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The Christian kabbalah expounded by Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522) has been the subject of an impressive number of scholarly studies.
 In this essay, I shall investigate an aspect of his intellectual and spiritual—one might say inspirational—project that has not, in my judgment, received adequate attention, to wit, his appropriation and reinscription of the theurgical explication of ritual, a central component of the Jewish esoteric tradition from its inception.
 Beyond the particular case of Reuchlin, an analysis of this theme may shed light on a somewhat neglected dimension of the attraction of kabbalistic tradition for Christian thinkers, philosophers, and theologians in the Renaissance, a powerful force that continued to reverberate and in form the cultural-literary history of the West until today.

To cast my argument in bold relief, let me begin by mentioning the suggestion of Moshe Idel that the “basic change that the theosophical kabbalah underwent in the Christian presentation is the obliteration of the theurgical nature of this mystical lore.” Whereas the “core of the theosophical Jewish kabbalah” is predicated on the presumed affinity between human activity—or, to be more precise, the performance of commandments on the part of the Jews—and the nature of the divine world, Christian kabbalah “is not so much a way to experience reality and to explain the meaning of human action … but much more a kind of gnosis—a collection of concepts explaining the map of the divine world.”
 Given the antipathy on the part of Christians through the ages to Jewish ritual, this is surely a reasonable and defensible claim, but the matter nonetheless demands careful scrutiny, if for no other reason, then at least on account of the fact that theurgy was understood to be an integral part of ancient Hermeticism,
 a teaching/practice, a path, congruent with kabbalistic lore in the syncretistic minds of Renaissance Christian kabbalists.
 

In support of this point, it should be recalled that, according to the taxonomy of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494), articulated in the first of the seventy-one Conclusiones Cabalisticae, in great measure indebted to the distinction utilized by the thirteenth-century kabbalist Abraham Abulafia between qabbalat ha-sefirot and qabbalat ha-shemot,
 Jewish esoteric wisdom—in Pico’s terminology the “science of kabbalah” (scientiam Cabale)—comprises two parts, speculative and practical, the doctrine of the ten luminous emanations and the art of combining letters that make up the names of God.
 Commenting on this, Chaim Wirszubski remarked that it is not surprising “that Pico related practical Kabala to metaphysics and theology: the connection between theurgy and theology is almost as old as Neoplatonism itself, not excluding Christian Neoplatonism.”
 

Pentagram and the Mystery of Incarnation

The influence of Pico’s linking magia naturalis and kabbalah
 is patently discernible in Reuchlin.
 Indeed, in Reuchlin’s first philosophical work, De verbo mirifico, published in 1494, a trialogue between the Epicurean Sidonius, the Jew Baruchias, and the Christian Capnion, he offers a prisca theologia predicated on the assumption that the secrets cultivated by Jews relate to the inner power of divine names, a power that derives from the unique status of Hebrew as the origin of all languages.
 As Reuchlin makes clear in the opening letter of the treatise, his task is “to elucidate the occult property of names; and so from these, and from such numerous and great names, the occasion of our finally choosing one supreme, wonder-working and blessed name may the more easily present itself.”
 The “wonder-working word” alluded to in the title is not the Tetragrammaton, the shem ha-meforash, as Jewish kabbalists unanimously would presume, but the Pentagrammaton, that is, the four letters of the name, YHWH, with the shin inserted in the middle, which is vocalized as Yehoshua, the mystical name of Jesus. To be sure, Baruchias ascribes extraordinary power to the Tetragrammaton, the most potent of divine names disclosed by God to Moses; in this name, which Sidonius compares to the Pythagorean Tetractys,
 is contained the vitality of all things, the divine beneficence that bestows light on the variegated life forms of our world; hence one who learns how to utter it in prayer can perform miraculous things that supercede the natural order. In effect, recitation of the name—with proper mystical intent—affords one the opportunity to emulate God who alone was the “founder and teacher of this impossible pronunciation” (Idem quoque impossibilis pronunciationis institutor et praeceptor est). The revelation of the name YHWH to Moses has thus endowed humanity with the capacity to become divine.
 

It is, however, the name YHSWH, discussed at length in the third book, which discloses the unique standpoint of Christian kabbalah. Apparently inspired by Pico’s reflections in the fourteenth and fifteenth theses of the Conclusiones Cabalisticae on the name of Jesus (nomen Iesu) and the name of Messiah (nomen messiae),
 which are to be distinguished as the former is the revealed and the latter the concealed,
 Reuchlin notes that by adding shin to YHWH, the ineffable is rendered audible. Inasmuch as this letter signifies the Son of God,
 it may be further adduced that the Pentagrammaton instructs one about the mystery of incarnation; the liturgical utterance of the ineffable name—a paradoxical and absurd gesture, indeed, the impossible gesture, the gesture of impossibility—points to the miracle of transubstantiation of the word made flesh, the ultimate mystery of faith, the secret of the (non)phenomenalizable phenomenon of the secret.
 The onomastic distinction is rendered typologically, in keeping with a long trajectory of Christological exegesis: YHWH is linked to the covenant of Moses and YHSWH to the new covenant.
 The critical point for the purposes of this study is to note that Reuchlin, already in his early work, following closely the approach of Pico, affirmed an intricate connection between kabbalah and a theurgical conception of the divine name. It is precisely this knowledge that privileged the Jewish mystical tradition as the most sublime articulation of occult philosophy,
 combining contemplation and magic, a synthesis that made it possible for Reuchlin (and, by implication, other Christian believers) to embrace the ritual efficacy of kabbalah while rejecting rabbinic ritual as an effective means for atonement and deliverance. 

