Sabbatail Zevi - Is Sin the
Path to Redemption?

Matan - Great Debates 1n Jewish
Thought, History, and Halakha




Professor Yosef Yerushalmi

“‘Jews are the messianic people par excellence”




Who was Sabbtal Zevi? Why 1s he so famous?




Key Jewish Events/Dates

1626 -1676 - Sabbatai Zevi

1492 - Jews expelled from Spain

1534-1572 - Arizal in Safed

1550's - Shulkhan Aruch composed

1655 - Jews officially let back into England

1648 - Jewish population of Poland reached 450,000

1648—-1655 -Ukrainian Cossack Bohdan Chmielnicki leads a massacre of
Polish gentry and Jewry (100,00 dead)

1700-1760 - Baal Shem Tov

e 1720-1797 - Vilna Gaon
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Description of SZ

some envoys from Poland who left an account of their encounter with &

Sabbatai. Leyb b. Ozer is even more circumstantial: “I talked to peo-
Ple who had eaten and drunk with him and who had been with him
in the fortress where he was imprisoned but who were not of his party.
They told me that there is no comparison to his majesty; his face
was like that of an angel of the Lord and al] the time his cheeks
were red. They also testified that whenever he was singing songs of
praise to God, as he would do several times €very day, it was impossible
to look into his face, for it was like looking into a fre. Many worthy

people who had visited i trave testified to this, and although they

WASTUICTIatm; 10T this reason

so manv believed in him.’’%¢




SZ’s Study
of Kabbalah

Like many other students of kabbalah, Sabbatai could not but
feel disturbed by a problem that of necessity arose from his reading
of the Zohar and similar writings. A recurrent theme in these
texts is the distinction between the first emanator, the hidden God,

alled En-Sof, shrouded in the mystery of his hidden recesses, and

the emanation, that is, the sphere of the ten sefiroth and the divine
attributes—Who isthe-God-ofIsrael whom we address in praycr
and-whese—commandments we ohey? Reference has already been
made to an important testimony concerning the youthful Sab-
batai’s perplexities in this matter, and we have seen how he shrank
from attributing to En-Sof all the divine names and attributes by
which the God of Israel is called in prayer. Did not the kabbalistic
Mxpllc1ﬂvmm&%mmmmat
At was even beyond will and thought, and that it was absolutely
inaccessibl ' ? However, in the course of his reading
Sabbatai discovered that the Zohar specified the term ‘“The Holy
One Blessed Be He,” and the name of the Godhead, the Tetra-
grammaton, as symbols of one particular sefirah: Tif>ereth. Accord-




When he [Sabbatai Sevi] passed through Aleppo, he told us his per-

sonal experiences: how in the year 1648 the Spirit of God descended upon
Letter from Rav

him one night while he was walking at about two hours distance from

the city in solitary meditation, until he heard the voice of God speaking

Shlomo Laniado to him, “Thou art the savior of Israel, the messiah, the son of David,

the anointed of the God of . Jacob, and thou art destined to redeem
Israel, to gather it from the four corners of the earth to Jerusalem. . . .”
(A]_epp O’ 1669) From that moment on he was clothed with the Holy Spirit and with
a great illumination; he pronounced the [ineffable] name of God and
performed all sorts of strange actions as seemed fit to him by reason
of the mystical tigqun intended by them. Those who saw him did not
understand his actions, and in their eyes he was like a fool. Repeatedly
he was flogged by our teachers in Palestine for his many deeds’ which
appeared repugnant to reason, until he retired, away from men, to the
wilderness. Every time he appeared again he had grown mightier, seeing
what no mouth can utter, though at other times he suffered great an-
guish. Sometimes he beheld the splendor of the Shekhinah, and some-
times God tried him with severe temptations, all of which he withstood,
until in 1665,"® when he was in Egypt, God tried him with a very
great temptation but he—praise be to God—withstood it. But afterward
he adjured God with a mighty oath and with many prayers and supplica-
tions not to tempt him again and since the day that he made this adjura-
tion, the Holy Spirit has forsaken him and so has his illumination, and
he became like an ordinary man. He also repented all of his “strange
acts,” since he could no longer understand their [mystical] significance
which he had understood when he originally performed them.?®

