklllliot Rabbati. 

Joseph Dan has subjected this unit to meticulous analysis in his treatment 
of the traditions in hekhalot literature concerning the dangers encountered by 
the visionary during his ascent to heaven:1O Dan has argued that. at the earliest 
stage of its development. the danger motif is used to characterize the behavior 
of the guardians of the sixth palace as arbitrary and absurd but that over time 
this irrational impulse waS suppressed by later editors. In his view, this sense 
of randomness explains why in Helell. Rab. §224 the angels inexplicably destroy 

37. I translate according to Vatican 228. The unit is also translated at Kuyt, Tile "Descent" 

to the Chariot, 112, 
38.1n addition to §§258-259, also §§407-408 (HckIIlz/ot Zutarti). §345 (HckiUlIot Zutarti, 

only in MS N812S); §§672 (Mcrktll'Clh nabb,lIl, only in MS N812S); cf. §§224-22S (HcklwIot nab· 
bali). The motif also appears in the version of the "four who entered the panIcs" at b. I-lag. 14b. 

39. See now the lengthy Forscilllllgsgcscldcllte at Morray-Jones, 'Ihlllsp"rcllt ll/usioll, 34-53. 
On the interrelationship of these sources and their specific redactional functions, see especially 
Morray-Jones, Transparent Illusion. 54-82; Kuyt. Thc "Descent" to tile Clwriot. 110-13. In this 
sweeping tradition· historical treatment Morray-Jones largely revives Scholem's contention t,hal 
this image has authenlic visionary experience as its generative source. However, he also bUIlds 
on David J, Halperin's valuable insight thal the waters symbolize the cosmic forces of chaos that 
h.wc been tamed by God at creation (Faces of the Chariot (ISAJ 16; Ttibingcn: Mohr Siebcck, 
1988].199-249). For critique of Halperin's eclectic approach, however, see Ronen Reichman. 
"Die 'Wasser-Episode' in der Hekhalol-Lileratur;' FIB 17 (1989): 67-100. esp, 78-79. 

40. Dan. "Gate to the Sixth Palace," 197-220, 



140 PARADISE NOW 

those visionaries who arc worthy of ascending to heaven while sparing those who 
arc unworthy. Moreover, Dan argues that the "water test," which distinguishes 
between those who are "from the seed of those who kissed the calf" and those 
who arc not, is aimed squarely at the descendents of Aaron the high priest, who 
was responsible for the sin of the golden calf (Exod 32):" Accordingly, he consid­
ers the test itself to be wholly superfluous. The ability of an aspiring visionary to 
enter the sixth palace depends entirely on his lineage; no one of priestly stock will 
be allowed to pass. 

While I accept most of Dan's argument, I part ways with him on this final 
point. In my view, the "water tcst"-at least within the specific context of Hek­
IILI/ot Rabbati-is designed to make a rather different point, namely, that prior 
knowledge of the nature of the dangers associated with the entrance to the sixth 
palace enables the visionary to enter heaven. 1"hcrc is no indication in the text 
that a priestly figure such as R. Ishmael cannot learn to answer properly. 

Ronen Reichman has similarly concluded that the fate of the visionary 
depends entirely on his own actions.42 Reichman, however, understands the text 
in strictly typological terms: those who fail the tests arc like those who worshiped 
the golden calf but not actually related to them genealogically. But this purely 
symbolic reading threatens to isolate the passage from its larger discursive con­
text. I would submit instead that claims to priestly lineage posed serious problems 
for the ideology of ritual practice advocated by the creators of Heldw/ot Rabbati. It 
is difficult, if not impossible. to know whether such claims reflected the interests 
of actual priestly groups. What is certain, however, is that the notion of priestly 
identity was deployed as part of a sophisticated rhetorical strategy that character­
izes some lzeklwlot texts to legitimate their particular brand of ritual practice. 

111e anti priestly polemic of the "water test" represents the direct counter­
part to the positive conception of Levitical lineage that we have seen animates 
various other strands of the hekhalot corpus. At the same time, numerous hekJItl­
lot texts-Heklw/ot Rabbati most prominent among them-adopt the opposite 
stance. Subjecting R. Ishmael's comportment and behavior to careful scrutiny, 
these passages explicitly link both his ethical shortcomings and his ritual failures 
to the superior attitude he has adopted concerning his priestly status. Ironically. 
however. in critiquing R. Ishmael's special status. Hekhalot Rabbati succeeds in 
transforming him into the quintessential mystical initiate. The dominant claim 
of l-Iekhalot Rllbbati turns on the notion that anyone at all can attain the exalted 

41. Ibid., 199-200. As we have seen earlier, the term usced" is used elsewhere in 'ICk/ill· 
lot literature to refer to the perqUisites of Aaronitle lineage (esp. §3 of 3 Enoch). llut compare 
Morray·Jones, 1hmspllrcIli WI/simI, 192-99. which argues thallhe phrase "those who kissed 
the golden calf" in fact refers to all of Israel except the Levites. the one tribe that refrained frolll 
worshiping the calf. 

42. Reichman. "Wasser-Episode:' 80-82. 
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status of R. Ishmael merely by imitating the ritual practices that he helped trans­
mit to his colleagues in the "mystical" fellowship. 

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

111is essay has explored the methodological implications that the essentially het­
erogeneous nature of IIeklialot literature has for the study of its literary history 
and religious significance. From this one test case-the highly particular rep­
resentation of R. Ishmael in the ascent material in Heklzalot Rabbati-I would 
suggest that attention to the variety of ways in which various themes, motifs, and 
figures are deployed in different components of the corpus is essential to a proper 
reading of this literature. Our increasing awareness of the continuing diversity of 
Jewish culture well into the posttalmudic period (600-1000 C.E.) complicates the 
task of mapping the heterogeneous strands of heklla/ot literature, each with its 
own distinct conception of religious authority, onto the equally heterogeneous 
landscape of Jewish society. Hekha/ot literature encodes a range of conflicting 
and evolVing points of view about the purpose of the various ritual techniques 
that it advocates and, in particular. about who may legitimately engage in these 
practices. Such variation should not be viewed merely as "noise" that conceals 
an underlying unity of religious sensibility or experience. In fact, it is precisely 
the fluidity and diversity of hekhalot literature that enables us to trace its literary 
development, thereby shedding light on the history and nature of early Jewish 
mysticism. We miss a great deal if, for the sake of an appealing coherence. we 
generalize about the literary function, ideological valance. or sociohistorical 
background of R. Ishmael in IIeklin/ot literature. 