Theurgy, Salvation, and the Art of Kabbalah

Reuchlin elaborates the theurgical aspect of kabbalah in his more mature treatise De arte cabalistica. One passage in the concluding section of the first book is especially noteworthy: Reuchlin remarks that the kabbalist’s “intimate friendship with the angels” affords him the opportunity to learn about the divine names in order to perform miracles. On account of these wondrous deeds, “spiteful cynics” have wrongly called kabbalists “sly magicians.”
 Reuchlin is quick to point out, however, that the “skills of Kabbalah tend to work for the good of man, while the poison of false magic leads to their downfall. The one employs the names of ghosts and evil spirits, the other uses the names of light and the blessed angels.”
 The discussion ends abruptly, as the Jewish interlocutor does not want to betray his “Kabbalistic creed” by unearthing matters on Sabbath pertaining to Sabbatai, that is, Saturn, the “highest secret mystery.”
 

The reference to Saturn as the “highest secret mystery,” and the connection Reuchlin makes between it and Sabbath, are surely deserving of explication, but what is especially important to point out is the centrality of the theurgical dimension in Reuchlin’s understanding of the art of kabbalah. In spite of his unwavering rejection of the nomian approach to salvation of the soul, in the aforementioned passage Reuchlin is careful to portray the Jewish exponent of the mystical knowledge as one who would not dishonor the Sabbath by explicating occult matters. This is all the more surprising given the emphasis Reuchlin places on the theurgical efficacy of the divine names as a vital component of kabbalah. As he puts it quite early on in the trialogue, cleverly transforming an older motif attested in Jewish mystical sources regarding the transmission of esoteric knowledge to Adam from the angel Raziel,
 the “first kabbalah” (prima Cabala), the “highest and most holy revelation” that “encapsulates all the principles of Kabbalah, all the traditions concerning the divine, knowledge of heaven, visions of the prophets, and meditations of the blessed,” is contained in Raziel’s “announcement of primordial salvation” (primordialis salutis nuncia) to notify Adam that the transgression of eating from the Tree of Knowledge would be rectified by the fruit of the Tree of Life to be bestowed upon humankind by the “man of peace” whose name contains the letters YHWH, an obvious allusion to Jesus whose name in Hebrew can be spelled as YHSWH, a theme to which I have already referred.
 In another passage, Reuchlin relates to this tradition more explicitly when he notes that the proper name of the Messiah consists of the “four holy letters by which, as with marks and symbols, the ineffable is represented, together with the consonant shin, the way the ineffable is named. (In Kabbalah it is common to explain shin by Notaricon as standing for shem yhwh niqra, that is, ‘The ineffable is called YHWH’).”
 

I shall return to the Christological implications of this characterization of kabbalah as a doctrine of salvation that reverses the import of original sin, but suffice it at this juncture to say that, in the mind of Reuchlin, kabbalah is connected essentially to gnosis of the Pentagram, which has both a contemplative and theurgical dimension, that is, knowledge of the name is the means by which the soul separates from the body and becomes angelic, an angelification that, in turn, facilitates the performance of miracles that exceed the empirical confines of nature; the ultimate goal of kabbalah is to provide a path that leads to liberation from the imprisonment of the soul in corporeal materiality. Support for this interpretation may be gleaned from the end of De arte cabalistica where Reuchlin mentions the Pentagram in the context of proposing a symmetrical relationship between the Tetragrammaton in kabbalistic tradition and the name of Jesus in Christianity: “All that the Kabbalists can do through the ineffable Name with the signs and characters … can be done in a much stronger way by faithful Christians through the effable name IESV with the sign of the Cross that belongs to it. They believe that they have much the best pronunciation of the Name of the Tetragrammaton in the name of YHSWH, the true Messiah.”
 Theurgy, for Reuchlin, is expressive of an incarnational eschatology whose meaning is explicable only on the basis of knowledge of the mysteries of the law cultivated by kabbalists.
 

In the remainder of this study, I will explore the complex reinscription of the theurgical orientation that is inextricably bound to the notion of the mysteries of the law in a system of thought that is unambiguously hostile to the law and the ceremonial dimension of Judaism. The particular vantage point from which I will examine this theme in Reuchlin’s thinking is his adaptation of a fundamental tenet of kabbalists regarding the nexus between language and secrecy.

Prophetic Visualization and Contemplative Ascesis 

In De arte cabalistica, Reuchlin presents Simon ben Eleazar (identified as a member of the family of Simeon ben Yohai, the master of the imaginary fraternity depicted in zoharic literature
) as the Jewish sage who imparts the ancient wisdom of kabbalah to his fellow disputants, Philolaus the Pythagorean philosopher and Marranus the Muslim. In Reuchlin’s view, the ultimate importance of Judaism lies in the fact that it has preserved the archaic wisdom that contains the theological truths of Christianity. In this matter, Reuchlin adopts the hermeneutical axiom formulated by Pico, his mentor in matters of Jewish esotericism: the main theological tenets of Christianity are to be found in kabbalistic lore and thus as a matter of polemical stratagem the theological error of the Jews can be demonstrated from their own literary legacy.
 Following Pico, moreover, as well as other late fifteenth-century Florentine Platonists, such as Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499), Reuchlin’s reconstruction is predicated on the view that the source of the “Italian philosophy of the Christian religion” is in the thought of Pythagoras, which, in turn, originated in kabbalah.
 In De verbo mirifico, Reuchlin had already spoken of Pythagoricam Cabalam, the “Pythagorean kabbalah.”
 Elaborating on this theme in a letter to the pope Leo X in 1517, the same year as the publication of De arte cabalistica, he wrote:

I believed that you would hardly be displeased if I should make public the doctrines which Pythagoras and the noble Pythagoreans are said to have held … But this task could not be accomplished without the cabala of the Jews, because the philosophy of Pythagoras had its origins in the precepts of the cabala, and when in the memory of our ancestors it disappeared … it lived again in the volumes of the cabalists. Then all these works were almost completely destroyed. I have therefore written On the Cabalistic Art, which is symbolical philosophy, so that the doctrines of the Pythagoreans might be better known to scholars.
 