(B




Letter by Nathan of Gaza

an earlier transmigration. When I had attained the age of twenty, I

began to study the book Zohar and—s*qx_r}g of the Lurianic writings. [Ac-
cording to the Talmud] he who wants to punfy himself receives the aid
of Heaven; and thus He sent me some of His holy angels and blessed
spirits who revealed to me many of the mysteries of the Torah. In
that same year, my force having been stimulated by the visions of the
angels and the blessed souls, I was undergoing a prolonged fast's in
the week before the feast of Purim. Having locked myself in a separate
room in holiness and purity, and reciting the penitential prayers of the
morning service with many tears, the spirit came over me, my hair
stood on end and my knees shook and I beheld the merkabah,'®* and
I saw visions of God all day long and all night, and T \samd

true_prophecy like any_other prophet, as the voice spoke to me and
began thh the words “Thus speaks the Lord ”» And w1th the utmost

[that
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Nathan'’s Letter Continued

is, toward Sabbatai Sevi], even as Maimonides has stated that the
prophets perceived in their hearts the correct interpretation of their
prophecy so that they could not doubt its meaning.’” Until this day
--I—a-exeL)cet_ha.d_s_Q_gregj“_a_ vision, but it remained hidden in my heart
until the redeemer revealed himself in Gaza and proclaimed himself
the messiah; _only then did the angel permit me to .proclaim' what 1
had seen. _{ recognized that he was [the] true [mcssiahl by the signs
w\hi‘ch Isaac Luria hid taught, for he [Luria] h;?e_veaiedp*rofound
mysteries in_the Torah and not one thing failé'tl;‘;?:ll that he has
taggl}t_ And also the angel that revealed himself to me in a waking

— et s ——

sioh-was-a-truthful-ene;-and-he revealed to me awesome mysteries.!s

abb: Sevi as messiah, sitting on the kingly throne, under a celestial
Id by angels and bearing the inscription “Crown of $evi.”
he Ten T dying the Torah with the messiah. From
page of one of the editions of Nathan’s




AMIRAH

His followers began to refer to him with the title AMIRAH, a Hebrew acronym for
the phrase "Our Lord and King, his Majesty be exalted" (Adoneinu Malkeinu
Yarum Hodo).
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SZ's Greatest Hits

QUEEN

/ |
‘ - »
Born on Tisha Be'av 1626 “ % i

Marriage to Sarah

Mystical Marriage with the Torah
Eats Chelev

Made Shabbat into Monday, Celebrated all three festivals in one week
Appointed his followers as king - King David, King Jehoshapat, King
Zedekiah

Dressed up a fish like a baby and put it in a crib
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But there were more dramatic incidents than the proceedings
before the cadi. Sabbatai was still in a state of illumination, and his
inspired behavior inevitably created a major scandal. Abraham
Cuenque, a devout Sabbatian believer, reports (no doubt on the
authority of local Palestinian traditions) that “Sabbatai Sevi, accom-
panied by many followers, proceeded via Ramleh to Jerusalem; and
in Jerusalem he did many things that were passing strange and incom-
prehensible to all who beheld them.”*** Cuenque carefully omits de-
tails, but the Dutch correspondent from Smyrna informed his readers
that the rabbis of Jerusalem wanted to kill Sabbatai because he had
blasphemed God and His Law.'*® What was the outrage referred to?
The clue seems to be provided by Moses [b. Isaac] b. Habib, who
reports a detail, which, in the light of our other knowledge, is
eminently credible. According to Moses b. Habib, it was a well-known
fact among the scholars in Jerusalem and Hebron'** that even “be-
fore his apostasy” Sabbatai had caused ten Israelites to eat heleb,
“fat of the kidney,” and had actually “recited a benediction over this
ritually forbidden fat: ‘Blessed art Thou, O Lord, who permittest that
whirh ic farhidden’® T also heard from a very pious scholar that he




What Did SZ Believe in? The only letter we
have from him....[after he converted]

Know ye my brethren, my children, and my friends that I recognized
with great clarity that the True [God] whom I alone know for many
generations and for whom I have done so much, has willed that I should
enter with all my heart into the Islamic religion [din islam),

the religion
of Ishmael, to permit what it permits, and to forbid what it forbids,

and to nullify the Torah of Moses until the time of the End. For this
is important for the glory of His Godhead and for His revelation that
I should induct herein everyone whose soul would agree with me [to




do so] after I would reveal to them the [Mystery of] His Godhead,
which is [capable of being] demonstrated with utmost stringency; that
is, the supreme rank of His true being and the wondrous glory of the
Cause of All Causes. And this is what the psalm says [Ps. 119:126]:
[When] it is time to work for God, they nullify Thy Torah,® as the
Ishmaelites used to say: The Torah of Moses is nullified, as is also
esoterically implied in the Talmudic saying [where God is reported to
have said to Moses]: May thy strength increase because you broke the
tablets of the Covenant.5 [And this is so] because the Torah of Moses
without [the knowledge of] the True One is worth nothing as it is said
(II Chron. 15:3]: For a long time Israel is [to be] without the True
God and without Torah. Since they do not have the True God, his
[Moses’] Torah is no Torah. But Din Islam haqq haqq [the religion of
Islam is the very Truth]®* ... And when Maimonides of blessed
memory was formulating the dogma “The Law God gave he never will
amend /Nor ever by another Law replace,”*® he was completely mistaken
because he did not know the God of Truth, who is the God of Sabbatai
Sevi. And do not believe, my brethren, that I did this [becoming a
Muslim] on the strength of an illumination so that you become terrified
and say: today or tomorrow the illumination will depart from him and
he will regret what he had said and will be very sorry for it. This
is not so, but I did this on my own, through the great power and

strength of the Truth and Faith which no wind in the world and no
sages and prophets can cause me to leave my place,

: + « « Th
the master of Truth and Faith, the Turco and the us speaks

Mesurman.
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Will the Torah Change in Messianic Times?
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How to explain SZ’s Apostasy

1) Radical Wing - Donmeh, Jacob Frank
2) Moderate Wing - Nathan of Gaza, Abraham Cardozo,
3) Fierce Opponents - R Jacob Sasportas, R Yaakov Emden, Rav Moshe Hagiz




A Sympathizer’s view of What happened..

arrived in the evening it was too late to go to him [the sultan].

the morning he appeared before the sultan, who said to him: “Peace
be with thee,” and he [Sabbatai] replied in Turkish: “Upon thee, peace.”
Thereupon a royal attendant came to him bringing a robe which the
sultan had worn, and another attendant with one of the sultan’s turbans,
and they clothed him with these and called him Mehemed, in the

pame of the sultan. The sultan also gave orders that a large sum be
 paid to him every day. Thus the rumor got about that he had apostatized,
and there was a great deliverance to the Jews. Our Lord made request
ore the sultan for the Jews to reverse the letters of wrath and anger
ich he wrote to destroy all the Jews in Constantinople . . . and no
suffered any harm because of this.?¢?




Why Did they still believe?

the OrEINAL LULCILUIS s =v £= O
We should remind ourselves,

fact describéd in a previous chapter:
. minent redemption and realized red
Salvation was not merely at hand; it ha
lished and to make its inroads upon the old order.
of the doubters to the effect that nothing had really happened so far
fell on deaf ears because they took no account of the new emotional
reality. The new feeling did not content itself with hopes for political
redemption, although the political aspects of traditional messianism
and the expectation of Israel’s liberation from the yoke of the gentiles
and from the degradation of exile were evidently taken for granted
However, the powerful messianic ferment produced psychological b _
pro.ducts which soon acquired an autonomous life of their own. Ma,ny

believers were convinced, in their enthusiasm, that the new aion h A

already begun. In fact, they had i Vs

orl, e Lt g » they crossed the threshold into a new

. alistic doctrine, propounded by the Sabbatian circle,

in this connection, of a sigmncant
:n the minds of the believers
emption came to be confused.