In much the same language, in the dedication to Leo X at the beginning of De arte cabalistica, Reuchlin writes that his goal is to bring to light the philosophy of Pythagoras, but this can only be gleaned “from the Hebrew kabbalah, since it derives in origin from the teachers of Kabbalah, and then was lost to our ancestors, disappearing from Southern Italy into the Kabbalistic writings. For this reason, it was almost all destined for destruction, and I have therefore written of the symbolic philosophy of the art of Kabbalah so as to make Pythagorean doctrine better known to scholars.”
 In the opening section of the second book of De arte cabalistica, Reuchlin reiterates the point in slightly different language through the persona of Philolaus: 

Not even the Greeks could have risen to the heights of these mysteries, and by common consent they are the masters in most fields, with their penetrating minds and facility of expression. Perhaps I must make an exception for my mentor Pythagoras, the father of philosophy. Nevertheless his preeminence was derived not from the Greeks, but again from the Jews.
 

At another point in the trialogue, Philolaus declares, almost in a tone of disbelief, “everything that Simon showed us squares exactly with Italian philosophy, that is, Pythagoreanism. If I declare that Kabbalah and Pythagoreanism are of the same stuff, I will not be departing from the facts. Both disciplines lead to the salvation of the human race.”
 Finally, at the conclusion of the second book, Marranus declares, 

Well, I am coming to the conclusion from your chain of argument that Pythagoras drew his stream of learning from the boundless sea of the Kabbalah … and that Pythagoras had led his stream into Greek pastures from which we, last in the lone, can irrigate our studies. What Simon says and thinks about the Kabbalists and what you say and think about the Pythagoreans seem to me to be exactly the same. What other intention has either Pythagoras or a Kabbalist, if not to bring men’s minds to the gods, that is, to lead them to perfect blessedness?

The last two citations put into sharp relief a key difference between Reuchlin and his Jewish sources. Simply put, kabbalah is reinterpreted in an essentially soteriological vein as the transmission of a revelatory tradition that fosters contemplative envisioning of the divine, which, in turn, brings about release from the world of corporeal embodiment. The approach of Reuchlin, which fits into the general framework of Renaissance Neoplatonism and Hermeticism, can be traced more specifically to Pico who thus began the forty-seventh of the Conclusiones Cabalisticae, “Just as man and the inferior priest sacrifices to God the souls of irrational animals, so Michael the superior priest sacrifices the souls of rational animals.”
 Drawing on the depiction of the archangel Michael as the celestial high priest attested in ancient Jewish mysticism, Pico contrasts the sacrifice of animals in the earthly temple to the sacrifice of human beings in the heavenly temple. Needless to say, the sacrifice of humans is not meant to be taken literally; it is rather a symbolic expression of a spiritual death occasioned by the contemplative retreat from the mundane. Explicating the matter in more detail in the eleventh of the Conclusiones Cabalisticae, Pico wrote: “The way in which the rational souls are sacrificed by the archangel to God, which is not explained by the Cabalists, only occurs through the separation of the soul from the body, not of the body from the soul except accidentally, as happens in the death of the kiss, of which it is written: Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints (Ps. 116:15).”
 The reader is told explicitly that the sacrifice of the rational souls refers to the disconnection of the soul from the body, which is also characterized poetically as death by the kiss,
 another theme well attested in kabbalistic literature including texts that indubitably influenced Pico.
 For Reuchlin as well kabbalah is essentially about the detachment of the soul from the body, dying to the world through the kiss, which is eternal life. 

I have already touched on Reuchlin’s approach to kabbalah as a “contemplative art,” but it would be worthwhile to cite some more texts to get a better sense of the nexus between esotericism and soteriology in his thinking: “God has given to men who walk upon the earth nothing they could more desire than this contemplative art, and that Kabbalists more than others possess robust intellects and fertile; and that nothing admits more of the search for salvation in this world, and everlasting life in the next.”
 “Kabbalah is a matter of divine revelation handed down to further the contemplation of the distinct Forms and of God, contemplation bringing salvation: Kabbalah is the receiving of this through symbols.”
 In a third passage, kabbalah is said to be based on the notion of “human salvation” that is not susceptible to either rational investigation or verification by sense perception.
 Significantly, in that context, Reuchlin utilizes (without specifying his source explicitly) the exegesis of the verse “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver” (Prov. 25:11) found in the introduction to the Guide of the Perplexed by Maimonides to edify the nature of the parabolic intent of Scripture: the silver relates to the outer or literal meaning and the gold to the inner or symbolic.
 What is most noteworthy is that the latter is associated in Reuchlin with kabbalah proper (Cabala) and the former with “kabbalistic art” (arte Cabalistica), which comprises the “complicated rules and human skills” in which the esoteric teaching is wrapped. This distinction is followed by Reuchlin’s referring to another Maimonidean idea cited in Hebrew as a dictum of the kabbalists, “The account of creation is the natural science and the account of the chariot is divine science.”
 In Reuchlin’s mind, the literal sense, the kabbalistic art, is correlated with physics since it deals with the material world, and the symbolic sense, the secrets of kabbalah, with metaphysics or matters that pertain to the intelligible realm.
 