d already begun to be estab-
The arguments




Paradox bred Paradox

—TFhe essence of the Sabbatian’ conviction, in other words, can

In a sentence: it is_jnconceivable that all of God’s
people should inwardly err, and so, if their vital experience is
ontradieted by the facts, it is the facts that stand in need 0
explapation, Ia—the—words—of 2 Sabbatian “moderate” 3 writing

hirty years after Sabbatai Zevi's apostasy: “The Holy One, blessed
be He, does not ensnare even the animals of the righteous, much

less the righteous themselves, to say nothing of so terribly de-

ceiving an entire people. . . . And how is it possible that all of




Cardozo and the Marranos Angle
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THE SERVANT
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Here th played a key role, for as it
was now reinterpreted ‘But he was wounded because of
our transgressions” was taken to be an allusion not only to the
Messiah ben Joseph, the legendary forerunner of the Redeemer
who according to tradition was to suffer death at the hands of the

entiles, but to the Messiah ben David as well, who “would be
orceably prevented from observing the Torah.” By a play on
words, the Hebrew ve-hu meholal, “‘but he was wounded,” was
rom_sacred he i ill be




Why did so many people Follow SZ?




Heinrich Graetz

#1 - Shabbtai Zevi was about Mass Hysteria. SZ was a madman




How Could So Many Jews Believe in SZ?

#2 - Gershom Scholem -

Martin Buber once remarked,

“all of us have students, schools,

but only Gershom Scholem

has created a whole academic discipline!”

The Key is Lurianic Kabbalah




indeed. memuabbaudm&gb
Frank the fact is: their followers, while they were certainly not
“innocents” —if there was one thing lacking in the paradoxncal

religion of the Sa atlans 1t was mnocence — € In

"their faith ' faith netrated to

we wish
to understand.

In the generatio;l receding Sabbatai Zevi's advent i
esulted | 1 i i e
facto theologians of the Jewish people in the seventeenth century,
onto the traditional Jewish view of the role and personality of the

essiah., Mystical Luriani ulations about the nature of the
redemption and “the restored world” (olam_ha-tikkun) which
was to follow upon its heels added new contents and dimensions
torthe popular Messini Tolk-myth of  conquering national hero,
raising it to th mic drama: the redemptive
m

tal transformation of the entire Creation,
4@gﬂ&ﬂa‘t—eﬂ“—mqwg&a
rectification of the rimordial catastro he of the "breakin of the

wor s would be returned to their original unity and perfection.




Lurianic Kabbalah - a°%57 n9aw

The Arizal explains that when it arose in the Divine Will to create the finite world,
the first step was to "withdraw" or conceal the infinite Or Ein Sof in the process
known as "the first constriction" or "tzimtzum harishon". The first "world" (plane
of existence) that came into being after the tzimtzum is called Adam Kadmon...

The existence of the finite world as we know it, and as God intended it, is still not
possible in Adam Kadmon due to its extremely lofty state. In order for a finite
world to exist, the light in Adam Kadmon had to go through several more stages
of quantitative contraction and descent. In one of these stages of descent, one
of the several types of light emitted from Adam Kadmon is manifested as ten
individual qualities or attributes that act as separate, independent points of light,
or quanta of energy....Each of these points is an extremely powerful
concentration of light (the level of keter of each of the ensuing sefirot) as it
descends from Adam Kadmon. These sefirot compose the world of Tohu (chaos
or disorder).



continued...

Due to the intensity and exclusivity of the lights and the inability of their vessels
to contain them, the vessels of the lower sefirot of Tohu shattered and the lights
they contained remained above. The fragments of these vessels then fell to
lower levels, becoming absorbed into the various worlds below the world of
Tohu. The three uppermost vessels had the ability to contain the lights
designated for them and did not die...