In the continuation of this discussion, Reuchlin distinguishes Talmudists and kabbalists on grounds that while both acknowledge that there are two worlds, the sensible and the intelligible, Talmudists focus their attention exclusively on the former and kabbalists on the latter.
 Rabbis, we are told, are preoccupied with “God the creator, the First Cause” and not “God himself, immanent and absolute,” the object of kabbalistic speculation. “It is a safe generalization,” concludes Reuchlin, “that, as befits the contrasting lives of action and contemplation, using the same passages of Holy Scripture the Talmudists will extract the message of a slave’s fear, which the Kabbalist will extract one of a son’s love.”
 Reuchlin acknowledges that kabbalists “keep the Law devoutly,” but he insists that they “are more inclined towards contemplation,” and thus they are called anshei ha-iyyun mi-ba‘alei ha-torah, “men of speculation from the masters of Torah.” Talmudists are like slaves engaged in matters of this world, which is compared to night, and hence the pietistic quality suitable for them is fear; kabbalists, by contrast, seek to be removed from the social-political arena in order to achieve the “stillness and tranquility of spirit” appropriate to free men in the world-to-come, which is the true day, and thus for them the motivating factor is love.
 

Reuchlin utilizes another Maimonidean notion to express this distinction, again citing a Hebrew dictum without mentioning the name of its author: kawwanat kelal ha-torah shenei devarim we-hem tiqqun ha-nefesh we-tiqqun ha-guf, “the intention of the entire Law aims at two perfections, the perfection of the soul and the perfection of the body.”
 The mystical significance of the first letter of Torah, beit, is to demarcate the two perfections, physical and psychic, which correspond to the levels of meaning in the text, exoteric and esoteric, which, in turn, correspond to the two realms of being in the world, sensible and intelligible.
 Just as Ezekiel beheld the “vision of the glory” (similitudo gloriae) from the “wheel within the wheel” (Ezek. 1:17), the one enlightened in esoteric lore discerns the spirit through the veil of the letter. The task of the kabbalist, which confirms the Christian ideal of ascetic piety, is to focus mentally on the inner meaning of Scripture so that he may attain a vision of the divine, the ultimate felicity of the soul
: “But the man who controls the thoughts in his heart to such an extent that he can expel affairs of the flesh and meditate on spiritual matters enshrined in the Law (spiritualia legis meditetur), that man, I say, is blessed, for he will see God with a pure heart.”
 By indulging in this “higher speculation,” kabbalists “transcend creation and the creatures” and stand thereby “in the sole emanation of the Deity.”

We may conclude, therefore, that in Reuchlin’s thinking, the archaic Jewish gnosis is concerned, first and foremost, with soteriology. In Reuchlin’s own words, “After the prophets, this expectation of the coming of the Messiah bringing salvation, and all the practice of Kabbalah which is centered directly on the enduring deliverance of the Messiah, circles round it and leads back to it.”
 The “happy kabbalist,” wrote Reuchlin in another passage, “following the path of received truth that is Kabbalah, breaks out of the shadows, leaps into the circle of lamplight, from here moves on to daylight, and from the clear light of day comes understanding to illumine (within the limits of human ability) that truth of being.” The mind of the kabbalist, accordingly, is often “in a state of unutterable delight, rejoicing in spirit, in the depths of inner silence, driving away from itself humdrum earthly matters … carried away to the heavenly and the invisible that lies beyond all human sense. Then, though yet a guest of the body, he becomes a fellow of the angels, a sojourner in the home above the heavens: his frequent intercourse may be recognized as being in heaven. When he travels to the higher regions, he does so in the company of angels, he often sees the soul of the Messiah.
 

Reuchlin has astutely understood the intricate weave of prophetic visualization and eschatological salvation that had long characterized the mystical ideal proffered by kabbalists. Indeed, as various scholars have pointed out, in part criticizing Scholem’s surmise that messianism and mysticism do not merge until the sixteenth century when kabbalists responded to the crisis of the expulsion of Jews from the Iberian peninsula, a messianic impulse is evident from the very beginnings of kabbalah as a historical phenomenon, as it can be traced from and through literary sources shaped within discernible cultural contours.
 I concur with this view and hence there is a solid textual basis to argue that Reuchlin’s messianic interpretation of kabbalistic symbolism is not contrived or imposed from without. Moreover, the emphasis he places on kabbalah as an ascetic discipline that leads to a vision of God is well attested in kabbalistic texts.
 Reuchlin perceptively cites the remark of Nahmanides, albeit generically as a statement of the kabbalists, that “prior to apprehending the vision the soul must depart from oneself,” ki terem she-yasig la-re’iyyah tiparet nafsho me‘alav,
 to drive home the point that envisioning God is dependent on the separation of the soul from the body, a simulation of death that is brought about through contemplative practices.  As one may deduce from other comments of Nahmanides, he believed it possible for enlightened kabbalists to undergo this experience—which he refers to in one critical passage as the vision on the part of the “pure souls” of the glory incarnate in the angelic garment that assumes the shape of an anthropos
—while in the body, an experience that he links to biblical injunction to cleave to God, a spiritual conjunction that entails the transformation of the carnal flesh into an astral body, a refurbishment of the divine image with which Adam was created.
 This would be consistent with Reuchlin’s comment (spoken through Marranus) that Simon taught that kabbalah “leads to the height of blessedness and the greatest happiness,” which is identified as “salvation,” the “restoration of the human race after the first fall.”
 It is not necessary to belabor the fact that this formulation is indebted to the longstanding Christological interpretation of the Genesis narrative of Adam, Eve, and the Garden of Eden. Yet, if we look beyond the immediate, reflex reaction it occasions in those who wish to draw clear boundaries between the two liturgical communities and thereby ignore the disarray of the particulars that render suspect our taxonomic classifications, then it is not incorrect to say kabbalists have affirmed a view that bears strong similarities to the portrayal of the messianic moment as a rectification and return to the primal state.