Lurianic Kabbalah - 1»°n

Tikkun, therefore, entails two separate but related processes. First, it means the
gathering of the divine lights that had fallen into the realm of the gelipot as a
result of the “breaking of the vessels.” Second, it means the gathering of all the
holy souls likewise imprisoned in the gelipot.

Tikkun is to be achieved by human beings through their contemplative action.
Every religious act requires contemplative concentration on the various
dimensions of divinity and the various combinations of the divine name in order
to “raise up the fallen sparks.” The focus of concentration is the inner dynamics
of reorganization and restructuring that takes place in the course of acts of
devotional piety.



Dialectical Forces in Jewish History

Spanish Expulsion....Lurianic Kabbalah....Shabtai
Zevi......Frankism....Modernity/Haskalah/Reform Judaism




#3 - Moshe Idel

These observations are intended to stimulate a reevaluation of Scholem’s
thesis concerning the dependence of Sabbatianism upon Lurianic Kabbalah.
Although a reevaluation cannot be offered here, it must be mentioned because
the postulated “triumph” of this messianic ideology has been assumed to be the
result of an alleged spread of Lurianic Kabbalah among the Jewish masses, The
areempt to disentangle Lurianism from Sabbatianism is one that ought to be
conducted primarily on the sociological level. Rumors of the coming of the
Messiah in the person of a specific individual were believed not because they fit
into Lurianic messianism but for rather different reasons: indeed, the motiva-
tions of the ex-Marranos for eagerly accepting Sevi as Messiah must have been

different from those of Polish Jewry after the massacre of 1648. Kabbalah, even

Lurianic Kabbalah, had little to do with the mass psychologies prevalent in the

middle of the seventeenth century. s
Notwithstanding this, I want to stress that Sabbatianism indeed benefited

from Lurianic rimarily through the adoption of its theosophy and
mytholo i himself was not particularly interested in this type
of Kabb, Bilsh: bi her Nathan of Gaza, can be considered as a Lurianic

Kabbalist who employed Lurianic terminology creatively, giving it a special

twise et “illami 1" the personal r_x_'fyth of Sevi. Moreover, the theological



Why 1s Messianism Dangerous?

DANGER

440 VOLTS




Jewish messianism as Catastrophic

—

i Y
Jewish Messianism is_in_its

origins and by its nature—this cannot B¢ suficiently emphasized—
WWWWN

revolutionary,

catactysmi {
_to the Messianic future, This tra

nsition itself becomes a problem i
that, beginning with the words of the prophets Amos and Isaiah,

the really non-transitional character of it is pointed up and empha-
sized. Isaiah’s Day of the Lord (chapters 2 and 4) is a day of
Catastrophe and is described in visions which stress this catastrophic




There were man,who felt reulsed‘b acalticism. Their _atti-

tude is most sharply expressed by the strictly anti-apocalyptical
gmmmmwwm

ird century, which is often referred to in the lalmua: he
only di between this acon and the Days of the 1S

the subjection [of Israel] to the nations.’ '8 This obviously po-
lemical utterance provides the cue for a tendency with which w




Tension: Halakha vs Messianism

The relationship between the Jewish Hal and Messian-

ism 1s indeed filled with such tension. On the one hand, Messianic
-E@Wf
~Halakhah. 1t is to perfect what cannot yet find expression in the

Halakhah as the law of an unredeemed world. Thus, for example,

only in Messianic_times will all those parts of the law which are

not realizable nditions of the exile become capable of
ufillment. And thus there seems to be no antagonism created at




From the point of view of the Halak-
as a well-ordered house, and it

is a profound truth that a well-ordered house is a dangerous -
thing. Something of Messianic apocalypticist penetrates—imto—this
house; perhaps I can best describe it as a kind of anarchic breeze.
A window is open through which the winds blow in, and it is not

quite certain just what they bring in with them. As vital as this
anarchic airing may have been for the house of the law, it is cer-
tainly easy to understand the reticence and misgivings with which

other significant representatives of Halabhah regarded everything
that makes up Messianic utopianism. a