Kabbalist Critique of Rabbinic Ritualism

In spite of being well anchored in Jewish texts, the tone of Reuchlin’s pronouncements at times bears a distinctively polemical tenor that represents as traditional a perspective that is at odds with the tradition.
 This dimension of Reuchlin would seem to confirm the observation of Cyril O’Regan that a “Kabbalistic genealogy” sustained by the Christian appropriation of Jewish esotericism is essentially an “anti-Jewish discourse,” a tendency already evident in Renaissance Christian kabbalism but exacerbated in the “post-Renaissance and post-Reformation field of narrative.”
 Nevertheless, it seems to me the matter is a bit more complex. In the first instance, the theurgical dimension is not completely rejected by Christian kabbalists, and thus I would have to disagree with O’Regan’s assessment (based on an uncritical acceptance of Idel) that the Christological presentation of the occult wisdom of kabbalah divorced the theosophical and theurgical, leading supposedly to an overemphasis of the speculative over the practical, an orientation reflected in Scholem’s approach to kabbalah as a religious phenomenon.
 

This is not the place to evaluate the accuracy of Idel’s portrayal of Scholem, an undertaking that is obviously necessary before one can accept the theoretical basis for O’Regan’s historiographical reconstruction. For my purposes, however, it is sufficient to underscore that the matter of ritual and theurgic efficacy is not completely obliterated by Christian proponents of an esoteric Jewish gnosis. Moreover, Scholem was not wrong in intuiting that kabbalists from the thirteenth century proffered a mystical hermeneutic to interpret Torah in its narratological and ritualistic facets. As I have suggested in my own studies, this hermeneutic displays a paradox in both domains. That is, the narratological meaning is to be discerned in the hearing of the ineffable and the ritualistic in the intent to fulfill the law by its surpassing. In contrast to Scholem, I have called this decidedly Pauline understanding of kabbalism “hypernomian” in place of “antinomian.”

As a final piece of evidence, consider the distinction that Reuchlin makes between Talmudists who “attempt to make the liberation of the royal Messiah relate to our physical captivity,” and kabbalists who “believe that the Messiah will come to free the wretched men of the human race from the chains of the original breach of justice, to let their sins fall, to save the souls of those who loyally serve God, souls our father Adam shut out of eternal life until the Messiah makes amends … for he comes to wipe out the guilt of the human race, and to open up the road to virtue.”
  I would not deny, as a number of scholars have noted, that in Jewish kabbalistic texts we can find a portrait of a messianic figure whose primary role is to convert human nature, affecting the reparation (tiqqun) that restores the pristine condition prior to the sin of Adam and Eve.
 I also readily admit that some kabbalists (Abulafia is perhaps the most striking example) have affirmed a more spiritualized understanding of messianic redemption with a primary focus on attaining a mental state that is effectively a withdrawal from mundane matters rather than the establishment of a different socio-political order.
 Nevertheless, what is troubling in Reuchlin’s formulation is the unequivocal distinction between the two facets of the Jewish messianic ideal, spiritual and political, which are preserved in some fashion even by kabbalists inclined more to the former than to the latter. 

Notwithstanding the critical marking of kabbalah as the ground wherein the wellsprings of Christian piety and dogma are to be sought, Reuchlin expresses his enmity toward Judaism as an independent religion that has worn out its wear, persisting in its ritual tenacity even while transmitting the gnosis that leads to its own transcendence and undoing. The crucial remark—which recapitulates many of the most hideous stereotypes of the Jew advanced in medieval Christian sources, textual and visual—is placed in the mouth of Marranus in a literary setting wherein he reflects on Simon’s interrupting a particularly intense discussion on account of the arrival of the Jewish Sabbath: 

And his words have inspired me to meditate on these difficult matters, to the point where I can conceive of nothing I would rather do. Good God! A Jew—born, brought up, educated and put to study among Jews. And people consider Jews an uncivilized, superstitious, base, low people, unenlightened strangers to fine learning. Believe me, I wanted to hear more so much that I would have stayed up all night to watch that man’s face and listen to him talking. If only this wretched Sabbath had not intervened this evening.
 

In a second passage, Reuchlin attempts to clarify the Jewish practice of Sabbath observance in response to the comment of Philolaus that the Pythagoreans count every day a holy Sabbath when they are able to lay aside mundane matters and engage in “joyous meditation.” Reuchlin explains the halakhic ritual by referring to the kabbalistic interpretation of Sabbath (based, in part, on a passage from Sha‘arei Orah, the treatise on the sefirot composed in the last decade of the thirteenth century by the Spanish kabbalist Joseph Gikatilla) as a symbolic reference to the world to come (an older idea attested in rabbinic literature that was embellished in medieval forms of religiosity),
 which he explicates in a decidedly Christological sense: 

This then is the Sabbath of the Kabbalists, to be kept holy for all time. In it we follow the will not of the flesh but of the spirit, we contemplate the divine, giving no attention to what stands against God, for to all the nations he stands for Law, Law that springs from his very nature. As for you, the law of Moses was not brought to you, and Jewish practices do not oblige you to revere this number … I shall extort no number from you. I ask only calm and peace of mind, in surrender to God and the divine alone. Such a state is achieved above all in allegorical investigations of the kind we carried out in discussion between us as you so much wanted.
 

This text demands an analysis that lies beyond the scope of this essay. Suffice it to note, Reuchlin has well grasped the symbolic intent of the kabbalistic understanding of ritual, and the unbridgeable chasm separating Jew and non-Jew that ensues from this orientation. In the end, however, he must make room for the Christological turn, the swerve on the path, as it were, and thus he assures Philolaus that he need not keep the Jewish Sabbath, for in the end what really matters is the allegorical significance of the ritual that points to attaining peace of mind and surrender to God, states that are attainable without the agency of halakhic practice. 

I note, parenthetically, that at another juncture in the discussion Reuchlin attempts to deal with the reluctance on the part of kabbalists to teach esoteric matters to non-Jews, an obvious infraction of the need to keep Jews and Gentiles separate. This characterization is not fanciful on Reuchlin’s part as it reflects an attitude well attested in compositions written by Jewish kabbalists since the emergence of Christian kabbalah from the late fifteenth century.
 What is striking about the passage from De arte cabalistica is that Simon expresses hesitation by stating that his religious obligation prevents him from “exposing hidden, sacred mysteries to outsiders with no initiation into Jewish rites.”
 Since the secretive matters are often withheld from Jews themselves, being found “only in a few scattered books, cloaked in obscurity and disguised in riddles,” it is obviously necessary to conceal them from those who have no familiarity with the practical side of Judaism. The “burning desire” of Philolaus and Marranus “to examine the highest matters” offsets the rabbinic admonitions against disclosing secrets though he will still be cautious and demonstrate restraint “in the most difficult of the precepts” for in exposing the mysteries the “barriers have been taken down” and the “sun’s light is shed on all without distinction.”
 Reuchlin has well articulated the tension between the rabbinic propensity to conceal esoteric matters from unworthy recipients and the yearning of Christians to gain access to the inner dimension of Jewish tradition. What is especially noteworthy is Reuchlin’s recognition that from the perspective of Jewish kabbalists there is no sense in severing law and spirit. In the end, he may vehemently reject the former, his view based on the Pauline animosity towards Pharasaic nomianism, but, at the very least, he acknowledges that this would be antithetical to the kabbalists’ own way of being. 

Reuchlin is accurate in noting that the kabbalists infused traditional rituals with cosmic significance by interpreting them symbolically as referring to the pleroma of divine potencies. However, his statement that the symbolic exposition of the Law in isolation from fulfilling it “lifts the mind to higher things” and “raises it toward the divine”
 is an obvious departure from the kabbalists he cites who have always tried to uphold the literal application together with the symbolical interpretation. The privileging of the contemplative over the corporeal in a manner that would obliterate the latter smacks of an over spiritualizing stance that accords with the Christian predilection with regard to the fleshly law of the Jews. The bias is hardly veiled in another comment of Reuchlin that “speculation leads to a Kabbalistic sort of understanding of the Law that imbues our minds with spiritual meditation and shapes them as if into its own likeness. This we, reckon, is the meditation on the Law that was handed down to Moses from the mouth of God after the Law had been given to Moses in the fire and the stone tablets had been broken and repaired.”
 In this passage, Reuchlin has reinterpreted the account of the Sinaitic origin of kabbalah given by Nahmanides, for whom the revelation consisted of the written and oral Torah, the latter identified more specifically as the oral tradition that engenders decoding the text as composed of divine names.
 For Reuchlin, the oral tradition given to Moses consisted of the spiritual sense that transcends the literal, a point that is accentuated by the fact that the former, which is apprehended by the exegete proficient in the art of kabbalah transmitted in an unbroken chain of authority, is given to Moses only after the law had been revealed from the fire and the stone tablets broken. From a second passage it is clear that, according to Reuchlin’s understanding, Nahmanides was articulating an originary sense of formlessness of the primordial Torah, a chaotic disarray of the letters.
 The scrambled nature of this text, coupled with the lack of vocalization, allows for multiple readings that are determined by the various forms of kabbalistic exegesis including letter transposition and numerology.
 Departing from his source, however, Reuchlin understands the construction of the scriptural text through the different hermeneutical modes as a response to the breaking of the original Torah that comprised moral laws and ceremonial rites. Needless to say, this is a crucial reversal of the kabbalistic teaching proffered by Nahmanides for whom the oral Torah, or the Torah scripted upon the forearm of God in black fire on white fire, is the primordial text (an uninterrupted sequence of divine names) that precedes the written Torah conventionally divided into narrative and law. One cannot imagine Nahmanides, or, for that matter, any kabbalist articulating the Judaic perspective, describing the Torah in its mystical valence as reparation of the shattered tablets of the covenant. 

Alphabetical Kabbalah in a Christological Key

As I have already noted, Reuchlin depicts Pythagoreanism in much the same light as a “symbolic philosophy” that leads to salvation of humanity construed as escaping from the corporeal world.
 There is, however, one issue that distinguishes kabbalah and the ancient Italian philosophy: the theurgic efficacy accorded the letters of the Hebrew alphabet and, in particular, the divine names that derive from the Tetragrammaton. In one passage, Reuchlin tellingly speaks of the “alphabetical Kabbalah” (alphabeticaria hec Cabala) through which “are laid open the greatest mysteries of the divine” (arcana diuinorum maxima).
 To be sure, in Reuchlin’s mind, the distinction I made is not viable for he earnestly believed that the “alphabetical numerical mode”
 of Hebrew promulgated by kabbalists is affirmed as well in ancient Pythagorean thought. Thus, he observes that the “higher speculation” elucidated by kabbalists, which is focused chiefly on the alphabet, occasions a return to childhood that he identifies as the “Pythagorean rebirth.”
 One should also recall that in De verbo mirifico Reuchlin expressed the view that the power of the names, the essence of the ancient Hebraic wisdom, was transmitted to the Greek philosophers, Thales, Pythagoras, and Plato, and hence we can retrieve “Mosaic vestiges” in their thought.
 