- N UUllviaJdisavwuo

B _ 3__.on' as Messianism appeared onl;as an abstract
ed to the future whi

living significance for the life of the Jewin

ad no

» i€ Oppo-

ic and the never

But M
there was an actual eruption of such hope, that is to say, in
every historical hour in which the Messianic idea entered the
-mfnd as a power with direct influence, the tension which exists N o

_between these two forms of religious authority immediately be-

came noticeable. TRES PASS' N G




Even when they did not say so explicitly, the Orthodox opponents of
Zionism saw it as a direct threat to traditional ways of thought—to noth-
ing less, that is, than the theological interpretation of Jewish history—and
not only to traditional practices. No wonder, then, that the issue of the rela-

OppOSlthn tO tionship between Zionism and messianism soon became a central ques-
Political Zionism

tion: no longer confined to the realm of intuitive aversion and protest, it
now became a subject for direct debate and eloquent ideological formu-

_ S bb t - lation.
= a a eanlsm To some, even the earliest initiatives of the Hibbat Zion movement—a
RO g precursor to political Zionism—evoked old echoes of false messianism.

“They are a new sect like that of Shabbatai Zevi, may the names of evil-
doers rot”—fulminated the rabbi of Brisk, Joseph Baer Soloveichik
(1889).7 Ten years later, following in his father’s footsteps, his great son,
Rabbi Hayyim Soloveichik, was equally unsparing in his castigation of the
new Zionist movement: “Regarding the ‘Zionist sect,” which has now ban-
ded and united together by force . . . Have they not a bad reputation in
their own places, and is not their purpose to uproot the fundaments of
[our] religion—and to this end also to take control of all the Jewish com-
munities . . . The people of Israel should take care not to join a venture that
threatens their souls, to destroy religion, and is a stumbling block to the
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"Sometimes when there is a necessity to transgress the words of the Torah, and
there is no-one in the generation who can lead the way, the matter comes to an
explosion. In any case, it is better for the world that this matter will evolve
unintentionally, based upon the ruling, "better they be unintentional sinners rather
than intentional”. Only when prophecy rests among the Jewish people is it
possible to decree about a matter like this in an emergency decree, and then it
will be in a permissible way and a clear mitzvah. But if (today) there is no
prophecy, this correction is done by a long-term breach which depresses the
heart because of it's externity but gladdens because of its interior (goal).



What are the Lessons for Jews today?

Does Religious Zionism share any similarities
With Sabbatianism?

How is it similar and different?
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Jacob Katz

The dangers inherent in the intimate connection between Ziongsp, and
messianism are thus palpablc.:. To meet .them, some have argyeq thar
Zionism can and should be v1r.1d1catcd without resort to such irrationg|
backing. Arguments of this kind have. been marshalctd to counter the
growing claims made by movements like Gush Emunim, but the arg,.

ments themselves are not new. As early as 1929 the great scholar of
Kabbalah, Gershom' Scholem, protested on behalf of “thousands of
Zionists” against the blurring of boundaries between the political aims
of Zionism and the religious expectations of Jewish messianism. Since
then, Scholem repeatedly confirmed his profound opposition to such
enterprises—an opposition that comes with special point from one who

has dedicated his life to the study of the irrational dimensions of Judaism
and has even been motivated in his scholarship by his personal attach-
ment to the project of national revival. Aware of the misguided poten-
tialities of irrational messianism as demonstrated by the seventeenth-
century false messiah Sabbatai Sevi, and by the movement bearing his
name, Scholem warned of similar dangers to modern-day Zionism.

Tht.! parallelism between Sabbateanism and Zionism was and is 2
mn:;:wpin tl;le historical eyaluation of Zionism, especially afnonf
antagonist of Z i:;i:me.late Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum, the most consisten
e In the last generation, Zionism and Sabbateanis®

eritable synonyms_Ginco o . - =y d and
to the Holy Lan



the regaining of Jewish political independence had taken place without
divine intervention or confirmation, as prescribed by traditional messi-

anic sources, Zionism for Rabbi Teitelbaum represented an even greater
usurping force than had the movement of Sabbatai Sevi.