In spite of his sincere intentions, however, from a critical standpoint we can and must distinguish the perspective that is unique to the kabbalists. Reuchlin himself, in consonance with Pico,
 maintains that the theurgical efficacy of the divine names stems from the assumption that Hebrew is the “fount of all languages” compared to which all other languages are impoverished. Even though a comparable link between the linguistic and mathematical is found in the philosophical ruminations of the school of Pythagoras, Reuchlin extols the supremacy of Hebrew by concluding that there is “no other language in the world whose letters so perfectly show any number.”
 The dependence of kabbalistic praxis on Hebrew is so intricate that “only with great difficulty” can it “be translated into the speech of other nations.”
 The assumption regarding the unique status of Hebrew fostered by kabbalah underlies the desire and demand on the part of Reuchlin and other Christian kabbalists to study the language of the Jews. The indelible link between linguistic mastery and esoteric knowledge is made explicitly in a letter that Reuchlin wrote in 1508, “I assure you that not one of the Latins can expound the Old Testament unless he first becomes proficient in the language in which it was written. For the mediator between God and man was language, as we read in the Pentateuch; but not any language, only Hebrew, through which God wished his secrets to be made known to man.”
 Reuchlin’s literary vita illustrates the extent to which he remained true to his belief that knowledge of Hebrew is foundational for Christian faith. In 1506, he published De rudimentis hebraica, a Hebrew grammar; in 1512, In septem psalmos poenitentiales, a translation of the seven penitential psalms and a commentary; and, in 1511, De accentibus et orthographia linguae hebraicae, a treatise on accents, pronunciation and synagogue music. I concur, therefore, with the observation that Reuchlin’s “study of Hebrew was almost as much a religious exercise as a scholarly preoccupation.”

The distinctive rank accorded Hebrew supplied Reuchlin with the ultimate argument in his 1510 legal opinion written to advocate against confiscation and destruction of Jewish books on the part of Christians.
 Reuchlin utilizes a similar line of reasoning in the dedication of De accentibus addressed to Cardinal Adrian, noting that the importance of learning Hebrew was “to give youth, bent upon studying languages, a leader under whose banner they would be able to fight, if need be, with those ferocious and rabid dogs who hated all good arts; against the disease and pestilence of everything old; against the burners of books who thirsted for the destruction and extermination of the most ancient monuments. As an old man he might cease to teach elements of grammar, but his zeal for the spread of the study of Hebrew makes him forget all objections.”
 G. Lloyd Jones has well articulated the widely accepted view that Reuchlin’s interest in the Jewish mystical tradition “was a driving force behind his determination to master Hebrew and safeguard the existence of Hebraic literature.”
 Reuchlin’s defense of safeguarding Jewish books cannot be isolated from his acceptance of the widespread kabbalistic presumption that Hebrew is the matrix through which all things are created. 

The inherent theurgical potency of the letters—a cornerstone of Jewish esotericism—and the kabbalistic understanding of language as the locus of secrecy captivated Reuchlin’s imagination. Particularly important is the third book of De arte cabalistica, which includes lengthy discussions (buttressed by translations of primary texts) of the different names of God and angels. Special significance is accorded the Tetragrammaton, the name that signifies the ineffable, invisible, and unknowable essence of God, the source of all creation, the alef that is the beginning that emerges from the “infinite sea of Nothingness.”
 Just as there is no end to the divine substance, there can be no terminus to the mysteries of the Tetragrammaton.
 This, according to Reuchlin, is the true intent of the traditional idiom shem ha-meforash, that is, the name “that explains the essence of God.”
 Knowledge of the name empowers one with wisdom that is theosophical and theurgical. 

The inability to separate these two dimensions is made especially clear from Reuchlin’s comments on the 72 letter name, which, according to the tradition, is derived exegetically from Exod. 14:19-21 (216 consonants divided into 72 triplets). In Reuchlin’s presentation, the 72 names are “one symbolic name,” which points to the “good, great God” through “many varied angelic methods.” Kabbalists “greatly worship and venerate these names” because through them they “work unutterably wonderful miracles.”
 To substantiate the point textually, Reuchlin quotes from the fourteenth-century Italian kabbalist Menahem Recanati who wrote in his commentary to the aforementioned biblical verses, “The letters flutter above in the essence of the chariot and they are appointed to carry out every matter, and their efficacy is known to kabbalists.”
 Recanati’s words are a commentary on a passage in an earlier midrashic work, the Letters of Rabbi Akiva, cited by Reuchlin himself, that portrays the emergence of the 72 letter name from before the throne of glory in crowns of fire. The theological danger is to believe that the angelic forces are the causal agents in the universe, a belief that would amount to superstition at best and idolatry at worst; what is acceptable, indeed the mystical truth, is that the angels are the names by which God exercises his providential care. The singular contribution of kabbalah is to recognize the onomastic nature of the angels. In virtue of the knowledge of the angelic hosts, masters of kabbalah access the Tetragrammaton, “the name through which a man can effect miracles, by acting as a fellow-worker and as a delegate from God.”

Precisely on account of the potency of the names bestowed upon one who acquires knowledge of them, Reuchlin envisions the theurgical activity in contemplative terms. This is illustrated, for instance, in his comment that by means of the relevant verses in Psalms that yield the 72 names, the kabbalists “lift their minds as high as they can go towards God and, surrounded by such great praise, courageously ascend from angel to angel, always reaching from one to the next into the sublime. The angels help them in their task so that they leave secular care behind and are carried as far as they are able to God, like light feathers wafted up by the lightest of breaths to the sublime regions of heaven.”
 The mental ascent culminates in an apprehension of the one name, the Tetragrammaton, which comprises the other names. Reuchlin affirms another standard kabbalistic principle, indebted particularly to the formulation of Gikatilla: Torah in its mystical essence relates to the sefirot, which correspond to the names that all emanate from the four-letter name.
 Insofar as the Torah equals the name, and the name comprises all the other letters of the Hebrew alphabet, it follows that each of the letters is transposed mystically into a divine name.
 It is this theosophic assumption that underlies Reuchlin’s assertion that “reading the holy letters … bring us to admiration of divine matters and then bind us fast to them in love.”
 For all the aversion Reuchlin shows in relation to Jewish ritual, his unwavering commitment to kabbalah leads him to enunciate a quintessentially Jewish proclivity whereby Torah study becomes the preeminent means by which one is conjoined to God. Thus, as Simon reminds his partners in trialogue, indubitably reflecting the viewpoint adopted by Reuchlin, the combinations of the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet delineated in Sefer Yetsirah “should not be understood in any boorish or uneducated way, for every one of then is the Spirit … We must contemplate them spiritually with great joy for they have not been handed down to us for denigration or mockery but for us to embrace the mysteries of Scripture with pious faith. By trusting in the letters we shall find it easier to speculate on higher things.”
 Just as the word of God was disclosed to Moses through a cloud, so one can discern the secrets hidden in the letters. Indeed, the spirit cannot be seen except through the body of the text, for the mystery of the name is cloaked in the garment of the letter.

The magical impact of the science of letter permutation and the manipulation of cosmic forces based thereon are inevitable consequences of the kabbalistic assumption regarding the ontological standing of Hebrew as the “basis of the world and of the Law.”
 Reuchlin thus approvingly records accounts about creating a golem
 and the writing of amulets by means of divine names.
 Nevertheless, the ultimate significance of this wisdom lies in the spiritual value it has for the adept, making possible the exegetical comprehension of the secrets of the revealed word of God. “We shall proceed through the combinations of the twenty-two alphabets until with careful, prudent and unflagging diligence we reach the highest and first alphabet. We need to run through each combination carefully until the voice of God becomes clear and the text of Sacred Scripture is opened up and offered to us.”
 To the extent that the true being of reality consists of the combinations of letters, which are expressive of the one name that is the essence of God, the “highest and first alphabet,” it follows that focusing on the linguistic underpinning of all that exists assists in the redemption from the physical world.

Consideration of all created things leads back, within the bounds of human capability, to understanding of the one Creator. That understanding is our salvation and eternal life. Thus we pass from God, through his Name, back to God. He himself is his own Name of the four letters, which is blessed always to eternity.

Reuchlin apprehended that the Christian doctrine of incarnation finds its ideational basis in the confluence of anthropomorphic and linguistic symbolism that has informed the mythopoeic comportment of kabbalists through the generations.
 Notably, towards the end of the trialogue, the figure of Marranus draws an analogy between the efficacy of the name of Jesus in Christian faith and the theurgical potency of the Tetragrammaton in kabbalistic speculation. I have already referred to this critical passage, but let me here reiterate that for Reuchlin the main point is not only that the name of Jesus assumes a parallel function to YHWH, but also that Christians have a decided advantage over Jews inasmuch as they possess the true name of the Messiah, the Pentagram, which renders the ineffable name pronounceable. In what may be called a rhetorically brilliant stroke, Reuchlin has his Jewish character, Simon, respond to Marranus, “Perhaps you are right, but why should you have to use words?” Why, the reader is impelled ask, should there be a question about using words when the theme being discussed is the effectiveness of words? The comment, it seems, is meant to suggest that the most recondite secret, the secret of the secret, the secret that there is a secret, must remain unspoken. From the perspective of the Jew this is the situation of the secrets cultivated by Christian kabbalists. Thus, Simon continues in his response:

At any rate, the better Kabbalist sages tried to liken this figure of the Cross to the tree of the bronze serpent set up in the desert, though they did so silently and secretly. This they did through Gematria, that is, numerical equality, for tselem, meaning “Cross,” and ets meaning, “Tree,” both have letters symbolizing one-hundred-and-fifty. So passing from one to another, from cross to tree and tree to cross, is easy. But I put a finger to my lips, Time is brief, my good friends, and I am restricted from saying all I might wish.


One cannot miss the irony here: The detailed discourse on the art of kabbalah through the prism of the power of Hebrew, a discussion that occupies most of the third book of the trialogue, ostensibly organized around Gikatilla’s threefold division of exegetical techniques, numerology (gematria), acrostics (notarikon), and transpositions (temurah), terminates with an appeal to silence. This silence, however, is not related to the apophatic tendency prevalent in the history of Christian mysticism (due in great measure to the influence of Neoplatonism transmitted especially through the works of Dionysus the Areopagite
) to deny the ability of language to depict ultimate reality or truth, but rather to the political need to conceal esoteric matters on account of their potentially dangerous implications. In the end, Simon provides a numerical proof for the Christological claim, a proof that is dependent on language inasmuch as the numerology is inherently linked to the letters. Perhaps even more apposite is the explication that Reuchlin cites from Sefer Iggeret ha-Sodot, the Epistula secretorum by the converted Jew, Paulus de Heredia,
 of the twelve-letter name of God as av ben ve-ruah ha-qodesh, that is, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and the forty-two letter name as av elohim ben elohim ruah ha-qodesh elohim sheloshah be-ehad ehad bi-sheloshah, that is, “God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit, three in one and one in three.”
 The secret names of God are thus interpreted as encoding the mystery of the Trinity. 

We may conclude, therefore, that the reticence that Reuchlin attributes to Simon to speak of the affinity between kabbalah and Christianity does not undermine the nexus between language and secrecy so central to Jewish mysticism. On the contrary, as I have intimated, the emphasis on the inherent value of language in Jewish esotericism culminates in the tradition about the Pentagram in Christian kabbalah, the name by which the nameless is called. When faced with this ultimate secret the Jew has no choice but to remain silent. From the Christian’s standpoint, the Jew’s refusal to speak attests more vociferously to the secrecy of what could have been spoken in speaking the unspoken.
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